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between the covers

With the burst of great summer weather we
now are enjoying here it seems that

"God's in his heaven and all's right with the
world".

One hundred years ago this year, the railway
started to come into being. Thus, our Special
Section subject this time is The Railway in New­
foundland. Researching the history was in­
teresting but frustrating because one historian's
account frequently differs from that of another.
We welcome any comments from our readers.

Both David Wegenast and Wayne Stockwood
rode the rails. courtesy of TerraTransport.
Wayne took a round trip from Bishop's Falls to
Corner Brook, and David went from St. John's to
Argenlia return. The engineers and crews rolled
out the red carpet of hospitality and provided
great material. We are certain that nowhere in
the world would men hard at work on the railway
so graciously answer our interminable
questions. We thank both the men and Terra
Transport for giving us the opportunity of a
lifetime. We only wish that the Canada Post
Office had been as co-operative because some of
our pictures are in the mail somewhere between
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here and Corner Brook and failed to arrive
before press time.

We think that our railway articles will interest
many because it appears that practically
everyone in Newfoundland seems to have a
vested interest in the railway.

As for the fishery, we hear that the trap season
has been very poor. but as of July 15th the cod
have been coming in better in some areas. Let's
hope that things continue to pick up.

Walter Rockwood gives us some information
on Labrador. Ross Traverse tells us about
harvesting vegetables, and Anthony Murphy'S
adventure is concluded.

We congratulate Circulation Manager Hazel
Harris whose son Jeremy was born July 13 ­
Hazel should be back on staff in late Fall.

See you in October! It

~1 .1..,.{.~<.~
Editor

The logo 01 the Newfoundland Railway. (Photo eN, from
Narrow Gauge Railways of Canada. AaWare Enterprtses
Ltd .• used With permission.)
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the railway...then

The Bullet is born

I n the year 1825 when the first public
passenger railroad was introduced in

~ngland, highroad construction began along a
14.4 km. (ninc mile) route between St. John's and
Portugal Cove where a regular steamer service
was established to carry mail and passengers
across the bay from Harbour Grace, Carbonear
and Brigus. Because the primitive route was the
only transportation and communication link
serving what amounted to half the population of
the country it was no surprise that the St. John's
Morning Post suggested that a railroad be
constructed along the existing roadbed to Por­
tugal Cove in 1847. It was hoped that the
proposed railway would provide the added in­
centive for freight and mail expansion between
St. John's and Conception Bay communities.

Although this particular project was never
implemented, the concept of building a trans­
island railway continued to collect momentum
until 1865 whan the House of Assembly at St.
John's adopted a resolution, "That the company
that would start the railway within two years of
the first of June 1866 would receive grants in fee
of the land which the said line of the rail is to be
built and ...grants to the extent of five miles on
each side of the said line, together with Timber
and Mineral rights."

The decision to build a trans-island railway
was no doubt anxious to take full political ad­
received the results of the 1864 Geologic Studies
of the interior of Newfoundland, the ad­
ministration of Prime Minister F.T.B. Carter
were no doubt anxious to take full political ad­
vantage of the prosperity that the construction of
a trans-island railway would produce in em­
ployment and timber and mineral exploitation.
Rev. Moses Harvey wrote in 1894, ..... the

A Hunslet locomotive railway in 1882 bearing the name 01
American syndicate representative Albert L Blackman.
(PANL photo)

Thorburn's "road 'to Placentia.

population was rapidly increasing while their
mainstay, the fisheries, showed unmistakable
symptoms of decline," Many politicians and
local merchants who stood to prosper by the
implementation of railway construction felt that
the railway was a good way to turn the work
force of the country in a new direction.

Initial opposition to the proposal to construct
the railway was swift and severe. The first
railway survey was completed in 1876 at a cost of
$20,000, twice the estimate.

Local politician and adamant anti-Confederate
Charles Fox Bennett attacked the government
for its extravagance, and used the railway
construction to support his argument that a
trans-island railway would promote unity with
Canada. It was not difficult to gain support for
his anti-Confederate stand in an impoverished
colony which proudly displayed the Union Jack
on every holiday.

To counter the argument that the construction
of the railway was beyond the means of the
colony, John J. Dearin, a member of the House of
Assembly, suggested in 1876 that a line to tap the
commercial business of the Conception Bay
area could be constructed to Harbour Grace at a
cost estimated in the vicinity of $1.25 million. The
figure was substantially less than the estimated
$7.5 to $8 million it would cost to construct a
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railway from St. John's to St. George's Bay
along the Gander and the Indian River valleys.

Using $1,000,000 that was granted the New­
foundland Government for a fisheries ar­
bitration under the Treaty of Washington, Prime
Minister William Whiteway's administration felt
confident that they would be able to finance the
first Newfoundland railway contract in 1881 with
an American syndicate represented by promoter
Albert L. Blackman.

On August 9, 1881, local dignitaries gathered at
Fort William to watch Lady Whiteway turn the
first sad in a railway venture that was supposed
to cost the Newfoundland Government an annual
subsidy of $180,000 for 35 years and was to grant
Blackman's Syndicate 5,000 acres of land for
every mile of rail they laid. Blackman's crews
financed by London backers quickly began
constructing a rail bed along present-day Em­
pire Avenue, in St. John's. In the first season, the
crew of 400 men succeeded in laying a road bed
some 20 miles long with 10 miles of track ex­
tending from the railway station near the New­
foundland Hotel.

In 1882 the Whiteway administration was faced
with another election which they easily won on
their railway construction and development
policy. The development policy, however, was
soon to collapse when the Blackman syndicate
was placed in receivership. Although the errant
company was dismissed from further con­
struction on the project, the London backers
agreed to permit the line to continue operation on
behalf of the shareholders who later sold the line
to Newfoundland in 1896. It is interesting to note
that the newly opened line which extended to
Harbour Grace via Whitbourne was very quickly
to prove profitable and popular because of its
novelty, yet was not even owned by the govern-

Placentia Station at the turn of the century. (Newfoun­
dland Transport Historical Society).

ment! This irony would later come to the
forefront when the government of the island
embarked on the next series of railway projects
which proved to be anythinj( but profitable.

Railway construction was again revived in
1885 by the Reform Administration of Robert
Thorburn and James Winter who had ousted the
Whiteway regime after the Blackman contract
default. Thorburn, faced with the same chronic
problems of a depressed economy, put labourers
to work on the construction of a road to Placentia
in 1886. The road soon became a 26-mile railway
from Whitbourne Station which was completed
in 1888. Critics of the Thorburn administration
scoffed at the $500,000 cost of this railroad and
accused him of building the railway to Placentia
to secure the vote of the large number of Roman
Catholic parishioners in the area.

In 1889, Whiteway, however, was returned to
power, and given another try at negotiating a
railway deal. I!I

World Food Day: 16 October 1981

T ~;8~i,r~~e\\~:r~~v~:sOadr~:rt~~l~obuen~:n~c~~~~~
Food and Agriculture Organization of the United
Nations.

On that day, people around the world will join
together to demonstrate their commitment to
ending the scourge of hunger. Everyone sharing
that goal, everyone sharing the belief that food is
a basic human right, is asked to find some way to
participate in a WORLD FOOD DAY ob­
servance.

Did you know...
that 5 million people in the world today suffer

from hunger?
that millions of children each year die from

hunger-related illness?
that more than 100 countries consume more

food than they produce?

that food prices are increasing everywhere?
that Canada and the United States hold more

than 40% of world grain reserves and account for
two-thirds of world grain exports, and two-thirds
of all world aid?

