
VIA'S REMOTE SERVICE TO CHURCHILL 

Endangered Species 
DENIS CONNELL/ PHOTOS BY T H E AUTHOR EXCEPT AS NOTED 

C HtiRCHILL, MA."-ITOB..\, POPULATION 899, 
is a saltwater port on Canada's 
Hudson Bay which proudly claims 

to be the ''Polar Bear Capital of the 
World." Although geographically south 
of the Arctic Circle, every fall Churchill 
is host to the annual migration of ursus 
maritimus to the newly formed sea ice. 
Among the most fearsome carnivores on 
earth, polar bears are an endangered 
species surviving principally on fish and 
seal meat. Another less obvious endan. 
gered species coexists with the bears 
in Churchill - at least for now - and 
given the uncertainty of recent events, 
2017 may be the time to schedule your 
visit. 

The other endangered species? VIA 
Rail Canada's classic 1950s streamlined, 
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first class passenger equipment that 
takes you to the bears on a leisurely 
schedule three times each week. VIA 
maintains service to Chm·chill as part 
of its remote services network and as 
a tenant of the Hudson Bay Railway. 
Hudson Bay, which acquired the line 
from Canadian National in 1997, closed 
the saltwater port in 2016 resulting in 
a drastic reduction of rail freight traffic 
in the region. Historically, millions of 
metric ton s of wheat and other agricul
tural products were the main commod
ities shipped from Churchill dw·ing the 
shipping season since the railhead was 
established in 1929. An article in the 
Thompson Citiun of January 6, 2017, 
reported that OmniTra.."X Canada, owner 
of the Hudson Bay Railway, entered 

into a memorandum of understanding 
with the Mathias Colomb Cree ation 
and the Missinippi Rail Consortium 
for the transfer of its Manitoba assets. 
Regardless of future ownership, the loss 
of rail and port traffic does not project 
well for the future of first class rail 
passenger service to the region. Trains 
692 and 693 to \Vinnipeg may become 
the other endangered species indige
nous to Chw·chill. 

Not so, according to VIA's Media Rela 
tions Spokes,voman Miriam Diaby. In 
a phone interview, she noted that no 
changes in service are contemplated and 
that VIA is taking reservations for the 
Beluga whale season (July-August) and 
the fall bear season (October-Decem
ber). For most of the year, VIA assigns 

a "standard" consist to the Churchill 
service - two 6400-class F40PH loco
motives, one baggage car, two coaches, 
one diner an d a Chdteau-class sleeper. 
During the off-season, microwaved, 
prepackaged meals are served in the 

OPPOSITE: h 's 6:50 p.m. and ongry skies 
prevoll ot the Churchill stotlon. In Ju st 40 
minutes, VIA Train 692 to Winnipeg will deport 
with th e Re'felstok'1 Park carrying the markers . 

BELOW: Bullr by Budd In 1954, the lounge In 
Revelstoke Park harkens bock ro o bygone ere . 
The author had the entire cor to himself on the 
return to Winnipeg. 

BOTTOM: Looking the opposite direction, 
stairs leod to the obser.,atlon dome of the 
Budd-built Revelstoke Park. 

diner, and there is no fll'st class lounge 
for sleeping car passengers. 

All of this changes during t he "bear 
season" beginning in early October. A 
cook is added to the crew and freshly 
prepared meals a.re offered from the 
Cafe E::'\.-pr ess menu. Meals are includ
ed in the fa.re for first class passengers 
1·egardless of accommodation type. The 
most significant service upgrade during 
bear season brings out the dome-obser
vation Park-series cars to serve as first 
class lounges, r eplicating - wit h the 
exception of motive power - a neru·ly 
pe1·fect 1950s sb·eamliner. 

\Vinnipeg is th e largest city in Mani
toba, and as a provincial capital rates 
an international airport on the outskirts 
of town. VIA Rail calls here as well; 
ih Toronto-Vancouver flagship, the 

Canadian, provides triweekly service 
from May to October and biweekly 
service the rest of t he year. 

