All Aboard the Canadian Express
A Front Porch Travelogue
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Introduction
For those not familiar with the Front Porch
Travelers, let me take a moment to introduce
you. They are six senior citizens who have
become very real over the past many years
that they’ve been presenting the travelogue for
Activity Connection. Couples Nell and Truman
McGiver and Bert and Ethel Davis join sisters
Mabel and Maude Gunderson in their virtual
adventures around the world. Click here to learn
more about the Front Porch Travelers.
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Bert and Truman love trains and are avid
railroad aficionados. Every year at Christmas
they look forward to setting up their model train
extravaganza and inviting friends and family to
ooh and ahh over the miniature world they have
created. They’ve long dreamed of taking a ride
on the TransCanadian Railroad, and finally, this
month, their dream has come true. Join the Front
Porchers as they board the train in Vancouver
and travel all the way to Toronto with so many
amazing places to see along the way. Can you
hear the conductor calling, “All aboard!”? That
means it’s time for us to go.
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Truman’s History Lesson
The mid-19th century ushered in the
development of steam-powered locomotives.
This technology led to the construction of a
railroad network that allowed people and goods
to travel great distances. It also opened the door
for new towns and cities to be created along the
routes. The Canadian Pacific Railway (CPR)
was initiated as part of the “National Dream”
led by Prime Minister Sir John A. MacDonald.
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Incorporated in 1881 with headquarters
in Calgary, Alberta, it was Canada’s
first transcontinental railway. When
completed in 1885, it connected Eastern
Canada and British Columbia. Although
it was used primarily to haul freight,
it was also the most practical mode of
transportation for people traveling to
most regions of Canada. The railway is
credited for having been instrumental
in the settlement and development of
Western Canada.
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The building of the railway
came at great cost both in
terms of money and people.
Many thousands toiled under
the harshest circumstances
to lay the track. There were
mountains to blast through,
swamps to traverse, and bitter
cold to endure.
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Hundreds of workers, known
as “navvies,” died from
accidents, disease, explosions,
and landslides. And if that
wasn’t enough, they also had
to contend with wildlife such
as grizzly bears, coyotes,
wolves, and moose.
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At first, workers were primarily
European immigrants, but soon
there weren’t enough people to do
the job. Eventually, the government
hired a reported 17,000 laborers
from China. They received a dollar
a day and had to pay for their own
food, clothing, transportation, and
medical care, such as it was.
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The Chinese workers were given
some of the hardest jobs to do,
such as working with explosives.
It is estimated between 600 and
800 Chinese workers died during
the construction of the railway.
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When the last spike of the railway was
driven on November 7, 1885, many
people were thanked for its successful
completion, but not the Chinese
workforce. The men who worked so
tirelessly for so long were ignored.
In 2006, a formal apology was made
by the Canadian government to the
Chinese population living in Canada.
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The first passenger train departed the
Montreal station in Quebec on June 28,
1866. It arrived in Port Moody, British
Columbia, on July 4, 1886. The train
included two baggage cars, a mail car,
two first-class cars, one second-class
car, and two basic sleeping cars, where
families moving out west could sleep and
cook their own meals. The diner car was
removed from the train each night and
substituted with a new car in the morning.
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Discussion Starters
• Many hardships were endured and lives lost in the building of the

railroad. Do you believe that the end justifies the means when creating
something deemed to be so important?

