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A. J. Lawrence
Photo Studio
Many of the
photographs used in this
booklet were taken by
A. J. Lawrence, who
arrived in Birtle in 1903
and practiced his trade
up to his death in 1947.
[Source: Birtle History
Project Committee]
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Introduction
BIRTLE TOWN
The first thing to decide when studying ‘Pivotal Events of Birtle’
is how one intends to define Birtle. Three Birtles existed, an
incorporated Town, a Rural Municipality, and their namesake,
the settlement of Birtle, which had been preemptively founded
as a commercial, industrial, and administrative centre for the
surrounding agricultural region. However, the surrounding
region had other centres as well. Solsgirth and Foxwarren both
had a strong enough sense of collective history and purpose to
have produced their own history books; Wattsview, which never
really had an urban centre, did the same. Only three of the many

sublocalities within the RM of Birtle, these could all easily have
Pivotal Events projects of their own. To include these
communities within ‘Birtle’ would seem to diminish their own
distinct histories, and to avoid replicating the minor colonialism
inherent in the name of the former RM, I have chosen to more or
less confine my study to the Town of Birtle.
This has had certain repercussions, particularly in regards
to discussions of resource development. I have not discussed the
gold found in the Birdtail in 1862, nor the more recent oil wells
in Wattsview; more especially, I had initially intended to include
a section on agricultural developments. However, little farming
actually took place in the Town and, while important, Birtle’s
grain elevators were more a story of railways and the
surrounding farmers than they were
about the Birtle settlement, for which
reason I reluctantly left them out. While
important, they were simply a logical
extension of other ideas and movements;
they were a product, not pivotal in their
own right.

THE NATURE OF THE PROJECT

Birtle, c. 1965-1968 [Source: BCM, 3240-95-H]

I have discussed what I believe to be
landmark and particularly pivotal
moments for Birtle in seventeen distinct
categories. Each is accompanied by
pertinent photographs, and, in separate
appendices, one or two period newspaper
articles which serve as equally vivid
illustrations of the themes. A timeline of
events up to 2017 has also been included.
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A NOTE ON SOURCES
The earliest conscious history of Birtle is a brief narrative
written in 1882 and placed in the cornerstone of the Stone
School, printed in the Birtle Eye-Witness on August 15th, 1973.
After that is Birtle’s Beginning, a series of articles E. J.
Wilson published in the 1930s which were assembled and
reprinted as a brochure by his son T. A. Wilson in 1967. Birtle’s
Beginning was based on Wilson’s own memories of events,
cross-referenced with the diaries of Alfred Morton, Birtle's first
settler; designed to fill in the gap in the historical record prior to
the establishment of his newspaper, it does so very well, and has
served as a precious, foundational resource to later histories.
In 1949-1950, the Women's Institute of Solsgirth compiled a
history of their organization, which broadened into a history of
Solsgirth with many references to the settlement of Birtle. It
includes a number of first-hand accounts. Viewing copies of this
unpublished history are available at the Birdtail Country
Museum, as are copies of Historical data about the Birdtail
Valley and adjacent areas…, compiled for them by P. W. Grant,
the son of William Grant of nearby Dow’s Mill at Toddburn.
J. L. Swainson's Our Ancestors Arrive in Manitoba: Early
Settlers of Fort Ellice, Birtle, Russell, Seeburn, Rossburn and
Surrounding Districts…, was based on personal memories and
other histories. The anecdotes are particularly noteworthy.
Also first appearing as a series of articles in the Eye-Witness
was The Crawford Years. This was prepared by Mayor Ray
Howard by going through the early minutes of the Town
Council, and was published in 1971. It covers the period from
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1884 to 1899, summarizing significant events and highlighting
the significant role of J. S. Crawford.
A copy was presented to Crawford’s grandson, Stanley
Holling, when he came to Birtle in 1971 to learn more about his
genealogy. When Holling published his family history The
Awakening: a record of aspirations and hopes in an old and a
new land the next year, a portion was dedicated to the founding
of Birtle. Holling had delved into the three hefty Department of
the Interior files of the Hamilton & Northwest Colonization
Society at Library and Archives Canada (now all available on
microfilm; since 2015 printed copies are in the Birdtail Country
Museum), and his work is a rich one.
John Tyman also used the Department of the Interior files in
his By Section, Township and Range, an exhaustive study of the
administrative mechanisms of prairie settlement published in
1972. It includes a section dedicated to the Hamilton &
Northwest Society, and makes some valuable points about the
uniqueness of the Birtle settlement.
When A View of the Birdtail was published in 1974, it
specifically credited Holling “for stirring Birtle to look at its
past.”1 This was Birtle's first contribution to the published local
history books which began proliferating throughout Manitoba
around this time. It was a massive undertaking edited by Marion
Abra, who had grown up in Birtle. It involved an enormous
amount of research and consultation, and presented an
interesting synthesis of all of the above-mentioned histories,
with the possible exception of Tyman’s; more importantly, it
published a massive amount of information about schools,
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churches, and other local organizations. The family histories
taking up most of the volume are especially valuable.
In 1984, some research was also made to publish “The
Birdtail Country” in honour of Birtle’s centennial, though the
greatest value is in its many printed photographs. It also
includes interesting transcripts of early letters of Alfred Morton.
The Birtle Eye-Witness, in the tradition of E. J. Wilson,
continued to be an outlet for historical writing in the later
twentieth century. Editors and columnists, especially Roxann
Barker, Sylvia Doran, and Ethel Howard, all conducted valuable
research into Birtle’s history based on personal memories,
interviews with older residents, and the local histories.
In 2009, a new history book was published by the RM and
Town of Birtle, “Passing It On”. It includes some corrected and
much updated information from its predecessor in its discussion
of events, organizations, and families histories. In its more
detailed discussion of Birtle’s earlier years, an appreciated effort
was made to clearly identify where buildings were located. The
volume’s comprehensive section on schools stands out.
The province's Historical Resources Branch, which funded
this project, has also helped spur on historical interest in Birtle.
A booklet has been prepared on Birtle’s historical buildings, and
Birtle Begins, a recently published set of biographies of notable
early citizens, using much new source material. One example is
the entry on John Haines, with lengthy block quotations from a
newly uncovered memoir by his daughter, Annie Birtle Haines,
“the first white child born in the district” who took her name
from the settlement.2

Also occasionally if sparingly consulted for this project were
local histories of adjoining communities. These include but
were not limited to Foxwarren’s A Fox's Tale, Wattsview's
Wandering in Wattsview, Shoal Lake’s Ripples on the Lake and
the RM of Ellice's Ellice, 1883-1983, all available for
consultation at the Birdtail Country Museum. Many are also
now available in pdf format on manitobia.ca.
While outside the parameters outlined for this project, I have
also taken the liberty of consulting primary sources when I
thought published information was insufficient or unclear. I was
able to take advantage of sources available through the Birdtail
Country Museum, such as transcripts of volumes of the Alfred
Morton diaries or the compiled memories of Vernon Dutton. I
also sometimes used online newspapers databases, specifically
newspaperarchives.com, which allows access to the Birtle
Observer, the Birtle Eye-Witness, and the Crossroads This Week.
The OCR is hardly infallible, but it did allow me to clarify
certain points. This is, therefore, a mildly revisionist history,
further so in that some of the points I have isolated as being
pivotal are not outlined as such in the past histories.

A NARRATIVE ARC?
The nature of a project on pivotal events, especially with its
emphasis on chronology and the construction of a timeline, lends
itself to the construction of longer narratives. The juxtaposition
of the story of the Manitoba & Northwestern Railway and
Provincial Highway 4, and specifically their routes relative to
Birtle was particularly suggestive to me.
Birtle, as shall be seen below, achieved success as a regional
hub thanks to patronage and the political connections of a
!7
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handful of men, particularly J. H. Wood and J. S. Crawford.
They also had a considerable amount of energy and civicmindedness, which was shared by other prominent, dedicated
citizens such as Alfred Morton. These men built up the town
together. However, the other settlers, while divided along
partisan lines, were as a whole less inclined towards political
cronyism and patronage politics. They were more interested in
open government, strong local representatives, and the
cultivation of virtue in and through government bodies. The
success of candidates concentrating on reforming politics is
notable from the early 1890s onwards, culminating in support
for the approach of the Bracken ministries and their emphasis on
“politics as administration.”3
In the 1950s, this cold, rational approach to government
helped Birtle get bypassed by the Yellowhead Highway despite
its MLA’s being the responsible minister, and the Birtle electoral

district get adjusted out of existence. Politics had changed.
Without any desire or necessarily capacity to exercise the
political pull that Birtle's founders had been able to muster
behind the scenes, Birtle had difficulty counteracting the
longterm population decline which was beginning to show its
teeth, and which would leave the area vulnerable to the costsaving amalgamation juggernaut championed by the Province.
I dedicate this project to the Board of the Birdtail Country
Museum as a thank you for the support, and indulgence, over
multiple summers. I hope readers will find it useful, and leave
them with the following quote,
Strap yourself to the tree with roots;
You ain't goin’ nowhere
—Bob Dylan, 1967

Winter in
Birtle,
1904
[Source:
BCM, Bill
Walker
Collection,
3392-96-H]

Appendix 1: “Beginning of a History” (1886)
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Background
BIRDTAIL CREEK

FORT ELLICE

The Birdtail Creek originates in the Riding Mountains and
meanders into the Assiniboine. Multiple theories seek to explain
the origin of the creek’s name, but the most likely is that the
Birdtail is named for the many waterfowl who flocked there, and
for the feathers they shed.1 Birtle, nestled comfortably along its
banks, derives its name from the Birdtail.2

Prairie settlers benefitted from the Hudson’s Bay Company even
in its eclipse. The nearby Fort Ellice remained the region’s
foremost commercial establishment, serving both as a market
and a source of needed supplies for Birtle’s earliest settlers.7
The fort also served as a meeting place for local magnates until
the early 1880s.8 It then declined rapidly. A cairn marks the Fort
Ellice site.9

EARLY INDIGENOUS INHABITANTS
Indigenous peoples occupied the Birdtail Valley well before it
was colonized by Canada. Illustrating a complex asymmetrical
relationship with the nation-state, the area fell within territory
ostensibly ceded to Canada in Treaty 2 (1871), but the Ojibway
living in the region instead signed Treaty 4 (1874). As Treaty
Indians, the Waywayseecapo First Nation established a reserve
at Lizard’s Point near the head of the Birdtail Creek in 1877.3

FUR TRADE, FORT BIRDSTAIL, AND CARLTON TRAIL
The first regular European contact with the Birtle area occurred
through the fur trade. A Fort Birdstail sat at the mouth of the
Birdtail Creek, one of many trading posts eventually abandoned
in favour of Fort Ellice.4 Fort Ellice was served by the Carlton
Trail, which crossed the Birdtail at the future Birtle townsite on
its way to Fort Garry. The ford was often used as a stopping
place, selected for its proximity to a spring that would long
provide the residents of Birtle with clear water.5 The trail
followed a ravine up the north bank of the valley, west of both
Leacock’s ravine and the Ravine Road.6 The site of the spring is
still accessible by a flight of steps leading down from a
commemorative park on St. Clare Street.

NORTHWEST MOUNTED POLICE
The newly-minted Northwest Mounted Police set up a barracks
at Shoal Lake in 1875, and the Birtle townsite was partly chosen
due to positive reports coming from the Mounties stationed
there.10 The barracks would act as the earliest postal outlet for
Birtle’s settlers, who further benefitted from the safe
environment ensured by the detachment and from the
community involvement of policemen retiring to Birtle.11 A
museum in Shoal Lake is dedicated to the Mounted Police.

BIRDTAIL SIOUX
The Birdtail Sioux were among the Dakota to have fled from the
sovereign claims of the United States in the 1860s, where they
had already undergone a failed reserve experience. Under the
leadership of Enoch Mahpiyahdinape, they settled at the mouth
of the Birdtail, and at their request were granted a reserve there
in 1875 despite not being Treaty signatories.12 The Birdtail
Sioux went out of their way to foster a good relationship with
their White neighbours and were initially well integrated into the
settler economy.13 Their presence was a key factor in bringing an
Indian Agency to Birtle in 1882.14
Appendix 2: “Old Fort Ellice.” (1886)
Appendix 3: “Refugee Indians.” (1887)
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Red River Cart with Chief Longclaws and James
Johnston, c. 1902
Chief Longclaws of the Lizard Point or Waywayseecapo
Reserve sits in the cart. James Johnston, who served as captain
of the Birtle Troop of Boulton’s Mounted Infantry during the
Northwest Rebellion and constructed a number of buildings in
Birtle, including the Stone School and the Castle, leans on the
bicycle. Also featured are George Mitchell, Cal. Clemens, V.
Schwalm, Mervyn Markle [View of the Birdtail, 26]. In 1887,
Longclaws was reported as being 83 years old, hence the
tentative date [Birtle Observer, July 22nd, 1887, page 1].

[BCM]

Birtle Spring, c. 1900-1907
The Spring could be accessed
first by a path along the river and
later by a staircase from the bank
above. Notable is the distance
from the river, which is quite
low and barely visible in the
foreground. This is a magnified
section of a wider photo, which
shows the Patterson Block, built
in 1899, but not the Union Bank
building, finished in 1907.
Looking south.
[Source: BCM SPC#000159]
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George Seale’s Mounted Police Grant, 1880

On completion of their terms of service, Northwest Mounted Policemen received
scrip which entitled them to a certain portion of Crown land. George Seale would
settle in the Blenheim district just south of Birtle, where he became an important
member of the community. Other important community members who settled in
the area after having completed terms of service with the NWMP include J. S.
Crerar, who set up the first store in Birtle and was elected County Warden and
later Reeve, and John McDougall, an important figure in Birtle's early hotel
industry.
[Source: LAC, MIKAN 1471033]

“Big House” at Fort Ellice
This served as the Chief Factor's house, among other things. The second story
included a large hall, the probable site of the 1881 New Year's party where it was
decided to take
steps to have the
province of
Manitoba extended
westwards over
Birtle. Attendees
included Major
Boulton, L. W.
Herchmer, and
Alfred Morton.

