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1: Steele’s Corners (c1890) Green Bush Hotel 

Unlike many cities we think of with “great” transit systems, Toronto is relatively 

young. As a formal city, it was founded in 1834 (formerly the Town of York 1793), 

but had a small population. Moving around the city was done on foot or by horse 

(with or without carriage/sleigh). Railways in the 1850s for freight and longer-

distance travel. 

2. 2021 was the TTC’s 100th birthday, but there is more to transit in the city than 

the TTC. One of the first services was a bus company operating on Yonge Street to 

the then outlying town of Yorkville at Bloor Street in 1849. Horse drawn streetcar 

operation began in 1861 with the Toronto Street Railway, then electrification in 

1891 with the Toronto Railway Company. There were many separate companies, 

mostly successful, although in time consolidation would bring them under 

common ownership. 

Photo looks east on King from Yonge. The St. Lawrence Hall is visible in the 

distance. 

3. Population chart 

Cities with populations in the millions in 1900 had the base to support major 

investments in street railways and subways. Toronto did not, and its growth into 

the millions coincided with another technology: the automobile. 

4. In 1884 (and again in 1885), electric rail travel was demonstrated at the CNE by 

Charles Van Depoele. Earlier installations Chicago (1883). 1885 Toronto installation 

featured a “trolley pole”. The elimination of horses increased the reach of the 

railways and the size of cars that could be operated, not to mention safe 

underground operation. This was the birth of rail transit. 

  



5. In 1891 the Toronto Railway Company received a 30-year franchise from the city 

with the proviso that it would electrify the streetcar system within three years. 

Although the Toronto Street Railway (1861-1891) had a cap on fares, they had 

evaded this by charging for transfers between lines. The TRC’s franchise imposed a 

free transfer requirement, and this remains part of Toronto’s fare structure. 

Initially, the railway made its profits building into new territories in the rapidly 

growing city, but in time this became less attractive as the number of years in the 

franchise dwindled and the company had other financial issues. 

The power house on Front Street is the only remaining building of what was once 

the centre of the TRC’s operations in that neighbourhood. It is now the Young 

People’s Theatre. 

6. Just as the suburbs beyond Toronto grew in recent decades, expansion around 

the original city was seen as a business opportunity. One big problem was 

connecting new developments to the existing city. This is comparatively easy if you 

build adjacent to what is already there, but more challenging if you go further out, 

particularly before the automobile era. 

The Belt Land Corporation and its related Railway planned to build beyond the city 

limits and link their properties with a railway line. Today we would call this 

“transit-oriented development.” Unfortunately for the company, the idea failed 

because what we now call “midtown” was just too far away, and the railway lasted 

only a few years. 

The illustration is in the Don Valley (with a bit of artistic license, not unusual for 

real estate promoters). The bridge in the background is the CPR bridge at 

Todmorden near the Brick Works, and Rosedale is on top of the hill to the left. 

  



7. Civic Transportation Study 

By the 1910s, Toronto faced the problem of rapid growth and the limited size of its 

transit system. The city was forced to build its own extensions where the Toronto 

Railway Company refused to expand. The fragmentation of transit led to extra 

fares and inconvenience. One quarter of the population lived beyond the 1891 

boundaries. 

The conventional wisdom of the day was that good cities expanded their 

transportation systems in advance of development, what we might call today a 

“transit first” policy. However, a century ago, the report’s authors bemoaned how 

this was no longer the practice, and the danger to the city of falling behind. The 

lack of timely investment in transit is not a recent phenomenon. 

8. An important consideration in thinking of how transit grew is that much of what 

we call “Toronto”, even the “old” pre-amalgamation city, is comparatively recent. 

The driving force in the city’s expansion was immigration, just as it is expected to 

be in the coming decade. 

9 & 10. The population distribution in 1914 shows how much that we now think of 

as Toronto was unpopulated a century ago. The first map shows the growth of the 

built-up area of the city from 1889 to 1914 while the second shows the population 

density 

11. Streetcar service on Queen in The Beach ended at Lee Avenue, but the city was 

intent on pushing further east and built an extension to Munro Park. The valley in 

the photo was much deeper in 1898 and it is now partly filled in. For those who 

know the area, this view is near the Fox Cinema and Neville Loop (and the Water 

Works) are at the far side of the valley.  