• The Canadian government made a belated apology to the Chinese

population of Canada for the treatment of their ancestors who worked
on the railroad. Do you believe it is never too late to make an apology?
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Georgia Trivia by Bert
Nell is my name, and trivia is my
game—or so I’ve been told. One
thing for sure, I love discovering
fun facts about the places we visit,
and the Canadian Pacific Railway
did not disappoint. Here is some
of the interesting information I
discovered to share with you.
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Headquartered in Calgary,
Alberta, the CPR owns
approximately 12,500 miles
(20,100 kilometers) of track
that stretches from Montreal
to Vancouver and as far north
as Edmonton and even into
parts of the United States.
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The funds needed to build
the railway were provided by
the Canadian government
and included 25 million
dollars and 25 million
acres of land. An additional
three million acres between
Calgary and Medicine Hat,
Alberta, was needed to
complete the railway.
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In 1886, crews in Alderson,
Alberta, were digging a
well to supply water for the
steam locomotives. Instead,
they discovered natural gas,
which was ultimately used
to provide heat and power.
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A section of the railway located at the border of Alberta and British Columbia
proved to be especially difficult. Known as Kicking Horse Pass, it had such
a steep drop that runaway trains hurtling off the tracks became an all-toofrequent occurrence. The solution to the problem was the development of
spiral tunnels, but they were not completed until some 25 years later.
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Scottish-born engineer and inventor Sir
Sandford Fleming served as a surveyor
for the railroad. In 1862, he spent an
uncomfortable night at a rail station
waiting for a train whose delay was due to
confusion about times. As a result of his
frustration, he began advocating for the
adoption of standardized time zones. He
played a crucial role in the development of
the global time zones we use today.
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The railroad contributed to
the war effort during WWII
by transporting soldiers and
other military personnel
along with equipment and
supplies to locations around
the country.
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A most challenging route for
the railway remains the one
through the Rocky Mountains
because of delays caused
by inclement weather and
mechanical defects.
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More than 12,000 employees
keep the railway’s fleet of
1,000 freight trains moving.
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Ninety-five percent of the
grain exported by Canada
is transported by rail. One
railcar of grain can be
worth $30,000.
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The officers of the railway
have the same power as
the Canadian police and
have the authority to arrest
people deemed a danger to
themselves or the tracks.
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Discussion Starters
• Have you ever been on a car, bus, or train where the brakes failed?

Can you imagine how terrifying that experience would be?

• What is the longest train ride you have ever taken?
• Have you ever seen the Rocky Mountains or traveled through

them? If so, what was your experience?
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Bert’s Spotlight on Sir William Cornelius Van Horne
A key figure in the development of the
Canadian Pacific Railways was William
Cornelius Van Horne, born in 1843 in the
United States near Joliet, Illinois. He was the
eldest of five children and loved to read and
draw from an early age. When he was just
11, his father died suddenly from cholera,
and William took a job delivering telegraph
messages for a railway office in order to help
support his family
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He learned how to send
and receive Morse code,
and through a series of odd
jobs, he learned just about
everything there was to
know about a railroad.
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In 1882, he was appointed as the
general manager of the CPR. Railway
officials charged him with speeding
up the construction process, which
was considered to have been too slow.
He was hired to manage the building
of the railway extending from Fort
William to Winnipeg, west through the
prairies, and up and through the Rocky
Mountains of British Columbia.
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It was a daunting task, but one
Van Horne was well-equipped to
handle. Under his direction, the
railway was completed on time,
which was a feat many had not
believed possible. He served as
president of the line from 1888
to 1899 when he retired due to
poor health.
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He continued to serve as
chairman of the board until
1910. He died in Montreal on
September 11, 1915, at the age
of 73. By request of his wife,
his body was returned to Joliet,
Illinois, on a special CPR train
for burial.
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Here are some interesting facts
I learned:
• In 1867, Van Horne married

Lucy Hurd from Illinois,
and together they had three
children: two sons and a
daughter. One of their sons
died in infancy.
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Van Horne was a man of many
interests. He enjoyed gardening,
farming, geology, art collection,
and sketching. He particularly
liked to draw elephants on trains,
creating postcards he titled
“Trunks All Aboard.”
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• Van Horne was known for having
a brilliant mind, endless drive and
energy, and a leadership style that
was both ruthless and successful.
• Van Horne was paid a salary of
$15,000 for his position as general
manager. At that time, it was
considered a tremendous amount of
money. It was the highest salary paid
to a railway manager.
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• Among the quotes attributed

to Van Horne is, “Nothing
is too small to know, and
nothing is too big to attempt.”

