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ñNovember 23, 1915 to November 24, 1995 ï  

after 80 years plus a day the work was done in every way.ò 

Doug Mackey, Heritage Perspectives  

A hundred years from now it will be all but forgotten.   

A hundred years ago it was all anyone could talk about.   
 

The story of the Canadian National Railway in the City 

of North Bay is a study of how municipal politicians, 

planners and engineers turned an eyesore into an 

opportunity and in the process transformed a city.    
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For over eighty years, from 

(1915-1995), the Canadian 

National Railway ran 

through the heart of the 

City of North Bay.  The line 

was abandoned in the mid-

1990ôs and the rails were 

pulled up, leaving a deep 

scar on the cityôs urban 

landscape.  

This is the story of the railway construction, abandonment and eventual 

rebirth and renewal that resulted from turning an urban blight into an 

economic development, intensification and infill opportunityé   
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1910 to 1915  

RAILWAY CONSTRUCTION 
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A century ago the fledgling Canadian National Railway (at that time named the CNoR) began 

the construction of the numerous trestles that would connect the elevated railway through the 

City of North Bay.  This undated photo shows the construction of the concrete forms that 

would support the Algonquin Avenue (then known as Klock Avenue) train trestle.  
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This photo dating from 1914 shows a funeral procession working its way north up Klock 

Avenue (now Algonquin Avenue, later site of St. Josephôs Hospital).  In the background is the 

newly constructed railway embankment and trestle.  The four (4) metre high embankment 

disrupted neighbourhoods, severed streets and created a wall around a burgeoning city.  
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The former CNR station on 

Second Avenue is a single 

storey brick station with 

Romesque revival features. 

It is a substantial presence 

at the head of Fraser Street 

where it stands on a fifteen 

(15) foot high elevation. 

The building, which was constructed in 1916, was designed by George 

Carruthers Briggs, then Supervisor of Buildings for the eastern lines of 

the CNoR.  The handling and finish of the interior spaces were generally 

considered to be more sophisticated than those found in most stations 

of the era.  It includes a pedestrian tunnel under the tracks to Fraser St. 
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1915 to 1995  

LIVING WITH THE LINE   
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For the citizens of the City of North Bay this was a common site for more than eight decades.  

Starting at John Street, the CN train rumbled through the Cityôs Pinewood and Old City 

planning districts until it paralleled the TransCanada CPR line near Duchesnay Creek in the 

Cityôs west end.  Residents of these parts were often awakened by the 3:30am CN train run.    
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Every major arterial or 

collector road leading to the 

Central Business District 

was bottlenecked by the 

CN train trestles.  Built to 

handle horse and buggy 

traffic, these major roads 

were forced to squeeze 

from four (4) lanes of traffic 

to two (2) at each crossing.  

As the City of North Bay grew east, west and north to the suburbs of 

Pinewood, Airport Heights, Graniteville and Birchaven these crossings 

presented a huge obstacle to city Planning and Engineering effortsé  
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- CN Rail Line 

- Train Trestle Location 

- At Level Road Crossing 

- Location of CN Train Station 
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Algonquin Avenue 

Algonquin Avenue was the 

main route to both of the 

cityôs hospitals.  Rising 

dramatically from the ódipô 

at the base of the trestle, it 

was not uncommon to see 

inexperienced truck drivers 

wedged under the bridge.  

The two (2) lane width of 

the trestle at this busy spot 

dangerously narrowed the 

roadway creating a major 

traffic and safety problem.   
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Front Street 

Traffic accidents were 

commonplace on Front 

Street as drivers nudged 

out from the blind spots on 

Second and Third Avenues 

to see under and around 

the trestle. Mostly occupied  

by schools, homes and 

multi-residential buildings 

this neighbourhood was 

drastically affected by the 

presence of the CN line 

and elevated crossings.  
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Cassells Street 

For over eighty years 

Cassells Street has been a 

mixed use area of the city 

with many commercial 

businesses fronting on the 

road.  Off the main strip, 

many homes, churches and 

schools occupied this older 

area of North Bay.  Traffic 

was heavy at the best of 

times and the bottleneck of 

4 lanes becoming 2 lanes 

was very evident here.  
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Ferguson Street 

As Ferguson Street worked 

its way westward towards 

the downtown core it 

crossed under the rusted 

steel trestle at Third 

Avenue.  The tranquility 

and beauty of this 

neighbourhood, with its 

homes, churches and 

Memorial Park was in direct 

contrast to what was widely 

considered to be one of the 

óuglierô roadway crossings.  
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Wyld Street 

