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For a century between 1850 and 1950 railways 
exerted a profound influence upon the 
development of Canadian society. While 
considerable attention has been given to the 
impact that railway companies had upon 
Canada's geographic growth both as the 
instruments and instigators of Canada's own 
version of manifest destiny, their role as 
instruments of social and technological change 
has received comparatively little attention. 
Unlike other countries where the analysis of 
"the railroad" has led to an examination of its 
impact upon urban growth, social attitudes and 
popular culture in its broadest sense, Canadians 
for the most part continue to examine the legacy 
of our railways from a very two dimensional 
perspective.1 In many respects, this approach 
would be analogous to examining the impact of 
the Catholic Church on Canadian society by 
studying the growth in the number of parishes, 
annual revenues from the collection plate, and 
an occasional analysis of changes in the Church 
hierarchy over time. 

There have been exceptions to the rule. In the 
1980s, Craven and Traves produced a superb 
analysis of the early role of the Grand Trunk 
Railway as an important industrial force in 
nineteenth-century Canada. To their apparent 
surprise, both scholars found that railways were 
early incubators of industrial practice in Canada. 
The substantial shops founded by the railways 
in such cities as Montreal, Hamilton, and 
Stratford produced a wide range of products 
that increased the authors' appreciation of the 
railways' important role as industrial innovators 
in the nineteenth century. This was an 
important study in that it was one of the first 
attempts the author is aware of where academic 
historians sought to analyse the impact of 
railways and railway technology upon Canadian 
society in a context other than that of a 
transportation system.2 

Similarly, Harold Kalman and Douglas 
Richardson underscored the importance of the 
railways' influence on the built environment in 
a short overview of transportation architecture 
in Canada. Citing examples of bridges, stations, 
and major hotels constructed in the nineteenth 
and early twentieth centuries, the authors 
sought to draw attention to "the railways' 
architects who pointed the way to a public 
architecture that raised our self-awareness and 
that was to be promulgated as a national style 
for all of Canada."3 The architectural legacy of 
Canadian railways has undergone considerably 
more scrutiny than other aspects of its broader 
cultural influence, yet even architectural 
historians continue to view the railway 
structures in isolation. To whit railway stations, 
even hotels, are studied often as individual 
entities and not as part of an integrated system 
of related structures. It was the successful 
integration of these individual parts that initially 
set the railway apart from other transportation 
modes and corporations.4 

Their primary purpose of moving goods 
and people along their lines meant that railway 
technology required the development of a 
highly integrated and innovative corporate 
structure. As Alfred Chandler stated, "no other 
business enterprise, or for that matter few 
other non-business enterprises, has ever 
required the co-ordination and control of so 
many different types of units carrying out so 
great a variety of tasks." In the Canadian 
context this structure was not only vertically 
but also horizontally integrated to a degree 
unmatched by many other railway enterprises 
on the globe. While many individuals pay lip 
service to the importance of railways in the 
development of Canada, they do so while 
failing to grasp how pervasive a role railways 
played within Canadian society as employers, 
suppliers, clients, patrons, educators and 

Materia! History Review 53 (Spring-Summer 2001) I Revue d'histoire de la culture matérielle 53 (printemps-été 2001) 

90 



facilitators. Because of the truly national scope 
of their operations and their highly integrated 
and complex structures, our railways' interests 
and impact extended well beyond their rights-
of-way.5 

This very point was brought home following 
the recent donation of the Canadian National 
Railway Company's photograph collection to 
the Canada Science and Technology Museum. 
Comprising over 750 000 images and covering 
the period from the mid-1850s to 1985, the 
collection provides ample evidence of the 
diverse interests of Canadian National, its 
predecessor railways, and its subsidiaries across 
Canada. Ironically, when publicizing a signi
ficant donation from one of Canada's major 
railways, the Museum found it necessary to 
emphasize that the photograph collection 
contained more than just photos of trains. In 
fact, the donation corresponds exceptionally 
well with the Museum's own mandate in the 
breadth of subject areas covered and its truly 
national scope. 

As a product of the industrial revolution 
and a pattern for the modern corporation, 
railways characteristically embraced tech
nological and scientific innovations in order 
to facilitate operations and maximize profits. 
This preoccupation with technical innovation 
and an associated fascination with things 
modern is documented consistently in many of 
the choice of topics. The CN photograph 
collection provides a telling portrait of 
technological change in Canada over time. In 
the communications field the transition from 
telegraphy, to telephone, to increasingly 
sophisticated forms of radio transmission for 
both private and public use is but one area 
where the photograph collection provides 
researchers wi th a valuable source of 
informative imagery. This pattern is repeated in 
a wide variety of fields that emphasize Canadian 
National's abiding interest in agricultural 
development, natural resource extraction and 
processing, manufacturing, marine services, 
communications, aviation, and, of course, 
railway operations. 