12. The TRC’s routes were limited to the area in pink which was the 1891 city 

limits. The green lines on the map show the extensions by the Toronto Civic 

Railway on St. Clair, Danforth, Bloor West, and Gerrard. 

13. The Toronto Railway Company failed to invest in expansion as it became clear 

that their franchise would not be extended by the city. Inadequate transit service 

was an issue a century ago as this cartoon from the Toronto Star shows. The 

streetcar is erroneously labelled “Toronto St. Ry.” 



14. The Toronto Civic Railway built east on Gerrard from Greenwood out to what 

had been “East Toronto”, an area annexed by the city in 1908. Opening day in 

1912 was a big event. 

15. St. Clair Avenue West was another important growth area for the city that had 

no streetcar line. Contrast the 1912 view when the line was built with the 1928 

view. 

The streetcars originally had their own right-of-way, but this was removed during 

The Depression both as a sop to the growing use of automobiles, and as a make-

work project. It would not be the last time roads were changed to favour cars. 

16. The Danforth was surrounded mainly by farms in the 1910s, and the area north 

of High Park was still quite young. Neither had a streetcar line because they lay 

beyond the TRC’s territory. Streetcars came up Broadview to Danforth, but went 

no further. The Danforth was also cut off by the Don Valley. 

The Playter building is still there on the SE corner. 

17. The Prince Edward Viaduct made a huge change in access to the east end of 

the city. The view on the left is at what is today the east end of the Viaduct where 

the dirt road simply ends at the valley.  

The bridge has two levels and was designed for a planned, but never built, subway 

that would bring suburban streetcars into downtown. The lower level was used a 

half-century later by the Bloor-Danforth subway. 

18. The Viaduct opened in 1918 connecting the streetcar system across the valley. 

The Danforth’s streetscape has fleshed out with the Bank of Commerce on the NE 

corner, and the view even rated a post card. Note how automobiles have become 

part of the landscape. 

19. None of the buildings in this photo existed when the Viaduct opened. 

  



20. When we look at industrial development in Toronto (and hence the location of 

manufacturing jobs), it is important to remember that industry requires 

transportation. In 1915, that was provided by the railways, and much industry was 

concentrated on railway lines (red). A century later, industry is mainly based on 

trucks, and the focus of industrial lands has shifted to the highway network. It is 

not an exact match because some industry remains in its “railway” locations, but 

the pattern is quite clear. 

21. The railway lands occupied a major space on the waterfront stretching from 

the Don River to beyond Bathurst Street. Much of this area is landfill. Streets 

named “Front” and “The Esplanade” were once on the shore of Lake Ontario. 

When rail passenger service was an important part of the national networks, both 

CPR and CNR had large maintenance yards for their passenger fleets around what 

is now the CN Tower. CN relocated to Mimico to a yard shared with GO Transit, 

and CP got out of the passenger business. This left huge blocks of land available for 

redevelopment. 

22. The railways had large freight yards south of King Street. Today, the area is 

filled with offices and condos. 

23. Union Station is worth mentioning because of its checkered history. 

The city and the railways could not agree on whether the rails would stay at their 

original location, or if they would be moved to a viaduct taking all rail traffic over 

city streets. The city’s position won out, but Union Station sat incomplete for 

almost a decade until the rail viaduct and the trainshed we know today were 

completed. 

The impasse was so protracted that the CPR built its own North Toronto Station, 

but it never opened for passenger service. It is now the jewel in the LCBO’s empire. 

Another casualty of the Union Station debate was the Guelph electric line (part of 

the Toronto Suburban) which never came further into the city than Keele and 

Dundas (later cut back to St. Clair). It also duplicated the CN’s service further north 

that is now the GO Kitchener line. 

Frequent interurban rail service was still decades in the future, and GO Transit did 

not open until 1967 with one short line. 



