New France Railroad

Excerpts from “The Electric City: The Stehelins of New France” by Paul H. Stehelin 

Lancelot Press, Ltd., - 1983

Hantsport, Nova Scotia,

Page 111

Emile and Jean visited Halifax, Amherst, New Glasgow, and Cape Breton. Somewhere they saw a railroad run on log tracks, which seemed to give good service. They decided such a system might work at New France, and they brought back a small boiler, some wheels and other parts to get started on a railway. Boss Blinn took charge of this project and put together a small engine which was named La Mouche a Feu (Firefly). It was extremely simple; the boiler and engine were set up on a small truck on four wheels with a tender to hold cordwood for fuel.

This trip took place in 1895. The most likely place for the Stehelins to see a log railway was the Fossil Four Co.’s operation near Bass River, on Route 2 to Amherst. This operation used a stem tram built at Oxford by MacPherson & Co. Boss Blinn was Justin Blinn,  “He was respected as a master craftsman meticulously precise in the work he bossed. He was the guiding spirit of all the construction work.   
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The first locomotive, Mouche a Feu, was built at New France, by the same Acadian artisnas who had built the complicated water powered mill. It had a twenty horse power stationary engine which transmitted motive power to the front wheels by means of two driving gears. When all the various wheels and pieces, most of them made in the blacksmith shop, were synchronized, the engine worked perfectly and gave many years of valiant service.

By the end of the summer of 1897, the track was finished to Riverdale. The railroad was in business, the Fire Fly hauling logs to the mill and lumber as far as Riverdale. The speed was only ten miles an hour, but this was a tremendous improvement over the two miles per hour by ox team.
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Maria Theresa’s arrival, Sept. 3 1897

The engine, run by steam from a wood burning boiler, had four cylinders, each developing twenty horse power. The locomotive was mounted on two trucks of four wheels each and the tender was on two trucks of two wheels each.

The contract for the locomotive was simple contained in a letter to Emile Stehelin from Robb Engineering Co. as follows:


Emile Stehelin

            New Farnce May 1, 1897


1 Pole locomotive complete per plans and specifications


Engine


0431 Boiler


0432 Tender Tank


0430 Trucks tender, etc. and erecting


$3,300 F.O.B. Amherst


$75% on delivery


$25% 40 days


A later memo date August 18, 1897


Emile Stehelin


New France, N.S.


Dear Sir:


In accordance with conversation, we will agree to make a discount on locomotive of 20% on contract price, on account of delay and will accept 50% of new price cash on delivery, and balance in four months after shipment. Please acknowledge and oblige.

Yours Truly

Robb Engineering Co. Ltd.

President

(Signed) D.W. Robb

The locomotive was put on the rails, and the trials carried out that fall were disappointing. There is no clear record of the trouble but it would appear that it was related to the mechanism of construction and the excessive weight for the track. Because the locomotive had been delivered later than the contract specified and there was, therefore, little time before winter to properly evaluate its performance, it was agreed that acceptance of it would stand until the following spring.
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After many days of experimenting, it finally had to be admitted that the locomotive did not perform satisfactorily. It is not clear what the trouble was, but it seemed the machine was too heavy. During the summer, my grandfather went to Amherst and Mr. Robb came to New France. Adjustments were made, but to no avail. Finally it was agreed that it should be returned to the factory and rebuilt. Apparently, a satisfactory compromise was reached, as to work to be done and costs to be adjusted. The contract or agreement was contained in a letter dated Septemebr 3, 1898 from my grandfather to Robb Engineering Co. Ltd., which reads as follows:

Robb Engineering Co. Ltd.

After receipt of your letter of 19 August, I had with you at your office a conversation of which it has resulted:

That I spoke to you of the necessity to fix a certain time for the delivery of the new locomotive you are constructing for me, and we have agreed together that she shall be delivered at 1st November next year.

 2. That I have to pay you the de amount of your note of $1,288.49 with addition of $600.00 each in two terms, one half payable the first, cash after testing the new locomotive on my pole railroad, according to your letter 19 August and the second at 30th June, 1899. Also to guarantee for the new locomotive they are satisfactory as stipulated in your letter of 19 August.

I would say that, answering your said letter, you ask the large locomotive you supplied to me delivered on board cars at Weymouth and $600.00  in addition for the payment of the new locomotive. This seems to be in contradiction with this part of your letter 29 August received only yesterday: “and that the payment of the $600.00 only is conditional on the success of the new machine.”

Do you think that the whole (total) value of the next locomotive shall be conditional on the success of this machine, or in other words, what conditional value would you assign to the big locomotive included in the price of the new one?

I expect to ship middle of next week the parts of locomotive you wish returned.

Your Truly

Emile Stehelin.

If you have convenience to redraw the note of $1,288.49 as you write me, it is no difficulty in it.

The note from Robb Engineering, setting forth the new contract reads as follows:

Emile Stehelin

New France, N.S. September 3, 1898

1 Pole locomotive consisting of:

1- special impd. Monarch 44x

1 – Right hand, 1-left hand, 9x10 reversing engine coupled togther with flange or compression coulings.

-8” steel pinion, 16 teeth on cventre, geras 30”x4 ½ face, 60 teeth

-driving wheels 36” diameter

Use from old locomotive of the following:

Housing, shafts, gears, pinions, cab, tender, sand box, reversing lever, boiler fittings and all old parts that will come in.

$600.00 and old locomotive.

Robb Engineering Co. Ltd.

What they were trying to produce was a lighter machine that would run better on the wooden track. There is no record to tell us when the new locomotive was delivered, but it would be safe to assume that it would have been late in the fall of 1898. The cost of the rebuilt machine would have been $3,300.00 less 20% and plus $600.00 or $3,240.00

The inaugural run was made in the spring of 1899. It appears the New France lumber operation continued until at least 1926, when it was sold, although the railway itself may have gone out of service in 1919 when a new road was built along the right of way. Paul Stehelin is not clear on this point.   

