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Time and Sandford Fleming

He was one of the most remarkable figures in
the history of a remarkable nation. Yet we
tend to forget all he did, perhaps because
the benefits of his work are so commonplace
today. Here, an appreciation of the legacy of

Sir Sandford Fleming, Renaissance Man and

Canadian. The first in an occasional series
on great people in Canada’s past . . .

O Sir Sandford Fleming is not totally unsung, but
considering what Canadians owe him 63 years
after his death, it is odd that we so rarely celebrate
his fantastic achievements. In his own way, he did
as much as Sir John A. Macdonald or Sir Wilfrid
Laurier to strap the country together. Yet if you
were to ask a hundred assorted Canadians to
identify Sandford Fleming, most of them would
probably say that he was a senator from New
Brunswick or a one-time defenceman for the
Boston Bruins.

Words memorialize statesmen — words in
speeches, words in print. But Fleming was an
engineer, and as he said himself, “engineers must
plod on in a distinct sphere of their own, dealing
less with words than with deeds, less with men
than with matter”. Though Fleming was in fact
one of the more verbose engineers of a verbose age,
the truth remains that his legacy lies in what he
did and not what he said and others said about him.
The benefits of his acts are so familiar today that
we scarcely spare them a thought.

Thanks to Fleming, the world runs on standard
time. He was both a professional railwayman and
an amateur steamship authority. As such he
saw that, although trains and ships got faster and
faster, the chaos in time-keeping threatened to
cancel every gain they made. International
schedules were a railway clerk’s nightmare, a
traveller’s parallel to Babel. Even within the

borders of one country, confusion reigned. At
noon in Toronto in 1880, it was 11.58 in Hamilton,
12.08 in Belleville, 12.25 in Montreal. Railroads
in the United States used one hundred different
time standards. Stations displayed rows of clocks
telling the time at different points along the rail-
way. Veteran travellers carried watches with
as many as six dials.

It was to bring sweet reason to this time-keeping
madness that Fleming invented the system of 24
time zones based on a prime meridian of longitude
at Greenwich, England. Scientific societies initial-
ly treated the scheme as a crackpot’s dream, but
he doggedly flogged it for 20 years. Earl Grey,
the Governor General who gave the Grey Cup to
Canadian football, once said Fleming had “the
missionary fervour of St. Paul”. In the matter of
standard time, the big, bearded, Canadian
engineer slowly made the world give in. By 1890,
North America, Great Britain, Sweden, most of
Europe and Japan had all adopted the system.
Sandford Fleming is the reason why anyone today
can open an atlas, look at a clock, and calculate the
time on the far side of the earth.

His influence on where Canadians go in their
own country will survive as long as railway trains
clatter from coast to coast. Why does The Ocean
Limited, Montreal-bound from Halifax, penetrate
this particular forest, rattle westward beside that
particular river? Who was it that, in 1862, gave the