As a research resource, the collection offers 
more than just a large volume of potential 
illustrations. Rather, the often detailed view of 
installations, equipment, or operations may 
function as primary documents that permit a 
closer study of an object or process in its 
original context. Many of the photographs 
were taken to illustrate or document a specific 
process or technology, with sequential images 
providing highly informative step-by-step 
descriptions that are not necessarily available, 
or not well understood, when presented in 
written form. 

For all of its value in recording tech
nological change, the collection illustrates the 
social context within which new technologies 
functioned. The human element, sometimes 
lost in the discussion of technological change, 
is a notable factor in a great majority of the 
images. Whether it is the assembly line worker 
manufacturing aircraft or a posed photograph 
showing people attentively listening to a radio 
broadcast aboard a train, people reacting 
with new technology is a recurrent theme that 
helps to define the collection. This was by 
no means accidental and probably reflects the 
promotional use in tended for many of 
the images. 

Even a cursory examination of the CN 
photograph collection quickly immerses the 
researcher in a historical resource that provides 
a rich, albeit not impartial, overview of the 
railway's far ranging activities and interests. 
This unique collection documents the 
transformation of Canada and Canadian society 
through its often detailed portraits of cities 
and regions from coast to coast. This portrait 
of a changing society is all the more powerful 
because of the rich variety of the subject matter 
covered and the railway company's persistent 
fascination with recording the use of new 
technology and documen t ing modern 
Canadian life. Ultimately it is a record of 
technology that is national in scope and 
surprisingly human in character. 

NOTES 

For example see: John Stilgoe, Metropolitan 
Corridor: Railroads and the American Scene (New 
Haven: Yale University Press, 1983); Susan Danly 
and Leo Marx, eds., The Railroad in American Art: 
Representations of Technological Change (Boston: 
MTT Press, 1988); J. Richards and J. MacKenzie, The 

Railway Station: A Social History, (New York: 
Oxford University Press, 1986). 
P. Craven and T. Traves, "Canadian Railways as 
Manufacturers, 1850-1880" CHA Historical Papers, 
Vancouver: Canadian Historical Association, 1983: 
254-281. 
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H. Kalman and D. Richardson, "Building for 
Transportation in the Nineteenth Century." The 
Journal of Canadian Art History, vol. HI, nos. 1 
and 2 (Fall, 1976): 40-41. 
A notable exception to this approach is an excellent 
study of Toronto's Union Station that succeeded in 
providing a multilayered analysis of the structure 

and environment: R. Bébout, éd., The Open Gate: 
Toronto Union Station (Toronto: P. Marton 
Assoc, 1972). 
Alfred Chandler, The Visible Hand: The Managerial 
Revolution in American Business (Cambridge: 
Harvard University Press, 1977), 94. 

PHOTOGRAPHS 

Figs. 1 The wheat and grain trade was one of Canadian 
and 2 railways' primary bulk commodities. The local 

elevator was once a common sight on the 
prairies. The transfer of grain from the 
individual producer to the elevator operator is 
captured in these two photographs, both from 
southeastern Manitoba. Almost a decade apart, 
the images document a common process, 
technological change and the persistence of 
forms. In Figure 2, the truck has replaced the 
horse-drawn wagon. The grain box, however, 
is virtually identical in shape and size in both 
photographs. In each case, the unloading area 
has a tilting device to permit grain to be 
unloaded by gravity. However, the earlier 
version was activated manually by an operator 
turning a wheel, while the other was a 
hydraulic lift that elevated the front end of 
the truck. 

Figs. 3 Like its predecessors, Canadian National was 
and 4 an avid promoter of agricultural settlement in 

Canada, particularly in the West. Figures 3 and 
4 illustrate two very different aspects of their 
efforts. The first is a common promotional 
scene illustrating the use of progressive farming 
techniques in lands serviced by CN. A Holt 
tractor, an early version of the crawler tractor, 
pulls five binders in a display of mechanical 
force and agricultural mass production. 

The concept of community was a strong 
selling point in promoting settlement. Rural 
communities across Canada were a favourite 
topic of CN photographers. Figure 4 was part of 
a series of twenty images documenting life in 
one such community south of Winnipeg. Both 
images illustrate technology in use and in 
a specific context, one agricultural, the 
other domestic. 

