
Canadian Car & Foundry 
 
 Canadian Car & Foundry Company (Can-Car) was incorporated on October 29, 
1909 in Montreal, QC. A few years later the company was looking for a location for a 
railcar manufacturing plant. Both Port Arthur and Fort William were interested. Fort 
William made the better offer and it was chosen as the site of the new plant. On April 
24, 1912 The Fort William Daily Times Journal reported that the first draft of an 
agreement between the City of Fort William and the Canada Car & Foundry Com-
pany had been completed. The article included details about the plant to be built and 
the number of people to be employed. 
 

 
Fort William Daily Times Journal - April 24, 1912, pg.1 

 
On April 26, 1912 an article was published giving facts about the company: 

 it was organized under the Dominion of Canada 

 location of general offices 

 names of the director, president and vice-president 

 it was incorporated under the Companies Act of Canada 

 it was made up of three larger manufacturing companies  

 the dollar amount of the capital assets 
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Can-Car would be an expensive agreement for Fort William, so there was a plebi-
scite. On July 10, 1912 Fort William taxpayers voted and the results were published 
in the July 11

th
 newspaper. Fort William voted yes for Canadian Car & Foundry, 1609 

to 379. This article also stated that, “The construction of this plant involves an expen-
diture of a million dollars and the regular employment of 1000 men.” 
 

http://www.tbpl.ca/upload/documents/1912-april-24.pdf
http://www.tbpl.ca/upload/documents/1912-april-26.pdf
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 Although construction had already begun for the factory, the official ground-
breaking ceremony was held on July 17, 1912. The Fort William Daily Times Journal 
reported on July 18

th
 that the official groundbreaking ceremony took place with city 

officials, the chairman of the Dominion Railway board, the vice-president of Canadian 
Car & Foundry and his official staff. At this ceremony it was also announced that the 
first order for railcars had been received from Grand Trunk Railway. 
 

 
Groundbreaking ceremony. Photo courtesy of Thunder Bay Archives and Records. 
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The Can-Car site was near Mountain Avenue and Superior Street. Today these 
streets are Mountdale Avenue and Stapleton Street. Below is a section of a map from 
1912 showing the location of Can-Car. This map of Fort William can be found at the 
Brodie Resource Library in the Reference department. 
 

http://www.tbpl.ca/upload/documents/1912-july-11.pdf
https://www.flickr.com/photos/thunderbayarchives/14386106137
http://www.tbpl.ca/upload/documents/1912-july-18.pdf


 
Section of map from Thunder Bay Public Library Map Collection - TB TR2621 CityofFortWilliam 1912 

 
Construction of the plant began in 1912 and although it was scheduled for 

completion by July, 1913, Can-Car would not be completed until 1917. During this 
time, the First World War began. Railcars were no longer a priority, demand and 
sales dropped – this included the Grand Trunk Railway order. Canadian Car & Foun-
dry didn’t have enough resources to warrant opening another factory. The City of Fort 
William and Can-Car tried to get orders for munitions but were unsuccessful. When 
Can-Car accepted the city’s offer, the agreement included that the company provide 
ten years of work for 1000 men or more. The city insisted they keep this promise. 
 
 The Fort William Daily Times Journal reported on April 19, 1916 that Montreal 
officials from Canadian Car & Foundry met with city council on April 18th. The com-
pany officials reported that they had tried to get orders to help with the war effort but 
were unsuccessful. They had even tried, unsuccessfully, to get orders from Russia. 
What Russia did need though was a factory. Can-Car officials tried to convince city 
council to send the Fort William plant to Russia. Council members discussed the is-
sue without the company officials present before giving their response. The resolu-
tion voted on was, “That this council is not favorable to the removal of the car plant of 
the Canadian Car and Foundry Company.” It was unanimous. Fort William city coun-
cil voted no, they would not send the factory to Russia. This was no surprise to the 
company – as they waited one of the officials had drawn a sketch, described in the 
news article and shown in the book Can-Car: A History 1912-1992. 
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 Although The Fort William Daily Times Journal reported on July 22, 1916 that 
the plant would be completed, articles on August 21st and 25th were informing read-
ers of reports of machinery being removed from the plant. The city protested and 

http://www.tbpl.ca/upload/documents/1916-april-19.pdf
http://www.tbpl.ca/upload/images/sketch-from-can-car-book.jpg


there were communications between city solicitors and the trust company of Can-
Car. 
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           Fort William Daily Times Journal – August 21, 1916, pg.1       Fort William Daily Times Journal – August 25, 1916, pg.1 

