
 

 

Bartholomew Brosnan Kelliher - Ballyplimoth, Cordal, Castleisland.  
Chief Engineer of the Grand Trunk Pacific Railway. 

He has been called the greatest Railroad Engineer of his time. 

 

 

B. B. Kelliher, Bartholomew Brosnan Kelliher born Dec 

26th 1862, was one of seven children to Johanna Brosnan 

and John D. Kelliher from Ballyplimoth, Cordal, Castleis-

land, Co. Kerry. He went on to become the world renowned 

Chief Engineer of the Grand Trunk Pacific Railway. (GTPR)  

 

Bartholomew attended Kilmurry National School then under 

the care of Mr Peter Kearney and then he attended at the 

Boys National School at Castleisland under Mr D Desmond. 

Later he studied Engineering at Dublin University and ap-

prenticed in Tralee and later back in Dublin.  

Above Courtesy of TM Donovan  

He left Kerry for America in June 1886 and worked as a civ-

il engineer with the Union Pacific Railway (1887 to 1890), 

Northern Pacific Railway (1890 to 1896), Union Pacific Railway (1896 to 1897, and 1898 to 

1903). In 1899 he worked in Salt Lake Utah. He joined the Grand Trunk Pacific Railway in Jan-

uary 1904. In June 1904 he was living in Winnipeg with his new bride. 

Married twice, Firstly to Anna Isabelle (alt-Isabel) Souter on June 1st
 , 1904, in Dallas Texas. He 

was a member of the St. James Club (Montreal) and Manitoba Club. In 1911, he lived at the 

Royal Alexandra Hotel in Winnipeg.  

She died Sept 1st
 , 1908, at her residence at 261 University st, Montreal Quebec 

Buried in Mount Royal Cemetery, Montreal Quebec. Secondly he married Johanna M. O'Con-

nor. Married Apr-June 1915, Islington Reg. district, London England 

 

He was appointed Chief Engineer of  the Grand Trunk Pacific Railway (GTPR) in 1905 and 

moved office from Montreal to Winnipeg in 1909. The GTPR  was a historic Canadian transcon-

tinental railway running from Winnipeg to Prince Rupert, British Columbia, a Pacific coast port. 

East of Winnipeg the line continued as the National Transcontinental Railway (NTR), running 

across northern Ontario and Quebec, crossing the St. Lawrence River at Quebec City and ending 

at Moncton, New Brunswick. The Grand Trunk Railway (GTR) managed and operated the entire 

line. 

Bartholomew resigned in 1914 due to poor health and returned to Ireland for three years. He 

came back to the United States in 1917 where he worked in various railroading jobs until 1923 

when he retired back to Ireland.  

Bartholomew died Nov 7th, 1929 in London England at the young age of 68. 

He was buried in Crosstown Cemetery, Crosstown, Wexford, Ireland.  

He has been called the greatest Railroad Engineer of his time. 

A preliminary summary of Grand Trunk Pacific's march to Prince Rupert, written by Chief Engi-

neer BB Kelliher, was published in the May 1914 edition of Canadian Railway & Marine World. 

The estimated cost to construct the road from Winnipeg to Prince Rupert contains expenditures 

as reported by his staff, and expenditures as recorded by Collingwood Schreiber, from the De-

partment of Railway Engineering in Ottawa. After the "dust had settled" and refinements to ac-

counting ledgers and construction documents, the "First Construction Actuals - 1916" was re-

ported in the Royal Commission to Inquire into Railways and Transportation. These were rec-

orded as the "final construction costs." Total mileage, 1,747.4 (Mountain Section: Prince Rupert 

to Wolf Creek, Alberta 832.5 miles; Prairie Section: Wolf Creek to Winnipeg, Manitoba 914.9 

miles) 

Total cost, $109,828,588 (Mountain, $78,269,721; Prairie, $31,558,867). Cost per mile, 

$62,867. In 2010 dollars, about $2.3 billion dollars, or $1.4 million per mile. 