Figs. 5 These two pho tos r e p r e s e n t ano the r 
and 6 characteristic of the CN Collection, the 

documentation of technology. The launching 
of the S.S. Fort Sikine, a Victory Ship 
constructed at Prince Rupert, was an occasion 
to document how the tripping of a simple 
trigger mechanism would launch the ship 
down the ways to the sea. 

Icing refrigerator cars was a common activity 
before the in t roduc t ion of mechanica l 
refrigeration. Critical to the transportation of 
perishable produce and cargo, such as dressed 
meats, railways used tons of ice on an annual 
basis. Substantial ice houses were common 
structures in most major railway yards 
across Canada. In both cases the photographs 

record activities not usually found in the 
photographic record. 

Figs. 7 Canadian railways were unique in that they 
and 8 carried the integration of related services to 

considerable lengths. Apart from marine 
services, express departments and immi
gration departments, Canadian National and 
Canadian Pacific both operated extensive 
communicat ion systems. The CNR was 
pa r t i cu la r ly aggressive in deve lop ing 
broadcast radio. In the mid-1920s it launched 
a chain of radio stations to provide pro
gramming for domestic listeners as well as an 
on train radio service. Photographs of these 
early installations provide information on the 
equipment used and their layout. Eventually, 
CN's radio network would form part of the 
newly formed Canad ian Broadcas t ing 
Corporation. 

Figs. 9 Industrial process is a common topic in the 
and 10 CSTM/CN Collection. Though particular 

attention was given to the railway's role in the 
Second World War both as a manufacturer and 
transportation service, the photo collection 
nevertheless documents the railway's activities 
in a wide range of areas. 

From the mid-nineteenth century onwards, 
railways maintained substantial railway shops 
where locomotives, cars and other equipment 
u n d e r w e n t r egu la r m a i n t e n a n c e and 
overhauls. The role of these facilities as 
manufacturing or industrial plants is quite 
evident in the photographic record. 

Figs. 11 Figure 11, the milling department at the 
and 12 Nat ional Rai lways mun i t i ons p lan t in 

Montreal in December 1943, brings a social 
context to technology. Located in Pointe Saint-
Charles, the plant was located near CN's main 
railway shops, employing more than 1300 
people who manufactured naval guns during 
the Second World War. Apart from illustrating 
the organizat ion of the factory, closer 
examination of the photo reveals that the 
majority of the machinists are women. 

In the downtown Montreal street scene of 
1930 depicted in Figure 12, the growing 
importance of automobiles is evident, not 
only by the number of cars on die road, but 
by the "Tilden Drive Yourself office visible 
on the right. To the left, the Indian Motorcycle 
dealership only reinforces the sense that the 
m o t o r i z e d v e h i c l e was no longer a 
technological phenomenon, but a fact of life. 
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Fig. 1 
Unloading grain at 
an elevator, Brandon, 
Manitoba, 1920 
(CSTM/CN Collection 
CNUC03) 
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Fig. 2 
Unloading grain at an 
elevator, Wawanesa, 
Manitoba, 1928 
(CSTM/CN Collection 
28803) 
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Fig.3 
Binding wheat with 
five binders and a Holt 
Caterpillar tractor. Goose 
Lake Line, Saskatchewan, 
ca 1920 (CSTM/CN 
Collection 25324) 
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Fig. 4 
Preparing dinner in 
the first house, 
Saint-fean-Baptiste, 
Manitoba, 1929 
(CSTM/CN 
Collection 31915) 
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Fig. 5 
Launching the S.S. Fort 
Sikine, Prince Rupert, 
B.C., 1942 (CSTM/CN 
Collection X13570) 
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fcing refrigerator cars, 
Montreal, Quebec, 1941 
(CSTM/CN Collection 
42723-3) 
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Fig. 7 
Passengers listening to 
radio broadcast aboard 
train, location unknown, 
1929 (CSTM/CN 
Collection 32079) 
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Fig. 8 
Broadcast equipment 
and staff, CNRO, 
Ottawa, Ontarit > 

m/CN Collection 
26514) 
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Fig. 9 
Diesel shop, 
Pointe-Saint-Charlas. 
Montreal, Quebec, 1975 
(CSTM/CN Collection 
E-3168-7). 
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Fig. 10 
Building hurricanes, Fort 
William, Ontario, 1942 
(CSTM/CN Collection 
XI4720) 
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Fig. 11 
Workers at munition 
plant. Montreal, Quebec, 
1942 (CSTM/CN 
Collection 43694) 
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Fig. 12 
Street view; Montreal, 
Quebec, 1930(CSTM/CN 
Collection 33268) 
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MATERIAL HISTORY REVUE D'HISTOIRE DE LA 
REVIEW CULTURE MATÉRIELLE 