24. In 1921, the TTC was formed out of the many private railways plus the Toronto 

Civic. Their first huge job was to rebuild the network that had deteriorated thanks 

to underinvestment. There are many photos from this era as the TTC was proud to 

document what it was doing. 

The photo on the right, at Queen & Roncesvalles, shows how complex this 

intersection was with (then) five streets converging. The track in the foreground 

leads to Lake Shore Boulevard and Sunnyside Amusement Park, and was a victim 

of the Gardiner Expressway. The building on the NE corner is still there, but is no 

longer a bank. 

25. New cars were essential both for capacity and to attract riders. The Peter Witt 

cars (named after the manager of the Cleveland Railways who designed them) 

were state-of-the-art in 1921, and the TTC bought hundreds of them. Most of 

them were retired in the 1950s after the Yonge subway opened, and the last went 

in 1963 after the University subway. One car remains in the city for ceremonial 

use. 

26. Another generation of new cars arrived in the late 1930s, the PCCs (Presidents 

Conference Car). This design was the transit industry’s answer to the automobile, a 

faster, more comfortable streetcar developed jointly by the major transit 

operators in North America. 

But expansion of street railways was not in the cards. In Toronto, several planned 

streetcar extensions were dropped thanks to the Depression, and by the end of 

WWII, the focus turned to suburban expansion and the road network, not transit. 

27. The War was an important time for the TTC as industry depended on the 

transit system to bring people to work. This photo shows workers, mostly women, 

boarding the King car at Strachan Avenue. The Massey Harris site occupied much 

land along King, and this is now the eastern part of Liberty Village. 

From a financial point of view, the war was good for the TTC, and their profits paid 

for the next major expansion, the subway. 

  



28. A plan for a subway on Yonge from Eglinton to Union, and a streetcar subway 

on Queen was approved in January 1946. Construction began in September 1949. 

The Queen streetcar subway was never built and only a small partial station exists 

at Yonge. 

Although the subway was a big project for the TTC, it differed from the earlier 

period of transit expansion. The city was catching up with the overloaded Yonge 

corridor which also included service on parallel streets: Bay, Church, Sherbourne, 

Parliament, Spadina, Bathurst and a radial route structure aimed at downtown. 

Almost half of the line was built in the open, mainly in a cut east or west of Yonge. 

Parts, mainly downtown, were built cut and cover. It would be hard to get 

approval of this alignment today. 

29. Construction downtown was even more invasive – under Yonge which was 

completely opened for a shallow tunnel. Compare this Eglinton with its deep 

tunnel – although most is out of sight this makes stations more complex. 

30. Toronto’s second subway was under Bloor-Danforth replacing the original 

priority on Queen including north to Don Mills. Bloor-Danforth was seen as better 

for future suburban expansion. Like Yonge, this was a replacement of a busy 

surface corridor which included a transfer station at Yonge to handle volume of 

pedestrian traffic. 

Design presentations of the day pre-CAD: Serafin watercolours. Many stations 

were not built as they were shown in late 50s paintings. 

31. While Toronto built two subways in the old city, the suburbs were changing 

from open fields to a mix of spread out, low rise and clusters of apartment towers.  

32. In 1950, much of Scarborough was still farmland with development 

concentrated along Kingston Road. Auto effects started in the 30s. The Danforth 

interchange spelled the end of the radial line to West Hill. Streetcar service ended 

at Birchmount. 

33. TTC growth was all through bus network extension. Suburban plans were in the 

works, but they were destined to run into technical and political problems. 



34. Toronto had an aggressive expressway plan, much of which was not built. 

Classic design: inner ring around downtown, outer ring in the developing city. Bad 

as this may look, it replaced an earlier plan that would have seen an expressway 

along Bloor Street. 

35. The Spadina expressway, cancelled in 1971, would have run into the city. North 

of Bloor Street, it would have occupied the block between Spadina and Madison. 

South of Bloor it would have been in a trench like the Allen Road. The building we 

are in would not exist. 

An ironic side-effect of the Gardiner Expressway construction was the creation of a 

streetcar private right-of-way on The Queensway replacing the former route along 

Lake Shore Boulevard. This could have been a model for suburban expansion, but 

that was not to be. 

