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A Rapture From The Ashes Of St. Clair Station

By Marco and Robert Marrone

Front entrance to the station — Circa 1990.

When passing by an abandoned railway depot it usually
stands in mournful silence. Aside from showing the scars of its
age, the signs of a bygone era, it rarely speaks 1o us about our
mutual past. However, once in a while, like a madrigal, it regales
those of us who are willing to listen — such was the sound from
the station in this chronicle.

In the 1970s, as the traditional face of Canadian railways
changed, so too did the social environment in which Canadians
travelled: gone were many railway stations, especially smaller
depots that were in or close to large urban areas. Becoming re-
dundant, they were usually abandoned and, in many cases, de-
molished.

It was in these years that the authors experienced (rain
travel for the first time. At the Christmas season the family al-
ways took the train to Sudbury to visit relatives for the holidays.
The starting point of our journeys wasn't the Tllustrious Union
Station in downtown Toronto, but a far more unassuming depot
that was then in the twilight of its era - The St. Clair Avenue
Station.

The CN St. Clair Ave. Station was built in 1931, and was
located were the CNR line crosses St. Clair Avenue at Caledonia
Road in the Toronto area once known as the community of Carlton.
It replaced the much older Davenport Station, constructed in 1853

along with Ontario’s first railway: The Ontario, Simcoe and Huron.
The line eventually became part of the Canadian National sys-
tem.

The railway depot on St. Clair Ave. was a modest looking
structure and didn’t possess the fanciful architecture of its pred-
ecessor. In fact, the Davenport Station was such a handsome
cdifice, built in an English style with decorative gables, that it
was featured in many Toronto area publications in the late 1800s.
Although quite plain looking, simplicity, practicality and dura-
bility were the architecture characteristics of the replacing depot.
The main floor had a waiting room, baggage room and agent’s
office; the interior was predominately maple. The basement had
several rooms of roughly equal size that were used as office space
and storage areas. These rooms enclosed an oil - burning furnace
that had initially run on coal.

Throughout its history the station provided considerable
support to the community: passenger rail service (including trans-
continental and commuter), freight and express service, and, un-
til the late 1960s, telegraph service. However, business steadily
declined by the 1970s.

In 1978, Canadian National officially got out of the pas-
senger rail business. This coincided with many station closures,
including 5t. Clair.
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Rear and side of the station as seen from St. Clair Ave.—circa 1990. The message scrawled on the side
says “Dont nuke the dead cats”! We do not know about the dead cais, but the station was burned down.

The station’s fate was
unlike those of other stations
in this part of Toronto. Not far
away, in the West Toronto Junc-
tion area, stood the historic CP
West Toronto Station that
closed about the same time.
Efforts by the community to
save this building from demo-
lition and turn it into a farmers
market and museum were lost
when in the early hours of a
November morning in 1982, a
CP wrecking crew quietly
moved in and smashed the
Tudoresque structure to ruble.
Even closer to St. Clair is the
CN West Toronto Station. Still
standing, it has not aged grace-
fully. The object of repeated
vandalism, severe deterioration

fire. We found door hinges,
a lamp, pieces of unburnt
maple and, to our amaze-
ment, an old ledger, in pris-
tine shape, containing an old
memo with the name of the
station agent —  Nick
Hretchka.

On a whim, we looked up
the name in the Toronto
phone book and, sure
enough, it was there. So, we
called. The genteel voice on
the other end confirmed that,
indeed, he was the station
agent. We met Nick in per-
son a few weeks latter at a
restaurant on St. Clair Ave.
where we got to know the
man and his station.

The man, who hails from
Melford, Saskatchewan, is
very much a reflection of the
station he managed — with
silver hair and modest de-

and neglect, it has unravelled

into a dilapidated eyesore.
Weathering from the

natural elements had detracted

IHS'I'ORIO STATION BURNS

Firefighters battle a blaze at a historic train station at St. Clair Ave. and Caledonia Rd. lutmght, Traf-
fic in the aren was tied up when roads were closed. The cause of the ﬁ:e is shll unknown. = -

little from St. Clair’s external The Toronto Star — The day after the fire.

appearance. However, it fell
victim to occasional grafitti, and became a sort of refuge for neigh-
bourhood kids and drunkards who frequently broke In.

