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Three Early Canadian

Transcontinental Railway Proposals
by Alan Vanterpool

Long before the Pacific Railway was proposed during the negotia-
tions for British Columbia s entry into Confederation, the concept
of a transcontinental railway had been put forward. This paper sum-
marizes these proposals, and concludes with a prdcis of the con-
tract between the Dominion Government and the Canadian Pacific
Railway Company (CPR).

The first mention of a Canadian transcontinental railway appears
to be that of Sir Richard Bonnycastle, of the Royal Engineers, in
1829. Since the first practical railway had only been demonstrated
a few years earlier, on a small scale in Britain, this was a truly
remarkable proposal.

In 1834, Thomas Dalton, a Toronto newspaper reporter, talked of
an all steam route by river, rail, and canal from Toronto to the Pa-
cific.

Nine years later, Torontonian John Smyth wrote numerous pam-
phlets, urging a line of steam communications around the world.
The Canadian portion was to be a combined rail and water route.
These ideas were not taken seriously.

But between 1848 and 1850, three works by separate authors, were
taken more seriously:

Major Robert Smyth proposed an Atlantic and Pacific Rail

way. His views were supported by several prestigious Lon-
don newspapers. He thought the scheme would cost $700 million.
His route was very similar to that later chosen by the Canadian
Pacific Railway (CPR). It was to pay for itself by the traffic of
colonists brought to the new land. The railway was to be built by
convict labour.

Lieutenant Henry Synge, Royal Engineers, proposed a rail

and waterway network across the continent. The proposal in-
cluded a canal through the Rockies, incorporating many locks! Since
Synge worked on the Rideau Canal at Ottawa he undoubtedly had
locks on his brain! The network was to be built by the surplus un-
employed in Britain.

These two ideas were amalgamated by F.A. Wilson (a former

Hudson Bay Company employee) and A.B Richards, a Lon-
don lawyer, in a 550+ pages book published in Britain. They would
employ 20,000 convicts to break ground and build a rough grade,
plus 60,000 surplus unemployed who would work for three years
at soldier s pay. Their proposed route however, was a series of con-
joined straight lines from Halifax to the Pacific Coast, which ig-
nored the presence of lakes, rivers and mountains! At the conclu-

sion of the construction the convicts were to be settled in Labra-
dor!

In 1851 Allan Macdonell, a Toronto promoter, organized a com-
pany and applied for a charter to build a railway to the Pacific. This
proposal was turned down by the Legislative Assembly of Canada
on the grounds that the route of the proposed line crossed Hudson
Bay Company lands. But it was the first transcontinental railway
proposal to be specifically dealt with at the political level.

Then in 1857 the British Government set up a commission to en-
quire into the Hudson Bay Company (HBC) lands. As one might
expect Macdonell appeared before the commission to push for
opening up of these lands. But, perhaps more significantly, John
Ross, President of the Grand Trunk Railway (GTR), also advo-
cated a railway running from the Atlantic to the Pacific. This com-
mission existed at a time when railway construction was booming
in the United Canadas. Many leading politicians held large num-
bers of shares in railway companies, and several held both public
office and were simultaneously board members of the railway com-
panies.

A year later, the discovery of gold in British Columbia, must have
accelerated thinking in favour of a transcontinental railway.

Consequently, it is no surprise that when Macdonell again applied
for a charter in 1858, to link the navigable waters of the north-
west, it was granted to him. However, his plan to combine steam-
ers, railways and highways into a transportation system again came
to nought because of the HBC.

However, times were changing and several prominent persons were
pushing for a Pacific Railway. These included amongst many oth-
ers, Joseph Howe (a prominent politician), Samual Cunard (of
Cunard Steamship Company fame), and Edward Watkin (a future
president of the GTR). Both the Canadian and British Governments
began to take an interest in a possible transcontinental railway, and
several expeditions were launched at the end of the 1850 s to ex-
plore the HBC lands in this connection.

In 1860, Watkin suggested a main through railway from the At-
lantic to the Pacific, using the Yellowhead Pass and staying as far
north of the United States border as possible. The line would cross
to Vancouver Island (presumably near the Seymour narrows) and
terminate at Esquimalt.

Then in 1862, Sandford Fleming, appeared on the scene. He was
already a respected railway civil engineer in Canada, and he stud-
ied the transcontinental railway question thoroughly. He drew up a
work and cost sheet, and put forward a detailed plan for develop-
ing and constructing a railway. His ideas were published as Practi-
cal Observations on the Constructions of a Continuous Line of
Railway from Canada to the Pacific Ocean on British Territory*.
His concept was to first build a road, then a telegraph line, and
finally to build a railway on the original roadbed. He estimated the
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cost at $100 million, and that it would take 25 years to build. The
railway was to extend over 45” of longitude, or one-eighth of the
distance around the world, and through a completely undeveloped
area!

