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Introduction 

The railway age began on 15 September 1830, the day on 

which England's Prime Minister, the Duke of Wellington, 

officially opened the first modern railway, the Liverpool 

and Manchester. For the first time all the components of 

the railway as we know it today were brought together to 

carry passengers and freight: the double track of iron, the 

steam locomotive, cars, stations, bridges and tunnels. A 

new form of transportation - one which had been gradually 

developed during the earlier years of the century - had been 

perfected to the point of operation. It was an event of 

major proportions. Reports were published in every English 

newspaper, circulated on the Continent and guickly carried 

across the Atlantic to North America. Newspapers in the 

United States printed full accounts of the opening. The 

Montreal Gazette featured the story on the front page of its 

edition of 25 October 1830. Everywhere there was enthusiastic 

speculation regarding the use of the railway to overcome the 

local problems of transportation, even though as The Gazette 

admitted, the idea appeared "at present very wild and chime­

rical".1 

In England, of course, other lines were begun on the 

model of the Liverpool and Manchester. In the United States 

the idea was quickly embraced. Adapting English techniques 

to suit North American conditions, Americans in seaboard 
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cities started building railroads toward the west like the 

Baltimore and Ohio, Delaware and Hudson, and Mohawk and 

Hudson in the early 1830s. Canada did not lag far behind 

England and the United States in entering the railway age. 

This country's first railway, the Champlain and St. Lawrence, 

was opened on 21 July 1836 and was among the world's pioneer 

lines. 

Railway mileage continued to increase in England and 

America during the decade of the 1830s, but except for a 

small mine railway at Nova Scotia's Albion Mines, the 

Champlain and St. Lawrence remained Canada's only operating 

line at this time. Schemes to connect by rail Toronto to 

Lake Huron, London to Lake Ontario and Quebec City to 

St. Andrew's, New Brunswick were proposed; however, by the 

time of the insurrections of 1837-38 nothing concrete had 

been accomplished and the economic and political problems 

which ensued assured that nothing would be done. 

The 1840s 

During the 1840s, Canadians transferred their transportation 

enthusiasms to the British-subsidized canal projects and 

the Canadian-devised plank road schemes. Continued American 

construction of railroads and the remarkable mania of 1844-46 

which drove the British "mad on railways", however, prompted 

renewed Canadian enthusiasm for the subject. Indeed, begin-

ing about 1845 Canada had its own "railway mania". Old plans 
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for lines promoted in the 1830s were resuscitated and often 

extended in scope. The London and Gore was revived as the 

Great Western Railroad and promoted not merely to join the 

town of London to Lake Ontario, but also to serve as a rail 

link through Canada between the American towns of Niagara and 

Detroit. Discussions were held regarding the construction 

of an intercolonial railway between Nova Scotia and the 

Canadas and requests for imperial aid were submitted to the 

Colonial Office in London. To give Montreal an ice-free 

winter port, the St. Lawrence and Atlantic, an international 

line to Portland, Maine, was chartered in 1845. To bind the 

Canadas together, "a chain of railway from Montreal to the 

Western boundary of the Province" [i.e. Windsor] was promoted 

and in 1846 a number of lines were chartered to serve as 

links in this chain. Among these schemes of the mid-1840s 

were 2 modest ones, the first an 8-mile portage railway 

between Montreal and Lachine, the second a 12-mile line from 

Lanoraie to the village of L'Industrie. These small railways 

2 
were completed. The others were not. 

Although the general pattern of eventual Canadian railway 

development was being set in the 1840s, this second surge 

of Canadian zest for railways, like that of a decade before, 

produced little more than a flurry of railway charters. The 

reasons for failure were economic. The average cost per 

mile of Canadian railways was computed to be $32,000. 
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Capital for the short portage lines, like the Champlain and 