Schools, youth groups, service clubs and
organizations of all kinds can participate in
WORLD FOOD DAY. Why not sponsor an essay
or poster contest in your area? Is there a unique
way that you or your group can help further the
effectiveness of WORLD FOOD DAY?

For further information, please write:
WORLD FOOD DAY
c/o M. K. M. Harnum
Department of Rural,

Agricultural and Northern Development
6th Floor, Atlantic Place
S1. John's, NF, A1C 5T7

(709) 737·3175



The rail trouble starts

B y lhl.' l'nd of the }fSgUs. the rallic of rail
COi!Chl'S and the constanl belch of black.

coal smoke had become a familiar sight and
sound to the n~sidcnlS who lived un the rail routes
of the Avalon Peninsula.

As early as July 1883. the railway incurred the
wrath of the Newfoundland Conference of the
Methodist Church who .....had the solemn
command in God's word to Remember the
Sabbath Day to keep it holy." The Methodists
reported ..... the Newfoundland Railway
have... in opposition to the moslenlightened... run
Excursion Trains on the Lord's Day... lo the
moral detriment of the people."

The Methodist Conference was, no doubt.
referring to the practice of running Sunday af­
ternoon picnic trains (rom St. John's to TopsaiL
The Excursion train which pulled out of the
station June 29, 1882 on its first trip carried
three bands and over 300 passengers to "the
shore". When the vote came to keep the ex­
cursion train on Sunday it was perhaps the first
time in ewfoundland history that God lost.

But all was not well, as the Newfoundland
Government engineer W. J. Croasdale reported
on March 12, 1884. Apparently the Railway had
made a slight oversight in purchasing their first
cars from the Prince Edward Island railway.
There was nobody to fix them! Croasdale ex­
plained that cars ran uninspected, were for the
most part unsafe, and that the locomotives were
falling into disrepair because of a lack of
qualified support staff.

In 1884, passengers on the Newfoundland
railway could travel daily from the six stops
between St. John's and Salmon Cove on a round
trip that took a mere eight and one-half hours;
and on Tuesdays, Thursdays, and Saturdays
there was a regular train which took them to
Whitbourne.

When Whiteway was returned to power in 1889
he was determined not to repeat the public
spending record of his predecessor, Thorburn.
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~bbtrtistmtnts.

GRAND EXCURSION BY TRAIN
fO TOPSAIL.

BIeunium
WID be JtlytD UDder the If.D~f:mcbl. uf

Prof. Bennen's and Star of the Sea Bands,
'-To

Topsail, on the ~.?9th.
Can hllta'f8 the depot at Fort William at 9 o'clock

eharp. ud leA"e TopsaU At 7 o'clock••barp, tor St,
Jobu"e.

TICXE~-Double, Eight abilll!lga; ~iogl", ftTa (:,.1
abiliinga.

Rflt~abmel1L:; fur hit! on tbe .'leh.l. Three Bll.t1ds
will be in a""odue-.

J)ANCIN~ DTiRING THIl: DAY.
Ticketa ~1ilDiLed) mAy be hi\d (r"m ID\'Ulb.:lU or the

abon·named BaDd••

• J:~C1I.S10~ TO CoNCLUDE WITH A

(lRA~m BONNET-HOP,
-1" TBE-

Star of' the Spa Hall,
TICKETS-FIFTr CENTS EACH.

R, .'. C.-\LLAXA:s',
JUDe '20. StlCI'l!tarr.

Advertisement for the first railway elCcursion that ap­
peared In the Evening Mercury, 20 June 1882. About a
month later. the same newspaper reported a problem
with these excursions; " ... there were at Squires' some
200 hungry mortals going about seeking what they might
devour and could lind nothing eatable. Not even a bottle
01 spruce beer or a cake could be had.'· (PANL photo)

Made by the Baldwin Plant in PhiladelphIa this locomotive and tender were placed on the Hall's Bay railroad.
(BaldWin Locomotive Works; from Narrow Gauge Railway. 01 Canada, Aallfare Enterprises Ltd., used with per­
miSSIon.)
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and he had tenders called for the completion of a
railway to Hall's Bay.

In 1890, the contractor R.G. Reid, took over the
construction that the Whiteway administration
had resumed in 1889. Reid's contract provided
for the construction of a railroad approximately
262 miles long. Reid had to deposit a security of
$250,000 with the government against his com·
pletion of the job and $90,000 to the government
for work that had already been completed on
grading of the line. In payment for the con­
struction of the line and the free operation of the
government line at Placentia, Reid was to
receive $15,000 for each mile of rail he completed
for the duration of his five-year contract.

In May 1893. a revised contract was negotiated
with R. G. Reid to extend the railway from the
Exploits River to Port aux Basques. Because one
of the provisions of the contract involved Reid
operation and maintenance of the railway, the
maintenance of telegraph lines and the con·
struction and maintenance of all necessary
facilities to complete the total transportation
system, the contractor was awarded a grant of
5,000 acres fee simple for every mile he
operated. The contract was both attractive to the
contractor and fair to the government who
essentially did not have to worry about the
railway for the next 10 years.

Reid's influence and affluence in Newfound­
land were quickly to become notorious, but it
could not be disputed that his guidance turned
the railway into an attractive and efficient
service.

Conditions on the line, however, were far from
attractive to the travelling public. An English
observer for a financial agency reporting on the
condition of the Newfoundland rail service in

Hard times cutting the line

D uring the 1890s up to 3,000 people worked
on cutting the railway line and laying the

rails. The living conditions of the crews were
extremely rugged, to say nothing of the work
they had to do. James J. McGrath of Fresh­
water, Placentia Bay was one of the early em­
ployees and some of his recollections were
recorded in Don Morris' "Offbeat History"
column of The Evening Telegram.

The men travelled to Placentia Junction by
train, then on flatcars to Come By Chance. and 14
more miles in the open cars of a ballast train that
was carrying rock and earth. This took them to
the end of the "permanent way" at the time.
whence it was an additional 24 miles by shank's
mare through mud ana bog to the work camp,
located just inside of Random Sound. According
to McGrath, the men lived on dumplings alone
for two weeks before they acquired a cooking
pot.

Pay for the navvies was ten cents per hour for

1893 observed, "The accommodation is not at
present likely to attract anyone unless on urgent
business; the first· and second-class are not
overly clean." The unidentified observer also
reported on the food service on the train. At
Clode Sound the passengers were treated to a
gourmet meal of hot tea, fried trout, or par­
tridge, and bread and butter. Although he
praised the line for the convenience of telegraph
offices in typical English style. he added, "This
coming summer, no doubt. will see platforms
erected at the different stopping places, where
now passengers and freight are un­
ceremoniously dumped on the ground." We are
uncertain as to the absolute accuracy of this
observer's criticisms of the line and can only
assume that at least some of his antagonism was
caused by his having to help dig the train out of
the snow drifts at Clode Sound.

Reid's remedy for those conditions started
with the purchase of new locomotives from the
Baldwin Plant in Eddystone, Pennsylvania, a
company that was to supply the majority of
steam locomotives to the island until the time of
Confederation.

So rapid was Reid's progress that on June 29,
1898, the first train left St. John's on a cross New­
foundland trip. The train that pulled out of the St.
John's station at 7 p.m. consisted of two baggage
cars, a day coach. a dining car and two sleeping
coaches. The trip took 27 hours and 45 minutes to
cover the 547-mile route to Port aux Basques
where it arrived on Thursday June 30. The
system was now complete with the added luxury
of enabling passengers to connect with the in­
ternational railway in Nova Scotia by means of
an ocean voyage on the "elegant" 5.S. Bruce,
from Port aux Basques to North Sydney. t!