  
 The situation turned around for Can-Car. On December 22, 1917 The Fort Wil-
liam Daily Times Journal reported on the Fort William plant. The mayor and aldermen 
had obtained an order from the Canadian Government Railway for 2000 boxcars. It 
was expected that the plant would employee 1500 to 1700 men and that 25 boxcars 
would be produced per day. The article also gave a brief history of the local factory 
and a description of its buildings. A panoramic view of the factory was also published. 
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  Fort William Daily Times Journal – December 22, 1917, pg.9 

 
On January 29, 1918, a Fort William Daily Times Journal article announced a 

new factory was to be built at the Canadian Car & Foundry site. Can-Car would soon 
be building wooden and steel ships for the United States. The Thunder Bay Historical 
Museum Society's Papers & Records VolXVI 1988, pg.32 states that the contract for 
the minesweepers was with a shipbuilding company from the United States and that 
the ships were for the French government.  
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 Work was to begin in May and on February 18

th
 it was reported that the contrac-

tor E. G. Penniman would start work on the shipbuilding plant. An article from Febru-
ary 20, 1918 gave leading facts about the factory and information on what was in pro-
duction. 3000 boxcars were being produced for the Canadian Government Railway 
and then work would begin on twelve mine-sweepers. The Fort William Daily Times 
Journal reported on May 16, 1918 that the Canadian Government Railway ordered 
450 Hart-Otis dump cars. 
 

http://www.tbpl.ca/upload/documents/1917-december-22.pdf
http://www.tbpl.ca/upload/images/1918-january-29.jpg
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 Contracts were being completed, worked on and new contracts were being rati-
fied. On July 8 and 29, 1918, articles informed readers of the progress being made at 
Can-Car. 
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 On July 29, 1918 the first minesweeper, the Navarin, built at Canadian Car & 
Foundry was launched into the Kaministiqua River. Newspaper articles on July 29 
and 30 reported on the launching. Can-Car officials and representatives from the 
French government were in Fort William for the event. France's Captain C. Denier's 
speech was published in full in The Fort William Daily Times Journal. Not only did he 
thank the workers and toast the mayor but he spoke of how they were all "fighting for 
the ideal humanity." Ending his speech he said, "I lift my glass to Canada and her 
boys over there in England, to the United States, to France and all her allies, to the 
soldiers of humanity and their final victory." 
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The Navarin. Photo courtesy of Thunder Bay Archives and Records. 

 
 The launch was a success with the newspaper reporting that numerous photos 
and a “moving picture” were taken of the event. All the minesweepers would be test-
ing their guns by shooting at targets on Thunder Bay. Work continued on the other 
minesweepers until all had been launched by October 1918. Below are the specifica-
tions of the minesweepers: 
 

http://www.tbpl.ca/upload/documents/1918-july-30.pdf
http://www.tbpl.ca/upload/documents/1918-july-30-b.pdf
https://www.flickr.com/photos/thunderbayarchives/8414649958/


 
Courtesy of Can-Car: A History 1912-1992, pg.20 

 
 The war ended in November 1918 and the twelve minesweepers built at Can-
Car for France did not end up doing any military service. The ships were disarmed 
and sold, except for two that suffered a tragic fate: the Inkerman and Cerisoles were 
lost on their maiden voyage on Lake Superior.  
 
 From December 3rd to the 12th, 1918 the Port Arthur News Chronicle and the 
Fort William Daily Times Journal reported on the disappearance and search. Many 
rumours and conspiracy theories circulated about the loss of the ships. Their disap-
pearance and location remain a mystery. 
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 The loss of the minesweepers continues to be newsworthy more than ninety 
years later. The story appeared in a Chronicle Journal Looking Back piece in 2009. 
Also, in 2010, the Sault Star reported that the search for the minesweepers contin-
ues. The Thunder Bay Historical Museum Society's Papers & Records Vol. XLII 
(2014) also highlights the mystery of the ships built at Can-Car. The minesweepers 
story is complex as they were built in Canada, belong to France and sunk in Ameri-
can water.  
 
 Canadian Car & Foundry’s story between 1912 and 1918 continued to be writ-
ten about. The Fort William Daily Times Journal from February 22, 1947 published 
articles on the Fort William factory’s start and their work on railcars and minesweep-
ers. Can-Car’s interesting history continued after the First World War, eventually be-
coming a National Historic Site of Canada in 2010. 
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