36. TTC 1969 plan: Eglinton and Queen/Don Mills subways plus a circumferential 

“ICTS” line – originally with streetcars.  

37. After the Spadina expressway cancellation in 1971, the problem was how to 

build a suburban transit network. Subways were too expensive. We needed a 

“missing link.” 

Rather than building with existing technology, Ontario proposed maglev trains on 

elevated guideways. The project failed, and critically during a period when there 

was strong support for transit construction and a lot of the suburbs did not exist 

yet. 

38: ICTS was touted as a replacement for subways, but pics like this at King and 

Spadina were not what the government wanted to show. More typically we saw 

open rights-of-way where structure did not invade neighbourhoods or aerial views 

to minimize apparent effect. Imagine an elevated structure, especially stations, 

across Eglinton in place of the planned subway. 

39: TTC had been working on a new streetcar design. Shown here at City Hall, but 

intended for suburban expansion. This project was sidelined for ICTS development, 

but later picked up by the UTDC. 

40: The Scarborough line was originally planned as LRT, but in the background 

UTDC continued development of what became “RT” or “Skytrain”.  



41: Kennedy Station was built for streetcars (loop and low platform) and 

retrofitted for the RT technology. 

42: 1980: The first Gulf War and resulting oil price shock triggered a minor 

economic downturn. TTC’s unbroken growth streak ended.  

Planning for the city turned into competition for limited funding, and the return to 

a focus on subways led to an era of “which one next.” In 1990, David Peterson 

sought re-election with a “chicken in every pot” rapid transit plan. He lost to Bob 

Rae’s NDP, but they embraced the plan as a job-creation scheme going into a deep 

early 1990s recession. The TTC lost 20% of its ridership (450 to 360m) and for a 

time, the pressure for new capacity downtown vanished. 

By 1996, with the arrival of Mike Harris as Premier, almost all provincial funding 

for transit construction and operations was cut. 

To answer need for better suburban transit, David Miller proposed “Transit City” 

as a light rail network in 2007. Like so many other plans it was doomed by 

changing political situation and by Miller’s unexpected departure from office. Most 

of this network could be running today if it had been built on the original schedule. 

43/44. The need for more capacity into the core became obvious again as TTC 

ridership recovered. A lot of growth had been handled with GO Transit capacity, 

but the local system was at its limits (pre covid). Once again it became politically 

fashionable to talk about the need for “downtown relief.” 

The idea of an eastern route into downtown has been around for a century, and 

this eventually became plans for a Queen Street streetcar subway, later a full 

subway as in the TTC’s 1969 plan. Planning for the Relief Line as it was called was 

underway over the past decade, but in 2018, Doug Ford had a better idea and the 

Ontario Line was born. Currently the opening is planned for 2030. 

  



45. The city grows, but transit does not keep up. 

As the city grew outward in the 50/60s, the Toronto suburbs (we once called them 

“outer”), there was transit growth and easy access to new customers, but this 

masked the higher growth in car-based travel. 

Rapid transit, to the extent Toronto built any, aimed at downtown trips while 

leaving travel within the suburbs a second-class experience. 

This process continued, but with even less transit support, in the 905 and was 

compounded by lack of network, service and fare integration. Suburban transit 

was supported by the Province as a GO feeder, not as an all-day, everywhere 

service. 

The private sector has returned to some transit provision, but this brings 

fragmentation (territory), false savings (do it for less) and secrecy (commercial 

confidentiality in contracts). 

46. City vs Suburban networks. 

There is a fundamental difference between the built form of the old city and the 

suburbs notably with wider spacing of major streets and longer walks to transit. 

Trips are longer because the outer 416 is bigger than the old city of Toronto and 

the layout assumes use of cars to give a wider reach. “How far can you travel in 30 

minutes” is very different by car or by transit. 

Much transit focus remains on getting people downtown, less on suburb-to-

suburb travel especially outside of the 416. 

BRT proposals (RapidTO red lanes) address congestion on selected streets but will 

not make a big dent in total trip times. There is pushback from affected 

communities due to lost road space (car drivers) and wider stop spacing (transit 

users). 