= .....
Men Ifke these were responsible tor building the railway
with little more than picks and shovels. (PANL photo)



a ten-hour day, literally "another day, another
dollar". No accommodation was provided for
them in most cases, so the men built their own
tilts using wood and tarpaper. On 2 May 1882, two
railway workers were "charged with the offence
of trying to get a reasonable price for their
labour" as the Telegram at the time phrased it.
Maddigan led a protest march, then Holmes
negotiated with the company, but these two early
champions of workers' rights were tossed into
jail for a week. It was not until 1907 that pay was
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raised to $1.25 per day as the result of workers'
threatening to strike.

The drudgery was not unrelieved, however. On
several occasions, workers were able to take a
break and jig squid for American schooners.
each man earning $1.50 for only an hour's work.
Various inland parts of the line were also crossed
by vast herds of caribou from time to time. The
navvies lost no time in dropping their tools,
grabbing rifles, and going after their first meal
of fresh meat in many weeks. 11

The unassuming Mr. Robert Gillespie Reid

I n the summer of 1890 Robert Reid and his
partner G.H. Middleton came to New­

foundland to build a railway along a trans­
insular route to Hall's Bay. Although Middleton
quickly abandoned the scheme, Reid was as good
as his word and for the next 37 years he, and his
family who succeeded him in the construction
venture, lived far from fashionable American
and Upper Canadian society to build a railway
across a terrain that in 1895 Judge D.W. Prowse
described as, "remote, un befriended and
practically unknown."

A 1908 Montreal newspaper article later
reproduced in the Book of Newfoundland, Vol. 3,
described Reid as "a remarkable per­
sonality...his manner is mild and quiet, without
suggestion of bluster of modern pushfulness."
Certainly, if Reid was quiet and reserved as a
person he was admittedly shrewd as a
businessman. When Reid arrived in Newfound­
land, the railway was already nine years old and
had reached as far as Harbour Grace and
Placentia via Whitbourne (known as Harbour
Grace Junction) where th,e lines met and
disappeared along a road bed that extended to
Rantem on the isthmus of the Avalon Peninsula.
Premier Robert Thorburn had halted con­
struction after $500,000 had been squeezed from
the public purse on the rail route to Placentia.

Thorburn's successor, William Whiteway,
chose Reid on the basis of his reputation as a
railway builder but also because of the influence
he had in economic circles. Senator F. W. Rowe
in his History of Newfoundland and Labrador
estimates that Robert Reid was worth some $6
million when he arrived in Newfoundland to start
railway construction.

Reid's fortune had been amassed in a career
that had spanned less than 20 years. Born at
Coupar Angus, Perthshire, Scotland in 1842,
Robert Reid learned his trade as an apprentice
stonemason in the town of Leys. three miles
from his home. After emigrating to Australia in
1871, he became involved in his first construction
job, building viaducts for the railway through the
Blue Mountains of Australia. For the next 17
years he travelled extensively in the United

Sir Robert Reid, photo by special permiSSion oltha
Newfoundland Quarterly.

States and Canada as an independent railway
contractor and bridge builder.

Reid's construction career was impressive
even before he reached Newfoundland. In an
article that appeared in a Montreal newspaper in
1907 he is credited with a variety of construction
jobs which included work contracts on the
construction of the Canadian Parliament
Buildings, the construction of the International
Bridge at Buffalo, N.Y., a series of railway
bridges between Ottawa and Montreal. bridges
on the Grand Trunk Railway. the bridge system
on the International Railway from Austin to
Laredo, Texas, the Eagle Pass bridge spanning
the Rio Grande, and the Delaware Water Gap
Bridge. The Canadian Pacific Railway (C.P.R.)
then contracted Reid to do several projects in­
cluding viaduct construction on the North Shore
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of Lake Superior, the Lachine Bridge at Mon­
treal, the Sault Ste. Marie Bridge plus an 86·mile
railway in that area, and the C.P.R. viaduct into
Montreal.

Just prior to Reid's coming to Newfoundland
he was involved in the construction of the 'In­
tercontinental Railway (I.C.R.) Bridge at Grand
Narrows, Cape Breton and 46·miles of their
railway from Hawkesbury to Grand Narrows.

Reid's competence in projects that he had
completed stood as good reference to the
Government of Newfoundland which had
already experienced a default by contractor
Albert L. Blackman (who was awarded the
original contract in 1881 and through subsequent
negotiation had attempted the completion
project until funds ran out).

Through separate contracts, the Reids
acquired control of 6,000,000 acres of land as a
portion of payment for construction completed
on the railway, over a million acres of which he
lost by default to British backers who foreclosed
on the Newfoundland Pulp and Paper Company
in which he had heavily invested. Reid is often
heavily criticized for his maintenance and
upkeep of the narrow gauge railway which he
himself intended to control only for a ten-year
contract beginning in 1893. In 1907, Reid was
conferred a knighthood for his lifelong efforts in
railway construction in the Empire and the
United States. Yet, by that time, his personal
fortune had been gradually drained by the last
project he had attempted. F. W. Rowe estimated
that the Reids had lost in the vicinity of $6 million
over the 37 years they had been involved with the
construction and maintenance. Reid. who died

The 1898 Contract

The Reid '"riverhead" station has been the home of the
railway in Newfoundland nearly eighty years. \PANL
photO)

the year after he was knighted, however, was far
from a destitute man. Over the years in New­
foundland he had diversified his interests to
include participation in the Dominion Iron and
Steel Company at Bell Island, the Newfoundland
Timber Estates Company, the Canadian Pacific
Railway, and the Bank of Montreal.

Although we think of Robert Reid as the
"Father of the Newfoundland Railway" it was
also the Reid Company that first brought the
modern conveniences of the Street-Car Railway,
electric light and power, and paved streets to St.
John's and it had been Robert Reid himself who
helped persuade officials of the Bank of Montreal
and Coates & Company of London to advance a
loan to the colony after the bank crash of 1894,
postponing economic ruin of the colony for
another 40 years.

I n 1898.the administration of Ja.mesSpear­
man Wimer was again faced With the age­

old problem of colonial governments ­
bankruptcy. In actuality, the Government owed
only $943,000 on debentures, but had no hard cash
with which to pay the debt.

Norris Arm Staton established as the Northern Terminus
of the Reid Newfoundland Company (Newfoundland
Transport Historical Society).

Reid again came to the rescue. In 1898 the
government offered Robert Reid the ownership
of the railway if he agreed to operate it for 50
years. The contract, which was largely
negotiated by St. John's solicitor A. B. Morine,
provided that Reid would pay the Government $1
million and return half of the 5 million acres that
had been granted to him in by the 1893 contract.
The million dollars would enable Winter to pay
his debts, or if invested over 50 years would
repay $11.5 million that the colony had invested
in the railway since 1881.

The contract, however, had far reaching
implications, In an effort to minimize ex­
penditures in the areas of transportation and
communications, the Government sold the St.
John's Dry Dock to Reid for $325,000 and granted
him an annual subsidy of $90,000 to $100,000 for
the 3O-year contract to operate eight coastal
steamers around the island. The contract also
provided for the payment of $140,000 to pave the
streets of St. John's with granite cobblestone
along the street·railway route which Reid was to



operate at St. John's. Reid was also granted a
franchise to provide electric power to St. John's
from a plant he buUt at Petty Harbour. He also
had the exclusive right to operate and maintain a
Colonial Telegraph service on the island, to
which was added the concession to carryall
mails under an annual subsidy.