[Source: Ellice:
1883-1983 (St.
Lazare: R. M. of
Ellice Centennial
Book Committee,
1983), 14]
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Pioneers
The Dominion of Canada had planned to colonize the Northwest
since Confederation, and a new wave of settlers followed the
completion of a railway into St. Boniface in 1878.1 Protestants
of Anglo-Celtic descent soon arrived in the Birtle area from
Ontario, and established both a new community and a lasting
societal framework steeped in the loyalist mythos of their
birthplaces.2

INDEPENDENT HOMESTEADERS
The first of Birtle’s founding groups consisted of a scattering of
individuals in search of cheap arable land. The most
conspicuous was Alfred Morton, a schoolteacher near Stratford,
who chose the Birtle area as a prospective homesteading
location based on notes from Dominion surveyors. With two
companions, he visited the spot in the summer of 1878, and
registered a homestead on the southern heights of the Birdtail
Valley overlooking the future townsite. He returned east for his
wife and children, and by the autumn the family had relocated to
their new home.3 Morton is commonly acknowledged as Birtle’s
first settler, a reputation enhanced by his energy, civic spirit, and
love of his new home.4
Two of Morton’s brothers also became residents of Birtle,
but the family name died in Birtle with Alfred’s infant sons, who
are buried under an oak tree that still stands in a ravine on his
old homestead.5 Since revived, the Morton name now graces
Morton Manor and the picturesque Morton drive, an access road
to Riverside Park which lies in the valley beneath his old
homestead.6

HAMILTON & NORTHWEST
COLONIZATION SOCIETY
The Hamilton & Northwest Colonization Society was organized
in May, 1878.7 Unlike the many for-profit colonization societies
that emerged around this time to take advantage of the hesitancy
of many prospective settlers to relocate independently, the
H&NCS operated on “Mutual and Co-operative” principles and
was mainly concerned with strengthening the Canadian presence
in the Northwest.8 The Society elected the Birtle area for its
scheme due to its timber, water, and quality land.9
John A. Macdonald, newly elected and his own Minister of
the Interior, then granted the Society exclusive privileges within
three townships. The H&NCS was entitled to a section of land
as a townsite for every 40 Society settlers it located there,
providing it not interfere with independent homesteaders.
Society settlers would be entitled to a townsite lot from the
Society, and from the government the right to make conditional
land entries before permanently settling.10
However, indicative of the communication problems
rampant on the frontier, Macdonald neglected to tell anyone in
the Northwest about this arrangement. Thus surveyors had not
subdivided the proposed townships on the Society settlers’
arrival in 1879, and worse, Dominion Land Agents refused to
recognize the H&NCS or its agreement.11 Consequently, J. H.
Wood, the local Society agent, was accused of operating a con
by Society settlers.12 Independent homesteaders, already wary of
the supposed government agreement claimed by the Society,
were also sucked into the conflict.13
!12
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To sort it all out, a new Dominion Lands Agency had to be
created in Birtle.14 An agent familiar with the case arrived in
June 1880 and before long Birtle was able to move past this
stage of its development amicably.15 As for the H&NCS, it had
accomplished its purpose, rendering it further atypical among its
fellow colonization societies in that it actually met the terms it
had set with the federal government.16 The civic-minded,
responsible nature of the plan is noteworthy, as was the need for
delegated, localized authority and hands-on management to
solve problems born of the administrative vacuum of the
frontier.
Though only three of the directors of the Hamilton and
Northwest Colonization Society came to Birtle, their traces
remain: St. Clare Street was a favoured name of J. H. Wood,
who erected a building upon it which held the first Post Office.
Likewise, the daughter of J. S. Crawford, the president, may be
the namesake of Gertrude Street, and his wife's maiden name
that of Lundy Street.17 Perhaps another legacy has been the
strength of ‘Mutual and Co-operative principles’ and a sense of
Canadian nationalism still tinged with a lingering imperial hue.

Furthermore, ownership of the town plot outside the lots
granted to Society settlers devolved to Crawford and Wood.
They were thus able to give free land as bonuses to various
businesses such as saw mills, grist mills, and the railway, all
without putting the Town into debt.20 The R.M. of Birtle had no
such land-owning luxury, and was forced, like other
municipalities, to go into heavy debt to grant bonuses to
railways.21 This was an added incentive to the government
services mentioned in the previous paragraph; the Land Office
property, for example, was a gift from Wood and Crawford.22
The commercial benefits of being an administrative centre
were considerable, as those needing various administrative
services would patronize local rooming and boarding
establishments, retail businesses, and, especially in early years,
the saw mill and lumber yard.

REGIONAL HUB
The H&NCS had a more immediate impact, however: it had
helped bring in the Land Agency, which cemented Birtle’s
already-emerging status as the region’s primary settlement by
establishing it an important administrative centre.18 In short
order, it was followed by an Indian Agency, Registrar’s Office,
and County Court. Settlers were attracted to the surrounding
region by the proximity of the Land Agency, and those who
settled further away were still forced to trek to Birtle to visit the
land office and these other services.19

Birtle Land Oﬃce, 1880
From this angle the Land Office, in the foreground, looks east towards
the hub it had been pivotal in creating [Source: Ox Trails to Blacktop
(Altona, Oak Lake History Committee: 1982), 9].

Appendix 4: “Birtle: Its Progress and Prospects.” (1880)
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Old-Timers Reunion Photo, 1921: Birtle Pioneers from 1878-1880

2. Pioneers
[Source: BCM, SPC#000059]
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Postscript to Hamilton & North-West
Colonization Society Recruitment Circular,
1878
[Source: LAC, MIKAN 1470803]

Lumber and Sod Home, 1883
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The above is the same photo as the one on the previous page, but it identifies
the pioneers by name.
[Source: BCM, SPC#000059 (part 2)]
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1
Appendix“Population
3: “PopulationofofBirtle,
Birtle from
1884-2011”
1884-2011”

Town Growth
By 1880, Birtle was already well on its way to
becoming a town. Letters boosting the “Village
of Birtle” appeared in the Winnipeg press in May,
by October, the town plot hosted around a dozen
buildings, and in December one missionary
reported that 400 heads of families resided in the
“Birtle district.”2 A more precise figure for
Birtle’s population is difficult to ascertain,
however. While the first census of the region was
carried out in 1881, it did not separately
enumerate Birtle.3
By 1884 the local population had grown
enough to merit incorporation into the Town of
Birtle and the RM of Birtle. Both were stable
enough to stand on their own until the 21st
century, and regular census data for each is
available from 1886 onwards, as compiled
opposite.4 Both this and the more detailed
Appendix 5 suggest certain phenomena which
have proven pivotal to Birtle. Most are broader
phenomena, but Birtle has a history of
confronting those; note only was the settlement
founded to redirect the natural outflow of
Ontarian settlers away from the United States, but
J. S. Crawford was personally posted to Winnipeg
to redirect migrants to Birtle. This was echoed in
other promotion endeavours, like the Town’s
successful Birtle Into the Future campaign.

Year

Urban Birtle

Rural Birtle

Total Population

Population of the
Town of Birtle
(1884-2014)

Population within Tp16-18, Rg25-27,
the external borders of the
R.M. of Birtle (1884-2014),
excluding the Town of Birtle

Population within
Tp16-18,
Rg25-27

1886

261

%

755

%

1016

%

1891

338

29.50

846

12.05

1184

16.54

1901

466

37.87

1166

37.83

1632

37.84

1906

422

-9.44

1498

28.47

1920

17.65

1911

437

3.55

1733

Village of
Foxwarren
(1912-1967)

15.69

2170

13.02

1916

512

17.16

1561

207

2.02

2280

5.07

1921

560

9.38

1981

277

27.71

2818

23.60

1926

571

1.96

2039

265

2.04

2875

2.02

1931

645

12.96

2031

268

-0.22

2944

2.40

1936

789

22.33

2095

249

1.96

3133

6.42

1941

646

-18.12

1795

219

-14.08

2660

-15.10

1946

677

4.80

1743

268

-0.15

2688

1.05

1951

741

9.45

1832

271

4.57

2844

5.80

1956

806

8.77

1727

270

-5.04

2803

-1.44

1961

846

4.96

1569

272

-7.81

2687

-4.14

1966

860

1.65

1415

239

-10.16

2514

-6.44

1971

882

2.56

1363

-17.59

2245

-10.70

1976

821

-6.92

1212

-11.08

2033

-9.44

1981

887

8.04

1067

-11.96

1954

-3.89

1986

850

-4.17

1015

-4.87

1865

-4.55

1991

802

-5.65

866

-13.87

1668

-10.56

1996

720

-10.22

862

-0.46

1582

-5.16

2001

715

-0.69

749

-13.11

1464

-7.46

2006

662

-7.41

666

-11.08

1328

-9.29

2011

664

0.30

632

-5.11

1296

-2.41
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IMMIGRATION BOOM
The greatest flood of immigrants to
Canada began in the 1890s and ran until
1914 and the beginning of the First
World War. The vast majority headed to
the Prairie West, and as the first few rows
of the population table indicate, Birtle
was no exception.5

WORLD WAR I
World War 1 brought the immigration
boom to an end, and saw a number of
locals head for the front. Despite this,
between 1911 and 1916, the urban
populations of the area increased
significantly, as illustrated by the
incorporation of Foxwarren in 1912.
Following the conflict, the population
increase of the boom years continued,
helped in the RM by the federal
government’s land schemes for veterans.

RURAL URBANIZATION
Prior to the Depression, the Town and
RM were both in fairly constant growth,
but thereafter the population of the town
seems to have increased at the expense of
its rural surroundings. The trend peaked
in the 1980s; presumably, rural dwellers
were retiring and moving to town. The
Town’s population fell into a steady

decline afterwards, but it continued to
offset its losses with migrants from the
RM, so that the historically much larger
rural population levelled with the Town’s
in 2006.

WORLD WAR II
Canada joined the war effort in 1939, and
Birtle was an enthusiastic source of
soldiers, as suggested by the plummeting
of the populations of both Town and RM
by 1941.

MECHANIZATION OF AGRICULTURE
Increased mechanization allowed the
country to produce far more agricultural
produce with far less labour, leading to
the gradual transformation of the rural
Prairies from a world with a family on
every quarter section to one where a
single family reasonably manages
multiple sections on its own.
Mechanization is the most likely culprit
behind the RM’s steady post-WWII
population decline.

BABY BOOM
1951 shows growth for the RM of Birtle,
but it was short-lived. By the late 1960s
and 1970s, the combination of increased
agricultural mechanization and baby
boomers’ leaving home ramped up to the

biggest percentage decrease in the rural
area’s history. The baby boom might,
however, help explain the unusual surge
in the Town’s population recorded in
1981; one tentative explanation is that
those baby boomers who had not opted to
permanently relocate settled down and
had children. Regardless, the population
boost was brief.

MID-‘90S POPULATION CAMPAIGN
The temporary halt of the decline of the
Town’s population in 2001 is partly due
to a considerable effort in the 1990s to
get young urban professionals and
entrepreneurs to move to Birtle, helping
to offset natural population attrition. It
involved setting up the first municipal
website in the country.6

WAVE OF ADMINISTRATIVE
AMALGAMATIONS
The standard solution to declining
populations around the turn of the 21st
century has been to amalgamate the
administration of services, following the
argument that local quality would remain
the same with a reduced total
expenditure. Birtle’s history books have
frowned on that sort of idea.7

Appendix 5: Population of Rural Municipality of Birtle by Township and Range, 1901-1971

!17

Pivotal Events of Birtle

3. Town Growth
Birtle Into the Future, 1995
From the very beginning, Birtle has had a tradition
of self-promotion to attract new residents. In
keeping with this in the mid-1990s the Birtle Into
the Future Committee was formed. It vigorously
promoted the community, attracting many new
residents, and helped raise community pride, which
carried over into Birtle in Bloom, Hockeyville, and
Manitobaville contests.8 At left is a photograph of
the Birtle Into the Future Committee as it appeared
on page 9 of the Fall 1995 issue of Manitoba Mirror
on the Urban Scene, the publication of The
Manitoba Association of Urban Municipalities, of
which Margaret Hodgson, the Mayor of Birtle, was
president.
Back row, left to right: Fred Barker, Angela Bray,
Eleanor Dnistransky, Val Thomson, Pat Robert, Ron
Bell, Jim Vinie. Front row: Roxann Barker, Brenda
Evans, Kathy Langford, Helen Selby.

The Committee sent out advertizements to newspapers
across the country, particularly targeting Vancouver
and Toronto. A misunderstanding at the Ottawa
Citizen meant that Birtle’s ads were placed in some
interesting company, as seen at right. The amusing
incident helped generate even more publicity for
Birtle, where it is fondly remembered.
[Source: Ottawa Citizen, April 15th, 1995]
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James Crerar

Municipal Government
[Source: View of
the Birdtail, 19]

The H&NCS did not consider itself a government, and yet it
took on governmental functions in the early administrative
vacuum. Not only did it locate settlers, but because it, or rather
J. S. Crawford and J. H. Wood, had ownership of the town plot,
it was able to give bonuses in land to startup industries.1 In the
earliest days Birtle’s main administrators were thus independent
of the provincial government, but all efforts depended on
volunteer labour.2

COUNTY OF SHOAL LAKE
(RG 23-29 W, TP 13-18)
Formal municipal governments are subject to the provincial
Crown, and the first real municipality set up by the province
after its assumption of the area was the County of Shoal Lake, in
1882. Elections were politicized.3 The idea behind the county
system was to help manage intermunicipal projects such as
roads, even though the Birtle area had not yet incorporated any
municipal governments. The system was revamped in 1883.4 As
the area was still thinly settled, the County of Shoal Lake often
cooperated with the County of Russell for joint purposes.5
However, the system was deemed too convoluted and costly for
the population, and was scrapped in 1884 for all but judicial
functions.6 The only warden of the County was James Crerar.

