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Abstract
Canada's "New Main Street:"
The Trans-Canada Highway as Idea and Reality, 1912-1956.
David W. Monaghan Supervisor:
University of Ottawa, 1996 Professor Donald Davis

The purpose of this thesis is two-fold. First it examines the development of the
concept of a Trans-Canada Highway from the early 1900's to 1940. Its roots can be traced
to the significant increase in motor vehicle use, and the gathering momentum that
characterized automobile technology in the 20th century. While the early development of
the technology relied upon the promotional activities of automotive enthusiasts, the state
was by no means oblivious to the potential benefits of automotive technology. Provincial
governments in Canada contributed to the momentum through the provision of improved
roads. Indeed, without publically funded roads, the new technology would have bogged
down both literally and metaphorically. The thesis outlines the technological momentum
that characterized developments in highway technology and standards in the face of rising
traffic volumes and the role of highway bureaucracies in promoting and sustaining the
growth of the technology. It also explores how road networks allowed provincial
governments to expand their own influence and, through user fees and gasoline taxes, to
increase substantially their revenue base. By the 1920s automobile revenues comprised the
major source of provincial revenues in Canada due to both domestic demand and a
burgeoning tourist trade based upon motor travel.

Secondly, the thesis examines why the federal government became involved in the

construction of a great national road. This was by no means a foregone conclusion since



son

m

the Canadian constitution effectively excluded the federal government from the provincial
demesne of highway and road development. Nevertheless, by 1919 Ottawa was providing
funding to the provinces for the development of a national highway system. While most
provinces were eager to accept financial assistance for an increasingly expensive highway
system, Ottawa remained uneasy in its role as a highway financier. This thesis will show
that from the 1920s through the early 1950s the primary interest of the federal government
in the Trans-Canada Highway was as a weapon against unemployment, the government's
interest in the road waxing and waning with the business cycle. Ottawa’s decision to
embark upon the project in 1949-1950 was essentially driven by its concerns over rising
unemployment and as a form of public investment designed to help counteract a projected
downturn in the Canadian economy. However, once it had committed itself to the
construction of a first rate, hard-surfaced highway in 1949, Ottawa was no longer content
to simply fund the project but established the minimum standards and the route to be
followed by the Trans-Canada Highway. With this higher level of involvement, the
prestige of the federal Liberals then became associated with the Highway and its primary

goal was the completion of a national highway.
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Introduction

On October 18, 1912 a diminutive looking Englishman by the name of Thomas
Wilby dipped the front wheels of his Canadian-built Reo touring car into the Pacific Ocean
to make history. A journalist and avid motorist, Wilby and his American mechanic, Frank
Haney, had just completed, with Reo's sponsorship, a well-publicized cross-Canada tour,
the first ever by automobile. The trip from Halifax to Victoria had taken fifty-two days at
a cost of innumerable flat tires and several major repairs to their vehicle.?

Their feat was repeated by Dr. Perry Doolittle, president of the Canadian
Automobile Association (CAA), in 1925. Like Wilby and Haney, he was sponsored by an
automobile manufacturer, the Ford Motor Company of Canada, who outfitted Doolittle
with a new 1926 Model T and a co-driver, Ford photographer Ed Flickenger. The duo
completed the cross-country trek in 39 days, which suggested some progress in the quality
and number of roads across the country. Yet, as with Wilby, the intrepid travellers were
unable to complete their trip entirely by road. In Northern Ontario and again in British
Columbia their car had to be equipped with flanged wheels in order to use the railway line
to bridge gaps in the road network. Doolittle's transcontinental trek thus demonstrated
that a trans-Canada highway was still more an ideal than reality.

Both Doolittle and Wilby were members of a growing number of automobile

enthusiasts who saw a Trans-Canada highway as a symbol of the inevitable progress of

2 Thomas Wilby, A Motor Car Tour Through Canada (London: John Lane, 1914), see also:
John D. Nicol, Jack Haney, (Markham: Fitzhenry & Whiteside, 1989.

1
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modemn technology. Where the railway had helped build the country, the modern highway
would unify it.> The exploits of Wilby and Doolittle's served as object lessons that
underscored both the potential of automobile travel and the existing obstacles to progress.
Their message found a ready audience among automobile organizations springing up
across the country. Doolittle was a founding member of the socially exclusive Toronto
Automobile Club, and he played a prominent role in the activities of a variety of motorist
clubs. He was also a frequent speaker at the annual meetings of The Good Roads
Association, a lobby group dedicated to encouraging government investment in improved
road networks. An untiring booster of automobiles and good roads, throughout the 1920s
and into the 1930s Doolittle continued to lobby nationally for a Trans-Canada Highway,
and was known by some as "The Father of the Trans-Canada Highway."*

Yet it took another fourteen years after Dolittle's death in 1935 before the
Dominion government, with the support of the majority of the provinces, was sufficiently
convinced of the benefits from a Trans-Canada Highway to pass the Trans-Canada
Highway Act. Despite a unanimous vote by parliament, the highway remained incomplete
when officially opened by Prime Minister John Diefenbaker on September 3, 1962. Much
of the Newfoundland section on the 8,000 kilometre had yet to be paved and would not be
finished until 1965.

The long delay in initiating, and then completing "Canada’s New Main Street,"

? Ibid., 281

* Edwin C. Guillet, The Story of Canadian Roads (Toronto: University of Toronto Press,
1966), 224.; on Doolittle see: Hugh Durnford and Glenn Baechler, The Cars of Canada,

(Toronto: McClelland and Stewart, 1973), 220.
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was not surprising, given the immensity of the task. The longest continuous highway in the
world, the Trans-Canada Highway was one of the major engineering feats of the post-war
period. By 1965, its construction had required over 14 million days of labour and had cost
in excess of $923 million, more than $4 billion in 1992 dollars.’ Unfortunately, it has not
received historical treatment of equal scope. Indeed, Canadian highway development in
general has received scant attention from historians. Edwin Guillet's particularly Whiggish

survey of Canadian highway development in The Story of Canadian Roads, remains the
standard work in the field despite its antiquity.® More recently, Larry McNally's brief but

valuable chapter on street and highway development in Building Canada: A History of
Public Works, has supplemented Guillet's survey through the application of modern
historical method in a comprehensive survey of highway development and road building
technology in Canada. However, in both cases, the Trans-Canada Highway received only
cursory attention.”

Provincial histories shed little additional light on the Trans-Canada Highway.
Limited in number and quite varied in their approach, these studies run the gamut in their
emphasis from technical development to political analysis. At one end of the spectrum

there are works such as R.G. Harvey's highly personal examination of British Columbia's

$ Canada, Department of Public Works, Annual Report: Proceedings Under the Trans-Canada

Highway Act, Fiscal Year Ended March 31, 1965, (Ottawa: Queen's Printer, 1965), Tables,
4, 5.

§ Guillet, Canadian Roads, 218-233.

"Larry McNally, "Roads, Streets, and Highways," in Building Canada, A History of Public
Works, ed. Norman Ball, 30-58, (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1988).
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highway network in The Coast Connection. A highway engineer and former Deputy
Minister of Highways for B.C., Harvey has provided a vivid and often technical
description of highway construction in the province that is of particular value for the
period following World War II. At the other end of the spectrum is David Siegel's study of
the nature of provincial and municipal relations during the development of Ontario's
highway network.* In these discussions of provincial highway growth, the Trans-Canada
Highway receives only passing references.

Highway development has figured also in a larger number of studies dealing with
the motorization of Canada, including those by G. T .Bloomfield, Donald Davis and
Stephen Davies. Since these studies tend to concentrate upon several different issues
relating to the adoption of motor vehicle technology in Canada prior to 1930, highway
development, while important, remains a secondary consideration, rather than the focus, of
their studies. Moreover, because they have limited their studies to the period prior to
1930, the Trans-Canada Highway has remained outside of the parameters of these
studies.’

In fact, there are only two monographs dealing specifically with the Trans-Canada

*R.G. Harvey, The Coast Connection, (Lantzville, B.C.: Oolichan Books, 1994.) and David
Siegal, "Provincial-Municipal Relations in Ontario: A Case Study of Roads,” Ph.D. diss, Univ.
of Toronto, 1983.

9 For example see; Gerald T Bloomfield, "Motorisation of the New Frontier: The Case of
Saskatchewan, Canada, 1906-1934," In The Economic and Social Effects of the Spread of
Motor Vehicles. ed. Theo Barker, 165-193.( London: MacMillan, 1987); Donald Davis,
"Dependant Motorization: Canada and the Automobile to the 1930's," in Journal of Canadian
Studies 21:3 (Fall 1986): 106-132; and Stephen J. Davies, "Ontano and the Automobile,
1900-1930: Aspects of Technological Integration,” Ph.D. diss., McMaster University, 1987.
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Highway: Edward McCourt's The Road Across Canada and Wes Rataushk's more recent
Silver Highway. Perhaps it is appropriate, given the fact that the construction of the
Highway was strongly influenced by the importance of automobile tourism, that of the two
books on the subject, one is an enjoyable travelogue and the other a photo essay. '
However, neither author has much to say about the actual history of the highway or the
lengthy process that led to its construction. Consequently, this thesis is the first study to
discuss the development of the Trans-Canada Highway in a comprehensive manner. For
that reason, it seeks to narrate the program’s basic chronology as well as to analyze the
socio-political context which produced it.

This thesis seeks to explain why this remarkable project, long projected, was finally
built. It focuses on the passage of two federal statutes, the Trans-Canada Highway Act of
1949, and the amending legislation of 1956, that finally provided the wherewithal to
complete the trans-continental link. Given its enormous cost, the highway’s completion
was far from being the inevitable product of Canadian geography or capitalism. As with
the Canadian Pacific Railway, it took political will to force the roads through the Rockies
and the muskeg of Northern Ontario. After all, there were already excellent American
highways on which to make the journey from the Canadian East to West. Constitutional
impediments long delayed the highway’s construction and in theory could have prevented
its completion for decades yet to come. The constitutional problem was simple: the

Federal government had no clear authority under the British North America Act to build

10 Edward McCourt, The Road Across Canada, (Toronto: MacMillan, 1965); Wes Rataushk,

Silver Highway, A Celebration of the Trans-Canada Highway. (Markham: Fitzhenry &
Whiteside Ltd. 1988).
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highways outside of the territories and National Parks, and the provinces, which did, were
more interested in improving their internal trucking and commutation routes than in
building a tourist highway across Canada."

Hence, it is important to understand the special circumstances that produced both
the decision of the Federal government to intrude on the provincial domain of highway
construction, and the provincial governments’ decision to welcome rather than to repel the
intrusion. We shall see that Federal interest in highways was not new in 1949: the rise of
motorized transportation in the early 20th century had prompted its first, limited forays
into the provincial field of road development well before 1939. However, the Trans-
Canada Highway constituted the first time that the Federal government took direct
responsibility for the construction standards and route an inter-provincial highway was to
follow. With the federal government in the driver’s seat, the provinces briefly occupied the
back seat of an important roads project. Only in the postwar period, the apogee of Federal
power, could this seating arrangement have happened. How this momentary reversal of
roles came about and what motivated the Federal Government to push a national highway
to the fore are the questions at the root of this inquiry.

This thesis will demonstate that the initial inspiration underlying Ottawa'’s decision
to embark upon a the construction of the Trans-Canada in late 1949 and early 1950 lay in
the Federal Cabinet's fears over rising unemployment. Rather than a bold new national

initiative designed to capitalize upon the obvious potenial of automobile technology or an

'! M.G. Lay, Handbook of Road Technology, vol 1. Planning and Pavements 2 ed. (N.Y..
Gordon & Breach, 1990), 50.
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attempt to construct a new symbol of national pride, the Highway's primary goal was to
fight regional unemployment.

To understand this process, this study has drawn upon a substantial body of
contemporary material associated with the construction of highways in Canada. Journals
such as The Canadian Engineer, subsequently Roads and Bridges, and Engineering
Contract Record provide a wealth of information of the development of provincial
highway standards and systems. As trade journals, they often functioned as mouthpieces
for the growing highway lobby, including organizations such as the Canadian Good Roads
Association and the various provincial highway departments. In this respect they provide
insight into the agenda and concerns of the industry. As well, provincial government
publications have been used to understand their perspective.

Given the federal focus of this thesis, government record groups at the National
Archives of Canada have naturally provided the bulk of the evidence. Inasmuch as the
federal government has not had a department with primary responsibility for highway
assistance since the closure of the Dominion Highway Commissioners office in 1928,
Federal highway records are dispersed through several record groups. Department of
Finance records provide insight into the federal government’s perspective on highways
and their role in postwar reconstruction. The early development of the Trans-Canada
Highway is partially documented in the records of the Federal Department of Mines and
Resources. Following 1950, documentation on highway is located in the records of the
Department of Public Works. Of particular value are the lengthy transcripts of the three

Federal-Provincial Conferences on the Trans-Canada Highway held in 1949, 1950 and



8
1955, respectively. Copies of their transcripts are located in the Library of Parliament and
provide a rich and sometimes candid source of information. Finally, the personal papers of
the Hon. R. H. Winters, Louis St Laurent, and Privy Council records shed light on the
politics of the Highway."?
These various sources suggest that the federal government's attitude towards the
construction of a Trans-Canada Highway underwent a transition between 1946 and 1956.

The causes and nature of this transition are the crux of this inquiry.

2 The R H.Winters papers in the NAC is the second largest collection of documents dealing
with the Federal Government's involvement in the construction of the Trans-Canada Highway
after those in the Dept. of Public Works. Winters was the minister responsible for the
Highway from 1949 until 1956. Among the privy Council Office Records, this study relied
upon the Cabinet Conclusions, or typed minutes of Cabinet Meetings, that were part of the
modernized recording structure adopted by the Privy Council Office after 1940.
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Chapter I
Early Attempts at a Trans-Canada Highway.

Under the terms of the BNA Act 1867, the construction of roads and highways
was a provincial responsibility falling under the definition of "local" works.The Dominion
government received authority over railways and river navigation, for they were
recognized as the premier modes of commerce and communication, whose development
required a level of investment and coordination above the potential of county or provincial
governments."® Conversely, road transportation throughout the nineteenth century was a
local concern, organized at a county, township or parish level. This administrative
structure mirrored the usual limits of road transportation technology at the time, restricted
by the range and load bearing capacity of draught animals. This constitutional arrangement
seemed quite satisfactory until demand arose for roads suitable to motor vehicles. That
demand developed with surprising rapidity after 1900 from three sources: the activities of
urban-based automobile clubs, from farm organizations, and from promoters of American
motor tourism.

This growth of demand for improved highways underwent three stages of
development. The first stage was marked by a steady increase in motor vehicle use after
1900 that provided considerable impetus and a larger potential lobby for improved roads
and the Good Roads Movement. Between 1903 and 1914 private and commercial
registrations in Canada increased from 178 to over 74,000 vehicles. The process

accelerated during the First World War and by its end registrations had risen to almost

13 The Constitution Act, 1867, 30 & 31 Victoria, c. 3, sec 92.10.
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350,000 vehicles. In the mid-1920s Canadians were not only the second largest per capita
owners of automobiles, they also produced the second largest number of cars in the world
after the United States. By 1930 registrations had risen by 300 percent.'*

Motorisation was initially an urban phenomenon, as suggested by both early
registration records as well as growth of urban-based automobile clubs, such as those in
Hamilton (1903), Toronto (1903), and Winnipeg (1904).'* These social clubs undertook
public relations activities to counteract opposition from non-motorists, particularly in rural
districts, and promoted automobile use and regulation, while lobbying for improved roads
and signs. As the scope of their activities and interests expanded, local organizations
joined into larger regional ones such as the Ontario Motor League (1907), the Manitoba
Motor League (1908), and the Canadian Automobile Federation (1913), later the CAA
(1915), to further their causes at both provincial and federal levels.'®

The second phase involved the spread of motor vehicles beyond an urban setting.

4 F H. Leacy, ed., Historical Statistics of Canada, 2nd ed. (Ottawa: Statistics Canada, 1983),
T147-178; motor vehicles existed in Canada prior to the introduction of mandatory
registration in Ontario in 1903; however, their numbers were negligible; also, Donald Davis,
*Dependant Motorization: Canada and the Automobile to the 1930's,” in_Journal of Canadian

Studies 21:3 (Fall 1986), 109.

15 McNally, 37; G.T. Bloomfield, "Motorisation of the New Frontier: The Case of

Saskatchewan, Canada, 1906-1934," in The Economic and Social Effects of the Spread of
Motor Vehicles, ed, Theo Barker (London: MacMillan, 1987), 170-173.

1§ On rural opposition see: K. Churchill "Harnessing the Auto: Motorization and the
Countryside in Ontario, 1900-20," unpublished Canadian Historical Association paper,
Charlottetown, 1992; the role and growth of the Ontario Motor League is discussed by:
Stephen J. Davies, "Ontario and the Automobile, 1900-1930: Aspects of Technological
Integration,” (Ph.D. diss., McMaster University, 1987), 205 - 218; also, McNally, "Roads,"
37.
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In the 1910s increasing numbers of rural inhabitants, persuaded of the utility of the new
technology, sought the mobility afforded by automobiles and trucks. After 1910 car
manufacturers, particularly Ford of Canada, directed their promotional efforts at farmers
by emphasizing the social and economic benefits of motor vehicle ownership. This was
particularly true of Ford's TT truck, introduced in 1919." These efforts were rewarded in
the predominantly rural West, where the motor vehicle worked its way into the economic
and social fabric of rural life. In Saskatchewan motor vehicle ownership was consistently
high, being second only to Ontario in registrations between 1914 and 1921."*

As farmers motorized, they pressured local and county governments to provide
them with “good roads.” However, highways suitable for motoring were an expensive
commodity, beyond the limited financial and administrative means of municipal or county
governments. Improved earth or gravel roads capable of handling regular horse-drawn
traffic broke down under the shearing force of motor vehicle wheels travelling in excess of
28 kmph (18 mph). Moreover, the cost of constructing improved roads was made even
more daunting by the growing reluctance of local governments to call on farmers to

provide free labour for roadwork (under the statute labour laws), or the farmers to

17 Examples of the emphasis placed by Ford of Canada upon truck sales to farmers are to be
in The Ford Truck Bulletin first issued by Ford of Canada in 1919. National Museum of
Science & Technology Library, Ottawa, MGTR F6990 3305E 1919.

I¥ Gerald Bloomfield, "The Automobile and the Canadian Landscape: A Retrospective View,"
unpublished Canadian Historical Association paper, Winnipeg, June 1986, 7-8. See also James
J. Flink, The Automobile Age (Cambridge: MIT Press, 1988), 135-140.
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volunteer it."

Given the political clout and restiveness of farmers in the early twentieth century,
provincial governments inevitably became more involved in highway construction and
finance. In Ontario, the Public Roads and Highways Commission Report of 1914 (which
led to the establishment of a Provincial Highways Department in 1917) rested "the case
for good roads upon the farmer’s economic importance in the Province.” It said that,
“Good roads will enable him to increase his output, and the entire community will be
benefited."?

The third contributing force was the growing significance of tourism revenues. It
was highlighted by former Ontario Premier E.C. Drury, in his Forts of Folly. Drury, whose
United Farmers of Ontario had a fair roads plank in their 1919 election platform, reflected
on the province's dynamic highway policy under his Minister of Public Works, F.C. Biggs.
The former Premier summarized their policy in this way:

One of the objectives [of the road policy was] the development of the American

tourist trade. If our friends across the line persisted in keeping our products out of

their country by high tariffs, we would bring their citizens over the boundary using
the natural beauties of our country as a magnet to attract them, and sell them our

products here. Good motor roads were a means to this end.”!

The economic potential of automobile tourism and its influence upon the development of

19 W. A. McLean,_Annual Report on Highway Improvement in Ontario, 1910, (Ontario
Sessional Papers, 1910), 44-46

2 Ontario, Report of the Public Roads and Highways Commission of Ontario, 1914,
(Toronto: King's Printer, 1914), 35.

2 Quoted in Charles M. Johnston, E.C, Drury: Agrarian [dealist, Ontario Historical Studies
Series (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1986), 110.
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provincial highway systems is a case in point. Donald Davis has illustrated how the lure of
American motor tourists, and their dollars, exerted considerable influence over Canadian
highway investment. As early as 1908, two-thirds of the motor vehicles on Ontario roads
were registered to non-residents - the majority Americans. In 1914, even with a thirteen-
fold increase in motor vehicle permits, 24 percent of drivers on Ontario roads were
Americans.?

By 1914 both Ontario and Quebec had constructed improved highways to
encourage tourism from the United States. Indeed, the first "modern"” highway in Canada,
connected Montreal with New York State in 1912. Already it was evident that Canadian
highway development was going to emphasize a north-south axis to the detriment of east-
west, or inter-provincial, connections.? Tourism revenue provided an excellent rationale
for increasing public expenditures on highways and strongly reinforced the highway's
image as an investment rather than ongoing consumption. In reflecting upon the benefits
of the Canada Highways Act before the 1925 Annual Convention of the Canadian Good
Roads Association, the Dominion Highway Commissioner stated that, government
investment on highways over the previous five years was paying dividends as increasing
numbers of American tourists were attracted by our better roads.

news of the improvement of the highways of Canada has been gradually reaching

the American people until last year, when approximately 2,000,000 U.S. cars

entered ....this country, leaving, it is estimated $140,000,000 to $150,000,000 for
purchases and maintenance. Figures of this kind must be convincing, ample

2 Ontario, Report of Highway Commission, 1914, 104-105. Davis, "Dependant,” 125-126.
B Ibid., 126; McNally, "Roads, Streets," 43; Guillet, Canadian Roads 166.
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evidence of the national importance of our recent comparatively large outlays...>*

As Campbell's comments show, highways could positively affect the balance of
payments and might even counteract the ineffectual efforts of the Dominion government
to reduce American tariffs. However, the emphasis upon tourist routes tended to draw
funds away from the market or township roads. Thus, the resulting emphasis upon
improving main, inter-urban, as opposed to market roads was not without opposition.”

Politicians were anxious to capitalize upon growing interest in good roads and
motor vehicle use.The increasing involvement of provincial governments in motor vehicle
legislation and highway administration were closely linked to the process of province-
building in the period. The expanding scope and nature of provincial government
regulation and highway development after 1910 illustrates the growing economic
importance of motor vehicle use and related activities, such as manufacturing and
servicing, not only in Ontario but elsewhere. J.A. Corry, in a study prepared for the
Rowell-Sirois Commission in 1939, remarked that the pattern of growth of highway
administration in Ontario, Quebec, Saskatchewan and Nova Scotia was so similar "that
there is no need to refer to them separately."?

However, there were some milestones in the rise of provincial powers, such as the

1914 Commission that recommended that Ontario assume more centralized control over

2 Campbell, "Success of Federal Aid," 472

5 Davies, "Ontario and the Automobile," 366-370.

% J.A. Corry, The Growth of Government Activities Since Confederation, (Ottawa: King's
Printer, 1939), 133.
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provincial highway development while urging a $30 million investment in roads over a
fifteen year period. Saskatchewan similarly appointed a Board of Highway Commissioners
to assist in the planning and construction of a provincial road network in 1912. Its
legislature also authorized the Provincial government to borrow up to $5 million for road
improvement.”” Other provinces adopted a similar approach, such as Quebec (1912), New
Brunswick (1917), Nova Scotia (1918), and Alberta(1923).%

Even as they were creating provincial highway authorities, the provinces were also
imposing provincial-wide licensing, at first of motor vehicles, but by the end of the 1920's,
of their drivers as well. Provincial governments were deaf to the ignored entreaties of local
governments to share their license revenue. They also hogged the gasoline tax revenues
after they initiated this tax in 1922. Consequently, the automobile greatly expanded the
wealth and prestige of provincial governments. By the 1920's, highway spending had
become the single most important item in the provincial budget: between 1919 and 1936
the provinces spent $884.1 million on their highways.*

Automobile taxation was frequently rationalized by government as a means of
compensating the public purse for road improvements. Their behaviour was consistent
with the argument, advanced by Garth Stevenson amongst others, that the state in Canada,

either provincial or federal, has endeavoured to assist economic growth and the

7 Ibid. 9; Bloomfield, "Motonsatlon on the New Frontier,"179-180; Mark Rose, Interstate:
- , Revised ed. (Knoxville: Univ. of Tennessee Press,
1990), 7-8.