On the night of February 19, 1997, fire destroyed the build-
ing. The next morning just the brick skeleton remained. It laid
there for three months before a wrecking crew pulverised the
holdover and buried the empty hole.

During these three months, the authors, with the help of

some friends and family, frequented the burnt remains in hopes of
finding some tokens of rememberance that weren’t ruined by the

meanour, he is polite and humble. He was 19 years old when he
first moved from the west in search of a job; he met with the chief
dispatcher at Union Station, “Toots” Harrison, who found him a
position near London, Ontario. Nick Hretchka began his career
with CN in 1943, at Haggersville, Ontario slugging freight as an
assistant agent. Six months later, after learning Morse code and
gaining measured experience, he became an operator. What fol-
lowed was a seven year stint at Welland Junction. Then, coming
back to Toronto in 1951, he worked at Union Station and, for one
day a week, at the St. Clair Ave. station.
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A note with Nick Hretchka’s signature, also recovered from the

fire.

In 1953 his position at St. Clair became permanent, and it
is there that he spent the next 25 years. He remembers that busi-
ness was good at the station in those days. “I sold a lot of tickets
in that time, lots of express and customer service... we had our
share”. He worked alone in the daytime, then was relieved about
3:30 in the afternoon by another operator who would close up at
midnight after train 47 — for Kirkland Lake / North Bay — de-
parted. His years at St.Clair involved numerous colleagues —
“they were so many that [ don’t recall.” There was one pipe-smok-
ing operator in particular who the authors vividly remember while
awaiting the Super continental to Sudbury. “That was Ed Dobson,
Page from the recovered ledger. he smoked a pipe. he loaded it up and puffed on it”. Ed Dobson
was about 15 years older than Nick: they had a close rapport.
“Oh yeah, we were good friends, he passed on about 10 years

ago”.
CANADIAR e T10 M.I.' RAILWAYS The Train crews were also great guys. They often stopped
e over, particularly when the cold weather came. “They used to
File: 5600 (WS come round especially in wintertime, park their backs against the
Date: Dec.l0/70 ; : » :
water radiator, heat-up and have a little snooze”. When reflecting
'&:‘i:i‘:ﬁ‘ﬂﬁ:: ?f.{.'f'i""é.‘fi;‘”s::;m..’ o ey upon the people and the company he worked with, he warmly
e I Bt s . reflects, “we were just one big happy family”.
Box 131 West ﬁ':ﬁt Guildwesd Ont. - .
f.é.mh:x& Dity Ticket Agent, Hamilton The corporate climate was a far cry from today’s lean-~
!1;: étl:n‘u‘t kur PT.Btn-Elvu. Hanilton : and-mcan business environment at CN. When asked about how
T mwﬂ",‘ fonron the company treated him, he replies enthusiastically “very well.
8 = '_b,.g”" Service Centre, Oshawa A When 1 was at St. Clair I was my own boss; I didn’t even know
v g et 1 Guean St.E. Port Cradit who my boss was. I kept my nose clean, everything up and up.”
KoK Hret S hoent, Bt.Clair Ave. } : g
W.R.Gurney, s ; CN stations functioned very autonomously; company of-
G.A.Soul, City Tioket Agent, Toronto ; ; : ; : : &
E.R.Knight, Depot Ti am:, Torento ficials seldom interfered with daily operations. Nick recalls The
g:j.rmklinbimhl m’,‘wm -T-:gm ticket supervisors were Fred Webster and Ed Pratt, they used to
i lickellar, ﬁ.mﬂ‘m,’ﬁﬂéﬁ'&“ i come around to see me, maybe once a year ... I looked after the
: Tafon 750 & 1758 ] accounting, passenger work and all that. 1 used to do the book
Heceipt of all tickets sscured from the Ticket Buresu or direct work for express once a week and once a month for the tickets,
from the printers, should be sent direct to our Ares Comptroller, and any money I got I deposited it in the Bank of Montreal.
Ryoist stecil CNELTERne Ther pheatchi oS IS it On average, St. Clair’s revenue was about $20,000 per
Suggest you post this letter in your mtock book, or Revenus month, sometimes during peak seasons it ranged between $40,000
Mpwsien Sete o e e Austuatuion and $50,000 per month. Indeed, Christmas was the busiest time
: of the year. When business became that hectic, a package would
#. I. Fry ; riodically make its way to the wrong destination. Nick says
Passenger Sales kanager P Y Y g