In effect, this contract gave Reid a monopoly
on transportation and communications on the
island. To this contract was affixed another
grant of land rights for construction of the
railway and its operation. As a result of the 1898
contract Roben Reid was to be awarded a total
of 4,124,000 acres of land (including lands of the
1893 contract on the island).

Needless to say, the railway contract did not
meet with universal acceptance by Newfound­
landers. Sir Herbert Murray, the Governor of the
time, tried to secure permission from the British
Colonial Office to block the contract but was
refused on the grounds that such action would
violate the rights of the colony.

At least onc St. John's politician, E. M. Jack­
man, was adamantly opposed to the legislation
which approved the contract, and made his
opinion public in the Evening Telegram of Nov.
24, 1898, saying, "I oppose it (the contract)
because the public lands or this colony are the
gift of Nature to its children."

Mr. Joseph Chamberlain, secretary or state
for the colonies wrote Governor Murray, "The
Colony is divested forever of any control or
power of influencing its own development... It
will not even have the guarantee for efficiency
and improvement afforded by competition,
which would tend to minimize the danger of
leaving such services in the hands of private
individuals."

The Reid contract negotiated and maneuvered
in the House of Assembly by Morine was short·
lived, for the initial rewards of the contract were
reduced in 1901 under the administration of
Robert Bond. Morine himself had to answer to
Governor Murray when it was discovered he had

Some real beauties admire a real beauty. (Newfoundland
Transport Hlstoncal Society).
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Dapper dtgnltafles and an earlY train crew. Note lormal
costumes. (Newfoundland Transporl Hlstoncal Soclely
Photo).

become Reid's personal and business solicitor.
The Governor promptly dismissed him and
demanded his resignation from the House.
Premier Robert Bond subsequently refused to
grant Robert Reid articles of incorporation
unless the contract was revised.

The revised contract enabled the Reid New·
foundland Company to establish their operation
with a concession for rail and steamship service
for 50 years. The railway was returned to the
Newfoundland Government and the million
dollars plus Interest returned to the disgruntled
Reids. Reid was to receive another $850,000 in
return for 1.5 million acres of the lands granted
to him by previous contracts and was to receive
another $1,503,000 in an arbitration on the return
of the telegraph system to the government.

Robert Reid did not take the loss or his
monopoly lightly, however. Although Bond had
come to power on an anti·Reid vote it was
evident that the Reids were determined to at­
tempt to set up their own Government by their
financing of the Tory party of Morine who ran
against Bond in the 1900 election. The results
which gave Bond a clear majority of 32 seats in
the 36-seat legislature also showed the Reids that
they had clearly backed a loser in Morine.
Morine was later paid $10,000 a year to stay away
from Newfoundland which he accepted until 1916
at which time he returned to the island.

By the time the 1898 contract had been com­
pleted, Robert Reid had gone to England to
negotiate a loan to develop his holdings on the
island. When Bond refused to permit the in­
corporation of the Reid Company to secure the
loan, Reid retaliated by reducing the railway to
the bare necessities, laying aU several em­
ployees.

It was the loss of potential revenues made
possible by the 1898 contract that the Reids felt
had ruined them in the railway business on the
island. Without the added incentive o( resource
development the company felt that they could
never recover the annual losses on the railway
venture. t!
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The golden age that never was

A lthough Robert Heid remained the. pro­
prietor and operator of the Reid New­

foundland Company in the early 1900s his sons,
W.O. Reid, H.D. Heid, and H..G. Jr. had now
become actively involved with the enterprise.

When they had recovered from their initial
disapPointment about the reversal of the terms
of the 1898 contract the Reids once more got back
to the job of railroading.

The job proved to be an expensive one with
company losses averaging $120,000 annually
between 1901 and 1910. In 1907, one passenger on
the line, however, felt the service was so
superior that he claimed, "Every feature of the
Reid system is of the finest character. His
railroad is equipped with sleeping, day, and
passenger coaches, the best that money can
buy." Writing in an article pUblished in the Book
of Newfoundland, Vol. 3, A.H. Penney observed
that the freight cars in use during this period
certainly did not deserve a similar compliment.
Most rolling stock was being converted to ac­
commodate a new Westinghouse braking system
which essentially gave each car individual

Hot off the production hne brand new St. John's number
8 en route to Newfoundland. (PANl photo)

1928 photo of Superintendent Cobb and companion'>
returning from fishing triP in the Western DIvision rail
motor car. Note pole, net and basket. (Photo in collec­
tion of l. Gordon Hannon)

braking power. Penney observes however,
that the use of the older system of cars without
such brakes persisted until just after the first
World War. This meant that cars on the rear of
the train broke loose, often rolled off wharves at
Lewisporte, Placentia and Heart'S Content or
went careening down sidings and grades until
they came upon a level grade sufficiently long
enough to stop them.

In 1909, Patrick Morris' administration em­
barked on another railway contract that was to
have the effect of bailing out the losing Reid
venture and providing employment he had
promised in that year's election campaign. An
election, allegedly, that had been paid for by
Reid money finances. It was no idle boast of W.
D. Reid when he reported to the Evening
Telegram 8 January 1918, "I have financed
three elections, established The Chronicle to
advocate the overthrow of the Bond Government
and provided the funds to purchase from liberal
control the Evening Herald." Reid would later
win a suit against A. B. Morine and H. Y. Mott
for money he had advanced to buy the DaUy
News which was used to support Morine and
James Winter in the political struggle from 1898
to 1900.

The Reids' support of Morris paid off when in
December 1909 they were offered a contract to
build branch railways on the Avalon, Burin and
Bonavista Peninsulas, and an additional line
(never constructed) from Deer Lake to Bonne
Bay.

R. G. Reid's son, William Duff Reid, then
president of the company, negotiated a contract
that gave the Reid Newfoundland Company
$15,000 cash and 4,000 acres of land for every
mile of rail that the company successfully
completed.

The first rail line in Prime Minister Morris'
Branch Line Policy was constructed from Shoal
Harbour (Clarenville) to Bonavista in the winter
of 1909-10. It was officially opened in November
1911 and was followed by the construction of the
St. John's to Trepassey railway which was
completed and opened on 1 January 1814.

With the onset of World War I, rail traffic in­
creased along the main line which now operated
a daily service to Port aux Basques. In spite of
increased volume and increased employment,
the railway freight rates continued to plunge the
line into debt. The rates had been established in
the 1890s and had not been adjusted to try and
reduce the railway's annual deficit of $200,000.

In spite of the losses, the Reid Company suc­
cessfully completed a line from Heart's Content
and extended the rails from Carbonear to Grates
Cove in 1915.

By the end of the war, it was evident that no
more political hay would be made on the



railway. Events of the next few years eventually
led to the grass growing back over much of the
newly constructed branch railway lines. It was
during this period lhallhe burden of postponed
maintenance look an additional toll on the line.
The Reid Newfoundland Company either un­
willing or unable to incur the additional debt of
revamping the service. agreed to operate the
railway under a Company and Government
Commission.

