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Abstract: Between 1919 and 1935 over 4,600 miles (7,403 km) of new railway
were built in the Prairie Provinces. More than 90 percent of these were low
density branch lines built in Saskatchewan and Alberta. In 1932, the Royal
Commission on Railways and Transportation, usually referred to as the Duff
Commission after its Chairman, Chief Justice Lyman Duff, concluded that the
construction of these branch lines was a ‘disastrous’ mistake. That became the
prevailing view of historians and others who studied the Interwar period. In
addition, many scholars blamed Canadian National and its President, Sir Henry
Thornton, for causing this waste by invasions of Canadian Pacific territory. The
purpose of this paper is to examine the pressures that caused so many new branch
lines to be built, whether Canadian National was the aggressor, and, most
importantly, whether the money spent on these lines was indeed wasted.
Key words: railways, Saskatchewan, Alberta, Canadian National Railway, Canadian
Pacific Railway

Introduction
“Railways … were as essential as rain and sun to progressive
settlement on the Canadian prairie” (Mackintosh 1934, 46).
This outlook was the driving force behind the last great burst of rural
branch-line construction in North America. Between the end of World War
I in 1918 and 1935, the railways built some 4,600 miles (7,403 km) of new
lines in the Prairie Provinces. Over 90 percent of these were in Saskatchewan
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Table 1: Miles (km) of track built during the Interwar period in Saskatchewan and
Alberta.

Sources: Based on CPR (1943); Hopper and Kearney (1962)

and Alberta. While the Canadian National Railway (CNR) and Canadian
Pacific Railway (CPR) built most of these, the Northern Alberta Railway
(NAR) also contributed (Table 1; Figures 1 and 2). When finished these
new lines made up almost 30 percent of the rail network of the two provinces.
Surprisingly, the pace of railway construction in Saskatchewan and
Alberta accelerated as the 1920s wore on. Over 40 percent of the 4,600
miles (7,403 km), including the Hudson Bay Railway and some NAR
branches, were completed after 1928 (CPR 1943; Hopper and Kearney
1962). Spurred on by a very large wheat crop in that year, both CNR and
CPR announced massive new branch-line construction programs that led
to the construction of 731 miles (1,176 km) in 1929, the peak year. Despite
the stock market crash in October, the railways continued to add lines at a
brisk pace in 1930 and 1931 building a total of 969 miles (1,559 km). Even as
late as 1932, they constructed 191 more miles (307 km).
With the onset of the Depression, Canadians turned Prime Minister
William Lyon Mackenzie King and his Liberal Party out of office in 1930
and elected R.B. Bennett’s Conservative Party to govern Canada. Trying
to end the economic slump by cutting expenses, Bennett fixed on the
increasing deficits of the CNR as an example of waste. Moreover, he thought
the cause of this waste was the extravagant expenditures by both railways
during the 1920s. To investigate further, in 1931 Bennett empanelled the
Royal Commission on Railways and Transportation, usually referred to as
the Duff Commission after its Chairman, Chief Justice Lyman Duff.
To make its case, the Duff Commission noted that the United States
had 336 people for every route mile of railway while Canada had only 236
per mile. Saskatchewan, with over 55 percent of the new construction
during the 1920s, had only 108 people per mile (Royal Commission 1932a,
39). Furthermore, all the Interwar branch lines comprised part of the 41
percent of prairie Canada’s railways which carried only 4.3 percent of the
traffic (Royal Commission 1932a, 37). From these data, the Duff Commission
concluded that there was “no doubt as to the disastrous effects of this
[branch line] competition” (Royal Commission 1932a, 21). One of the

Sources: Base map from CNR public timetable; Hopper and Kearney (1962).
East of Edmonton, the line from Beaver River, Alberta to St. Walburg, Saskatchewan was graded and may have had
some track put down, but was never opened.

Figure 1: Interwar CNR lines highlighted in black.
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Sources: Base map from CPR public timetable; CPR (1943)

Figure 2: Interwar CPR lines highlighted in black.
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working papers of the Commission went further saying that the “troubles
of the [CNR and CPR] … constitute… perhaps the most pressing problem
[facing Canada]” (Royal Commission 1932b, 7). Largely as a result of the
Duff Commission study, rail construction in western Canada came to a
virtual halt in 1932. The railways opened the last new grain gathering lines
in 1935. Ever since this indictment by the Duff Commission the consensus
among historians and other students of western Canada’s railways has
been that the construction of Interwar branch lines in Saskatchewan and
Alberta was caused by the aggressive nature of the CNR and its President,
Sir Henry Thornton and that construction was a catastrophic mistake.
To evaluate this consensus it is worthwhile to look at why these
railways were built, examine whether the CNR was the aggressor during
the Interwar period, and whether construction of these branch lines was a
‘disastrous’ blunder.

