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The Development of Canada’s Five Leading
National Ports*

Charles N. Forward

Résumél Abstract

Montréal, Québec, Saint-Jean et Halifax, sur la cte ovientale, ainsi que Vancouver sur la cite occidentale, ont été les ports de marchan-
dises diverses les plus importants du Canada pendant la plus grande partie de I'bistoire du pays. A différentes époques, il y a eu entre eux des
relations aussi bien de complémentarité que de concurrence et I'importance relative de chaque port a varié selon les changements de la technologie
du transport et les modifications des courants commerciaux. Avant la Confédération, le port de Québec occupait la premiére place, mais il la
céda vapidement a Montréal quand le vapeur supplanta le batean a voile et que la voie navigable du Saint-Laurent fut élargie et approfon-
die. Montréal a dominé le commerce maritime au Canada pendant plusienrs dizaines d'années, jusqu’a ce que Uessor récent de Vancouver
[finisse par mettre fin a cette prépondérance. Pendant leur longue histoive, les cing ports ont réussi a survivre a des périodes d' adversité et a
garder leur importance et leurs viles vespectifs dans le commerce mavitime national, malgré l'apparition de nombreux nouveaux concurrents.

The east coast ports of Montreal, Quebec, Saint Jobn and Halifax, together with Vancouver on the west coast, have functioned as
Canada’s leading general cargo ports throughout much of the nation’s history. Both competitive and complementary velationships have existed
between them at various times, and the velative importance of each port has fluctuated in vesponse to changes in transport technology and
trading patterns. Before Confederation, Quebec was the leading port, but it soon lost this leadership to Montreal, as the steamship displaced
the sailing vessel and the St. Lawrence Ship Channel was widened and deepened. Montreal dominated Canada’s shipping trade for many
decades until the recent rise of Vancouver finally overshadowed it. During their lengthy history all five ports have managed to survive periods
of adversity and maintain their importance and respective voles in the nation’s shipping trade, despite the appearance of many new competi-
tors.

The five leading national ports are an odd collection of
cities in terms of size: Montreal is one of Canada’s two
large metropolises of nearly three million people; Van-
couver at well over one million is the third largest city in
the country; Quebec is half the size of Vancouver; Halifax
is half the size of Quebec; and Saint John is a little less than
half the size of Halifax. Although they were not the five
largest ports in total cargo handled in 1978, they all
ranked within the top nine. The bulk cargo ports of Sept-
les, Port Cartier and Thunder Bay ranked above all except
Vancouver, and Hamilton ranked above Saint John and
Halifax. It is in the handling of general cargo — the wide
variety of commodities involved in Canada’s import and
export trade — that the five are leaders and identified as
truly national ports. That these five became Canada’s only
full-scale container ports in the 1970s is indicative of their
world port status. All but Vancouver were prominent cit-
ies in their own regions from their earliest beginnings,
and even Vancouver asserted its dominance over its early
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rival, Victoria, before the nineteenth century was over.
Those that were not leading ports except in their own re-
gions in colonial times later became national ports after
rail transportation confirmed their nodal status within the
country. They were recognized as the key national ports
by the Royal Commission on Transportation reporting in
1905 and the National Ports Survey of 1931-32." Their
special status can be well documented with the detailed
statistical information on Canadian ports available since
World War I1.%

Competition between the ports has waxed and waned
throughout the years and specific regional rivalries have
developed. Montreal and Quebec have competed for the
trade focused on the St. Lawrence system, as have Halifax
and Saint John for that focused on the ice-free Atlantic
coast. But in a broader context, Montreal and Quebec
have co-operated against their Atlantic rivals in defending
the St. Lawrence share of national trade versus that of the
Atlantic ports. Vancouver, as a “Johnny-come-lately,”
was pitted against all Eastern ports in its battle to push the
freight divide on the Prairies eastward against the strong
resistance of entrenched trading patterns. A symbiotic re-
lationship existed alongside competition in some situa-
tions, however. The Atlantic ports complemented the
river ones as winter ports when the St. Lawrence was closed
to shipping owing to ice, Montreal’s winter port being
Saint John and Quebec’s being Halifax.



The aim of this study is to trace the evolution of each of
the five ports since its founding to determine the role of
each port in the nation’s shipping trade and the competi-
tive interrelationships between them. In order to facilitate
comparisons and minimize redundancies, the develop-
ment of the ports is considered on a regional basis in three
periods: before 1900, 1900-1945, and since 1945. In the
formative period before 1900 a national transportation
system was established and all five ports assumed national
functions. The first half of the twentieth century was
marked by development of Western Canada, the elabora-
tion of the rail transport system, and the modernization of
the national ports in keeping with the needs of the steam-
ship period. Since 1945 rapid growth of population and
expansion of the economy has produced a tremendous in-
crease in the shipping trade and the national ports have
responded by the installation of automated handling sys-
tems and other technological improvements.

PRE-1900 PERIOD

The five port cities were founded at different times, for
different reasons, and by different groups of people, but in
each case the potential of the harbour for port develop-
ment was recognized. All except Vancouver were well
developed ports with flourishing shipping trades by the
time of Confederation. The building of railways through-
out the nation in the latter part of the century tied to-
gether the various different regions and established Van-
couver as the key port of the Pacific coast.

St. Lawrence Ports

From the Gulf of St. Lawrence to Lake Ontario there are
two key points of transition between significantly differ-
ent segments of the St. Lawrence River. The first is the
point where the broad estuary narrows and a well pro-
tected harbour exists at the western end of the Isle
d’Orleans, and there Quebec was established in 1608. The
channel at Quebec was over 18 metres (60 feet) deep and
there was deep water close inshore.? The second key point
is 258 kilometres (160 miles) upstream from Quebec
where the gradient suddenly steepens at the Lachine
Rapids, and Montreal was established on the left bank
below the rapids in 1642. In the early colonial period all
classes of ships could navigate to Quebec, but the channel
to Montreal was limited to a draft of about 3 metres (10
feet).* Although Quebec was the head of deep draft navi-
gation, Montreal was the head of ocean navigation and had
remarkable nodality of the inland water transport routes:
the Richelieu River-Lake Champlain-Hudson River route
trending southward, the St. Lawrence trending southwest
and the Ottawa trending northwest. Both Montreal and
Quebec were blocked by ice and closed to shipping from
December to May.
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Quebec

Quebec was the key port during the colonial periods,
both of the French and the British. Settlers arriving in
New France disembarked at Quebec with their effects and
fanned out from there to seigneuries along the river. Most
of the imports for the colony were unloaded at Quebec and
exports of timber, furs, fish and produce originated there.
After the conquest in 1759, Quebec became the centre of
British power in Canada. Its military importance for the
British greatly increased a few years later during the
American Revolution. Following the revolution its com-
mercial and port activities expanded greatly with the in-
crease of settlement. It was the timber trade beginning
early in the nineteenth century that carried Quebec to the
rank of a leading world port. Huge timber rafts were float-
ed down the Ottawa and St. Lawrence rivers to Quebec
where they were dismantled in numerous coves along the
river. The timber was then sorted and loaded on ships for
overseas markets.” Shipbuilding was an important indus-
try that was intimately connected with the timber trade.
Many ships were built for one trip only, the timber they
carried and the lumber of which they were made all being
destined for the British market.® Quebec continued to
function as the leading port for export and import goods
and the disembarkation point for the thousands of settlers
arriving from overseas to take up land in Canada. Quebec’s
role as the leading port of Canada was undisputed until the
middle of the last century, and its decline relative to
Montreal was not marked until after Confederation.

The decline of the port of Quebec can be attributed
chiefly to the gradual reduction of the timber trade and
the improvement of the ship channel to Montreal. Exten-
sive cutting for many years had depleted the supply of
large trees suitable for the production of square and round
timber. The rise of sawmilling near the sites of logging
operations effectively utilized the smaller trees, producing
lumber, planks and other wood products. The major part
of the lumber-shipping business was acquired by
Montreal during the latter part of the century when sizea-
ble steamships were able to advance upstream in the newly
deepened ship channel.” Timber rafts moving down-river
to Quebec became steadily less numerous until the last raft
traversed the Lachine Rapids in 1911.%

The completion of the Grand Trunk Railway from
Sarnia to Riviere-du-Loup by 1860 placed Quebec on the
main line of railway transportation in Canada, and with
the opening in 1876 of the Intercolonial Railway Quebec
gained direct access to a winter port at Halifax. But
Quebec did not profit greatly from this development be-
cause Montreal already had a railway connection with
Portland, Maine. Nevertheless, the amount of shipping
handled in the early 1870s was thought to warrant major
harbour improvements and the construction of the Prin-
cess Louise Docks began in 1877, consisting of an inner



. (&
wet dock, as well as an outer tidal harbour.”

