
By H. E. Lamb

The people of this part of the St. Croix Valley (Head of the Tide) have been quick to pick up
new ideas as they came along, and put them to practical use. Especially was this true during
the 20 or 25 years at the close of the last century. They were burning gas on the streets and in
houses from July 4, 1861. The telephone came in 1881, the shoe factory in 1886, the electric
lights in 1888, Memorial Park and the Soldiers Monument in May 30, 1893, the Calais Free
Library and Reading Room in 1892. All bridges were made free in 1894. The first Electric Cars
ran July 4, 1894. Ferry Point Steel Bridge was dedicated early in 1895. Washington County Rail
Road began to carry passengers to Bangor in 1898. Quite a record for these years. Few of
those who will read this have ridden on horse cars, and these ars are looked on as belonging to
a dark age, but at one time they were very progressive and men rode on them to work in the
morning, and home again in them at night in the large cities and thought themselves lucky to
have a chance to ride. The cars were made as light as possible, and the drivers had to stand in
front in all kinds of weather, hot or cold, sunshine, rain or snow, with the reins in one hand, the
brake handle in the other, and a whip near. The brake was in constant use to keep the car from
hitting the horses' heels, or to let it run free when the horses had to pull, or to stop the car for a
passenger. The horse cars were slow, but it was a slow age. We never had horse cars in
Calais, but we did have a substitute in Lesuer's bus, a long barge drawn by two horses, and
with canvas curtains. In the winter there was straw on the floor to keep the feet warm. EARLY
EXPERIMENTS Trying to use electricity for motive power is much earlier than most people
think. In 1835 a man in Vermont made a toy electric railroad that worked. His great trouble was
all the power he had was the wet battery, a glass jar of sulphuric acid solution with poles of
carbon and zinc. These cells were not suitable to furnish much power, but were used
extensively for telegraph instruments, door bells and other such things. In the old Calais
Academy a few galvanic cells, a static machine, and some leyden jars were all they had to
teach electricity, until the power came. In 1876 Charles F. Brush began to develop his dynamo,
and a new source of power came into the world. In 1880 Thomas Edison was experimenting
with an electric railway, only his idea was to have an electric locomotive to haul the cars, like a
pair of horses. He was giving passengers rides on his two mile road at Menlo Park at the rate of
20 miles an hour. But the real advance came when they put the motor onto the wheels of the
horse car, and by means of a wire got the power from a central station. They tried to have the
wire underground at first, but this was not practical. Then they put the wire on poles and used a
little two wheel car, called a trolley on the top of the wire. That is why sometimes we say a
trolley car. Then came the grooved wheel held hard against the lower side of the power wire by
a rod, which in turn, was held by strong springs from the top of the car. This worked well except
that it would jump off every once in so often. BRIDGES There were four street bridges in Calais
in those days. The Upper Bridge in Milltown, built in 1824. The Old Arch Bridge in Milltown was
built in 1826. The first bridge at Ferry Point was a draw bridge built in 1827. The second was
the Covered Bridge built in 1845. The Union Bridge was built in 1829. All of these bridges were
private enterprises and built to earn money from tolls. There had been some talk of the
communities on both sides of the river buying the bridges and making them free like the roads.
So in 1894 this came about and the bridges were free from toll. When the idea of electricity
came along the nearly halfacentury of use had taken its toll from the Ferry Point Bridge,
although is was strong in its early days when the big elephant Jumbo tested it and walked
across. Now a new steel bridge was built in 1894 and dedicated early in 1895, strong enough to
hold the new cars. In Milltown the track was placed on piers on the upper edge of the old
bridge. This introduction may seem long but we wanted to show that Calais folks were
enterprising, and to give you the dates of the beginning of many things in the City. If you will cut
them out you will have answers to many questions that are, repeatedly asked. The time had
now come for Calais to have electric cars. This meant weeks and months of planning before the
common laborer could be put to work. Charles Young of St. Stephen was the head of the
enterprise, and the Charles Young Co. put the project through. There were surveys to be made,
franchises to be secured on each side of the River, ties (sleepers) and rails to be contracted for;
cars; both summer and winter had to be purchased. Power had to be secured. An agreement
with the Electric Light Co. (St. Croix Gas Light Co.) was entered to use their poles, but the light