BGuillet, 163-169.

¥ McNally, 44-45.
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accumulation of private capital by a variety of means. Stevenson has stated:

Often in Canada it has done this by providing various guarantees and incentives to

private enterprise or by intervening directly to supply services such as electric

power or transportation without which private profit-making would be impossible.

In other words, some of the risks or costs of private enterprise are assumed by the

state and paid for by the taxpayer.*

In much the same way as the Dominion government had constructed railways to assist in
the economic development and political unification of Canada, provinces undertook to
develop road networks as tools to help in the consolidation of their political influence and
power, the development of provincial economies and in attracting private investment.*!
The analogy between the national economic importance of railway construction and the
development of a trans-Canada highway would be increasingly adopted by proponents of
highway construction to induce Dominion investment in road construction.

In much the same way as other new sources of revenue, such as liquor taxes, new
motor vehicle revenues permitted the provinces to extend the range of their activities and
assume a greater proportion of the financial burden for a wide range of high profile public
activities, most notably road construction and maintenance. The 1920's was a decade
when provincial treasuries swelled with new revenue and provincial governments grew
proportionately.

How much of this increase could be attributed to the motor vehicle no one can say

for certain. Indirect benefits, such as the economic 'spin off' of tourism, were hard to

3 Garth Stevenson, Unfulfilled Unjon, 3rd ed. (Toronto: Gage, 1989), 74.

3 see, for example: David Siegel, "Provincial Municipal Relations in Ontario: A Case Study
of Roads" (Ph.D. diss., University of Toronto, 1983), 13-35, 382.
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calculate. Provincial governments tended, however, if anything to overestimate them.
Direct revenue from licenses and gasoline tai:, the latter an Oregon innovation adopted by
a majority of the provinces between 1922 and 1928, increased from $8.3 million in 1921
to over $46 million in 1933. By that date motor vehicle revenues represented 30 percent,
the single largest source, of provincial net general revenues in Canada. These new sources
of revenue permitted the traditional tax base, property taxes, to remain relatively stable

even as provincial government expenditures rose.*

1.1  Dominion Forays into Highway Financing and Planning.

As the provincial response to the automobile evolved, the American influence was
manifest: on ideas about taxation, about highway management (the provincial highway
departments having their counterparts in the states), and about the importance of serving
the American motorist. Not only the provinces were looking southward for the money and
ideas for building and administering a highway network. The Dominion government also
looked enviously at the initiatives of the US government. Beginning in 1894, the U.S.
Federal Government had been increasingly involved in road improvement by encouraging
reform in methods and administration, through the Office of Public Roads ( 1905).%
Ottawa's earliest response to growing interest in road improvement followed soon

thereafter, with the establishment of the Railway Grade Crossing Fund in 1907, a sphere

2 Canada, Royal Commission on Dominion-Provincial Relations,_ Book I, Canada: 1867-1939
(Ottawa: King's Printer, 1941), 130; Guillet, 157; Leacy, Historical Statistics, H92-112.

® Bruce Seely, Building the American Highway System, (Phil.: Temple Univ. Press, 1987),
30
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where federal authority over railways, literally and metaphorically, intersected provincial
concerns.>* Moreover, in 1912-1913 the Conservative government, in response to pressure
from the good roads lobby, attempted to provide the provinces with financial assistance
for road construction, but the initiative was quashed by the Liberal opposition. In re-
introducing the Bill 32 to the Senate in May 1913, Conservative Senator J.A. Lougheed of
Calgary stated "I doubt there is any subject that has received less attention at the hands of
the provinces of the Dominion, than the improvement of the highways."** The Act was
blocked by a Liberal-dominated Senate on constitutional grounds. In his response to the
Bill, Lmeral‘ Senator Sir George Ross summarized his party's position when he said that "it
is constitutionally beyond the function of the Dominion to make an appropriation of that
kind." *

The First World War further curtailed the possibility of Dominion funding for
highway development. However, the highway lobby sustained interest through the
formation of national organizations such as the Canadian Automobile Association and the

Canadian Good Roads Association that would exert their influence following the war.”’

* D.V. Smiley , Canadian In Ouestion: Federalism_in the Eighties, 3rd ed. (Toronto:
McGraw-Hill, Ryerson, 1980), 172.

3 Debates, Senate, 15 May 1913, 547.
% Debates, Senate, 16 May 1913, 562-563; McNally, "Roads," 45.

37 Robertson, "History of the Trans-Canada,” 6-7. The CGRA was more than a group of
interested citizens. From its inception it was an influential lobby comprised of provincial
highway officials from across the country. In 1930, its executive included the Minister of
Highways of Quebec (President), Minister of Public Works of B.C. (First Vice-President),

while its Directors comprised representatives from the OML, the Canadian Auto
Manufacturers' and Exporters' Association and both national railways, Canadian Engineer
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Their efforts bore some fruit in 1919 when the Union government passed The Canada
Highways Act of 1919 as part of its post war reconstruction programme to provide
employment and assist provinces in the construction and improvement of roads. A
maximum of $20 million was allocated for use beginning April 1, 1919 and ending March
31, 1924. The Act was administered by the Department of Railways and Canals through a
Dominion Highway Commissioner, A.W. Campbell. An engineer of considerable
professional stature, Campbell was a seminal figure in the development of Canadian roads.
Appointed Ontario's Provincial Instructor in Road Making in 1896, he was Deputy
Minister of Public Works of Ontario from 1902 to 1910. His nickname, "Good Roads,"
was indicative of his national reputation for his abiding interest and work in the
development of improved road construction along progressive principles.**

Funding was conditional upon the submission by each province of a detailed, five
year, provincial highway plan with a classification of primary and secondary provincial
roads. While emphasizing the need to improve roads of major agricultural and commercial
importance within each province, the Act was planned to "form, as far as possible, a

general system of interprovincial highways," effectively a trans-Canada highway.” Once

59:13, (23 Sept. 1930),118.

3% Canada, Statutes of Canada, 9-10 George V., Chap. 54.; the most comprehensive

discussion of the Canada Highways Act is found in: Luella Gettys, ,The Administration of
Canadian Conditional Grants,(Chicago: Public Administration Service, 1938) Chap. IV, 66.;
" Obituaries:

Archibald W. Campbell,” Canadian Engineer 52:19 (May, 1927), 512.

¥ Canada, Report of A.W. Campbell. MEIC, Commissioner of Highways, 1920 (Sessional
Paper No. 20,, 1921) 84.
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submitted, the federal government's specialists reviewed the rationale, specifications, cost,
location and construction methods of provincial road projects before certification.
Regional engineers were assigned by the Dominion Highway Commission to provide
assistance to provincial authorities while also verifying that agreements were followed.*

In developing the Canada Highways Act it would appear that the Dominion
government was inspired by, if it did not directly copy, the American Federal-Aid
Highway Act of 1916 and the project of the American-based Lincoln Highway
Association.*! Both government plans exemplified a progressive concern for the
application of business methods, accountability, and professionalism in public
administration. The Canadian Act's requirements accelerated the trend towards the
development of specialized provincial highway departments. Not as generous as the
American, the Canadian plan provided each province with an $80,000 lump sum grant,
with further funds being distributed on a per capita basis to each province.

The Dominion's contribution was applicable to 40 percent of the cost of roads both
designated by the province and approved by the Dominion Highway Commissioner's
office. In character with the cooperative nature of the agreement, Ottawa chose not to
dictate highway standards to the provinces, but based its recommendations upon the

adequacy of provincial specifications vis-a-vis the type and volume of traffic on the

“ Gettys, Administration, 70-71.

4 Seely, American Highway System,42-43; on the Lincoln Highway see: Thomas J. Schlereth,

US 40: A Roadscape of the American Experience, (Indianapolis, Indiana Historical Society,
1985): 10.
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specific routes.

While generally lauding the federal aid programme, provincial officials and special
interest groups were not entirely pleased with the extent of federal aid and the assistance
formula. At the CGRA Annual Meeting of 1921, both the acting premier of Nova Scotia
and the premier of British Columbia questioned the wisdom of encouraging federal
interference in provincial affairs by accepting highway funds. And not very generous
funding at that: the New Brunswick Minister of Public Works demonstrated that the 40%
subsidy was actually only 20-25% of road expenditures, once one accounted for such
excluded items as preliminary engineering costs, rights of way, and bridges.*

Nor did everyone agree that the federal money should be directed towards building
a transcontinental highway. Even those provinces that welcomed federal financial
assistance tended to reject the idea that geopolitics rather than traffic data should
determine highway construction priorities. Ottawa's hope that provincial highway systems
would link up to form a transcontinental highway ran afoul of regional interests. Provincial
governments were under considerable pressure from their own constituents to concentrate
their limited funds on local road improvement programmes. At its 1923 convention, the
Conference of Ontario County Road Superintendents and Engineers expressed its support
for Federal Aid, but disapproved of spending "any public money on a so-called Trans-

Canada Highway at the present time when the building of any portion of such a road is not

‘2 Canada, Report of A.W. Campbell. MEIC. Commissioner of Highways, 1921 (Sessional
Paper No. 20,, 1922) 95.

43 vCanadian Good Roads Convention at Halifax,"_Canadian Engineer, 40 (19 May 1921)
476-77.
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warranted by local traffic."*

The Canada Highways Act also bogged down in red tape. For example, the
stipulation that the money be channelled through the provincial highway departments
made one of the top federal priorities -- an improved highway through Northem Ontario
to link Quebec with Manitoba -- unattainable. Although Ontario obtained about 30 percent
of the total funding of the act, it could not apply the money to road-building in the north
of the province, in “New Ontario” north of the Severn River, because the Department of
Northern Development had responsibility for highways in this region. This department did
not qualify under the Act for federal aid, and its limited funds went to colonization roads
in any case. Hence the Canada Highways Act did nothing to change the fact that anyone
wishing to motor across Canada had to take a detour south of the Great Lakes. Much of

Northern Ontario remained impenetrable by car in 1928 when the Act expired.*

1.2  The First Trans-Canada Highway Project.

Ottawa's commitment to highway development and a Trans-Canada highway
network was short lived. While it extended the Canada Highways Act to March 31, 1928
to meet existing commitments, it declined to augment the original $20 million allocation
despite pressure from several provinces and from the CGRA to share the Dominion

government’s tariff revenue of approximately $15 million a year from imports of motor

4 "Resolutions Adopted at Good Roads Convention," Canadian Engineer 44:12 (20 March
1923): 346.

S Debates, House of Commons, 2 June 1931, 2231.
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vehicles, parts, accessories, gasoline and road building equipment. The American example
spurred on the provinces and the highway lobby to press the Dominion government for
money: between 1921 and 1930, Washington contributed $839 million in Federal Aid to
the states.* But more compelling was the spiralling cost of provincial roadwork, thanks to
expanded jurisdiction over rural roads, soaring labour costs in the early 1920's, and
increased demand for improved highways from motorists, bus operators and truckers.
Trucks were a particular problem for provincial highway departments, as the Ontario
Royal Commission on Transportation of 1938 remarked: the number of commercial
vehicles had increased 41-fold between 1916 and 1937, almost four times as rapidly as
motor cars. Nationally, between 1928 and 1936 truck registrations increased by almost 30
percent, with Alberta showing the largest net gain, almost 100 percent.'” This commercial
traffic may have been as the highway lobby contended, an investment in the future; but the
investment was certainly not cheap. A provincial highway official attributed the 500
percent increase in the average cost of earth road construction in Alberta to the change in
highway standards resulting from higher traffic volumes. The other western provinces
experienced similar escalation in highway costs.**

By the late 1930s, roads built a decade earlier were already substandard. In New

6 Seely, 73

‘7 Ontario,_Report of the Royal Commission on Transportation, 1938, (Toronto: King's
Printer, 1939), 62; J.C. Lessard, Transportation in Canada, Royal Commission on Canada’s
Economic Prospects, (Ottawa: Queen's Printer, 1957) Schedule 2A

“ H R. MacKenzie, "Road Development in Western Canada,"” Canadian Engineer, 77:14 (3
Oct. 1939), 5-6.
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Brunswick, the provincial standard changed three times in twelve years, the road width
increasing from 20' [6.0 m] (1919-29), to 24'[ 7.3 m] (1930) and finally to 28’ [8.5
m](1931). Despite arguments that revenues generated through tourism and other
automobile-related activities offset highway expenditures, in reality highway departments
were involved in a cycle of obsolescence in which they were both instigators and victim.
By continually redefining highway standards in the name of economics or highway safety,
highway departments could maintain pressure on their political masters for continued
funding. Thus, by 1930 provincial capital and operating expenditures for highways
exceeded $76,000,000 against provincial motor vehicle and gas tax receipts of
$42,826,000. Even in Canada's wealthiest province, Ontario, motor vehicle revenues in
1938 fell short of net annual highway expenses by almost 20 percent.*

With the end of the Canada Highways Act in 1929, the Mackenzie King
government in Ottawa, citing the rising federal debt and jurisdictional difficulties,
adamantly refused to invest further in the highway network,.® King’s Liberals had
opposed highway investment in 1912 and were indifferent to the Canada Highways Act
when in power between 1921 and 1930. For example, they trimmed the staff budget for
the Dominion Highways Department from $59,259 in 1923 to $37,383 in 1926."

However, as long as they commanded only a minority government (until 1926) the

¥ canadian Annual Review, (1930-31), 412; "Status of the Trans-Canada Highway,"
Canadian Engineer, 62:25 (21 June 1932); 20; Ontario, Royal Commission. 1938, 3.

% vEederal Aid For Highways,” Capadian Engineer 56:11 (12 March 1929), 347.

51 Canada, Report of the Auditor General For the Year Mar. 31, 1923 Vol. III, Dept. of
Railways and Canals, Part W45-46. and 1926, Part W14.;
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Liberals felt compelled to extend the Highways Act. Once they enjoyed a majority
government, not even the economic collapse in late 1929 could get them to spend more on
highways. King was reluctant to interfere in provincial affairs. He explained to Parliament :
«_... Under our Constitution I do not think it was ever intended that this Federal
Government should become the agency through which problems which are primarily
municipal and provincial should be dealt with."*

Seizing an opportunity, the Conservative opposition championed the cause of
highway assistance by introducing federal highway bills to Parliament in 1929 and 1930.
During the 1930 election the Conservative Party called for the construction of a Trans-
Canada Highway as part of a national employment scheme. A party advertisement during
the campaign combined nationalism, tourism and public investment, all inherent in highway
construction, in addressing the unemployment problem created by the financial collapse of
1929:

What Canada needs is a policy to provide jobs. A policy that will build a

national highway across Canada instead of forcing motorists to use

American roads to get past the Great Lakes, with the result that they now

leave in the United States the money which they spend by the way instead

of spending it for supplies in Canada, as they would if Canada had a
through road, and thus solve the unemployment situation.®

Following the Conservative victory in the 1930 election it was apparent that the

2 Capadian Annual Review, 1929-30, 54; King's sometimes outspoken opposition to
provincial assistance eventually landed him in considerable trouble, see: Desmond Morton,

A Short History of Canada (Edmonton: Hurtig, 1983): 174-75.

3 Debates, House of Commons (22 May 193 1), 1890; Debates, House of Commons (2 June
1931), 2233.
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government's strategy for the Trans-Canada Highway had not been carefully defined at
either a fiscal or administrative level. Nor was it certain who would actually administer the
work they had promised: the federal or provincial governments.* In 1930 a sum of $20
million was allocated under the Unemployment Relief Act for employment projects,
including the "Trans-Canada Highway." This was the first time that the Highway was
specifically mentioned by name in the allocation of federal funds.**

The Conservatives’ initiative duplicated the financial terms of the Canada
Highways Act: fifty percent of construction costs would once again be covered by
Ottawa. Given the constitutional situation, the Dominion government did not attempt in
1930 to dictate the highway’s route: that would be left to the provincial governments (
who were to bear in mind the route's potential benefits), although Ottawa reserved for
itself the right to reject the provincial plans.*® The Dominion government wanted the
construction programme to focus on eliminating gaps in the trans-continental highway in
the B.C. interior and in northern Ontario. Work in other provinces would involve
improving alignments, road width and surfaces.”’

Work on the Trans-Canada would go slowly under the Conservatives in the

1930's, for Ottawa had more important priorities than merely completing the

¢ Debates,House of Commons (Sept. 12, 1930), 181-183.
$S Canada, The Labour Gazette 35 (1935), (Ottawa: King's Printer, 1936), 477-479.

% Public Archives of Canada, Unpublished Sessional Papers, 6th Session of 17th Parliament,
No 263, RG 14D 2, Vol. 311; Peter Heenan to W.G. Gordon, Nov. 21, 1934.

57 #Status of the Trans-Canada Highway," Canadian Engineer 62:25: 15-16; Debates, House
of Commons, ( 2 June 1931), 2233-2234.
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transportation link as quickly as possible. It wanted to get unemployed young men out of
the cities and to put them to work, and out of trouble, in the remote bush camps
established by the Ontario and British Columbia provincial governments. To provide as
many jobs as possible, construction techniques regressed: the chief engineer overseeing
work in Ontario proudly reported in 1933 to his colleagues at the Engineering Institute
that "the work was carried on as an Unemployment Relief measure without the assistance
of any efficient machinery now used in road making. Every effort was made to use man
power."**

Under such a regime progress was not rapid. Further impeding progress in Ontario
was provincial indecision over which route the Trans-Canada should take north of Lake
Superior to Schreiber: a southern route hugging the Great Lakes that started in Sault Ste.
Marie; or a more northerly highway across the clay belt from Hearst. The latter had the
most “colonization” or settlement potential, but tourists would obviously prefer the
shorter route through Sault Ste. Marie. Not until 1935 did Ontario's Minister of Lands and
Forests, Peter Heenan finally, announce his government’s decision:

The Trans-Canada Highway is not a colonization road, it is for the purpose of

bringing in tourists, and to allow our citizens to pass from one part of the

Dominion to the other without having to go through the United States.

Under these criteria the southern route possessed an obvious advantage due to its

proximity to 40 million potential tourists who lived within 24 hours drive of Sault Ste-

58 James Stinton, "Trans Canada Highway," Engineering Journal 16:3 (March 1933): 110.
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Marie. Roads linking the region to the United States, would attract "thousands and
thousands of tourists” to the "great playground of the province."*

Even Heenan's announcement did little to speed construction, and by 1937 the
Ontario government had reversed its decision. Tourism now seemed less important than
developing the resources of Northern Ontario. Premier Hepburn announced the policy
change to the Ontario Good Roads Association:

.. It was incumbent upon the government to provide the necessary avenues of

transportation in order to have proper development and to extend the mining area..

. So, we held up to some extent our expenditures on the Trans-Canada Highway in

order that we could build the necessary mining roads. These roads are more

necessary, today, because of the tremendous increased demands for base metals.*
This reversal was no doubt influenced by the financial constraints of the period and by the
major gold find at Little Long Lac in 1934 that turned the Beardmore-Geraldton area into
a mining centre. Accordingly, the province employed the federal money for the Trans-
Canada into an "unofficial" northern route from Nipigon to Geraldton and thence to
Hearst %!
The construction of the Trans-Canada Highway required substantial resources

that were in short supply. As the financial and social crisis deepened in the 1930s even the

Conservatives lost their enthusiasm for federal funding of highways, Trans-Canada or

% Peter Heenan, "Our Northern Ontario Heritage," Canadian Engineer 68:9 (26 Feb. 1935):
67-68.

6 » Address by Hon. Mitchell F. Hepburn," Canadian Engineer 72:9 (2 Mar. 1937):45

sl peter George, "Ontario's Mining Industry, 1870-1940," in_Progress Without Planning: The
Economic History of Ontario from Confederation to the Second World War, Ian M.
Drummond OHSS (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1987), 63.;
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otherwise. Speaking before the 1933 Annual Meeting of the Canadian Good Roads
Association, Prime Minister R. B. Bennett said of the project:

... It is a work for many years, and I dare say that some of you realize, as I do from

the position that [ occupy, that at most we have been a bit over-anxious about

many things; keeping up with the Jones's has sometimes been an expensive and

costly process.®
The Jones's in this case were the United States, whose road building activities had created
considerable envy in the period. Construction of the Trans-Canada Highway and other
road projects under the Relief Acts continued after the Liberal Party returned to power in
Ottawa in the election of 1935, but with the now customary lack of urgency. There was
also a shift in the emphasis on funding as the Liberals introduced the Mine Access Road
Program in 1936 - a small program to assist in the development of resource roads. It was
this shared -cost program that probably influenced Ontario's decision to shift its efforts
from the construction of the southern Trans-Canada Highway to the northern route and
the improvement of roads in mining regions.*> With the outbreak of war in 1939 and the
termination of the Relief Acts, the transcontinental highway project entered another phase
of development. Federal involvement in the construction of the Trans-Canada Highway
slowed to a trickle as resources were allocated to the war effort.

By 1940 the Canadian highway network had undergone significant development in

three ways. There were approximately 510,000 miles of road of which 123,000 were

62 »Address by the Right Hon. R.B. Bennett," Canadian Engineer 64:6 (7 Feb, 1933), 24.
S V. Setty Pendakur and D. Leslie Burke, Canadian Highway System Study, Federal Interest

in Highways: An Historical Perspective, (Montreal: Minister of Transport [Transportation
Development Agency], 1972), 3; also, "Road Construction This Year," Canadian Engineer
72:4 (Jan. 26, 1937), 19-20.
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surfaced in one form or another. Provincial governments had formed highway
departments, with some encouragement from the Dominion government under the Canada
Highways Act. Initially influenced by lobby groups, governments had thrown themselves
into road building programmes which had taken on a dynamic of their own by the mid-
1920's, as politicians were convinced of the economic and political benefits of improved
road communication and tourism. Thus, while motor vehicle registrations grew at a rate of
S percent per year between 1925 and 1936, public investment in highways increased at 9.5
percent. This trend was particularly evident during the Depression when poorer provinces,
such as Nova Scotia and New Brunswick, concentrated much of their relief efforts in road
construction and repair.®

During the inter-war period the Dominion government was an unenthusiastic
participant in the good roads cause. The Liberal Government, in particular, was reluctant
to involve itself in shared-cost programmes, despite broad-based support for the Canada
Highways Act. Ottawa's failure to capitalize upon the economic and political potential of
highway construction was symptomatic of its failure to provide effective leadership in the
period. The Rowell-Sirois Commission expressed the situation this way:

The popular basis of provincial political power was being solidly laid at a time

when the Dominion was losing its intimate touch with the people, and when its

developmental projects no longer gripped the imagination and no longer gave
increasing employment to labour or capital. Instead the Dominion was intensively

¢ Report of the Royal Commission on Dominon-Provincial Relations. Book II,
Recommendations, (Ottawa: King's Printer, 1941),204; Dominon-Provincial Conference on

Reconstruction, Public Investment and Capital Formation, (Ottawa: King's Printer, 1941),
Sec. 4, 71-72.
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engaged in making vexatious levies for the payment of old debts.*

The fact that the new technology was producing major shifts in the balance of
federal-provincial relations was not lost upon the Royal Commission on Dominion-
Provincial Relations. The rise of motor vehicle traffic, specifically the 250,958 commercial
vehicles on improved inter-city highways and rural routes, was producing a significant rift
in the transportation infrastructure as motor vehicles and railways competed for traffic.