The Louise Dock is becoming quite an interesting
resort for all that take an interest in the trade of the
port, and the business done there is significant,
even now, of the possible extension of its trade. For
instance on one day last week could be seen a steam-
ship from Cape Breton discharging coal near the
Gas Works, a steamship loading cattle for Great
Britain, another steamer discharging rails for the
Lower Laurentian Railway, a large number of cars
unloading deals from Lake St. John, and several
cars trans-shipping cotton goods made at the
Montmorency mills, and being shipped in C.P.R.
cars for Hong Kong and Yokohama via Vancouver.
At the same time, the mail steamer from Liverpool
was alongside the dock transferring immigrants
from the C.P.R. cars for the Far West.'°

Toward the end of the century Quebec could boast of good
port facilities and railway connections, butalthough it re-
mained the third largest city in Canada, behind Montreal
and Toronto, it was greatly overshadowed by the Port of
Montreal.

Montreal

The initial site of Montreal on the left bank offered ac-
cess to the shortest portage around the Lachine Rapids,
and its water transport advantages made it a natural col-
lection centre for furs from the interior.'" Another factor
in the growth of Montreal and the diversification of its
economy was the settlement of Upper Canada (Southern
Ontario) after the American Revolution. Montreal was the
natural import and supply centre for this newly developed
territory and the outlet for its products. Because the St.
Lawrence River above Montreal was characterized by
several sections of rapids, transportation improvements
were considered essential to the full development of trade.
Although several canals were built during the first half of
the nineteenth century, it was not until 1848 that a series
of locks and channels of 2.7 metre (9 foot) depth existed
between Montreal and Lake Ontario. The St. Lawrence
waterway system came too late to achieve a striking suc-
cess as a medium of transport.'? The railway era had
begun, and many trade patterns focusing on New York
had already been established. Nevertheless, freight rates
on many items dropped by one-half after 1848, and some
trade was certainly recaptured from the New York

route. 13

The 1850s ushered in the period of trans-Atlantic
steamers, ships combining sail and steam, and by 1860
Montreal was a major railway centre. Its first connection
with the Atlantic coast was completed in 1853 when the
Atlantic and St. Lawrence Railway between Montreal and
Portland, Maine was opened. This provided Montreal
with a winter port through which goods could be con-
signed when Montreal was closed to shipping. The change
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from sail to steam was a gradual process that greatly fa-
voured Montreal over Quebec. Steamships could make
headway against wind and current more readily than sail-
ing ships and could follow a narrow channel without the
necessity of tacking to achieve headway. The railways that
focused on Montreal rather than Quebec made it a more
desirable location for transshipment to water modes.
Also, the greater importance of commercial and manufac-
turing activities in Montreal generated more diversified
import and export activities and increased the desirability
of the Montreal location for shipping facilities. The mark-
ing of the channel by lights and buoys and the deepening
and straightening by dredging were key factors in the
transformation of Montreal to ocean port status. Dredging
in Lake St. Peter below Montreal began in 1844 when the
ship channel was little more than 3 metres (10 feet) at low
water and by 1865 it had a depth of 6 metres (20 feet) and
a width of 91 (300). 14 Hence, by the time of Confedera-
tion, Montreal had not only surpassed Quebec in size and
become the principal commercial centre, but it had also
become a competitive port for ocean vessels, as well as the
gateway to a viable St. Lawrence waterway system.

Following Confederation Montreal grew in stature as a
port. From the total metric tonnage of 185,976 (205,000
English tons) handled in 1866 the shipping trade in-
creased to 1,360,800 tonnes (1,500,000 tons) at the close
of the century.'® The progtessive deepening of the St.
Lawrence Ship Channel downstream from Montreal
during the latter part of the century facilitated the entry of
larger ships. It was deepened to 8.4 metres (27.5 feet) in
1883, compatable with the present day limiting depth of
the St. Lawrence Seaway, and further dredging later
achieved a 9.2 metre (30 foot) depth by 1907.'¢ The St.
Lawrence canal system was upgraded in a piecemeal
fashion by the rebuilding of locks and canal sections until
a minimum depth of 4.3 metres (14 feet) was achieved by
1903 between Montreal and Lake Ontario.'” In railway
transportation Montreal not only gained direct access to
the whole of the West with the Canadian Pacific Railway
but also gained access to the winter port of Saint John via
the “short line” of the Canadian Pacific that was com-
pleted across the state of Maine in 1890. This line was
considerably shorter than the Intercolonial route via
Quebec and gave Montreal a Canadian winter port alterna-
tive to Halifax that was further supplemented by its earlier
Portland connection. By the end of the century Montreal
was established as the leading port of Canada, as well as
the leading manufacturing, commercial and financial cen-
tre.

Atlantic Ports

The ports of the Atlantic Provinces are numerous, and
many of them have a very long history, but only Halifax
and Saint John have become major ports in a national
sense. Before Confederation when there were no railway
connections with Canada, Halifax served chiefly the ship-



ping needs of Nova Scotia, while Saint John performed a
similar role in New Brunswick. These provinces were
highly developed and relatively densely populated at that
time, and Saint John and Halifax ranked fourth and fifth
in size among the cities of British North America in 1867
— only Montreal, Quebec and Toronto were larger. After
the railways were built Halifax and Saint John were able to
perform port functions for inland regions and profited
from the fact that they were ice-free in winter.

Halifax

Halifax is situated on a magnificent natural harbour
some 24 kilometres (15 miles) in length with low water
depths of at least 15.2 metres (50 feet) to within a short
distance of the shore. The small tidal range of about 1.2
metres (4 feet), the absence of sea ice, and the ease of access
were great advantages for use by ships. It is divided into
two parts by The Narrows, Halifax Harbour proper and
Bedford Basin. Both of these water areas are well protected
and offer extensive shoreline for port development. Bed-
ford Basin itself is so large that whole convoys were made
up there before proceeding across the Atlantic during two
world wars. The harbour was used as an anchorage by the
French at an early date when they controlled Acadia but
France never chose the site for permanent settlement.
Instead it was settled in 1749 by the British, chiefly for
military reasons. It was their intention to establish a
strong military base to counteract the power of the French
fortress at Louisbourg on Cape Breton Island. With an in-
itial population of 2,500, it assumed immediate impor-
tance as a port and commercial centre. Within ten years of
its founding, Halifax had witnessed the feverish activity of
preparations for invasion armadas. The ships were as-
sembled there for the successful attacks on Louisbourg in
1758 and on Quebec in 1759. The succession of wars in
which Britain was engaged subsequently, including the
American Revolution and the Napoleonic Wars, kept
Halifax busy with military activities and the accompany-
ing commercial supply functions. The war-borne prosper-
ity that was based on the servicing of fighting ships was
translated gradually into a commercial prosperity based
on trade. Many trading firms in London, Liverpool and
Glasgow established branches in Halifax and carried on
active import trades. The West Indian trade was the chief
branch of commerce, consisting mainly of the exchange of
fish for rum, sugar and molasses. Halifax became one of
the main distribution centres in North America for these
West Indian products.

From the middle of the nineteenth century until Con-
federation, Halifax was at the zenith of its prosperity and
its significance as an international port. Water-borne
commerce was largely in wooden ships, and trade was well
developed with the West Indies, Britain, United States
and Mediterranean ports. Approximately thirty compan-
ies in Halifax owned vessels in the shipping trade, and
banking, insurance wholesaling and manufacturing were
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well developed. '® Attempts were made to foster trade be-
tween Nova Scotia and Canada, exchanging particularly
Nova Scotian coal and West Indian products for flour from
Canada. The Quebec and Halifax Navigation Company
was formed in 1830 to carry on this trade.'® That com-
pany built the Royal William for the interprovincial ser-
vice, and it made three trips before it undertook its famous
journey to England under steam. However, the long jour-
ney in sailing ships from the Maritimes up to Quebec did
not attract traders as much as the routes to Britain, United
States and the West Indies.°