Also in 1862 Watkin proposed a transcontinental railway to be built
under the auspices of the Imperial and Canadian Governments.
However, the Canadian delegates withdrew when it became obvi-
ous that the Intercolonial Railway proposal took precedence. One
year later, Watkin again proposed a complete intercolonial rail-
way from the Atlantic to the Pacific. A prospectus was issued, in
which the railway was to be executed with the aid and sanction of
the HBC.

In 1863, GTR interests gained control of the HBC, and by 1869,
two years after Confederation, the Company surrendered its lands
to the Dominion Government. It did, however, retain five percent
of the arable land on the prairies, but the HBC no longer inhibited
plans for transportation corridors across the north-west.

Also in 1863, settlers in the Red River colony, petitioned the gov-
ernment for a rail connection, not only to the east, but to the west
coast as well.

In 1865, Dr. John Rae, sponsored by the HBC, the Imperial and
Canadian Governments and the GTR, made a trip through the Yel-
lowhead Pass®. He surveyed the Pass for routes for a railway, wagon
road and telegraph line.

In May 1869, the Union Pacific, Central Pacific and Western Pa-
cific railroads were completed between Omaha, Nebraska (where
there was a connection to the rest of the US railroad system), and
the Pacific coast. This line, almost 2,000 miles long demonstrated
that, with contemporary technology, a railroad could be built through
the Rocky Mountains.

Therefore, when the representatives of the Crown Colony of Brit-
ish Columbia sat down with those of the Dominion Government to
discuss entering Confederation, the proposal for a transcontinental
railway fell on fertile ground. Thus, it was no surprise in 1871 that
one of the conditions for joining was that a railway should be started
by 1873, and completed by 1881, which would join British Colum-
bia to the railway system in Ontario.

Surveys were immediately started under the supervision of Sandford
Fleming. Fleming first went west in the summer of 1872. By 1873,
the job was fully organized and was to continue until 1879. His
crews studied 46,000 miles of lines on reconnaissance surveys, and
11,500 miles on fully recorded instrument surveys. All of this work
was done in an area where each surveying team had to be supplied
from eastern Canada, some of them across almost 3,000 miles of
undeveloped land and unmarked waterways. The work was divided
into three regions and 21 divisions. Eight hundred men were at
work in the first season, and as many as 2,000 in later seasons. By
1879, Fleming made his recommendations for the route of the Pa-
cific Railway. It was for a line to proceed north west from Ottawa,
along the north shore of Lake Superior to Winnipeg, and thence
across the prairies in a more or less straight line to the Yellowhead
Pass, thence down the Thompson and Fraser Rivers to a terminal
on the south shore of Burrard Inlet.

In 1872 Parliament decided that the railway should be constructed

and operated by private capital, subsidized by the Government.
The most logical candidate was the GTR, whose senior officials
had already shown considerable interest in a pacific railway. How-
ever, when they were approached they turned the proposal down,
saying that it could not be built except at tremendous cost,
when built it could not be worked successfully in winter, and if it
could be worked would have no traffic to carry upon it. The Com-
pany was probably right in its views, but they were politically in-
correct. This and other contemporary statements came back to haunt
the Company around 1920 when the Dominion Government was
looking for reasons to create the Canadian National Railway.

After a number of efforts by the Government to find a company to
build the railway, a contract was awarded to Sir Hugh Allen of
Montreal. Allen was the owner of the Allan Steamship Company.
For reasons which needn t be gone into the project was discred-
ited, Allen failed to form a company to build the railway, and the
Macdonald Government fell in 1873, partly because of its finan-
cial involvement with Allen.

The new, Liberal Government, decided the project should be a
public one and let Government contracts for construction. Work
started south from Selkirk to the US railway system at the Interna-
tional Border, between Lake Superior (at Fort William) and Winni-
peg (in 1875), and through the Fraser River Canyon (in 1879).
Macdonald returned to power in 1878 and continued to control the
project as a public effort. But in 1880, Parliament decided to revert
to the project being a private one, subsidized by Government. A
contract was then signed with the newly formed CPR, with the fol-
lowing major conditions:

o] The Company was to be given $25 million in cash, 25 mil-
lion acres of selected lands, plus all right of way through public
lands

o] The importation into Canada of all materials required to
construct the railway to be free of customs duties

o] The sections of railway built by the Government were to be
given to the Company free of charge (excluding rolling stock)
about 700 miles of line had been/would be built at a cost of $30
million, but the Company had to spend a further $7 million or so to
make them operable this included 430 miles from Fort William
to Selkirk, 230 miles at the Pacific end and some lines in Manitoba
including one from Selkirk to the US Border