Why Were the Interwar Lines Built?
Political pressures:
Lacking a majority in the House of Commons, King was “sustained in
power by a bloc of prairie members who called themselves the Progressive
Party and who prosecuted to the utmost their sectional interests” (Stevens
1973, 330). “By 1920, prairie agriculture specialized in the production of
wheat for export. By 1928, Canadian wheat sales constituted nearly half
the world export market” (Friesen 1984, 301). In 1937, even with a very poor
crop, wheat was Canada’s second most important export (Britnell 1939,
50). Not surprisingly, many in prairie Canada argued that they were paying
the costs of Canadian unity while other regions, especially Ontario and
Quebec, reaped the benefits. After all, western wheat, sold in a highly
competitive world market, generated a great deal of the money spent on
manufactured goods from central Canadian industries protected by tariffs,
thus financing much of the nation’s industrial base (Waiser 2005, 132–
133).
King, always an astute politician, knew that he could do little about
tariffs without losing political support in central Canada and he was
reluctant to restore the low grain rates pegged at 1897 levels – the socalled ‘Crow Rate’ – which had been suspended in 1918. However, the
Progressives “rallied in support of the Crow … and King was cornered…”
(Waiser 2005, 265). The rate was restored. As well, there were many
questions about the practicality of the railway to Hudson Bay. The railway
was ardently desired by western Canadians but King was reluctant to
proceed. Having even less support after the 1926 election … “the
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Progressive Party immediately put its pistol to [King’s] head” and insisted
on completion of the Hudson Bay Railway (Stevens 1973, 337).
Western desire for new branch lines was vividly shown by the reaction
when Canada’s Senate, controlled by the Conservative Party, blocked the
CNR’s branch-line construction programs of 1923 and 1924. Provoking
traditional western anger about eastern elites allegedly growing fat from
the sweat of western farmers, no doubt the Eastend Enterprise spoke for
many when it called the Senate “the tool and mouthpiece of Eastern interests
… sacrificing the interests of the Province of Saskatchewan” (Eastend
Enterprise 1924, 1). Given such western vehemence, whatever King’s
personal views, he no doubt found it a political necessity to support new
branch lines.
Economic concerns:
A severe economic recession gripped the world in 1921. The price of
wheat had collapsed from $2.32 per bushel ($85.25 per tonne) in 1919 to 76
cents per bushel ($27.93 per tonne) in 1921 (Fairbairn 1984, 248). Before
World War I, building the ‘wheat economy’ had created such a high rate of
economic growth that historian Alan Artibise has argued that it was
“sufficient to vitalize … the entire Canadian economy and to diffuse this
economic vitality throughout the North Atlantic trading area” (Artibise
1981, 22). Given the stimulus that building the ‘wheat economy’ had
provided in the past it is not surprising that King felt that renewing
investment in transportation and grain handling infrastructure would revive
Canada’s economy. Not only would farmers benefit from shorter hauls to
elevators, but renewed railway construction would also stimulate the steel
and other industries in central Canada while building new elevators would
help bring additional business to British Columbia’s forest industry.
Urban rivalries:
With manufacturing largely concentrated in central Canada, in the
West “[t]owns existed to serve the farmer …” (Friesen 1984, 324). The best
chance for large and medium-sized towns to grow was to become
distribution centres through which tires, hardware, farm machinery and
other necessities of life could reach the villages, hamlets and those on the
farms. To enlarge their hinterlands in the early years, communities eagerly
sought railways because they were the only means to extend their urban
hinterlands. Of course, the champion distribution centre in western Canada
was Winnipeg. To giant freight stations in the city came all manner of
merchandise from central Canada. “From there,” wrote historian James H.
Gray, “it moved out again into consumption in the wake of a small army of
traveling salesmen who carried their order books as far afield as the Peace
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River” (Gray 1966, 2–3). While the urban network was largely set by 1920,
smaller centres like Camrose, Alberta, and North Battleford, Prince Albert,
Estevan and Weyburn in Saskatchewan became enthusiastic supporters
of new branch lines that they hoped would enlarge their role as wholesale
distribution centres. Certainly the CPR felt it was “under heavy pressure
from Northern distributing points such as Prince Albert and North Battleford
to provide rail connection … so that these communities might share in the
trade of new areas which might be opened up by its branch lines” (CPR
1932, L30). The CNR, as the following quotation from the Camrose
Canadian (1922, 4) shows, was also under pressure from smaller centres
for more railways.
It will be a disappointment if The Alliance branch is not to be
connected up with Coronation, a distance of only thirty miles.
The wholesale businesses of Camrose have waited for years
to have this additional territory ….