Retired Mountie and early
Birtle businessman, Crerar
ran a general store and grist
mill in Birtle. He was an
active Liberal in politics
and served as the first (and
only) Warden of the
County of Shoal Lake,
and as the first Reeve of
the Rural Municipality of
Birtle.

[Source: Birtle History Project
Committee]

RURAL MUNICIPALITY OF BIRTLE
(RG 25-27 W, TP 16-18)
The same legislation setting up the County of Shoal Lake had
noted that the Rural Municipality of Birtle would fall within it,
though the RM would not be incorporated until late December
1883.7 The R.M. of Birtle stood relatively intact until 2014, with
the exception of the Village of Foxwarren, which incorporated
within its borders in 1912 only to dissolve in 1967. The first
Reeve of the RM was James Crerar, who had been Warden of
Shoal Lake County, and who remained in office until he moved
away in mid-1886. The longest serving Reeve was Alfred Webb,
and the final Reeve was Roger Wilson, a direct descendant of
some of Birtle's earliest pioneers. Many familiar names appear
on the list of Councillors including Geraldine Berry, the first
woman in the office, who was elected in 2006.8
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TOWN OF BIRTLE

RURAL MUNICIPALITY OF PRAIRIE VIEW

The legislation setting up the County of Shoal Lake had made no
mention of a Town of Birtle.9 The Town also incorporated a
week later than the RM, suggesting that it may not have been on
the province’s radar until the town’s residents put it there.
Incorporating the town gave Birtle the status befitting the local
hub it wanted to continue to be; when Counties were abolished,
Birtle was one of only four incorporated urban settlements in the
entire province.10 Incorporation also allowed Crawford and
Wood another shot at offices they had sought but had yet failed
to receive from any other level of government; in fact, Crawford
became the first mayor by acclamation.11 Other notable mayors
include Margaret Hodgson, the first and only woman elected to
the office, and her successor, Ron Bell, who was the Town’s
longest serving mayor. Dwight Stewart was the final mayor.
Professionals, officials, and
merchants pepper both lists of
mayors and councillors. Mrs.
H. L. McKibbon became the
first woman to serve on Town
Council in 1970.12

(RG 25-27 W, TP 13-18)
In 1997, the provincial government decided that the minimum
population threshold for a municipal unit ought to be 1000.13 As
the Town had never met that threshold and the RM had fallen
well below it, the two consequently began taking steps towards
amalgamation and combined administration offices. In 2012,
the province decided to enforce the population threshold, and, to
some local surprise, the RM of Miniota was amalgamated with
the Town and RM of Birtle. The new Rural Municipality of
Prairie View was incorporated on January 1st, 2015.

John Sanderson Crawford
President of the Hamilton &
Northwest Colonization Society,
Birtle's first mayor and greatest
promoter. He also served as
Registrar.

The new R.M. is demonstrative of several changes since
the three constituent municipalities had been set up in 1883.
Where the former R.M. of Birtle had never elected a woman as
Reeve, and Miniota had only recently done so, Prairie View’s
first elected Reeve is Linda Clark.14 Furthermore, where the
area’s activities had often tended to follow a roughly East-West
axis due to the location of rivers, cart trails, and later separate
railways lines, the more North-South orientation of Prairie View
demonstrates the extent to which such modes of transport have
been eclipsed by the road network.15 Likewise, where Birtle’s
earliest booster literature concentrated on the picturesque and
bustling river valley, and where both Birtle and Miniota have
their etymological roots in local waterways, the name Prairie
View instead emphasizes the surrounding prairie as the focal
point of the municipal population, economy, and identity.16

[Source: “The Birdtail Country,”
page 9]
Appendix 6: The Seals of Town and R.M. of Birtle
Appendix 7: “Meeting of the Council of the United Counties of Shoal Lake and Russell.” (1884)
Appendix 8: “House of Assembly: Second Session—Fifth Legislature” (1884)
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Municipal Services and Utilities
Pivotal events in the Town of Birtle cannot exclude the
municipal initiatives significantly improving the quality of life
of its residents. The following selections concentrate on the
longest lasting changes aimed at making Birtle a more attractive
business environment and place to live.1 A common theme is
increased provincial and federal involvement throughout the
twentieth century.

ELECTRICITY AND LIGHTING
The first public utility in Birtle, an acetylene lighting plant, was
quite controversial when it was built in 1901, as it heralded
greater municipal spending to come.2 Power development was
further investigated by the Town in the 1920s when it looked
into electric lighting, and in 1928 funds were voted to build a
plant on Centre Street, facing St. Clare.3 The Manitoba Power
Corporation bought it in 1930, converting it to hydroelectricity
generation and generally improving it to also provide power to
Foxwarren and St. Lazare.4 When it was shut down in 1935, a
substation was built and power was routed in from Virden.5 The
MPC merged with the Manitoba Hydro-Electric Board to
become Manitoba Hydro in 1961.6 In 1990, when the provincial
government embarked on a conscious effort to decentralize
services, a new building was built at the corner of Queen Avenue
and Highway 83.7 It was decided to consolidate the customer
service located there to Russell in 2013.8

FIREFIGHTING
Birtle’s firefighters have always been volunteers. Prairie and
house fires had been a major concern to Birtle’s pioneers, whose
first actions on their homesteads included the establishment of a

firebreak. Prairie fires decreased in frequency as settlement
intensified, but many fires threatened Birtle.9 Early
conflagrations were fought with bucket chains, with some
firefighting equipment provided by the Town.10 Then, in 1950,
the Birtle Fire Department proper was organized and a fire truck
purchased. A special notification system was developed in
unison with the Birtle telephone system, but was replaced by
pagers in the 1980s. In 1996, the Birtle Fire Department joined
the provincial 911 system, with calls fielded out of Brandon.11
The fire trucks parked next to the Town Hall until 1995, when a
firehall was opened on the old Baptist Church property.12

LANDFILL AND RECYCLING
In 1886, the Town designated a nuisance ground, but it was
upstream and contaminated the Birdtail.13 A new location was
selected at least as early as 1896.14 Ongoing concerns included
unauthorized dumping and refuse collecting in yards.15 The late
1940s saw the imposition of a cleanup program of the grounds,
but continued sanitation concerns led to its removal to its present
location in the mid-1950s.16
In 1990, Town Council received a delegation about a
volunteer recycling program, and in 1996 a new recycling
building was approved for the disposal grounds. An oil recovery
centre was added in 2003, and the same year a recycling pickup
program started up on a trial basis. This was so successful that it
led to a garbage pickup program in 2008.17

POLICING
Advertizements appeared as early as 1885 for the position of a
Town Constable to enforce various municipal by-laws, and jail
cells were built into the Town Hall on 7th and Main.18 Early
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efforts had been made to get an NWMP detachment in Birtle, but
the town cop looked after Birtle’s policing until 1968 when
Shoal Lake RCMP detachment took over. At the time, Council
expressed the hope that a Mountie would be stationed in Birtle,
but this never materialized.19 The new policing arrangements
inspired a Citizens on Patrol Program and similar initiatives.20

network.30 Nevertheless, Birtle was proud of its system, which
remained the only municipal telephone company left in the
province by the time Manitoba Telecom Services finally took
over in 1964.31 MTS introduced an automatic dialling system for
local calls and routed long-distance calls through Shoal Lake,
marking the end of the Birtle operators.32

ROADS
The original survey of the townsite had laid out streets. Many of
these were never built, but roads have consistently preoccupied
responsible municipal governments in Birtle.21 Roadwork was
initially done by statute labour, later by paid contractors or day
labourers, such as with Birtle’s one-time Ravine Road.22 Birtle’s
road network was adjusted after the First World War in
anticipation of a projected highway system and was reoriented
again in the 1950s to accommodate Highway 83.23

When it comes to the internet, the Town of Birtle has a
special claim: As part of a population recruitment campaign in
the 1990s, in 1995 the Town authorized the setting up of a home
page, still believed to have been the first municipal home page in
the country.33 Internet services have been provided by various
companies. In 2016, the Park West School Division formed the
Park West Fibre Optic Co-op with the municipalities of
Hamiota, Yellowhead, and Prairie View, and a fibre optic cable
was laid through Birtle.34

TELECOMMUNICATIONS

WATERWORKS

Birtle’s first telegraph, with an office in H. A. Manwaring’s new
store, was strung between the end of the railway line and Birtle
in 1885.24 The next year, the office moved to the Birtle station.25
As a railway asset, the telegraph changed ownership with its
parent company and was phased out in the twentieth century.26

Some of the earliest evidence of Town activity regarding
waterworks was ensuring access to the Spring, which served as
much of the town’s water supply. Obtaining water was a private
matter, however.35 Plans were not made for Town sewage and
running water systems until much later. In 1959, a well was dug
and a pump house built, as was a single-cell sewage lagoon in
May of 1960. A second cell was added in the early 1970s. A
major expansion in 1986 included a new well and an addition to
the water treatment building, and in 1997, the treatment system
was adjusted to include better filters and polymer injections.36
An overhaul of the aging and ailing water system is as of this
writing being contemplated by Prairie View, with plans to pipe
water into the town from Wattsview Plains.37

Birtle’s first telephone connected the town to the telegraph
office at the station in 1886.27 Fifteen years later, the Town
looked into the possibility of establishing a telephone system,
but not until 1904 did Council approve a plan by the Hall
Brothers to rig one up.28 Bell began providing a long distance
service the next year.29 Then in 1907 the Province bought the
Bell network, and the Town appears to have taken over the Hall
Bros company, expanding it and linking it up to the provincial

Appendix 9: “Civic” (1901)
Appendix 10: “New Telephones at Birtle” (1964)
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Manwaring Block and Hall Bros Store
In 1885, railway construction stopped at Solsgirth. H. A
Manwaring connected Solsgirth to Birtle by telegraph that
year, locating the telegraph office in his general store, seen
here. The Manwaring block still stands on the southwest
corner of Main and 7th, but the telegraph office was relocated
to the railway station after the railway reached Birtle in 1886.
The Hall Brothers, whose harness and implement store is on
the right, rigged up Birtle’s town-wide telephone system in
1904.
[Source: BCM, SPC#000003]

Installing Water Works, 1960
Picture taken looking southwards on Main Street. In
background is the Royal Bank, which moved across the street
a few years later. The Birdtail Country Museum now
occupies the buildings.
[Source: “The Birdtail Country,” page 30].

Power Plant, c.1928-1938
The pump house was used both
by the arena on the right, which
blew down in 1938, and by the
power plant on the hill above.
Centre Street is on the left.
[Source: BCM, Box Birtle Parks
+ Events]
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BIRTLE AND MANITOBA
Birtle was founded in the Northwest Territories, but locals
quickly sought the greater privileges and responsibilities
associated with a province. At New Year’s Day of 1881, a
gathering of local magnates at Fort Ellice decided to take steps
to have the small province of Manitoba extended westwards
over them. Alfred Morton wrote a memorial and petition to that
effect, and despite Ottawa’s initial hope to extend the boundary
to a point east of Birtle, the area was included when the
boundary formally expanded on December 23rd, 1881.1

PATRONAGE AND COUNTY TOWN
The extension of the province was pivotal to Birtle in that
provincial services helped to build up Birtle’s status as an
administrative centre and regional hub. This was due, in part, to
the personal connections prominent local Conservatives had
with the Norquay administration; thus, Birtle became the de
facto capital of the United Counties of Shoal Lake and Russell.
Birtle got a Land Registry Office in 1882, even though Birtle
was located at the southernmost tip of the area it served and the
appointed registrar lived in a more geographically central area.2
Similarly, justice would be served by the Judicial Division of
Birtle, whose court sat at Birtle; Birtle was officially made
County Town in 1885.3
To secure provincial favour, in its first general elections the
electoral district elected first E. P. Leacock and then C. E.
Hamilton, Norquay loyalists from Winnipeg, over its own local
men.4 The Registry Office and non-judicial positions associated
with the courts such as Clerk of the County Court and Chairman

6. Provincial Government
of the Judicial Board were overt patronage positions, staffed on
the basis of political and personal affiliation without the need for
any special expertise.5 Such patronage brought wealth and
important political connections to the town of Birtle.