The growing importance and spread of motor vehicle technology increasingly
called into doubt the "local" character of roads and raised questions of political jurisdiction
and fiscal responsibility. In 1925, the Dominion Highway Commissioner, A.W. Campbell,
went so far as to suggest that "the automobile has caused all roads to cease to be regarded
as merely local." The Commissioner elaborated by stating:

It follows that at the option of the public, interprovincial highways and works

connecting or intended to join two or more provinces together come within the

sphere of federal supervision and control.*
By 1940, the concept of a transcontinental highway had evolved from the musings of
automobile enthusiasts to a project undertaken by the Government of Canada, only to
apparently slip into abeyance. In our next chapter, we shall examine how the Trans-
Canada Highway project was revived in Ottawa during the 1940s and how the federal
government appropriated the idea of a national highway link as a project of its own, even

as it endeavoured to avoid full financial responsibility for the project.

Royal Commission on Dominion-Provincial Relations, Book I, - 1867-1939 (Ottawa:
King's Printer, 1941), 134.

6 Dept. of Railways and Canals, Highways Branch, The Canadian Highway and Its
Development, Bulletin No. 7 (Ottawa: Kings Printer, 1925), 40-41.



Chapter I
Planning for Peace

The decade after World War IT marked the beginning of Canada's highway system
as we know it. There were numerous highway projects undertaken in the postwar decade:
the construction of the four lane Toronto by-pass - Highway 401, the extension and
improvement of the Queen Elizabeth Way through southern Ontario, the construction of a
paved divided highway joining Calgary and Edmonton to name but a few .’ In this context,
federal interest in the Trans-Canada revived, the highway becoming part of its postwar
reconstruction program. This decade saw federal power, greatly reinforced by the war
emergency, at its apogee, and highways were just one of several provincial spheres where
it pondered greater involvement. As before the war, the good roads lobby continually
encouraged the Dominion government to assert a national presence in the development of
nation's highway network. Their entreaties had much greater strength in the 1940s,
however, because of the ever-growing “momentum” of the automotive system in Canada.

Momentum, according to historian Thomas Hughes, is an inherent characteristic of
mature systems, as motor vehicles had become by 1945:

They have a mass of technical and organizational components; they possess

direction, or goals; and they display a rate of growth suggesting velocity. .. The

large mass of a technological system arises especially from the organizations and
people committed by various interests to the system.**

7 Guillet, 196-199.

¢ Thomas Hughes, "The Evolution of Large Technological Systems, " in The Social

Construction of technological Systems, ed. Wiebe Bijker, Thomas Hughes, and Trevor Pinch
(Cambridge, MIT Press, 1987), 76-77.
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The momentum of the motor vehicle system became manifest in the inmediate postwar
period 1945. This was the point at which motor vehicles consolidated their hegemony
among transportation systems in Canada. In 1945 there were 1.5 million motor vehicles in
Canada. By 1950 registrations across Canada had almost doubled to 2.6 million vehicles.”
The increase in registrations was greatest among commercial vehicles, the prewar trend
accelerating thanks to the wartime demonstration of the speed, versatility, and great
potential of trucking. Consequently, commercial vehicles increased their share of the
motor vehicle fleet from approximately one-sixth of motor vehicle registrations in 1939 to
24 percent in 1950.” Meanwhile Canadian truck production increased 60 percent between
1947 and 1952. Not only were there more trucks, they were also capable of carrying
heavier loads. While the majority of these vehicles continued to be light trucks, with a
gross vehicle weight of 2% tonnes or less, the number of heavy trucks (gross vehicle
weights of over 8 tonnes) increased almost 500 percent in the 1947-1952 period.”

The provinces, convinced both of the economic benefits of trucking, and anxious
to promote competition (especially in the West) to local rail monopolies, scrambled to
provide suitable highways. By the late 1940s, highways had become, to borrow another

term from Thomas Hughes, "reverse salients.” These "are components in the system that

$ J. O. Martineau, "Statistical Survey of Highway Development in Canada,” Roads and
Bridges, 87:10 (Oct. 1947): 84-85

™ Urqhuart, 550.

. Automobile Manufacturers Association, Motor Truck Facts, 1953 Ed. (Washington:
Automobile Manufacturers Association, 1953), 9
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have fallen behind or are out of phase with the others."” A reverse salient, since it impedes
the expansion of the system, like the proverbial squeaky wheel, receives disproportionate
attention until eliminated and synchronized with the system. Throughout the 1940's and
well into the 1950's the highway network in Canada, as the least developed element within
the automotive system, was just such a reverse salient. That is to say, highways -- both in
quality and in extent - were lagging behind, their inadequacies impeding the diffusion of
motor vehicles and the growth of the automotive system. The private sector’s acquisition
and use of motor vehicles was outstripping the public sector’s ability to furnish the roads
that would permit the technology to reach its fuil potential.

The Canadian road system in the 1940's was quite unimpressive, especially when
compared to that of the United States. While Canada had a non urban road mileage of
553,000 miles [884,800 km] in 1946, only 18,000 [28,967 km] of these were hard
surfaced, 121,800 [196,012 km] were gravel or stone and 413,900 {666,089 km], or 75
percent, were of earth construction.” The United States had approximately six times the
total Canadian mileage, of which only 44 percent was of earth construction. However,
even these figures do not provide an adequate portrait of the state of the Canadian road
network in the late 1940's. Ontario and Quebec accounted for 58 per cent of all gravel

roads and 70 per cent of all hard surfaced (i.e. concrete or asphalt) highways while

™2 Hughes, "Large Technological System,"” 73.

®M.C. Urquhart, Historical Statistics of Canada, 1st ed. (Toronto: Macmillan Ltd., 1965),
549.



35

accounting for less than a quarter of total road mileage in the country.™

Canada was lagging well behind in highway improvement, even though the
provincial governments had invested $1.6 billion in their road networks between 1920 and
1946. There is every indication that Canada had invested a higher percentage of its GNP
into its highway network than the United States throughout much of the 1920s.”® From
1946 to 1948, alone, provincial highway expenditures amounted to $742 million,
considerably more than the $367 million they obtained through gas and licensing fees and
only marginally less than the $751 million they spent on health, education and social
welfare during the same period.”

Faced with the perennial Canadian problem of a limited population dispersed over
a vast area, provincial investment in highway construction could not keep pace with the
speed of technological change, volume of use, or widening geographic distribution that
characterized motor vehicle technology in Canada. Highways thus were a form of reverse
salient that resulted in governments dedicating increasingly larger percentages of their
resources to modernize and expand their highway infrastructure following WWIL. In these
circumstances, any additional money for highways was welcome. Constitutional

reservations weakened about federal spending in this domain. Thus the provincial

™ Historical Statistics (1st ed.), 550; see also J.O. Martineau, "Statistical Survey of Highway
Development in Canada," Roads and Bridges 87:10 (Oct. 1947), 83-85.

75 Davis, "Dependant,” 121.

76 J.C. Lessard, Transportation in Canada (Ottawa: Royal Commission on Canada's Economic
Prospects, 1956) Schedule 2G,2; Lessard quotes a figure for associated revenues of
$446,155,000 for this period ; Urquhart, 209, 218.



36

govemments responded to the revived federal government interest in the Trans-Canada
Highway as more opportunity than threat. Of course, the provinces would do their best to
make sure that this highway improved the efficiency of their motor vehicle systems.
National dreams and myths did not build pavement capable of withstanding eight-ton

trucks.

2.1  Opening a Transcontinental Route

Meanwhile the interest of the federal government in highways was reviving. Not
that had it ever been entirely moribund. To be sure, the Second World War inevitably
reduced its commitment, and that of provinces, to highway construction. Thanks to
stringent wartime fiscal controls, little capital was available for highway construction.
Limitations on the production and use of civilian vehicles further reduced the demand and
revenues for it. Finally, the limitations placed on the use of petroleum products,
restrictions on the importation of road building equipment from the United States, and the
diversion of a wide range of materials to the war effort, forced provincial highway
authorities to limit the majority of their activities to the maintenance of existing roads and
to post-war planning.”

Expenditures on highway construction accordingly fell to $71 million in 1943,
roughly 39 percent less than in 1940. The bulk of this money constituted maintenance

work: new construction amounted to less than a third of total expenditures, whereas in

7 »Scarcity of Roadbuilding Materials," Roads and Bridges (May, 1942): 50; see also: Currie,
466-67.



37

1940 it had accounted for 57 percent.”™ ( See Table 1 for a breakdown of highway
expenditures and revenues in this period.) Yet construction never entirely ceased, and
during the first three years of the war a number of major highway projects were
completed. The most significant Canadian development was the completion of a Trans-
Canada through road between 1939 and 1942.™ This work involved the elimination of the
two remaining gaps in the route and continued projects begun in the 1930's. Had highway
standards remained the same in the 1940s as in Wilby’s era, one might have been hailing
the completion of the “Trans-Canada Highway in 1942,” but this designation now implied
a modern, all-weather highway; and that would await the 1960's.

Even so, the work done in 1939-1942 was consequential. An important gap was
removed when British Columbia's 190 mile [305 km] Big Bend Highway, connecting
Revelstoke with Golden B.C., finally opened in June 1940 after a decade of effort. The
completion of the meandering gravel road at last permitted motor vehicle travel between
Alberta and the West Coast without need of a detour through the United States. The
federal government, citing the highway’s defence value, assumed the costs of Big Bend’s
construction.?® The remaining break in the transcontinental route was located in Northern

Ontario between Nippigon and Hearst, a distance of approximately 340 miles [547 km].

8 [ essard, Transportation, Schedule 2G,2.

™ While the Alaska Highway was constructed in this period, for the purpose of this study it
is not considered a Canadian project. Even during the civilian construction phase beginning
in 1943, the highway was administered by the US PRA.

% R G. Harvey, The Coast Connection (Lantzville (B.C.): Oolichan Books, 1994), 83, 112-
113.; see also: Guillet, 224-226 and Robertson, History of Trans-Canada, 20
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The first 109 mile [175 km] western section between Nippigon and Geraldton was opened
to traffic in late 1940 following six years of construction. The cost of the highway was
shared on a 50/50 basis by the governments of Ontario and Canada.*

With the completion of the trans-continental route a high priority by 1941 thanks
to military consideration, its final gap -- between Hearst and Geraldton -- was erased by
October 1942, at a cost of $6 million. Though it traversed a distance of 153 miles [246
km] through difficult terrain comprised primarily of muskeg, the highway was, for a gravel
road, built to relatively high specifications. Its completion, as R M. Smith, Deputy
Minister of the Ontario Department of Highways, pointed out, provided "an all-Canadian
route for the transportation by road of military forces and supplies, and of raw materials
from farm, forest, stream and mine to markets and factories."*?

Thus, by October 1942 it was possible to drive from Halifax to Vancouver on an
all-Canadian highway, for the first time. The route stretched 4,224 miles [6,830 km].
Almost half of that distance was hard surfaced, the longest continuous paved stretch
running almost 1200 miles [1930 km] from Halifax to Ottawa. However, much of the

highway west of Ottawa was of gravel construction.” There was remarkably little

81 T F. Francis, "Scenic Highway in Northern Ontario," Roads and Bridges 75:1 (Feb, 1941):
12-13.

22 R M. Smith, "Six Million Dollars to be Spent on the Trans-Canada Highway between
Geraldton and Hearst," Roads and Bridges 79:1 (Jan. 1941): 17-18; see also T.F. Francis,
"The Final Link of the Trans-Canada Highway in Northern Ontario," Roads and Bridges 80:1
(Jan. 1942): 25-26 and "Completion of Ontario Section, Trans-Canada Highway," Roads and
Bridges 80:10 (Oct. 1942): 45-46.

3 Robertson, 12.
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publicity given to the final opening of a transcontinental route. The lack of fanfare might
well have been due to the fact that the road no longer met the expectations of those who
had called for its construction in the first place. Increasingly, gravel roads were no longer
perceived as meeting the needs of a modern, motorized, nation. This was not yet the
Trans-Canada Highway of Perry Doolittle’s dreams.

Changing expectations of the meaning of the term "highway" is evident in the other
highway initiatives partially funded by Ottawa around the outbreak of the war. In 1938 the
Liberal Government had initiated a general tourist-highway program to pave and
otherwise upgrade access routes from the United States as well as access roads into
National Parks. As J. M. Wardle, a senior official within the Department of Mines and
Resources, pointed out at the close of 1941, the state of Canadian highways impeded
further growth of the tourist (read “American”) market. Wardle stated:

Canada with her present limited system of paved highways could not handle to

advantage a fully developed tourist trade from this tremendous source without

substantial expansion in her tourist-highway facilities.™
These remarks paraphrased earlier comments made before the Ontario Good Roads
Association by D. L. Dolan, chief of the Dominion Travel Bureau. In a classic example of
preaching to the converted, Dolan commented, "we must give to the American tourist a

system of modern, dustless highways, over which it will be a delight for him to travel."*

The lure of American tourist dollars had always provided a strong incentive for

* Ibid. 100.

% D. Leo Dolan, "Canada's $300,000,000 Industry Needs More and Better Roads," Roads
and Bridges 79: 4 (Apnil, 1940): 16-17.
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provincial governments to provide easy access routes from the American border to major
urban centres.* While the highway lobby had consistently argued the financial benefits of
American motor vehicle tourism during the 1920's and early 1930's, until 1938 Ottawa
appears not to have accepted these arguments at full value. However, its attitude changed
as it looked for ways to improve Canada’s foreign exchange situation, particularly
following the outbreak of the war. To obtain United States currency,the federal
Government invested nearly $6.5 million between 1938 and 1941 on access highways to
facilitate American tourist traffic. Based on a maximum federal contribution of 50 percent
of actual construction costs, provincial governments improved international links on the
Niagara Peninsula and the Queen Elizabeth Way in southern Ontario as well as entry
routes in southern B.C., Alberta, Manitoba, and New Brunswick.*” Thus, while the war
did constrain the rate of highway development in Canada, the demand for new highways
never ceased. The Dominion government even undertook to assist provinces through the
provision of funds towards the construction or improvement of routes it deemed of value

for either strategic or foreign exchange reasons.

2.2 Planning For Peace
Even though wartime constraints limited the physical expansion of the highway
network and the growth of the automotive fleet, the motor vehicle system retained

considerable momentum during the war, thanks to the continued promotion of the “good

1 See pg. 16 above and, Davis, Dependent, 124-125.
*7 | M. Wardle, "Tourist Trade Still in Its Infancy," Roads and Bridges 80: (1941): 100-102.
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roads” cause by the small army of engineers and highway professionals still working for
the provincial governments and their allies in construction. By the 1940s provincial road
departments had developed substantial engineering and technical expertise both in terms of
policy development and construction. In 1940, The Canadian Engineer estimated that the
country’s nine provincial highway departments employed over 500 professional and
administrative staff. These departments worked in concert with over 700 specialized road
contractors in the country.*

In the continued competition for provincial government funds, this group proved
highly adept at demonstrating to their political masters how their activities, and their
expertise, could address broad political concerns. They offered to build Canada, not just
roads. They explained how highway improvements would attract American dollars
through tourism, provide direct employment, especially to unskilled and semi-skilled men,
through road construction, and facilitate economic growth by reducing the cost and time
employed in the movement of goods and people.”

Throughout the war the industry press maintained a barrage of articles and reports
providing the statistical, financial and social arguments that highway proponents
subsequently used to convince political and economic planners of the need for an

improved highway system on both a provincial and national level. These articles invariably

8 »To Serve a Great and Growing Field,” Roads and Bridges, 78 (Jan, 1940}, 11.

' This 'translation’ of interests is explored the literature associated with the actor-network
theory in the study of the history of technology, see: Bruno Latour, Science in Action:
(Cambridge, MA: Harvard Univ. Press, 1987) and David Hounshell, From_the American

System to Mass Production (Baitimore: Johns Hopkins Univ. Press., 1984).
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emphasized the military importance of highways, the potential for increased motor vehicle
revenues after the war, and the potential role of highway construction as an employment
measure.” The Canadian Good Roads Association was particularly active in this respect.
T. G. Morgan, Chairman of its Executive Committee, published a flurry of articles in
various journals addressing the issue of post-war road development. The arguments used
were consistent with those employed since the turn-of-the-century and conjure up images
of a perpetual motion machine, in this case creating economic opportunities and providing
a financially self-liquidating public service. In one of his more widely circulated articles,
Morgan reminded his readers:

It is important to remember that road building is a self-liquidating investment to

the taxpayers monies. The users of our highways eventually pay for them. OQur

highways are revenue producers and are most valuable and important public

assets.”
These arguments won converts. As early as 1940, the Canadian Good Roads Association
at the suggestion of Ontario Minister of Highways T.B. McQuesten passed a resolution
recommending that the provinces plan for post-war highway expansion. At the federal
level, highways figured in the discussions of the various wartime committees created to
advise the government on how to provide full employment in peacetime conditions.

Reconstruction committees such as the federal government's Advisory Committee on

Reconstruction, or James Committee, anticipated a far more intrusive role for government

% W.G. Robertson, "Postwar Highway Transportation," Roads and Bridges (Oct. 1944): 96.

9! Theodore G. Morgan, "Problems of Post-War Highway Development,” Engineering and
Contract Record 56:1 (Jan. 1943): 16
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in post-war Canada in terms of both social and economic planning.” It and the Special
Parliamentary Committee on Reconstruction both recommended an enhanced federal role
in highway construction in general, and completion of a modern Trans-Canada Highway in
particular. Their recommendations attested both to the lobbying skills of the highway
movement as well as to the pervasive belief that the further growth of the motor vehicle
system would promote postwar prosperity.

The final report of the Sub-Committee on Publicly Financed Construction Projects
in September 1943 was the first federal committee to specifically recommend federal
assistance for highway construction. One of five sub-committees of the James Committee
reporting on individual fields, and chaired by K. M. Cameron, Chief Engineer of the
Department of Public Works, this committee had close dealings with the CGRA and
provincial highway authorities.” Its final report strongly supported highway construction
as an economic and unemployment measure.

In keeping with the opinion of highway specialists, the report issued a strong
warning against wasting federal funds through the type of unemployment relief
programme that the government had assisted during the 1930's. Acknowledging the
considerable planning already achieved by provincial authorities, the Sub-Committee
called for the co-ordination of road building programs according to a master plan for a

national communication network. To this end, the committee created a priority listing of

92 Rabert Bothwell, Ian Drummond, and John English, Canada Since 1945, rev. ed., (Toronto:
U of T Press, 1993), 46-47.

% PAC, Department of Finance, RG 19 (E-3(j)), vol. 3585, File R-09, Minutes of the Sub-
committee on Post-War Construction Projects, Minutes 117 and 177.
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road projects which it deemed eligible for federal funding. It thought that first priority
should be given to national highways, more particularly the Trans-Canada Highway and its
branches.* The James Committee's final report of 1944 recommended that special
emphasis be given to programs exploiting the potential of the tourist trade through the
creation of additional national parks and improved tourist roads. The report stated:

Canada has a magnificent asset in her scenery and her wild life. Few will bring
more immediate and more lasting economic returns, or provide greater inner
satisfaction, than the supplying of the amenities, as the people of the United States
have done in their holiday land, to make this great asset readily and easily available
to those who wish to enjoy the beauty of our northland, our mountains, our rivers,
our lakes and our seas.”

The drive to increase federal funding of highways received a second boost from the
recommendations of the Special Parliamentary Committee on Reconstruction and Re-
Establishment, chaired by J.G. Turgeon. The Turgeon Committee conducted an on-going
series of public hearings between 1942 and 1944 that provided a forum for a discussion of
some of the larger issues facing the Canadian transportation industry following the war.
While some provinces used the hearings to present their own post-war needs, the railways
and commercial motor vehicle associations used the hearings to raise the issue of road -
rail competition.

While one might assume that trucking interests would have embraced the

% Canada,
(Ottawa: King's Printer, 1944), 32; regarding the hxghway professionals’ opposmon to relief
funding, see:

% Canada, Report of Advisory Committee on Reconstruction, (Ottawa: King's Printer, 1944),

32; on the James Committee see: R.A. Young, "Reining in James: the Limits of the Task
Force," Canadian Public Administration, 24:4 (Winter, 1981), 596-597.
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possibility of federal funding for highway construction in their presentations to the
Turgeon Committee, their distrust of Ottawa's intentions resuited in a generally neutral
approach to the subject. The Canadian Automotive Transportation Association's (CATA)
brief to the Turgeon Committee ignored the issue of highway funding entirely,
emphasizing instead the importance of trucking to the war effort. In particular, the CATA
attempted to counter the railways' earlier submissions, complaining of unfair motor
competition, that had called for greater federal control over road transport. The CATA
adamantly opposed federal regulation of any aspect of the industry. Their distrust of the
federal government was based upon Ottawa's strong ties with the railway industry, and the
perception that trucking interests could not receive a fair hearing in Ottawa so long as
railway companies received preferred treatment from the Dominion government.’ The
federal government's ownership and defence of debt-ridden Canadian National Railways
provided ample evidence to confirm these suspicions.

A number of provinces presented briefs to the Parliamentary Committee. For
example, Alberta and Saskatchewan both raised the issues of highway construction and
funding in their respective presentations. While the issue of unfair freight rates was raised,
the provinces undertook to emphasize the important place accorded to highway

expenditures in their post-war plans. The benefits from an infusion of provincial funds into

% Canada, Special Committee on Reconstruction, Minute #12, 425;The trucking industries
distrust of the federal government's involvement in highway policy, particularly interprovincial
regulation was based upon Ottawa's strong links, financial and political with Canadian
railways. Truckers' alliance with provincial governments is an excellent example of the role
played by class fractions in Canada's political economy; see: G. Stevenson, Unfulfilled Union,
3rd ed. (Toronto: Gage Publishing, 1989), 74-75.
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the provincial highway networks would be straightforward: employment opportunities for
returning veterans - particularly the unskilled and semi-skilled, and the potential influx of
tourist dollars, both Canadian and especially American.”’

The Turgeon Committee's Fourth Report in 1944 avoided the issue of road versus
rail competition and "the serious question of freight rates” while recommending further
examination of these topics. The report did confirm prevailing provincial support for both
the need for increased federal involvement in highway planning and construction as well as
the enormous potential value of American automobile tourism to the post-war economy. It
recommended "that as soon as possible after the war, a first-class permanent all-season
highway be constructed right across Canada." For maximum tourism impact, the highway
should be connected with all National and Provincial Parks, with particular attention being
paid to connections in each province with the U.S. highway system.”

Provincial post-war plans had reached a point where detailed highway plans and
projections were ready in each province by the summer of 1945. These reconstruction
plans obviously covered a wide range of regional priorities, but improved highways
figured prominently in all them. As of September 1945, the provinces’ highways projects
called for an expenditure of over $1 billion in public spending over the next decade. Post-
war highway plans ranged from Ontario’s ambitious $250 million program to a mere $2

million budgeted by P.E.L.. Apart from the scale of investment, the provinces followed a

77 Ibid, Evidence # 30, November 26, 1943, 812.

% Canada, Special Committee on Reconstruction and Re-Establishment, Fourth Report to the
House, Wednesday, January 26, 1944, (Ottawa: King's Printer, 1944), 4
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similar approach to their projected expenditures. Initial activities were to address deferred
maintenance, to be followed by the upgrading of existing routes, particularly paving, and
construction of new highways. As in the case of British Columbia's projected $210 million
highway program, the ability of many of the provinces to implement these projects was

contingent upon generous Ottawa assistance.”