On July 1, 1923, the Reid dynasty came to an
abrupt end after operating two years under
subsidy. study and committee. In return for $2
million the Reid's surrendered the control of the
950 miles of railway plus their steamship lines.
Prime Minister Richard Squires also inherited a
debt that continued to average about $1 million a
year, until once more it became politically ex­
pedient to cut the railway expenditures. The
expediency was hastened by the onset of World
Depression in 1929 which was to cause much belt
tightening in many countries. In a country where
the railway amounted to about $42.5 million of
the public debt between 1875 and 1932, any
politician who could save money on its operation
was certain to be popular.

In 1931, a decision was made to close down the
Heart's Content and the Bay de Verde branches
that had been operating since July 1915. If it was

locomollve and cars working on the Bonavlsta Branch
Line at Lethbridge collIery. (Newfoundland Transport
Historical Society).

any consolation to the Government they did not
have to close down the Burin branch line. This
unfortunate piece of construction amounted only
to a 43-mile roadbed from Goobies to Swift
Current before it was abandoned in 1915. What
little rail that had been laid on the bed had been
removed in 1921 to service the main line.

In any event it was apparent that the newly
incorporated (1926) Newfoundland Railway was
to prove no more profitable than its predecessor,
the Reid Newfoundland Company. I!

Catching up with the 20th century

I n spite of the economic and political dif­
ficulties encountered by the railway on the

island, it could not be disputed that the line at­
tracted if not a healthy then a growing freight
and passenger business in the early 1900s. But
the line gradually feU into disrepair during the
first World War and by the early 1920s was in
need of major repairs. Writing in 1931, J. R.
Smallwood, at the time Justice of the Peace for
the Dominion, observed, "The road bed was in
deplorable condition; little if any ballasting had
been done for years. The rails were not often

The luxury of electric light to celebrate the 1935 Silver
jubllee. (PANL phOto)

replaced, and run-offs were becoming very
common occurrences. The day coaches were
often leaky, always full of strange creakings and
other noises, and frequently draughty. The
locomotives were old and weak. The Pullman
cars were old-fashioned and the antithesis of
comfort. The second-class day coaches were a
nightmare. More often than not (trains) were
many hours and often days late."

As a result of the recommendations of Sir
George Burry, former vice-president of the
Canadian Pacific Railway, the railway took its
first step forward into the twentieth century.
Operating first by a government and railway
company commission in the early 192Os, the
railway line was taken outof the Reid Newfound­
land Company control in 1926 and became the
Newfoundland Railway.

Renovations that were suggested as early as
1921 in the House of Assembly slowly refurbished
and replaced much of the Reid equipment that
had advanced' in age beyond serviceable use. In
the early 1920s the company had started
receiving shipments of the new Baldwin Pacific
locomotive to replace the outdated and less
powerful Atlantic type in use on the line. and by
the end of the decade the passenger express
again returned to a schedule. In October 1929, the
express travelled from 5t. John's to Port aux
Basques on Sunday, Tuesday. and Thursday,
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leaving the St. John's yard at 5 p.m. and arriving
9 p.m. the following day. From Port aux Basques
the express left promptly at 7:45 a.m. on Sunday,
Wednesday and Friday, and arrived at St. John's
28 hours and 15 minutes later, and more than
often, right on time!

A regular train of the period that ran on the
summer run consisted of a Pacific locomotive,
two baggage cars, a mail coach, one first-class
day coach, a second·class day coach, a dining
car, two Pullman cars and a bright red caboose.

It was during this period the unique service
that would later become the legend of the
railway emerged. Passengers enjoyed the best
meals prepared with a home·cooked flair and
were served at dining tables with white damask
tablecloths and napkins, shining plates and
silver cutlery embossed with the name New·
foundland Railway, all of which would later
mysteriously disappear when the railway was
turned over to Canadian National at the time of
Confederation.

During the 1930s the railway also incorporated
several innovations to attract passenger traffic
and maximize efficiency on the line. Three
steam·driven day coaches were imported to
operate between 5t. John's and Bowring Park,
St. John's and Topsail, and from Humbermouth
to Curling on the West Coast. The plan was later
expanded to operate day coaches on the branch
railways but was subsequently abandoned when
the lines were closed in the 1930s.

Most Newfoundlanders of this perIOd were. of
necessity, too concerned with the problems of
surviving the Depression which had ravaged the
Newfoundland economy to take much notice of
the improvements in the rail service which had
been accomplished by the hard work of the 2500
employees of the Newfoundland Railway.

Nevertheless, it was this period that improved
the standards on the line which was to become a
vital freight and transportation link during
World War II when prosperity returned to the
rails for perhaps the last time. m

Close enough to shake hands, the Eastbound passes
the Westbound. (C N phOlo)

How come the narra' ga uge?

I n 1875, the Governor of Newfoundland, Sir
Stephen Hill, spoke to the House of

Assembly at 51. John's concerning the idea of
building a railway across Newfoundland. Sir
Stephen said, "Independent of the benefits to
flow from the opening up of the largest resources
of the interior of Newfoundland ... there is the
well founded expectation that a (railway) line ..
would attract to our shores the mail and
passenger traffic of the Atlantic ... and would be
served those vast commercial advantages which

,our geographical position entitles us to
command."

In April 1876, a committee spearheaded by
John J. Dearin reported to the House on the

feasibility of constructing the first branch line to
Harbour Grace and with the survey on a
potential route for the railway already com·
pleted it was only a matter of choosing a con·
tractor. Prime Minister F.T.B. Carter received
the first railway construction submission in
March 1876 from an Englishman named
Nicholas Stubber.

It would be another five years before the idea
was again pursued by the administration of
William Whiteway who received two separate
submissions for construction of the rail route
across the island. The first came from a
Canadian. E.W. Plunkett, who proposed the



construction of the standard gauge line from St.
John's to HaU's Bay with a branch line to Har­
bour Grace. Plunkett argued, "We do not offer to
build a line of three or three and onc-half feet
gauge because we would not undertake to
operate such a line in this climate. The cost
would be so great as to deter practical railway
men from undertaking it."

The second came from Albert L. Blackman,
representing the American syndicate which built
and operated "short line" railways in Canada
and the United States. Subsequently, the New­
foundland government signed a contract with
Blackman in 1881 to construct a narrow gauge
railway in Newfoundland on the strength of
money he had borrowed from British financiers.
Blackman's syndicate was apparently unable to
complete the work they started in 1881 and as a
result was placed in receivcrship in 1884 by
Francis H. Evans who represented the London
backers of the railway. Blackman's narrow
gauge line measured 3 feet 6 inches in width,
over a [oat less than the standard gauge of 4 feet
8lf.l. inches. It has been argued that it was the
choice of this gauge that spelled the doom of the
Newfoundland railway since its implementation
in 1881. It should be pointed out that the narrow
gauge system is still widely used throughout the
world. e.g.. Africa, and has proved to be
economically viable.

In actuality, the problems the Newfoundland
railway experiences with the present narrow
gauge in the province appear to have been in­
corporated at the early construction stages.
Writing in 1967, local railway historian A.R.
Penney noted that the direct route chosen in 1890
by the Newfoundland government over the Gaff
Topsails proved impractical because its exposed
and elevated terrain made snow-clearing a
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major problem. delaying traffic and increasing
operating expenses.

Penney maintains the line should have been
rerouted to Deer Lake via the North Shore route
of Sandy Lake and Indian River in the direction
of Hall's Bay. This route would have had the
advantage of a much lower land elevation of
some 600 feet above sea level as opposed to the
1,800 foot elevation at the summit o[ the Gaff.
Topsails route. Reid himself preferred the less
elevated route but was unable to convince his
client, the Newfoundland Government, that the
saving on the Gaff Topsails route would be
quickly swallowed up by its upkeep.