Primarily traversing a 

residential area, Wyld 

Street was also home to 

schools, churches and 

traffic accidents.  The road, 

which led drivers to City 

Hall and the Public Library, 

had many blind spots 

including the King Street 

and Fifth Avenue 

convergence at the height 

of land and the CN train 

trestle at Third Avenue.  
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Fisher Street 

This artery connected the 

Regional Shopping Centre 

(Northgate Square) and the 

Highway 11/17 Bypass to 

the Central Business 

District (CBD).  The 

presence of the trestle at 

Third Avenue made it more 

convenient for vehicular 

traffic to travel through 

adjacent local streets that 

were not designed to 

handle arterial traffic. 
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This air photo taken in 

1993 shows the trestles at 

Cassells and Ferguson 

Streets and the CN Station 

on Fraser Street. The office 

and commercial land uses 

are clearly separated from 

the residential areas by the 

tracks and embankment. 

Two years after this picture was taken the CN Rail line was abandoned 

and quickly deteriorated. It is easy to see the challenge facing planners, 

engineers and municipal politicians as in this area alone three (3) major 

arterial or collector roads are narrowed or cut off completely by the four 

(4) metre high embankment and two (2) lane wide trestles.    
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At-Level Crossings 

In the east end of the Old 

City and in the west end 

Pinewood area, at-level 

road crossings were 

commonplace.  Often 

cutting diagonally across 

intersections, these safety 

hazards were a blight on an 

otherwise tranquil 

residential area.  In other 

instances, the presence of 

the CN line resulted in 

dead-end streets.   
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Nearing the End of the Line 

By 1995 railway traffic had 

decreased and the line fell 

victim to cutbacks at the 

struggling Canadian 

National Railway.   

Trestles and abandoned 

buildings became the target 

of vandals.  Graffiti soon 

adorned the concrete 

trestle supports and the 

derelict buildings became 

unsightly firetraps.       
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On November 24th, 1995 

the CN Railway and the 

line that ran through the 

City of North Bay ceased 

operations after ó80 years 

plus a dayô.  Municipal 

leaders were left with the 

monumental task of figuring 

out what to do with what 

the railway left behind. 

When Mayor Victor Fedeli and Council were elected in 2002 they set 

about the process of cleaning, rezoning, preparing and selling vast tracts 

of the line.  Purchased for a dollar after abandonment, the lands had sat 

vacant ever since.  Council decided it was time to do something about it.   
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1995 to 2005  

ABANDONMENT & DEMOLITION   
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When the CNR left town for good, they left the City with a physical, social and political mess.  

With funds and energies already committed to the CPR lands project to connect the 

downtown to the waterfront, not much was left over for the now vacant former CN properties.  

Luckily, the project fit with the new Councilôs philosophy of ógrowing our way out of a problemô.      
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West End Challenges 

In the Pinewood area, the 

removal of the steel rails 

left unsightly rail beds and 

deeply embedded at-level 

crossings.  Major road 

reconstruction would be 

needed to remove the last 

remnants of the rails.  The 

reconnection of Copeland 

and Jane Streets and the 

complete reconstruction of 

Gormanville Road in the far 

west would be required.         
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East End & Old City Issues 

The removal of the railway 

trestles would be a major 

undertaking. The planning 

and engineering work to 

remove the trestles would 

take months to prepare. 

The tons of aggregate 

material that formed the 

four (4) metre high 

embankment would need to 

be tested and transported 

safely and in a responsible 

environmental way.   
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The former CN station 

on Second Avenue 

presented a different 

problem altogether.  

As a target of vandals 

and a home for 

pigeons and other 

uninvited guests, this 

heritage building 

needed a saviour. 

The CNR station had been designated a heritage railway station for its 

historical and architectural significance. The building was eventually 

purchased and rehabilitated by the North Bay Crisis Centre and is used 

today as administrative office space for the organization.  
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The removal of the trestles required careful planning and coordination by municipal staff.  The 

tons of rusted steel, rotting timbers and crumbling concrete that had resulted from years of 

neglect were systematically removed.  Traffic was re-routed and detours were commonplace 

as one-by-one the road crossings were torn down forever.  This is when the real work began. 
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Roadblocks and Rubble 

The removal of the train 

trestles would take months.  