\Vith an aggressive rail riding sched
ule ahead of me, I chose Air Canada to 
get me here quickly. On Sunday, October 
4, 2015, my weeklong jow'lley begins at 
\Vinnipeg's VIA station, a 1917 Beau..'= 
Arts masterpiece renovated by VIA a few 
yea.rs ago. Designated as a historic land
mark, the building feattu·es a passen
ger concourse, office space for lease, a 
six-track train shed and the Winnipeg 
Railway Museum. Tracks 1 and 2 are 
sealed off at each end of the train shed, 
which houses the musetw1's e::'\.-tensive 
collection. Included are various pieces 
of maintenance equipment, Canadian 
National GMD-1 No. 1900 in the tradi
tional green livery , a 1922 CP wood 
reefer , and (my favorite) inspection 
sedan No. 34 , a 1946 Packard fitted with 
flanged wheels and once used by the 
Greater Winnipeg \Vater District. The 
museum is a vohwteer organization a nd 
well worth the time to visit. 

As noon approaches, VIA announces 
that Train 693 is prepared for boai·ding 
on Track 4. I am assigned "cabin for 1" 
(i.e., roomette) No. 6 in car 8221, Chftteau 
Radisson. Ignoring the announcement 
that lunch would be served soon after 
departure, I'm in my room for 90 seconds 
to drop my gear before heading back to 
car 8718, obser vation-lounge Yoho Park. 
Today's consist has F40PH-3s 6437 and 
6459, built in 1989 and 1986, respective
ly; baggage 8602 (1954); coaches 8129 
and 8122 (1955); diner 8404 Annapolis 
(19M); sleepers 8221 Chftteau Radis
son, 8212 Chtiteau Latour and 8216 
Chfi.teau Levis (all 1954); and 8718 Yoho 
Park (1954). Chfi.teau-class sleepers a.re 
configured with three sections, eigh t 
roomettes, one drawing room and three 
double bedrooms. The Latour and Levis 
were dead.heading this trip , en route 
to Churchill to accommodate a south
bound tour group. Departure is delayed 
until 12:15 p.m. , but soon the 60-year
old consist is wailing westbound at track 
speed toward the first scheduled stop in 
Portage La Prairie. 
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At Portage, a massive Canadian 
Pacific freight fouls the CN diamond, 
causing us a 20-minute delay. Once 
again underway, the Canadian North
ern branch to Churchill splits away from 
the CN transcontinental main here and 
wanders into the agrarian heartland 
of Manitoba. Yoho Park is my vantage 
point for most of the afternoon, until first 
call for dinner is announced approaching 
Dauphin. After a hearty pot roast dinner 
in the Annapolis, I settle into my room 
for a much-needed nap in anticipation 
of a 1:30 a.m. arrival in The Pas. Two 
days of riding the spartan accommoda
tions of the Keewatin Central Railway's 
Pukatawagan mi.-xed are ahead of me 
(see R.,JLFAN & R.,JLRO.W, January 2017). 

Bock Toward the Bears 
Two day9 aboard the Puk mi.xed Ill 

an exhausting ordeal, even for hard
core railfan.s, so I'm thrilled to be board
ing VIA 693 on The Pas platform at 
2:15 a.m. on \Vednesday, October 7. 
VIA service attendant Darcelle Collette 
cheerfully greeh me, then e9corts me to 
my sleeping accommodations for this leg 
of the trip: a lower section in cru.· 8202, 
Ch&teau Bienville. In minutes, I'm fast 

RIGHT: The diner Annopolls, bullr for the 
Conodlon Podflc In 1955, Is ready for seating. 
The cor wos osslgned ro Train 693 on October 
4, 2015. VIA maintenance forces keep the 
60-year-old equipment In top shape. 

BELOW: VIA's classic consist of Train 692 glides 
effortlessly southbound or milepost 241 .5 near 
Nelson Manitoba, having just crossed the 
Nelson River bridge. The view Is from the dome 
of the Revelstoke Pork on October 9, 201S, ot 
8:06 o.m. 
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asleep and it's no secret why - the bed 
is twice as wide as any you will fmd in 
roomettes or bedrooms. VIA generously 
provides plush pillows and blankets for 
added com.fort in section sleepers in the 
Manor- and Chdteau-series cars. Best of 
all, section sleeping accommodations are 
less eA-pensive than roomettes but still 
qualify for the first class amenities of 
meals and Park car access. 