  



47. GO was formed in 1967 with service between Oakville and Pickering, and was 

seen as an alternative to widening the highway network. Today GO has many more 

routes with plans for more service and electrification, but it is still very focused on 

the core area and dependent on park-and-ride model.  

Meanwhile intercity services dwindle with the loss of Greyhound and smaller local 

carriers. There is a patchwork of local services and private van operators. 

GO expansions become political to show a line on the map, but with marginal 

service such as Niagara and London Trains.  

GO resists fare integration except where it feeds GO – 905 vs TTC joint fares. 

48. Demand vs Density. 

The housing crisis coupled with a desire to see better use of transit is driving a 

push for higher density development. Whether this will increase transit demand 

depends a lot on travel associated with those new units. 

Jobs generate transit demand but only if they are well-served by transit. They are 

concentrated in small areas and demand can funnel onto major corridors. Housing 

generates a more diverse demand in space (scatter around the region) and time 

(many trips are not on a 9-to-5 schedule).  

If transit does not go where and when people need to travel, they will drive. 

Some demand is artificially concentrated by major terminals and by parking. This 

works for inbound travel, but not outbound. The “last mile problem” exists in both 

directions, but is severe where trips are not concentrated. 

  



49. In this presentation, I have not talked much about buses, but they grew to 

become an essential part of the transit network from the 1960s onward. 

Buses feed the subway and make heavy demand there possible even without high 

density development along the corridor. The TTC’s fleet of 2000+ buses blanket 

the “old suburbs” (now called “inner”) although that blanket is rather thin in 

places. 

Over 40% of TTC trips involve a bus ride, and the bus network has seen the 

strongest post-covid recovery because it serves areas and jobs that are less 

amenable to work-from-home. 

Transit announcements and plans almost never look at improving the whole 

network, but rather at spot projects such as the RapidTO red lane corridors. One 

street a year will take a long time to make a difference network wide, and there is 

already pushback about giving up road space just as there has been against LRT 

plans. 

The term “BRT” is used for a wide range of schemes: everything from just painting 

lanes (as in Scarborough) to building dedicated rights-of-way on street (as in York 

Region or off-street (as in Mississauga). The greater the intrusion of transit onto a 

street, the more the pushback from motorists, businesses and residents. 

50. This chart shows the weekly breakdown of rides on the TTC from March to 

August 2022. Buses carry the lion’s share of traffic showing the importance of bus 

service that covers the entire city. The streetcar network does well for its size, but 

is still below “normal” demand due to work-from-home ridership changes 

downtown. 

51. Bus technology is evolving. Diesels were the mainstay of the fleet evolving into 

“clean” diesels and hybrids. Now the focus is on electric buses, and a lot of work is 

going into technology development. 

Toronto had a small trolleybus system until 1993 that evolved out of the streetcar 

network. Compressed natural gas (CNG) was going to be the “green” solution and 

instead of rebuilding and expanding the network, the TTC dumped it. 

Being green is expensive, and the debate is all about new technology and funding, 

not about network expansion and service improvement. 



52/53. Transit in a Post-Covid world. 

The TTC has discovered there is substantial demand that does not follow 

conventional commuting patterns or timelines. Demand in the core has fallen due 

to work-from-home, but is still strong for sectors, mainly in the suburbs, where in-

person work is essential. Service planning must adapt to handle this both for 

ridership recovery, and longer term as an equally important part of future 

demand. 

For too long, getting people out of their cars meant getting downtown commuters 

out of their cars. If transit is going to be a real alternative, it must serve other 

markets even if this is more challenging. 

54. Swanboats!  



Early History 

56. 1861-1891 The Toronto Street Railway was formed to establish a horse drawn 

street railway service. The terms of the charter from the city included a proviso 

that it use a track gauge, unique to Toronto, so that wagons could drive in the 

slotted rails rather than the often muddy streets.  

57. 1891-1921 The Toronto Railway Company was given a 30-year franchise to 

electrify the street railways and expand into the rapidly growing city. As the end of 

the franchise neared, the TRC stopped expanding into new territory fearing it 

would be unprofitable. This led to the creation of the Toronto Civic Railway and 

eventually the Toronto Transportation Commission. 

