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Building the 
Matapedia-Gaspé railway

GILLES GAGNÉ

MATAPEDIA – When the 
Government  of the Dominion 
of Canada decided on July 8, 
1867, that the Intercolonial 
Railway would pass through 
the Northern New Brunswick 
and Matapedia Valley route, the 
news was received with excite-
ment by the leaders of several 
regions, those of the Gaspé 
Peninsula and Lower Saint 
Lawrence first and foremost. 

At the time, there were only 
two ways to accelerate devel-
opment, securing sound mar-
itime and railroad 
transportation, to have access to 
other markets as well as being 
able to efficiently get products 
fabricated elsewhere. T h a t  
is not counting allowing people 
to travel for different purposes. 

 A company, the Baie des 
Chaleurs Railway Company, 
was formed in 1871 by then 
Member of Parliament and 
Member of the Legislative As-
sembly for Bonaventure, 
Théodore Robitaille, who was 
the riding’s dual representative, 
which was permitted at the 
time. Robitaille regrouped a 
certain number of regional 
shareholders. 

However, six years later, 
construction had still not 
begun, despite his efforts to 
suggest otherwise, and the 
provincial subsidy was with-
drawn. 

A second attempt was 
launched in 1882 by a group 
that again included Robitaille 
and several original sharehold-
ers.  The federal government 
agrees to pay for the first 20 
miles of the Matapedia-Gaspé 
line as a branch line of the In-
tercolonial Railway. Construc-
tion finally began in 1888, as its 
finances seemed settled to build 
until reaching the Cascapedia 
river, 60 miles from Matapedia. 
Work came to a halt in 1889 at 
Maria when employees went 
unpaid.  

Additional government sub-
sidies temporarily resolved the 
financial problems, but in 1890 
the Baie des Chaleurs Railway 
declared bankruptcy despite 
having received grants totalling 
$1.25 million over the previous 
15 years, a considerable sum at 
the time. 

The company was quickly 
reorganized with Montreal 
shareholders, and construction 
resumed in 1891 under the 
name Atlantic and Lake Supe-
rior Railway, which was also 
active elsewhere in Canada. 

Train service between Mat-
apedia and Caplan began in 

1894. New Carlisle was 
reached in 1898, although a lo-
comotive had already been sent 
there in 1895 to satisfy the con-
ditions of a government grant 
by demonstrating that rail serv-
ice had reached the community. 

That grant did not prevent 
the company from declaring 
bankruptcy for a second time in 
November 1895. 

In January 1897, the Inter-
colonial Railway assumed op-
eration of the 
Matapedia-Caplan line while 
the Atlantic and Lake Superior 
Railway attempted to survive 
through court proceedings. 

In July 1900, ownership of 
the Atlantic and Lake Superior 
Railway was transferred to re-
ceivers in England, bringing 
new investment to the project. 

The line reached Paspebiac 
in 1902. At the time, only one 
passenger train operated each 
week in each direction. 

However, the new manage-
ment still lacked the financial 
resources to complete the rail-
way to Gaspé. Another inter-
vention by the federal 
government was required to fi-
nance the Paspebiac-Gaspé 

section, primarily to construct 
the 26 steel bridges needed to 
complete the route. 

Two companies are now in-
volved in the Gaspé Peninsula 
between Matapedia and Gaspé, 
the Quebec and Oriental Rail-
way between Matapedia and 
Paspebiac, and the Quebec, At-
lantic and Occidental, charged 
to build the line between 
Paspebiac and Gaspé. 

The railway reached Port 
Daniel in 1907 and Gaspé in 
1911. The construction of the 
Port Daniel tunnel required 
some time and for a couple of 
years, the village was the rail-
way terminal. 

Even after the line reached 
Gaspé, residents of the south-
ern Gaspé Peninsula continued 
to receive only one passenger 
train each week in each direc-
tion. That level of service re-
mained unchanged for several 
more years. 

The Matapedia-Gaspé line 
was acquired by then public 
transporter Canadian National 
Railways in 1929, after years of 
advocacy by the population and 
the Gaspé diocese bishop 
François-Xavier Ross. 

On July 31, 1949, train number 71 passes in Douglastown, on 
route to Gaspé. At the time, the Gaspé Peninsula was served by 
two daily passenger trains. The picture was taken by Julian 
Bernard, a well-known Ontarian railfan who liked regional rail-
ways and who came to the region many times. He died a few years 
ago, well into his nineties.
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Another mobilization to 
push for the prompt return 
of  the passenger train take 2 
Gilles Gagné 
NEW CARLISLE – After their June 21 visit was cancelled be-
cause of  mechanical problems, railway enthusiasts Alan and 
Nina Freed will return to the Gaspé Peninsula on Sunday, July 
26, as part of  a renewed campaign to promote the return of  
passenger rail service. 

Travelling from Massachusetts in a yellow 1957 Pontiac 
modified to run on railway tracks, the couple will begin their 
journey at the Matapedia station before stopping in Carleton-
sur-Mer, New Richmond, Bonaventure, New Carlisle and 
Port-Daniel. 

Their approximate arrival times are 9 a.m. in Matapedia, 11 
a.m. in Carleton-sur-Mer, 12:30 p.m. in New Richmond, 2 p.m. 
in Bonaventure, 2:30 p.m. in New Carlisle and 4 p.m. in Port-
Daniel. 

A public gathering will follow at The Green in New Carlisle 
at approximately 5 p.m. to highlight the importance of  pas-
senger rail service to the region's social, economic and tourism 
development. 

Organizers also plan to provide an update on VIA Rail's 
preparations for the gradual return of  passenger service to the 
Gaspé Peninsula. 

The event is organized by the Coalition of  Gaspesians for 
the Return of  the Passenger Train, together with the Gaspé 
Peninsula Rail Transport Exchange and Mobilization Table. It 
will also highlight the rehabilitation of  the railway to Port-
Daniel–Gascons and the need to complete the remaining work 
to Gaspé as soon as possible. 

 
 

 

The schedule of 1926 suggests that the passenger train was run-
ning three times weekly in both directions.  
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