PROVINCIAL ELECTORAL DISTRICTS AND BIRTLE’S
STATURE IN THE PROVINCE
A visual comparison of the boundaries of Birtle’s successive
provincial electoral districts (see the next page) demonstrates the
population arc of the area since 1881, but also the relative status
Birtle has enjoyed. Birtle symbolically dominated its electoral
district from the 1880s to the the 1950s. Unsurprisingly, in this
period Birtle residents achieved a certain amount of prominence
as representatives. Birtle lawyer C. J. Mickle was a one-time
leader of the Opposition, and J. W. Pratt, a later Birtle lawyer,
was a proud and non-partisan Progressive and Birtle’s first
member elected under the ranked ballot system which replaced
the first-past-the-post system in rural constituencies until 1958.6
1958 was a big moment for Birtle. Birtle’s status was
diminishing, and on the recommendation of the first independent
commission on electoral boundaries in the entire country, the 70
year-old electoral district was reconfigured into Birtle-Russell.7
In 1981 the name Birtle would be dropped altogether. While the
commission sought as much input as possible from affected
interests and the population at large, it eventually had to make
decisions over and against varying local opinions. This wider
move towards top-down rationalizations found a companion in
the reintroduction of the first-past-the-post system, and was
echoed in the later default assumption that administrative
amalgamations were the best solution to rural population
decline.
Appendix 11: “The Campaign” (1882)
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Birtle’s Provincial Ridings8
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Charles Julius
Mickle
(1848-1919)

Birtle’s provincial representatives

Mickle moved to
Birtle in 1882 to
practice law. In
1888, he was
acclaimed during
the first election of
the new Birtle
constituency. In
1896, he fought a byelection in order to be
made Provincial Secretary,
an office he retained until the
ministry’s defeat in 1900. After former premier
and Liberal leader Thomas Greenway’s
departure in 1904, Mickle filled in as party
leader in the Assembly. He resigned in 1908
and was appointed a judge in 1909.
[Source: “Memorable Manitobans,” Charles
Julius Mickle (1848-1919)]

John William Pratt (1894-1973)
Pratt moved to Canada in 1912, and articled in Birtle for Louis St. George Stubbs, who had himself succeeded to
C. J. Mickle’s law practice. In 1927, he ran for the Manitoba Legislature on behalf of the Progressive Party, but
soon after his victory he chose to sit as an independent member instead. He ran his re-election campaign of 1932
as an Independent Progressive, and declined to stand again in 1936. Prior to his service in the legislature, Pratt
had also served as Mayor of Birtle from 1926 to 1927. He held this office again from 1948 to 1951.
[Source: “Memorable Manitobans,” John William Pratt (1894-1973)]
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Federal Government
While the Province had an important role to play, Birtle’s status
as a regional centre owed more to federal services; indeed, J. H.
Wood had started the H&NCS with the private motive of
obtaining sinecures created with increased prairie settlement.1

7. Federal Government
contraction of Birdtail, being chosen for the branch instead. The
Town’s name followed suit in June of 1880.10
Land Oﬃce, c. 1884-1893 [BCM]

POST OFFICE (1879)
Birtle’s first settlers received mail once every three weeks, either
through the NWMP barracks at Shoal Lake Narrows or Fort
Ellice.2 A petition in the summer of 1879 secured a post office
for Birtle with J. H. Wood as postmaster, making it Birtle’s
earliest, and most constant, federal service.3 Mail day was a big
social event, as the Birtle branch served all the settlers along the
Birdtail and had become the biggest converging point in the
settlement.4
The office itself was housed in the structure erected in the
late summer of 1879 by B. G. Battram and then occupied by
Wood and his family.5 The next year, Wood built a large building
for himself and the post office.6 In 1882, his son Albert built
another block on the northeast corner of Centre and St. Clare
streets, designed to include the Post Office as well as a
stationary store.7 This served until 1909, when the Post Office
moved next to the Union Bank on Main Street.8 Its present
building on the north side of Main Street, constructed specially
for the Post Office, dates to 1938.9
An added significance of the Post Office is its relation to
Birtle’s name. The original plan had been to call the settlement
St. Clair City, but when Wood suggested St. Clair as the name of
his post office, duplications elsewhere led to Birtle, as a

LAND OFFICE (1880-1893)
A. J. Belch, the first Birtle land agent, arrived on July 21st 1880,
establishing, as one observer remarked, “the standing and future
progress of the place.”11 Indeed, the Land Office was the chief
factor that turned Birtle a hub for more than the Birdtail settlers,
as it forced settlers from much further afield to visit Birtle.12
Crawford and Wood had immediately given Belch property
for a residence and the much-coveted land office, but until these
were constructed he worked out of boarding houses.13 The office
was guarded jealously, and in 1883 Crawford helped thwart an
effort to have it removed to Russell.14 However, the settlement
frontier moved further west, and the office closed in 1893.15
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INDIAN AGENCY (1882-1949)

BIRTLE’S FEDERAL RIDINGS AND ELECTORAL TRENDS

Birtle owed its Indian Agency to the Birdtail Sioux because in
1878 Lawrence Herchmer, farming instructor for the Indian
Department, had settled near their reserve. He then integrated
into the area’s White society, and so when he was appointed
Indian Agent for a wider region it is not surprising that the
agency was placed in Birtle.16 There, the Indian Agents became
important parts of Birtle’s social life, and the agency purchased
many local goods and attracted Indigenous patrons to local
businesses.17 The Indian Agency was involved in the erection of
multiple buildings, and later Indian Agents allowed townspeople
access to water pumps on Agency property.18 A legacy of the
Birtle Agency, which was absorbed into the Portage la Prairie
Agency in 1949, is the former building for the Residential
School, placed in Birtle because of the proximity of the Birtle
Agency.19
Indian Agency, c. 1890s

Birtle was first represented in the House of Commons in the
riding of Marquette, which had been extended westwards from
Manitoba’s original settlements along the Red and Lower
Assiniboine. With periodic boundary adjustments this remained
Birtle’s seat until the 1979 election, when Birtle became a part of
Portage-Marquette. Birtle then voted in Dauphin-Swan River in
the 1987 election, Dauphin-Swan River-Marquette in the 2004
election, and Dauphin-Swan River-Neepawa in 2015.20

On north side of St. Clare [Source: BCM, Charles Flower Album, (L)]

In these ridings, the Liberals tended to win during the
1800s and Conservatives in the early 1900s, but results were
close. This changed with the 1917 election, where Thomas
Crerar, known for his progressive political positions but running
with Robert Borden’s National Union Government during the
First World War, won with 88% of the vote, the most lopsided
result in a Birtle riding to date. The war over, Crerar ran as a
Progressive in 1921, crushing Birtle lawyer Lewis St. George
Stubbs, who had made a sacrifice run for the sake of the Liberal
party.21 In connection with the growing strength of progressive
ideals in Birtle, the following year the Town Council had the
Mayor sign a petition asking that the Senate be abolished.22 The
ensuing decades were a period of strength for a Progressive and
Liberal alliance, ending towards the early 1950s.
In 1945, Alfred Oliver Webb, Reeve of the RM of Birtle,
ran for the newly renamed Progressive Conservative party under
Manitoba’s popular former Progressive Premier, John Bracken.
While he came in third, it was a tight election, showing the
resurgent strength of Conservatives. From the late 1950s to the
present, the Progressive Conservatives and other right-leaning
parties have almost continuously held the seat.23
Appendix 12: “How We Came to the County in 1882” (1888)
Appendix 13: “A Good Opportunity” (1889)
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Sir Wilfrid Laurier in Birtle, July 19th, 1910
Birtle was Laurier’s last Manitoba stop on his Western tour
of 1910. The prime ministerial train arrived fifteen minutes
early, causing a scramble to get rigs up to the railway station
for his party. Nevertheless, as they came down again all
available banners and flags were flying, businesses
decorated, and welcome arches built over Centre St. Bridge
and the town hall doorway. The transom window in view
below had a twin over the Main Street door; preserved when
the building was demolished in 1990, they are now housed in
the Birdtail Country Museum and municipal office.
Other prominent visitors to Birtle include Governor-General
Lorne and Sir Alexander Galt. Sir John A. Macdonald also
visited Birtle in 1886 on the newly extended Manitoba &
Northwestern Railway line.
[Sources: BCM, SPC#000004 and SPC#000084]

Birtle Post Oﬃce, c. 1938-1945
In the 1930s, the new Birtle Post Office was built in a quiet Art Deco style purposely chosen to
highlight the federal role in rural communities. As seen in this early photograph, the building
was clearly distinct from the architectural styles prevalent in Birtle at the time.
[Source: Peel's
Prairie Provinces,
Prairie Postcards,
digital initiative
of University of
Alberta Libraries
Postcard #11367;
see also
Landmarks]
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[Birtle Observer Header, final issue on January 31st, 1889, via newspaperarchive.com]

both federal and provincial
governments.5 After the fall
of the Harrison
administration, the Observer
limped on before closing its
doors a year later.6

BIRTLE EYE-WITNESS (1891-2001)

Media
Word-of-mouth has from the beginning been the primary means
by which information has been disseminated in Birtle, but other
media have also had their role, helping to advertize businesses,
attract new inhabitants, tie the community together, and connect
the community to Birtle’s diaspora.1 Pioneering communities
especially coveted newspapers as status symbols and community
boosters. Their presses also filled the printing needs of the
government institutions which had made Birtle a regional centre.

BIRTLE OBSERVER (1884-1889)
The newly incorporated Town of Birtle almost immediately
began entertaining offers to start up a newspaper, and in the
autumn of 1884 granted a bonus of 500 dollars to Walpole
Murdoch of southern Manitoba to start the Birtle Observer.2
The first issue was published in late 1884 with Walpole’s father,
J. A. Murdoch as editor.3 The paper earned its bonus, keeping the
citizenry abreast of local public affairs and boosting the
community, with 200 copies of each print run ending up in
Ontario.4 Initially not openly partisan, by the 1886 provincial
election the Observer had proven itself blatantly Conservative,
and thus benefitted from advertizing and printing contracts from

The Birtle Eye-Witness was founded by E. J. Wilson, an 1879
pioneer looking for less physically demanding work after an
illness. He used the Eye-Witness to advance his progressive
views. In 1897 he built what became known as the Eye-Witness
Block, the second floor of which was named Victoria Hall and
used for various public events before being turned into an
apartment.7 In 1943, E. J. was succeeded by his son T. A.
Wilson. T. A.’s colleague Patricia Robertson took over in 1976,
T. A. and Sadie
Wilson
T. A. (Arthur)
Wilson succeeded
his father E. J.
Wilson as editor of
the Birtle EyeWitness.
[Source: BCM,
Box People +
Groups, envelope
family pictures/
people]
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and continued to run the paper after Nesbitt
Publishing purchased it in 1984. The EyeWitness was noted for its local coverage and
circulation among Birtle expats.8

CABLE TV ACCESS CHANNEL (1983)
In 1982, Westman Cable brought its services to
the Town of Birtle with plans to set up a local
community channel.9 The next year, a local
Community Media Management Committee
was set up to manage Birtle’s new Cable TV
Access Channel 13.10 A local cable channel,
run by volunteers, continues to advertize local
initiatives and record local events.

TOWN OF BIRTLE WEBSITE (1995-2014)
Birtle had the first municipal homepage in
Canada, set up as part of the Birtle Into the Future campaign to
attract new residents. The authors of the 1996 Internet
Handbook reached out to Birtle about it and it was included in
that work.11 It was also used to distribute important information
to the community until amalgamation, when it was succeeded in
this by the Prairie View Municipality website.

CROSSROADS THIS WEEK (2001)
The declining population of the latter half of the 20th century
entailed economic pressure on local newspapers, encouraging
amalgamation. In January 2001, Greg Nesbitt merged four
regional papers, including the Eye-Witness, into the single
Crossroads This Week. In 2004, the Crossroads donated its
Birtle office to the Birdtail County Museum.12

E. J. Wilson Block Burning, 1979
Erected in 1897, northwest side of Main and 9th. The top floor
was used as Victoria Hall before being turned into an apartment.
This building also housed the Birtle Credit Union.
[Source: BCM, Blanche Spice photo album]

THE BIRTLE OUTLOOK (2011)
The Outlook grew out of a weekly newsletter started in 2010 by
Terry Vanmackelberg to provide an outlet for the most local
news and advertizing. The Outlook rarely produces original
content but publishes public submissions. The Birtle District
CDC took over in 2011. Copies are distributed in print and by
email, and continue to draw interest from Birtle émigrés.13

Appendix 14: “Prefatory,” Birtle Eye-Witness (1897)
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Transportation
Transportation connections to the outside world have played a
pivotal role in the fate of Prairie communities, even within the
microcosm of the Birtle area. Its many small communities
reflect the variety of the trends of Prairie settlement, which were
oriented around transportation routes and their abilities to
maintain their relevance as preferred technologies changed.

CART TRAILS
Though Birtle and Warleigh were both established as stopping
places on the Carlton Trail, the latter gradually disappeared after
that road was superseded by railways.1 The trail featured deep
ruts made by the distinctive Red River Carts, typically drawn by
oxen and made entirely of wood. To avoid dust and rocks
grinding away at the axles, they were seldom greased, and the
resulting cacophony is infamous.2

The
Marquette,
c. 1883
[Source: Figure 21,
Martha McCarthy,
Economic History
Theme Study:
Steamboats on the
Rivers and Lakes
of Manitoba,
1859-96
(Winnipeg:
Historic Resources
Branch), 1987].

STEAMBOATS
The Birdtail creek was too shallow for steam vessels, but the
Assiniboine wasn't, and the Marquette made its first voyage up
to Fort Ellice in 1879.3 Steamboats soon largely replaced cart
brigades for moving freight, and they would stop in the
Wattsview district at the soon-named “Birtle Landing.”4 The
machinery for D. W. Cumming’s sawmill, among other things,
was dropped off on the Assiniboine and hauled to Birtle from
there.5 However, it took less than a decade before steamboats
were made irrelevant out railways.

RAILWAYS
Starting with the 1878 railway connection into St. Boniface
which heralded a rush of settlers into the province, railways have
been important to Birtle. The ever-changing CPR route was at
one point meant to cross the Birdtail, for example, affecting the
selection of townships made by the H&NCS.6 The CPR project
also served as a market and source of wage-labour for Birtle’s
earliest settlers.7 After the final CPR route was settled in 1881, it
went far south of Birtle. This meant that the CPR’s monopoly on
railway construction did not apply there. However, Birtle’s
share of the odd-numbered sections reserved for railway bonuses
across the Prairies were all sold at auction in Birtle in 1882.
This made future railway construction in the immediate area
much more difficult, as federal bonuses to railway companies
would have to be made with less developed and less valuable
land elsewhere.8 Furthermore, almost all sales had been made to
speculators.9 Still, the auction had raised Birtle’s profile, and all
land sold was thereafter subject to municipal taxation.10
Handicapped by the auction, negotiations over municipal
bonuses for railway construction were nevertheless begun that
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same year. However, there was some disagreement as to the
route. Settlers further north wanted the railway to follow the old
CPR survey to the north of Birtle, while Birtle successfully
insisted on a more southern route. Russell and Birtle’s rivalry
over the railway soon turned into a rivalry over the Land Office.
The disagreement, compounded by administrative and financial
difficulties, meant that the Manitoba & Northwestern Railway
did not reach the area until 1885, when the end of the line
mushroomed into the community of Solsgirth. The next year the
main line was completed into Birtle and a branch line into
Russell, dispersing much inter-community tension.11

9. Transportation
Proposed Manitoba & Northwestern Routes
Map excerpt from a letter to the Minister of the Interior by J. S.
Crawford, showing the two clashing proposals, one looping into Birtle
and the other veering north along the path of the old CPR survey. The
map also shows the belt of land sold at auction in 1882. Crawford used
it to argue that Birtle had already sacrificed enough for railways.