The 1974 Trans-Newfoundland Corridor
Transportation Study prepared [or the Canadian
Transportation Commission pointed out that an
estimated 39% of the total rail surface in the
province is comprised of curved track and 20%
has curvature in excess of six degrees. Such
curvature in rails has the effect of reducing train
speeds to less than 40 m.p.h. The problem is
compounded by steep grades of from 1% to 3%

Newfoundland Railway lreight train passing over the
"Trinity Loop," a unique feature of the original raIlway
design. (Newfoundland Transport HistOrical Society).
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over 5500 of the line. In comparison, a grade of
1% to 1'h.% is considered acceptable on most
North American railroads. Furthermore, the
standard gauge car is about 10% more stable
than the narrow gauge car. This not only means
that a standard gauge car is more resistant to
wind, but also that it can carry more freight
without becoming unstable. Narrow gauge cars
because of their short axle length accommodate
a much shorter car. In Newfoundland, Pullman
coaches were 62 feet in length compared with 85
feet for those on a standard gauge line.

Stuck in the snowdrifts

F or most of its life, the Newfoundland RaH­
way has suffercd terrible delays in the

wintertime. Back in January of 1896, one train
took 81-and-a-half hours (more than three days)
to reach St. John's from Harbour Grace. One
snowbank al Stapleton's was 175 feet long and 25
feet deep - a lot of shovelling by hand. "The trip,
is a record onc in snow contention," declared,
The Evening Telegram on 28 January 1896. .
Th~ worst incident 0'0 record apparently took

place in late February, 1903, when an "express"
train was held up for 17 days in the Kitty's Brook
and Gaff Topsails area (about 50 kilometers due
east of Deer Lake). It must have encountered
heavy drifts well before that, as many
passengers had already disembarked farther
east and walked to nearby settlements. W. H.
Coombs of Brig Bay on the west coast, for in·
stance, had had enough at Millertown Junction
and decided to walk home. It took him about two
weeks to walk the 250 miles, and when he got
home, the train was still stuck, not too many
miles from where he left it.

Snow fell for 15 days and temperatures ranged
from·3 to ·23°F. In one cut, the snow was 23 feet
deep. "The frost is so severe, II claimed one
newspaper of the time, "that no one gang of men
can be kept long at work (or the fear of being
frost·bitten." Another newspaper provided a
different report. "The labourers were offered as

A snow cut leading into the Gaff Topsails. (Photo in
possession of L. Gordon Hannon)

The situation of the construction specifications
of the Newfoundland Railway were such that, in
1919, a competitive standard gauge line, the
Canadian Pacific Railway, earned $16,000 a mile
on shipping freight while the Newfoundland
Railway earned only $1,500 a mile. By 1922 the
C.P.R. could move 1 ton of freight for 41st while
the Newfoundland trains laboured to do the same
job for 7lhf a mile. It is to this inherent inequality
that many attribute the Newfoundland
Railway's failure to become economically
viable. I!I

One of the old rotary snow plows that could tunnel
through drilts, shown here at Humbermouth in 1956.
(photo: Robert J. Sandusky, from Narrow Gauge
Railways of Canada, Railfare Enterprises Ltd., used with
permission.)

much as 30 cents an hour, but not enough of them
could be mustered to do any appreciable work.
Even the section men preferred to give up their
jobs rather than work."

To keep the train's boiler hot, some men had to
go out and cut timber as the iron horse inched
across the island. A relief train came from the
Bay of Islands with 30 tons of coal, but all of that
was burned after only one day of trying un­
successfully to get through the drifts to the train
stranded at the other end. Similarly, snowplows
were dispatched from Port aux Basques, but
were derailed in their attempts to make head·
way. A new rotary plow tumbled over an em·
bankment and a devoted crew spent several
·dogged days getting it back onto the track. II

The social value of a railway
"We do not regard it per se as an enterprise that
will pay t or as one that offers attractions to
speCulators, but as the work of the country, and
in its bearing on the promotion of the well-being
of the people, in which the returns are sought and
will be found, it eminently commends itself to
our judgement."
'Jomt Committee 0/ the Newfoundland LegiBI.Uve
Council .lJd tbeHolUe 0/A..ssembly, during the llJ806.
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Pynn's Brook Derailment, 1937

"T~~~ :il:en~~~ ~~ ~'~:~rc~~~~ns~' ~~;~n~~:
headline in the Evening Telegram for 6
December 1937. The tragic incident happened
early that morning, half a mile west of Mount
Pearl Crossing. Heavy rains for several days
had caused water to overflow the }lynn's Brook
dam and wash away the gravel ballast under the
track. A concrete culvert with an opening four
feet by four feet as well as a cast iron pipe two
feet in diameter were in the area but were unable
to carry the water away. possibly because they
were choked with weeds. In any case, some 1,700
cubic yards of gravel were washed away,
leaving 80 feet of railway track suspended in
mid-air over a 25-foot-deep cavity.

Several details of the incident were classic.
The body of the engineer, Arnold Webber was
found with his hand still on the throttle. That of
fireman Moses Courage was discovered in an
upright position near the cab door, with his
smashed watch reading 1:33. According to the
newspaper account" ... a loaded boxcar which
was next to the tender shot over the locomotive
and was stripped of its undercarriage. Two other
loaded boxcars dropped into the ditch and the
wrecka~e covered the half-buried engine, while

The Railway in wartime

Derailments such as this one in Botwood provided much
alter-school entertainment lor young boys. (Photo In
collection of Roy Rockwood. Grand Falls Cent rat
Railway)

a fourth was held overhanging the embankment.
About 100 feet of track were twisted in all shapes
and the whole scene presented a tangled mass of
wreckage."

The train had consisted of 12 loaded boxcars
and a caboose in which four people survived:
conductor James Crawley, brakemen Sellars
and Morgan, and a passenger, George Foley. ~

On the morning of 15 October 1942. the
passenger train pulled out of Port aux

Basques empty. Her passenge'rs had been on the
Caribou ferry across the Gulf of St. Lawrence,
torpedoed the previous night by a Nazi V-boat.
Captain B. Tavernor, 30 crew, 48 civilian
passengers, and 57 military personnel perished
in the disaster. As a result. naval authorities
finally agreed with Newfoundland's tran­
sportation officials that crossing of the Gulf of St.
Lawrence should be made in daylight hours.

A heavy one thousand class locomotive on the turntable.
(PANL photo)

While the Caribou, the Burgeo, and other
Newfoundland ships escorted by gunships often
sighted enemy submarines in our coastal waters,
the Newfoundland Railway was seeing action of
a different sort. "The scarcity of shipping during
the war had thrown upon it (the railway) an
amount of heavy traffic that it was never in­
tended to bear." wrote J.R. Smallwood.

In World War II, the railway was a major
supply route for four major bases at Argentia,
Botwood. Gander. and Stephenville, in addition
to its regular responsibilities. Up to 1943, the
entire system had only 29 locomotives, 18 first­
class passenger cars, and 14 second-class cars.
Military troops were often confined 800 to a train
for long journeys. When the boys got a bit rowdy,
smashing out windows and doors, these had to
be repaired in jig time. as the railway could not
afford to have any cars idle.