The arrival of the Intercolonial Railway and the altered
conditions for trade that prevailed within Confederation
reoriented Halifax toward central Canada. Halifax
achieved a short-lived advantage over its rival, Saint John,
with the completion of the Intercolonial in 1876. While
the railway handled a considerable import traffic, espe-
cially in the winter months when the St. Lawrence ports
were closed, it was not highly successful in diverting sub-
stantial movements of exports from established route pat-
terns. The West Indies trade remained important and
there was considerable trade interrelationship with South
America. Trade with the United States was adversely af-
fected after Confederation by the introduction of the new
tariff structure, but the export of fish, coal and goods
originally from the West Indies was carried on success-
fully on a limited scale.”' Attempts to enlarge winter
shipping activity met with some success in following
years. In 1880 a committee of the Halifax Chamber of
Commerce submitted a report to Sir Charles Tupper, the
Minister of Railways and Canals, advocating expenditures
on the Port of Halifax to make it a grain shipping termi-
nal.?* The opinion was expressed that the cattle export
trade could-also be handled through Halifax. It was
argued that by making Halifax a grain shipping port
many of the exports then finding an outlet via American
railroads and ports to European markets would be recap-
tured by a Canadian transportation system.?® The com-
mittee suggested that freight costs in moving grain to
Halifax could be cut greatly by constructing railway cars
for grain that could also be used for shipping coal west-
ward to central Canada as a return cargo.?* A few years
later a grain elevator was built in Halifax and 2 modest ex-
port trade was begun. By the end of the century Halifax
was well established as a port with national functions,
handling nearly 6,000 ships in 1901, as well as retaining
its importance as a naval base.*’

Saint John

The harbour of Saint John is formed by the estuary of
the St. John River and is characterized by spring tides
with an average range of 8.5 metres (28 feet), a remarka-
bly high tidal fluctuation that creates complex currents.
Although the harbour was not as good as that of Halifax, it
was satisfactory for shipping use and was recognized as a
strategic location. The first of several French forts was



built in 1731 to protect the fur trade of the St. John River
Valley, but no significant settlement developed and the
British captured the site in 1758.%° Shortly after a few
British settlers established themselves, but it was not un-
til 1783 that a large scale settlement was organized. In
that year some 3,500 Loyalists landed there, most of them
settling on either side of Saint John Harbour and some ad-
vancing up the valley to other lands.?’

From the beginning Saint John was mainly a commer-
cial centre, unlike Halifax with its military role. Initially
timber was the major export, joined later by lumber. The
magnificent white pines of the St. John Valley were cut for
masts and spars, particularly for the Royal Navy. Ship-
building was established almost immediately and grew
steadily in magnitude, reaching its peak in the 1860s.
Lumber production had begun in Saint John by 1820, and
the first cargo was shipped to England in 1822.%® Exports
of lumber escalated rapidly in following years, at a time
when Quebec was still shipping mostly square and round
timber. The various lumber products were destined main-
ly to Britain, United States and the West Indies.”® The
lumber trade continued to play a prominent role in Saint
John until the end of the century, but the timber trade de-
clined in the 1860s.%°

During the 1850s and 1860s Saint John rivalled
Quebec in shipbuilding, and it was claimed to be the
fourth port of the British Empire in tonnage of ships regis-
tered, and the first in British North America.’! Even
during the 1870s the registery of shipping showed steady
increases in number and tonnage of vessels.>® As was the
case in Quebec, Saint John had its “golden age” during the
period of wooden sailing ships and declined with the chan-
geover to steam and iron vessels. At the time of Confedera-
tion Saint John, like Halifax, was a well developed com-
mercial and financial centre for its provincial territory.

Although Saint John was served by a branch line con-
nection with the Intercolonial Railway, it stood at some
disadvantage to Halifax until the Canadian Pacific “short
line” was built in 1890. This line was 437 kilometres (271
miles) shorter than the Intercolonial route to Saint John,
but it was still 295 kilometres (183 miles) longer than the
line from Montreal to Portland. Extensive terminal facili-
ties were etablished on the west side of the harbour by the
Canadian Pacific Railway, including many steamship
berths, transit sheds and a large grain elevator, which by
the late 1890s had a capacity of more than 27,215 tonnes
(1,000,000 bushels).?>® Locations on the east side had
been occupied by the Intercolonnial Railway. Neverthe-
less, from 1890 to 1896 Portland remained the terminus
of the Grand Trunk Railway and continued to handle
Canadian freight.>*

Toward the end of the century there were great efforts
to divert trade from United States ports, particularly in
winter, to Saint John and Halifax. During the Session of
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Parliament in 1895 the Canadian government decided to
subsidize steamship lines between Saint John and British
ports for the purpose of diverting Canadian trade from
American ports.>” The mail subsidy given to steamship
lines making their terminus at Portland was withdrawn in
1897, leading to substantial increases of winter export
tonnage from Saint John.> © There was an increasing pro-
portion of products of western origin and a declining pro-
portion of Saint John lumber carried by the steamers.>’
Among the commodities that increased greatly were
grain, flour, livestock and other agricultural goods.>®

Vancouver

The only portion of the present-day metropolitan
Vancouver that was well developed before Confederation
was New Westminster, though there were several saw-
mills established on either side of Burrard Inlet during the
1860s. New Westminster was founded in 1858 near the
mouth of the Fraser River as the capital of the mainland
colony of British Columbia and the port of access to the
Fraser River valley where gold had been discovered.
Colonel Richard Moody, the founder, chose the site for a
number of reasons, certainly because it was a singularly
advantageous military position but also because it was a
good transport location.?® New Westminster was best
adapted to steamships because the relatively shallow river
depths and shifting channels, as well as the long river en-
trance, made it less attractive to sailing ships. The first
whartf was built in 1859 and initially exports were chiefly
gold, furs, pickled salmon, lumber and cranberries, most
of the value being accounted for by the gold and furs. 4

Burrard Inlet on which Vancouver developed consti-
tuted a commodious harbour divided into two main sec-
tions between the First and Second Narrows that were
completely sheltered and landlocked. Depths throughout
the harbour were excellent for shipping, except at First
Narrows where a relatively narrow channel and limited
depths existed. This did not constitute a problem until
the arrival of larger ships in the twentieth century. To-
ward the middle of the 1860s two small settlements grew
up around the sawmills, one on the north shore known as
Moodyville which was to become North Vancouver, and
the other on the south shore known as Granville which was
to become Vancouver.*! Early shipping activity in
Burrard Inlet consisted chiefly of lumber exports from the
mills. By the time of Confederation Victoria on Vancou-
ver Island was by far the largest city in British Columbia
and the leading port, while New Westminster was the
main commercial centre and port of the lower mainland.

New Westminster continued to be the main population
centre on the mainland until the late 1880s when the rise
of Vancouver, following the arrival of the Canadian Pacific
Railway, resulted in its rapid eclipse in importance. The
Canadian Pacific reached Port Moody in 1885 at the head
of Burrard Inlet and in May 1887 the first train arrived in



Vancouver over the extended portion of the railway line on
the south side of Burrard Inlet. Port Moody was re-
cognized as being on a relatively shallow section of the in-
let that was unsuitable for a major deep-sea terminal. Al-
though a branch line was built to New Westminster later
that year, the thrust of development was strongly concen-
trated on the Vancouver terminus. The Canadian Pacific
Railway immediately established its trans-Pacific liner
service, but it was mainly carrying passengers and mail
and minor inbound cargoes of tea and silk from the
Orient. Especially noteworthy was the silk trade inaugu-
rated in 1887 when a special train received 65 bales of raw
silk consigned to Montreal, New York and London by
rail.*? This was the first instance of the use of Canada as a
“land bridge” to move a commodity from Japan to
England via a much faster route than the all-ocean alterna-
tives. The despatch of silk trains eastward from Vancouver
was a characteristic port activity for nearly half a century.
By 1900 Vancouver had become the dominant urban cen-
tre of the province, surpassing Victoria in population, and
was well established as the key Pacific coast port of
Canada.

1900-1945 PERIOD

The basic transportation system of Canada, including
the five ports under study, was greatly expanded and ra-
tionalized during this period characterized by economic
prosperity, depression and two world wars. The move-
ment of settlers to the Prairies became a flood tide, and the
Canadian population expanded by thirty-five per cent
within the first decade of the century. Commitments were
made for the completion of two additional transcontinen-
tal railways, and an elaborate system of branch lines was
built to serve the agricultural economy of the Prairie pro-
vinces. Grain became a major export, and this led to the
establishment of extensive grain terminal facilities in the
leading ports. Some co-ordination of port development
eventually was introduced, and port administration was
rationalized.

St. Lawrence Ports

The St. Lawrence ports experienced considerable de-
velopment in response to the demands of the expanding
Canadian economy. The grain export trade became a ma-
jor element of port activity. There was greater awareness
of the disadvantages imposed on the St. Lawrence ports by
winter ice conditions and attempts were made to lengthen
the season. Proposals for a deeper St. Lawrence waterway
were made in this period but did not come to fruition until
after World War II.