Birtle’s success places it in the dubious company of
Winnipeg as a settlement that had redirected a railway through
it, as is still evident in the distinct southern dip in the tracks.
This is in contrast to the once-thriving Toddburn which
essentially relocated to Solsgirth when the railway bypassed it.
Furthermore, where the RMs of Birtle and Shoal Lake went into
crippling debt to give bonuses to the railway, J. S. Crawford and
J. H. Wood, as proprietors of the town site directly vested in its
prosperity, agreed to personally provide a bonus in town lots.12
The Town hoped for more; the CPR only connected the
M&NR in Portage, and stagecoaches from Birtle to the CPR
stations in Moosomin and Elkhorn, first set up in 1881, had to
continue.13 Partly because of this, various efforts were made to
bring another line into Birtle, such as the Great North Western
Central Railway.14 Nothing came of these, and the M&NR’s
chronic financial difficulties led it to be taken over by the CPR
in 1900.15 Birtle’s relationship to rail changed again in 1959,
when all passenger services to the town ceased amid a conscious
shift to the automobile and preference for better roads.16
Source: LAC, enclosed in J. S. Crawford to D. McPherson, received February 4th, 1884, MIKAN 1471984. From microfilm reel T-13035]
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Manitoba Highway Map, 1956
The traced lines indicate improved earth for the new road which would
become part of the Yellowhead. Compare with the railway line.

[Source: Province of Manitoba, Infrastructure and Transportation,
Historical Highway Maps of Manitoba, accessed September 26th,
2017, http://www.gov.mb.ca/mit/maparchive/index.html]

HIGHWAYS
The internal combustion engine changed a number of things in
Birtle, both in businesses and lifestyles but also in infrastructure.
The automobile had become important enough in the province
that by 1912 the Manitoba Good Roads Act was passed.17 By
1919, engineers were in Birtle locating work for the Council in
order that Birtle’s main roads could act as links in the projected
highway system.18 Provincial Highway 4 was then built in the
late 1920s and early 1930s, passing from Russell to Shoal Lake
via Foxwarren and Birtle, and by 1931 it was all gravelled.19 In

1948 the Town Council began advocating for the construction of
a highway south to join onto Highway 1, a rough replaying of
the less successful efforts to build a railway connected to the
CPR, though Highway 83 would not be completely gravelled not
until 1954.20
Birtle had wanted Highway 83, which included a sweeping
southeast entry into town.21 Birtle had also wanted and got the
new Highway 41A from St. Lazare, which would become
today’s Highway 42.22 However, a blow was made to Birtle’s
political stature in 1955 concerning Highway 4, the planned
transprovincial highway which became the Yellowhead, or
today’s Highway 16. In a decision roughly the inverse of when
Birtle managed to divert the railway in the 1880s, the Province
opted to reroute the highway around Birtle, building an entirely
new stretch of road from Shoal Lake straight to Foxwarren,
passing next to Solsgirth.23 Birtle was not pleased, as noted by A
View of the Birdtail: “1955 was the year of repeated delegations
to Winnipeg as the dispute over the re-location of PTH No. 4
raged. Even though our fighters lost the battle, the government
of the day knew that Birtle existed, and certainly one seat
changed in the ensuing provincial election.”24 As well it should
have, considering that Birtle’s representative was also the
minister responsible.25 However, while the subsequent election
did indeed see a long-held government seat change hands, by
that time the long-standing Birtle Electoral District had been
fused into Birtle-Russell. 1955 would thus seem to be a pivotal
year marking Birtle’s relative decline.
The loss of a railway passenger service had been offset by
busses until 2012, when the Greyhound ceased its passenger
service to Birtle.26
Appendix 15: “Committee Statement on No. 4 Highway” (1955)
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Birtle Railway Station

[Source: BCM, SPC#000073]
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End of the Track, 1885
In 1885, the Manitoba & Northwestern
Railway Company completed its line to
what soon developed into Solsgirth.
Considerable uncertainty existed in
Birtle over whether or not the company
would honour its assurance that the
main line would be built through Birtle
the next year. Taken at the end of the
line in 1885, this photograph shows a
number of Solsgirth buildings already
under construction.
[Source: BCM, Box Random Pictures,
envelope Other, Some Solsgirth photos,
postcards]

First Automobile in Birtle, 1909
Fisher’s Oldsmobile, taken in 1909.
Title to the oldest car in Birtle is disputed
by C. A. Flower, remittance man and
Birtle’s second mayor.

First Airplane in Birtle, June 1920
[Source: “Passing It On,” 106]

[Source: “The Birdtail Country,” 29;
see also BCM, 4458-11-H]
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Birtle Sawmill,
c. 1897
[Source: BCM, Box:
People + Groups,
envelope 2, views of
Birtle]

Industry
Birtle was conceived
as the centre of an agricultural district. Its most pivotal
industries have thus been those needed to literally build up the
area, and then to help locally process the agricultural products of
the surrounding region. The following examples were selected
for their larger significance.

BIRTLE SAWMILL
D. W. Cumming’s main role with the H&NCS appears to have
been to organize a sawmill for the purposes of settlers. In April
1879 he located an area of suitable spruce trees near the sources
of the Birdtail in the Riding Mountains.1 With capital from
Toronto, Cumming led the cutting of over 1 million feet of board
measure that winter.2 In the spring, the logs were driven
downstream to Birtle, where he’d had a sawmill built, and that
first year local demand exhausted their supply.3 While other
good years followed, problems soon beset the operation.4 In an
effort to save it, the Town bought the sawmill property at a tax
sale and made multiple efforts to get it operational, though it did
not run steadily until J. D. McArthur, a railway contractor, took
it over from 1892 to 1901. After a final season’s work in 1903,
it ceased operations entirely.5

The sawmill had provided a consistent source of good
paying jobs for Birtle’s townspeople and would-be
homesteaders.6 It had also allowed the mass erection of frame
buildings prior to the arrival of the railway, attracting the
business of settlers from as far afield as Shellmouth.7 Some of
those involved were also heavily involved in the community.
One example is James Kent, a paymaster sent out by the Toronto
financiers whose name appears on a street north of the river.8

LIME KILNS
Birtle is in a relatively stoney area, and many of the buildings in
the town made of stone were locally sourced.9 Lime’s adhesive
qualities made it a key ingredient in cementing these stones
together. Limestone, too, is prevalent in Birtle, but to get lime
from it, it had to be heated to very high temperatures. The lime
produced in Birtle was also used for whitewashing.10
There were two important producers of lime in Birtle’s
early years, John Haines and John Shepherd, who supplied a
wide area.11 Both had kilns on their homesteads, but in 1895
John Shepherd moved part of his operation into
town.12 The Shepherd kilns fell into disuse, but in
1993 an effort was made to clear the area and
commemorate them as a point of interest on a
riverside walkway.13 Other traces of Birtle’s lime
producers include stone buildings still standing in
Birtle, such as the Shepherd house itself on the
southeast corner of Main and 9th Streets.14
John Haines
Lime producer and Red River Resistance participant.
[Source: BCM, copies of Shirley Duff genealogies]
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DAIRYING
BIRTLE CEMENT BLOCK COMPANY
In 1904, a company was incorporated by prominent local
businessmen to manufacture cement products, especially hollow
cement building blocks. Based out of the Patterson Brothers’
lumber yard, it was immediately popular, with concrete block
buildings and additions going ahead that year.15 One of these
was the house built for the merchant J. B. Taylor, which still
stands at the northeast corner of St. Clare and 9th.16

Mixed farming was a necessity prior to the arrival of railroads,
and the Birtle area was deemed excellent for livestock. In 1885,
a company was formed to open a creamery in Birtle, with the
aim of producing cream and butter.23 Two years later, a cheese
factory was organized and managed by Joseph Dutton, though in
1891 its machinery was offered up for sale. The next year,
Joseph was managing a cheese factory in Asessippi and his
brother, Ben Dutton, organized another just west of Birtle.24

GRIST MILLS

In 1895, the Birtle Creamery was reorganized as part of a
larger regional cooperative effort with a new building in Birtle.25
The next year its profits were up, because though it competed for
milk and cream with three area cheese factories and another
creamery, the company had sent an agent to sell a carful of its
product directly in British Columbia. This successful
experiment cut out middlemen in Winnipeg, and the Birtle EyeWitness noted that the nature of such a project, which depended
on dairy associations rather than individual farmers, could be
applied to the problematic trade in grains, where Winnipeg’s
Grain Exchange took a toll on their profitability.26 On balance,
the next years went well for the company, but in 1902 it was sold
off to one of its former operators.27 It was kept running for a
time, but its equipment was out-dated and it closed around
1908.28 Milk and cream remained an important product for
nearby families, but it was thereafter processed at creameries in
other settlements.29 Nevertheless, the successful assertion of a
cooperative spirit in Birtle’s dairying industry would be
manifested in later years when it came to grain marketing.30

Despite plans in 1880, Birtle did not have a grist mill until a
short-lived operation by J. S. Crerar began in 1881.17 A second
water-powered mill was built by the firm Nelson & Makenzie in
late 1882. It was an impressive three-story building, but during
the winter could only operate with an inferior steam engine
which was removed entirely in early 1887.18 For the next two
years, the Town struggled to establish a new, efficient mill.19
Finally, in 1889 the Arrow Milling Company was formed and
built a mill on the south bank of the Birdtail at the end of 10th
Street. It expanded in later years, but closed in 1907.20 In 1925,
it was started up again with new machinery as the Birtle
Community Flour Mill, but the next year it burnt down.21
Birtle’s three grist mills had, during their time, helped to
ensure Birtle’s status as a centre for the surrounding agricultural
community, and provided farmers an important means to more
easily market the crops they had come out to grow.22 Their
locations are commemorated by plaques around Birtle.

Appendix 16: “Dairy Interests” (1896)
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Creamery
A view of the Birtle Creamery,
in centre of photograph. Also
in view are the Centre Street
Bridge and the Patterson
Lumber Office across the
street.
[Source: BCM SPC#000167]

Arrow Mill, 1904
Flour mill built 1887, burnt
in 1926. View from the
northeast.
[Source: BCM, Box
People + Groups, envelope
1 Views of Birtle]

J. B. Taylor’s House
On the northeast corner of 9th and St. Clare, this house
was built in 1904 from concrete blocks made by the
Birtle Cement Block Company.
[Source: BCM, SPC#000053]
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Commercial Development
A comparison of lists of businesses in Birtle from 1893, 1974,
and 2015 (Appendix 17) reveals a considerable amount of
continuity, suggesting a greater importance of some commercial
endeavours than others.1 Breaks include an emphasis on shoe
sales and repair in 1893 and the specialized clothing stores of
1974, but construction, food production and consumption,
transportation, accommodation, and banking have continuously
found their places in Birtle’s commercial landscape. Below are
some highlights.2

BOARDING HOUSES AND HOTELS
Birtle’s location had been chosen partly for its reputation as a
stopping ground on the Carlton Trail, and hotels were important
to Birtle from the beginning. Both travellers and settlers
patronized them for meals and shelter. Prior to the arrival of the
railway, hotels were also an important purchaser of local
produce, especially during Birtle's boom year of 1882.3 Birtle’s
hotels have had impressive lines of succession.4
The longest traces its roots to the first hostel in Birtle,
operated by S. W. Chambers out of the first six feet of the family
home he built in the summer of 1879. John McDougall
purchased it the next year, using the entire space as a boarding
house, but gave it up to construct a bigger building on the
northeast corner of 8th and Main, which opened in 1882.5 First
advertized as the Birtle Hotel, in 1887 the name was changed to
the Rossin House.6 McDougall’s hospitality was famous, and in
1893 the Rossin House was considered a great success by the
Birtle Eye-Witness, which was especially pleased that it refuted
“the too prevalent idea that an hotel cannot be successfully run

11. Commercial Development
without a bar.”7 It burnt down in 1931, but the Birtle Hotel
replaced it on the same location, passing through various owners
and states of repair before being purchased and demolished in
the summer of 2013 to make room for a pharmacy building.8
Additional rooms built on the site were renovated by the new
owners and continue to serve as the Desjard-Inn.9

TRANSPORTATION
Transportation and its derivatives have been constants in Birtle's
business community, but moved gradually from an early
emphasis on the horse to one on the combustion engine. In
1884, for example, the Birtle Observer advertized a stage-line, a
saddlery, a blacksmith offering prompt horse-shoeing, and livery
stables.10 The long-standing W. T. Beirnes harness shop is
especially noteworthy, only closing in 1928.11 Well before then
in 1918, the Adams Livery and feed barn had a garage room, out
of which George Moxham advertized his automobile painting
business, citing “over 20 years experience in the coach painting
trade.”12 Within months, this had turned into a garage, and later
into a dealership. Moxham would sell Ford products in Birtle
for decades.13 However, only General Motors are still sold in
Birtle, with today’s Mainline Motors originating in the 1940s.14
Where there had been blacksmiths horseshoeing, there are
now tire shops. Draying by horse, however, continued into the
mid-twentieth century. Thus when William Bicknell moved into
Birtle to start a truck freighting business in the late 1940s, it was
advertized alongside Jim Laird’s ‘Draying & Teaming,’ which
operated out of a livery barn.15 W. E. Bicknell Ltd continues to
operate, building itself up to “the premier trucking company
serving northern Manitoba” in the 1960s before downsizing in
the 1990s.16
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BANKING
The Manwaring Block housed Birtle’s first formal bank,
financed by D. W. Cumming with his lumbering and ranching
profits.17 In the 1890s, this was bought out by J. C. Dudley and
Thomas Leese.18 It seems to have dissolved in 1902, when
Dudley became the manager of a new branch of the Union Bank
in the Patterson Block, although a few years later he had left to
continue as a private banker.19 In 1907, the Union Bank
completed its stone building now housing the Birdtail Country
Museum.20 The Royal Bank bought the Union Bank in 1925, and
in the 1960s had its present building erected.21 Heavily
renovated in 1995, it remains open despite the effects of
population decline on nearby rural bank branches.22

oil tanks in Birtle, bought bulk twine, coal, flour, meal, feed, and
fish, and changed the name to the Birdtail Consumer’s Cooperative Ltd. In 1943, the name changed again to Birtle
Consumer’s Co-operative Ltd. In 1966, it amalgamated with the
Miniota Consumer’s Co-operative Limited under the name Twin
Valley Co-op. Various amalgamation overtures and expansions
have occurred since. The Twin Valley administration office is in
Birtle, where Twin Valley is a major employer. Its many
businesses in Birtle today include a gas station, grocery store,
and home centre.26

Amid concerns of access to credit, credit unions were first
organized in the area in the 1940s.23 The Birtle Credit Union
Society Inc. was formed in 1947.24 This was housed in the EyeWitness building before being taken over by the Foxwarren
Credit Union in 1969, after which the new Birtle branch was
based out of the Manwaring building. In 1975, its present
building was opened across the street, and was extensively
upgraded in 2001. Birtle is today served by the Vanguard Credit
Union, the product of multiple amalgamations.25 Such a cooperative spirit moved far beyond banking in Birtle.

