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Steamships at the Capes: The Port of Cape Traverse 

 

When the S.S. Prince Edward Island began regular service between Port Borden and Cape Tormentine in 

October  1917 it spelled the end for the dreams of a community just down the road from the newly 

established ferry port.  

For many years Cape Traverse had been the community on Prince Edward Island most identified with 

the links to the mainland.  As the closest spot on Prince Edward Island to New Brunswick it was seen as 

the natural terminus to any links to the rest of North America.   It was bypassed in the sail and early 

steamer services, these going instead to Charlottetown, Summerside and Georgetown, all of which had 

accessible deep-water harbours and larger populations.  It seemed that Cape Traverse, or more 

accurately Traverse Cove, had little to offer as a port.  It was only a shallow indentation of the coast, 

entirely unprotected from the prevailing south-west winds. The cove had little depth of water and only a 

sand bottom offering little in the way of anchorage. The small creek emptying into the cove did little to 

keep sand bars from forming.   

What it did have to offer was location.  A coastal road linking the farming community of Bedeque with 

more easterly communities passed through the area and the locality was well-settled early in the 19th 

century.  It had a school house, a grist mill in the creek and two churches in 1851.1 Its importance had 

been increased by the development of iceboat services for the transportation of mails and some 

passengers in 1827.  A peculiar type of boat with runners had been developed and after the ice formed 

in the Strait the service was somewhat regular, weekly at the beginning and twice weekly beginning in 

1861.  The area was also the P.E.I. end of the undersea telegraph cable which went into operation in 

1852. A wharf existed at Cape Traverse and the Colonial Government built an extension to in in 1869.2 

The construction of the Prince Edward Island Railway in 1874 saw the line pass twelve miles to the north 

of the port but lobbying soon resulted in proposals to build a branch line to Cape Traverse to link with 

the winter iceboat service and anticipated summer steamers across the narrowest part of the Strait.  

The agitation was increased by the 1874 incorporation of the New Brunswick and Prince Edward Railway 

to be built from Sackville towards Cape Tormentine although construction on that line had to wait some 

years before financing was available.3      

In 1879 Dominion government engineering study for the rail line and wharf at Cape Tormentine also 

looked at conditions at Cape Traverse.  A depth of 20 feet at low tide would require a wharf of 1500 feet 

in length, about double the length of the existing wharf.4     

                                                             
1 Prince Edward Island in the Gulf of St. Lawrence. Map by H.J. Cundall 1851  
2 Summerside Journal 5 April 1869 
3
 Jobb, D. “The Politics of the New Brunswick and Prince Edward Railway, 1872-1886”. Acadiensis, Vol. 13, no. 2, 

Apr. 1984, p. 69, https://journals.lib.unb.ca/index.php/Acadiensis/article/view/12226. 
4 Examiner 1 May 1879. 
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Construction of the rail line in New Brunswick started in 1882 and it reached a new pier at Cape 

Tormentine in 1886. During the same period a 12 mile branch line was built from County Line Station, 

now Emerald Junction, to Cape Traverse.  The old wharf at Cape Traverse was extended from 800 feet to 

2000 feet, was raised by three feet and widened by thirteen feet. The additional length gave a depth at 

low water of thirteen feet.5   Work also included a new station and an engine house and turntable. 

In 1884, one of the community residents, Alex Strang, built the Lansdowne Hotel with twenty-four 

rooms, anticipating increased use of the iceboat service and the potential for summer steamers to use 

the short run between the Capes as there was now direct rail service between railway points on P.E.I. 

and Cape Traverse and from Cape Tormentine to Sackville where the one could meet the trains of the 

Intercolonial Railway. Early schedules practically mandated an overnight stay at Strang’s hotel or other 

boarding places. Trains did not arrive in Cape Traverse until late in the day and left early in the mornings 

and in winter only three days each week.6  

The activity on the Capes route was increased by the decision of the Dominion Government to operate 

the iceboat as a government work after the winter of 1885, taking over the work previously provided 

under contract and with the crews and captains now becoming government employees.  However it 

does not appear that the anticipated summer steamer service was more than speculation.   