Freight cars were similarly hard pressed.
regularly being loaded 20 per cent over their
rated capacity. In the case of lumber. a pre-war
shipment was 10.000 board-feet on a car, but
during the war this rose to 17.000. Flatcars that
normally carried 60 barrels of gasoline in one
tier were forced to carry twice as much by piling
on a second tier of 60 barrels.
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A few statistics for the war era teU quite a
story:

Year Freight Passengers
(Ion.)

1939-40 506,000 . 161,000
1941-42 1,050,000 416.000
1943-44 833,000 406,000
1939-45 4.573,000 1,833,000

In a valiant effort to extract the maximum in
service from the railway, employees worked
extra long hours, risking their health and safety
in adverse conditions. When a roundhouse began
to collapse and the company was unable to
repair it, maintenance on the locomotive was
conducted outdoors in all weather. Many short­
cuts were developed to save time, and even some
genuine improvements. A weekly-inspected
fire-fighting system was developed. A new
chemical water treatment was introduced to
reduce scale on the boilers.

"We wore out three yard locomotives - wore
them right out," recalled a roundhouse foreman,
Arch Steele, many years later. "Until we got the
new locomotives we were using old engines of
even 120 class, some of them 35 years old." Two
new 1000 class locomotives ordered from the
United States were all set to come to Newfound­
land at one point, but then the Allied Command

in Europe demanded more engines and the two
locomotives were sent to France instead.

A lot of the old railroaders take no plea~re in
recalling the hard work and crowded schedules
of the war years, but there were certainly some
unique moments. A 40-ton gun-shield bound for
ArgenUa once toppled off a flatcar near Ocean
Pond. No crane was available, so it had to be re­
seated on the car by a slow process using jacks,
wedges. and a good deal of ingenuity.

Probably the most serious wartime incident
occurred during a snowstorm in February 1943,
when there were three derailments between
Arnold's Cove and Come by Chance. Because
they carried no reserve fuel, the derailed engines
were soon powerless. An eastbound express
headed into the area soon afterwards, and a
troop train full of French Canadians left St.
John's at midnight, expecting to reach Gander.
As a result, there were soon five trains held up in
the winter storm, with some supplies of food for
the people, but no coal for the boilers. When a
message came from headquarters to "burn
everything in sight" to keep steam on the two
express trains, roadmaster W. Hicks sent back
this reply: "Everything burnt; expect church
next to.go." At least they still maintained their
sense of humour. II

The Railway after Confederation

When Newfoundland joined Canada in 1949,
preservation of the railway was guaran­

teed in Term 31 of the Terms of Union: "Canada
will take over the following services and will, as
from the date of Union, relieve the Province 0

Newfoundland of the public costs incurred in
respect of every service taken over, namely, a)
the Newfoundland Railway, including the
steamship and other marine services... "

The Caribou al Harry's Brook 1956. Note the two
locomotives. (photo by R.J. Sandusky. from Narrow
Gauge Railways of Canada, Railtare Enterprises Ltd.,
used With permission.) .

Canadian National took over the operation of the
railway, and at first there were some im­
provements. Whereas the Newfoundland
Railway had operated only six trans-island
passenger trains per week, CN by 1950 increased
this to 14 per week. In addition, the new
management actually lowered fares by 40% to
put them on a par with fares in the rest of
Canada.

In the first 20 years of Confederation, eN had
capital expenditures in Newfoundland of $90
million on the railway, and $50 million on the
coastal boat service.

But all was not well with the railway. Despite
the great amount of money poured into im­
proving the facilities, there was only a negligible
increase in freight traffic from 900,000 tons in
1949 to 1,055,000 tons in 1966. The number of
passengers declined steadily from the 1942 peak
of 424,323 to about 150,000 in 1961 and to only
87,796 in 1966, even though this was "Come
Home Year." Financial losses for passenger
service in 1966 were $1,296,000. A major factor in
the decline of both passenger and freight traffic
was the opening in 1965 of the Trans-Canada
Highway across Newfoundland. In 1966, the train
carried 68.7% of the freight coming onto the
island while trucks brought only 0.4%. Ten years
later, the train carried just 42.0% while trucks
had captured 29.1% of the market. It



Biting the bunet

D uring the 19605. controversy first arose
over the declining use of the railway.

particularly for carrying passengers. The labour
unions and many of the general public felt that
eN was deliberately downgrading the service
and running to an inconvenient schedule so as to
lose even more business and thus be able to
justify "shutting 'er down" completely. It was,
and still is, a chicken-aDd-egg problem. Does the
railway lose business because it no longer
provides good service? Or is the service
declining because there are not enough
passengers and freight to support it?

Prior to 1963. passengers for Corner Brook
leaving St. John's could bunk down in a sleeper
car named "Corner Brook", Arriving at the
Humbermouth station at 4 a.m. was no hardship,
as the car was simply detached and left on the
siding until the next day so that passengers could
wake up at their leisure. The loss of this amenity
in 1963 forced passengers to stumble off the train
in the wee hours of the morning - very un­
pleasant for families with small children as well
as for the relatives meeting them at the train.

The P.J. Lewis Commission on Transportation
in Newfoundland (1964-66) recommended that
the branch railways be closed down and replaced
with good highways, but roundly criticized CN
for reducing passenger services and the removal
of such facilities as the observation car, and the
dining car: "The partaking of a meal in the
dining car under the old system provided an
interval of pleasurable relaxation to the
traveller meandering his way across the island
in the old Newfoundland Express. The dining
cars were exquisitely equipped with napery of
the highest order, cultery of first-class quality,
and a culinary service that was unsurpassed in
any train on any part of the North American
continent...Today...the tables are stripped down
to paper napkins and the service generally in the
dining car is at a very low standard... is it too
much to ask that the trains moving the people
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across our Island should be equipped in such a
way as to provide at least the normal amenities
which are commonplace to travellers in other
areas of this great land?" (Commission Report,
pp.9-10).

The National Transportation Act of 1967
prepared the way for the final demise of the
"Newfie Bullet" passenger train. This act
created the Canadian Transport Commission
(CTC) to investigate services that were losing
money and then to hold hearings that would
"enable all persons who wish to do so, to present
their views on the discontinuance of the ser­
vice." If the CTC found an unprofitable service.
yet felt that it should be retained in the public
interest. they would subsidize up to 80% of its
losses.

In the fall of 1967, CN applied to the CTC for
permission to discontinue passenger service
across Newfoundland. The CTC granted per­
mission to do so on 4 July 1968 after hearing
submissions from only the unions and CN. No
public hearings were held in Newfoundland. A
condition was set that CN had to prove its bus
service an acceptable alternative by April 1969.

Newfoundland's parliamentarians were
outraged at the decision. In the Provincial House
of Assembly, an emergency session was held
that produced a unanimous resolution to extend
the life of the railway. Meanwhile in Ottawa,
Newfoundland's MPs attacked the Trudeau
government, calling for the CTC's ruling to be
postponed until a parliamentary committee on
transportation and communication would
present its report based on a tour of Newfound­
land in February 1969.

A pubIc demonstration of about 400 people met
the parliamentary committee on the St. John's
station platform on 24 February 1969, carrying
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placards and a black coffin to protest the loss of
their train. When the committee finally brought
down its report, it refused to make any recom­
mendations about the Bullet. Trudeau's cabinet
also refused to intervene in the CTC decision. CN
then applied to the CTC to extend passenger
train service a few more months, saying they
were not satisfied they had enough buses. The
company also reported that operation of the
passenger train in 1968 had lost almost a million
doUars. though their nation-wide profit for that
year was $49.5 million.