o] Perpetual exemption from taxation by governments, at all
levels, on all property and capital stock

o] No line south of the CPR main line could receive a Domin-
ion or provincial charter for 20 years except lines running in a
south-west direction from the CPR line this clause was rescinded
in 1888 at the vigorous insistence of the Manitoba Government

o] The CPR contracted to build 2,000 miles of line by 1891
and to work the line for at least 10 years after completion

o} The standard of construction was to be that of the Union
Pacific Railroad as it was in 1883

o] The capital stock of the CPR was to be $100 million
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As is well known, construction of the CPR was started in 1881, and
the last spike was driven in, in November 1885.
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Railr oad R epr ints
The Museum has acqait a lage collection of old issues Bil-
road MagazineAs a sevice to its members, selectionsrfrthese
magazines will beaproduced fom time to time iThe Marker

Here is the concluding thir part of an extended #cle from the
March 1942 issue. Note that all original spelling and grammar is

presered.
Section-Car
(Par t Thr ee) _ .
by Bob White. Section Feman. Grand funk Wstern: Sea- "Section-car de luxe: The Reading and the Jersey Central own several of

. these, used mainly for Bridge and Building workers who often make long
tary-Treasuer of Harmony Lodge 108, Bthehood of Mainte- s in bad weather. Picture was taken at Mauch Chunk, Pa. The boys are

nance of \&y Employes proud of their detachable roomette. Note the track-sweeping brooms in
AST June th&Vheeling & Lake Erie tried the stunt of using front of the wheels”
L a section motecar for a fantripThis jaunt originated in the
mind of Laird Myers, a member of the Eastern Ohio chapt
of the National Railway Historical Society. A. Roderick, engi-
neer of thaV&LE Maintenance ofVay and Suctures department,
deserves credit for making the arrangementérty fans turned
out for the time of their lives, scooting along the rails betwee
Massillon and Orrville, Ohio, piled on a pop-car and a trailer ~ The unlucky section boss had to report this occurrence. He just
told his superior that the train hit the two cars at once while he was
pushing the trailer ahead of the hand-€ars dodge got him &f
with only one slug of brownies for the two accidents. But, needless
to add, Kelly didrt get the new motor he was after

eIpandcar smashetdhen he brushed the cinder$ bis pants and
started dfafoot to get a push-car on which to tote the wreck back
to town; but he had no sooner returned to the scene of the accident,
loaded the pieces on the pushikan along came the second sec-
|];lion of the passenger train and slammed into the whole works.

By 1908 the pop-car was rather widely usé&tde Chicago,
Milwaukee & $. Paul was the first road to equip an entire supervi-
sor's district with them. Of course, the innovation had one sour
feature for maintenance men; it increased—in some cases, more
than doubled—the length of the section for which they were re-
sponsible. But it was definitely less of a grind to patrol the en-

*Coupled behind a go-buggy, a push-car like this has many uses: the least Iarged_ section with modern,.smooth riding vehicles than it had been

agreeable, as our author relates, being that of a hearse" back in the old days, bobbing up and down, to propel a hand-car
over the track.

Changing the subjectwo years ago one of my old GT@dsh-

cars carried a “deadhead”—this time | use the word literBhg

corpse of a poor tramp had been found along our right-of-way

Sherif Murphy and the local coroner stopped me as | was speed-

ing in from work.They didnt know how to get the body through

the brush and swamp to the highway three miles gay solved

the problemAll of my crew squeezed on the moizar, while the

two officers of the law rode behind on the push-car with their grue-

some freight. | cam’'say | was sorry when the run ended.

Some old-timers didhtake so well to the motarars when they

were first introduced. | heard of a foreman named Kelly Rogers, on

the old Lawrence, Leavenworth & Gulf, who had plenty trouble

with the speeders on the heavy curves in his sectidfinatfield "The M-16, a lightweight Canadian pop-car, built by Sylvester Manufacturing
o (ﬁ)mpany of Lindsay, Ontario, uses the chain-and-sprocket drive gear"

Kansas. He managed to get a couple of cars torn up by trains right

off the reel.This made the roadmaster so mad that he put KellfEven though many roads frown on their employes skimming along

back on the hand-car the rails at more than twenty-five miles per hblugh FO’Neil of

The king snipe got along fine for a year propelling his men in th 536 LincolnAvenue, Ogden, Utah—an extra gang timekeeper on

traditional mannerand eventually figured he was ready for an-Ine Soqthe_rn Paci_fic—tells me that metars used on_the Salt
other pop-caiThe Old Man was about ready to give him one, Wheiiake Division of his road are capable of speeds as high as forty-

Kelly disputed the right-of-way with a passenger train and got hi ve miles per hour
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