
FEATURE

From Steam  
to Subways

For more than 150 
years, all kinds of  

trains have whooshed 
along tracks  

throughout Canada. 

Cowcatcher: pushes 

snow, fallen trees and yes, 

cattle off the tracks

Piston: metal rod 

to push the wheels

Tender: carries 

fuel and water

Boiler: produces  

steam from boiling water

Firebox: where 

fuel is burned

The locomotive at the front  
provides the power to pull the train.

The first locomotives burned wood or coal, which were carried right behind the engine in a tender. 
The steam moved metal rods connected to the metal wheels that moved the train along iron rails. 

A worker shovelled fuel into a firebox which heated water in a boiler to make steam.

By the 1950s, most Canadian 
railways had replaced their 

coal-burning steam engines with 
ones that burned diesel oil. 

Rolling stock is the term for train 
cars other than the locomotive.
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The caboose or van was the last car 
on a freight train. It could be used as a 
place to work, sleep or watch out the 
back of the train. It has been replaced 
by a computer often known as FRED, 

for flashing rear-end device.

Passenger cars on trains 
travelling shorter distances have 

seats. If they’re going farther, there 
are also berths — beds that fold 

down from the wall — for sleeping. 

The first freight cars were just platforms 
with sides but no top. There are still cars 
called open wagons that carry things 

such as wood, gravel and coal.

A hopper is a covered freight car used to 
carry anything that needs to be kept dry, 

especially grain. 

A boxcar is just that — a shoebox-shaped 
car with sliding doors. It was once used 
to carry all kinds of different things, 

but now there are special types of cars 
to transport animals or automobiles.

A tanker or tank car is a rounded car 
for carrying liquids such as oil, liquid 

hydrogen and even milk or vinegar.

VIA Rail carries about four million travellers every year. Its 

passenger trains serve 400 stations all over the country, but 

it doesn’t operate in P.E.I., Newfoundland and Labrador, the 

Yukon or Northwest Territories, or in Nunavut. 
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underground trains

Two Canadian cities have subway systems — 
electric trains that carry people through  
underground tunnels and some aboveground 
sections. Construction began on Toronto’s subway, 
shown above, in 1949 and the first trains started 
travelling the 7.4–kilometre route in 1954. (It's now 
more than 10 times that long.) Montreal’s system, 
known as the Metro, was built between 1962 and 
1966, with more stations added in time for the 1967 
World’s Fair, Expo 67. Each of its stations, many of 
which are named after famous people from Quebec 
history, was designed by a different architect.

MR-63 train at Crémazie station (1966)
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In a big city, there are a lot of people who need to get back and forth to work around the same time 
every day. Add in the students going to school, tourists looking around, friends going shopping and 
families heading to a park or a movie, and that’s an awful lot of people who need to get around. 
Several Canadian cities have set up rail systems to serve those people. That’s handy for them, but 
it’s also good for the environment, since there will be fewer cars on the road if people take the 
train instead. The traffic problem was especially bad in the area around Toronto, so the provincial 
government started GO (for Government of Ontario . . . get it?) Transit. The first GO trains started 
running along the north shore of Lake Ontario in 1967. The system now operates hundreds of double-
decker trains every day, carrying tens of millions of passengers a year from all over Toronto and 
beyond. Vancouver’s SkyTrain, which started operation in 1986, doesn’t have drivers, but it does have 
some of the prettiest views you’ll ever see from a city train. It travels on tracks built high above the 
streets. It’s one of the longest systems of its kind in the world. The city of Calgary hired a company 
to build a railway in 1893, but the project never happened. In 1981, the CTrain started running in the 
city’s downtown. It now travels to the farthest edges of the city. Ottawa’s OTrain is the newest of them 
all; its first trains hit the tracks in 2001.

trains instead
of traffic
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