2.3 Ottawa's Response

While the provinces looked to highway investment as one means of kick-starting
their economies following the war, the federal government's approach to the subject
remained quite vague, particularly as it applied to public investment. Indeed, the federal
government entered the post-war period without a comprehensive plan for the nation's
transportation system. C. D. Howe outlined the basis of the government's reconstruction
policy when he presented the government's White Paper on Employment and Income to
the House of Commons in April 1945. Although committed to maintaining "a high and
stable level of employment and income" following the cessation of hostilities, he
emphasized that the government was not about to embark upon a program of massive
public spending to ensure that goal. Howe stated the government's position as follows:

The Government does not believe it to be either desirable or practicable to look to

the expansion of government to provide, to any large degree, the additional

employment required. It follows that a major and early task of reconstruction is to
facilitate and encourage an expansion of private industry, including primary and

% vProvinces Plan Billion Dollar Road Program," Engineering and Contract Record 58:9
(Sept. 1945): 48-49,116.
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other industries.'®

The full extent of the federal government's plans for post-war Canada were
outlined in more detail within the Green Book Proposals of August 1945. Though
subsequently hailed by historians as "a comprehensive plan to restructure Canadiaﬁ
federalism," the Green Book did not propose any marked departures in federal
government policy towards highway transportation, planning and finance.'”! Even so,
building upon the recommendations of the James and Turgeon Committees, there was an
admission that Ottawa had some responsibility to assist in the construction of
transportation facilities of national importance. The recognition that highways, in the form
of "[a]trans-Canada highway, international connections, approaches to national parks...,"
were of national importance was certainly a victory for the highway lobby.'®

Nevertheless, the federal government as yet showed no indication of wishing to
assume a more active role in highway development than it had in the past. The specifics of
the Green Book merely mentioned those activities that it had been undertaking for the past
decade: namely, potential federal assistance for a Trans-Canada Highway, improved
international connections, amelioration of access routes to national parks, and railway

grade crossings. Similarly, the Green Book Proposals revealed that Ottawa believed that

190 Canada Employment and Income. with Special Reference to the Initial Period of
Reconstruction (Ottawa: King's Printer, 1945), 1, 3.

101 R Bothwell, I. Drummond, J. English, Canada Since 1945 rev. ed. (Toronto: UTP, 1993)
74

192 Canada Dominion Provincial Conference, Plenary Session 1. August 6, 1945, (Ottawa:
King's Printer, 1946), 81.
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the existing primacy of provincial governments over highways would remain intact. Even
in the case of transportation facilities designated to be of national importance, such as the
Trans-Canada Highway, the federal government still passively suggested that it was
"prepared to consider assisting [the provinces] provided specific agreements can be
reached.”'®
The Dominon government was not willing to invest heavily in public works

projects until economic indicators showed that additional federal investment was needed
to stabilize the employment situation. Post-war recovery was to be led by private
enterprise and increased public consumption of goods. Public investment projects,
particularly those designated as non-essential, were to be relegated to a reserve shelf of
projects that could be called upon when required. This arrangement was essentially what
Howe referred to as the "timing" of public investment projects. From all indications
Ottawa, in contrast to the provinces, considered highway construction a non-essential
im.restment.‘“ Indeed, it appears that the Dominion gc.Jvemment's attitude towards
highways reverted to its Depression-era view that highway investment were primarily
designed to employ as many men as possible on unemployment relief.

Shortly after the release of the Green Book Proposals in August of 1945, British
Columbia, Saskatchewan and Manitoba attempted, unsuccessfully, to secure clarification
of Ottawa's position with respect to the Trans-Canada Highway, international access

routes and other highway projects. Subsequent requests for federal assistance for specific

1 Ibid., 78-79.
'% Canada, Employment & Income 15-17.
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highway projects from both Saskatchewan and Manitoba were rejected.'”

Ottawa'’s priorities lay elsewhere. The introduction of improved social benefits,
(e.g. Unemployment, Family Allowances, Pension services ) asserted the federal
government's presence on a national scale. Other programs, such the National Housing
Act, provided an indirect stimulus to the national economy and address urgent public
needs. With respect to public works programs, the federal government remained
unmoved. Hence on September 12, 1946, the Cabinet Committee on Reconstruction
informed the provinces that the Government \A‘/a's deferring any discussion of federal
assistance to highway projects, pending resolution of financial agreements with the
provinces. This policy remained in effect from 1946 until at least mid-March 1948.'%

The federal government's apparent indifference to the project may be explained in a
number of ways. Firstly, the government lacked the clear cut constitutional and legal
responsibility to undertake highway projects outside of its own Crown lands. Moreover,
the economic arguments that proved such a powerful tool in convincing provincial
authorities to invest in highways, in particular as a means of generating increased
provincial revenues, did not have the same appeal for Ottawa. In fact, one could even
argue that the federal government was acting like the typical “free rider,” benefitting itself

financially from the expansion of the motor vehicle system, while letting the provinces take

105 NAC, Dept. of Mines & Resources, RG 21, Vol. 1, 291.4.10.121.2 (Trans-Canada
Highway), Letter from J.T. Douglas to C.D. Howe, December 6, 1945, also, H. Anscomb to
C.D. Howe, March 14, 1946.

1% NAC,Dept. of Finance, RG 19, Vol. 4014, 188-1 Cabinet Committee on Reconstruction,
Minutes of Meeting of 16 March 1948, 4; also, Minutes of Meeting of 12 May 1947, 4.
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the political heat from collecting the taxes needed to eliminate the “reverse salients” --
narrow gravel highways with torturous curves -- that slowed the system’s momentum.
Certainly the provinces made this accusation often enough.

However, there is a broader issue underlying the intellectual gap between the two
parties as to the relative importance of a Trans-Canada Highway in post-war Canada.
Within the federal government there was no single power, a highway "voice”, that could
directly influence policy. Since the termination of the Canada Highways Act in 1928, the
highway transportation field had been marginalized with the Government. The Department
of Mines & Resources was the only section where highway and road development was
considered a federal government function. Even so, it was a minor activity associated with
limited resource development and tourist activities in National Parks. In the absence of a
more comprehensive perspective on highway development, is it a surprise that the federal
government still perceived the Trans-Canada Highway from a traditional political

perspective as an unemployment measure?



Chapter Il
The Road to Full Employment.

For three years following the introduction of the Green Book Proposals in August
1945, Ottawa sought to avoid further discussion of highway projects with the provinces.
Lobbying efforts on behalf of a Trans-Canada Highway from municipal boards of trade
and business groups thus had little effect on government policy, although they did
demonstrate widespread support for the project.'” The federal government's refusal to
enter into ad hoc agreements on highway construction with the individual provinces may
be cited as an example of its desire to develop a consistent national policy on joint federal-
provincial endeavours. There is ample reason, however, to question Ottawa'’s depth of
understanding of and commitment to the Trans-Canada Highway.

Both the White Paper and Green Book Proposals had referred to the need for the
development of a reserve, or shelf, of soundly planned post-war public investment projects
that could be implemented quickly in the event of rising unemployment. The facts suggest
that the federal bureaucracy had actually had considerable difficulty in assembling a
reserve of projects and was far from organized with respect to any development

projects.'® Prior to October 1948, the Cabinet appears to have been uninformed as to the

197 Eor example, the Canadian Construction Association passed resolutions in 1947 and 1948
calling for Ottawa to undertake a trans-continental road programme, NAC, Department of
Mines and Resources, RG 21, Vol. 1, File 291-4-10-12-2, R.G. Johnson to C.D. Howe,
16/10/48; also: "Federal Aid for Roads is Urged in Legislature," Voice of Motordom
(publication of Alberta Motor Association), 12:12 (Mar. 1946), 6.

188 An internal report responding perceived problems in the execution of the Government's
public investment policy stated that the shelf of reserve projects "is still far from adequate to
meet the requirements of any substantial economic recession,." NAC, Dept. of Finance

53
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most rudimentary financial or technical issues involved in the construction of a Trans-
Canada Highway. Even very preliminary estimates on the cost of the project had not been
prepared prior to June of that year, almost three years after it had been touted as a
possible joint federal-provincial project.'®

After an inquiry from C.D. Howe, in late September 1948 the Public Projects
Branch of the Department of Reconstruction and Supply requested the Department of
Mines and Resources to provide information on the potential cost of a paved Trans-
Canada Highway. In his reply to Howe several weeks later G.D. Mallory, Acting
Coordinator of Public Projects, informed the Minister that the information was not so
much a report, but a "collection of special data designed to serve as a ready reference. niio
Mallory's note made it clear that such fundamental elements as specifications and route for
the highway had yet to be determined.

The majority of the information package was made up of a twenty-seven page
report, composed by .M. Wardle, Director of Special Projects for the Department of
Mines and Resources, the previous June. Wardle's report was a summary of options for a
paved Trans-Canada Highway. It discussed a variety of routes and standards whose

estimated costs ranged from $80 to $200 million with a completion date of seven to

twelve years, respectively. Wardle's simple report is of particular significance since it
y P y P p p gni

Records, RG 19, E-5(d), Vol. 4014, J.R. Baldwin, "Draft Report to Cabinet Reconstruction
Committee,” March 3, 1948, 2.

109 Canada, Employment and Income, 16.

110 NAC, Department of Mines and Resources, RG 21, Vol. 1, File 291-4-10-12-2. Mallory
to Howe, Oct. 19, 1948.
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established the parameters for the federal govgmment's subsequent approach to the
project.'!! (See Map 1 for Proposed Routing in 1948)

Howe's, and one may assume also the Cabinet's, higher level of interest in the
Trans-Canada Highway project resulted from concessions accorded to western and
eastern delegations at the Liberal Convention the previous August. During the convention,
provincial delegates, particularly those from the west, expressed a number of complaints
over transportation issues. Western apprehension over transportation costs had been
exacerbated in late 1946 with the railways' application for a 30 per cent increase in freight
rates, which was granted over the opposition of the western provinces. Even so, the Board
of Transport Commissioners in March 1948 authorized a 21 per cent increase (with
certain exceptions) in railway freight rates.'' Faced with rising costs and declining profits,
the following July the railways had applied for another, immediate increase of 15 per cent .

Provincial concerns about freight rates burst out during the Federal Liberal
Convention in August of 1948. Following the introduction of his "business" resolution to
the party faithful, C.D. Howe cited the Trans-Canada Highway as one of the "rainy day"
projects the government had on reserve to counteract a potential downturn in the

economy.'"® Given his indifference to the project and the fact that the majority of his

111 Department of Mines and Resources, File 291-4-10-12-2, M.W. Mackenzie to G.D.
Mallory, 24/09/48.

u2 nRailways Ask for 30 percent Freight Rate Increase," Canadian Transportation (Nov.

1946), 616-617; "Moderate Freight Rate Increase,” Canadian Transportation (April, 1948),
193-194.

131 iberal Party of Canada, Report of the Proceedings of the National Liberal Convention,
Aug. 5-7, 1948 Ottawa, Canada (Ottawa: Le Droit, 1948), 94
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speech generally emphasized the need to limit government involvement in the economy, it
is highly doubtful that his reference to the Trans-Canada Highway was intended to elicit
much response. Nevertheless, Premier Byron Johnson of British Columbia, following
Howe onto the podium, called for clarification on the project. Johnson stated:

I think there should be a definite policy announced in connection with the Trans-

Canada highway. It may be that this is not the time to do it, but I think the people

of Canada want to know what is to be done. That is certainly true from the

provincial point of view. I submit that the Liberal party should announce the extent
of co-operation which the provinces will receive in connection with the
construction of the Trans-Canada highway. I say that not for political purposes
because I know that our Party intends to do it."**

Premier Johnson's remarks obviously hit a chord within the convention. The
following day, when introducing a resolution entitled "Employment and a High Standard
of Living," William Tucker, leader of the Saskatchewan Liberal Party, voiced his support
for Johnson's remarks and called for the federal government to "assume its full share of
responsibility for seeing to it that these highways do connect adequately all parts of our
country."” Tucker went on to say that just as the federal government had given financial
support to a national railway system, the Liberal Party in government should take an
energetic part in the development of the railways' modern counterpart - the
transcontinental highway.''*

The following day, Tucker and Angus MacDonald, the Premier of Nova Scotia,

proposed a resolution that called for a Royal Commission to investigate regional

transportation disparities and for the government to complete the Trans-Canada Highway.

14 Ibid., 96

U5 Ibid. 102
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The resolution passed. In commenting on its passage, Jack Pickersgill reported that the
resolution had received "more spontaneous support from the delegates than almost any
other proposal."!'¢

The Liberal Party Convention motivated the federal government seriously to
consider a Trans-Canada Highway project. Publicity concerning the Party's position as
well as the possibility of an election within the year no doubt added some impetus to the
planning process. Certainly, it was not by sheer co-incidence that Howe made his first
request for information on the project shortly after the convention. Federal planning on the
project began in earnest in October of 1948. J.S. MacKinnon, the Minister of Mines and
Resources, wrote to Howe as Acting Prime Minister on October 14 to request approval to
invite provincial representatives to an informal conference on the Trans-Canada Highway.
Cabinet agreed to this initiative at its October 20th meeting.'"” MacKinnon subsequently
wrote the provincial premiers on October 29 to invite their representatives to attend a
meeting in Ottawa to discuss "a great many problems to be studied in connection with a
project of this importance and magnitude."!'*

Prior to the initial conference on the Highway on December 14 -15, 1948 the

federal government defined its position in a report submitted to the Cabinet by the

116 Thid. 234,; the Royal Commission on Transportatlon was subsequently established on
December 29, 1948 with W.F. A. Turgeon as chair;. J.W. Pickersgill, My Years with Louis
St-Laurent, A Political Memoir. (Toronto: Univ. of Toronto Press, 1975) 106.

117 NAC, Cabinet Conclusions: 20/10/48, RG 2, ASa. Vol. 2642

Ut NAC, Unpublished Sessional Papers, st Session of the 21st Parliament, No. 152b, RG 14,
D2, Vol. 548, J.A. MacKinnon to E. Manning, October 29, 1948.
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Committee on Economic and Industrial Development on December 8. These departmental
representatives recommended that Ottawa fund 50 percent of the actual construction costs
on the project, with the provinces assuming responsibility for designating routes and
providing the rights-of-way. For reasons that remain unclear MacKinnon disagreed with
the recommendation. However, Prime Minister St Laurent encouraged him to be cautious
when dealing with the provinces. St Laurent reportedly told the minister that, "No
indication should be given at the meeting that the federal government had a plan which
they wished to put forward."""? It would seem that the Prime Minister was particularly
concerned that the Trans-Canada Highway proposal might be perceived by the premiers,
especially Maurice Duplessis of Quebec, as a federal intrusion into provincial affairs.

Louis St. Laurent does not appear to have been an enthusiastic supporter of the
Trans-Canada Highway and had not been pleased when the Party membership had called
for federal participation in a national highway programme. However, given the popularity
of the motion, St. Laurent felt compelled to follow through on the Convention's
recommendation. According to Jack Pickersgill, St. Laurent's less than enthusiastic
response to the proposal was based in part upon his belief that Quebec would ultimately
not participate in the federal-provincial initiative and that it would simply provide
Duplessis with further ammunition to decry federal centralization. Certainly, Duplessis'
reply to MacKinnon's invitation to attend the initial discussions affirms the validity of this
concern. Referring to MacKinnon's statement regarding the great many problems

associated with the planning and implementation of a Trans-Canada Highway project,

119 NAC, RG 2 ASa, Vol. 2642, Cabinet Conclusions, 08/12/48, 15
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Duplessis added " in particular, the constitutional problem which we consider of
paramount importance.”'?

These concerns undoubtedly explain the extremely cautious approach Ottawa was
to take in ensuing months. Cabinet minutes provide ample evidence of the Prime Minister's
continual attempts to ensure that the federal government was perceived as a neutral broker
in the scheme, responding to a popular desire for a national highway and prepared to treat
the provinces equitably. Four days before the opening of the first Trans-Canada Highway
conference, St Laurent again cautioned MacKinnon to emphasize that Ottawa was simply
responding "to a widespread desire throughout Canada to have a Trans-Canada Highway
coast-to-coast."'?!

The December conference proceeded as scheduled, although Quebec did not
participate. The federal government informed the provincial representatives that it was
willing to contribute towards the construction of a hard-surface highway on the basis of
actual construction costs. It proposed that the actual route, specifications, and other
technical issues relative to the Highway could be discussed at a future conference pending
submission of information on those topics by the individual provincial authorities.'? This

first meeting with the provinces did raise concerns regarding the accuracy of preliminary

federal studies on the cost of the Highway. While these had suggested a total budget of

120 pickersgill, St-Laurent, 105-106., Unpublished Sessional Papers, Vol. 548, no.
26,Duplessis to MacKinnon, November 3, 1948.

121 Cabinet Conclusions 10/12/48, 4.

12 NAC, Unpublished Sessional Papers, 1st Session of the 21st Parliament, No. 152b, RG 14,
D2, Vol. 548, J.A. MacKinnon to D.B. MacMillan, December 20, 1948.
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$266 million for the completion of the Highway, MacKinnon now reported to Cabinet that
the actual cost would be higher, given the routes being discussed with the
provinces.'®

Meanwhile,. G.D. Mallory, of the Public Projects Branch (Reconstruction ), was
questioning whether the Trans-Canada Highway initiative could be reconciled with the
Government's stated policy of deferring public works projects. He held that the Highway
should be put back on the “shelf” of public works projects intended for use in the event of
an economic downturn and rising unemployment. Mines and Resources officials disagreed.
Seconding the position of their minister, J. S. MacKinnon, they countered that there was
an obvious need for a transcontinental link to meet existing transportation and economic
needs. In a note to Mallory, HL. Keenleysidé, Deputy Minister of Mines and Resources,
argued that "there seems ample justification to regard the Trans-Canada Highway as a
public work of immediate importance and no longer in a category designed for the relief of
unemployment."'?*

However, the Department of Mines and Resources lost this bureaucratic battle and
the responsibility for overseeing the Trans-Canada Highway. Less than a week after the

December 1948 Conference, Mallory informed his staff that the Department of

Reconstruction would henceforth "play a leading role in further consultations with the

= Cabinet Conclusions, 15/12/48, 5.

1246 NAC ,Department of Mines and Resources, G.D. Mallory to Dr. HL. Keenleyside,
25/11/48, and H.L. Keenleyside to G.D. Mallory, 29.11.48
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provinces, and with the assembly of provincial proposals and estimates."'?* In February of
1949 formal ministerial responsibility for the project was transferred from Mines and
Resources to Robert Winters, Minister of Reconstruction and a cabinet protege of C.D.
Howe.'?® There is every indication that the transfer was amicable and was intended to
relieve MacKinnon of additional duties.'®’ Yet, on a technical level it was an illogical
decision, since Mines and Resources, in charge of the development of highways in and
through National Parks, was the only federal department with any experience, limited
though it might have been, in the construction of highways. The transfer demonstrated that
the federal government's involvement in the Trans-Canada Highway was tied to its
reconstruction policy and would continue to be deferred until the fight against

unemployment required it.

3.1 In Pursuit of Unanimity

A draft bill to authorize the government to enter into agreements with the
provinces for the development of a Trans-Canada Highway was initially submitted to and
accepted by Cabinet in January 1949. However, by April problems had arisen in the
planning process due to the failure of Ontario and Quebec to submit the information

requested the previous December. St Laurent still insisted upon unanimity among the

125 Mines and Resources, H.G. Cochrane to G.D. Mallory, 22/12/48.

125 R obert Bothwell and William Kilbourn, C.D. Howe, A Biography, (Toronto: McClelland
and Stewart, 1979), 224.

127’ NAC, St Laurent Papers, MG 26 L Vol. 70/ "Unofficial - Correspondence to Minister of
Reconstruction & Supply,” marginal notation in R.H. Winters to J. Pickersgill, 28/02/49.
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provinces before proceeding further. Until all provinces had submitted their information,
no agreement would be signed regarding the Trans-Canada.'?* Consequently, Cabinet
voted to defer action on the bill.

Why St Laurent insisted upon a unanimous agreement from the provinces remains
unclear from the record. Based on the Prime Minister's ambivalent attitude to the project,
it is highly probable that the proviso enabled the Government to defer the project to a
more economically suitable time while shifting the blame for the delay to the two largest
provinces. In this way, the federal government could sustain its pose as an honest broker
responding to public demands for an east-west link, keeping the western and Atlantic
provinces hopeful of eventual assistance, while fending off Quebec’s charges that it sought
to undermine provincial autonomy. The western and Atlantic provinces were offered the
hope of eventual assistance, while Quebec was not stirred up over provincial rights in the
run-up to an federal election.

As the Government dissolved Parliament in preparation for the 1949 General
Election, the Liberal Party could even claim that it had initiated planning for the project.
The Liberals were not alone in promising an all-season, modern Trans-Canada Highway.
The promise appeared in the election platforms of all three major federal parties, in
testament to the tremendous momentum of the motor vehicle system after the war.'?

The re-election and formation of another Liberal government resulted in very rapid

128 Cabinet Conclusions: 07/04/49 and; Ibid., 03/05/49, 9, 12.

13 D.Owen Corrigan, i . 1867-1968, (n.p.: Copp Clark, 1968), 172,
183-184, 188.
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movement on the project. Robert Winters, who resumed his duties as Minister of
Reconstruction and Supply, and his staff continued their fact-finding work with provincial
highway authorities during the summer. By early September, Winters wrote to the
provincial highway ministers stating that the Government intended to seek legislation
enabling Ottawa to assist the provinces to complete a Trans-Canada Highway in the
following session of Parliament. An outline of the terms of agreement was attached. One
important addition to the federal proposal was that, although the choice of the route for
the Highway resided with each province, Ottawa now stipulated that "the Trans-Canada
highway as a whole should follow the shortest practicable East-West route across
Canada."

In light of Cabinet's earlier concerns over unanimous agreement among the
provinces, the reasons for the Government's decision to proceed with the legislation on the
Trans-Canada Highway are not obvious. After all, a report submitted by Winters to
Cabinet on 25 October had suggested that the project was fraught with difficulties. Only
four of the ten provinces -- B.C., Manitoba, Saskatchewan, and Newfoundland -- had
accepted the terms of the preliminary agreement and submitted routes acceptable to

Ottawa. Alberta disagreed with the cost-sharing formula and maintained Ottawa should

assume at least two-thirds of the cost. The three maritime provinces had submitted routes

130 NAC RG 32, B-24, Vol.58, File 7-8 pt.1, Draft of a Letter to Provincial Highway
Ministers From the honourable Minister of Reconstruction and Supply; see also:
Memorandum to Cabinet, Oct. 25, 1949, 1.
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deemed unwarranted by Ottawa based upon its "shortest practicable route formula.""!

Premier Leslie Frost of Ontario candidly informed Winters that he had no
enthusiasm for a Trans-Canada Highway. Yet he affirmed that Ontario would participate
in the construction of the highway if the other provinces deemed it necessary.
Nevertheless, the province had yet either to submit a projected route or to accept formally
the cost sharing proposals. Finally, Quebec, conspicuous by its absence in earlier
discussions, remained aloof. While Duplessis verbally informed Winters that the federal
approach was reasonable, the province, like Ontario, had neither formaily agreed to any
federal proposals nor provided any information on proposed routes.'*

Despite Winters suggestion to Cabinet that agreement from all provinces would
be forthcoming, it is highly unlikely that the Government would have launched a $150
million initiative based solely on the optimistic prognosis of a comparatively junior
minister. Similarly, while the Government had promised action on the Trans-Canada
Highway during the election, the large Liberal majority in the Commons did not require
immediate movement on a project that had been bandied about for the previous thirty
years. What explained, then, the sudden decision to proceed with the Trans-Canada
project, even in the absence of provincial unanimity? The decision was most likely rooted

in Government concerns over the worsening unemployment projections in the country. '

131 NAC, Robert Winters Papers, RG 32, B-24, Vol.58, File 7-8 pt.1, R. H. Winters,
Memorandum to Cabinet, Oct. 25, 1949, 1

2 Ibid.,2.
13 Tbid, 2-3
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In mid-October the Cabinet Committee on Economic Policy received a report on
the economic outlook for 1950 that provided a grim employment forecast on account of
international trends. Howe lgter reported to Cabinet that there were indications that
unemployment in Canada could rise by 50 to 150 percent over the next twelve months.
Newfoundland would be especially hard hit, as the Prime Minister nervously noted. He
may have feared a third, negative plebiscite in Newfoundland on Confederation if
economic conditions worsened there. In order to counteract this situation, the Cabinet
Committee recommended,_inter alii, that "useful projects of a national character, such as
those connected with housing, Trans-Canada Highway and resource development, be
examined with a view to early implementation."'*

This decision illustrates how the Cabinet's perception of the Trans-Canada
Highway project had not evolved very far beyond the make-work mentality of earlier
federal governments. Despite the on-going attempts by some provincial governments and
the highway lobby to elicit federal support in the construction of new transportation
systems, only the threat of rising unemployment, particularly in Canada's newest province,
finally moved the Government to act. Cabinet approved the committee's recommendations
and the Trans-Canada Highway Act was tabled in the House of Commons on October 25,
1949.