Swift Current vigorously promoted a railway bridge over the South
Saskatchewan River to gain access for its wholesalers to rural communities
to the north. Serving a hinterland of over 25,000 mi2 (64,750 m2) with 124,000
people, Swift Current was, its Board of Trade argued, the ‘natural
distribution centre of south-western Saskatchewan.’ While it appreciated
the new railway branch lines being built in its area, the lack of a bridge
across the South Saskatchewan meant “that farm producers and
merchants located within 30 miles north of Swift Current [found] it
practically impossible to communicate with the city” (Emphasis in the
original). Beyond that, the bridge would shorten the distance to the Hudson
Bay Railway. If the new bridge were built, rates “would favor Swift as far
west as Glidden, Kindersley and Alsask [on the CNR] and McMorran and
Gunnworth [on the CPR] beat[ing] Saskatoon in much of the area North of
the River” (Smith 1931).
Nevertheless, sometimes proposed new railways could exacerbate
urban rivalries. Seeing itself as the “logical centre from which to distribute
… products through the province and beyond,” Estevan was ready to do
battle to defend its hinterland (Estevan Mercury 1927a, 1, 3). When the
CNR proposed to build a line from Weyburn to the former CNoR branchline junction at Radville, the Estevan Mercury warned in a front page
headline that “WEYBURN PLOTS RAID ON SOUTH COUNTRY TRADE.”
By creating a better link between Regina and the south country, Moose
Jaw was also alarmed about the new railway. The story went on to describe
how the “Moose Jaw and Estevan Boards of Trade would oppose the
Branch Line Bill Authorizing Radville Branches.” Most of the area was
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already well served by railways and Weyburn was “asking the expenditure
of public monies on an enterprise that will … do lasting injury to … Moose
Jaw and Estevan…[and] in self preservation, it is the duty of Estevan to
checkmate the daring raid of Weyburn on the national treasury” (Estevan
Mercury 1927b, 1).
Naturally, Weyburn felt differently about the line to Radville. Not
only did they hope it would be built, but they also agitated for further CNR
construction in the border country of southern Saskatchewan. This would,
Weyburn’s leaders felt, “largely add to their distribution territory”
(Dunning 1925).
Similarly, in northern Saskatchewan, the CNR mollified North
Battleford’s business community by delaying a connection to its
Turtleford-Speers line to Prince Albert for a year, “in order that North
Battleford might be given the opportunity to preserve what they consider
as their territory north of their city against the inroads that might be made
by the City of Prince Albert …” (Gzowski 1928). No doubt many other
instances of urban rivalry took place during the 1920s railway construction
boom.

Vast Areas Not Served
The Canadian Northern (CNoR), the CNR’s largest predecessor in
western Canada, had an extensive system in northern Saskatchewan and
Alberta but there were very few branches north of its mainline west of
North Battleford, Saskatchewan. This meant that grain growers north of
the North Saskatchewan River had to overcome a difficult crossing of the
river as well as haul their grain great distances to deliver to elevators on
the CNoR mainline in western Saskatchewan and eastern Alberta (Figure
3).
Similarly, although the CPR had built an extensive system in
Saskatchewan and Alberta by 1919, it had very little north of its line from
Yorkton west through Saskatoon to Wetaskiwin, Alberta. Nor did it serve
southwest Saskatchewan south of its line from Weyburn through
Assiniboia (Figure 4). This left farmers in the border country with long
hauls to grain delivery points.
Relying almost entirely on horse drawn wagons and sleds to haul
their grain, getting harvests to elevators was difficult for farmers even if
delivery points were nearby. After World War I, there were large areas that
were far from railheads. Exacerbating problems caused by these long hauls
was the state of the roads used by farmers wanting to deliver grain to
elevators. The 1931 Canadian Census reported that over 97 percent of the

Source: CNoR public timetable

Figure 3: CNoR in Saskatchewan and Alberta in 1917.
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Source: CPR public timetable