Call for PaDers 

In the 1970s, the study of clothing underwent a major 
transition, and following the lead of anthropologists, 
the contributions of scholars from many disciplines 
gave rise to a new theoretical object. Considered 
today as a "global social fact," it is now under
stood that clothing has implications in many 
spheres: economic, technological, historical, 
social and symbolic, even political. It is in this 
spirit that Material History Review is devoting a 
special issue to this topic (No. 56, Fall 2002). 

Discussions will revolve around two 
principal areas: the material and technol
ogy of clothing, and clothing's relation 
to the human body. Whether handmade 
or mass-produced, ornate or simple, 
clothing is a particularly complex tech
nological product. The materials used 
in its fabrication (for example, textiles 
or leather) are already the product of 
two or three transformations, and this 
chain of production is thus woven into 
the very fabric of society. Likewise, 
clothing is an important social indicator. 
Clothing, situated upon the body, serves a paradoxical 
role—at the same time that it imposes society's con
straints and values, it also provides a medium for 
individual self expression. 

Material History Review is a publication of the Canada 
Science and Technology Museum in Ottawa. 

Interested researchers are invited to submit a 250-word 
abstract to the guest editor by August 31, 2001: 

Élise Dubuc 
Ph.D. Candidate in Anthropology 
Department of Anthropology 
Université de Montréal 
P.O. Box 6128, Downtown Station 
Montreal, Quebec 
Canada H3C 3J7 

Telephone / Fax: 514 527-9536 
E-mail: duba@aei.ca 

Preliminary papers, 3700 to 5000 words in length, must 
be submitted by January 4, 2002, and will be subject to 
peer review. Final submissions, including all illustrative 
material, are due April 1, 2002. 
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TECHNOLOGY TECHNOLOGIE 

AnDel de textes 

Depuis les années 1970, l'étude du vêtement a 
été complètement rénovée. À l'invitation des 

anthropologues, la réunion de nombreux 
chercheurs d'horizons universitaires les 
plus variés a donné naissance à un nouvel 
objet théorique. Le vêtement est considéré 
aujourd'hui comme « fait social total ». On 
lui reconnaît une incidence dans les sphères 
économique, technologique, historique, 

sociale et symbolique, voire même poli
tique. C'est dans cet esprit que la Revue 
d'histoire de la culture matérielle a décidé 
de lui consacrer un numéro spécial 
(n° 56, automne 2002). 

Par l'appel de textes que nous lançons 
ici, la réflexion que nous proposons 
privilégiera deux aspects du vêtement : 
sa réalité matérielle et technologique et 
son rapport au corps. Qu'il soit drapé 
ou coupé et cousu, le vêtement est un 
produit technologique particulièrement 
complexe. Les matériaux qui le 
composent (textiles, cuirs, etc.) sont 

eux-mêmes le produit d'une deuxième ou d'une 
troisième transformation. La chaîne de production 
s'imbrique donc en diverses ramifications, profondé
ment au cœur des sociétés. De même, le vêtement 
est un révélateur social important. Situé à la surface 
du corps, il assume paradoxalement les fonctions 
d'impression des contraintes sociales sur les individus 
et d'expression personnelle. 

La Revue d'histoire de la culture matérielle est une 
publication du Musée des sciences et de la technologie 
du Canada, situé à Ottawa. 

Les chercheurs et les chercheuses que le sujet intéresse 
sont encouragés à soumettre un résumé de 250 mots à 
la rédactrice invitée d'ici le 31 août 2001, à l'adresse 
suivante : 

Élise Dubuc 
Anthropologue doctorante 
Département d'anthropologie 
Université de Montréal 
C.P. 6128, succursale centre ville 
Montréal (Québec) 
Canada H3C 3J7 

Téléphone et télécopie : (514) 527-9536 
Courriel : duba@aei.ca 

Pour les propositions retenues, une version préliminaire 
de 3 700 à 5 000 mots de chaque article devra parvenir à 
la rédaction de la Revue avant le 4 janvier 2002 et sera 
soumise à l'approbation d'un comité de lecture. La version 
définitive du texte accompagnée de toutes ses illustrations 
devra être remise au plus tard le 1er avril 2002. 

Canada 
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