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CONVERSATION WITH MR. WILLIAM EDWARD GRANT, 2505 SCOTT STREET, ONE OF THE FEW 
(SIX ONLY SO FAR AS IS KNOWN) WHO ARRIVED IN VANCOUVER ON THE FIRST TRAIN, 23 MAY 
1887, AND WHO VERY KINDLY CALLED AT THE CITY ARCHIVES THIS AFTERNOON FOR A CHAT, 4 
FEBRUARY 1947. 
(See photo C.V. Can. P. 93 N. 68 of C.P.R. Construction gang, which includes Mr. Grant, at Donald, B.C., 
1885.) 

DRIVING LAST SPIKE, C.P.R., 1885. 
Mr. Grant: “You see, I started with the Canadian Pacific Railway when I was sixteen—that was in 1878—
started at Rat Portage. Well, if you will remember there was a big rock cut right in the city—there is a 
bridge over it now—but I got a job carrying steel for the drillers. I worked at that until I got a little older and 
then I went braking on the freight trains. To cut it short, there is only three or four of us left who saw the 
last spike driven at Craigellachie, November 1885. Then I was on the Crow’s Nest Pass Railway from the 
start to the finish—construction; all work on construction until about” [blank.] “That was about the end of 
the railroading with the C.P.R. 

“The C.P.R. took hold of the road in 1882, and I worked on the construction of that, and I worked all 
through the construction in the mountains. I came to the mountains in 1884, and that was how I came to 
be at Craigellachie when Sir Donald A. Smith drove the last spike. 

“He had just finished driving the spike when we arrived. I was on the work train which followed him and 
we were a few moments late for the photographer and I did not get in the photo. There were five 
thousand men working along in the mountains and there was no law and no crime. My youngest brother 
was killed on the ‘Crow’s Nest’—he was a fireman—so I thought I’d quit.” 

FIRST TRAIN INTO VANCOUVER, 23 MAY 1887. 
Major Matthews: How did you come to be on the first train into Vancouver? 

Mr. Grant: “I boarded the first train at Donald. And then, when we got to Vancouver, I got off. Jonathan 
Rogers was the first off. I got acquainted with him on the train from Donald here. I was practically an 
employee of the company then. The reason I got on the train at Donald was because I had the ambition 
to ride into Vancouver on the first train; 23rd May. After the train stopped, it was only a short distance to 
the head end, so I went up and you can see me in the famous photo marked ‘First Train in Vancouver’” 
(C.V. Can. P. 7, N. 5, G.N. 460) “standing on a pile of lumber right beside the word ‘GREETS’ on the 
smokestack. There is a young lad standing next to me. Old wood burner engines—I’ll tell you railroad 
men had to work. It’s all automatic today. We had to load up with cordwood about every five miles—on 
the sidings. The engineer and firemen did not load wood; that was not their work. Loading wood was the 
work of the brakesman. That was what we were there for. 

“I had some friends living here—Campbell family. Then I went back on the prairie to my people just east 
of Regina and on the farm for a long, long time. 

“Then, finally, I came west again to Vancouver in 1906, and stopped here ever since. And done pretty 
well. Then I was car repairer for the C.P.R. for eight years” (circa 1908), “and then I had nine years with 
the B.C. Telephone Co., in the office” (janitor) “down in the old brick building on Seymour Street. 
Practically done nothing since. And I was with the B.C. Electric Railway too. Foreman. 

“I got married at Portage La Prairie; married Miss Mary McLaughlin, married at the parson’s home—
Presbyterian. At that time they were building the Dauphin line. I was on that. Then, when we came to 
Vancouver, we went to live on Cordova Street, and on Howe Street, and on 10th Avenue, Mount Pleasant. 
We had one son and one daughter. The boy is George. He was in the R.C. Air Force for five years and is 
running one of those big bulldozers now. He’s married—he’s got one daughter. My daughter, Miss 
Pearl—never got married—is working with the B.C. Telephone Co.; has been with the Telephone 
Company twenty-four years. My wife, Mrs. Grant, died about 22 years ago. Her grave is in Mountain 
View.” 
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LOCOMOTIVE 374. 
Major Matthews: Mr. Grant, do you know of anyone else who is now living who came on the first train, 
23rd May? I’ll tell you why I ask. Old Locomotive 374, which drew the train, is down at Kitsilano Beach with 
a fence around it. The C.P.R. gave it to us last year. It cost them a pile of money to bring it out from 
Montréal, and then the put it in position at the beach and erected a fence around it. Next summer, about 
the Queen’s birthday, 24th May, we want to have a celebration down there—big crowd of people, 
speeches, unveil the old engine, start some fun and excitement to interest the people visiting the beach—
and we want to get together all the old railroad men we can. The old C.P.R. officials are all dead—Fagan 
was the last, last August. We were wondering if there were any passengers and that was why we put that 
item in the Province asking them to report to us. Do you know of anyone besides yourself? 