• Van Horne became a

naturalized Canadian citizen
and was knighted in 1894.
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Van Horne, in a letter written
to his grandson, divulged what
inspired his desire to work for
the railroad. He wrote that when
he was young, he witnessed the
general superintendent of the
Michigan Central Railway arrive
in his town in a private railway
car. He had a chance to peek
inside and was in awe of the
luxurious accommodations.
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In his letter, he wrote, “I found
myself wondering if even I might
not somehow become a General
Superintendent and travel in a
private car. The glories of it, the
pride of it, the salary pertaining to
it, and all that moved me deeply,
and I made up my mind then and
there that I would reach it.”
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Discussion Starters
• When you were young, did you have a special passion for

something that you pursued as an adult?

• How would you describe your leadership style?
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Mabel Gets Us Started
Hurry, hurry, it’s almost time to board our
train to begin our railway adventure! What
could be better than relaxing in luxurious
accommodations with panoramic views of
gorgeous scenery and glimpses of plentiful
wildlife such as black bears, eagles, and elk? I
suppose the addition of delicious meals served
in an opulent dining car—which we will also
get to enjoy. We’ve got 16 days to look forward
to, so sit back and let’s get ready to roll!
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Day 1
We are in the province of Ontario and have
time to explore Toronto, Canada’s largest city.
Among the soaring skyscrapers, we marvel at
the iconic CN tower. There are beautiful green
parks to enjoy, and the Toronto Zoo is one of
the largest in the world. The Gorilla Rainforest,
the largest indoor gorilla exhibit in North
America, was a Front Porch favorite. We spent
the night at the Four Seasons and felt totally
spoiled in one of its deluxe rooms.
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Day 2
Today was sheer delight with a fullday tour of Niagara Falls from the
Canadian side, of course, and a trip
on the Hornblower Cruise, formerly
known as Maid of the Mist. What a
fantastic way to spend a fall day! And
to make it even better, we got to spend
another wonderful night at the hotel.
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Day 3
We were onboard the train and ready to start
our four-day trip across the Prairie Provinces.
We enjoyed brunch and dinner in the elegant
dining car and then relaxed in our private
cabin, complete with a double bed, lavatory,
and shower. There is something truly magical
about falling asleep while looking out the
window at the world passing by and listening
to the accompaniment of the clickety-clack of
a train.
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Days 4–5
We continued in our snug
cocoon as we traveled toward
Jasper. The scenery became
more rugged, and we were
thrilled to see a herd of elk
grazing in the distance as we
went by.
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Days 6–8
We arrived in Jasper in the morning
and stepped off the train into the most
beautiful mountain scenery you could
ever imagine. It took a bit of getting used
to standing on solid ground again as
opposed to the soft swaying of the train.
Our home base was a quaint lodge, and
from there, we set off to explore Jasper
National Park.
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This amazing park is the largest in
Canada and is a World Heritage
Site. We kept our eyes peeled with
cameras at the ready for sightings
of some of the abundant wildlife
that roams through the park. We
saw creatures such as caribou,
moose, mountain goats, bighorn
sheep, bears, and wolves.
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Maude Takes Over
Day 9
Leaving the train behind for the time being,
we were on our way to Lake Louise by way of
the Icefields Parkway, one of the most beautiful
highways in the world. We made a quick stop at
Athabasca Falls and then arrived at the Columbia
Icefield. Here, we hopped on the Ice Explorer
to travel to the middle of the Athabasca Glacier.
We learned about how glaciers form and the
alarming rate at which they are now melting.
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Day 10
We arrived at beautiful Lake Louise,
located in Banff National Park, the previous
afternoon and spent a very comfortable night
in the Fairmont Chateau Lake Louise Hotel,
one of Canada’s grand railway hotels. Talk
about being spoiled, we may never want to
go home again! Lake Louise is formed from
glacial waters, which means it is the most
beautiful shade of turquoise. It is named
after the fourth daughter of Queen Victoria,
Princess Louise Caroline Alberta.
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Day 11
We spent the morning enjoying a hike
around the pristine Lake Louise. In
the afternoon, we stopped at the Yoho
National Park, where we saw the spiral
tunnels, Emerald Lake, and the natural
rock bridge that spans the Kicking
Horse River. As the sun began to set,
we arrived at Banff, where we enjoyed
another delicious dinner and a night at
another spectacular historic hotel.
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Days 12–13
We spent two days exploring Banff, which just
may well be my favorite place in the world.
We took a gondola ride up Sulphur Mountain
and spotted two grizzly bears cavorting about
beneath us. Even though we were way higher
than they could ever reach, it was still a bit
disconcerting to be so close to them. The really
brave (and young) members of our tour took
the opportunity to go whitewater rafting at
Kicking Horse River.
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Our group decided to play it a
bit safer. Instead of braving icy
and wild waters, we went to the
Upper Hot Springs, where we
enjoyed a restorative soak in
the mineral waters heated to a
toasty 98 °–104°F (37°–40°C).
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Day 14
We boarded our train and headed to the city
of Kamloops, the second-largest city in British
Columbia. We had a breathtaking ride between
the high peaks of the magnificent Canadian
Rockies traveling over mountain passes, through
tunnels, along the rocky lakeshore, and through
ranchlands. We saw the Continental Divide,
traveled through the spiral tunnels at Kicking
Horse Canyon, and got to see Craigellachie
(kray GELL uh kee), where the last spike of the
Canadian Pacific Railway was driven.
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After another night in another
grand hotel, Bert and Truman
made a special trip to the hotel’s
concierge to see if they could get
the pillows from their beds shipped
back home. Both maintain they’ve
never had such a good night’s sleep.
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Days 15–16
Back on the train again, we had a full day
to enjoy being on board. We watched the
scenery outside change from river canyons
and pristine forests to mountains, lush green
fields, and even a semi-arid area known
as the Okanagan Desert. We arrived at
Vancouver, British Columbia, the final stop
of our magical railway adventure. There we
dined on freshly caught salmon, which the
city is famous for, along with other seafood.
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The next day was spent exploring, especially enjoying the Queen Elizabeth Park,
particularly its gorgeous flowerbeds. We had one final night in a hotel before it
was back home. All I can say is this: If you ever have the time to make such a trip,
do not hesitate to do so. It goes down in our books as one of the best ever.
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Discussion Starters
• Of all the places Maude and Mabel described, is there any you