Attempts to develop a national ports policy began early
in the century, but were not realized until the 1930s. A
Royal Commission on transportation appointed in 1903
advocated that a system of national ports be established to
co-ordinate the development of the port facilities needed
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for Canada’s expanding trade.*® It was urged that the five
ports under consideration, along with a few others, be de-
clared national ports and be administered by a General
Board of Harbour Commissioners.** Although these
recommendations were not carried out, they represented a
point of view that became more convincing as years went
on and led to the commissioning of a comprehensive sut-
vey of ports in 1931.* In a nutshell the Gibb report
recommended the establishment of a separate board to
deal with the national harbours and the appointment of a
port manager as the chief executive in each port.*® By Act
of Parliament in 1936 the National Harbours Board was
created and charged with the task of administering the
five key ports under study, along with the less important
ports of Trois-Rivieres and Chicoutimi.

The movement of freight in the foreign shipping trade
has been documented on a uniform basis since the fiscal
year of 1916-17 in the shipping reports and in more detail
for the period 1920-1930 in the Gibb report.*’ Similar
data on domestic trade were not collected and published
until the 1950s. The major growth in the foreign trade
took place during the 1920s, then traffic levelled off or de-
clined during the depression and recovered during World
War II (Figure 1).*® Montreal dominated the group
throughout the period, while Quebec held the lowest
share of the trade. It was reported by Gibb that the five
ports, on the average from 1920-1930, handled seventy-
five per cent of Canada’s overseas trade.*® This proportion
declined in future years, with the dispersion of port

activity, becoming less than one-third by the late
1960s.>°

Quebec and Montreal

The St. Lawrence ports experienced considerable de-
velopment in response to the demands of the expanding
Canadian economy. The grain export trade became a ma-
jor element of port activity. There was greater awareness
of the disadvantages imposed on the St. Lawrence ports by
winter ice conditions and attempts were made to lengthen
the season. Proposals for a deeper St. Lawrence waterway

were made in this period but did not come to fruition until
after World War II.

Quebec

It was expected that the Port of Quebec would benefit
considerably from the establishment of the new transcon-
tinental railways, but these transport additions did little
to counteract Montreal’s advantage. Both of the new rail-
ways utilized Quebec as an important point in the system,
in the case of the Canadian Northern as the eastern termi-
nus, and in the case of the Grand Trunk Pacific Quebec
was the only large city in eastern Canada through which
the line passed. The portion between Moncton, the east-
ern terminus, and Winnipeg was built by the Canadian
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government as the National Transcontinental to be opera-
ted with the Grand Trunk Pacific that was built from
Winnipeg through Edmonton to Prince Rupert. West-
ward from Quebec the line cut across northern Quebec and
Ontario and even passed north of Lake Nipigon, bypass-
ing Fort William (Thunder Bay) en route to Winnipeg.
Completed in 1913, it was 345 kilometres (214 miles)
shorter from Winnipeg to Quebec than any other all-rail
route. It performed a national service but was not a finan-
cial success, and Quebec did not obtain substantially in-
creased freight shipments.”’

Although Quebec had about half the number of ocean-
going vessel arrivals as did Montreal in the late 1920s, and
the ships on the average were larger, it was the destination
of a small percentage of the Great Lakes and river vessels as
compared with Montreal.>> The major commodities
handled were coal, grain and fuel oil, while lumber and
timber had dwindled to a relatively minor status. Other
commodities of importance were lead and zinc concen-
trates and asbestos that originated in the Quebec hintet-
land area. Being a port of call for fast liners, Quebec had a
substantial movement of imports and exports in the form
of high value package freight, but it did not amount to a
large tonnage.

The expansion of grain storage capacity was carried out
during the 1920s in order to make Quebec a major winter
storage centre so that ample grain would be available at
the time navigation reopened in the spring. Quebec nor-
mally was open a little earlier than Montreal. Also, a
special grain freight rate was established over the northern
line of the Canadian National Railways, formerly the
National Transcontinental, to move grain to Quebec. e
never became of great importance for grain shipments be-
cause all water or part water movement was more econom-
ical.>® Gibb considered Quebec as a supplementary facili-
ty to Montreal in the grain trade and as a source of return
grain catgoes for ships that had brought bulk cargoes to
any of the St. Lawrence ports below Sorel.’®

Gibb’s evaluation of the role of Quebec in the national
transportation system of Canada was as follows:

For the most part Quebec is dependent on a long
rail haul in competition with other ports more con-
veniently placed. Its hinterland is restricted and
has been greatly diminished by the growth of the
ports at Three Rivers and in the Saguenay river.
The possibilities of the grain traffic are limited,
and I am advised that there is no likelihood of ex-
tensive lumber exports.... There appears to be a
definite possibility of increased coastwise traffic.
But for ocean going vessels Quebec will not be
more than a port of call, except so far as the growth
of the size of ships may eventually outrun the ca-
pacity of the Ship Channel. In the meantime it is
valuable as a refueling station and as a high-class
freight and mails port. But the fact remains that
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freight traffic through the Port of Quebec has at no
time, at least within recent years, seriously taxed
the available space and there appears 1to be little
likelihood of it doing so.>’

This prognostication was reasonably accurate until after
World War II, although, of course, there was increased
traffic during the war (Figure 1). However, the shortage of
ships during the war placed a lid on the growth of trade
from the St. Lawrence ports because it was necessaty to
minimize the number of long trips inland and favour the
Atlantic ports that were closer to Britain.

Montreal

Montreal experienced extraordinary development as a
port in the early part of the present century. Besides the
deepening of the ship channel to 9.2 metres (30 feet) at
low water by 1907, a great deal of construction of wharfs,
transit sheds and grain elevators was undertaken.
Montreal quickly became famous as a grain exporting
port. In 1921 it shipped fifty per cent more than the se-
cond grain port of North America, Galveston, Texas.’® It
was widely recognized that Montreal had become the key
port of Canada:

The St. Lawrence today carries to and from the Port
of Montreal over one-third of the country’s national
trade, equivalent to something like seven hundred
million dollars in value.... The Port of Montreal is,
therefore, only second to New York on this conti-
nent in point of foreign trade, and has attained that
rank, although open to trade seven and a half
months in the year as against twelve months of her
competitors.>®

The decade of the 1920s was marked by a tremendous
growth of commodity trade, followed by a pronounced de-
cline during the depression (Figure 1). Among the many
commodities handled, export grain constituted about
forty per cent of the total tonnage.60 By 1931 there were
four large grain elevators in Montreal with a total capacity
of 408,230 tonnes (15,000,000 bushels).®' The leading
imports were coal, oil and gasoline for consumption in the
Montreal market area, as well as for the bunkering of ves-
sels. Also, Montreal was the leading Canadian port for the
import of package freight.®> Montreal’s foreign shipping
trade experienced a rapid recovery in the late 1930s as the
depression waned, but it declined during World War II,
owing to the remoteness of Montreal from the North
Atlantic shipping lanes (Figure 1).

In order to improve the competitiveness of the port, ef-
forts were directed toward the achievement of a deeper
channel and a longer navigation season. The deepening of
the ship channel downstream to 10.7 metres (35 feet) was
recommended in the Gibb report, but this improvement
was not completed until 1951.%> A gradual lengthening
of the navigation season had occurred during the latter



part of the nineteenth century as a result of improved navi-
gation systems. The introduction of icebreakers in the
twentieth century led to a significant extension of the sea-
son. From 1871 to 1880 the harbour was open an average
of only 207 days, compared with 234 days in the period
from 1931 to 1940.%* This amounts to a lengthening of
the navigation season by almost a month in a sixty-year
period.