CO-OPERATIVE MOVEMENT
From Birtle’s earliest days, private general stores such as those
of J. S. Crerar or Walley & Lewis sold groceries and other
goods. However, in the face of high prices after World War One,
locals began banding together to make bulk purchases. In 1929,
the Solsgirth Consumer Co-operative Ltd was created, with
representatives from Birtle and Kelloe. That first year, it built

North Side of Main Street
The Patterson Block (1899-1964) stands tall on corner of Main and 8th.
Many businesses first opened in its office spaces. Also in view are the
Speer drug store and Roston Cafe. Photo taken looking northeast.
[Source: BCM, SPC#000054]
Appendix 17: Comparing Lists of Birtle Businesses: 1893, 1974, 2009
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Centre and Main, c.1887-1897
The Arlington Hotel, below left, burned down
in 1897. In the background is Vine Street, and
Vine Street Presbyterian Church. In between is
a lumber yard. I suspect the building in the
lower right housed the cheese factory managed
by Joseph Dutton.

Livery Stable
One of the many livery stables in Birtle before
the horse was phased out by the combustion
engine. On the corner of Main and 9th Streets,
run by George Campbell.

South of Main Street
An extract from the same photograph
again features Main Street, with 9th
Street on the left. The Right House was
one of Birtle’s earliest general stores.
At right is the Rossin House, which
served Birtle under that name from
1887 to 1931.
[Source for all three images: BCM,
SPC#000158; taken from northwest]
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Southwest Side of
Main Street,
July 1st, 1903
Business include, Beirnes,
harnessmaker; Dobson,
tailor; bakery; Stewart,
butcher; medical hall;
Preston, butcher; and livery
stable.
[Source: BCM,
SPC#000193]

Southeast Side of Main
Street, c. 1910
A. J. Lawrence, Birtle’s
photographer, is posing in the
lower left.
[Source: [Source: Peel's Prairie
Provinces, Prairie Postcards,
digital initiative of University of
Alberta Libraries Postcard
#11382]
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Spiritual Life
Spiritual life was pivotal to Birtle, not only for providing
metaphysical comfort in the hard, lonely lives of many pioneers,
but also as a unit of social cohesion, a means of bringing
socially-minded, educated people to Birtle, and as a source of
contact with the wider world. Initially, it also helped cement
Birtle’s status as a regional hub; while Birtle’s congregations
have usually been only one of those for which a given minister
might be responsible, for significant periods of time that given
minister has been based out of Birtle.1 The good local work by
the many church groups in Birtle, especially women’s
auxiliaries, has also helped to build up the community.
Ecumenical services were first held in settlers’ homes,
which became, with the arrival of missionaries, increasingly
denominational. A growing need for bigger venues meant that
the Town Hall and Albert Hall above the post office were often
used until church buildings were constructed.
The 1880s saw the laying out of an Anglo-Protestant
hegemony dominated by Presbyterians, Methodists, Anglicans
and to a lesser extent Baptists, but this was eventually pierced by
Catholic congregations.2 Declining populations and changing
values have since affected all Birtle’s congregations.3

JUBILEE METHODIST CHURCH (1887-1917)
Alfred Morton recorded that Henry Rose, a theology student,
arrived in Birtle as a Methodist missionary in the autumn of
1879. He planned out regular services for a wide area.4 Others
succeeded him, and by 1881, Birtle’s Methodists were
organizing soirées, and in 1882 built a parsonage. The next year

12. Spiritual Life
saw them running a Sunday School and holding revival
meetings.5 The Methodists congregated in the Albert Hall after it
opened in 1882. In 1887 they completed the Jubilee Methodist
Church northwest of St. Clare and 10th Street, which served
them until Union in 1917. The building thereafter housed a high
school until 1928, and was demolished in 1931.6

VINE STREET PRESBYTERIAN CHURCH (1887-1917)
In 1879 Presbyterian theology students were based out of Birtle.7
The first permanent clergyman was the Rev. William Hodnett,
appointed the next year.8 He spearheaded the construction of
Vine Street Presbyterian Church, completed in 1887.9 Later that
year Dr. Morrison, in memory of his late wife, donated the first
pipe organ to date between Winnipeg and Victoria.10 The
congregation also had a special connection with the
Presbyterian-run Residential School. Even after Union, the
Ladies’ Aid continued to volunteer there.11

LOCAL UNION CHURCH (1917-1925) AND BIRTLE UNITED
CHURCH (1925)
Cooperation between Presbyterians and Methodists in Birtle had
a long tradition, and seven years prior to the national union they
formed a joint congregation using the Presbyterian building.12 In
1925, it joined the United Church of Canada as Birtle United
Church. A vestry was added in 1921, and in 1928, a home was
purchased as a manse; it would be replaced in the early 1970s.13
The church building was renovated in 1953, the Christian
Education Building was added in the early 1960s, and hefty
renovations were made in 1982.14 The ecumenism fostered by
the United Church meant that some parishioners from the
closing Baptist congregation were able to find a home there in
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1988, but has also contributed to the diminishing number of
congregations served in its Pastoral Charge.15

ST. GEORGE’S ANGLICAN CHURCH (1884)
The first Anglican service in Birtle was held in 1881.16 The first
permanent clergyman was Alfred’s brother J. J. Morton, who
was instrumental in the construction of the church building.17 Its
first service was held in 1884, and its chimes became a
distinctive feature of Birtle before perishing with the building in
a fire in 1955.18 The current building was built with a Parish
Hall in the basement and held its first service the next year.19
The congregation purchased a rectory in 1950, replacing it in
1996.20 St. George’s is now in the Pelly Plains Wider Parish.21

BIRTLE BAPTIST CHURCH (1895-1988)
Alfred Morton recorded that the first Baptist service in Birtle
was held in late 1882.22 The next year a Mission Baptist Church
was formed, first served by theology students with a permanent
clergyman beginning in 1884. They held services in members’
houses until 1895, when a chapel was moved from Newdale to
the southeast corner of St. Clare and 9th Streets. A vestry was
added four years later, and significant renovations were done in
1982 for the 100th anniversary.23 The Brown House next to the
building was willed as a parsonage in 1962, though it only
served as such until 1968. It was sold in 1979. In 1988, after
some internal troubles, the congregation closed.24 The church
building was moved to the entrance of Birtle Riverside Park and
repurposed as a tourist booth as part of the Birtle Into the Future
campaign, allowing a firehall to be built on its former location.25
St. Peter’s (1961)

ST. MARY’S CATHOLIC CHURCH (1936)
Birtle always had a small number of Roman Catholics.
However, St. Mary’s was not established until the Sisters of St.
Benedict took over the Birtle hospital in 1934. They were
served by a priest from Russell who presided over the
construction of the St. Mary’s building in 1936. Priests lived
there until 1948. The Oblates then took over, with two
clergymen based out of Birtle pastored a large area. In the 1950s
the residence was removed, and in 1962 a new rectory was built
and the church basement finished. In 1970, the Sisters left for
Russell, and in 1972 the Archdiocese of Winnipeg took over the
congregation from the Oblates, attaching it to St. Lazare. A new
rectory was built there and the old Birtle one sold in 1990. The
congregation now forms a parish with St. Lazare and St Helen’s
in Shoal Lake.26

ST. PETER’S UKRAINIAN CATHOLIC CHURCH (1953)
Early Roman Catholics in Manitoba were principally made up of
Métis, French Canadian, and Irish adherents, but other ethnic
groups with their own traditions also increasingly sought to slot
themselves into Birtle’s denominational framework. In 1953, a
number of Ukrainian Catholic families decided to form a
congregation, first holding services in St. Mary’s, and then
completing their own
building in 1961. St.
Peter’s, always part of a
wider parish, is
currently one of twelve
congregations in the
Rossburn parish.27

Completed in 1961 by the Ukrainian Catholic community in Birtle.
[Source: “Passing It On,” 46]
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St. George’s (1884-1955)

Birtle’s Anglican church, the first church building
built in Birtle. Well known for its chimes. Burnt
down in 1955 and replaced with current church
building on the same site.
[Source: Images of Prairie Towns, Birtle, accessed
September 26th, 2017: http://www.prairie-towns.com/
birtle-12.html]

Birtle Baptist Church (1895-1988)
Building moved from Newdale in 1895. In 1995, moved to the entrance of Riverside
Park to house the Tourist Information Centre. Photo taken c.1898-1900. Featured are the
Rev. D. Holford’s wife and children.
[Source: BCM, 4059-04-H]

St. Mary's (1936)
Built after the Sisters of St. Benedict took over the
Birtle Municipal Hospital across St. Clare. Prior to the
construction of St. Mary’s, people such as C. A. Gigot,
at left, offered their homes as venues for Roman
Catholic masses. C. A. Gigot managed the Union
Bank between 1920 and 1925 and lived in the
apartment above; this building still stands as the
Birdtail Country Museum. [Sources: View of the
Birdtail, 159 and BCM, manager’s office]
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Jubilee Methodist Church (1887-1928)

Built in 1887. After its congregation united with Birtle's Presbyterian
congregation, the Jubilee Methodist building was vacated. The high school used
the building until 1928. It was demolished in 1931, and its cornerstone placed in
the vault of the Eye-Witness building. Picture taken c. 1905-1907.
[Source: BCM, 4003-04-H]

Pipe Organ
Donated to Vine Street Presbyterian Church in 1887 in the memory of Ida
Morrison. It was the first pipe organ in British territory between Winnipeg and
Victoria. Probably removed during renovations in 1953. A cross made of wood
recovered from the pipe organ hangs in Birtle United Church. Photo taken on
“Flower Sunday,” September 12th, 1926.
[Source: BCM, Box Birtle Scenes Park + Events]

United Church Choir, c. 1940s
[Source: BCM, Photo Album presented to Jean Dodge by Birtle United
Church Womens’ Association, 1946, 4166-06-G]
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13. Education
Rough Illustration of Consolidations in RM of Birtle

Schools were an early preoccupation for Birtle’s pioneers, and
have continued to be important for all rural communities.
Schools tend to foster community feeling, and the teachers
they attract and retain tend to be active in the community
outside of their classrooms.1 Birtle has benefitted considerably
from regional education, not least because it has so far been a
beneficiary of the spirit of amalgamation in this field.