Figure 4: CPR in Saskatchewan and Alberta in 1919.
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farms were on either improved or unimproved dirt roads (DBS 1936, 628,
696). Making matters worse, in Saskatchewan the deficient road system
actually deteriorated during the Depression and World War II (Robbins
and Lamb 1970, 222). Nor did the Province maintain its rudimentary road
system in the winter until the mid-1950s (Smith 1993, 23).
Besides the poor roads, significant geographical barriers hindered
grain delivery. Large rivers, such as the North and South Saskatchewan,
Battle and Red Deer, effectively cut off whole regions from railways. Even
a relatively minor stream, such as the Frenchman River in southwest
Saskatchewan, could present a serious obstacle to farmers trying to carry
their grain to an elevator. In justifying the construction of three branch
lines south of Assiniboia, for example, the CPR noted that settlers living in
the border country faced an “uneconomical haul … involving … fording
of rivers and ranges of hills” (CPR 1932, L30). Similarly, the branch from
Rosetown to Perdue, Saskatchewan was built for farmers “shut off from
existing lines by Valley of Kneehill Creek” (CPR 1932, L32).
The increasing use of automobiles and trucks did not stem the demand
for new branch lines. During the 1920s, competition from motor vehicles
undoubtedly undercut passenger revenues of all branch lines, including
those built between the wars. Like most branch lines in Saskatchewan and
Alberta, those built between 1919 and 1935 usually had only ‘mixed trains’
that handled both freight and passengers. Often operating on a less-thandaily basis, they did not provide convenient links for those wanting to
travel any distance. No wonder residents of the two provinces had
purchased 107,911 automobiles by 1931 (Britnell 1939, 41).
Freight, however, was another matter. With just 18,257 trucks in service
by 1931, only a small fraction of the more than 225,000 farms in Saskatchewan
and Alberta had them (Britnell 1939, 41). Furthermore, the low Statutory
Grain Rates – the so-called ‘Crow Rate’ – based on 1897 tariffs, which even
in the 1920s made shipping grain cheaper in western Canada than for
comparable distances in the United States, gave farmers powerful incentives
to want elevators as close as possible (Parker 1932, 183).
Given his need for western political support, the terrible economic
recession he faced on coming to power in 1921, as well as the desires of
urban and rural dwellers alike for new railways, it is not surprising that
King was willing to support branch-line construction in Saskatchewan
and Alberta in the Interwar period.
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Was the CNR the Aggressor?
Examination of the railway map in Saskatchewan and Alberta after
1935 would raise serious questions about whether the CNR aggressively
invaded CPR territory during the Interwar period. After all, the CPR still
maintained a virtual monopoly on the vast region south of its mainline
from Moose Jaw to the Rockies. In part, this was because CNR President
Thornton was prepared to be reasonable. Before World War I, the CNoR
had completed a line to Bengough, Saskatchewan that was projected to be
built to the coalfields around Lethbridge. However, because of previous
commitments to Willow Bunch, Thornton was prepared to stop construction
after building a short 28-mile (45 km) link from Bengough to Willow Bunch
as long as the CPR provided adequate rail facilities in southwestern
Saskatchewan (Anon 1926). To keep its end of the bargain and to make
certain that the CNR did not build beyond Willow Bunch, the CPR filled
the border country with nearly 200 miles (320 km) of new railways between
1927 and 1929 (CPR 1943).
In an era when everything moved by rail, serving large trade centres
was very profitable. After all, manufactured goods and Less than Carload
Lot (LCL) merchandise moved at much higher rates than did grain. In 1936,
for example, manufactured goods accounted for 20.2 percent of the CPR’s
tonnage but garnered 22.85 percent of its revenue. LCL was even more
lucrative accounting for 2.84 percent of tons carried but 7.30 percent of
revenue (CPR 1937, 47).
To expand its merchandise business the CNR did reach for three
important trade centres monopolized by the CPR: Swift Current,
Saskatchewan, and Red Deer and Medicine Hat, Alberta. Even in the
Depression year of 1930 these three trade centres did more than $10,000,000
worth of business (DBS 1934, 790–791, 874–875). While reaching Red
Deer involved only a short spur off its line to the Brazeau coal country,
attaining Swift Current and Medicine Hat proved impossible in the face of
spirited CPR counter construction.
The CNR ultimately approached Swift Current from two directions
(Swift Current Sun 1929, 1). From the southeast it extended its line from
Gravelbourg in 1922 and 1924. This line was built into the city and joint use
of some CPR facilities was arranged. However, it was never operated
regularly beyond Friend, about 15 miles (24 km) east of Swift Current. To
protect its position in Swift Current the CPR built several lines that
constricted the hinterland of the CNR’s branch from Avonlea to Swift
Current (CPR 1943; Hopper and Kearney 1962).
From the northeast the CNR built toward Swift Current from Mawer,
on the former Grand Trunk Pacific (GTP) branch from Moose Jaw to
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Riverhurst, in 1931. Not only would this tie Swift Current to Moose Jaw
and Regina, but also with other new construction, it would create a through
route to Saskatoon, a route the CPR could not match. Acting quickly, the
CPR built a line to Stewart Valley, 20 miles (32 km) north of Swift Current
that lay directly across the CNR’s proposed extension (Swift Current Sun
1925, 1). From that line a bridge over the nearby South Saskatchewan
River could be built to connect to existing CPR lines to create a through
route to Saskatoon. Despite agitation from Swift Current the bridge was
never built (CPR 1943; Hopper and Kearney 1962).
With over $4,000,000 of retail business in 1930, Medicine Hat, one of
the major cities in western Canada, was an even more tempting target
(DBS 1934, 874). CNR’s attempts to approach Medicine Hat from the north
only got as far as the Red Deer River south of Wardlow in the face of
CPR’s unwillingness to grant trackage rights into the city. Moreover, even
if the branches that the CPR built into the sand hills country between its
mainline and the South Saskatchewan River were to serve farmers as the
company alleged, they also had the effect of pre-empting any plans the
CNR may have had about building west from Swift Current to Medicine
Hat (Figure 5).