Despite the dominance of railways in the transportation
system of Canada, the St. Lawrence waterway retained its
importance and carried increasing tonnages of goods, par-
ticularly bulk commodities. During the late 1920s, fully
eighty per cent of the total tonnage of exports from
Montreal was brought down by inland vessels, the re-
mainder being carried by rail.®> The total cargo tonnage
through the St. Lawrence canals increased about sixfold
during the period 1900 to 1945.%° The average vessel
nearly tripled in size from 1900 to 1934, despite the fact
that the canals were unchanged in draft limitations, being
4.3 metres (14 feet) until the St. Lawrence Seaway was
opened.®

The St. Lawrence deep waterway project was mooted
several times early in the century, but it was not until
1920 that the Canadian and United States governments
requested the International Joint Commission to investi-
gate the possibilities of improving the St. Lawrence, both
for navigation and for hydro-electric power.®® Engi-
neering studies and international negotiations proceeded
during the next decade, and in 1932 a treaty calling for an
8.2 metre (27 foot) channel was signed. Subsequently,
this treaty was rejected by the United States Senate. In
Montreal there was strong opposition to the deep water-
way project because it was feared that the opening up of
the whole of the Great Lakes-St. Lawrence region to ocean
vessels would make Fort William and Port Arthur
(Thunder Bay) the head of navigation and rob Montreal of
a large part of its shipping trade. A contrary view taken by
Gibb was later proven closer to reality:

Moreover, since a large traffic would in any case
still continue to use Montreal, any improvement in
the efficiency or economy of inland transport to
Montreal should assist and extend that traffic.... In
my opinion, after giving the matter my close
thought, and hearing all sides and expressions of
opinion, the threat to Montreal is largely illusory.
The bulk of the traffic that at present uses Montreal
is likely to continue to do so.

The power needs created by wartime production
prompted close re-examination of the St. Lawrence water-
way project early in World War II. Another agreement
was signed between the United States and Canada, the
Great Lakes-St. Lawrence Basin Agreement in 1941, with
the same aim as the abortive treaty of 1932. Like its prede-
cessor this treaty also failed to receive approval in the
United States Senate. Opposition in the United States
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came particularly from the railways, the ports of the
northeast coast and the coal mining industry that feared
displacement of coal as a result of additional generation of
hydro-electric power.

Atlantic Ports

The Atlantic ports acquired new wharf and terminal fa-
cilities and operated effectively as railway terminus points
during one-third of the year. Port facilities were strained
during the winter months, while the rest of the year was
characterized by excess capacity. Only during the two
world wars were these ports utilized to their full capacity.
Their aspirations in the grain trade were never fully
realized, except during wartime.

Halifax

Though Halifax was out-performed by Saint John as a
commertcial port during the period 1900-1945, it re-
tained its great importance as a naval base. Early in the
century Halifax enjoyed a moderately successful trade,
with eight major shipping lines calling regularly, but na-
val activity then was at a low ebb.’® The Royal Navy and
Imperial Army withdrew in 1905, and the dockyard was
handed over to the Canadian government.”' Five years
passed before the Royal Canadian Navy came into exist-
ence, but the advent of World War I brought a resurgence
of naval activity.”? In recognition of the national impor-
tance of the Port of Halifax, the federal government began
a major port development, Ocean Terminals, shortly be-
fore the war.”? Construction continued for many years, as
it was a2 multi-phase project, but the initial piers were ope-
rational in the early 1920s. 74 Despite these excellent facil-
ities, the overseas trade grew more slowly than that of the
other ports during the 1920s (Figure 1). Halifax was suc-
cessful in capturing a sizeable portion of the winter ship-
ping trade, but with this success the disadvantage of hav-
ing much of its port activity compressed into four months
was keenly felt. Two-thirds of its freight passed through
in the winter months.”> During the depression Halifax
managed to avoid the decline in foreign trade experienced
at all of the other eastern ports (Figure 1). Traffic rose toa
peak during World War II when both Halifax and Saint
John were called upon to handle a much larger portion of
the nation’s wartime shipping.

As a grain export point Halifax achieved a substantial
throughput only during World War II. Grain elevator ca-
pacity was greatly enlarged in the late 1920s, but the
amount of grain exported never exceeded 136,077 tonnes
(five million bushels) until 1939-40.7® Although it
handled about three per cent of the total Canadian grain
exports in 1919-20, its share of the total dropped to less
than one per cent by the mid-1920s.”” A major factor in
the relegation of Halifax to a minor role in the grain trade
was the rail distance disadvantage of Halifax relative to



Saint John. During the war, however, strategic considera-
tion overruled economics, and Halifax shipped twenty to
thirty million bushels each year.”® In one year, 1941-42,
Halifax even exceeded Saint John in grain exports.

Saint John

Saint John entered the twentieth century well estab-
lished as a winter port for Montreal and was fairly success-
ful in exploiting its newly-acquired rail advantage over
Halifax. The timber trade had virtually become a thing of
the past and was replaced by grain handling as the most
important activity. Grain storage capacity was increased
during the 1920s, giving Saint John a total capacity one-
third greater than that of Halifax by 1930.”? Like Halifax,
Saint John acquired a most extensive railway terminal net-
work to handle the winter period congestion of rail cars.
The shipping trade was even more strongly winter-con-
centrated than at Halifax, some eighty per cent of the traf-
fic being confined to the four and one-half month sea-
son.®® Although Saint John had both Canadian National
and Canadian Pacific connections with central Canada,
most of the terminal development was on the Canadian
Pacific (west) side of the harbour. Saint John became al-
most as strongly a Canadian Pacific port as Halifax was a
Canadian National port.

Saint John generally exceeded Halifax in the foreign
shipping trade, especially during World War II (Figure
1). However, Saint John's trade was more adversely af-
fected by the depression than was that of Halifax. In the
grain trade Saint John handled about four per cent of the
Canadian exports throughout the 1920s and 1930s and
some twenty per cent during World War I1.8! Saint John
was especially important, also, in the handling of general
cargo, consisting of a wide variety of manufactured goods.
Paper and newsprint became quite significant export
items in the 1920s.%% Many food products were handled as
well, flour and potatoes being the major exports and sugar
and bananas the major imports.®’

Vancouver

Vancouver established itself clearly as the second-
ranked port of Canada behind Montreal during trhe 1900-
1945 period. The lumber trade continued to dominate
shipping activity in Vancouver after the turn of the cen-
tury. Trans-Pacific trade was well developed, and the
coasting trade of British Columbia constituted a major
element in port business.®* The key factor in the rise of
Vancouver to a higher level in the port hierarchy was the
completion of the Panama Canal in 1914. This made the
European market far more accessible and improved the
competitive position of Vancouver relative to the eastern
Canadian ports.

The development of the grain trade in particular was fa-
cilitated by the canal, but major shipments did not begin
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until the 1920s. Although the first grain elevator was
built in 1914, it was virtually unused during World War
I when the shortage of merchant shipping made it impos-
sible to divert grain vessels so far afield.®> Grain exports
began on a large scale in 1923 and peaked in 1929 at
2,013,934 tonnes (74,000,000 bushels). % Shipments
held at fairly high levels throughout the 1930s, but very
little grain moved through Vancouver during World War
11.%7 Several other factors besides the opening of the canal
contributed to Vancouver’s success in the grain trade. The
enlargment of the market for Canadian grain in the Orient
aided Vancouver. On the Prairies there was a westward
and northward expansion of wheat cultivation, placing
more of the output in a favourable position for rail trans-
port to Vancouver. Also, persistent agitation by the
British Columbia government achieved a better freight
rate for westward grain movement: in 1923 it cost 11.5
cents more to ship a bushel the same distance westwatd as
eastward, but by 1927 that differential had been greatly
reduced.®® By the late 1920s Vancouver had become a
close rival of Montreal in the grain trade, each handling
about one-third of the total Canadian export.’

Other commodities besides grain assumed increasing
importance. Lumber and timber shipments from the ports
of Vancouver and New Westminster combined generally
exceeded grain in tonnage exported.’® The rapid growth
of Western Canada generated a strong demand for a wide
variety of goods. This resulted in considerable expansion
of the general cargo trade through Vancouver. In total
foreign trade Vancouver maintained its gains throughout
the depression but, unlike the other four ports, suffered a
substantial reduction during World War II (Figure 1).

