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invoked by both shippers and politicians. Cruikshank suggests that rates were
lowered and held down through the influence of certain "powerful maritime
shippers".60 One might add that at least part of their "power" came from their
ability to invoke already widely accepted rationales as to the purpose of the
"People's Railway" and to rally public support for their cause.
It was no reflection on Maritime leaders' "views of the effectiveness of the
Intercolonial" that they sought the construction of other railways at almost every
opportunity. Given the North American hunger to eliminate isolation through
railways and the business opportunities and the political advantages which
accompanied their construction, no other explanation is required. The Maritime
caucus of the Conservative party lobbied hard for the CPR Short Line. The new
line promised competition and new elements of service without unduly threatening
existing facilities. But if one could claim the traffic potential for two trunk lines
from the region, a third was surely problematic. In 1903, A.G. Blair, reacting to
Laurier's railway policy which would add another competitor for the Intercolonial,
resigned from the cabinet.ei It was not surprising that Maritimers failed to unite
behind Blair and the Intercolonial. Though time would vindicate Blair, one could
hardly expect a comparable farsightedness on the part of the public, and Laurier's
promises of new railway construction and the greater use of Maritime ports, were
powerfully beguiling.
Certainly, there were differences of opinion in the region regarding the
Intercolonial. But most controversy was not about whether the Intercolonial should
play a role in regional development — that was taken for granted — but rather
how it could do so most effectively. 62 Moreover, much of the apparent controversy
was partisan-based. The Stanfield Brothers' preference for the CPR, cited by
Cruikshank as indicative of the Intercolonial's deficiencies^ is a case in point.
Within a couple of years of the Conservatives' taking charge, the two principal
owners of that firm were to be numbered among the Intercolonial's strongest
supporters. John Stanfield led the successful protest against the attempted rate
increases of 191364 and three years later he submitted his resignation from the
provincial caucus, and his brother Frank from the federal, as part of a protest
against F.P. Gutelius' practice of hiring managers unfamiliar with the traditional
policies of the Intercolonial.65
Cruikshank raised the related question of whether residents of the region
perceived that they had a collective interest in the Intercolonial's ratemaking
policies. It is true that, compared to the Prairies, there was little popular agitation
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regarding the lower rate structure in the Maritimes before the Great War. But why
should there have been? Unlike the Prairies, the Maritimes already enjoyed the
lower rate structure to which they believed they were entitled. The real test of their
commitment was not the attention that it received while in place, but the popular
reaction to its loss.
Governments sought to delay and mitigate this reaction by making their line of
attack as oblique as possible. At no time did they ever admit that their goal was
the elimination of the Intercolonial's low and flexible rate structure. Instead, as
Cruikshank shows, they talked of more "businesslike" management, brought in
officials to operate the line who were largely ignorant of and unsympathetic to the
traditional structures, and alternated managers with management boards in various
experiments to divert public pressure and criticism. Each time the opposition in
caucus or Commons appeared too strong they would publicly retreat, only to
continue the implementation of their policies behind the scenes. Thus, in 1917, a
resolution of the House of Commons instructed the general manager to promote to
positions of management only those whose previous experience was with the
Intercolonial. Later in the session, a bill to bring the line under the jurisdiction of
the Board of Railway Commissioners — a proposal which seemed innocent on the
surface, but ensured the ultimate termination of the lower rate structure — was not
proclaimed in the face of regional opposition. But, nevertheless, Borden privately
instructed the Intercolonial's managers to treat the Intercolonial, for purposes of rate
making, as though it was in fact under the jurisdiction of the Board.66
In retrospect, it seems clear that the critical decision regarding the dismantling of
the Intercolonial and the traditional rate policies came in 1913. In that year the
Borden government made its sympathies clear with the replacement of general
manager David Pottinger, a local resident who had spent half a century with the
Intercolonial, with F.P. Gutelius who was fresh from 16 years of service with its
chief competitor, the CPR. 67 While the Borden government coyly flirted with the
legislative steps which would dismantle the traditional rate structures, Gutelius,
replaced traffic officers with the experience to operate under the old system, raised
general rates and cancelled some special rates. By the time the Intercolonial came
formally under the jurisdiction of the Board of Railway Commissioners in January
of 1923, the new officers were well on the way to eliminating the rate structures and
pro-active development policies which had identified the Intercolonial with the
region. Thus, the suggestion that the changes in the traditional policies of the
railway emerged from the needs of the Intercolonial as interpreted by the local
management is misleading. From 1913 that management was no longer local in
origins or sympathies; increasingly it was made up of and directed by individuals
ignorant of and even hostile to the traditional practices of the road.
What, then, was the motivation of the Borden government? Cruikshank's
attempt to link the flirtation of Halifax businessmen with the CPR in the 1890s to
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Borden's actions two decades later seems tenuous. 68 Nor, probably, did it matter
much that Borden moved to Ontario after his defeat in the election of 1904.69 His
biographer, Craig Brown, tells us that, once he was in power, Borden's railway
policy was "developed by a small group of Cabinet members" from central and
western Canada in consultation with a few prominent businessmen.™ John English
makes a plausible case that Borden and his associates were influenced by the
progressive ideology of the era. But Borden was primarily a politician. When the
Liberals appeared to split on their railway policy in 1903, Borden emerged as an
advocate for the expansion of the Intercolonial along the lines proposed by Blair. 71
The explanation for Borden's later actions is strongly suggested in English's
analysis of the composition of the Conservative caucus. The federal Conservatives
in the early 1900s were basically an Ontario party with aspirations in a growing
west. Each election saw majorities in Ontario, breakthroughs in Western provinces
and minorities only from the Maritimes. This pattern continued into the election of
1911 with the Conservatives winning 85% of the Seats in Ontario and their only
other majorities coming from Manitoba and British Columbia. (See Table Four.) It
was, then, the perspective of a caucus increasingly dominated by Ontario and the
West which found expression in the government's suppression of the Intercolonial
and the dismantling of its rate structure during and after the War.
Table Four
Regional Composition of Conservative Caucus