The removal of the rail bed 

and embankment would 

take years. The restoration 

and redevelopment of the 

former CN line was 

projected to take decades, 

but Council provided 

direction and budgets to 

deal with the rehabilitation 

of these lands in less than 

a decade.       
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From Mountain to Molehill 

Much of the fill that formed 

the CN Rail embankment 

was used on a number of 

projects throughout the 

City.  After scraping off the 

top layer, the aggregate 

underneath was of top 

quality.  It was trucked 

away and stored at the 

waterfront until it was 

needed in other areas of 

the City, including the many 

road widening projects. 

Some of the fill removed as part of the 

CN Rail embankment demolition project 

was used in the sports field construction 

at Algonquin Secondary School.  More 

was sent to the municipal landfill and 

was used as cover after it was deemed 

to meet Provincial standards.  
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The City paid for the demolition 

by selling CN Rail lands on either 

side of the old track.  Once the 

trestles, rails and embankments 

were removed, municipal 

politicians, planners and 

engineers had a new blank 

canvas to work with.   

New widened arterial roads, 

upgraded municipal water and 

sewer services, cobblestone 

sidewalks, upscale, entry-level, 

and affordable housing and 

sports fields would be the legacy. 
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2005 to 2010  

REBIRTH & RENEWAL   
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The gentrification of entire neighborhoods took place once the tracks were removed ï all at no 

cost to the taxpayer.  In fact the land and aggregate sales, minus the cost of the trestle 

removal (6@150K each for a total of about a million dollars), still netted millions of dollars for 

the City reserves, not to mention the improved roads, services and increased tax assessment.  
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As the City of North Bay continued to grow north the value of a widened Algonquin Avenue 

was very apparent to everyone living in or visiting the city.  The reconstructed streetscape 

provided a clear vista for commuters who drove downtown to work from the growing northern 

suburbs or for the out-of-town tourists entering from Highway 11 North and Highway 17 West.   
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Two different school boards purchased portions of the track bed adjacent to their buildings.  

Here we see a $12 million expansion and creation of a sports complex at a local high school.  

This shows where the line cut right through the school property, restricting their growth. In the 

bottom-right corner youôll see the footpath that would eventually be the Ann Street extension. 
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For many citizens it is already difficult to remember what the area around Ecole Secondaire 

Algonquin looked like with the CN Rail encircling it.  The roar of rumbling freight trains would 

be replaced by the sounds of children playing, referees whistles and cheering spectators.  

Perhaps at no other point along the line was the transition so beautifully illustratedé   
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The purchase of the lands next to the school permitted the construction of an addition to the 

school, a brand new, full-sized football field/soccer pitch, a new athletics track and new 

parking areas.  Lands immediately surrounding the sports field were suddenly in high demand 

as new single detached dwellings now backed onto green space instead of a noisy rail line.  
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By 2009 the field was in use and regularly hosted NDA football and soccer games.  A new 

scoreboard and storage garage were also constructed and trees were planted around the 

perimeter of the sports field. In the background are a number of new homes constructed in the 

Pinewood planning district.  Remember this photo when you jump ahead five (5) more slides. 
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A little further into the west end, like this area on Copeland Street, the removal of the rails 

meant the opportunity to sell serviced vacant lots or to offer lands to established abutting 

owners to square off their properties.  Planners set out the process of rezoning these lands 

while engineers worked out how to reconnect streets that had been severed for decades.   
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Removing the deeply embedded rail line in the at-level crossings (like this one at Copeland 

and Bell Streets) was only a part of the work.  The rest of the project involved designing and 

servicing the vacant rail lands, connecting roads and sidewalks, and repaving entire lengths 

of streets.  Selling the surplus lots was not difficult in this area with all the road works done. 
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New single detached dwellings began to spring up everywhere along the reclaimed rail bed in 

the west end.  Pinewood was already a desirable area to live, being the first plan of 

subdivision ever approved in the City of North Bay in the 1950ôs.  It was now an area of 

reinvestment and housing construction activity - all facilitated by the removal of the CNR line.  
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A similar story played out on Jane Street.  This diagonal at-level crossing was removed and 

the land was rezoned and prepared for sale.  Also in the Pinewood area, these lots were very 

attractive to new home builders who wanted to be near the areaôs hospitals, schools and 

churches.  Millions of dollars in new home construction would happen right here. 
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On the southeast corner of Jane and Durril Streets alone, six (6) new attractive single family 

dwellings would be constructed.  Backing onto the newly constructed Ecole Secondaire 

Algonquin athletic field these properties became very desirable places to live.  It is hard to 

imagine that a freight train once would have cut right through the centre of this picture.   