POST-1945 PERIOD

The postwar period was one of explosive growth of wa-
ter-borne trade, as the Canadian population and economy
expanded greatly, especially during the 1950s and 1960s
when high birth rates coincided with high levels of immi-
gration. A considerable portion of the expanded shipping
trade in the east was accounted for by the new ports that
arose and many of the smaller ports that achieved greater
prominence. The development of the Labrador-Quebec
iron ore deposits created new ports at Sept-iles and Port
Cartier and the opening of the St. Lawrence Seaway per-
mitted the large lake carriers to take iron ore from these
ports to the Great Lakes iron and steel manufacturing cen-
tres. Advantage was taken of the return trip capacity of
these carriers by having them pick up grain at inland ports
for movement to new grain elevators that were built on the
lower St. Lawrence Estuary and Gulf near the sources of
iron ore cargoes. The seaway facilitated the growth of the
general cargo trade, as well as the bulk, in effect, making
the lake ports competitors of the ocean ports for overseas
traffic, though not on an equal footing owing to draft
limitations. On the west coast, however, most of the in-



TABLE 1

Shares of Total Eastern and Western Shipping Trade in
Percentage of Cargo Tonnage, 1955 and 1976

Eastern Canada Trade 1955 1976
Port Domestic Foreign Total Domestic Foreign Total
Quebec 4.4 2.0 3.0 5.6 5.6 5.6
Montreal 19.5 14.6 16.7 9.3 5.7 7.1
Halifax 2.6 5.8 4.4 3.2 5.8 4.8
Saint John 0.8 3.5 2.4 2.3 6.1 4.6
Total 27.4 25.9 26.5 20.4 23.2 22.1
Western Canada Trade 1955 1976
Vancouver 64.4 61.7 63.1 32.0 74.8 58.9
SOURCE : Canada, Shipping Report (Ottawa: Statistics Canada, Parts IT and III, 1955 and 1976).

creased foreign trade was channeled through Vancouver
which managed to retain its near-monopoly position as
the only significant Canadian outlet to the Pacific. Advan-
ces in technology introduced many changes that altered
the physical characteristics of the five ports. Container ter-
minals were developed, roll-on — roll-off wharves for
trucks, specialized facilities for handling imported cars,
and fully-automated bulk terminals for such commodities
as coal, potash and sulphur. Detailed documentation of
the shipping trade was introduced, permitting compari-
son of port function in domestic, as well as foreign trade.
In the area of port administration attempts were made to
loosen the tight rein of federal control by the National
Harbours Board, in order to permit more local involve-
ment in port management and development.

Changes in the shares of the eastern and western ship-
ping trade held by the ports are indicated in Table 1. It is
apparent that Montreal lost its dominance of the Eastern
Canadian trade, its share dropping from seventeen to
seven per cent of the total from 1955 to 1976, while the
other ports increased their shares significantly. However,
it is important to note that part of the growth of trade at
Quebec, Halifax and Saint John consisted of imported
crude oil for their refineries and petroleum products dis-
tributed by ship to coastal markets. Montreal, on the
other hand, received most of its crude oil by pipeline from
Portland. Nevertheless, the convergence of the four ports
to almost equal shares of the foreign trade by the mid-
1970s was remarkable, and indicated the renewed vitality
of Montreal’s three historic eastern competitors. Opposite
to the situation in Montreal, Vancouver increased its share
of the western Canadian foreign trade from less than two-
thirds to three-quarters of the total, though its share of do-
mestic trade was halved during the period. The wide-
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spread growth of the domestic trade at many ports along
the British Columbia coast was not parallelled by the
diversion of foreign trade to the few alternative ports that
could hope to compete with Vancouver.

Based on statistics published in the shipping reports
several graphs have been prepared to illustrate the perfor-
mance of the five ports in foreign trade since 1945, domes-
tic trade since 1953, when the statistics first became avail-
able, and in total trade since 1953 (Figures 2, 3 and 491
As was the case in Figure 1, the vertical scales on these
graphs are logarithmic, therefore, the slopes of the lines
accurately represent rates of change. Quebec and
Vancouver have posted the best performances in foreign
trade, and Vancouver has assumed the dominant position
among the group. In domestic trade both Vancouver and
Montreal have lagged behind the three smaller ports in
rate of growth. When domestic and foreign trade are to-
talled the increasing dominance of Vancouver is empha-
sized, along with the erosion of Montreal’s position rela-
tive to the other ports.

Containerization was such an important technological
advance in world shipping that it has been called “the con-
tainer revolution.” The use of standardized boxes, cranes
and ships completely automated general cargo handling,
and the intermodal use of containers resulted in an effec-
tive door-to-door service. The great expense and large
throughput required for a container terminal eliminated
all but a few Canadian ports as potential nodes in the inter-
national network of container ports. Montreal was the first
to acquire a container terminal and enter the trade on a
large scale, but the others followed shortly after, and these
five became the internationally recognized container ports
of Canada (Figure 5). This does not imply that other ports
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do not handle containers, as many do, the most prominent
being Toronto, but their throughput is insignificant com-
pared with that of the major terminals. Montreal and Ha-
lifax have enjoyed the greatest success in the container
trade, while Quebec was suddenly eliminated by the clo-
sure of its single container terminal at the end of 1978.

The National Harbours Board managed the five ports
without exceptional criticism until the 1960s. It main-
tained the harbours and port facilities adequately and pro-
tected the “national interest” by careful fiscal manage-
ment. It was generally unresponsive to local initiatives for
imaginative but expensive port developments. Regional
frustration, both at the provincial and municipal levels,
was translated eventually into political activity that led to
new port legislation proposals in the late 1970s. A study
of harbour administration in Canada formed the basis for
change, recommending more regional involvement in
port management by reverting to a local harbour commis-
sion format wherever possible, with the commissions
operating under a single government agency that would
retain overall fiscal control.”? In legislation introduced in
1977, and again in 1978 when the earlier version died on
the order paper, a further step toward liberalization of the
port commissions was proposed: that within a set of
guidelines they may set their own wharfage rates, manage
their own revenues and prepare their own operating
budgets.”®> Although this legislation was never passed, it
seems likely to reappear in a modified form in the near fu-
ture.” After thirty-six years of centralized federal control,
the pendulum may swing back to the pre-1936 situation
of semi-autonomous port commissions, though it is un-
likely that overall federal supervision will ever be relin-
quished.

St. Lawrence Ports

The postwar period was marked by the rejuvenation of
the Port of Quebec to a level of significance relative to the
other four that it had not enjoyed since the nineteenth cen-
tury. Parallelled by the relatively modest performance of
the Port of Montreal, the rise of Quebec was especially
noteworthy, but the recent development in the container
trade does not augur well for its future. Among the impor-
tant developments affecting these ports besides the intro-
duction of containerization and the building of the St.
Lawrence Seaway were the far-reaching changes in the
grain trade and the advances achieved in winter naviga-
tion.

Quebec

The tremendous growth of trade at Quebec occurred at
a uniform rate throughout the period, with foreign trade
growing at a much faster rate than domestic trade (Figures
2 and 3). It is noteworthy, also, that growth rates of both
bulk and general cargo were similar, indicating that the
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attraction of the port was broad-based and not entirely de-
pendent on one or two commodities. Of course, tonnages
of general cargo handled took a nosedive toward the end of
the 1970s, with the shutdown of the container terminal.
In the bulk trade most of the growth was accounted for by
increases in the handling of grain and petroleum products
and the inauguration of crude oil imports after a new oil
refinery was opened in 1971. The grain trade escalated
substantially after the mid-1960s, and tonnage levels in-
creased again in the early 1970s, at a time when they were
declining at Montreal. The St. Lawrence Seaway released
the large lakers from their inland realm, and grain trans-
shipment points farther downstream from Kingston,
Prescott, Cardinal and Montreal were favoured. The iron
ore development, as pointed out earlier, was an additional
factor influencing these changes. Before 1960 a large por-
tion of Quebec’s grain arrived by rail, whereas after that
date most came by water.

Port facilities at Quebec were greatly improved and en-
larged in the postwar period. The grain elevator at Louise
Basin was doubled in capacity in two stages so that by
1964 it stood at 217,723 tonnes (8,000,000 bushels).”’ A
new bulk terminal area was developed in the early 1970s
at Beauport Flats on reclaimed land and a new petroleum
terminal was built on the south shore to serve the Golden
Eagle refinery. At Wolfe’s Cove Canadian Pacific opened
its container terminal in 1969 which was responsible for a
large increase in the general cargo trade. Tonnage reached
a peak in 1974, then fluctuated at a little lower level until
the terminal was closed in late 1978 and operations shifted
to Montreal (Figure 5). The reason given was that most of
the container traffic originated from or was destined to
points west of Montreal and that the cost of rail transport
between the two cities had become prohibitive.96 Hence,
Quebec’s container trade became the first major victim of
the altered relationship between water and land transpor-
tation owing to higher energy costs.

The introduction of winter navigation of both Quebec
and Montreal was a tremendous advancement for these
ports in the competitive world of shipping. Below Quebec
the estuary and gulf were never completely ice-covered,
rather, there was floe ice shifting in response to wind con-
ditions beyond a landfast strip of ice. The first ocean-
going vessel to advance up the river in winter, with ice-
breaker assistance, was the “Helga Dan” which docked at
Quebec in mid-February, 1959.”7 This demonstrated the
feasibility of winter navigation, and during the 1960s
winter shipping traffic increased rapidly. The possibility
of operating year-round schedules was an important factor
in attracting the substantial container trade investment
toward the end of the decade at both Quebec and
Montreal. A much higher proportion of the winter traffic,
compared with summer, consisted of general cargo, much
of it containerized in the 1970s.%® Despite the great ad-
vances in winter navigation, the total cargo tonnage
handled in the winter quarter (January-March) at Quebec



during the 1970s amounted to only ten per cent of the an-
nual total.