SCHOOL DISTRICTS, GEOGRAPHIC IDENTITIES, AND
CONSOLIDATION
School districts subdivided the area into a series of localities and
became a focus for subregional identities. Their one-room
schoolhouses were often used for community gatherings such as
public meetings, dances, and church services. Friendly
competition emerged between the districts, particularly in
sporting events.2 School consolidation aimed at rationalizing and
improving the quality of education, and later at coping with
population decline, cut the ground out from under these regional
identities.3
So far, Birtle has been a considerable beneficiary of
consolidations. The Birtle, Blenheim, and Gnaton districts
consolidated to Birtle in 1912. They were joined in 1915 by
Mount Joy, in 1959 by Burdett, in 1961 by Oxford, and in 1965
by Buckleyville. Beneficiaries of previous reorganizations
followed suit, with Rothesay in 1967 and Solsgirth in 1968.
Birtle also received students when Foxwarren shuttered its doors
in 2001.4 Traces of school districts remain in lingering district
identities of varying strengths, and in cairns at each former oneroom schoolhouse erected for the RM of Birtle’s centennial.5

[Source:
Overlaid on
“Map of
schools in the
municipality,”
“Passing It
On,” 48].
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SCHOOLS OF BIRTLE
The day the Manitoba boundary extended over Birtle, a school
board was organized, which elected trustees tasked with
obtaining a school site and hiring a teacher.6 Classrooms were
established in the Town and Albert Halls pending construction of
what became known as the Stone School, an imposing structure
west of the Main Street bridge completed in 1883.7 However, it
had been so expensive to build that in 1888 students returned to
the Town and Albert Halls and the Stone School leased to would
become Birtle’s Residential School.8 Birtle students returned in
1894 after the construction of a Residential School building, but
it burned down the next year.9 According to Samuel Larcombe, a
pillar of the community famous for breeding improved varieties
of wheat, its tower had remained standing for a number of years
as a “monument to folly.” It was blasted down in 1919 for being
a safety hazard.10
What became known as the Blue School opened in 1897
with two classrooms. Another pair of rooms were added in
1904.11 Population growth led the high school classes to leave
for the recently vacated Jubilee Methodist building in 1917. The
Blue School burned down in 1943, and the remaining
elementary classes were thereafter dispersed among other
buildings in town.12
In 1928, what became known as the Brick School had
been completed for the high school. It had four classrooms, and
replaced the Jubilee Methodist building.13 In 1949, three new
classrooms and an auditorium were completed, allowing all
elementary classes to find new homes there as well. However,
the school population was booming so that in 1956, classes
extended into the newly opened, four-room Pink School.14

In 1959, the Birdtail River School division was
established, and under its auspices the present Birtle Collegiate
opened in 1962 with two stories and eight classrooms. These
were supplemented by as many as seven temporary overflow
buildings until an addition was opened in 1970. This allowed
for a Junior High section to be set up.15
Elementary classrooms had the same overflow problem,
and the school buildings in Beulah and Isabella, which had
closed in 1968, were moved to Birtle and attached to the east
side of the Brick School. This was not enough, and in 1986, the
current building of the Birtle Elementary School was officially
opened.16
The Pink School was leased out as office space until 2001,
when the Birdtail School Division head office relocated there
from Crandall.17 In 2004, the Birdtail River School Division
joined with the Pelly Trail Division to become the Park West
School Division, but Birtle retained the administration office.18
The Pink School had deteriorated enough that by 2010 the
building was committed. Despite competing proposals from
neighbouring towns, the office remained in Birtle, relocating
across the street to Birtle Elementary.19
Ruins of
Stone
School
[Source: BCM,
from “The Old
Swimming
Hole Birtle
Man.”]
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Residential School Logo
[BCM, Cover of Residential School Album]

FIAT LUX:
BIRTLE RESIDENTIAL SCHOOL
Birtle’s Residential School grew out of
a Presbyterian day school on the Birdtail
Sioux Reserve. Solomon Tunkansuiciye,
a Sioux missionary, and Chief Enoch
Mahpiyahdinape both taught there in a
schoolhouse built by at least 1879, when Tunkansuiciye insisted
the Presbyterians send out promised English teachers.20 The day
school was finally established in 1883 under the auspices of the
Presbyterian Church in Canada. This closed in 1888 when, with
the encouragement of the Indian Agent, a boarding school was
established in Birtle for all area reserves. The Stone School was
leased, but its rooming facilities were inadequate.21
Within a few years a new building was located halfway up
the north hill, and officially opened in 1894.22 The new building
was beset by a number of problems, particularly related to fire
safety and water quality.23 A new brick building was
consequently built further up the hill in 1931.24 It too was
plagued by fire safety and water issues.25
Nor was the school immune to the questionable premises
and systematic problems of the residential school system.26
Children were separated from their parents, and Birtle’s
Residential School experienced staff problems including
difficulty in retaining quality teachers, chronic funding
problems, disciplinary issues, exploitative labour, and lack of
cultural sensitivity. Nevertheless, as far as residential schools

went, Birtle’s cultivated a good reputation among students, as
noted by Verna Kirkness, one of the few Indigenous teachers to
have taught there, though she herself was less pleased with it and
the attitudes of its staff.27
Though the school could have served its students better, it
did a lot for Birtle, which welcomed it as part of the community.
Mayor Crawford had attended the opening of the new building
in 1904, its well-groomed gardens were a source of community
pride, and when it finally closed in 1970, A View of the Birdtail
noted that it was a “painful blow” to Birtle.28 The school’s
legacy was initially seen very positively in Birtle, but this has
become more mixed in recent years, particularly in light of the
findings of the Truth and Reconciliation Commission.29
Birtle had benefitted a great deal from the school’s
location. The lease of the Stone School had helped relieve the
school board’s heavy debt, and the successive Residential
School buildings were partly built by local contractors.30 The
construction of the second building in particular provided a
valuable source of paying employment to locals during the hard
Depression years.31 The school helped bring people to the
community, and provided a number of local jobs.32 Furthermore,
because the school’s water was so problematic and the school
relatively remote, when the town’s water system was being
installed in the late 1950s the Indian Department could be
counted on to pay more than its fair share towards the project.33
The property and buildings have since been sold off, but
have defied attempts to repurpose them. Access to the site is
forbidden but the main building still stands, continuing to attract
attention to the town half a century after its doors closed.34

Appendix 19: Rough Illustration of School Consolidations in RM of Birtle
Appendix 20: Account of Sam Ross’s Running Away from Birtle Residential School
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Blue School
Built in 1897. Two rooms added in 1904. From 1917 to its demise, it
housed only elementary classes [“Passing It On,” 49]

Blue School Burning,
1943
Stone School
Completed in 1883, burned down in 1895. For some years housed the
residential school.
[Source: View of the Birdtail, 174]

Pictured in foreground are
George McFarlane and Phyllis
Wilcocks
[Source: BCM, Blanche Spicer
photo album, n182]
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Brick School, 1928
Completed in 1928 for high school classes. Photo by A. J. Lawrence
looking northeast.
[Source: BCM, Kay Dandridge, BW88]

Teachers of Birtle, 1923
Miss Dunsmore, Miss Bedman, Miss Sillery, Miss Menzies, Miss
Thorpe, Miss Quelch, Miss Brown. Fred & Lil (Moxham)
[Source: BCM, Box Birtle Scenes Park + Events, 3645-99-G]

Birtle Collegiate
Aerial view of Birtle Collegiate, taken between 1965 and 1968.
[Source: BCM, 3240-95-H]
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[Source for all four: BCM, Residential School Album]

First Residential School Building, Renovated

First Residential School Building
In use from 1894 to 1931.

Example of Residential School Gardens

Second Residential School Building, 1931
This photograph was taken shortly after its completion.
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politician, and coroner.7 Other significant physicians included
Dr. James Wheeler, who played an active part of the community
and had a large practice; Dr. O’Brien, first president of the North
West Manitoba Medical Society and known as the Saddlebag
Surgeon, who practiced regularly in Birtle in the 1920s; and Dr.
Herbert Lyon Edwards, who was involved with the Birtle
hospital from the 1920s to the 1970s.8

In Birtle’s founding days, health care was practiced by
charitable, typically ecclesiastical, organizations and private
practitioners, with varying levels of responsibility assumed by
provinces and municipalities.1 Health care facilities not only
improve local health, they also transform communities by
retaining and bringing in educated professionals whose services
and businesses, sometimes housed in buildings specially
constructed for their purposes, attract people to a town, and who
often lend their talents and energies to the broader community.2
In more recent decades, Birtle’s sustained demographic decline
has been mildly tempered by greater longevity, and by the
considerable efforts made to allow older citizens to continue
living in town.3 Health care has also been a significant
employment sector for Birtle.

DENTISTS
Alfred Morton was Birtle’s first de facto dentist, as his diaries
note numerous occasions he extracted teeth for people.4
However, not until the early 1920s would a professional dentist
permanently move to the area: Dr. R. L. Miles had offices in
Miniota, Rossburn, Foxwarren and St. Lazare but lived in Birtle,
which he also served as Mayor.5 After his retirement, other
dentists worked out of a clinic in the hospital in the early 1970s,
but it soon closed.6 A provincial initiative did, however, see an
operational clinic in the elementary school in the 1980s.

PRIVATE PHYSICIANS
In the early days of the settlement, physicians sometimes passed
through Birtle, but the first resident physician would appear to
be Dr. J. H. Morrison, practicing physician, conservative

HOSPITALS
The first hospital in Birtle was a tent hospital with the Indian
Agency. It had initially been set up on the Waywayseecapo
reserve in 1906 before being moved to Birtle for its more
convenient location vis-a-vis railway networks in July of 1909.
The next year, the tents were replaced by wooden buildings.9
These would have been near the Residential School.
The first municipally-run hospital in Birtle opened in
It served a wide area, and was incorporated as the Lady
Minto hospital in 1917.11 It operated out of the second floor of
the Manwaring building until 1924, when a municipal hospital
building was erected on the southwest corner of 10th and St.
Clare. In 1931, the hospital closed, its staff and resources
overwhelmed by a diphtheria epidemic.12
1915.10

The Sisters of St. Benedict reopened the hospital in 1934.
The first Catholic church in Birtle was subsequently built across
St. Clare Street for them. The hospital was renamed St. Mary’s
and served until 1955, when the Birtle District Hospital was
built on its present location.
In 1970, the Sisters’ administration was replaced by a
secular body, and by 1974, Birtle District Hospital was serving
as a central lab processing samples from surrounding hospitals.
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However, amid persistent troubles attracting and then retaining
resident physicians in Birtle, in 1996 the province decided to
amalgamate smaller hospital boards and districts. A series of
amalgamations followed which has left Birtle, which closed its
emergency room in 2006, within Prairie Mountain Health
Region.13
Also of note are the ambulance service, first organized in
1969, and Sunnyside Manor personal care home, opened in
1978.14

Birtle Hospital
Logo
Designed by Lorraine
Snow, used from about
1977 until 1996
[Source: “Passing It
On,” 82].

PHARMACISTS

Birtle Municipal Hospital
On southwest corner of St. Clare and 10th Street.
[Source: BCM, Blanche Spicer]

Early pioneers would sometimes have private stashes of medical
supplies they sold each other.15 Dr. Morrison built and then
accidentally burned down the first drug store in Birtle in the
1880s.16 By 1892, Dr. Latimer owned another drug store in
Birtle which was managed by Mr. Stevenson, who then bought it
with a Mr. Speer as a partner. C. L. Dutton, who had been born
in Birtle in 1887, partnered with Dr. Wheeler to take over the
business in 1911, renaming it the Birtle Drug Co. George
Barker bought the business after World War Two.17 Other early
Birtle businesses were made technologically or otherwise
redundant, but under the ownership and management of Alison
and Steve Desjardin, a pharmacy continues to thrive in Birtle, in
2014 erecting one of the few new non-Co-op related business
buildings on Main Street.18

Appendix 21: Health Effects of Birtle Dam (1885)
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tradition manifested itself again in the mid-1990s through the
Birtle Dramatic Society.4

The following sample is not exhaustive, but concentrates on
those examples of groups brought together for purposes of
entertainment and socialization which made a physical mark on
the Town. Worth mentioning in this context is the hard work
that has been done by the Town of Birtle’s Recreation
Commission since 1966.1 Its current incarnation, the Valley
Recreation Department of Prairie View Municipality, continues
to provide Birtle residents with recreational opportunities.

HOLIDAYS
From the beginning, sometimes bleak pioneering existences
were punctured by regular celebrations. In 1881, Birtle had its
first Canada Day celebration, followed a couple months later by
its first Agricultural Fair. Both have been celebrated annually
every since.2 Lesser annual celebrations were regularly held at
New Year’s and similar dates. Regular, non-annual celebrations,
such as the Town’s 75th, 100th, or 125th anniversaries, have also
been focusses of a large amount of energy and careful planning.

THEATRE AND CINEMA
A consistent interest in theatre has sporadically manifested itself
in Birtle through various societies at different times.3 There was
a Music and Drama Association in 1892, and the Birtle Players
were formed in 1910. Fostering Birtle’s dramatic tradition from
1916 to the mid-1930s were the popular Chautauqua educational
and moralizing variety shows which annually appeared in Birtle
for stretches of three to six days. Fraternal organizations also
toured theatrical performances, and they were often used as
fundraisers. A number of excellent performances were given in
the 1970s by the Birdtail Valley Theatre, and Birtle’s theatrical

Many of the earliest performances were held at the Empress
Theatre, later to become the Legion Community Hall before
being demolished in 1959.5 The Empress Theatre had initially
been set up in 1912 as a cinema, but in 1915 this function was
superseded by the Savoy Theatre.6 The Savoy served as an
important venue for community events before burning down,
adding impetus to the 1959 movement to build a new Legion
Community Hall.7 The Savoy was succeeded by the Capri
Theatre in 1961. After the latter closed in the late 1980s, it was
promptly refitted into the Birtle Drop In Centre.8

FINE ARTS
The Birtle Art Club dates to the 1880s. It later grew to a large
membership under the leadership of Winona Wotton.9 W. H.
Wallis was another of Birtle’s important artists. He lived near
and in Birtle from 1901 to 1920, and one of his paintings of
Rheims Cathedral was purchased for the provincial Legislature.
Another of his paintings with the same subject still hangs in the
Birtle United Church. Wallis also
prepared the Town’s WWI Honour
Role, which is now in the Birdtail
Country Museum.10
Rheims Cathedral
Painted in Birtle by William Wallace.
Presented to Birtle United Church by
Emma Gibson. [Source: Birtle United
Church, photo credit to Brenda
Samchuk, 2011, modified]
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Birtle’s tradition of painting, ceramics, and other fine arts has
remained strong in recent years through The Classic Garden. It
was founded in 2013 as an educational and skill-building
operation manufacturing garden accessories. In 2014, it
purchased a building on Main Street to open The Centre, an arts
and woodworking studio which draws students from a wide area,
offering many classes from pottery and to carpentry.11

MUSIC
Music has also been a constant preoccupation for Birtle, from
the earliest pioneering days to a brass band and orchestra in the
late 1880s. In the early twentieth century, the Birtle Band
played for many occasions, and after reorganizing in 1935, it
went on to win
the competition
for the best rural
band at the
Brandon
Exhibition in
1940, only to
disband in
1942.12 Others
Canada Day Band, 1903 [BCM, SPC#000193] followed them
up, and “Passing It On” notes that the “regular Saturday night
Jitney at the Legion Hall always had a live band.”13 This musical
tradition continues through the Birdtail Valley Pasture Pickin’
jamboree, held annually since 2007.14