Mr. Grant: “No, not now. Col. Mallandaine, of Creston, is living. He is the little boy in the Craigellachie 
photo, but he did not come in on the first train into Vancouver.” 

(Note: actually, three men and three women passengers still survive.) 

SENATOR MCGEER, MAYOR. 
Mayor McGeer came to Vancouver same year as I did—not the first train, but the same year, 1887.” (Mr. 
James McGeer, his father, arrived February 1887.) “Gerry was just a baby then. I was born in 1862 in the 
Maritimes. I’m 85 now, was never sick a day in my life, never been in a hospital, never tasted doctor’s 
medicine. I’ll tell you, people don’t know what it is to live on poor grub; that is, down there around Rat 
Portage. In the summer time we hardly ever got beef—we usually got what was called ‘rattlesnake’ 
bacon—but in the spring when the berries came out, we practically lived on them. They helped us out. 
This rattlesnake bacon had to do for light and everything. We used to twist it and then set it in that grease 
and put a match to it and it would give us light. 
“You see, there was section 14 and 15 and 16 on the C.P.R. construction; they were the contractors. 
Purcell and Ryan had section 14, Joseph Whitehead had 15, and Danny McDonald and McLaren had 
section 16. They brought out a lot of them Cape Bretoners at the time, and the walking boss interviewed 
them. He wanted mechanics. He says: ‘Is there any mechanics among you?’ ‘No,’ says one fellow, ‘we’re 
all McDonalds and McKenzies.’ I’ll tell you, in the fall of 1881, when we got through what was called ‘Flat 
Creek’—they call it ‘Oak Lake’ today—and we lived in a tent all that winter. We had it banked up with 
timber, boards, and then we would bank it all up with snow, and we had a big heater we kept going night 
and day; one of the warmest places I ever lived in. Then we were west of Regina to Saskatoon. That’s 
how Pat Burns got his start. Like a great many more of them he got in with a gang of contractors from 
Montréal, C.P.R., and sold beef. Pat Burns could hardly write his own name. Look where they are now. 
Dan Mann, of McKenzie and Mann, the big railroad men. I knew Dan when he was cutting ties on section 
14, C.P.R. There is a lot of big timber—or was—at a place called Cross Lake. The C.P.R. had a big fill 
there and it took them forty years to fill it. It’s all muskeg and they could not get bottom.” 

SIR WILLIAM VAN HORNE. BENJAMIN VAN HORNE.  
“I’ll tell you about Van Horne. He had a son called Ben Van Horne. He came out with us on the first 
survey on the ‘Crow’s Nest.’ He was surveyor and came out with five men. The C.P.R. was not sure if 
they would build the ‘Crow’s Nest,’ then they made up their mind to start construction, and they started, 
and Ben Van Horne and some university boys were on the right-of-way location. I’ve spoken to Sir 
William, but I don’t recall anything he said especially. Lieutenant-Governor Bruce of B.C. married Ben 
Van Horne’s widow. When Bruce came out here first he worked on the survey; and he had a lot of letters, 
so he went over to Sir Thomas Shaughnessy” (C.P.R.) “at Montréal, and Sir Thomas said to Mr. Bruce, 
‘Young man, you’ll have to start as I did,’ and that’s how Bruce got on the right-of-way survey.” 

Typed as he talked to me by 
J.S. Matthews 
4 February 1947. 
Note: so far as is known in May 1947—sixty years after—there are six only living passengers who were 
on first train. Mr. Grant still owes the C.P.R. for his fare—evidently the locomotive engineer at Donald, 
B.C. told the young man to “Get Aboard.” All C.P.R. officials have passed away. J.S.M. 

Note: so far as is known in June 1955, there is no one living now who was on the first train. J.S.M. 
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