Figure 5: CNR and CPR construction around Swift Current in the Interwar period.
Sources: CPR (1943); Hopper and Kearney (1962)
The cross hatched lines were those built by the CNR to reach Swift Current. The lines
in black were built by the CPR to protect its position in the city. The branches to Verlo,
Ingebright, and Golden Prairie, Saskatchewan, had the effect of protecting Medicine
Hat from CNR invasion.
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The allegations notwithstanding about an aggressive CNR invading
its rival’s territory at every turn, the fact remains that the CPR succeeded
in maintaining its monopoly in southwest Saskatchewan and southern
Alberta. Moreover, this region included major trade centres such as Swift
Current, Medicine Hat and Lethbridge, as well as the lucrative coal traffic
from mines around the latter city that produced 600,000 tons of coal in
1926 (DBS 1926, 78).
However, the CPR aggressively invaded CNR territory in northern
Saskatchewan by building more than 700 miles (1,127 km) of railway north
of its Yorkton-Saskatoon-Wetaskiwin line. In addition to reaching fertile
grain country, these new railways invaded six important trade centres
along the former CNoR mainline. In 1930, these CNR towns had a combined
population of 22,194 and retail trade worth nearly $26,000,000. While these
communities represented only 2.4 percent of the province’s population
their retail trade represented almost 14 percent of the provincial total (DBS
1934, 790–791). The importance of the LCL freight to the CPR is illustrated
by the fact that while they shared passenger facilities with the CNR in
cities such as North Battleford, Humboldt and Prince Albert, they built
their own impressive freight stations in these important trade centres.
Ironically, though it was accused of aggressively invading its rival’s
territory, in fact, the CNR allowed the CPR to use its lines to reach both
Prince Albert and North Battleford by granting it trackage rights into both
cities (Figure 6; Table 2).

Figure 6: CPR invasions of CNR territory in northern Saskatchewan.
Source: Adapted from CPR (1943)
Lines built by CPR after 1919 that invaded CNR territory in northern Saskatchewan
are shown as bold black lines. Trackage rights granted by CNR to CPR are shown as
dashed black lines.
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Table 2: Seven CNR trade centres invaded by the CPR after WWI.

Source: Based on DBS 1934, 790–791, 875

In 1929, the CPR completed the Willingdon line between Lloydminster
and Edmonton. Running through the North Saskatchewan River country,
it was a clear invasion of territory that was served by the former CNoR
mainline (Figure 7). In a further invasion of CNR territory, the CPR built a
short branch south from Willingdon to Vegreville, on the former CNoR
mainline 60 miles (97 km) east of Edmonton. A significant trade centre of
1,659 people that conducted over $1,000,000 in retail trade in 1930, the CPR
thought this community had enough potential to build both an impressive
passenger station and freight depot (DBS 1934, 875; Bohi and Kozma
1993). Probably in response, the CNR built a striking new depot in Vegreville
in 1930 (Bohi and Kozma 2002). No wonder that S.J. Hungerford, CNR Vice
President, in a memo to President Thornton bitterly observed: “[The
Willingdon Line] is another case like that of the Tisdale branch in which,
by the refusal of Parliament to allow us to carry out our plans in full, the
Canadian Pacific have been afforded an opportunity to appropriate to
themselves valuable territory within our sphere of influence, largely
populated by our efforts. Of course, nothing can be done about it, but the
result is exasperating to say the least” (Hungerford 1924).
The most serious CPR incursion into CNR territory in Alberta, however,
was at Drumheller in the heart of the Red Deer Valley coalfields. One of the
coal railways that were considered “the most successful of all Canadian
Northern ventures” (Stevens 1962, 68), the Drumheller coalfields generated
so much traffic that the CNR had double track from Munson, 11 miles (18
km) north of Drumheller, to Wayne, nine (14 km) miles to the southeast as
late as 1939 (CNR 1939).
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Figure 7: CPR’s invasion of the North Saskatchewan River country in Alberta.
Source: CPR (1943)
Lines built by the CPR after 1919 to invade North Saskatchewan River Country in
Alberta are shown in black.