St. Lawrence or Montreal and Lachine, could, with difficulty, 

be found in Canada. To finance the longer lines outside 

capital was necessary. Promoters like Allan McNab of the 

Great Western and A.T. Gait of the St. Lawrence and Atlantic 

were forced to go to London to secure backing. Promises of 

assistance they received in 1845, but once the British 

railway boom collapsed in scandal in 1846, they found the 

first instalments impossible to collect. The economic 

depression that began in Canada in the fall of 1847 dampened 

the hopes of even the most optimistic. By then the Atlantic 

and St. Lawrence had managed to secure enough Canadian capital 

to enable it to lay tracks from Longueuil, opposite Montreal, 

to Saint Hyacinthe, 30 miles to the east; however, this was 

only one quarter the distance to its destination at the 

international boundary and traffic on the completed stub 

was unremunerative. Other lines fared worse. The Great 

Western held a gala sod turning ceremony in 1847, but, in 

the words of a disappointed civil engineer, it was "all for 

show", for the capital needed to begin construction could 

not be so easily unearthed. The dismal state of Canadian 

railway development at the end of the decade is revealed in 

the dry statistics of the year 1849 that showed that in that 

year when the British had almost 5,000 miles of railways, 

the Americans had over 8,000 miles and even the Cubans had 
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273 miles, Canadians could point to a mere 54 miles of track, 

"We Canadians", concluded one observer, "are fruitful in 

3 
projects but barren in results." 

Government Involvement 

WHEREAS at the present day, the means of 
rapid and easy communication by Rail-way, 
between the chief centres of population 
and trade in any country and the more 
remote parts thereof, are become not 
merely advantageous, but essential to its 
advancement and prosperity; And whereas 
experience has shown, that whatever be 
the case in long settled, populous and 
wealthy countries, in those which are 
new and thinly peopled and in which 
capital is scarce, the assistance of 
Government is necessary Litalics added] 
and may be safely afforded to the 
construction of lines of Rail-way of 
considerable extent....4 

So began the preamble of the Guarantee Act of 1849, a 

statute of great importance to the development of Canadian 

railways. Since 1831 when the Assembly of Lower Canada had 

been petitioned for permission to construct the Champlain 

and St. Lawrence Railroad, government had been involved in 

railways, but its role had been a passive one of chartering 

those lines which had met the political approval of the 

legislators. Following the failure of the lines of the 

1840s, it had become evident that this laissez-faire policy 

was unsatisfactory. Accordingly, a study of the assistance 

given to railways by governments in other countries was 

made. Two courses were open. The first, was to treat 
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railways like public works, as the Belgians did, and create 

a state-owned system using public funds. The second was to 

retain the concept of private ownership of railways, 

assuming that only those lines which seemed potentially 

profitable would be built, but encouraging construction of 

these lines by means of government assistance to the 

railway companies. In 1849 the Inspector General of Canada, 

Francis Hincks, opted for the latter and introduced 

legislation which provided that the Canadian government 

would guarantee the interest, not exceeding 6 per cent, on 

not more than half the bonded debt of any railway 75 miles 

in length which had completed half its line. Thus was 

taken the first step on the road of government involvement 

in Canadian railway development. 

Other legislation followed Hincks' Guarantee Act as the 

Canadian government in the next few years muddled towards 

a railway policy which would result in the completion of 

lines. By 1852 the legislature had created a Board of 

Railway Commissioners to oversee railway affairs, and this 

body had, for example, determined that the gauge of railways 

seeking government assistance was required to be 5'6" rather 

than the American standard gauge of 4'8 J" . At the same time 

the governments of New Brunswick and Nova Scotia began to take 

an active interest in railways. In the former, proposals 

similar to Hincks' were introduced into the legislature in 
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1849 and were hotly debated; in the latter, the legislature 

approved a resolution in 1850 which authorized the government 

to subscribe for one half the necessary stock in local 

railways deemed important. It is not within the purview of 

this paper to trace in detail the nature of government 

involvement in railways. Suffice it to say that following 

1849 politics and railways were securely wedded. The 

marriage did not always prove to be a happy one. 

Confidence in railways had been created by the govern­

ment's support. Enthusiasm was rekindled by the publication 

in 1850 of T.C. Reefer's Philosophy of Railroads. This was 

a brilliantly written, prize-winning essay that quickly 

became a "best seller". It damned Canadians for their 

inertia and praised railways for their manifold benefits. 

Reefer marshalled the English language and sent it off 

crusading for railways. Who could withstand such salvos as 

this paean to the locomotive? 

Those huge drivers will yet tread out the 
last smouldering embers of discord...will 
smooth the hitherto rugged path, fill 
up the dividing gulf, break through the 
intervening ridge, overcome the ups and 
downs of life's chequered journey, and 
speed the unwearied traveller upon his 
now rejoicing way. 