After breakfast in dining car Prin
cess, I'm off to document the classic 
Budd consist. Youngsters 64CH5 and 6448 
(F40PH-3s, 1989) head today's ''high 
season" train including baggage car 8600 
(19M); coaches 8105 and 8110 (1955); 
diner 8415 Princess (1955); ChGteau 
Bienville 8202 (1954); Chiiteau Closse 
8205 (1954); and observation- lounge 
8711, Revelstoke Park (1954). 

North to 
Churchill 
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HBR track is relatively smooth, \vith 
alternating sections of stick and welded 
rail; train speed is approximately 40 
m.p.h. \Ve met only one freight train 
during the night and won't see another 
until we reach Churchill the ne~-t day. 
VIA Rail is the only railroad activity on 
the HBR line today as we head up the 
Thompson Subdivision for a schedul ed 
meet with Train 690, our southbound 
counterparl. Thompson, Man. , popula
tion 13,158, is the second-largest city 
in Manitoba and site of the Vale-Inco 

smelter , once a significant traffic gener
ator for the CN and HBR. Thompson is 
accessed by a 30.5-mile 9ubdivision that 
breaks off the main at Thompson Junc
tion, milepost 199.8. \Vhen on schedule, 
north- and southbound VIA trains meet 
in Thompson for scheduled layovers 
every Wednesday and Friday. North
bound trains have a five-hour layover 
(12:00-5:00 p.m.) while southhounds are 
scheduled for a three-hour visit (1 1:00 
a .m.- 2:00 p.m.). 

One mile east of Thompson, 

STEVI BARRY PHOTO 

LEFT: Arrlvol at Churchill Is early on October 
8, 2015, ond anxious possengers grab their 
luggage on the plorform. Ir's 24°F, with wind 
ond flurries blowlng In from the boy. 

northbound train9 wye the entire consist 
and back into the station ; southbound 
trains pull in straight and wye the 
consist after leaving the station at 2:00 
p.m. Passengers are free to leave the 
train and taxi into town (about $7 .00) 
since the station is on the out.skirts of 
the city. Thompson is a major city with 
shopping malls, restaurants, and the 
Univer sity College of the North. Smelt
ing, milling, mining, and nickel process
ing are the principal economic activities 
here. Before heading into town , I spend 
an hour photographing the station area 
and positioning movements of both 
coll8ists. 

Remote Services Manager Don 
Saindon has our consist loaded and ready 
for its 5:00 p.m. deparlw-e. A number of 
new passengers join us at Thompson, 
most headed to Churchill. The schedule 
posts mostly "flag" stops, none of which 
are made this trip. Without freight inter 
ference, we head back to the HBR main
line at milepost 199 as dusk approaches. 
Dinner is announced upon departure, 
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TOP: Ursus maritlmusomblesalong the Churchill 
coastline looking for his next meal. As the sea 
Ice forms, olgoe draws In the fi sh, ffsh attract 
the seals, and seals attract the polar bears. 
ROB ALBERT PHOTO 

ABOVE: Tundra buggies provide a safe vantage 
point to view and photograph the bears. The 
elevated platform ond heavy-duty tires also 
provide access to the rocky coastline, oreos off 
llm lts to conventional vehicles. ROB ALBERT PHOTO 

RIGHT: The Interlink Levity, o bulk carrier 
solllng under the Morsholls Island flog, hos a 
gross tonnage of 24, 168, and Is seen loodlng at 
the Port of Churchill on October 8, 2015. 

followed by an evening viewing the 
northern lights t hrough the glass
domed Revelstoke Park. There, I have 
the good fortune to meet fellow travel
er Eliot Haycock, a retiree from Michi
gan's Upper Peninsula making his 24th 
annual VIA trip to Churchill. Eliot's 
encyclopedic knowledge of VIA, polar 
beai·s , rare mileage, and Chw·chill could 
be a full semester's course, and I was the 
willing and grateful student. 

