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OLD DON JAIL

3 bodies found under old Don Jail
Archeological survey
finds remains of men,
hanged for their crimes,
buried in the jail yard

In 1915, a crowd waited for him to die

Sep 27, 2007 04:30 AM
Be the first to comment on this
article...
CURTIS RUSH

STAFF REPORTER
Part of the Don Jail's dark past
has come to light in way that
has archaeologists and history
buffs abuzz.
On Tuesday, the skeletal
remains of three men were
uncovered below an adjacent
north parking lot during
excavation, all apparent victims
of hangings, which started at
the old Don Jail in the 1860s.
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A carving of Father Time looms over the main door of the old Don Jail.

The three skeletons, believed to pre-date the 1930s, were on
display for the media yesterday while a documentary television
crew filmed the event.
The remains, found during an archeological assessment, were
individually buried in three of five grave shafts discovered on the
north side of the jail, in the Gerrard St. E. and Broadview Ave. area.
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In 1915, a crowd waited for
him to die
As John (Jan) Ziolko began the long
walk down the hallway between his
cell and the execution room that April
morning in 1915, his head was high,
his step firm.

"In the next month or two, we'll
get an answer to that," he said.
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Officials left the two other gravesites undisturbed and contacted the
coroner and police, who said the findings are not of forensic interest
to them.
The chief archeologist at the site, Ronald Williamson, believes there
may be more skeletons – perhaps as many as 11 in all – buried in
what was once a cemetery for
prisoners.
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The old Don Jail is being preserved as a heritage site. Bridgepoint
Health, the current owner, is in charge of redeveloping the site.

Bridgepoint Health president and CEO Marian Walsh said the
discovery of the skeletal remains was not a surprise because archival records indicated there might
be a cemetery near the jail. "We're not anticipating there would be any impact on the building of our
hospital," Walsh said.
The archeological assessment is being conducted in accordance with the heritage agreement
Bridgepoint entered into when it bought the Don Jail property in 2002. The assessment has been
underway for a week.
Although Williamson believes the three men were hanged, there is no obvious physical evidence on
their remains to prove it. "We are not at this moment exposing these bodies to that level of detail.
That will be ensuing work," he said.

But the top part of their skulls had been cut away, indicating cranial autopsies, standard practice for
prisoners hanged in the 19th century. "So we have some confidence that we know we're dealing with
people who were hanged at the jail and buried in this area," Williamson said.
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Officials are poring over names of those hanged at the Don Jail. So far, they have the names of eight
hanged prisoners who may have been interred in the yard, Williamson said.
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The prisoners – some of the most notorious in Toronto's history – would have been buried in the jail
yard if family members failed to claim the bodies.
Positive identification of the remains will be a challenge, however, particularly given the lack of
dental records.
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Tests may determine the age of the bones and height of the person, but unless a family descendant
provides DNA samples, the identification process may not be much more than an educated guess,
the archeologist said.
The old Don Jail, which opened in 1864 and was closed in 1977, had more than two dozen hangings,
the last in 1962. The death penalty was abolished in Canada in 1976.
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The gallows were once outside the jail overlooking what is now a parking lot on the northeast. They
were moved inside in 1905, officials said yesterday.
The remains were found buried at depths of more than a metre, with evidence of wooden coffins.
Realizing the historical importance of any findings, Bridgepoint contacted a television film company
several weeks ago and a film crew was on site yesterday to record the discovery.
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Williamson said yesterday he will work closely with the province to thoroughly investigate the
graves.
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