Five years later Alex Strang attempted to the fill the void (and his hotel rooms) by purchasing a steamer 

for the Capes route. In April 1890 it was reported that he had purchased a steam vessel to cross at the 

Capes. The ship was the Alameda which he purchased in Digby. The ship was a small one, only 52 feet 

long by 13 feet wide, displacing 63 tons. She had been built in Arcadia, near Yarmouth, in 1885 and had 

operated between ports in St. Mary’s Bay on the Bay Fundy shore of Nova Scotia. She could carry 25 

passengers and 150 barrels of freight. One of her great advantages was that she drew only six feet of 

water. She could make the passage between the Capes in under an hour. The Summerside Journal wrote 

“Mr. Strang is entitled to great credit and substantial encouragement for his enterprise and pluck.”7   

The availability of a new steamer service was noted by the Chignecto Post in August of 1890 which 

found great advantages of a Sunday visit from Sackville to Cape Traverse. “Here one finds the peace and 

quietness that the soul seems to thirst after, and the cool, refreshing, health-laden breeze, that the tired 

body and overtaxed system requires, together with all the conveniences of a more active state.”  It also 

had nice things to say about the “pretty little steamer Alameda.” Once at Cape Traverse, Alex Strang’s  

“commodious and comfortable Lansdowne Hotel” awaited and on a fine day the beach and pier were 

excellent for a promenade, “while those of aquatic temperament can find ample chance to disport 

themselves in the warm surf, or enjoy a sail along the shore.”8     

Delegates to the Maritime Press Association meetings on P.E.I. the same year also wrote of the trip but 

in slightly less glowing terms. The Alameda was described as “a very small tug boat.” The sea was rough 

                                                             
5 Examiner 16 September 1884 
6
 See for example Examiner 8 July 1887. 

7 Examiner 10 April 1890, quoting an undated Summerside Journal. 
8 Chignecto Post 14 August 1890 
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and the Chignecto Post wrote that “The passage across the straits from cape to cape gave us an 

experience of the rough sea which many an Atlantic voyage has not furnished.”  The rolling of the 

steamer made it difficult to hang on and many of party were drenched.  Moreover the wait for the 

Sackville train meant that they had to spend the entire day in Cape Tormentine.9    

Like other P.E.I. Railway destinations the Cape Traverse branch was popular for picnic excursions for 

church and community groups. It was one of the few places where the rails actually reached a sand 

beach and for that reason was a convenient and favoured destination for outings. 

In 1891 the Alameda continued to run with freight and passengers.  Farmers used it to ship potatoes 

and oats to nearby markets through Cape Tormentine and Sackville but already there were delays 

caused because the pier did not reach water deep enough to allow the ship to be loaded at all tides.10   

In 1891 an additional $40,000 was earmarked in the Dominion estimates for the Cape Traverse wharf. 

There was some relief in 1893 as the tracks were run down to the end of the wharf and oats were 

transferred to the Alameda using a locally-designed bucket elevator. The Alameda could carry up to 

1000 bushels.11  

Because of the shifting sands it was difficult to keep the pier from silting up and by 1894 it was causing 

delays in the normal efficient transfer of mails and passengers. A suggestion had been made by a 

government engineer to add an additional 500 feet to the pier to bring it to a depth of 22 feet or to build 

a breakwater as well as an addition. A more disturbing report for the inhabitants of the community was 

rumours of an option to abandon the Cape Traverse location and move the pier to Carleton Head, three 

miles to the west.12   

That year a change was made to enable a second mail service to Prince Edward Island each day with 

service at the Capes in addition to Shediac and Pictou.  That fall in addition to the 12:10 departure from 

Sackville a second train departed for Cape Tormentine at 6:15 in the evening which enabled mails from 

St. John and Halifax to be loaded on the Alameda and sent on from Cape Traverse the next morning.  

