




TRACKS INTO OTTAWA: THE CONSTRUCTION 
OF RAILWAYS INTO CANADA'S CAPITAL* 

by C. C. J. Bond l'\CC. H !.. 1·oi.:.1A.� 

Bytown in 1851 numbered 7,760 souls. The days of squared timber were 
going and the Bytown mills were already sending a few million board feet of sawn 
lumber each year to the United States via water along the Ottawa-Richelieu route 
and the Rideau Canal. American and Canadian enterpreneurs were investigating 
new mill sites and the government of the Province of Canada would shortly build 
works that would make the hydraulic power of the Chaudiere Falls available to 
them.1 A few years earlier, in 1848, there had been a meeting in Bytown to discuss 
the building of a railroad southward to Prescott, that would join with the Ogdens­
burg Boston line and serve to carry sawn lumber to the U.S.A.2 A charter was 
granted to the "Bytown and Prescott Railway" on May 10, 1850." 

The famous Canadian railway engineer Walter Shanly was employed to survey 
the line. His report to the president and directors was published in the Citizens on 
April 7, 1851. Shanly set forth four possible routes _:__ he had walked over each of 
them, a total of over two hundred miles - and recommended, because some of 
these crossed the Rideau River a number of times, that the one east of the Rideau 
via Kemptville was the best. There was some difficulty in determining where the sta­
tion should be located in Bytown. Because of the river cliffs and the great fluctuation 
of the water level, it was impossible to get the line low enough down by the river 
to discharge cargo. The canal basin in the centre of the town was a good location, 
but the elevation left from the Ottawa River was over 80 feet. Shanly proposed a 
station on the north-easterly outskirts of Bytown just west of the Rideau near the 
bank of the Ottawa.' His printed report, issued a few months later, pointed out other 
reasons for the location of the station near the Rideau Falls. By now the 52-mile 
route east of the Rideau had been decided upon. To reach the canal-basin would 
have required a long and costly embankment from the bridge across the Rideau tq 
the canal near the present-day University of Ottawa. In addition, he considered 
that appearance was another factor against such a railway, which would pass east 
of the canal along what is known as the Deep Cut. Shanly reasoned: 

Through this cut trains would skulk into the Town, to reach a Terminus which 

would, inevitably, be soon built around on all sides, giving it a confined and hampered 

appearance and limiting the prospect to an occasional view of the Basin, when it did not 

happen to be obscured from sight by the presence of a number of diminutive craft. 

On the other hand, he recommended the approach 
through fine open country, where trains would show to advantage - reaching their 

* This paper was read before the Annual Conference of the Ontario Historical Society at

Picton, Ontario, June 17th, 1965.
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