 

He is commemorated in that the Village called Kelliher Sas-

katchewan in Canada being named in his honour 

 

Extract: The Grand Trunk Pacific Railway 100th Anniversary  

Prepared by Ken Newman, Regional District of Kitimat‐Stikine, March 2014  

Within the Mountain section the Skeena 

Valley portion of the railway was a dis-

tance of 180 miles from Prince Rupert to 

Hazelton. This portion of the railway was 

the most difficult and the most costly part 

of the Mountain section. The total cost to 

build the rail line from Winnipeg was $109.8 million and of that the Mountain section 

cost $78.2 million. The Skeena River from Hazelton to the Pacific Ocean falls 1,000 feet 

making it one of the most rapidly descending rivers on the west coast of North Ameri-

ca. Such obstacles along the way included the steep mountain 

walls of the lower Skeena, Kitselas Canyon and the crossing of 

the Skeena west of Hazelton.  The man in charge of this section 

of the construction was GTP engineer C.C. Van Arsdoll, nick-

named “four tenths Van” for his insistence that the grade not 

exceed four tenths of 1% in a mile, even during this difficult 

section.    This high standard contributed to the challenges and costs of building a rail-

way in this difficult environment.   

Tunnels were extensive, in the first 200 miles of the railway 

some thirteen tunnels where built totalling over 8,800 feet. A 
tunnel 1600 feet long was built at mile 44 on the lower Skeena 
to avoid excessive snow slides and three tunnels totalling in 

excess of 2200 feet in length, within one mile, were blasted 
out of the rock in Kitselas Canyon. The Kitselas Canyon tun-

nels were not completed until January 1912. The steel span 
bridge across the Skeena at mile 174, thirteen miles west of 

Hazelton (commonly known as Skeena Crossing) was a 930 foot span completed in 
March of 1912 and only 10 miles further a second bridge almost 900 feet long was con-
structed over Sealy Gulch. It is estimated that to build the first 100 miles of grade east of 

Prince Rupert cost $80,000 a mile before any track was laid. Construction on the 
Skeena portion of the line was carried out by the principal 

contractor Foley Brothers, Welch and Stewart (F. W & S) 
who in many cases sublet to other contractors. Construction 

camps to house workers were situated along the route ap-
proximately every two to five miles. Throughout construction, 
due to poor living conditions and low wages, workers were 

hard to retain and it was said that for every man arriving at 
camp to work one was leaving.  Workers would often refer to F.W & S Company as 

Fool’em, Work’em and Starve’em.  

With the arrival of the tracks at Skeena Crossing in March of 

1912 the GTP was offering passenger service from Prince Ru-
pert to Hazelton with a ferry service across the Skeena.  Even 
before this in 1911 passenger service was available for the 

first 100 miles to Kitselas, which at the time was called 
Vanarsdol and would later become the site of a station.   The 

threat of bankruptcy, world war and recession may have all 
conspired together to prevent the formal ceremony with a 

golden spike. The GTP was completed but likely not in the 
fashion it was dreamed of in 1903 by Charles Hays. It finished more with a whimper 
than a bang. The location of the last spike is a little clearer, the site was near the east 

end of the upper Nechako River crossing about one mile east of the Fort Fraser station. 
The first train across the track was pulled by engine No. 112 and arrived in Prince Ru-

pert on April 9  1914 at 1:15 in the afternoon. 

 

 

Everyone wanted to drive the ‘Last Spike’ ! 

The last spike was to be driven in a fancy ceremony in August 1914, with Edward Chamberlin expected 

to be doing the honours, but this was cancelled, so the “Last One” became Kelliher's honour. Last 

Spike GTP Railroad, Fort Fraser Last spike was driven by B. B. Kelliher, the Chief Engineer of the 

Grand Trunk Pacific Railway, all the way from Ballyplimoth, Cordal, Castleisland Co. Kerry. 

Photograph above from Library and Archives Canada showing Chief Engineer Kelliher driving the last 

spike. This photo was part of Alfred W. Smithers personal album. General Superintendent Brewer assist-

ing was the guy in the foreground, back to the camera. On right side, one foot on rail, gentleman with 

his hat off, handkerchief in his coat pocket was Morley Donaldson 
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History Comes Alive !  

   

Sibling Sibling 

http://www.kelliher.ca/pages/bbKelliher.htm
http://www.mhs.mb.ca/index.shtml
http://www.mhs.mb.ca/docs/organization/manitobaclub.shtml