However the move was not popular with passengers and the Examiner explained. “The Capes’ 

communication cannot be called a passenger route at all. Crossing at night and waiting for the tides in a 

small boat like the Alameda is not liked by travellers.”13  

In 1895 it appears that Strang’s boat was used for all foreign mails with a late afternoon or evening 

crossing of the strait.14  There is no indication that the Alameda continued the crossing at the Capes 

after 1895 although it seems to have continued to haul freight in the Strait area until 1897 when it was 

announced that the Alameda had been contracted by the P.E.I. Provincial Government to take the place 

of the ferry steamer Southport15 on trips from Charlottetown up and down the Hillsborough and Eliott 

                                                             
9 Chignecto Post 6 September 1880. See also The Critic [Halifax] 5 September 1890  p.8  
10 Chignecto Post 4 June 1891, quoting Charlottetown Examiner. 
11 Chignecto Post 17 November 1892 
12 Chignecto Post 5 July 1894, Charlottetown Examiner 18 October 1894.  
13

 Examiner 7 November 1894 
14 Examiner 10 May 1895 
15 https://sailstrait.wordpress.com/2016/08/14/later-ferries-the-elfin-and-the-southport/ 
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Rivers.16  She continued on this service until at least the 1899 season but she did not meet with universal 

approval. A letter from a Fort Augustus resident, “Taxpayer,” in April termed the decision to put the ship 

on the river service as “an insult to the people of Fort Augustus.” “I hope we have seen the last of the 

Alameda for I can assure you that we don’t want to be on the river at 1 o’clock a.m. as was the case last 

year. “17   

By 1900 the Alameda was providing service between Pictou and New Glasgow where she sailed for 

couple of years but she may have ended her days in Cape Breton. 

Back in Cape Traverse a new steamer made a brief appearance on the Capes route.  Ever since the  

winter steamers and iceboat service had begun operations there were those who held that a vessel 

could travel the strait even in mid-winter as several  observers, including several of the ice boat captains 

maintained that open water was frequently encountered in the crossing. Even if the ships might not be 

able to go from shore to shore they might be employed to cross between the board ice which held fast 

to either shore.  With the building of piers at both Cape Traverse and Cape Tormentine this was 

increasingly held out as an alternative to the usual winter steamer route between Georgetown and 

Pictou.  The lack of water at both Cape Traverse and Cape Tormentine made it almost impossible for the 

Minto and the Stanley to stop at either location except in the most ideal of circumstances.   

In 1896 the Ministry of Marine and Fisheries was prevailed upon to make a trial of the idea. At the time 

Louis Henry Davies of Charlottetown was Minister and the decision may have been a desperate measure 

to show that the government of the day was at least doing something in response to increasing 

demands for improved winter communications. A steel screw steamer, the Petrel, was leased for the 

winter of 1896-1897 to make steamer crossings at the Capes.  The Petrel was more than twice the size of 

the Alameda at 129 feet and significantly heavier, displacing 346 tons. She had been built as a tug and 

towboat in 1892 at Collins Bay, near Kingston Ontario, and in 1895 was owned by the Collins Bay Rafting 

and Forwarding Company.  In spite of her small size she still drew nine and a half feet, making docking at 

Cape Traverse problematic.  A compounding issue was that her engines were reported to be only 

twenty-five horsepower giving almost no ice handling capacity. At the time of the acquisition by the 

Government she was described as having “fair accommodation for passengers.”  Her only adaption to 

the conditions of Northumberland Strait was to carry on her decks a couple of iceboats so that if 

detained by pack ice passengers and mails could be sent ashore.18   Before beginning service she was 

sent to Pictou to have additional sheathing fitted and the local newspaper there commented that “She 

does not look like a boat that will give satisfactory service.”19 Several sources state that there was no 

pier at Cape Traverse and that she would have to dock at board ice.20  

She was placed in service in mid-December 1896, initially scheduled to run between Cape Tormentine 

and Summerside to which port she made three round trips early in December, but was very soon the 