would most like to see? Why?

• Have you ever ridden on a gondola? Would you like to?
• The Front Porchers enjoyed their stays at hotel stops along the way.

Are there any hotels you have stayed at that you most remember?
And why?
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Ethel’s Dining Car Delights
We discovered how much fun it is to dine on a
moving train with amazing scenery flashing by
the picture windows. Better than sitting in the
living room with a tray table watching TV, that’s
for sure! On our full days on the train, we enjoyed
breakfast, lunch, and dinner in the luxury of the
dining car. With linen tablecloths, fine china, and
fresh flower arrangements on each table, we felt
as if we were in a five-star restaurant.
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At home, I would rather sleep in than
eat breakfast with Bert, who likes to
get up at the crack of dawn. However,
I wasn’t about to miss breakfast on the
train—there were so many choices:
French toast and omelets made to
order, duck confit eggs benedict on a
waffle, pancakes, eggs, bacon, sausage,
pastries, and so much more. My mouth
is watering just thinking about it.
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Lunch had even more options
than breakfast. From sandwiches,
burgers, and salads (the one with
grilled salmon was to die for) to
a delicious chicken brochette,
everything was amazing. Bert had
two helpings of the chicken and
then complained of pain from
having overeaten, for which he
received no sympathy from me.
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However, I did get the recipe
from the chef and surprised Bert
with them for dinner one night
after we got home. He was a bit
more careful about his portion
size that time!
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Just when you thought you could
never eat again, it was time for dinner.
Somehow, we managed to regain
our appetites and do justice to the
multiple-course meal. We began
with soup or salad, followed by many
choices of entrées, including meat,
fish, or vegetarian. Our sweet tooths
were soothed by a range of heavenly
desserts. Suffice it to say, we got our
money’s worth with the amount of
food we all managed to put away.
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Discussion Starters
• Have you ever eaten in a dining car on a train? If so, what was

your experience?

• Have you ever eaten so much you felt uncomfortable? Did you vow

never to eat again?

• If you were asked about what your favorite meal was, what would

you say?
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So glad you came with us on our train ride across Canada.
We’ll be looking forward to seeing you next month.
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The End
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brought to you by
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