We arrive in Churchill on Thurs
day, October 8, slightly ahead of sched
ule, with the entire consist wyed before 
backing into the station. It's 24°F (.4°C) 
this morning with a sustained 30 m.p.h. 
wind and snow flW'ries coming in .from 
Hudson Bay. Passengers grab their bags 
as I set off to photograph the station 
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scene. Only one HBR locomotive (ex-CN 
in ratty paint) is present in the yard 
along with a string of grain cars; VIA is 
the only a ctive railroading in town. 

With fewer than 12 h ow·s here , I stop 
into the Parks Canada office inside the 
VIA station looking for area informa
tion. The park rangers provide a wealth 
of information on the flora, fauna, and 
,vildlife of the region, particularly the 
polar bears. The fin1t fact they empha
size i.s be careful, especially in bear 
season. Be aware of your surronndings at 
all times and remember that those cute, 
docile -looking bears are wild ani.m.als 
and always hungry. Most important to 
this new stranger in town is the Church
ill a.i·ea map with all the important facts 
you need to know. 

Map in hand, I walk toward the grain 
port on Hudson Bay, still open and oper
ational in 2015. The Interlink Levity, 
a bulk can-ier ,vith a gross tonnage of 

24,168, is loading in port; two other ships 
are at anchor waiting for dock space as 
the shipping season will soon end. 

Walking back towru·d town, I noticed 
the mixture of paved, sand, and gravel 
roads everywhere. Downtown Churchill 
is about one-and-a-half miles square 
and everything is accessible within 
walking distance. The map is enormous
ly helpful. As a remote services commu
nity, everything comes here by sea, rail, 
or air, since no roads connect to southern 
Manitoba. The international airpo1i on 
the outskirts of town is a massive, strate
gic installation for North American Mili
tary Defense with commercial service to 
major airports throughout Canada. 

In season, polar bear tours are popular 
and probably the best way to get up close 
to the bears. More important is that by 
using specially designed tundra buggies 
,vith elevated platforms, these guided 
tow·s are the safest way to view the 

bears. Many companies have packages 
which include lodging, a scarce commod
ity in this town. Check the internet and 
shop around. 

Bring warm clothes, as frigid weather 
is common along Hudson Bay. A blizzard 
on March 7, 2017, stranded Train 692 in 
Churchill until March 23! Crews battled 
almost seven feet of snow for nearly two 
weeks until full service was restored. 

My day in Churchill ends t oo quickly. 
After a fai·ewell dinner with Eliot, I'm 
walking back to the station for Train 

692's 7:30 p.m. departure. The ever-gra 
cious Darcelle settles me into Room 6 of 
Chiiteau Closse, my home for t he 44-hour 
trip back to Winnipeg. 

And the Future ... ? 
As of this w-riting, the futm·e of 

the Hudson Bay Railway sale to the 
First Nations consortium is unsettled, 
complicated by the loss of port and rail 
traffic. VIA's future landlord will have 
to demonstrate the sustained ability to 
maintain nearly 1,000 miles of frack to 

For schedules, fares, and tickets, visit VIA Rall Canada at www vfgrgJI ca 

-
passenger train standards in order to 
maintain Chw-c:hill as part of its remote 
services network. 

Polar bears have been on the planet 
for thousands of years and a.i·e endan
gered by a shrinking habitat. Intercity, 
first class pas,oenger ta.·ains of histor
ic equipment in daily service, a species 
of a different sort, are similarly endan
gered. VIA1s ex-CP equipment is in 
excellent condition considering its age, 
a rolling tribute to the proactive main
tenance programs of the carrier. Sixty
year-old equipment will not last forever, 
particularly in the harsh operating envi
ronments of northern Manitoba. If you 
love polar bears, need the mileage, love 
riding classic 1950s streamliners, or all 
of the above, consider a call to VIA. And 
do it soon - the earlier you plan your 
trip , the better. □ 

Train 693 bocks Into Churchill ond remains at 
the station platform until departure at 7 :00 
p.m. on October 8, 2015. The wye Is about 
a half-mile south of town. The Hudson Boy 
freight to the left of the consist wos the only 
freight seen on the entire trip. 

The Yoho Park brings up the rear of southbound 
Train 692, due out of Thompson In 30 minutes 
on October 7, 2015. Layovers In eoch direction 
allow passengers to visit downtown Thompson. 
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