Wasting no time trying to get a share of the Drumheller business, in
1919 the CPR succeeded in obtaining permission from the Board of Railway
Commissioners to build into the Drumheller coalfields. Ultimately, the CNR
granted them trackage rights through the city to Rosedale and built a joint
line south of that point through East Coulee.
Given that in 1926 the Drumheller District was producing over 1,300,000
tons of coal that was distributed throughout the prairie west, it is not
surprising the CPR built several branches to move Drumheller coal (DBS
1926, 78). These lines, that later appeared superfluous, included a branch
from Perdue, Saskatchewan south through Rosetown to Gunnworth where
it met a line from Milden to McMorran. The McMorran line was projected
to Empress, Alberta, 13 miles (21 km) west of Leader, Saskatchewan, where
it would join with other branches to Drumheller to create a less circuitous
route from there to Saskatoon, a major coal distributing point (Figure 8).
At the time, in his testimony before the Duff Commission, Starr
Fairweather of the CNR’s Bureau of Economics, estimated that, while the
CNR had invaded 3,570 mi2 (9,246 km2) of CPR territory, the CPR had
encroached on 10,375 mi2 (26,871 km2) of CNR area. Of the undeveloped
area earmarked for the CPR, the CNR built into 100 mi2 (259 km2). Conversely,
the CPR built into 4,500 mi2 (11,655 m2) of undeveloped territory earmarked
for the CNR (Fairweather 1931, 47–48). Moreover, as historian W. Kaye
Lamb noted, [CPR President Edward] “Beatty was not averse to invading
territory that the Canadian National regarded as exclusively its own” (Lamb
1977, 312).
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Figure 8: CPR lines built to invade and serve Drumheller coalfields after WWI.
Sources: CPR (1943); Hopper and Kearney (1962)
CPR lines built to invade the Drumheller area are shown in black. The CPR had
trackage rights on dashed line from Drumheller to Rosedale. The cross hatched line
between Rosedale and Trefoil was a joint line. The CPR built the branches in
Saskatchewan, highlighted in black, to create a shorter route from Drumheller to
Saskatoon. The CNR branch from Eyre, Saskatchewan to Acadia Valley, Alberta,
highlighted by black dots, was projected to the Red Deer Valley at Trefoil.

Given the CPR’s aggressiveness and the CNR’s willingness to cooperate with it by granting trackage rights into major trade centres, the
charge that the CNR was the aggressor in the interwar construction of
branch lines is not supported by the evidence.

Was Building These Lines a ‘Disastrous’ Mistake?
Virtually all the Interwar branch lines in Saskatchewan and Alberta
were built to serve grain growers. To evaluate whether the nearly
$100,000,000 spent on these lines was, as the Duff Commission and later
observers said, a ‘disastrous’ mistake, it is necessary to look at how well
these railways served farmers and others (Royal Commission 1932a, 21).
Some of the Interwar lines were about moving coal, not grain. One of
these was the 38-mile (61 km) line between Altawan, Saskatchewan, on the
Alberta border west of Consul, and Manyberries, Alberta. Previously, coal
headed from Lethbridge for towns like Shaunavon in southwest
Saskatchewan had to move by a circuitous route of up to 679 miles (1,093
km) through Moose Jaw and Weyburn. Though a new line from Moose
Jaw to Assiniboia cut the route to 542 miles (872 km) in 1917, when these 38
miles (61 km) were opened in 1922, it meant that coal for Shaunavon had to
go only 224 miles (360 km), saving residents in the area significant amounts
of money (The Morning Leader 1919, 9, 11).
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Another role played by the new lines was to provide service centres
where farmers could obtain supplies such as oil, coal and other necessities
of life. A total of 605 ‘stations,’ locations where railways built sidings and
other facilities, were sited along the Interwar railways. By 1936, 57 (9.4%)
locations had the 50 residents needed to be incorporated as a ‘village,’
and three communities had the 500 people needed to incorporate as a
‘town’ (Mackintosh 1935, 96; DBS 1938). Equally important, 143 (23.6%)
had enough business to warrant the construction of permanent depots,
the structures that served as the railway’s local office at a station. These
replaced the simple portable buildings that most had initially (Bohi and
Kozma 1993; 2002). The fact that nearly a quarter of the new stations had
enough traffic to justify the erection of such buildings is a good indication
of a high level of commercial activity at these locations (Table 3).
But these raw numbers do not convey the importance of the
communities that grew up along the Interwar branch lines. The CPR 79mile (127 km) Fife Lake Subdivision between Assiniboia and Big Beaver in
southern Saskatchewan offers a good example of the role these communities
played in the lives of rural areas years after they were founded. Of the 14
stations along the line, 10 were part of a detailed examination published as
the The Weyburn Region (Channon et al. 1971, 5).
These communities provided business services to their inhabitants
and surrounding farmers. Even in 1960, eight had coal dealers that
distributed 68 cars of this crucial fuel. In 1969, all 10 still had post offices,
six had general stores and a seventh, the largest incorporated village on
Table 3: Community development along Interwar branch lines.