In proposing the motion in the house on November 21, Winters reiterated the

134 Cabinet Conclusions, Meeting of Oct. 20, 1949, 6.; a month earlier Newfoundland's
Premier Smallwood had announced a large program of secondary road construction would
be launched using "hand labour - not machinery - to relieve unemployment,” see: "Road
Program for

Newfoundland," Roads and Bridges, 87:10 (Oct. 1949), 57.



67
Government’s rationale for the legislation, citing popular demand and increasing provincial
need. The highway would be a first-class, hard-surfaced road that would assist in the
development of trade, natural resources and the Canadian tourist industry. Winters thus
sounded like a provincial highways minister or a speaker at a good roads convention. He
did not list employment creation among the benefits to be accrued from the project. Nor
did he refer explicitly to the federal government’s “shelf” of public works projects. Even
so, the spectre of unemployment lurked behind the minister as he spoke: using a term that
had figured prominently in previous Liberal statements on the project, Winters stated, "it is
now timely to bring the project to realization.""**

Under the terms of the Trans Canada Highway Act the federal government would
contribute up to 50 percent of the cost of highways already built between April 1928 and
December 1949 that could be incorporated into the Trans-Canada Highway. At the same
time, the government would also compensate provinces up to 50 percent of the cost of
new construction, excluding the right-of-way, for the Highway. The federal government
would pay 100 percent of road construction costs through National Parks. A maximum of
$150 million was to be spent by 1956.'* Federal funding was contingent upon the
provinces conforming to specified, minimum, standards for a first class, two lane, hard
surfaced highway whose route the federal government would determine.

The debates that followed in the House concerning the Trans-Canada Highway

Act exhibited a rare agreement on the need for and benefits of a national highway. The

135 Canada, Parliament, Parliamentary Debates (Commons), 21 November, 1949, 2023.
136 Canada, Statutes of Canada, 13 George VI., Chap. 40.
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obvious growth and importance of motor vehicles and the roads they used to Canadian
society were no longer questioned. Disagreement concentrated on how the idea was to be
executed. The questions raised in the Commons anticipated many of the more contentious
issues that were to mark the history of the project over the next six years. George Drew,
Leader of the Opposition, provided some of the most cogent criticism of the Liberal
proposal, as he questioned the validity of the federal estimates, issues of routing, the
specifications to be followed, and the financial ability of some provinces to match Ottawa's
contribution.™’

Drew's comments on the Government's proposal proved to be prophetic. Even as
Winters convened a second Federal-Provincial Conference on the Trans-Canada Highway
five days after the passage of the Trans-Canada Highway Act on December 10, the future
of the project remained in doubt. Ostensibly called to discuss technical aspects of the
project, the conference proceedings exposed little agreement on basic issues. In contrast
to Winters' previous assurances, the provinces remained critical of the agreement. New
Brunswick complained that under the Bill provincial responsibility for preliminary
expenses such as surveys and the acquisition of rights-of-way would result in the
provinces assuming 66 percent of the Highway'’s cost, not the 50 percent mentioned.
Representing the opinion of the western provinces, British Columbia continued to

maintain that as a national project, the federal government should assume full cost of the

137 Debates (Commons), 21 November, 1949, 2024-2027.
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highway."*

The route to be followed by the Highway remained an issue. The fact that Ottawa
had now called into question the Trans-Canada Highway routes designated by the
provinces in the 1930s caused considerable concern for New Brunswick and Nova Scotia.
Ontario questioned the fact that the federal government's preferred route from Montreal
led through the Nation's Capital and thence to North Bay, thereby serving only 15 percent
of the province's population.'*®

While there were grounds for agreement with the majority of the provinces,
Québec was another problem. Ernest Gohier, Chief Engineer of the Québec's Department
of Roads accused Ottawa of interference in provincial affairs. Gohier maintained his
province's right to determine the route across the province. The fact that the province's
choice of route had to meet with the approval of federal engineers was not acceptable.
Quebec settled any lingering doubts about its participation in the project in early April
when Maurice Duplessis responded negatively to Winters’ letter inviting the provinces to
sign the agreement. Duplessis informed the Minister that "he felt the Trans-Canada
Highway arrangement was simply the first step in an effort by the Federal Government to
nido

achieve control of all forms of transportation in Canada.

Duplessis' response raised a serious problem for the federal government since it

138 Canada, "Proceedings of the Federal-Provincial Conference on the Trans-Canada Highway,
December 15-16, 1949," copy of typed ms. in Library of Parliament, Ottawa, 79, 89.

199 Ibid., 127-129.

10 1bhid., 170-172; Winters Papers, R.A. Robertson to R_ H.Winters, 11/04/50, 1.
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had long maintained that, as a national project, the agreement was contingent upon
acceptance by all the provinces. In theory, Quebec’s opposition should have killed the
highway. However, just as the concemns over rising unemployment had stimulated action
on the project the previous November, so too did anxiety over employment in the Spring
of 1950 make the government less insistent on unanimity.

By February 1950 unemployment figures in Canada had reached alarming
proportions. Over a six week period ending February 2, an additional 100,000 individuals
registered as seeking work through the National Employment Service. This raised the total
number of registered unemployed Canadians to 376,000."*! In early April, while St
Laurent was absent from the Capital, the Cabinet discussed the progress of the Trans-
Canada Highway agreement and the probability that Quebec would not sign.
Unemployment conditions, particularly in Newfoundland, resulted in a reversal of position
vis-a-vis provincial unanimity. In the Cabinet's opinion it was felt that "work on the
highway in Newfoundland might provide substantial employment , which would be very
desirable during the present year."'*?

In light of the Prime Minister’s strong reservations on the subject, it is
understandable that the Cabinet delayed a final decision on the matter until St Laurent

returned. St Laurent yielded to the consensus shaped in his absence. At a meeting on

April 19, the Cabinet, with St Laurent, agreed that the project should proceed. It

141 Canada, Department of Labour, The Labour Gazette Vol. L (1950) (Ottawa: King's
Printer, 1951), 366.

142 Winters Papers, Vol 58, files 7-8, pt. 1, N.A. Robertson to R_H. Winters, April 11, 1950,
2.
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concluded that "it was desirable that agreements should be concluded with whatever

provinces were ready to sign at that time."'®

3.2  Partial Success

As he opened the meeting called to endorse formally the Trans-Canada Highway
Agreement on April 24, 1950, Robert Winters remained openly optimistic that most
provinces would sign. As he pointed out, the agreement represented "to a remarkable
degree the mutual acceptance of a great many points."*** Yet, the full extent of provincial
dissatisfaction became apparent as Quebec, Nova Scotia, New Brunswick, and
Newfoundland refused to sign. Quebec Minister of Roads Antoﬁio Talbot stated that the
agreement "did not include sufficient guarantee for the protection of the rights of
Quebec." He said the province was unwilling to divert resources from its own list of
highway priorities. Quebec regarded its access to both New Brunswick and Ontario to be
adequate already.'**

Nova Scotia and New Brunswick also decided not to sign the agreement. Both
provinces had previously expressed support for the plan, but were in a difficuit position

since they possessed the most paved mileage of all the provinces along their previously

designated sections of the Trans-Canada Highway. They had sought assurances from

143 Ibid. Robertson to Winters, April 19, 1950.

14 Canada, "Proceedings of the Federal-Provincial Conference for the Signing of Agreements
on the Trans-Canada Highway, April 24, 1950," typed ms copy in Library of Parliament, 6.

13 Ibid. 12-13.
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Ottawa that they would receive credit for these roads even if they did not conform to the
federal standards. This, Ottawa was unwilling to concede. It wanted the highways
improved to its own Trans-Canada specifications. Yet W.S. Anderson, New Brunswick's
Minister of Public Works, objected that the reconstruction of roads which the province
had not yet paid off and that could function adequately for a decade or more yet was "a
wasteful extravagance."'* Nova Scotia's position was similar to that of New Brunswick,
in that it had serious concerns over incurring what it considered needless expense to
upgrade highways that already met provincial traffic needs. The province was also
dissatisfied over the selection of St. John’s, Newfoundland as eastern terminus of the
highway. Prior to Newfoundland's entry into Confederation, the official eastern terminus
had been Halifax. The new route would require extensive new construction through Cape
Breton Island, avoiding Halifax and much of the more heavily populated southern sections
of the province.'¥’

Ironically, Newfoundland, the province whose economic difficulities had provided
much of the inspiration for the federal government to proceed with the Highway plan in
April 1950, declined to sign the agreement. Citing insufficient time to review the full
implications of the agreement and questioning the quality of the highway required, the
province requested further time to consider the proposal.'**

Given their long standing interest in federal assistance towards the construction of

146 Tbid. 25, 28.
W Ibid., 41

% Tbid., 49
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the Trans-Canada Highway, it is not surprising that, despite some misgivings, the western
provinces accepted the terms of the agreement. Ontario, having won concessions that
would bring the Trans-Canada Highway along a southern route closer to Toronto, also
found the agreement acceptable. Prince Edward Island, assured of a first-rate highway
linking the province with both Nova Scotia and New Brunswick, was the most pleased
participant at the meeting. Premier Jones, referred to the Trans-Canada Highway
agreement as "a model for other similar agreements."'*’

Between December 1948 and April 1950, the federal government through
negotiation with the provinces had attempted to arrive at a consensus as to how it might
best achieve the completion of a national highway. Ottawa's approach to the project was
constrained by two imperatives. On the one hand there was a desire to ensure that all
provinces were treated equitably, hence its 50-50 funding formula.

The second imperative was to ensure that the Trans-Canada Highway would
conform to a series of minimum specifications. Ottawa's initial decision to construct the
highway to an established standard across the country was also tied to a desire to provide
a common service in all provinces. Paradoxically, these two directives were in conflict
with each other. Shortly after the passage of the Trans-Canada Highway Act, an editorial

in Saturday Night Magazine suggested the root cause of this conflict.

Surely if there is one basic axiom which the long history of Dominion-Provincial
Relations has established it is that when negotiating with a group of provinces so
vastly different and disparate in wealth, population, resources and topography, any
rigid formula of this kind, whether it be "per capita" equity, or "dollar for dollar"
grants, is unsatisfactory. Something much more comfortable to individual

9 Tbid., 46.
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provincial capacity is required ...."'*

A number of political factors motivated the federal government to undertake the
construction of the Trans-Canada Highway. Cabinet interest in the project was spawned
by western and eastern demands for a more diversified, and competitive, transportation
system suited to modern motor vehicle technology. Implicit in its consideration of the
Highway was the Government's genuine desire to capitalize on growing provincial and
public interest in the construction of improved highwa;ys and a Trans-Canada route. These
were considerations that led the federal government to discuss the project, but they did
not compel it to implement it.

As this chapter has demonstrated, Ottawa continued to perceive the Trans-Canada
Highway primarily as a national employment measure. Had it not been for the federal
government's anxiety over rising levels of unemployment in the winter of 1949-1950, it is
doubtful whether it would ever have dropped the precondition of provincial unanimity. It
is arguable that the need to demonstrate the benefits of Canadian citizenship to
Newfoundlanders in the form of construction jobs and improved transportation links to
Canada was worth the risk of alienating Quebec. The Trans-Canada Highway project had
always been awash in political considerations. Ottawa’s decision finally to push ahead with

the project over provincial opposition and apathy shows how important it had become to

its political calculations.

150 Wilfred Eggleston, editorial, Saturday Night Magazine 65:10 (Dec. 15, 1949), 5



Chapter IV
*The Shortest Practicable East-West Route"

Ottawa's approach to the construction of the Trans-Canada Highway after 1949
was a political response to a technological and financial issue. On the one hand, the
Cabinet finally launched the project as a result of its own concerns over rising
unemployment. Ottawa's return to the highway planning and construction field mirrored its
involvement under the Canada Highways Act (1919) and the Relief Acts of the 1930s, and
as such was not inspired by a significant change in the Government's economic or
transportation policy.

On the other, the federal government consciously portrayed itself as an agency
responding to public demand for the construction of a modern highway across the
country. Indeed, this image was accurate. For much of the previous decade, provincial
governments, industry organizations, the press, and business groups had sought to
convince Ottawa of the need for federal assistance to highway construction. The decision
to proceed with the Trans-Canada Highway project is partially attributable to the success
of these lobbying efforts. Certainly, as provinces sought new means to construct
increasingly expensive, modern, hard surfaced highways the possibility of federal funding
was undoubtedly alluring to provincial governments faced with increasingly higher
highway bills.

Yet, the record of the Trans-Canada Highway agreemeﬁt from December 1949 to
December 1956, underscores a weakness inherent in Ottawa's approach to the

construction of a national highway. From the outset of the project in 1948, federal
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planners recognized that, in order to take full advantage of Trans-Canada Highway
assistance, provincial capital spending would have to be diverted to it from other projects.
In short, the Trans-Canada had to be recognized as both a regional and a national highway
priority by all participants for it be completed according to plan.'' In other words, Ottawa
would have to convince ten provincial governments that the completion of a high quality
Trans-Canada highway was in their own best interest.

The very ambitiousness of the project and the conditions set out within the Act
suggested a certain naivete. Federal insistence that the Highway would follow 'the shortest
practicable east-west route’ across each province and the country as a whole, failed to take
into account that the Trans-Canada Highway could not be treated in isolation, but should
have been considered as part of an already burgeoning transportation system in each
province. In fact, the provinces would have preferred a return to the general funding
arrangements that had existed under the Canada Highways Act. As E.C. Carson, B.C.'s
Minister of Public Works, stated to R.H. Winters in early 1949, federal assistance toward
the development of a trans-Canada highway network was considered by some a far more
beneficial economic measure than the construction of a single road."'*?

The very concept of a highway is not that it necessarily provides the most direct

link between two locations, but that it does provide an effective and safe connection while

151 NAC, Department of Mines and Resources, RG 21, Vol. 1, 291.4.10.12.2, Memo to G.D.
Mallory, Oct. 13, 1948, Trans-Canada Highway study, 1.

152 pyblic Archives of Canada, Unpublished Sessional Papers, 1st Session of the 21st
Parliament, No. 152b, RG 14, D2, Vol. 548, No. 100, E. C. Carson to R.H. Winters April 14,
1949.
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delivering the greatest social and economic return for the investment. Highway planning
involves a number of closely related considerations: location or routing, construction
standards, administration, financing and, given the public nature of a number of the
former, public policy issues. The route followed by any highway, the Trans-Canada
included, is of tantamount importance, as it determines the potential amount and type of
traffic to be borne by the road surface and as such, the standard of road required and its
cost.'

In the case of the Trans-Canada Highway, highway standards and location were
effectively predetermined by the agreement. This situation precluded in many respects the
cost-benefit analysis associated with the construction of highways, particularly when the
"shortest practicable route" formula was applied. In this chapter, we will examine how the
issues of construction standards and routing created serious problems for every participant

except the western provinces because of a recurring conflict between the cost of

construction (i.e. standards) and potential traffic or demand (route).

4.1 Benefits of a Modern Trans-Canada Highway

The Trans-Canada Highway Act of 1949 was designed not to construct a Trans-
Canada Highway de novo, for as we have seen a trans-continental highway had been
completed in 1942. But much of it was gravel and impassable after Spring flooding or

winter snows. Moreover, there were not all that many tourists, especially pampered

'3 MLG. Lay , Handbook of Road Technology, vol. | Planning and Pavements 2nd ed. (N.Y..:
Gordon & Breach, 1990), 54-55.
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American ones, who relished the thought of travelling hundreds of kilometres of gravel
roads as their vacation. The 1949 legislation sought to upgrade and to link existing roads
according to a consistent, modern standard throughout the country. As Robert Winters
suggested in his opening remarks to the Federal-Provincial Conference convened to sign
the Highway agreements on April 24, 1950, a modemn society called for more than gravel
roads: "We have now reached the half-way mark of the Twentieth century,” he stated,
“but still have no highway which will enable motor vehicle passengers to drive in comfort
across Canadian soil from the Atlantic to the Pacific."'*

For many years lobbyists had approached the construction of a Trans-Canada
Highway as a matter of national pride. In a 1948 lettér to the Prime Minister, a
Saskatchewan municipality summarized the affront of bad roads to Canada’s national
dignity: "We consider it a shame and disgrace that Canadians, or any motorist for that fact,
must resort to travelling south of the border in order to get from one part of Canada to the
other."'* In a more positive vein, an editorial in Roads and Bridges commended the
federal government following its announcement of the Trans-Canada Highway Act for
"recognizing its obligations in connectic;n with the development of a coast-to-coast
highway that will be the pride of all Canadians and a unifying bond among the

provinces. "%

134 nConference for the Signing of Agreements," 3-4.

155 NAC, Department of Mines and Resources, RG 21, Vol. 1, 291.4.10.12.2, Town of
Watrous, Sask. to W.L. MacKenzie King, 20 October 1948.

156 "parliament to Consider Federal Aid,” Roads and Bridges, 87:8 (Aug. 1949), 51
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Nationalist pride in the all-weather Highway;, initially underplayed by the federal
government, increased as the construction proceeded. By 1953 these sentiments reached
epic proportions, in a cinematic sense, when Ottawa commissioned the National Film
Board to create a documentary to promote the Highway under the title: "Canada’s New
Main Street." The title wﬁs quite appropriate given that 'main street' undoubtedly was
intended to evoke strong images of community and commerce. Incidently, the evocative
title of the film also coincided with the federal government's position that the Trans-
Canada Highway was not a four-lane, controlled-access expressway designed for high
speed traffic, but rather a high quality, two-lane paved road suitable for tourism and
trucking.'"’

Western Canadians emphasized the trucking possibilities. An editorial in the
Western Producer epitomized their anticipation that the Highway "will be a strong link
between industrial east and the agricultural west and [will constitute] a beachhead on the
trade and geographic barrier separating the two."'** Moreover, it went without saying that
1,300 km of black top linking Winnipeg, Regina and Calgary wouid provide a strong
commercial link between these major western centres and give the railways a run for their
money. Western politicians looked to long-distance trucking to end the railways'
monopoly over surface, commercial traffic, the enhanced competition lowering freight

rates. Consequently, they pressured the federal government to end its existing' ban on

157 Canada, Department of Public Works, Annual Report, Proceedings under the Trans-
Canada Highway Act Fiscal Years Ended March 31, 1954, (Ottawa:DPW, 1954), 5.

158 Editorial, Western Producer May 4, 1950, 6.
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truck traffic through National Parks, so that Vancouver and Calgary could be linked
commercially via the Banff and Yoho Parks. With British Columbia making this
concession its price for participation in the Trans-Canada project, the federal government
by 1950 agreed to through truckiﬁg. 159

If the Trans-Canada were to deliver its hoped-for benefits, those trucks would
have to share the road with thousands of tourist automobiles. Everyone emphasized the
tourist potential of Canada’s “Main Street.” In the late 1940s revenues from increased
tourism traffic were exceeding all expectations: in 1948-49, American tourist spending in
Canada was tagged at $570 million, making tourism one of Canada's primary export
industries.'® By then virtually everyone agreed with the Financial Post that it was a
“truism” that there was a“ plottable [sic] relationship between the volume of business a
district gets and its paved mileage."'**

The emphasis placed upon the ability of Canadians to cross the country without
having recourse to American routes cannot be fully appreciated without first
understanding Canada's foreign exchange situation in the post-war period. The need to
facilitate internal tourist traffic and to increase the flow of American tourist dollars into

Canada was particularly acute in the late 1940s as the country underwent one of its worst

foreign exchange crises in history. Due to an on-going drain of American dollar reserves,

19 NAC, Unpublished Sessional Papers, 1st Session of the 21st Parliament, No. 152b, RG 14,
D2, Vol. 548, E.C. Carson to Colin Gibson, Minister of Mines and Resources, Dec.23, 1949";
see also: Debates (Commons) June 2, 1950, 3155.

160 Debates (Commons), November 21, 1949, 2028.

16! »Batter Roads Draw Tourists," Fipancial Post Feb. 11, 1950, 34.
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spurred by increased domestic demand for American products and heavy Canadian
government borrowing, in November 1947 the federal government had to introduce
stringent import restrictions.'® To avoid even stricter and more unpopular controls, the
federal government sought to increase the already substantial flow of American tourist
dollars into Canada while at the same time reducing the need for Canadians to travel
south. By 1948, the foreign currency implications had emerged as a secondary
consideration behind the construction of the Trans-Canada, the federal government having

finally bought the arguments of the highway lobby.

4.2 Post-War Highway Engineering in Canada.

It was of course ironical that Canada’s Main Street -- this road to national pride --
was ideally to be clogged with visiting Americans. Adding to the irony was Canada’s
dependence on American know-how for ideas on how to build and finance the highway.
There was nothing new in this dependence: it dated back to the inception of the Good
Roads Movement in Canada in the 1890s. Had a federal highway department existed,
there might have been more Canadian self-feliance, inasmuch as the short-lived (1919-
1929) Highway Branch of the Department of Railways and Canals had produced Road
Bulletins in an attempt to fill the void that existed- for information on road administration,

financing and, to a lesser extent, construction.'® Although the Branch seems not to have

1622 Bothwell, et al., 70-71 and 172-173;

163 An excellent example of these early efforts is: Department of Railways and Canals

(Highways Branch) The Canadian Highway and Its Development Bulletin No. 7 (Ottawa:
Kings Printer, 1925)
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been involved in actual highway research, bureaucratic necessity would probably have
brought this in due course. However, with the demise of the Highways Branch in 1929
even this limited activity ended.

Organizations like the Canadian Good Roads Association, whose annual congress
furnished a venue for an exchange of information between provincial highway officials, did
not provide any technical leadership in the road construction field prior to the early-1950s.
Consequently, Canadian engineers had to obtain technical information from American
sources. This trend was true in a wide range of fields and Canadian membership in
American professional societies grew at a rate that raised concerns among established
Canadian'groups, such as the Engineering Institute in the late 1940 and early 1950s.'*

The CGRA along with Canadian technical publications such as the Canadian
Engineer, whose highway section became known as Roads and Bridges in 1940, and The
Contract Record, regularly featured articles from American sources, typically by members
of the U.S. Bureau of Public Roads. These articles fed a taste for federal interventionism.
American developments in federal aid programs towards the end of the war inspired
editorials in Canada’s specialist press criticizing Ottawa's approach to highway

assistance.'®®

164 "What's Wrong With Canada," The Engineering Journal 32:12 (Dec. 1949): 829-830,
regarding complaints over Canadian engineers increasing membership in American
professional societies.

