
       Timeline of the Harbour Grace Railway 
 
 
1847    In its May 22 edition, the Morning Post recommends building the first rail line in 
Newfoundland. The Post advocates the railway connecting with a steamer, which could 
serve the populous centres of Conception Bay. 
  

1865    The Legislature passes a resolution offering to give land and grants to any 
company willing to construct a railway in Newfoundland. 
  

1868    Sanford Fleming, engineer for the Canadian Intercolonial Railway, makes a 
proposal to the Newfoundland Government for a trans-island railway. At his own 
expense, Fleming sends an engineer to determine if a Newfoundland railway is feasible. 
  

1874    Frederic B.T. Carter is elected premier. 
  

1875    Carter recommends money be voted for a railway survey. Supervised by Fleming, 
this survey advocates a short line terminating at St. George’s, on Newfoundland’s west 
coast. Due to its location on the French Treaty Shore, the British Government rejects this 
location as a western terminus. 
  

1878    William V. Whiteway leads the Liberals to victory in the general election on a 
platform that includes a promise of action on a railway. Whiteway appoints a joint 
committee of the Legislative Council and House of Assembly to study the question. 
  

1880    The committee report of April 2 recommends a narrow-gauge (3’6”) railway be 
constructed from St. John’s to Halls Bay, with a branch line to Harbour Grace. 
 
The survey commences in the spring under the supervision of Sanford Fleming. 

On June 26, the inhabitants of Foxtrap, Conception Bay, believing they will lose their 
land to the railway, stone surveying engineers, take away their instruments and drive 
them from their work. The incident becomes known as the “Battle of Foxtrap.” Later that 
summer, when the men of Tilton are away at the Labrador fishery, the community’s 
women turn out in force to oppose the railway. 

  
1881    On April 20, the Newfoundland Government enters into a contract with the 
Blackman Company, an investment syndicate headed by New York lawyer A.L. 
Blackman. 



 
On April 30, the Newfoundland Railway Bill passes through the House of Assembly. 
 
On July 7, nineteen engineers and helpers arrive in St. John’s on the SS Nova Scotia for 
work on the rail line. 
 
On August 9, the ceremonial first sod is turned at Fort William, St. John’s, the eastern 
terminus of the railway. 

Work commences on the railway to Harbour Grace at the end of the working season. 
Twenty miles are graded, ten miles metalled. 

First steam locomotives arrive in Newfoundland. 
 
 
1883    Railway reaches Whitbourne (Harbour Grace Junction) in late fall. 
 
 
1884    On March 22, C.X. Hobbs, director of the Blackman’s Newfoundland Railway 
Company, informs the Legislature of the company’s insolvency. The Company is placed 
under the receivership of Frank Evans, with British bondholders as mortgagee. 
 
On October 4, the line to Harbour Grace via Whitbourne is completed. It is known as the 
Harbour Grace Railway, ‘Southern Division.’ 

On October 11, the Harbour Grace branch of the Newfoundland Railway officially opens. 

On November 22, the first train runs over the from Harbour Grace-St. John’s track. 
 
 
1890    Robert G. Reid signs a contract with to complete the St. John’s-Halls Bay rail 
line. 
 
 
1893    Reid signs a new contract with the Newfoundland Government, agreeing to 
construct the line to Port aux Basques, on the island’s west coast, instead of Halls Bay. 
 
 
1896    Newfoundland Government takes over the railway from British bondholders. 
 
 
1898    Reid buys the railway from the Newfoundland Government, after completing the 
line to Port aux Basques. 

 
Reid completes the line from Harbour Grace to Carbonear. 



On June 29, the first train leaves St. John’s to cross Newfoundland. The trip takes 27 
hours and 45 minutes to reach Port aux Basques. 
 
 
1912    The Harbour Grace train reaches St. John’s on February 29, after 13 days getting 
around the bay through the heavy snow drifts. 
 
 
1923    Newfoundland Government buys the railway from Reid Newfound Company. 
The line is renamed the “Newfoundland Government Railway. 
 
 
1926    The Newfoundland Government Railway becomes the “Newfoundland Railway.” 

  
1949    The Canadian National Railway (CNR) takes over the Newfoundland Railway. 
  
 
1982    On February 15, Canadian National Railway, on behalf of Terra Nova Transport, 
applies to the Canadian Transport Commission to remove the agent and station building 
at Harbour Grace. 
 
 
1984    The Harbour Grace Railway Station closes on March 31. 
 
On September 20, the last train leaves Harbour Grace for St. John’s. The train is headed 
by a pair of G.M. 875 H.P., Road Switchers, Nos. 800 and 804. Jerry Maddigan, 
Engineer; Gordon Smith, Conductor; Tom Carew, Gerry McGinnis and Job Blackmore, 
Trainmen, operate this final train. 
 
 
1985    By motion on August 7, the Harbour Grace Town Council authorizes the Mayor 
and Town Manager to sign purchase documents with Terra Transport for the railway 
station at the cost of $1.00. 
 
 
1996    On March 11, the Harbour Grace Historical Society applies to Council for 
custody of the station, with a view to inside restoration and making it a museum. Custody 
of the station is given to the Society on May 13. 
 
On August 5, the Historical Society begins inside restoration and grounds maintenance. 

On October 5, the station is designated a Municipal Heritage Site. 

  



2016    The Heritage Foundation of Newfoundland & Labrador designates the Harbour 
Grace Railway Station a Registered Heritage Structure. 
 
 
2017    The Harbour Grace Railway Station undergoes exterior renovations. The building 
is returned to its original colour, ochre red. 
 
 
2019    The interior of the waiting room undergoes repairs. The room receives a new 
floor, bathroom, and paint job. 
	  