Sources: Based on DBS (1938, 367–379, 837–847); Bohi and Kozma (1993, 2002)
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Figure 9: CPR locomotives at Flintoft, Saskatchewan.
Photograph: C. Bohi, 10 July 1984
Though their role in prairie life was much reduced by the 1980s, even then, railways
and trains formed a part of the lives of many rural residents. The locomotives are
switching to the elevator track at Flintoft, a hamlet located southwest of Assiniboia.
Opened in 1928, the branch line to Mankota is now abandoned.

the line, Rockglen, had a grocery store. Seven also had gas stations.
Farmers could obtain bulk oil deliveries from dealers in seven of the 10
stations. Lumber yards at Rockglen and Coronach provided access to that
important product. No wonder three of these stations grew large enough
to have permanent depots, though Fife Lake did not obtain its building
until 1944 when a depot from elsewhere was moved in (Bohi and Kozma
1993).
However, these communities were more than just places where farmers
bought what they needed. They were also social centres that gave residents
of the area opportunities to break the isolation of sparsely populated rural
Saskatchewan (Figure 9). Schools were important to the unity of
communities. Of the 10 stations, six had an elementary school and two,
Rockglen and Coronach, had a high school. Five had a total of eight ice
rinks, an important part of rural community life, and five also had churches
(Channon et al. 1971).
If the station was no longer the centre of rural life in 1970, local histories
recalled a time when the coming and going of the trains did much to
regulate the rhythms of a community.
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‘In 1928, the train came to Big Beaver three nights each week
– Monday, Wednesday, and Friday. The mail came in on the
train …
‘On train nights, the stores were open until 11 p.m. – other
days they closed at 6 p.m. By the time the girls who worked
in the store got the sweeping and cleaning done, it was generally
12 p.m. or later. Then if company came, it was still later …
‘Sometimes, if there was a dance in Big Beaver on a train
night, people would come from Buffalo Gap [six miles (10
km) to the west] to the dance and return on the train the next
morning.
‘A good time was had by all on train nights in Big Beaver’
(BBHS 1983, 51–53).