165 Pointing out that Canadian government highway aid had never come near to the American,
on a per capita basis, a 1944 editorial called for Ottawa to provide an annual minimum
investment of $50 million for three years, representing 10 percent of the $500 million
recommended under the U.S. Post-War Federal-Aid Highway Act of 1944; "Federal Aid for
Postwar Road Construction,” Roads and Bridges, 82:7 (July 1944), 39
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Canadian civil engineering journals openly envied the close relationship which the
federally-funded Bureau of Public Roads (BPR) had established since 1893 with a variety
of quasi-governmental organizations to undertake and coordinate research on highway
construction methods, finance, and materials. The results of this empirical research were
widely circulated on both sides of the international border.' The BPR's association with
the American Association of State Highway Officials (AASHO, founded 1914) had
proved particularly fruitful. By ensuring that its engineers occupied the chair of the
AASHO's various technical committees, the Bureau decisively had moulded the AASHO's
specifications. The BPR required adherence to AASHO standards and practices for states
to be eligible for the considerable sums of federal aid for highway construction that were
managed through the Bureau.'®’

Canadian governments, provincial as well as federal, generally had neither the
resources nor the inclination to undertake the enormous range of tests and research

conducted by the Americans.'®® It was easier and cheaper for provincial highway

165 Bruce Seely, Building the American Highway System, (Philadelphia: Temple Univ. Press,
1987), 12; for example,in early 1949, an official with the Canadian Department of

Reconstruction and a key figure in the development of Ottawa's Trans-Canada Highway
proposals had avaxled hlmself of the BPR’s services by requestmg a copy of their booklet

gi - Relating ghway Construction, NAC, Dept. of Mines
and Resources Vol 1 Mallory to AC. Clark, Feb 21, 1949.

17 Ibid., 121-125.

18 NAC, Dept. of Public Works, RG 11; 84-85/061; Vol. 1205; file 9-0-0, pt.1; W.R. Binks,
Report on AASHO Meeting, Chicago, Mar. 6-7, 1952, 4.
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departments to use AASHO construction standards for their main highways.'® Even
Ontario shied away from the economic costs of independent research on highways: as late
as 1952 the Ontario Research Council's Highways Research Program's proposed budget of
$200,000 still could not survive the funding review process. Instead, the Ontario
Department of Highways was told to offer a university a grant of $10,000 to conduct
highway research.'™ |

Even so, the provinces were gradually adding highway research to their
administrative functions. By 1954, most of the Provinces were maintaining laboratories for
general soil and material analysis. Ontario's Department of Highways, had a large
Materials Testing Branch with five specialized sections. These research activities were
expensive (which may explain why Saskatchewan did not establish its own research and
testing branch until 1953).'™ As a result, provincial administrative costs rose from $5.7
million in 1940 to $15.4 million, or 267 percent, between 1940 and 1950.'” This latter

sum, however, was still a pittance when compared to the estimated $3.7 billion spent on

1 Gee Table III; also: W.A. Clarke, "Bituminous Pavements," The Engineering Journal 33:9
(Sept. 1950), 780-781.

1™ NAC, Department of Public Works, RG 11, 84-85/061; Vol. 1205, File 9-0-0; Report from
R. A. Low to R. A. Campbell, Nov. 4, 1952.

"1 Ontario,

31st 1952, (Toronto: Queen's Printer, 1952), 16-20. Apparently the largest department, The
Soils Section, had only been formed in 1939, see: J. Walter, "Soil Research in the Department
of Highways," Ontario Research Commission. Interim Report, February 1947, (Toronto:
Kings Printer, 1947),57-58.; Jean Laramour, "Jack Douglas and Saskatchewan's Highways,"

Saskatchewan History 37:3 (Autumn, 1983), 99.
172 See Table 1.
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highway construction budgets in the United States in 1949.'

Even so, the provinces certainly had more expertise in highway matters at the
inception of the Trans-Canada Highway project than the Dominion government. There
being no federal highway bureau or department after 1929, it was left to the Department
of Mines and Resources to formulate its original plans for the Trans-Canada Highway. It
alone had any practical experience in building highways. In 1949, this department oversaw
some 2,100 miles (3,400 km) of roads in the National Parks, the Canadian portion of the
Alaska Highway, and roads in the Yukon and North West Territories. Even Canada's
smallest province, P.E. I, had 30 percent more road mileage under its jurisdiction.
Moreover, the Alaska Highway, constructed under the auspices of the U.S. Bureau of
Public Roads and only recently handed over to the Canadian Government, made up more
than half of this mileage.'™

One might suggest that this comparative lack of experience among federal civil
servants in the planning and vetting of highway construction projects raises the question of
Ottawa's ability to analyze provincial construction estimates in the initial planning phase of
the Highway. Their relative lack of technical expertise may explain why federal
bureaucrats tended to downplay technical issues in favour of political considerations. This
tendency is perhaps most obvious in an exchange in April 1949 between J. M. Wardle, the
Director of Special Projects for Mines and Resources -- in his capacity as an advisor to the

Department of Reconstruction -- and Reconstruction officials. Wardle noted a list of

I3 Seely, 194-195.
174 'Highway Statistics,' Roads and Bridges 87:10 (Oct. 1949),
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potential problems with the proposed terms of the Trans-Canada Highway Act. The
possible extension of the Highway into Newfoundland raised serious concerns. Additional
work in the province had not been previously considered and to do so would raise the
estimated federal contribution to the Highway to as much as $200 million, instead of the
$150 million projected by the Trans-Canada Highway bill. He also expressed concerns
regrading retroactive payments to the provinces, stating that it was "imperative that
Dominion officials have the opportunity for experience first,” before committing the
Government to a policy of compensating provinces for previous construction costs.'”®
Wardle's misgivings were ignored and the bill remained unchanged.

The federal government recognized that it had to improve its highway expertise.
Consequently, in 1950 the Trans-Canada Highway Division was established under the
Engineering and Water Resources Branch of the Department of Resources and
Development. The new division reported to J.M. Wardle, Director of the Engineering and
Water Resources Branch. It was charged with monitoring the construction of the single
largest highway project ever undertaken in Canada. It was to inspect all phases of the
construction process in order to ensure conformity to the Act. Apart from its
headquarter's staffin Ottawa, the Trans-Canada Highway Division maintained eight
Supervising Engineer’s offices, one in the capital city of each of the participating
provinces. These engineers acted as liaison with provincial highway officials. They were

backed up by Supervising Field Engineers who had offices at strategic points along the

17 NAC, Department of Mines & Resources: Trans-Canada Highway, RG 21 Vol. 1,
291.410.12.2, H. G. Cochrane to G.D. Mallory, April 6, 1949.
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route. The field engineers conducted periodic inspections of work in progress and
provided on-site federal government representation along the construction route.'’® By
1953, the Division had a staff of 38 engineers, 5 technical officers, 4 draftsmen and 5
survey assistants. This new federal presence in highways did not come cheap: in 1951-52,
staff salaries and wages totalled $326,000.'"

As the Highway Division's new engineering staff set about the task of monitoring
the progress of the Highway they were drawn into the orbit of the more technically
advanced American organizations. Apart from their involvement in Canadian organizations
like the CGRA, in the early 1950's three to four engineers from the Highway Division
regularly attended AASHO and Highway Research Board (HRB) conferences which they
valued as "opportunities for contact with leading highway engineers from various
states."'™

Division engineering staff also drew on the experiences of their American
counterparts at the Bureau of Public Roads. For example, following the 1951 Annual

General Meeting of the AASHO, J.G. Linton, thought it important to note in a report that

he had spoken with BPR engineers in order to obtain their candid opinion of "their feelings

176 Department of Public Works, Annual Report. Proceedings Under the Trans-Canada
Highway Act, Fiscal Year Ended March 31, 1954, (Ottawa: DPW, 1955), 3-4. P.E.L. shared

a Supervising Engineer with New Brunswick.

' Canada, Public Accounts of Canada for the Fiscal Year Ended March 31, 1951, (Ottawa:
King's Printer, 1951), W-19; Canada, Public Accounts of Canada for the Fiscal Year Ended
March 31, 1952, (Ottawa: King's Printer, 1953), W-20., also: Debates (Commons) April 9,
1954, 3937. By contrast in 1956, the U. S. BPR employed 1,100 engineers, see: Seely, 235.

' NAC, Department of Public Works, RG 11; 84085/061; Vol 1205; file 9-0-0, pt.1 Norman
Mass to Deputy Minister (Young), Dec.30, 1952.
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and problems in their dealings with the States and how strict the Federal Bureau is."?
Indeed, one might suggest that Division engineers looked upon their American
counterparts with a certain degree of awe. After hearing a presentation on new trends in
road research by a researcher from Washington, R.A. Low reported, "it was, I believe, a
revelation to Canadian engineers to learn of the hundreds of projects being conducted at
the present time under the auspice of the HR.B."'*

With so much research being done in the United States, federal engineers Canada
saw no need to fund it themselves, as Campbell, Chief Engineer of the Trans-Canada
Highway Division, explained to his subordinates and to his superior, Wardle.'*! The
primacy of American technology and expertise was fully accepted by federal engineers.
Indeed, one might say that as the federal government pressed its provincial counterparts to

develop a first rate road for the use of all Canadians, the road they were building was

American in design.

4.3 Highway Standards
One of the distinguishing factors, apart from its size and cost, of the Trans-Canada
Highway project was the federal government's introduction of a series of highway

standards as a condition to funding. In this sense the Highway project symbolized Ottawa's

1™ Ibid., J.G. Linton, Report on the AASHO 37th Annual Meeting; January 12, 1951, 2.

1% 1hid., R.A. Low, Summary Report of CGRA Annual Meeting of 1951. At the time Low
was Chief Executive Engineer of the Trans-Canada Highway Division.

181 Ibid., R.A. Campbell to R.A. Low, Oct. 26, 1951.
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growing reliance upon conditional grants, or shared-cost programs, in the period following
World War I1.'® Indeed, the Trans-Canada Highway is frequently cited as one of the more
important and successful examples of the use of conditional grants in this period.'®

The federal government's use of a conditional formula for Highway funding was in
part based on its experience during the 1930's. Trans-Canada Highway construction
conducted under the Relief Acts had generally been perceived by both provincial and
federal authorities as highly inefficient. The Liberal Government's Green Book Proposals
was probably alluding to this experience when, in reference to Public Investment Policy, it
lamented that "activity in many fields has been based on improvised and expedient
arrangements which have fallen short of what the general public interest would require."'**

‘Thus Ottawa “felt that it had,” as R. H. Winter explained in 1950, “some
obligation to encourage the provinces to build a highway of good standard," and that this
could only be achieved by laying down and adhering to certain basic specifications.'**
Since Ottawa and the provinces were mutually reliant on the United States road bureaus
for their ultimate standards, the federal government was willing to let the provinces devise
the criteria for it to impose. Thus the initial standards for the Trans Canada were

developed by representatives of the four western provinces at the first Federal-Provincial

Conference (re: the Trans-Canada) of December 1948. Their recommendations were

12 Smiley, 172.

183 Stevenson, 154.

1% Dominion Provincial Conference, (Aug. 1945), 77.
185 Conference for Signing of Agreements (1950), 5.
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subsequently submitted, with very minor modifications, by Winters as part of the draft
terms of the Highway agreement in September of 1949. Both provincial and federal
engineers defended the proposed standards by affirming that these conformed to the
AASHO's 1945 "Design Standards for Interstate Highway Systems."'* The U.S.
precedents, which played such an important role in Canada’s highway thinking after the
war, suggested a zoned highway standard designed to address the climatic and traffic
conditions in specific regions. Thus, the highway standard adopted for a given region
would incorporate design elements best suited to its particular needs.'"

The general standards that were to rule highway construction between 1950 and
1956 were endorsed by the Federal Provincial Conference on the Trans-Canada Highway
held in Ottawa on December 15-16, 1949. (See Table 2 for a description of the general
specification.) They underwent further minor modifications prior to the signing of the
agreements in April of 1950. In their final form they actually permitted a high degree of
flexibility for the provinces since the majority of fields.allowed for both minimum and
preferred construction standards.

The width of the hard surface (asphalt) pavement, could range from 22 to 24 feet

[6.7 - 7.3 metres]. Similarly, the shoulders on each side of the paved surface, though

1% NAC, Unpublished Sessional Papers, No. 152a, RG 14, D2, Volume 548 " Submission to
Federal Government on Standards for Trans-Canada Highway...., Dec. 15, 1948;" and: NAC,
Robert Winters Papers, MG 32, B-24, Vol. 58, File 7-8, pt. 1, "Outline of Suggested Terms
of Agreements under which Assistance would be given for Completing the Trans-Canada
Highway," 2

17 Dept. of Mines and Resources, Vol 1, 291.4.10.12.2, H.G. Cochrane to G.D. Mallory,
April 6, 1949.
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Table 2

Proposed Specifications for the Trans-Canada Highway, 1949!

Width of Right of Way - Minimum 100 feet
Width of Pavement 22 or 24 feet
Width of Shoulder 10 feet
Thickness of Asphaltic Pavement (Plant Mix) 3 inches (minimum)
Thickness of Stone Base Course 12 inches (recommended)
- Strict Minimum 9 inches
Curvature - Maximum 6 degrees
Gradient - Maximum 6 degrees
Sight Distances, Horizontal, Vertical 600 feet (minimum)
Bridges:
Loading H20 - S16
Overhead Clearances Full Width 14 feet (minimum)
Width (30 foot span and less) Full Width of Grade
Width (Span over 30 feet) 26 feet (minimum between curbs)
Curbs 18 inches

! The above information was derived from: NAC, Hon. Robert Winters Papers, MG 32, B-24,
Vol. 58, file 7-8, pt.1, Outline of Suggested Terms of Agreements Under Which Assistance Would
Be Given for Completing the Trans-Canada Highway, Sept. 1949.
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preferably 10 feet [3.05 m], could be as narrow as 5 feet [1.5 m]. Similar variations
existed for the Highway's right-of-way, curvature, and grade. However, the load bearing
capacity of the highway’s base course, set at an axle load of 18,000 p;)unds (8,165 kg,
and the thickness of asphalt pavement, 3 inches[7.6 cm] compressed, were two standards
that were applied consistently throughout the country.'*

Even though the federal government never officially adopted a zoned standard for
the Highway, following the Dominion Provincial Conference of December 1949, there was
de facto acceptance of a dual highway standard. One early federal government publication
even erroneously stated that the 24 foot pavement width was the standard set for the
western provinces while the 22 foot width was to be followed in the eastern provinces.'*
This was actually an oversimplification of a complex issue since strict adherence to norms
would have resulted in extremely high construction costs in British Columbia and the
Maritimes. Variations existed within each region of the country.'*

British Columbia had to contend with the problems associated with cutting a
highway through mountainous terrain. Strict standards concerning the alignment of the
road, width of the right of way and of shoulders would have increased costs beyond the

immediate financial ability of the province to proceed with the project. By 1949, in some

1 Canada, Department of Public Works, Report of the Proceedings Under The Trans-Canada
i 955, (Ottawa, Queen's Printer, 1955),
13-14. specifications for the Trans-Canada Highway are provided in Table 2.

189 Dominion Bureau of Statistics, The Canada Year Book, 1950 (Ottawa: King's Printer,
1950), 648.

1% Conference, Dec 1949, 28-33.
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cases the province was spending in excess of $400,000 per mile for highways through
mountainous terrain. This was substantially more than the provincial average of $60,000
per mile for graded (but not paved) highways. Even so, the construction standards of the
mountainous sections of British Columbia’s Trans-Canada route did not reach the
provinc;e’s usual norms. **!

In New Brunswick and Nova Scotia the source of the problem was more historic
in nature. Since their road systems were among the oldest in the country, the provinces
had to contend with difficulties stemming from earlier standards. In contrast to the
western provinces, where the prevailing right of way ranged from 100 to 200 feet [30.5 -
61.0 m] , in New Brunswick, the prevailing right of way was 56 feet [ 17 .1 m], some 10
feet [3.0 m] below the minimum required for the Trans-Canada Highway. In some areas,
such as along the proposed route of the Trans-Canada Highway adjacent to the St. John
River, the right of way was as narrow as 30 feet [9.1 m]. Newfoundland presented even
greater problems since much of their road system, poor as it was, was only 24 feet [7.3 m]
wide.'”

Despite regional differences, the overall standards for the Highway were consistent

with highway trends throughout the country. This was particularly true with its emphasis

upon a hard surface pavement of either asphalt or concrete. Even as the national total for

191 i C. Anderson, "Lack of Engineers Affects Road Program in British Columbia," Roads
and Bridges 89:10 (Oct. 1949), 106.

192 A W. Barbour, "Narrow Rights-of-Way Are Problem in New Brunswick," Roads and
Bridges 87:10 (Oct. 1949), 102; R.M. French, "Provision for Shoulders Is Difficulty in
Newfoundiand," Roads and Bridges 87:10 (Oct. 1949): 100.
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non-urban road mileage stabilized in the vicinity of 550,000 miles (880,000 km.), the total
number of hard surfaced miles doubled from 17,300 miles (27,680 km) in 1945 to 37,000
miles (59,200 km) in 1955 - ( See: Table 3 for statistics on highway mileage and paving ).

Highway standards in the period following World War II generally called for the
widening, straightening and flattening of roads to reduce risk and maintain traffic flow at
higher speeds. Hard surfacing of roads was one element in this process. This trend was a
result of the large number of highway traffic surveys conducted in the United States and
elsewhere from the 1930's onwards. These provided valuable analytical and empirical data
on driver and vehicle performance that in turn were translated into improved design
standards.'”

The term 'geometric design' was applied to highway planning following the war as
a catch phrase to describe the interaction of various factors that went into the design of
modern roadways. These factors included such items as the vertical and horizontal
alignment, roadway width, surface treatment and an increased emphasis upon lengthening
the sight distances on highways. In 1948 the term was still sufficiently new to require
explanation in a US Public Roads Administration report. It has since become a
rudixﬁentary concept in highway design. As 'M.G.Lay describes it, "A basic principle of the
geometric design of roads is that the appearance of the road should clearly indicate to the

driver the speed and path that his vehicle should adopt in order to proceed with comfort,

13 J R. McLean, Two-Lane Highway Traffic Operations: Theory and Practice, (N.Y. Gordon
and Breach, 1989), 19.
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Table 3

Summary of Hard Surfaced Mileage of Nonurban Roads in Canada'

Year Grand Total Hard surfaced % of Total
all types mileage
1945 552,000 17,300 3.1
1946 553,000 18,100 32
1947 493,000 19,000 3.8
1948 556,000 20,700 3.7
1949 561,000 22,700 4.0
1950 567,000 24,000 42
1951 568,000 26,300 | 4.6
1952 512,800 28,600 56
1953 517,800 30,700 59
1954 524,100 33,300 6.3
1955 — 37.000
1956 — 39,100

! Urquhart, 549
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economy and safety."'™

Although driver comfort undoubtedly played a role in the adoption of more
exacting standards, highway safety was a factor of critical importance. The increased
emphasis upon the application of standards to road and highway construction was in part a
response to the rising accident rate on North American highways. As the speed, size and
volume of motor vehicles increased, roads that had been designed for slower moving
traffic posed a greater risk to drivers and a problem for highway planners. In a popular
article, J.D. Millar, Ontario's Deputy Minister of Highways, provided a concise, if not
simplistic, characterization of post-war highway design priorities: "The problem of early
roadbuilders [sic] was one of getting traffic out of the mud. The current problem is to
control and guide the mighty force of destruction which the internal combustion engine
has unleashed."'”*

The increase in the number of fatalities and injuries as well as the escalating value
of property damage from motor vehicle accidents was a matter of continuing concern to
all levels of government. Between 1946 and 1950 over 205,000 Canadians were killed or
injured in traffic accidents, and the numbers were increasing annually. In context, this was

more than twice the number of Canadians killed and wounded on active serve during

194 nStandards of Highway Design for Modern Traffic Conditions,"” Roads and Bridges (Aug.
1948), 64; M.G. Lay , Handbook of Road Technology, vol. 1 Planning and Pavements, 66.

195 § D. Millar, "Making Highways Safe," Canadian Geographical Journal 40:3 (Mar. 1950),
128.
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World War II. (See Table 4 for accident statistics.)'” Slightly less than half all of these
accidents occurred along non-urban roads.'”” Improved highway design figured
prominently in government attempts to reduce accidents and encourage road safety. A
good road, the President of the Ontario Safety League reminded one audience, " is a road
ubon which the human tendency to err, both as driver and pedestrian, is reduced to a
minimum."'**

Improved highways also resulted in economic benefits, both for highway users and
government. Hard surfaced roads reduced the cost of vehicle operation, whereas improved
design increased highway capacity and permitted higher average speeds, a benefit to both
the commercial and private users.'” Paved surfaces contributed to a substantial reduction
in transportation expenses, a factor of particular importance to commercial motor vehicle
operators. The adoption of new highway standards was also intended to accrue direct

financial benefits for highway agencies by extending the 'life' of roads. Premature

obsolescence of highways had been a recurring problem as the average speed and weight

19 Canada, The Canada year Book, 1951, (Ottawa: Kings Printer, 1951), 750-751. Damage
to property was also considerable. In 1949, the estimated cost of property damage from

traffic accidents in Canada was $19,156,000, an increase of almost 30 percent over 1948.

Regarding war casualties see: C.P. Stacey, Arms. Men, and Governments (Ottawa: 1970),
66.

197 Ontario: Highway Dept. Report, 1952.,173.

198 R A Stapells, "How to Approach the Problem of Highway Safety,” Roads and Bridges
87:10 (Oct. 1949), 148.

199 C H. Oglesby and L.I. Hewes, Highway Engineering, 2nd ed. (N.Y.: J. Wiley & Sons,
1963), 64-71; Oglesby and Hewes cite HRB Reports that refer to the fact that driving on
paved surfaces could reduce some vehicle expenses by half.
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Table 4

Motor Vehicle Accident Victims: 1936-1956 '

Year Fatalities [njuries Total

1956 3,184 72,884 76,068
1955 2,084 49,828 51,912
1954 2,715 47,020 49,735
1953 2921 56,749 59,670
1952 2,701 , 57,738 60,439
1951 2412 54,755 57,167
1950 2,161 50,032 52,193
1949 2,276 43,883 46,159
1948 1,976 38,098 40,074
1947 1,760 32,685 34,445
1946 1,663 30,679 32,342
1945 1,556 24 422 25978
1944 1,374 20,228 21,602
1943 1,437 20,390 21,827
1942 1,409 22,809 24,218
1941 1,852 30,984 32,836
1940 1,723 29,504 31,227
1939 1,584 25,104 26,688
1938 1,545 24,585 26,130
1937 1,642 25,703 27,345
1936 1,316 23,207 24,523

! Urquhart. T271-284.
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of vehicles increased throughout the 1930s and 1940s.°%

Although intially higher in cost, paved roads had a considerably longer life span
and lower annual maintenance costs than gravel surfaces, but only if they were constructed
to meet projected traffic demands. Hence, there is a direct relationship between traffic
studies, highway standards and projected traffic volumes. The approach to highway
construction implicit in the BPR and AASHO standards represented a change in the
manner by which highways were planned and constructed. Indeed, the majority of highway
studies carried out by these two agencies in the 1930s and 1940s concentrated upon the
issue of highway capacity and the relationship between highway design, writ large, and
traffic requirements.™

One of the major difficulties facing Ottawa in the implementation of the Trans-
Canada Highway project was that the standards adopted for the Highway did not
necessarily meld with the restrictions Ottawa placed upon its route. The difficulties which
the Highway project encountered were the result not so much of the implementation of
comparatively high standards for the Highway, as of the federal government's failure to
appreciate fully the relationship between those standards and its insistence that the Trans-
Canada Highway follow a route that, from the perspective of certain provincial

governments, would far exceed traffic requirements. Thus, in referring to the preliminary

20 vStandards of Highway Design," 64-65.

201 While the cost of a completed mile of asphalt road was estimated at $30,000. in
comparison to $15,000 for gravel, the annual maintenance cost of the former was

approximately one quarter that of gravel, see: A.G. Bruce, Highway Design and Constructioa,
1st ed. (Scranton, PA.: International Textbook Co., 1934), 576-577; see also: McLean, Two-

Lane Highway, 9-18.
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specifications for the Trans-Canada Highway, a road official from Newfoundland, could

state "compared with our previous specifications, they seem very much like a dream."*?

4.4  The Route

The route of the Trans-Canada Highway was undoubtedly the most contentious
issue arising from the on-going discussions on the project. Ottawa's decision that the
Highway would follow the" shortest practicable east west route across each province and
the country as a whole," proved to be a major stumbling block, particularly in the east.
Simply put, Ottawa and the provinces often disagreed over what was "practicable.” As far
as Ottawa was concerned, "practicable” was synonymous with "financially expedient.” It
wanted a direct route that kept its own financial outlay to a minimum. In an ideal world,
the route would have been a straight line drawn by a ruler .