The rise of the Port of Quebec in the postwar period was
brought about by technological changes, including the
building of the St. Lawrence Seaway, the development of
containerization and the achievement of a year-round
shipping season, as well as the rapid growth of the eastern
Quebec hinterland. However, its future as a competitor of
Montreal in serving the general cargo market of central
Canada is clouded by the reality of energy costs.

Montreal

The foreign shipping trade at Montreal increased from
the artificially low wartime level until 1950, but hence-
forth neither the foreign nor domestic trade was character-
ized by significant or sustained growth (Figures 2, 3 and
4). A major factor that helps to explain the sluggish per-
formance of the port was the decline of the grain trade at
Montreal. By the early 1970s Montreal was exporting lit-
tle more than half the grain it had moved twenty years pre-
viously and was exceeded in some years by export ship-
ments at Baie Comeau and Port Cartier on the St. Law-
rence Estuary and Gulf, not to mention Vancouver. The
west coast port took over the role as Canada’s leading grain
shipping point in the mid-1950s. Although many factors
were involved in the decline of Montreal’s grain trade,
probably the most important was that in the period fol-
lowing construction of the seaway Montreal was faced
with far more competition from newly viable ports down-
stream, including Sorel, Trois-Rivieres, Quebec, Baie
Comeau and Port Cartier, as well as Thunder Bay at the
lakehead.”® Whereas Montreal controlled about sixty per
cent of eastern Canadian grain exports in the early 1950s,
its share had dropped to twenty per cent in the early
1970s.'%

The development of the container trade has been the
major success story of the port (Figure 5). Manchester
Liners inaugurated service in November, 1968 at its new
container terminal, the first in Canada. '®' Specially-built
ships of ice-strengthened design were used on a regular
twelve-month schedule. Since that time three additional
terminals have opened, the most recent in 1978 operated
by Canadian Pacific as the replacement of its former
Quebec terminal. With this addition Montreal has leapt
ahead of its competitors in containerized tonnage handled
and likely will retain its dominance in the container trade
for some time to come. Its inland location that minimizes
the more expensive rail compared with water transport of
containers is an advantage of increasing importance.

The achievement of regular winter navigation to
Montreal was more difficult than in the case of Quebec be-
cause the river ice was more extensive and required more
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persistent icebreaking action to maintain an open chan-
nel. Although Montreal was not opened to winter ship-
ping until three or four years after Quebec, the buildup of
traffic was faster, and by the early 1970s Montreal was
handling a higher tonnage during the winter quarter than
was Quebec. '°% Nearly half of that tonnage consisted of
general cargo that formerly would have moved through
Saint John and Halifax.

The St. Lawrence Seaway was finally under construc-
tion in the 1950s at the insistence of Canada which had
been prepared to go ahead without the participation of the
United States. Agreement was required only with the
New York power generating authority in order to con-
struct the power dams in the international rapids section.
All canals and locks could have been built on the Canadian
side. However, negotiation with the United States result-
ed in agreement by 1954 to proceed jointly, and the 8.2
metre (27 foot) deep seaway was opened in 1959. The true
impact on the Port of Montreal is difficult to determine
and has been somewhat controversial. There was no drop
in cargo tonnage at Montreal when the seaway opened or
during the next few years that might have been attributed
to a traffic diversion, and the Great Lakes ports have not
been as successful in the overseas general cargo trade as
they had expected. Of course, the introduction of contain-
erization and winter shipping greatly favoured Montreal
because the seaway still is closed in winter from about
December 15 to April 1. The only clear diversion of traffic
from Montreal that was facilitated by the seaway was in
the grain trade, as outlined above. Except for that one
commodity, there is little evidence to suggest that the
shipping trade at Montreal would have been greater if the
seaway had not been built.

Despite the existence of a greatly improved and
deepened inland waterway, Montreal remains the head of
deep draft navigation, and its future seems well assured as
the leading container port in the high energy cost era.
With the elimination of its nearby competitor, Quebec,
from the container trade, Montreal has achieved a consoli-
dation in the trade that makes it a more formidable com-
petitor of Halifax and Saint John. Nevertheless, Montreal
has relinquished the role of leading Canadian port that it
enjoyed for so long and has virtually no prospect of ever re-
gaining it.

Atlantic Ports

The Atlantic ports improved their position tremen-
dously in the postwar period, despite their fears that the
building of the seaway and winter navigation on the St.
Lawrence would spell their doom. Although they lost
some of their hard won winter traffic to the St. Lawrence
ports, they were more than compensated with traffic gains
throughout the other eight months, attributable largely
to containerization.



Halifax

The shipping trade at Halifax was in a postwar dol-
drums until about 1950, after which both foreign and do-
mestic trade registered gains, though at a decreasing rate
approaching the plateau that was reached in the mid-
1970s (Figures 2, 3 and 4). The foreign component always
exceeded the domestic by a substantial margin, though
not as much as it did in Saint John. The increase of general
cargo at a much faster rate than of bulk since 1970 is an in-
dication that Halifax has become more important as an in-
terface between the central Canadian manufacturing belt
and overseas points. Its bulk trade has grown chiefly
through greater imports of crude petroleum for its refiner-
ies and distribution of the finished products, fuel oil and
gasoline, as well as enlarged shipments of the locally-pro-
duced commodity, gypsum. Halifax continued as a grain
export point, though it never became a major outlet com-
parable with lower St. Lawrence ports. In most years it ex-
ported about the same amount as Saint John, but in both
cases they shipped somewhat less than during World War
II. While export grain arrived by rail in winter, a summer
grain movement from the Great Lakes ports by lake
freighter developed after the seaway opened to supply
grain to the Maritimes market. Although not designed for
ocean navigation, the lakers were able to venture from the
St. Lawrence to Halifax during the relatively calm sum-
mer period.

Halifax acquired new port facilities while retaining its
role as Canada’s major naval base, and both commercial
and military needs had to be met within the limited wa-
terfront properties available. An exchange was arranged
between the National Harbours Board and the Depart-
ment of National Defence whereby the former Seaward
Defence Base became the site of the first container termi-
nal, while the old Richmond Terminals became a naval fa-
cility. ' Halifax quickly achieved a position rivalling
Montreal in the container trade, even exceeding it in 1975
(Figure 5). Its location close to the great circle route from
Europe to New York has made it an attractive port of call
for container services, in contrast to Montreal’s situation
as an inland destination. The Halifax terminal handled by
far the largest tonnage of any container terminal in Canada
and reached full capacity in the late 1970s.'* A second
container terminal is under construction at Fairview Cove
on the Dartmouth side of Bedford Basin and is slated for
completion in 1982.'% Another specialized terminal,
Autoport, that was opened in 1971 has helped to diversify
the functions of the port. A wide range of pre-distribution
services are performed, as well as the basic loading and un-
loading functions. Approximately 100,000 vehicles were
handled in 1979, consisting of imports (seventy per cent)
from Europe, Japan and the Soviet Union destined to in-
land markets, and North American vehicles (thirty per
cent) for distribution within the Atlantic Provinces
market. 1%
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Halifax weathered the twin threats of the postwar
period, the St. Lawrence Seaway and winter navigation on
the river, very successfully, largely owing to the introduc-
tion of containerization. Its general cargo trade was spread
evenly throughout the year in the 1970s, compared with
the pronounced winter hump of the 1960s. Tonnages
handled in the winter quarter remained about the same,
but substantial increases were recorded from April to De-
cember. The “winter port” role had virtually come to an
end, and Halifax can now claim to be a key national port
the year round. Its great distance by rail from central
Canada may be viewed as a disadvantage in the high
energy cost era, but this is compensated for by its situation
on North Atlantic shipping lanes. In this respect, its fu-
ture success rides on the coattails of New York.