Reefer armed the advocates of railways with better ammunition 

than they had ever had. Railway stocks, he claimed, were 

the soundest form of investment; indeed, "if universal ruin 

be inevitable they will be the last public works to succumb 
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to the general prostration". Canada, he suggested, could 

5 
"no longer afford to do without railroads". 

As the economy of British North America revived in late 

1850, railway fever returned. The Globe of Toronto reported 

in November 1850: 

Railroads, Railroads! The Canadian world 
is at last thoroughly alive on the subject 
of Railroads....Opposition seems to have 
died away, and there seems to be a 
unanimous desire to build the roads, 
some way or other; the prospect that 
something effectual will be done seems 
really good. 

But the enthusiasm was still of the familiar, spasmodic kind 

that could prompt a young Canadian civil engineer to write 

excitedly one day in January 1851, "The whole country is up", 

and then to despair grumpily 2 weeks later, "I have little 

hope of success in Canada. The Canadians are such d—d fools. 

They won't believe that one of themselves can do anything." 

Nevertheless, the period between 1849 and 1853 was critical 

to the development of the Canadian railway system. Many lines 

were promoted, chartered and planned at this time. Many 

decisions were made which set the pattern of railway develop­

ment in this country. 

Continental Lines 

There were three types of railways which developed in this 

period: continental lines, national lines and local lines. 

The continental railways were those integrated with the 
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transportation and commercial system of the United States. 

The national lines were those designed to link through 

British territory the various sections of British North 

America. The local lines were the small feeder and portage 

railways which, although continentalist in essence, were 

parochial in extent and limited in scope. 

In an era when Canada's commercial intercourse was 

declining with Great Britain and increasing with the United 

States, continental lines seemed not only necessary but also 

profitable; consequently north-south railways devised to serve 

as direct trade routes between the two countries were the 

first to follow the passage of the Guarantee Act. The St. 

Lawrence and Atlantic was the first to be revived. In 1850 

this company recommenced construction of its line through 

the Eastern Townships to connect near the border with the 

Atlantic and St. Lawrence, a companion line being built 

northward from Portland, Maine. The haste with which this 

project was resuscitated due to the lure of government 

assistance did not go without notice at the time. "Hurrah, 

hurrahl with gold to pay", Punch in Canada mocked, "We'll 

7 
make the two ends meet". So confxdent were the people 

of Portland that the two ends would meet to make their city 

the junction of lines from Canada and New England that in 

August 1850 they hosted a railway convention at which the 

idea of another Canadian continental line was promoted. This 
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line, the European and North American, was proposed to run 

from Halifax through New Brunswick to Portland and would 

serve to foster international trade and provide a link -

albeit through the United States - between the Canadas and 

the Maritimes. Delegates from Nova Scotia and New Brunswick 

received the idea enthusiastically; another continental 

scheme was underway. 

The honour of becoming the continent's first international 

railway fell not to the St. Lawrence and Atlantic, however, 

but to the old Champlain and St. Lawrence when, in September 

1851, an extension of this line was opened to Rouses Point, 

New York. So great was New England's joy in this "conjugal 

union" that a Railroad Jubilee was held in Boston that fall 

to celebrate it. The heads of state and prominent men of 

both nations attended the festivities - travelling to and fro 

by train, of course - and revelled at the banquets and balls, 

processions and parties. Lord Elgin set the tone of the 

time : 

It becomes us - Americans and Britons -
to be ready at all times and all places... 
to cultivate towards each other feelings., 
of brotherly love and mutual friendship. 

Such sentiments of continental fraternity served as 

incentive to eager Canadian railway promoters. Soon other 

lines were being pushed ahead with the same goal. The European 

and North American in New Brunswick, the Montreal and New 

York (progeny of the unprofitable Montreal and Lachine) in 
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Canada East, and the Bytown and Prescott in Canada West 

were all designed to cement north-south trade links. So 

it was with other small railways in Canada West leading 

from places like Brockville, Cobourg, Port Hope, Port Stanley 

and Port Dalhousie where the promise of future civic 

prominence was based, at least in part, on the anticipation 

of continental trade across the Great Lakes to American 

ports. 

Another class of continental line encouraged by the 

Guarantee Act was that which relied on the carriage of 

American trade from the burgeoning western states through 

Canada to the eastern seaboard of the United States. Three 

major lines in Canada West fell into this category, the 

most important of which was the long-planned Great Western. 