For Nova Scotia and New Brunswick, Ottawa's approach to the routing and
standards of the Highway placed the provinces at a distinct disadvantage once
Newfoundland had joined Confederation and the Trans-Canada Highway project. Both
provinces had already expended considerable sums in constructing and paving of the
Trans-Canada Highway route as specified by the Relief Acts of the 1930s. By the terms of
the Trans-Canada Act of 1949, the federal government would reimburse the provihces
fifty percent of the past construction costs of those highways which became part of the
Trans-Canada, provided they had been built to the projected standards. These clauses

were conceived with the Maritime provinces in mind, with a view to helping them pay for

22 Erench, "Difficulty in Newfoundland,": 100.
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the construction of the remaining portions of the Trans-Canada Highway through their
region. But the new, higher standards meant that most of New Brunswick’s earlier
construction work did not qualify t_‘or subsidy.

As for Nova Scotia, the shortest route to Newfoundland by-passed Halifax as well
as much of the construction work the province had earlier undertaken on what it assumed
would be the route of the Trans-Canada. The fact that Canada's "New Main Street” would
not directly serve the province's capital and largest centre of population raised local doubts
as to its merits. Merrill Rawling, Nova Scotia's Minister of Highways and Public Works,
accordingly wrote Robert Winters in February 1950 that his government, “ would find it
extremely difficult to expend money on a Trans-Canada Highway route which does not
meet the economic or social needs of the Province."”

New Brunswick’s Minister of Public Works, W.S. Anderson, similarly complained
| in writing in Winters in early 1950 when Ottawa said it would not permit the Trans-
Canada route to take a thirty mile [48 km] detour through Saint John. New Brunswick
was adamant that the Highway should run through the province’s largest city and port.
Anderson wrote:

It is true that we would shorten this route by approximately thirty miles if we

crossed the St. John River at Fredericton using our present Route number 9 to

Sussex, but in our opinion this does not comply with your definition "shortest

practical [sic] East-West route," as the only practical route from an economic

standpoint is through St. John, it being the commercial centre of the province. It is

also one of the most important winter-ports in Eastern Canada and possesses
tourist attractions of a kind not found elsewhere in North America.

28 NAC, Unpublished Sessional Papers, Sth Session of the 21st Parliament, No. 108a, RG 14,
D2, Vol. 574., no. 78, Merrill D. Rawding to R.H. Winters, Feb 3, 1950.
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Winters' reply underscores how Ottawa's approach to the route issue could ignore many of
the factors that contributed to good highway planning. In Ottawa'’s opinion, the provincial
proposal simply did not conform to the definition of "shortest route," if Saint John were
included. Ultimately it was not.?® Even so, New Brunswick reluctantly signed the Trans-
Canada Highway agreement. Nova Scotia, however, refused to sign after being advised by
Winters that he could not give advance assurances that the final route would absorb
enough of their first-class road network to make the subsidy formula attractive to them.***
Nova Scotia would not sign the Trans-Canada Highway agreement until 1952.

In dealing with New Brunswick and Nova Scotia, Ottawa was quite rigid in its
definition and defence of the “shortest practicable route.” However, the federal
government was more willing to bend in its negotiations with Ontario. With Quebec on
the sidelines, Ottawa had to make whatever compromises were necessary to ensure the
participation of the nation's largest province in the agreement. Initial federal proposals on
routing had recommended the upgrading of the existing road through Ottawa, North Bay,

Cochrane, Hearst, thence to the Fort William and the Manitoba border. This northern

route undoubtedly provided the most direct and cost effective means of completing the

24 NAC, Unpublished Sessional Papers, 5th Session of the 21st Parliament, No. 100a, RG 14,
D2, Vol. 574., no. 69, R. H.Winters to W. S. Anderson, Feb. 14, 1950, and no. 71, W.S.
Anderson to R_.H. Winters, Jan. 18, 1950.

25 NAC, Unpublished Sessional Papers, Sth Session of the 21st Parliament, No. 108a, RG 14,
D2, Vol. 574., no. 29, Rawding to Winters, April 15, 1950, and no. 24, Winters to Rawding,
April 19, 1950.
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Trans-Canada Highway across Central Canada.*®

However, Ontario had made it known early in discussions that it was not willing to
consider the northern route, as it serviced only a small fraction of the province's total
population. As early as 1944 a "leaked" report detailing Ontario's post-war policy on
tourist roads discounted the tourist potential of the northern route, as it was too distant
from American points of entry. Preference was accorded to a paved highway along the
north shore of Lake Superior, leading from Sault Ste. Marie on the international border.?”

Although the northern route favoured by federal planners would satisfy the needs
of motorists travelling between Quebec, Ottawa and Manitoba, it had little direct benefit
for Ontario. Ontario was interested in a route that would serve both national and
provincial needs, particularly in southern Ontario where traffic volume was increasing at a
phenomenal rate. The province forced a compromise, the Trans-Canada taking a more
southerly route from Ottawa through Peterborough, Orillia, Parry Sound and Sudbury,
and thence along the north shore of Lake Superior. The route addressed both the needs of
southern Ontario while tapping the potential tourist market in the U.S.. The improved
highway could relieve pressure on roads in southern Ontario and provide improved access
for Torontonians to the cottage country north of Orillia. **

This version of Ontario's Trans-Canada Highway route of the 1930s was not only

26 NAC, Department of Mines and Resources, RG 21, Vol. 1, 291.4.10.12.2, Memo to G.D.
Mallory, Oct. 13, 1948, Trans-Canada Highway Study, Table II (a) and Table II .

207 vOntario's Postwar Tourist Roads," Roads and Bridges 82:11 (Nov. 1944), 85.
28 Giegel, " A Case Study of Roads," 50-51.
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52 miles longer than Ottawa had wanted, but also had less paved mileage and required
approximately 162 miles of new construction before it was passable. In short, Ottawa’s
acceptance of Ontario's longer, meandering, and more expensive proposal underscores the
role that political expediency sometimes played in the project.*” Ontario, too powerful to
be left out of the project, was courted by Ottawa by the provision of the most generous
definition of the routing formula.

In western Canada, where settlement patterns had generally followed the lines of
the earlier railways, which themselves had been built in as straight a line as possible, the
"shortest east-west route" formula proved to be of no major consequence. The Trans-
Canada Highway in western Canada ended up virtually paralleling the Canadian Pacific
Railway. There was, even so, some controversy. In a replay of earlier discussions
regarding the most economical route for railways to cross the Rockies, western Canadians
debated whether the Trans-Canada Highway route should follow the northern Yellowhead
Pass or the southern Kicking Horse Pass.

By 1948, the route favoured by the governments of Saskatchewan, Alberta and
B.C. followed the 'central' route from Regina through Calgary, Banff and Golden. This
was a fait accompli following British Columbia's decision to have its section of the
Highway enter Alberta via the Big Bend Highway. Alberta and Saskatchewan were quick
to acquiesce to B.C.'s decision since it avoided the provincial government having to make

a “no win” choice itself between the rival claims of Edmonton and Calgary or Saskatoon

29 Annual Report: The Trans-Canada Highway Act, 1954, 5.; Dept. Mines & Resources,
Trans-Canada Highway Study, Table II (a).
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and Regina.

This decision spawned the Trans-Canada Highway System Association
(Yellowhead Route). The Association, whose president and vice-president were the
Mayors of Edmonton and Saskatoon, respectively, mounted a strong campaign in favour
of the northern route through the Yellowhead Pass. (See Map. 2, for the three alternate
western routes) Mirroring all of the arguments previously used in the railway debates, the
Association's lobbying effort sought to demonstrate that the route through Saskatoon and
Edmonton was more economical, better met the strategic needs of the country, and served
a larger population base than the southern route selected by their provincial
governments.*'

The subsequent actions of the Trans-Canada Highway Association offer an
excellent example of the way in which various class fractions will seek to augment the
power of one level of government versus another in order to promote their own economic
interests. As Garth Stevenson has pointed out:

Class fractions within a province that find the provincial government hostile

or unresponsive to their needs will support the strengthening of the central

government as a counterweight and may call upon the central government

to intervene on their behalf against the provincial government.?"!

In a brief presented to Ottawa in the Spring of 1949, the TCH Association argued

in favour of the federal government's control over the selection of the route. In this

210 "Trans-Canada Highway Yellowhead Route," Canadian Transportation (July, 1949), 404-
405; see also, Charles H. Grant, "The Evergreen Route," Roads and Bridges 78:5 (May,
1940), 12-13, 83.

211 Stevenson, 75.
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respect, the TCH Association was a unique phenomenon in the history of the Trans-
Canada Highway project. Pointing to the national importance of the project and the
federal government's primacy in matters of inter-provincial transportation in marine, rail
and air transport, the brief called for a Royal Commission to determine the route and
technical issues associated with the project. The Association contended that:
The selection of its route must be considered as a question of general importance
to the people of Canada as a whole and that the decision upon the question of the
route should not be left (so far as Saskatchewan, Alberta and British Columbia are
concerned) to the provinces through which the highway will pass. Each province is
bound to be guided by provincial considerations rather than national."*'

Although Ottawa did not acquiesce to the Association's recommendations, it did
toy with the idea of establishing a federal Highway Commission to oversee the
construction of the Highway. The Canadian Construction Association had called for the
formation of a Dominon-Provincial Highways Commission at its 1949 Annual General
Meeting.2*® The Prime Minister had received a number of letters from Quebec senators in
early 1949 that were generally favourable to the idea. Their interest was purely partisan,
and based upon their experience with federal funding provided to Quebec under the
National Health Program (1948).

With reference to the latter, Senator P.H. Bouffard complained to St.-Laurent that

Liberal contractors had been systematically denied construction work by the Quebec

212 vBrief on Trans-Canada Highway Submitted to Committee of Federal Cabinet,” Roads and
Bridges 87: 6 (June, 1949), 60-62; this article was a reprint of the brief presented to a Cabinet
committee.

213 "R oadbuilding Was Important Theme at C.C.A. Conference," Roads and Bridges 87: 2
(Feb. 1949): 59,110.
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government, which favoured their Union nationale competitors. He went on to say "Je n'ai
pas de doute que le méme systéme se continuera quant a la construction de la route Trans-
Canada."** The subsequent decision by Quebec to not pursue the funding available under
the Trans Canada Highway Agreement, may well have saved St.-Laurent some
embarrassment in his native province. Regardless, the issue of a Federal Highway
Commission was abandoned by Ottawa by late February of 1949.2°

While the introduction of federal highway standards and the "shortest practicable
east-west route” formula proved to be matters of contention in the development of the
Trans-Canada Highway, there were undoubtedly benefits to be obtained from this
approach. From a federal perspective the development of highway standards through a co-
operative approach with the provinces, and based broadly upon American practices,
limited serious criticism. It was hard for provincial governments to argue that they were
not in favour of better and safer roads built according to internationally recognized
standards. In this respect Ottawa could portray itself as promoting the welfare of all
Canadians.

The method of designating the route of the Highway across the country reinforced
Ottawa's position as an objective "facilitator” in the project. It ensured that Ottawa would
not be drawn into regional or fractional debates over the relative merits of one route or

another. As the persistent activities of the Trans-Canada Highway Association

214 NAC, St Laurent Papers, MG 26, file R-71 (Roads correspondence with Members of
Parliament), "Senator P.H. Bouffard to St-Laurent, 21/02/49."

25 NAC, Mines and Resources, RG 21., Vol. 1, "H.G. Cochrane to G.D. Mallory, 21/02/49."
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demonstrate, Ottawa was able to avoid serious regional conflicts by pleading that it was
only following the request of the respective provincés. At the same time, the experience of
Ontario demonstrates that political considerations could easily outweigh other concerns in
determining the eligibility of specific routes. While politically astute, from a technical
standpoint the approach delayed the project, since it took time for Ottawa to develop the
necessary technical expertise for supervising the project. While the Trans-Canada
Highway Agreement of 1949 provided some of the tools required for the project, it failed
to take into account the specific needs and limitations of the provinces. To complete the

project, a second agreement was necessary in 1956, as Chapter V relates.



Chapter V
Building Canada's New Main Street

Garth Stevenson has described the Trans-Canada Highway as "one of the most
important and successful of shared-cost programs."*'® Certainly, in terms of the sums
allocated the Highway was one of the most important projects of the post-war period. But
was the project successful? If the success of any plan is measured by the realization of its
stated goals within the time frame and budget allocated, it is highly unlikely that in the
early 1950s anyone would have considered the Trans-Canada Highway project even a
qualified success. The success of the Highway in its completed form and its impact upon
the social and economic fabric of Canada lay in the future, long after the original deadline
of 1956 and outside the parameters of this study.

Following the initiation of the project in 1950 progress on the Trans-Canada
Highway was painfully, if not embarrassingly, slow. By 1955 federal officials were openly
admitting that none of the provinces would be able to complete their sections by the
termination of the agreement on March 31, 1956.7 Of the 4,591 miles [7388 km] of
highway covered under the agreement, only 1,964 miles [3,160 km] were completed to
standards defined in the Highway Agreement and 322 miles 518 km] of the route
remained impassable. The project was also running over budget: with only a third of the

highway completed to standards, 60 percent of the federal funds assigned to the Highway

216 gtevenson, 156

AW R Binks, "The Trans Canada Highway, Proceeding of the Thirty-Sixth Convention
: f_Alberta. Septembe , (Ottawa:

Canadnan Good Roads Assoc:atxon, 1956) 41
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had been expended.*'*

In this final chapter, we will examine a number of factors that contributed to the
slow development of the Trans-Canada Highway in the first six years of its existence, the
provincial resentments the delays engendered, as well as the federal response to them.
Attention will also be given to the growth of the administrative and technical expertise
within the federal government and how this represented the growing recognition of the
true complexity of the task outlined in the Trans-Canada Highway agreement. In this
respect, the Trans-Canada Highway Division attempted to establish a niche for itself in the
highway construction fraternity and to play a co-ordinating role in the further application
of standards to the Highway. The Trans-Canada Highway project was a new experience
for all participants, in particular federal engineers, who undertook to coordinate the nuts-
and-bolts activities of a national highway programme even as the route and standards

continued to evolve.

5.1  Highway Developments: 1950-1956.

There were a number of reasons for the slow progress of the Trans-Canada
Highway between April 1950 and December 1956. First, one could blame the rushed and
incomplete advance preparation during the development phase of the project in the twenty
months between October 1948 and April 1950. The idea that a $300 million project,

spanning the continent and involving the co-ordination of nine or ten provincial

21% Canada, Department of Public Works,
Highway Act Fiscal Year Ended March 31, 1955, (Ottawa: Queens Printer, 1955), 5 9.
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governments, could be planned and implemented within such a short period of time proved
unduly optimistic. Second, the newly formed Trans-Canada Highway Division, as the
agency responsible for monitoring the project, had to undergo a considerable learning
curve following its establishment in 1950.

Division engineering staff quickly made their presence known in the highway
engineering fraternity both nationally and in the United States. Records of the Division
from 1950 to 1952 document extensive involvement by Division staff in at least seven
professional organizations. While the reports of these meetings indicate that Division
personnel were accumulating useful data that was immediately applied to the Trans-
Canada Highway, there are strong indications that their active participation was also
intended to legitimize the activities of the Division within the highway profession. Thus, in
recommending federal financial support of the AASHO's planned accelerated traffic
loading tests, W. R. Binks, the Division's foundation engineer, suggested that:

...the various highway agencies in the USA would realize that we are particularly

interested in the advancement of highway engineering. The Provincial

Governments would also realize that the Federal Government is willing to take the

initiative in such work for the promotion of better highways.*'

Even as it attempted to establish its position within the engineering community, the
Division's position within the federal bureaucracy remained in flux as it underwent two re-

organizations prior to 1956. Following the election of 1953, R.H. Winters was named

Minister of Public Works and the Division was transferred to his new department. There

29 NAC, Dept. of Public Works, RG 11, 84-85/061; vol. 1205, file 9-0-0, pt.1 "Report on
AASHO Meeting by W. R. Binks; Chicago, March 6-7, 1952," 5; Volumes 1205 and 1206
concern conference and travel reports and claims of the Division.
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were further changes in April 1954 when the Development Engineering Branch was
established within the Department of Public Works. The formation of the Branch is
indicative of the growing complexity of the Highway portfolio and the federal
government's expanded commitment to highway development in general. In this respect,
the Branch mirrored most provincial highway departments, in that it also had specialized
sections dealing with administration (Trans-Canada Highway Division); bridges and
structures (Structures Division); and Materials Testing (Testing Laboratory Division).=*

As is often the case in departmental restructuring, conflicts arose within the Branch
over the extent of divisional authority in the implementation of the Highway Agreement.
In one noteworthy case, .M. Wardle, now Chief Engineer of Public Works, had to
intercede in a conflict between R.A. Campbell, Chief Engineer of the Trans-Canada
Highway Division, and V.S. Thompson, Chief Engineer of the Structures Branch, in order
to reestablish a working relationship which would prevent further delays in processing
provincial claims.®!

Administrative problems did not exist solely within the Trans-Canada Highway
Division. The Highway Agreement, while providing broad standards under which the
Trans-Canada would be constructed, did not define how these would be implemented.

Indeed, one of the major difficulties appears to have been the lack of conformity in

20 Anpual Report: Trans-Canada Highway 1954, 3; Binks, "Trans-Canada Highway," 44.

2t NAC, Dept. of Public Works, RG 11, Vol. 1212, 38-0-0, pt.1, V.S. Thompson to R.A.
Campbell, Feb. 21, 1955, and R.A. Campbell to V.S. Thompson, March 11, 1955, and
following. Thompson questioned the "uneconomical use of materials” in two bridge designs
submitted by B.C. and approved by Campbell's Division .
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practices between the provinces. By October 1951, more than a year after the signing of
the Trans-Canada Highway Agreement, the Division found it necessary to convene a
Federal-Provincial Engineers Conference on November 28, 1951 to discuss technical
matters associated with the project. In his introductory comments, J.M. Wardle, Director
of the Engineering and Water Resources Branch pointed to the importance of obtaining
uniformity in all phases of design and construction of the project. The purpose of the
meeting was "to define specific methods of meeting the requirements of Schedule B, the
technical standards section of the Highway agreement.”?

The meeting was attended by representatives of all ten provinces: Nova Scotia,
which eventually signed the agreement in May 1952, and Quebec, who did not sign until
1960, accepted invitations to attend.” The conference covered a wide range of technical
subjects and was divided into nine separate committees. These discussed subjects ranging
from standardizing administrative practices, to surveying standards, geometric highway
design, as well as bridges and structures. The Division considered the conference a major

success and another similar technical meeting was held in September 1952 .2*

22 1bid, Summary, Federal-Provincial Engineers Conference, November 28th-30th, 1951, 1.

2 G B. Williams, "The Trans-Canada Highway," in
Canadian Good Roads Association, Oct. 4-10, 1970, (Montreal: R.T.A.C., 1971), 264.
The Quebec Liberal Party under Jean Lesage called for the province to recuperate
shared-cost programme funds lost through the U.N_'s refusal to participate in many
federal projects, such as the Trans-Canada Highway. Their election in 1960 paved
the way for Quebecs parttcnpatlon in the project, see: Dale C. Thompson, Jean

. (Toronto: Macmillan, 1984), 76, and 367.

24 1bid, 2; Canada, Dept. of Resources and Development, Report of Proceedings under the
Trans-Canada Highway Act for the fiscal year end March 31, 1953, (Ottawa: Dept. of

Resources and Development, 1953), 10-11.
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Even as the specifications were defined, the route of the highway continued to
undergo study. For example, in early 1951 Ontario finally confirmed its route between
Sudbury and Chapleau. Rather than proceeding in a straight line between the two
communities, the province decided to push the road south through Thessalon. This added
another 150 miles [ 241 km ] to the road, but brought the Highway closer to Sauit Ste.
Marie and the American border. Once again, Ottawa accepted Ontario's meandering
version of a "straight" line. ™

Probably the most noteworthy change was the decision to abandon the Big Bend
Highway route through the interior mountains of British Columbia in favour of running
through Rogers’ Pass. This particular change was necessitated by plans for the
construction of a hydro-electric project on the Columbia River that would flood a large
section of the Highway adjacent to the river. Beginning in 1953 and over the next three
years the Trans-Canada Highway Division undertook surveys through Glacier and Mount
Revelstoke National Parks with a view to determining an alternative route through the
Selkirk Mountains. The suitability of the route through Roger's Pass was officially
confirmed on March 13, 1956 by H.A. Young, Deputy Minister of the Department of
Public Works in a letter to the B.C. Minister of Highways, P. ("Flying Phil") Gagliardi. 2

The new, more direct route between Golden and Revelstoke B.C. had the

immediate benefit of reducing the distance of the Highway by almost 110 miles [177 km].

25 NAC, Records of Dept. of Public Works, RG 11, Acc 84/85-061, Box 1210, file 34-6-0,
R.B. Jennings to R.A. Campbell, 19 Feb. 1951.

25 Annual Report: Trans-Canada Highway, 1954, 4.; also: NAC, Dept. of Public Works, RG
11, ACC. 84-85/061, Box 1210/26-10-0, Maj. H. A. Young to P. Gagliardi, March 13, 1956.
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There were other, less obvious benefits. Since most of the new section of highway was to
be constructed through National Parks, much of the financial and administrative
responsibility for the new route was absorbed by the federal government. Given the fact
that the route proved to be one of the most difficult and expensive to construct, British
Columbia undoubtedly benefitted from the decision as much as did road-weary motorists
who continue to marvel at the vistas along one of the most magnificent stretches of
highway in Canada. (See Map 3 for the 1952 Trans-Canada Route Map)

In Nova Scotia, work only began on the Highway following its signing of the
Trans-Canada Highway agreement in May 1952. The province had refused to participate
in the project on the grounds that Ottawa was unwilling, quite possibly unable, to provide
a detailed estimate as to what proportion of the route would be eligible for retroactive
payments. However, the impasse eased when Winters finally acceded in March 1951 to
Nova Scotia’s request that he send the Trans-Canada Highway Division's Supervising
Engineer for New Brunswick, A.S. Gunn, to Halifax to undertake a preliminary appraisal
of the Nova Scotia section of the Trans-Canada Highway.?’ Previously, Winters had
refused to consider a formal appraisal of the province's route, but now he cordially replied
to Merrill Rawding, Nova Scotia's Highway Minister, that, "... We shall be very happy to
have [Gunn] make a brief survey of your designated route and advise in a general way as

to whether certain sections do, or do not, meet the specifications."?*

ZINAC, Unpublished Sessional Papers, 5th Session , 21st Parliament, No. 108a, RG 14, Ds,
Vol. 574, Merrill D. Rawding to Hon. R.H. Winters, March 21, 1951.

28 Ibid, R.H.Winters to Hon. M. Rawding, April 4, 1951.
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This concession helped. But federal money was an even stronger persuader, and
Nova Scotia finally agreed to participate in the Trans-Canada project after the federal
government's agreed to begin construction of the highly contentious Canso Causeway in
1952. Funded by the Department of Transport, the fixed link between Cape Breton and
the mainland formed an important link in the Trans-Canada Highway across Nova Scotia.
While no direct connection between the two events has been found, the province signed
the Trans-Canada Highway agreement on May 15, 1952, the same day that the first
contracts for the construction of the Causeway project was announced.” Nine of the
provinces were finally on board. In Canada, that can even look like unanimity. However,
Nova Scotia’s tardy entry into the project ensured that it would be impossible to complete
the project within the time frame set in 1949.