Saint John

A pronounced postwar slump in the foreign trade
dropped Saint John behind Halifax in 1950 where it re-
mained until the mid-1970s (Figure 2). Its better perfor-
mance in the domestic trade, however, combined with its
foreign trade surge of growth in the 1970s, has now rele-
gated Halifax to the bottom position in total trade
(Figures 3 and 4). Despite its strong showing in the do-
mestic trade, Saint John remains the most dependent on
foreign trade of the four eastern ports (Figure 3). All of the
growth in tonnage was in the bulk category until about
1970 when containerization initiated a strong upward
trend in the general cargo trade. As in Halifax, a large por-
tion of the expansion in the bulk trade was related to the
petroleum refining industry. Canaport, a supertanker
moorage offering a depth alongside of 36.6 metres (120
feet), was established near Saint John a decade ago by
Irving Oil to handle imported crude oil for its refinery. In
the grain trade Saint John fared no better than Halifax,
seldom handling as much as it did during the years of
World War II. Also, its remoteness from the St. Lawrence
prevented the movement of grain carrying lakers in sum-
mer as occurred in Halifax. The export of forest products,
consisting chiefly of lumber, pulpwood and newsprint,
was a more successful trade that expanded considerably
during the 1970s. A huge new forest products terminal
was opened in 1977 to centralize handling at one location
within the port and to increase efficiency with automated
systems. '©’

Saint John was the last of the five ports to enter the con-
tainer trade and experienced difficulties in competing
against established patterns that seemed to favour Halifax
and Montreal (Figure 5). Its doubling of throughput in
1976 by the attraction of several additional container lines
placed it in a more competitive position and led to an ex-
pansion of its single container terminal in 1980. '°® Before
containerization the general cargo trade in Saint John was
even more unbalanced seasonally than in Halifax, but
during the 1970s traffic was evened out and the customary



winter peak was almost eliminated. Unlike Halifax which
retained its winter tonnage levels in the 1970s, Saint John
actually lost some of its winter quarter traffic to St.
Lawrence ports. On the other hand, its gains during the
other months outstripped those of Halifax. Saint John also
gave up the title of “winter port” for inland Canada.

Saint John exploited its “compromise” location
between Halifax and Montreal: not quite as close to North
Atlantic shipping lanes as Halifax, but a lot closer than its
rival to central Canada by rail. It is especially well situated
for Latin American lines or Asian services using the
Panama Canal. The port has experienced extensive moder-
nization and addition of new facilities, and its future pros-
pects ate favourable. It will soon acquire a new commodi-
ty, potash, originating from mining activities under
development east of Saint John, and a new terminal is be-
ing constructed to handle the mineral. '*® With increasing
energy costs the shorter rail route to Montreal that Saint
John enjoys may become a more important element in its
continuing competitive struggle with Halifax.

Vancouver

Vancouver became the leading Canadian port in the late
1950s when it surpassed Montreal in total tonnage
handled (Figure 4). Following the severe wartime slump,
Vancouver'’s foreign trade recovered rapidly in the late
1940s and posted steady growth thereafter (Figure 2). Do-
mestic trade, on the other hand, fluctuated around the
9,000,000 tonne (10,000,000 tons) level, similar to that
of Montreal (Figure 3). The boom in foreign trade was
fuelled by exports of bulk commodities, especially coal
from eastern British Columbia and grain, potash and sul-
phur from the Prairies. The logic and economy of the short-
ter grain transport route to Vancouver than to eastern
ports from a large part of the Prairie region eventually pre-
vailed, along with the increasing importance of Asian
countries as export destinations. Although Vancouver re-
tained its stranglehold on the inland trade, it was forced to
share the coastal trade with many other British Columbia
ports (Table 1). The general cargo trade grew relativly lic-
tle in tonnage compared with the bulk movement, hence,
its proportion of the total dropped from twenty-seven per
cent in the early 1950s to a little over ten per cent in the
1970s. As in the other ports, a significant portion of the
general cargo was containerized, but Vancouver was less
successful than Montreal or Halifax in developing this
trade (Figure 5). Obviously, of course, the latter ports had
the advantage of serving directly the densely populated
manufacturing heartland of Canada. Another factor that
dampened Vancouver’s performance was the persistent
competition of nearby Seattle, the fifth ranked container
port of North America, having nearly three times the con-
tainer throughput of Vancouver.''® Lower port charges
and less restrictive labour contracts in Seattle have been
cited as major reasons why a large portion of Vancouver
area traffic is routed through Seattle. """
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Expansion of port facilities has been carried out on a
larger and more spectacular scale than in the other ports,
owing to the immense tonnages that had to be accommo-
dated. Specialized bulk terminals to handle potash, sul-
phur, phosphate rock, lumber, wood chips and coal were
established in Burrard Inlet. Two new grain elevators
were built on the north shore and the container terminals
were established on the south shore. Centennial Pier, the
first terminal, was opened in 1970 and a larger one near-
by, Vanterm, was completed in 1975. Additional general
cargo facilities were built on the north shore, Lynnterm,
and in New Westminster. That city maintained its role as
a subsidiary focus for general cargo handling. On the
Fraser River near New Westminster a terminal was estab-
lished to handle imported automobiles, mainly from
Japan. The largest development was the coal handling ter-
minal at Roberts Bank, situated just inside the interna-
tional border south of the Fraser River. It consists of an ex-
tensive sand-filled area connected to land by a 4.8 kilome-
tre (3 mile) causeway. Shipments of coking coal began in
1970, and the full capacity of the terminal was reached
within ten years. A major expansion at Roberts Bank is
underway.

Although Vancouver is well equipped to handle a con-
tinuing expansion of trade, its monopoly as Canada’s only
significant outlet to the Pacific is soon to be ended by the
establishment of major new terminals at Prince Rupert.
Since Vancouver replaced Montreal as Canada’s leading
grain shipping port in the late 1950s, it has often been
hard pressed to handle the export volume required. Block-
age of one or other of the key railway lines serving Van-
couver by avalanches, landslides, washouts or accidents
sometimes delayed the flow of grain westward. Even a
ship collision that knocked the Second Narrows Bridge
out of service for several months severely affected grain ex-
ports by cutting off rail access to the north shore grain ele-
vators from the Vancouver side. The need for a large-scale
alternative grain port on the west coast was viewed as es-
sential by the Prairie Provinces, and the Alberta govern-
ment offered financial assistance toward the development
of a new facility at Prince Rupert. Construction is ex-
pected to begin in the near future. The signing of con-
tracts in 1981 with Japanese iron and steel companies for
the delivery of coal from northeastern British Columbia
offers assurance of the parallel development of a major coal
shipping terminal at Prince Rupert. Despite the rise of a
viable competitor in one or two bulk commodities,
Vancouver has little to fear in the long run because its
dominance as a port has become so overwhelming. Its
growth prospects are excellent, and it is likely to remain
the leading port of Canada for many years to come.

CONCLUSION

The five leading national ports of Canada have domi-
nated the shipping trade for nearly a century and likely



will continue to function in their key roles in future. They
have competed strongly with each other over the years and
recently have faced increasing competition from other
ports. Because they have become established as important
nodes in the overall transportation system of the nation
possessing substantial port infrastructures, all have built-
in survival mechanisms that carry them through the set-
backs that sometimes occur. Quebec has experienced the
most pronounced ups and downs. Although it was the
leading port until Confederation, it became so oversha-
dowed by Montreal and dogged with the competition of
other St. Lawrence ports that it seemed headed for
oblivion. Then it recovered dramatically in the postwar
period. Montteal, on the other hand, assumed the mantle
of leadership after Confederation, but entered a period of
stagnation after World War II and relinquished its lead-
ing port role to Vancouver in the mid-1950s. Among the
five Montreal alone depended strongly on man-made navi-
gation improvments, hence, its transformation into a
competitive deep-sea port was gradual, despite its su-
perior location as the closest to the centre of Canada’s
heartland. Vancouver, the youngest port of the five, has
been on an upward surge throughout most of its history.
Its almost total lack of competition on Canada’s west coast
has been its greatest strength. Halifax and Saint John were
never high fliers like Montreal and Vancouver but always
maintained their somewhat limited roles as important na-
tional ports, especially in winter and in wartime. Their
completely ice-free status and their locations near the
heaviest flow of trans-Atlantic shipping traffic have long
been their greatest assets.

In future all will likely continue to thrive because
Canada is steadily expanding its foreign trade, especially
in bulk commodities destined to resource-short regions of
the world. Among the five Vancouver likely will remain
in the strongest position, being situated in the rapidly
growing western part of the nation and having the pros-
pect of only limited competition on the Pacific coast.
Quebec probably occupies the weakest position, being
close to its formidable competitor, Montreal, and having
little to differentiate it, except for deeper water in case
ships become . much larger, which seems unlikely.
Montreal, at last, is coming out of its prolonged depres-
sion as a port, aided particularly by the vitality of its con-
tainer trade. Halifax and Saint John give promise of con-
tinuing to exploit successfully the advantages of their lo-
cations on the Atlantic rim, though increasing energy
costs on the railways pose the possibility of troubled skies
ahead.
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