Maritimes
Quebec
Ontario
The West

1904
9
11
48
7

1908

1911

9
11
48
17

16
27
73
18

Source: John English, The Decline of Politics: The Conservatives and the Party
System, 1901-20 (Toronto, 1977), pp. 38, 67.
Although initially diverted by the obliqueness of the government's approach, its
apparent retreat on key issues and a climate of crisis caused by the War,
Maritimers' reaction to the loss of the Intercolonial could hardly have been more
suggestive of regional consensus. Lacking a single representative structure through
which to express consensus, the Maritimes did surprisingly well with what was
available. Reactivating the Maritime Board of Trade in 1919, the region's business
leaders passed a resolution demanding the restoration of the Intercolonial to its
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previous status and secured similar resolutions from the Nova Scotian and New
Brunswick legislatures and the Acadian National Conventions
To recapitulate, for most of its existence the Intercolonial's management
consistently sought the economic development of the Maritime region as the means
of building traffic and enhancing the railway's viability. To this end, and in
response to political input from the region, they developed the lowest rate structures
in the country and responded in a sensitive manner to the changing needs of
Maritime producers and merchants. Their propaganda campaign to attract industry
implied their conscious commitment to regional development — a commitment
already suggested by the long-term policies of the road.
The dissolution of the Intercolonial came not because of any new surge in costs
or deficits; there were no operating deficits from 1909 to 1917, and by then the
dismantling of traditional policies was already in progress. The critical factors
spurring the government to action included the crisis over railway over-expansion
and the shift in political power westwards. Borden, by 1913, was presiding over an
Ontario and Western dominated caucus and was taking his advice in railway
matters from a little group of central Canadian and western politicians. With the
appointment of Gutelius, Borden put in train a process which would not be
completed until 1923 with the formal integration of the Intercolonial into the
Canadian National Railways. This was a policy which had the support of no
recognizable faction in the Maritimes. Indeed its completion would see the region
arrayed against it in a protest movement which became known for its slogan,
"Maritime Rights".
From its construction in 1876, the Intercolonial served as a major artery for
inter-regional trade between the Maritimes and central Canada. In traffic density,
for much of its existence, it ranked first in the region and second nationally. As
Argo's graph illustrates, between 1889 and 1913 its rates on interregional trade
were approximately 50 per cent lower than those on railways in central Ontario and
Quebec. The lower rates resulted in a greater trade which, in turn, allowed a volume
of production which made Maritime industries more competitive. These industries
benefitted not only from what the Intercolonial carried itself, but also from its
competition in forcing down the rates on the other carriers.
The dissolution of the Intercolonial was destructive to Maritime industries. It
cost them a partner which had shared their interests and worked to protect their
access to key markets. It greatly increased their transportation costs vis à vis
competitors in other regions. In a booming economy most had been able to absorb
increased transportation charges. But, with the economic downturn in the summer
of 1920, this became increasingly difficult. As a resolution in the Nova Scotia
Legislature put it in May of 1921, with "conditions... becoming normal and
competition more keen, the Maritime Provinces can no longer successfully compete
in the markets of Central and Western Canada, which they must do to market their
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surplus production...".73
The economic decline of the Maritimes relative to the rest of the country in the
early 1920s is well documented. The impact of the rate increases and the loss of the
Intercolonial was an obvious contributing factor. Of course, no one has ever
suggested that it was the only factor. Indeed, academics in a growing body of
literature have argued plausible cases for several other causes.74 But when a scholar
like Larry McCann, who has reviewed that literature and is familiar with much of
the primary material, concludes that the rate changes were a "major" factor in the
region's decline, his judgment should not be too hastily discounted.
Cruikshank is correct in his suggestion that we need more work on the
Intercolonial Railway. We need specialized studies over more limited time periods
— studies which can outline in detail the policies of particular ministers and the
managers subordinate to them, and which can evaluate the importance of
transportation policies in the success or failure of particular industries. Cruikshank
has shown the wealth of primary materials available on the daily operations of the
railway and these promise much in clarifying grey areas in our understanding. But
we should not be beguiled by the relative richness of these sources into thinking
that they explain the fundamental policy decisions for the road. The Intercolonial
was a creation of government and remained subject to government policy. For the
understanding of that policy one must often look beyond the discussions of the civil
, servants to the decisions of cabinet and to the sometimes widely scattered bits and
pieces of evidence which aid in reconstructing the political history of the period.
E.R. FORBES

With Apologies to James: A Response to E.R. Forbes
I did say I wanted to "reactivate debate"! E.R. Forbes has launched a spirited
defence of the conclusions he reached almost two decades ago. Indeed, he now
appears prepared to abandon some of his earlier qualifications, arguing that the
Intercolonial "played an even more conscious, direct and effective role in regional
development than I previously suggested" (p. 3). In the course of his defence, Forbes
takes issue with the arguments I developed in my 1992 Acadiensis article, "The
Intercolonial Railway, Freight Rates, and the Maritime Economy".1 I am
somewhat reluctant to engage in a formal debate. The intent of my article was to
generate further research on the Intercolonial and the businesses it served, and I am
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sharing his response to my work with me. I could not ask for a more generous or considerate critic.