There were other factors that mitigated against the progress of the Highway
nationally. The Korean War (1950-53) resulted in serious shortages in certain strategic
materials, particularly steel and cement following the introduction of Government controls
in 1951. A 1950 report in the Financial Post even suggested that the Trans-Canada
Highway project would be shelved as a result of the crisis.>® Although this never appears
to have been a serious consideration, the highway lobby was sufficiently worried to
mobilize against postponement. Thus the Manitoba Motor League wrote to the Minister

that structural steel should be made available to such a "national" project as the Trans-

291, J. Doucet, The Road to the Isle, (Fredericton: Univ. Press of New Brunswick, 1955),
np. 34-35; Annual Report, Trans-Canada Highway, 1954, 2.

Bon+ Almost certain' to shelve Trans-Canada way in 1951," Financial Post. 9 Dec. 1950, 1.
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Canada Highway. Meanwhile, the CGRA's managing director, Major C. W. Gilchrist,
published an article in the Financial Post decrying possible cuts to highway construction.
Noting the potential strategic value of highways, Gilchrist argued that highway
construction should receive top priority in a period of national emergency. Like the
Americans, Canada needed to bolster its defense by sustaining and improving its current
highway network. 2!

Gilchrist's comments epitomized the growing awareness of the military importance
of highways in the early 1950s. One of the earliest, if not the first, national highway
surveys conducted by the Department of National Defence took place in 1953. Not too
surprisingly, the survey confirmed the overall limited standards of the Canadian highway
network and noted the need for considerable improvement to meet military, industrial and
civil defense requirements.>? Consequently, the Trans-Canada Highway project survived
the Korean crisis. Even so, the shortage of steel was so acute that R.A. Campbell, the
Highway Division's Chief Engineer, informed all Supervising Engineers in August 1951
that the federal Government was now willing to pay 50 percent of the cost of temporary
wooden structures, primarily bridges and overpasses, and an equal percentage of the cost

of permanent replacement structures when built.?* This letter formalized an agreement

Bl C.W. Gilchrist, “Should Highways Have Top Priority No Curtailment in Peace and War?"
Financial Post 24 February, 1951, 22;

321 t -Col. D. W. Cunnington, "How Do Canada's Highways Meet Military Requirements?"
Roads and Engineering Construction 91:3 (Mar. 1954),175-176.

B3 NAC, Dept. of Public Works, RG 11, Vol. 1212, 38-0-0, pt.1, R.A. Campbell: Memo to
All Supervising Engineers, Aug. 20, 1951.
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that had been reached informally between H.A. Young, the Deputy Minister, and J.D.
Millar, Deputy of Highways for Ontario, the previous January. Apparently not all the
provincial governments were alerted to the change in policy regarding temporary
structures, as Campbell’s memo to J. M. Wardle in early October 1951 revealed:

We feel that it would be inadvisable to mention this at the Good Roads

Association Convention, as to the best of our knowledge, the remaining Provinces

are not aware of this ruling because it is felt that if this were generally known, the

Provinces might relax their efforts to obtain steel for the Trans-Canada Highway in

favour of Provincial roads.>*

Campbell's comment alludes to the single greatest cause for delays in the
construction of the Highway in the early 1950s: namely, the provincial obsession with
building their own highway systems. Between 1950 and 1952, annual provincial
expenditures for roads and streets increased from $247 million to $356 million. Provincial
highway budgets broke records year-after-year as highway departments continued the
upgrading of primary and secondary provincial routes. By 1954, Canadian governments
were projecting an annual expenditure of $451 million on their highways.>* Highway
budgets continued to represent a substantial portion of overall provincial spending, 22.1

percent of Saskatchewan's budget in 1953.%¢ Under the continuing pressure of rising

motor vehicle registrations and use, provincial highway departments concentrated their

B4NAC, Dept. of Public Works, RG 11, 84-85/61, vol. 1205, file 9-0-0, pt 1., R.A. Campbell
to Mr. Wardle, 11 October 1951.

25 See Table 1; "For Highways 415 Millions a Year: How Provinces are Sharing Peak
Spending," Financial Post 10 April 1954: 44-46.

26 Antonio Talbot, "Annual Review of the President,” Proceedings of the Thirty-Seventh
Convention of the Canadian Good Roads Association Oct, 2-5, 1956, (Ottawa: Canadian
Good Roads Association, 1957) 11; Laramour, "Jack Douglas", 103.
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resources upon the improvement of highways connecting growing metropolitan centres.
This was most evident in Ontario, where the continued upgrading of controlled access
highways such as the Queen Elizabeth Way and Highway 401 were the central pre-
occupation of the Department of Highways.

In this scramble for materials and resources, the Trans-Canada Highway was a
project of secondary importance. Its construction schedule had assumed it would become
a provincial priority. When it did not, progress inevitably was slow.”” Nevertheless,
construction statistics on the Highway between 1949 and 1956 point to some progress.
(See Table 5 for construction statistics) Grading along the route advanced at an average
rate of 250 miles [402 km] per year. Completed mileage, following paving of graded
surfaces, was naturally slower but showed an annual average growth of 188 miles [303
km] per year. There was a slight increase in paved mileage in the period between 1953-
1956 when the completion rate of the Highway grew to an average of 206 miles [330 km]
per year.

Newfoundland posed the one of the greatest problems for the project due to the
fact that the route from St. John's to Port-aux-Basques had to be entirely re-constructed to
Trans-Canada Highway standards. By the end of 1956 the province had not paved any of
its designated route. Nova Scotia, which had entered the agreement late, also was

registering slow progress. In Ontario the construction of the route in the Chapleau area

37 NAC, Records of Dept. of Mines and Resources, RG 21, Vol. 1, file. 291.4.10.12.2, "The
Trans-Canada Highway," 1.
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was not progressing well, and it comprised the largest single gap in the proposed route.
By 1955, despite advances in construction and an investment of $202 million the route
remained impassable. The extent of the problem was made evident in November 1955,
when G.B. Williams, Chief Engineer of the Development Engineering Branch, provided
the Deputy Minister of Public Works with a confidential memo that stated that, at the
existing rate of progress, sections of the Trans-Canada Highway would not be completed

until at least 1970, or later.>*

5.2  Plugging The Gaps

The project was undoubtedly in trouble. So too, by association, was the Liberal
government in Ottawa that had initiated it. In the House of Commons, opposition
members sought answers as to why the Trans-Canada Highway was moving at a snail's
pace. Asked in 1954 when the project would be completed, Winters evasively responded
that the Government had no commitment to the Highway beyond 1956. He further
attempted to deflect criticism of the Government's performance by emphasizing that it was
the individual provinces, not the federal government, who were responsible for the
construction of the Highway. Ottawa was in a difficult position, Winters explained, but,
“_..We have been doing everything we can to urge on the provincial governments the

desirability of making haste within the terms of the agreement.*’

2% Binks, "Trans-Canada Highway," 42-43; NAC, Dept. Public Works, RG 11, Acc. 84-
85/061, Box 1206 file 9-0-0, G.B. Williams to H.A. Young (Deputy Minister), 7 Nov. 1955.

39 Debates, 3937-3939.
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Nonetheless, by 1955 the Liberal Government was faced with a dilemma. As the
Minister had intimated in the Commons, it could allow the Highway Agreement to expire
as required in December 1956 without the Highway being completed. However, allowing
one of the Government's major national construction initiatives to collapse in a possible
election year would not be politically astute.** Conversely, the Government could take
steps to complete as much of the project as quickly as possible. This second, more
politically appealing option was the one taken.

In November 1955 Robert Winters, as the Minister responsible for the Highway
project, convened another Federal-Provincial Conference to discuss means whereby the
provinces could be encouraged to accelerate their work on the Highway. In stark contrast
to the Government's earlier approach that portrayed Ottawa as a facilitator, the Minister
presented a series of proposed amendments that would substantially increase federal
contributions to the project. The Government was prepared to submit these proposals to
Parliament as an amendment that would see the Trans-Canada Highway Act extended
from 1956 to 1960 and the total admissible federal contribution increased to a maximum
of $250 million.**!

The Federal-Provincial Conference of 1955 was intended to address many of the
concerns that had limited provincial participation in the project. At the beginning of the

conference Winters proposed a new formula for federal contributions to encourage the

240 Bothwell, et al., 142-143; the other project was the St. Lawrence Seaway.

2! Canada, "Proceedings of the Federal-Provincial Highway Conference, Ottawa, November
14-15, 1955," Warren Buskard, official reporter. Tms (photocopy) in Library of Parliament,
12-14.
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elimination of the gaps in the Trans-Canada Highway through construction of routes
where none then existed. These 'gaps’ represented slightly over 10 percent of the total
route.?*? The proposed formula saw the elimination of federal funding for previous
construction, that is sections constructed before 1949, and the introduction of a federal
contribution of 90 percent of costs for 10 percent construction within each province. The
existing 50 percent contribution for new construction would continue, provinces had to
sustain outlays on the highway equal to the average for the previous two years. The new
agreement would be extended to 1959. One final change entitled provinces to substitute a
"good standard" of paved highway for Trans-Canada Highway standards.?**

The new proposals illustrate the degree of concern which the federal government
had over the halting progress of the project. Winters stated, "the whole object of this
formula is to provide an impetus to the work and get new construction going to close the
gaps and get the maximum amount of mileage completed."*** Over the next two days, the
provinces voiced a variety of concerns over the administration and financing of the
project. These concerns centred on the issue of provincial priorities, highway standards
and routing as well a the degree of financial assistance accorded to the provinces.

Saskatchewan's J.T. Douglas offered the most succinct explanation of the

provinces' inability to proceed on schedule with the project. It had been impractical for the

provincial governments to delay, he said, the development of other important routes

22 Highway Conference 1955, 9.
23 1hid., 10-13.

# Tbid., 25.
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within provinces in order to concentrate on the Trans-Canada Highway. Douglas
elaborated:

One of the difficulties faced by Saskatchewan..has been the diversion of

funds from our regular program of highway construction to meet the

requirements of the Trans-Canada Highway, resulting in a neglect of a

number of urgent projects.

He went on to comment that the deviation from provincial schedules would have an
adverse effect upon the "internal economy of the province" by encouraging the deferral of
reconstruction projects which would uitimately result in major capital expenditures for the
provinces.?**

Douglas' comments regarding provincial priorities were seconded by James Allan,
Ontario's Minister of Highways. In light of the fact that the province had to contend with
increased volumes of traffic in southern Ontario, the density of traffic on much of the
proposed Trans-Canada Highway did not warrant immediate attention. The 57,000 cars
that choked the Q.E.W. on a Labour Day were as many cars as much of the proposed
Trans-Canada Highway would see in a year. In Allan's opinion, the standards for the
Trans-Canada Highway were simply not warranted by the traffic the road would carry. A
similar opinion was held by E.S. Spencer, Minister of Public Works for Newfoundland.**

Financial matters were the primary concern of provincial representatives.

Allowable expenses under the shared cost agreement continued to be a contentious issue.

The provinces maintained that the original 50/50 cost sharing plan was a misrepresentation

5 Ibid., 53; for Talbot's comments see above

26 Tbid., 26-27; for Spencer's remarks see: Ibid., 93-94.
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of the true costs of construction. Responsible for the purchase of the right of way as well
as the construction of intersections and other expenses, the provinces were in fact paying
close to 60 percent of the true construction costs. Given the current arrangement, even if
the federal government paid for 90 percent of the remaining project, the federal
contribution in the final accounting would not exceed 53 percent of true costs.?*’ In order
to make the arrangement more equitable, the provinces, led by Alberta, argued that the
federal government should assume a greater proportion of actual construction costs for
intersections and similar works required by federal standards.?**

The provinces wanted Ottawa to pay more than 50 percent of the total cost of the
highway, perhaps as much as much as 100 percent. Some thought it should even
reimburse them for work already done since 1949. Newfoundland even complained that
almost 40 percent of its current provincial budget was going into road construction and
that it desperately needed additional funding.*** Since Ottawa had established the route
and standards for the Highway, it should pay a greater proportion of its cost, said the
provinces.. Their appetite for highway dollars was insatiable in 1955: federal aid should
extend beyond the Trans-Canada Highway, they said, to encourage completion of the

project and to stimulate economic growth at a time when the Canadian economy was once

again going into recession..*

“7 Ibid. 43, S8.

* bid., 200.

2 Ibid., 127.

0 Ibid., 50, 96, 229.
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Alberta's representative G. E. Taylor raised the issue that the federal government
obtained $225 million a year from duties levied on the automobile and related industries.
Comparatively speaking, the $150 million promised over six years for the Trans-Canada
Highway was a paltry sum. Taylor thought that half of the $225 million should be
allocated to the provinces for highway use within the framework of a systematic national
highway policy.”!

The federal government had no desire to share its motor vehicle revenues
indefinitely or to stay in the highway business permanently. Winters stated categorically,
"the Federal Government is not prepared to announce a program of participation in
highways beyond the Trans-Canada Highway, which [alone] has national significance."**
He pointed to the federal government's current budget deficit and to its unwillingness “to
do anything which is in the nature of an invasion or encroachment on provincial
jurisdiction"?* as justifications for inaction. The federal government was not anxious to
change the fifty-fifty funding formula either, for this protected it against demands that it
pay most or all of the cost of the highway. Yet provincial entreaties were rewarded with
minor federal concessions. It now agreed to pay half the cost of constructing intersections
and grade separations. It resolved the issue of highway standards by extending federal

subsidies to paved routes constructed to acceptable (i.e. provincial) standards. Finally, it

agreed to extend the agreement to 1960, as the provinces requested.

! Highway Conference 1955, 88.
22 Tbid., 143.

23 1bid., 91, 107.
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The first amendment to The Trans-Canada Highway Act was passed in 1956. It
increased the federal contribution by $100 million, for a total of $250 million. By
December of that year all nine participating provinces had renewed their agreements for
the construction of the highway.?** In his opening remarks to the second reading of the
amendment, R. H. Winters compared the Trans-Canada Highway to the building of the
CPR, the sacred cow of Canadian unity; both, it would seem, would take eleven years to
build. But, he proudly said, the similarities went further inasmuch as the Trans-Canada
Highway, "would help to weld the country more closely together and ... contribute to
national growth and development just as the railways did in the nineteenth century.?*

The minister's comments underscore the fact that a number of factors contributed
to the decision of the federal government to fund the Trans-Canada Highway project.
Nevertheless, it was its potential as a national employment initiative that remained its most
alluring benefit for the federal Liberal government. Tourism, long touted by many as an
‘export’ of unparalleled importance, was certainly a secondary or tertiary benefit. This was
particularly true following the rapid expansion of Canadian petroleum production in
Alberta following the Leduc find of 1947. Increased domestic production, which by 1956

met three-quarters of demand, reduced Canadian imports of petroleum and improved the

254 Canada, Department of Public Works,

Annual Report of Proceedings Under the Trans-
Canada Highway Act for fiscal year ended March 31, 1957, (Ottawa, Queen's Printer, 1957),
1-2.

25 Debates (Commons), April 19, 1956, 3069.
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nation's exchange situation.”*® The Highway thus served a purpose by encouraging
Canadians to remain in Canada. Nevertheless, domestic tourist traffic, as the provinces
frequently noted, did not warrant the construction of the Highway. Ottawa knew, as did
the provinces, that improved north-south connections, specifically international points of
entry, were historically more the key to increasing tourism receipts than the construction
of a transcontinental route.

Perhaps the most telling evidence of the importance of employment creation as a
function of the Trans-Canada Highway is found in the annual reports issued on the
project. From the first comprehensive reports beginning in 1952, detailed information is
provided on annual expenditures, progress of work, contracts let, as well as the number of
hours of direct and indirect employment created by the project. The reports up to 1956
and even into the 1960's never provide information on the type or volume of traffic on the
highway, even after its official opening in 1962." From this fact alone, one may surmise
that from the perspective of the federal government, all other benefits stemming from the
construction of the Trans-Canada Highway, apart from employment creation, were of
secondary importance. |

The federal government's approach to the construction of the Trans-Canada
Highway between 1950 and 1956 illustrates how it assumed an increasingly important role

in the realization of the project. Initially conceived as a provincial initiative supported by

26 Morton, Short History, 21S5; see also: John Richards and Larry Pratt, Prairie Capitalism:
Power and Influence in the New West, (Toronto: McClelland and Stewart, 1979), 44-45.

XQQLEDMM&LQM.MQ (Ottawa Dept of Pubhc Works 1965)
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federal assistance, the departments responsible for the construction of the highway soon
asserted themselves into a leadership role out of the need to define and control the
construction process.

In the face of lagging provincial activity in the project, the Government undertook
to encourage greater provincial interest by increasing its financial support for the project.
Most importantly, by the 1950s the construction of the Trans-Canada Highway was no
longer perceived as essentially an unemployment relief measure, but had assumed a
momentum of its own. As that momentum lagged, in the face of divergent provincial
priorities or limited budgets, Ottawa sought to increase the incentives for provincial
participation. One way of doing this was through increased funding. Another was by
reducing the standards for construction in order to ensure the completion of a paved
transcontinental route. Thus, by 1956 the Trans Canada Highway was no longer perceived

solely as a means to an end for the federal government, but had become a goal in itself.
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Conclusion

In 1929 the Federal government ended Ottawa's first foray into the realm of road
administration and financing by terminating further discussion on the renewal of the
Canada Highways Act of 1919. The Act, which had distributed $20 million in conditional
grants to the provinces, was ostensibly a victim of Ottawa'’s attempt to control its war
debt. The Prime Minister, Mackenzie King, reportedly stated that extending the Act would
have meant raising taxes and "he was not disposed to increase still further federal taxation,
while that of the provinces -- who profited most by the construction of highways --
remained at the present level." Ironically, in March of 1929 the employment crisis which
the Act had been intended to combat was no longer a current issue.**

Twenty years later another Liberal Government enacted legislation “to encourage
and assist in" the construction of a Trans-Canada Highway by as much as $150 million.
This legislation resumed, after a long hiatus, previous government policy, both Liberal and
Conservative. In 1919 and again in 1930 Federal Governments had supported provincial
highway efforts as part of a more comprehensive employment programme. Indeed, the
Trans-Canada Highway had been proposed in 1943 as an ideal national project to absorb
the unemployed during any post-war economic slump.

Yet this continuity in government purpose was overshadowed by the revolutionary
impact of the automobile on government agendas, especially after World War II. By 1946
there were approximately 1.6 million motor vehicles on Canadian roads. By the end of the

decade, this number had almost doubled. The upward trend in motor vehicle ownership

258 Eederal Aid for Highways," The Canadian Engineer, 56 (12 Mar. 1929): 347.
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appeared inexorable. As more Canadians took to the highways, roads designed to handle
pre-war volumes were swamped with traffic. Moreover, once behind the wheel of more
powerful post-war cars, Canadians killed and maimed themselves in ever increasing
numbers. Even the finest highways in Canada, such as Ontario's Queen Elizabeth Way,
failed to meet the needs of both private and commercial users for effective and safe
transportation. Coincident with this trend toward a motorized society was the equally
constant demand by provincial governments, in particular those on the Prairies and in the
Maritimes, for federal assistance for highway and road construction. The Rowell-Sirois
Report on Dominion-Provincial Relations, as well as a number of committees on
Reconstruction emphasized the growing significance of highway investment, the former
from a debt perspective, the latter from revenue generation, particularly for the provinces
from tourism.

As outlined above, the Trans-Canada Highway had a long and chequered history
in Canada. There had always been a strong lobby for it, composed of automobile
associations, highway construction firms and engineers, provincial highway officials, and
enthusiasts like Dr. Perry Doolittle. Constitutional niceties and federal stinginess meant
that the project limped along for decades with minimal funding. However, in 1949 the
purse strings were significantly loosened and the Trans-Canada Highway became a high
priority to a Federal government that now recognized its "universal" appeal. It had
become, as the saying goes, all things to all people. The political context of the project had
three principal elements. First, outside of the Quebec government, there was no significant

opposition to the project in the broad political arenas. Where difficulties did arise, it
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normally involved not the idea of Federal financing, but rather its stinginess. Indeed, so
little did the constitutional implications of the highway bother the nine participating
provinces in the 1949-1955 period that they seemed quite prepared to let the Federal
Government pay for the project in its entirety. But the Federal government repeatedly
turned down their “generous” offer..

Highway specifications were the second political element. The Federal government
wanted them uniformly applied throughout the country. There was no particular
engineering need for this uniformity. Rather it was a symbolic, "political” gesture, a
throwback to an earlier era when a railways had to be built to the same gauge to maximize
national gﬁciency. At a time when only a fraction of Canadian highways were paved,
black top and an occasional climbing lane would have been quite sufficient in many
regions. In its romantic attempt to build Canada’s “Main Street,” the Federal government
ignored the condition of the various provincial highway networks and local traffic
requirements. Instead, it attempted to enforce a bureaucratic norm on widely divergent
situations.

Had Canada possessed something like the Bureau of Public Roads in the United
States, it might have made sense for federal “experts” to pressure the provinces to
conform to a national standard of highway design that had evolved over time and with
experience. But the Trans-Canada Highway Division of the Canadian government was a
novice in the field of highway construction, its small engineering group highly over-
worked and under-staffed. Ironically, one of the provinces most upset with the Federal

standards being imposed, for they far exceeded its own fiscal capabilities to match, was
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Newfoundland. The irony lay in the fact that the 1949 legislation was supposed to prove
the benefits of Confederation to the sceptical Newfoundlanders. Instead, by 1955 they
were drowning in construction bills.

The highway's route was the third political consideration. The Federal government
thought it was playing smart politics by doing its utmost to keep costs and the taxes
needed to pay for the project in check. Hence it wanted to build the road straight through
the wilderness rather than circuitously through the towns. Failing to learn from its earlier
experiences with such projects as the national Transcontinental Railway, the Federal
government thus insisted on a route that failed to take into account some of the major
economic factors underlying highway location - namely potential traffic, population
centres, and traffic volume. There was something ironic about a Canadian "Main Street"
whose route bypassed three or four provincial capitals. The Federal government was
politically naive ever to think that the provincial governments would wholeheartedly
embrace a project that did not address their own highway needs. The slow progress of the
Highway is some provinces was no doubt the result of this cavalier treatment. Moreover,
Ottawa's squabbles with New Brunswick, Nova Scotia, and Ontario over the route (and
the issues of compensation the route raised) did much to undo the goodwill that the
Highway supposedly embodied.

The Trans-Canada Highway Act of 1956 addressed these three political issues. By
revising many of the conditions attached to the original agreement, it constituted Ottawa's
recognition of some of these initial failings. It was an attempt to reduce the political fallout

from them. The Act also symbolized how completely the politics of the Trans-Canada
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using the Trans-Canada Highway as an unemployment relief project. Had it not been for
the fear of a major economic downtumn in early 1950, it is questionable whether the Prime
Minister and his Cabinet would have waived their previous concerns over unanimous
provincial agreement to the terms of the Act. In short, Ottawa was quite prepared to
shelve the project until an economic recession necessitated it. The provinces, by contrast,
thought highways vital to their own economies; and they pressed the Federal government
for any road money they could get, even for a national highway, provided they could
determine its route.

By 1956 there had been a role reversal. Once federal prestige had been committed
to the project, Ottawa came pleading in 1955 for accelerated provincial spending, and for
a faster completion date. What had once been merely a means of unemployment relief, had
transformed into a shining national goal: Canada’s Main Street. The make work project of
the 1930s had become the national dream for the 1950s. The provinces never signed on to
this myth, which meant that the Federal Government found itself investing ever more into
a project that by its official termination in 1970 was to cost Ottawa over $825 million for a
road whose original specifications were now the norm for a paved rural route. Buoyed by
the post-war boom, Ottawa was briefly attempted to direct the flow of highway
development in Canada. However, it was ill-prepared for this new role, and was unwilling
to accept the full cost of its initiative. As such, Canada's Main Street suffered the fate of
its namesakes in many Canadian towns and cities as its importance was eclipsed by more
'modern’ provincial highways. In the end, Canada obtained its transcontinental highway,

but as a standard for future highway development, it was too little highway, too late.
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