During this period CN ran both buses and
trains across the island, to see which mode the
travelling public preferred. But with the loss of
the dining car and other services on the train, it
was not much of a contest. An editorial in the
Evening Telegram for 5 July 1969 points out
another unusual feature of this controversy:
"The big mystery in this rai/·bus business is the silence

of our usually vocal premier. You would expecl him to
be the last person in the world 10 agree to Newfound­
land losing anything... Is i! pOssible that there is truth
in the local story that he and his old colleague Mr.
PickersgjJJ (Chairman of the CTC) made a deal a long
time ago that would see the end of the rajl passenger
service in return for something else'!"

Throughout this time there was little or no
comment from either J.R. Smallwood or G.B.
MacMillan, head of CN in Newfoundland. But the
air was thick with allegations as people con­
templated the prospect of becoming the only
Canadian province besides PEl without full
passenger train service:
" ... the death of the BuIIet may have signified the death
of another great concept _ the Confederation which
Newfoundland entered into with Canada twenty years
preViously to become an equal part of that nation."

-Denys Mulrooney, Alternate Press
14 July 1971

Last run for the Newfoundland Express

On 2 July 1969, Newfoundland's famous
coasHo-coast passenger train left Port

aux Basques for the last time, departing 10 a.m.
with about 350 passengers. People turned out all
along the 547-mile route to wave good-bye. Ac­
cording to the Evening Telegram (3 July, 1969),
"A horde of youngsters beseiged the train at
Bishop's Falls, begging for placemats, menus,
and anything else that wasn't nailed down for
souvenirs ... Even as night fell, there were cars
parked anywhere the highway intersected the
railroad track and drivers tooted their horns in
salute."

Several journalists were on board the train for
the Evening Telegram, and wrote sentimentally
about the Bullet's notorious rough motion. Dave

Butler wrote the following comment: "Even at
the regular pas:e held on the last trip. coffee cups
regularly dumped half their contents into
saucers, drinks from hand-held glasses ran up
the consumers' arms and more than one person
ended up sitting in someone else's lap as the
train belted into a corner." Sharon McLeod had
been married only four days before riding back
home to St. John's on the Bullet's last run as part
of her honeymoon. She concluded her account
with the assessment: "By the time the train
pulled into St. John's 25 minutes ahead of
schedule. I counted two lumps, one cut, a bent
elbow, and various bruises on arms and legs. But
you know something strange? I wouldn't have
missed it for the world." II

Some other railways in Newfoundland

Botwood Railway'S chain driven Sentinel steam
locomotive. (Photo Orner lavallee, from Narrow Gauge
Railway. of Canada. Railfare Enterprises Ltd., used with
permission.)

Over the years, there have been at least ten
railways in existence besides the main

Newfoundland Railway line .. The largest of
these was a lumbering railway owned by the
Anglo-Newfoundland Development Company
and built in three stages. In 1901. the Millertown
Railway was built by the lumberman Miller.
This included 19.5 miles of track from Millertown
Junction to Millertown, and the system was sold
to the A.N.D. Company in 1910. The previous
year, A.N.D. had built the Botwood railway to
connect with the mill in Grand Falls with the port
of Botwood, a distance of 22 miles. Then
sometime after 1910, the Harpoon Railway was
built, running 19 miles south from Millertown
Junction. Up until 1956, this A.N.D. railway had
four yard engines and three large steam
locomotives for the main line.



The Buchans Mining Company in 1928 built a
19-mile spur line from the MiJlertown Railway to
the town of Buchans. In 1957, sections of the
Millertown and Harpoon Railways that did not
connect with Buchans were dismantled. Now in
1981, the line to Buchans has been sold to a
Quebec firm. Miral?el Mining & Nelson
Machinery that is tearing up the track.

On 1 July 1957, the BotWood Railway was sold
by A.N.D. and became-the Grand Falls Central
Railway (GFCR), used largely by Price New·
foundland who took over the papermaking
operation from A.N.D. The last steam engine ran
on the GFCR in 1958. About 1975, the GFCR
began a process of conversion to trucking by
road, and today the railway is used only for a bit
of shunting in the yard.

Newfoundland's other major pulp and paper
company, Bowater, also operated a woods
railway some years ago from Deer Lake to
Adie's Pond, a distance of 20 miles. At Cassan·
dra, just off the Exploits River near Badger,
there was a two-mile long pole·railed tramway
opened in 1909.

The Newfoundland Iron Ore Company
operated a railway from Workington, near
Lower Island Cove, to their shipping pier seven
miles away at Old Perlican, from 1898 tQ 1901.
Seven prospecting shafts from 40 to 170 feet deep
were sunk at Workington, but the mine was
abandoned in 1899.

Bell Island, in Conception Bay, has had two
railways in the past. One was a six-mile-Iong
cable railway of 24-inch gauge operated by the
Dominion Iron & Steel Company in connection
with their iron mine, beginning in 1901. The
island's other cable railway was only half a mile
long, and used for carrying passengers up the
steep embankment from the ferry wharf.

The only electric street railway in Newfound­
land operated in St. John's opening its service
officially on 1 May 1900. The system was con·
structed by the Reid Newfoundland Company,
using electric power from their new hydro dam
at Petty Harbour. In 1923 the St. John's Street
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The passenger cable car on Bell Island. (Photo: lale
Robert R. Brown, from Narrow Gauge Railways of
canada, Raillare Enterprises Ltd., used with per­
mission.)

Railway, as it was called, was sold to the New­
foundland Light & Power Company who
operated it until it closed on 15 September 1948.
The gauge of this railway was three foot six
inches and the first eight electric cars were built
by Lariviere in Montreal. A total of 17 cars were
bought, the last eight coming in 1926 from the
Ottawa Car Manufacturing Company. When
these were unloaded from the ship, one of them
fell out of its sling and dropped into the bottom of
the harbour, Fortunately it was recovered and
restored to working order. "
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NEWFOUNDLAND

•

INSTITUTE FOR
MANAGEMENT
ADVANCEMENT
AND TRAINING

If you are a manager in business, or want to upgrade your management skills, here's
how you can study for a recognized certificate in Management and Administration.

The Newfoundland Institute for
Management Advancement and Training
(NIMAT) and the Canadian Institute of
Management (CIM) present a certificate
program in Management and Ad·
ministration.

The courses leading to the Certificate in
Management and Administration and the
associated CIM designation are university
degree credit courses offered through the
Faculty of Business Administration and the
Division of Part·time Credit Studies of
Memorial University of Newfoundland.

The nine courses accepted by the Institute
to meet the requirements of the certificate
Include Introduction to Business, In·
troduction to Accounting, Managerial
Accounting, Business Law, Organizational
Behaviour I, Introduction to Marketing,
Quantitative Analysis I or Production
Management, Introduction to Finance, and
Business Policy.

Evening classes will be held in St. John's
and Corner Brook. In addition, the In·
troduction to Business course will be of·
fered via teleconferencing in September,
1981, in Baie Verte, Carbonear, Clarenville,
Gander, Grand Falls, Goose Bay, Labrador
City, 51. Anthony, Springdale and
Stephenville.

For information on becoming a member of NIMAT/CIM, and the certificate program in
Management and Administration, contact NIMATICIM, P.O. Box 9554, 51. John's, NF,
A1A 2Y4, Telep.hone 753·3707, or the Division of Part·time Credit Studies in your area:

IIMAT
St.John',
CI.r.n~lII.

Corner Brook
Gr.nd Fell,
Goose Bey

737·8700
466·2380
634-5272
489·5361
896-2978
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