g ¥ 2 veraciously, “Christmas was very busy, especially express — a
= j'i m ?:.!m Sales ﬂ-l;:{ London i g lot of gifts and parcels ... Mistakes were made”. The number of
S.J.Currexri, Area wmu&.mn Attn: Wr. Cantafio. telegrams also increased during Christmas, primarily those sent

by Italians that lived in the neighbourhood. Another peak time
CNR memo to station agents that was found in the ledger. was early Autunm — grape season. The station facilitated sev-
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TRANSCONTINENTAL SERVICE

TORONTOS—

WASHAGO — PARRY SOUND! —

SUDBURY — CAPREOL

EAST—READ UP

“ WEST— READ DOWN L
Norths Supar iiles TaABLE 1'3‘ [ bS] S NI:-::-
REFERENCE MARKS—TABLES 130-13] ':’;‘ lcon“-;ﬁnhl. t;ontguen(ut .'f;mn - af 5ﬂfn i Ssﬂ
& Mual Station, ax.Bat. Dally Daily Eastern Tima Dally . Daily ex. Sun,
&5 Runl-a-Car Service. =N M. . TORGNTO, On " e A
a Siops Saturdays only. Pa’fl! T"! 'n'.‘to 0.0 i UM&E Sll.ltiun & o e 2.50 r‘(..)t) ‘-!. 1a
« Stops for revenue passengnrs from Winnipsg and boyand. - I 4 628 gg st tllllre Aveniel oo 233 i3
¢ Stops Tun.!dlrl anly. Via % G 7.01 34.6 Mewmarket e, c I| % Na\:lganm HQ\:IV‘N"'
£ Btops on signal. Banvir- I Ig 7.40 63.0 | A Allerndgl'- ] i: el
P ton s 7.40 w1 L (Tables 86, 67,90 . . i L e
: g 10 ; Qrillia Ko 2.48 = &
! gg §9 18R] e wiiiiee e 2.28 i S

CNR transcontinental timetable from the 1960s — Note St. Clair 5.2 miles from Union Station.

Nick Hretchka with the authors at the station site.

eral local grape and wine-juice distributors. *We used to have
Culotta, Meschino and Caledonia grape. We had Mr. Vic Anderson,
he was the fella that handled the grapes ... he had his office down-
stairs”. Early Autumn was also the season for sportsmen. “Hunt-
ers and fishermen would go use the train. Many times they had a
lot of baggage — Oh Christ. sometimes the train would be held
up 10 minutes just to get the baggage on™!

By the mid-1970s, uncertainty about cutbacks were on
the minds of all station employees. Nick recalls the mood as
being very apprehensive. “Well, what happened was we got a
letter from the union saying that they heard the railway was cut-
ting staff and stations, but they didn’t tell us which ones. So, they
kept us guessing for about two years, and all of a sudden we got
another letter from the union saying St. Clair was going to be
closed, Parkdale and West Toronto were also going to be closed:;
other stations too™.

It was Nick Hretchka who officially closed the doors of
the St. Clair Ave. Station in 1978. CN continued to rent out one
of the basement offices to a fuelling company [Bell Fuel] until
the early 1980s. CN boarded up the building shortly afterwards.

Nick worked at the Mimico Crew Centre until his retire-
ment in 1988; the year also marked his 45th year with the CNR.
When asked if he is still keen about CN’s business nowadays, he
smiles and cheekily admits, “No. I just Wait for their pension
cheque”. He’s got other interests in mind, which include his wife,
daughter, and two grandchildren.

After talking in the restaurant, the three of us walked down
the street to where the station used to be. As the station agent
paced around the conspicuously solemn and barren place, he
pointed to remnants and regaled us about their significance.
Throughout, the authors couldn’t help think that the raptures of
this place and others like it across Canada are forever fleeting.
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