                                                             
16 Examiner 17 April 1897 
17 Examiner 21 April 1899 
18

 Examiner 10 October 1896 
19 Pictou Standard quoted in Charlottetown Herald 16 December 1896 
20 See for example Examiner 10 October 1896 
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route was moved to Cape Traverse where she was expected to cross for the rest of the winter. However 

it was not long before the practicality of the steamer route was tested.  On one of her fist trips she had 

to return to Cape Tormentine as the board ice on the Cape Traverse side was not strong enough for her 

to land her passengers. 21 By 26 December it was reported that the Petrel’s steering gear and sheathing 

had been badly damaged by the ice and that she was imprisoned by the ice at the pier at Cape 

Tormentine and might not be able to resume work.22 The Petrel was soon subject to editorial ridicule, 

some of which was occasioned by political posturing. The Examiner observed that as soon as 

experienced persons saw her they recognized that the ship would never do at all and the suspicion was 

that she had simply been leased from her Ontario owners as a political favour. The only benefit from her 

having been stranded in Cape Tormentine was that “she cannot again be carried to and fro in the straits 

at the mercy of the elements or go to the bottom with all on board.”23  

Due to fortuitous ice conditions early in the month she was able to make seven round trips on the Capes 

route, all before 15 January, but could not make not a single additional trip until 17 April. To add insult 

to injury, within the following week, on a voyage from Cape Tormentine to Summerside she 

encountered some drift ice and broke her propeller shaft, thus bringing the less than glorious 

performance to an end.24 Her total service amounted to transport of seven mails and 43 passengers over 

the six months of her charter.25 She was returned to her owners on Lake Ontario and the experiment, 

although lauded by the government as a success was not repeated.   The Petrel stood as a symbol of the 

failure of the government to fully address the winter navigation issue for several years.26  It was to cause 

a further problem when the unsatisfactory vessel was confused by politicians and the press with a 

different vessel of the same name which served in the area as a Dominion Government patrol vessel and 

during the Great War as H.M.C.S Petrel.27 

Although the clamor for more powerful steamers and improved wharves to provide winter service at the 

Capes continued into the twentieth century there appear to have been no further attempts to improve 

the facilities at Cape Traverse.  For several years one of the Dominion ice steamers would run in early 

winter from Summerside to Cape Tormentine but after about a month that route would ice up and the 

steamer would be shifted to the Georgetown to Pictou route.  

In 1912 the fate of Cape Traverse as a major port was sealed by the decision that the most practical 

route for the Capes crossing of the proposed car ferry steamer would be from Carleton Head to Cape 

Tormentine.  The shallow sandy bay of Cape Traverse was trumped by deep water and even though the 

new route required significant engineering works it was still preferred over investment in an existing, 

but impractical alternative.28 A new railway branch line to serve the ferry terminal was built by German 

                                                             
21 Examiner 22 December 1896 
22 Examiner 26 December 1896 
23 Examiner 28 December 1896 
24 Charlottetown Herald 28 April 1897 
25 Examiner 8 July 1897 
26

 See for example Charlottetown Herald 23 march 1898, 18 May 1898.  
27 https://sailstrait.wordpress.com/2017/12/04/a-yacht-its-is-not-the-steamer-petrel/ 
28 https://sailstrait.wordpress.com/?s=ferry+terminal 
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prisoners of war from a point near Carleton to Port Borden.29 Trains stopped at both Port Borden and 

Cape Traverse until a schedule change in 21 February 1918 when the line appears to have been closed. 

The rails were probably taken up soon afterwards.30   

Over the next decades the winds and tides and sands ate away at the nearly half mile wharf at Cape 

Traverse which continued to harbour a few resident fishermen into the 1970s.  Today only a small 

rockpile extending into Northumberland Strait hints at the hamlet’s glory days as a port. The rail line was 

diverted to the new terminal at Port Borden and the part of the line from Carleton to Cape Traverse was 

abandoned and today can hardly be traced through the fiends and fence lines. A new town was laid out 

according to best urban design principles at Port Borden and soon grew to accommodate ferry and 

railway employees and local businesses. In some cases houses and buildings were hauled from Cape 

Traverse to the new townsite.       

 

                                                             
29 Charlottetown Guardian 5 August 1918 
30 Charlottetown Guardian 21 February 1918 