poles were not suitable for the car wires. The trolley wire many times had to be in the middle of
the street, so strong cables had to be stretched across the road.  power station, run by steam,
was built where the power station now is, and a car barn built at the head of River Street. Ties
and rails were laid from the car barn to the bank corner and up North Milltown street to Knight's
Corner and the great day arrived. It was Fourth of July, 1894, and many of the people from both
sides of the St. Croix gathered to see the cars and to have a ride on them. To be sure, the ride
at first was only to Knight's Corner, and the joke was that the same people had to pay another
five cents to ride right back. But to many it was the fastest ride they ever had. Before night
came they got a little more for their money, for the track crew worked all day and the rails got to
Baring street corner. There was no track down Main street then. Gradually the track was
extended down Main street to the Lower Wharf (Steamboat street), and across the bridge at
Milltown down the other side to the Shore Line R. R. Station where the Fertilizer factory is now.
There was no track across Ferry Point Bridge as the old Covered Bridge was not strong
enough, and work was going on for the building of the present steel bridge, which was
completed early in January, 1895. This, then made between seven and seven and a half miles
of track. WHAT A RIDE FOR FIVE CENTS? After all, the electric cars were patterned after the
old horse cars with an electric motor in them. The summer cars were open on both sides and
passengers could hop on and off from both sides. In cities with double tracks, they had a
wooden bar to drop down on the side next to the other track to keep people from jumping in
front of the other car. There were curtains to let down in stormy weather. But the motorman had
to take it in the open no matter what the weather was. There were steps on both sides of the
car so the conductor could walk along and collect fares. When the seats were full, passengers
stood on these steps, and sometimes there would be a hundred people on a car. Then the bell
on the recording machine would ring right merrily as the conductor crawled along the side to
collect all the fares---well, most all of them. In the fall, the winter bodies were put on the trucks
and you had to enter by the end doors, but the motorman still had to stand out in all kinds of
weather, just like the driver of the horsecars. After a while they put vestibules on the ends of the
winter cars and the motorman had a much better job. What a pleasure the cars were for the
people of the four towns. They packed them to go to Calais or St. Stephen on Saturday night,
or to entertainments. Women would pack baskets, take the children down to the Lower Wharf
and have a picnic, and get home in time for supper a little after six o'clock. On pleasant
evenings people would just ride. Of course to make it just right the young man had to have the
right girl. Sunday School picnics went down to the wharf from Milltown, and back when the
picnic ended. Men went to and from work on them and women went shopping on them. It was a
wonderful sight to see a couple of women, with their arms full of bundles, get onto the car in
Calais, and before the car got beyond the Academy all those bundles had disappeared, and
when the customs man boarded the car on the N. B. end of the bridge his eyes could not see
anything dutiable. It was the days of long skirts. ACCIDENTS Accidents were few for all the
years these cars ran. Only one man was killed, and he was asleep in the long grass by the
rocks near the Academy and the car cut off both legs. Another very regrettable accident
happened on River street, when a car struck a little girl and she lost a leg in the accident, but
she recovered and is alive today. There were several near accidents. Once a car got away from
the motorman coming down King Street, St. Stephen, and jumped the track and went down
near the Public Wharf. There were a number of passengers who were badly shaken. The same
thing happened coming down North street in Calais, when there was ice on the track. The car
crossed Main and got a little way down the hill when it stopped at a pole. More shaken and
scared people. One motorman, crossing the bridge seemed to feel the track sinking beneath
him and he "put the juice to her" and got on solid ground. When he looked back the track had
disappeared, and the car was well loaded. Once in a while a car would hit a team and smash a
wagon, but not many of these. It was a bright night, and it was the last run with the car heading
for Calais and the barn. The motorman noticed a big cat right in the way. He could not turn out
and the cat didn't. When he got to the barn he went down into the pit to see what a mess there
might be, but there sat the cat on the track very much alive and enjoying her ride at the
expense of the car company. Winter time meant hard time. Snow and ice on the track had to be
fought. In 1918 cars were stalled in the middle of the street and left. The snow was beyond the
power of the plow. It took several days before the cars were running again. But Calais was only



one city where this happened. When the plow got off the track it meant much hard work as the
plow was heavier than the cars. Once the plow ran off coming down Apothecary hill and only
the curb at the sidewalk kept it from smashing into Dan Groves' store window. It took a big
committee of citizens to "assist" in getting it back where it belonged. There were times when
nearly all of the seven miles of track had to be picked with pickaxes to free the rails from ice
after a freezing storm. There was always a yearly dispute about the piles of snow thrown up by
the Car Company’s plow. One street commissioner plowed the snow right back onto the tracks.
A Calais City Council voted and published a notice in the Advertiser that, as near is I remember
it, read as follows: "When there are more than four inches of snow, the Electric Car Co. may not
plow their road without the permission of the Street Commissioner or the Mayor, but they may
put their cars on runners or convey their passengers any way they wish." Changes took place.
In 1914 the power plant was moved to the Murchie Dam in Milltown and water power was used.
Toward the last as the cars got older and older, some "One Man Cars" came from Bangor and
only one man was needed to collect fares and run the car. You got on the front and put the
exact fare in the bowl, the driver made change, the money fell onto a pair of shutters so the
driver could see that you had put in the right amount, then he pressed a lever and the coins
dropped down further and he pressed a crank that registered the amount and the coins could
be taken out and used for change. He could sand the track by pressing a lever. In the
meantime automobiles became more plentiful, and taxis began to run, especially on the
Canadian side of the river. Car fares had been increased, but the trend to autos could not be
weathered, so on All Saints' Eve, October 30, 1929, the cars made their last run and were tied
up in the barn. Soon they were loaded on flat cars and were taken to Utica, New York, where
they were running the last known of them. The rails were scrapped and the Electric Car era in
Calais was over after a life of 35 years, four months and 26 days. Many men on both sides of
the River worked on the cars during those 35 years, some for long times, and others but for
short times. It is said that one man practically froze to death on them. George (Cordy) Wood
had the night shift. He got home late and went to bed. His wife heard him groan and tried to
wake him, but it was too late. His heart was not strong enough. If you wish to know more about
the Calais Street Railway get to talking to Ed Frye, Sr., of St. Stephen. The last crew to run the
cars were Bernard Donahue, Chester Hobart, Walter Faloon, Edward Frye, Sr., Edward Frye,
Jr., Irving Russell, Fred McConvey, George McCracken, Harold Clark. As the Romans used to
say VALE. 