58. Transit was not confined to the city proper, but included several suburban lines 

serving outlying communities. That 1890 stage coach we saw earlier was replaced 

not many years later by the rapidly extending Metropolitan Railway from Yonge at 

Summerhill to, eventually, Sutton at Lake Simcoe. Fragments of some of these 

lines remain (Queen to Long Branch, Kingston Road to Vic Park), but most are long-

gone. A two km stretch of the line to Guelph is now home to the Halton County 

Radial Railway Museum near Rockwood. 

59. Sir William Mackenzie and his partners set up both the TRC and the T&YRR, 

and bought up the smaller railways. They also owned part of the power generation 

facilities at Niagara. Between the establishment of electric street railways in 1892 

and the arrival of Niagara power in 1907, the TRC generated its own power and 

sold electricity to the street lighting company, another related entity. 

60. Two views of suburban operations. The Crescent Line in the Junction 

meandered from Keele and Dundas west and south to end in a residential area 

north of High Park. This line did not last, although a westward extension on 

Dundas to Lambton fared better. 

The line to Weston originally extended to Woodbridge. 

  



61. An important part of any transit company’s business is leisure travel. Before air 

conditioning, getting down to the lake was a popular way to cool off in the 

summer. The Toronto Railway Company built an amusement park at Scarboro 

Beach (which is in Toronto despite its name) to generate weekend traffic, and 

there was a park at Eldorado on the Toronto Suburban’s Lambton line. The Islands 

have always been a popular destination.  

The Trillium still operates, sometimes for private parties, sometimes to handle 

busy periods in the summer. 

62. The Waterfront is an essential part of the city and shaped its early 

development. This view looks east from York Street from the “old” Union Station 

in the 1890s. The lake is much further north than today (Front Street is on the left), 

and the link between the railways and shipping was vital in the pre-Seaway era. 

63. Here are two contemporary views looking north up Yonge Street from the 

water, and from the railway which, in those days, crossed the streets at grade, a 

source of much annoyance to the city, and a dangerous situation for pedestrians. 

64. Moore Park Station was located just south of Moore Avenue. This is now a 

walking trail that leads south to the Brick Works. 

The line remained in use for freight west of Mount Pleasant (serving Dominion 

Coal and other industries along Merton Street). It is now the Belt Line rail path. 

65. In 1925, the TTC showed off the progress it represented from the horse car era 

through to a motor-trailer train of Peter Witts. Lurking at the back of the parade is 

a new arrival, the motor coach. 

66. TTC 100th Birthday Celebration at Roncesvalles Carhouse. 

  



67. Your train will be along soon. 

• Eglinton West LRT to Airport 

• The initial section to Renforth Gateway will be mostly in tunnel at 

substantial cost despite surface land availability. The Airport connection is 

uncertain due to cost/alignment questions and changing plans by the 

Airport Authority. The Airport district is not just a terminal, but an area as 

big as downtown Toronto. One line and a handful of stations will not serve 

it. 

• What will happen on the waterfront? 

• Will we build a transit or a car-oriented new downtown? The eastern 

waterfront streetcar and road reconfiguration are at 30% design, but no 

construction funding has been committed. The western extension to 

Dufferin is in detailed design, but was on hold due to conflict with the 

Ontario Line at Exhibition Station. A further extension to The Queensway 

west of Humber is a very long shot. 

• Eglinton East LRT to University of Toronto Scarborough and Malvern 

• The EELRT was part of the original Transit City proposal. Then it was linked 

to the Scarborough Subway to “sanitize” a spending deal. There is no 

committed funding, but there is potential extra cost at Kennedy Station 

due to the subway alignment. 

• Sheppard East LRT from Don Mills to Morningside is now a subway proposal 

• This is now a subway proposal, and like Eglinton West suffers from the 

perception that only a subway is “good enough.” It will likely run from Don 

Mills to McCowan, but will not be built until after 2030. 

• Finch West extensions west to the Airport and east to Yonge are little more 

than lines on a map with no specific dates. 

 