While country schools and churches provided opportunities for social
interaction, it was the railways that created communities and gave access
to needed supplies as well as social events. With most branch lines
complete, in 1931 nearly two-thirds of the 233,880 farms in Saskatchewan
and Alberta were within 10 miles of a ‘market town’ while only three percent
were more than 25 miles (40 km) away (DBS 1936, 630, 698).
It was, however, the access to market offered by the Interwar branch
lines that determined whether their construction was a waste. Clearly,
Canada faced some tough choices after World War I. It could forgo the
wheat grown in areas far from the railways that existed at that time, or make
a large investment in transportation infrastructure. Construction and
maintenance of all-weather roads could have created financial burdens on
federal and provincial governments that equalled or exceeded the nearly
$100,000,000 spent building the Interwar branch lines. Moreover, given
the drastic drop in wheat prices after World War I, it is not likely that many
farmers had the capital to invest in the trucks to use such roads even if
trucking technology had been equal to the task (Royal Commission 1932a,
21).
In the 1920s, it was estimated that it cost three-quarters of a cent to
move a bushel of grain one mile (1.6 km) from the farm to an elevator
(Debates 1924, 274–285, 319). At that rate, it cost about eight cents to
move a bushel 10 miles (16 km), 15 cents for 20 miles (32 km) and about 23
cents to haul it 30 miles (48 km). As prices dropped after World War I
nearby elevators became even more crucial. For example, while a 10-mile
haul represented 3.8 percent of the $2.32 paid for a bushel of wheat in 1919,
in 1923 it represented 11.5 percent of the 65 cents a bushel brought in 1923.
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Given these conditions, building the Interwar branch lines was essential if
farmers in vast areas were going to be able to profitably grow grain (CPR
1932, L28–29).
Data presented during the Senate debate about 11 grain gathering
CNR branch lines in 1924 offer a good indication of the choices facing
Canada in the early 1920s. The estimated cost of these 397 miles (639 km)
of railway was $9,500,000. It was believed that they would handle more
than 10 million bushels of grain as well as 2,755 cars of other freight.
Importantly, at three-quarters of a cent per bushel mile, these new branch
lines would save the farmers they served over $1.3 million dollars a year, a
return on investment of more than 13 percent (Debates 1924, 274–285,
319). As part of its submission to the Duff Commission, the CNR detailed
1929 operating cost data on its branch lines built between 1923 and 1930.
Among these were 10 branch lines debated in 1924. These lines had gross
revenues of $210,000 and expenses of $508,000 for a net branch-line loss
of $298,000, a seemingly damning number. However, because cars handled
on these lines almost always traveled on other parts of the CNR – grain
went to the Lakehead or industrial goods had a long haul from central
Canada, for example – they contributed over $937,000 to the revenues of
the rest of the CNR while adding expenses of only $722,000. In short, they
contributed over $215,000 to the company’s net. However, this was not
sufficient to overcome the direct losses of the branch lines so the total
system net loss from operation was almost $85,000. After adding interest
costs of five percent on the capital invested the 10 branch lines lost $428,000
(CNR 1932). All of this would seem to confirm that these branch lines were
a financial disaster. However, using the data about farm savings from 1924,
the 10 railways saved farmers almost $1,292,000. Subtracting the total loss,
including interest, from these savings leaves a net profit of $864,000
(Debates 1924, 274–285, 319). When the net profit from these farm savings
is included, there is a return of over 12 percent on the $6,895,000 invested.
Had these branch lines not been built, the farmers would have incurred
much higher costs or not been able to continue growing grain at all.
Beyond that, few areas in the industrialized world were hit as hard by
depression and drought during the 1930s as “Saskatchewan where, by the
end of the terrible crop failure of 1937, it was estimated that two in three
members of the farm population were destitute” (Friesen 1984, 388). Without
the Interwar branch lines, getting supplies to the stricken areas would
have been even more difficult. Some of these railways were in southwestern
Saskatchewan, “[where residents were] trying to endure ecological
problems of Biblical proportion” (Waiser 2005, 294).
Ultimately, the Interwar branches provided thousands of grain growers
with contact with their markets. When Interwar railway construction ended
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in 1935 these branch lines represented about 30 percent of the rail network
in Saskatchewan and Alberta. In that year, too, the grain elevator system
was at or near its peak. Of that system, almost 25 percent of the elevators
in the two provinces were located on the Interwar lines. More importantly,
almost 29 percent of the total grain delivery points were along these
railways. Somewhat surprisingly, perhaps, 27 percent of all the competitive
points – those served by more than one elevator company – in
Saskatchewan and Alberta were located on the Interwar lines (BGC 1936).
The 1931 census reported that of the 233,880 farms in Saskatchewan and
Alberta, more than 73 percent were within 10 miles (16 km) of a railway
station and almost certainly a grain delivery point. Only two percent were
more than 25 miles (40 km) away (DBS 1936, 630, 698). No doubt the 271
miles (436 km) of railway opened after 1931 improved these numbers still
more (Figure 10).
Even in the mid-1960s, the Interwar lines were still moving a significant
share of the grain crop. Of the over 646,000,000 bushels shipped in 1963, a
very good year, 24 percent moved over the Interwar lines. Of the 10-year
average of 465,000,000 bushels, the lines built between the wars moved 25
percent (BGC 1963). It is hard to view construction of lines that essentially
provided a proportionate share of the grain delivery points in Saskatchewan
and Alberta in 1935, and hauled a nearly proportionate share of the grain
moved in the late 1950s and 1960s as ‘disastrous.’
Perhaps the best evidence that these lines were needed is that none
of the Duff Commission’s recommendations called for significant
abandonment of branch lines in western Canada. If building the Interwar
branch lines was truly one of the nation’s most ‘pressing problems,’ it is
hard to understand why the Commission was willing to throw good money
after bad by allowing the railways to continue to operate these lines. To
say that abandonment was minimal after Duff would be a major
understatement. During the 1950s, 115 miles (185 km) came up. Another
370 miles (595 km) were removed between 1960 and 1963 (Canada 1977, 31).
By 1975, an additional 525 miles (845 km) were not in use and were
abandoned (Canada 1977, 60). In short, in the more than 40 years between
the Duff Commission and the Grain Handling and Transportation
Commission (Canada 1977) that studied branch-line abandonment in
western Canada in the 1970s, the railways were allowed to take up only
slightly over 1,000 miles (1,609 km) of branch line. Because some of these
branch lines were operated infrequently, it is surprising that it took so
long.
Given the evidence it is hard to escape the conclusion that much of
the criticism of the Interwar railway construction reflected the political
struggles between the Conservative and Liberal parties. Mackenzie King
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Figure 10: Train picking up grain at Coronach, Saskatchewan.
Photograph: C. Bohi, 26 September 2007
On a former CPR branch built in 1928, Coronach, Saskatchewan is one of nearly 500
delivery points, almost 29% of the total, located along the Interwar branch lines in
Saskatchewan and Alberta in 1935. Though now served by the Great Western Railway,
nearly 80 years after it was opened, Coronach, Saskatchewan still serves area farmers
as a grain delivery point.

had driven the Conservatives to distraction with his electoral tactics during
the 1920s and created animosities that sharpened the conflict between the
two parties.
Despite the harsh rhetoric, the fact remains that, having scored their
political points and driven Thornton from the CNR’s presidency, Bennett
and the Conservatives were willing to leave the grain gathering system in
western Canada intact. And so it stayed for the next four decades. Speaking
of western railways generally, perhaps historian and geographer W.A.
Mackintosh offered the best evaluation of the Interwar branches when he
wrote that
[t]he inhabitant of the Prairie Provinces, … is peculiarly
dependent on railways. His agricultural system depends on
railway communication. … [t]he towns and villages are mere
points on railways. … The railway with its unfailing
accompaniments, the loading platform, the two to five grain
elevators, the post-office, general store, machinery shed, and
branch bank, closes the circuit through which the power of the
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world’s economic organization flows into the pioneer
community. … Beyond the end of steel there is only such
settlement as waits month by month or year by year for the
coming of the railway (Mackintosh 1934, 57).

Far from being a ‘disastrous’ mistake, the Interwar branch lines in
Saskatchewan and Alberta brought large areas into the world economy,
benefiting not only grain growers in the two provinces, but Canada as
well.
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