From its first prospectus onward, the purpose of this 

railway was clear: 

The Great Western Rail Road is designed 
hot only to facilitate the internal 
traffic of the Province of Canada, for 
which its route possesses eminent 
advantages, but also to form a connecting 
link in the great chain of Railway from 
the city of Boston, on the eastern coast 
of the United States, to the Mississippi 
River, thus drawing over it an immense 
and increasing foreign traffic. 

As part of a "great chain of Railway", the Great Western 

was planned to be linked to New York state by a suspension 

bridge to Niagara and to Michigan by a ferry at Detroit. 

After years of delay, work finally began on the project in 
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1851. Two other continental lines, the Northern out of 

Toronto and the Buffalo, Brantford and Goderich were forwarded 

at this time in anticipation of capturing a share of the 

seemingly lucrative through traffic. Both counted on ships 

from Chicago delivering freight to their northern ports whence 

it would be sent in a shortcut south to be then ferried across 

to New York. Both were sufficiently appealing to attract 

capital enough to begin construction in the early 1850s. 

Together with the Great Western, these lines at last brought 

Canada West into the railway age. All were competitors in 

the quest for the American through trade; trade which in 185 3 

seemed limitless; trade which the Montreal Gazette would later 

9 
aptly term "our Canadian will-o-the-wisp". 

National Lines 

The second major type of railway to capture the attention 

and engage the efforts of Canadians between 1849 and 1852 

was the national line. The primary aim of this type of 

line was to unite the various provinces of British North 

America. Because economic and geographic forces often were 

obstacles resisting construction of the national line, polit­

ical considerations were as important as commercial factors 

in the development of these east-west links. There were two 

movements towards the achievement of national lines following 

1849. The first was a revival of the idea of an intercolonial 

railway joining the Canadas to the maritime provinces, the 
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second was that of a trunk line connecting Canada West to 

Canada East. Both were confusingly interlocked; often 

dependent on one another, sometimes at variance. Between 

1849 and 1853 the fates of both were determined. 

Among the other inducements to railway construction 

contained in the Guarantee Act was a declaration of Canadian 

support, in the form of land and money, towards the 

construction of a railway between Halifax and Quebec. "A great 

national work... linking together the various portions of the 

British Empire" the intercolonial was considered, of 

course, to be an imperial undertaking; however, should the 

British government embark upon it, the Canadian government 

was willing to lend what aid it could. 

For the next three years politicians from Canada, Nova 

Scotia and New Brunswick sought to convince the colonial 

office of the need for this imperial line. Hincks presented 

the case in the summer of 1849 but was refused by the Colonial 

Secretary. In 1850, Joseph Howe, Nova Scotia's leader, took 

up the cause. By means of "lucid reasoning, startling facts, 

11 
profound political philosphy and forcible eloquence", 

Howe almost single-handedly managed to arouse the interest 

of the English people in the idea and persuade men in high 

places to reconsider their rejection of the project. In 

March 1851 the British government tentatively decided to 

guarantee the interest on a sum necessary to build the 



15 

intercolonial railway, provided it was built entirely within 

British territory and the provinces agreed to give support 

in land and money. It seemed the long-sought intercolonial 

was at last to become a reality. 

While Howe was refusing to accept the negative British 

verdict of 1849, Hincks acceded and turned to encouraging a 

trunk line between the Canadas. This idea was not a new one. 

As has been pointed out, by 1849 a series of lines had been 

chartered which, if built, would have joined the Canadas by 

rail. Although the Guarantee Act stimulated action on the 

commercially attractive continental lines, it failed to spur 

construction of the links of the trunk line. Even after a 

meeting at Kingston in February 1851 of "delegates from places 

favourable to a Grand Provincial Railroad from Montreal to 

Toronto " , it appeared that private capital was unequal to the 

task of providing the province with a national trunk railway. 

To Hincks it was equally obvious that Canada must have such a 

line. Accordingly, in 1851 he dramatically scrapped his 1849 

policy of government aid to private railway companies and 

introduced a new policy of state control of the national line. 

Since the trunk line was a political necessity, the province 

was obliged to undertake the project and the government was 

therefore prepared to construct and operate the railway. 

It was at this point the two national projects were 

joined. In June 1851, aroused by the British government's 