BASEBALL
First replacing horse racing as the main draw of the town’s
Canada Day celebrations in 1892, baseball has been particularly
important in Birtle.15 Birtle Ladies Teams were notably

successful in the 1930s and 1950s.16 Mens baseball flourished in
Birtle in the 1960s, and then again around the turn of the 21st
century, when the Birtle Blue Jays won the Manitoba Senior
Baseball League title four times and represented the province
nationally three times.17

TENNIS
Lawn tennis was played in Birtle as early as 1887.18 Players used
private courts at individual homes in the 1920s, though two
shale courts were later built in town. For three years running in
the 1950s, Nellie Fulton and Winnie Wilson won Ladies’
Doubles in Brandon. The present Copeland Courts at the Birtle
Riverside Park were constructed in 1967. In 1990, they were
resurfaced after the Birdtail Valley Tennis Club reorganized.19
Tennis Court, 1900 [BCM, 2126-88-H]

GOLF
The Birtle Golf Club dates back to 1914.20 A course was first
established on the Fair grounds, but in 1931 the present golf
course was opened, with nine holes and sand greens.21 In 1990,
these were replaced with grass greens, and the old course was
modified to accommodate two new fairways along the river.22
The well-groomed lawn of the first fairway showcases the
undulations left by an old cart trail.
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Riverside Golf Course, c. 1931-1943 [BCM, 2763-91-H]

both for skating and for community events. Organized figure
skating in Birtle dates to 1942, though the present club dates to
1951.24 Also noteworthy are the cross-country ski trails laid
around Birtle beginning in 1984. These were used during the
1994 Westman Winter Games.25

SWIMMING
Prior to 1931, swimming in Birtle was concentrated in multiple
spots along the river. Then, following a donation of land from
Thomas Copeland, the present Riverside Park was established,
the dam was rebuilt, and the lake created. The Birtle Swim Club
held its first swimming gala in 1931, and its provincial
affiliations led to the provincial championships being held in
Birtle in the 1940s. The present pool at the Birtle Beach,
supplied by but separate from the river, was dug in the late
1960s.23 It underwent significant improvements in 2014.

These venues are not wasted during the summer months. The
ski trails are repurposed for hiking and running, and the arena is
a used as a venue for various community and private events.

WINTER SPORTS

Many of Birtle’s winter athletes and teams have been
successful, such as George Beirnes, who became a provincial
speed skating champion.26 However, as in many small
Canadians towns, hockey has pride of place, literally; in 2006, a
major effort was made by dedicated, energetic, and creative
volunteers which led to Birtle’s inclusion in the top 10 of 400
communities in the inaugural Kraft Hockeyville competition.
Though not advancing beyond this point, the competition had
raised Birtle’s national profile, and had been the focal point of an
impressive amount of local pride.27

Sports on ice have long been important in Birtle. The first rink
in Birtle was built southwest of the Centre Street bridge in 1892,
serving both curlers and skaters. In 1910 a new rink was built
alongside it for hockey purposes, but in 1912 its roof fell in
under the weight of snow, and a new, bigger rink was built on
the same spot. This rink blew down in the summer of 1938, and
the next year skating and curling rinks were built on the north
bank of the river opposite the Spring. In 1969, the curling rink
here blew down, and the present one was built the next year,
with artificial ice, near the Exhibition Grounds. The present
skating rink was built nearby in 1976, and continues to serve

Passing It On Circle
Posing for Hockeyville competition video. [Source: "Passing It On," 127]
Appendix 22: “The Birtle Fair” (1884)
Appendix 23: “Dominion Day” (1892)
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Bathing Pool

The dam is in the background at right.
[Source: Winnipeg Public Library, Rob
McInnes collection, MN0332]

Jubilee Parade, 1927
[Source: BCM, 2851-92-H]

Pasture Pickers
Gloria Tugas (Thunder Bay),
Joe Cote (Winnipeg), Ken
Harman (Birtle), Paul
McLlwain (Cartier).
[Source: “Passing It On,” 152]

Savoy Theatre, 1930s
Opened in 1915, burned in 1958. [Source: "Passing It On,” 22]
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Clubs and Organizations
Early settlers often lived a lonely life of hard work on isolated
homesteads, and clubs and organizations, regardless of their
stated goal, were important sources of entertainment and
socialization. Already in 1881, Alfred Morton noted the
existence of a debating society and the Birtle Literary Society,
and that same year Birtle’s oldest extant organization, the Birtle
Agricultural Society, was founded.1 Some organizations, such as
the hospital auxiliaries, have been founded specifically to raise
funds for and otherwise assist other organizations.2
Because the list of clubs and organizations in Birtle is so
extensive, I have below constrained myself to three
representative groups, spanning from Birtle’s beginning to its
present, each with a special but different emphasis on improving
the community within the framework of local branches of
international organizations. Each was a point of contact with the
larger Anglo-world.3

TEMPERANCE ORGANIZATIONS AND PROGRESSIVE POLITICS
When Birtle was founded in 1879, the ban on liquor in the
Northwest Territories was enforced by the Northwest Mounted
Police.4 Entry into Manitoba changed the rules, and a
temperance movement soon developed in Birtle, urging
temperance through social and legislative pressure.
A local temperance society was thus organized at the
beginning of 1883, tasking itself with the responsibility of
staring down purveyors of liquor.5 The importance of dry
entertainment to the movement resulted in concerts, picnics, and
elaborate soirées.6 These provided young women from isolated

16. Clubs and Organizations
homesteads a safe environment to meet eligible bachelors.7 The
Royal Templars of Temperance and the Independent Order of
Good Templars, both initially American organizations, had a
presence in Birtle in the 1880s, though they principally
functioned on the social side of the temperance movement and
waned as other organizations, such as local congregations,
increasingly organized large social events, which left them
increasingly irrelevant after having achieved local option control
in the town in 1887.8 More focussed on legislative solutions was
the Women’s Christian Temperance Union, which also had a
Birtle branch; significantly, women were mobilizing around a
political issue though themselves still forbidden from voting.9
Early efforts to crack down on liquor licenses in Birtle had
begun in 1881.10 Liquor licenses were a source of revenue and
patronage outlet for cash-strapped governments, and despite
safety concerns with public drunkenness, bars were lucrative
businesses.11 Regardless, most of Birtle’s leading citizens
thought the moral principles involved trumped any economic
benefits and shortly after incorporation, Town Council was
generally supportive of petitions that it cease issuing liquor
licenses.12 Birtle was the first to exercise its local option under
new provincial regulations after another petition to that effect
was presented to Council in 1887, and the relevant by-law was
passed after a popular vote.13 Later, when Manitoba became the
first province to hold a non-binding plebiscite on prohibition in
1912, Birtle leaped at the opportunity to, in the words of E. J.
Wilson, “set a good example for the more conservative
inhabitants of eastern Canada,” and voted 73% in favor of the
policy.14 Birtle voted similarly in a binding referendum in 1916,
when the entire province went dry.15
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By then, the Templars, WCTU and temperance movement
more generally had become tangled up with the foundational
policies of the Progressive movement like direct legislation and
women’s suffrage, helping to build a Progressive political
culture in early-twentieth-century Birtle.16 Between the
achievement of Progressive goals like women’s suffrage, and the
fact that that the province-wide prohibition experiment was so
widely seen as a failure that it was repealed in 1923 despite
opposition in Birtle, the temperance movement withered in the
province.17 Less so in Birtle, where A View of the Birdtail notes
the Town continued to act as “Guardian of Morals.”18 The
temperance movement had fostered cooperative grassroots
efforts asserted for local moral good against the status quo,
resonating in parallels in the nascent Co-op movement and
elections of Progressive political candidates like J. W. Pratt.

16. Clubs and Organizations

WOMEN’S INSTITUTE (1910-2007)
The Women's Institute has been well documented in the local
history books. Though organized in 1910 as a social and
educational women’s organization, members were not content
with self-enrichment but threw themselves into various
philanthropic activities, both local and global.19 The Rest Room
the Institute established in Birtle became a focal point for
scattered rural women, and Town women socialized there as
well. It was held up as a good example to other branches in
1916. Many other organizations used it as a meeting place, and
the Town and R.M. recognized its value with annual grants; it
also is said to have provided the only public toilet in Birtle for
many years.20 The restroom burnt down in 1968. Three Birtle
members went on to become Provincial President, and two
further served terms as National President including Marion
Fulton, whose efforts saw her invested with the Order of
Canada.21 With a dwindling membership and difficulty
recruiting new members, Birtle’s W.I. disbanded in 2007.22

LIONS CLUB (1954)
A tale less told in the local history books is the debt the
community owes to the Lions Club of Birtle, which has been
spearheading and raising funds for various local and national
projects since 1954. Locally, the Lions have been involved with
housing projects, volunteer their time extensively, and annually
pour thousands of dollars into community projects.23
Women’s Institute Federal Presidents
Mrs. David Watt, pictured at left, and Marion Fulton,
of the Birtle Women's Institute served as Federal
President of the Women's Institute, from 1923 to 1925
and 1970 to 1973 respectively.

[Source:
View of the
Birdtail, 139]

Appendix 24: “Royal Templars of Temperance letter to Editor (1888)
Appendix 25: “Pioneers’ Reunion” (1904)
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Eastern Star Funeral, c.
1940s
The Order of the Eastern Star
operated in Birtle for many years.
[Source: BCM, Photo Album
presented to Jean Dodge by Birtle
United Church Womens’
Association, 1946, 4166-06-G]

W.M.S. Group, August 1960
Left to right, back row: Mrs. E. B.
Fulton, Mrs. Pittendreigh, Mrs. O.
T. Bateaux, Mar Gilwoods, ?, Mrs
Bachlin. Front row: ?, Mrs. Ainsley
Barteaux, Mrs Dunham, ?, ?
[Source: BCM, Box Birle Scenes,
Parka + Events, 3645-99-G]

‘Hospital Day’ 1978
Dean Ruston, Pat Barnes, George Micallef, and Ken
Hayden worse sandwich boards advertizing this Birtle
and District Hospital Auxiliary fundraiser. In
background, note the Town Hall and phone booth.
[Source: BCM, Birtle and District Hospital Auxiliary
Scrapbook, 4594-13-G]

Champion Cribbage Players, Birtle, 1934
This photo was taken of the farewell to Dr. P. W. Head on June 26th,
1934. Left to right, back row: G. Lauman, W. Watt, J. Evans, R.
Stevenson, J. McQuaig, J. W. Pratt, D. Noble, G. Moxham, A.
Brownlee, H. Cartmell, L. Stewart. Middle row: Dr. Hayter, A.
Quelch, R. Brown, Dr Head, R. Dutton, P. Watt, S. Templar, T.
Walsh. Front row: A. Gerrand, W. Mitchell, G. McFarlane, ?, W.
Pittendreigh, J. Huggins, C. Greeley. In front: J. H. Dalton.
[Source: BCM, Bill Walker Collection, 3392-96-H]
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Birtle’s Military Tradition
One manifestation of the loyalist, imperialist bent of Birtle’s
early settlers was a martial tradition. The following conflicts in
particular came home to Birtle in different ways, not least
through military spending and land grants to veterans.1

NORTHWEST REBELLION (1885)
The Northwest Rebellion, Birtle’s first military action, was also
the closest to home. Amid considerable worry that the town
would be raided, a militia unit was recruited as the Birtle Home
Guard.2 Birtle’s young men also eagerly joined the No. 2 Birtle
Troop of Major C. A. Boulton’s mounted scouts, who served at
the vanguard of the Northwest Field Force, stormed Batoche and
earned a reputation as some of the best soldiers in the field.3
Birtle followed their progress in the Birtle Observer, and when
they returned three months later, a civic holiday was declared.4
As Mayor Crawford noted to the returned soldiers, they
had recalled on enlisting “that you were young Canadians, that
you had inherited in a direct line of blood, the bravery, the pluck
and the endurance of the defenders of our flag in the brave days
of old” — these settlers had secured their stamp on the
Northwest as a British people.5 They had also affirmed a
worldview incorporating strong ideas of civic duty, the framing
norm to which migrants to Birtle are still expected to aspire.6

WORLD WAR ONE (1914-1918)
Unsurprisingly then, many young men in Birtle volunteered in
1914. The 226th Battalion even trained in Birtle, digging longlasting trenches on the Birtle Sports Ground.7 Of Birtle’s wars,
the 1914-1918 death toll has been the highest. Canadian

17. Birtle’s Military Tradition
casualties became such a problem that the 1917 federal election
was fought over the imposition of conscription.8 Lewis St.
George Stubbs, the town lawyer, was opposed, but discovered
that “almost 100 percent of the Birtle community were in
favour” when his practice began shedding clients. His clientele
returned after the election as he worked to ensure agricultural
labourers received promised exemptions.9
The war lingered in Birtle. Returning soldiers spread the
Spanish Flu, and along with it quarantines, church closures, and
death.10 Another legacy is the memorial unveiled in 1921 on the
corner of Main and 10th.11
In 1931, Birtle Branch #55 of what would become the
Royal Canadian Legion was founded, as was a Ladies’ Auxiliary.
Their ranks swelled after WWII, aiding their philanthropic work
on behalf of veterans, their families, and the wider community.12

WORLD WAR TWO (1939-1945)
Participation in the Second World War was less controversial.
By 1943, all men eligible for active service in Birtle had
volunteered, along with many women.13 Town Council members
got involved with the Ration Board and helped organize labour
for farmers bereft of farmhands, and members of the 12th
Dragoons drilled in the Legion Hall.14 Among them was
Lockhart Fulton, who transferred to the Winnipeg Rifles in 1941
and earned the Distinguished Service Order during D-Day.15
Birtle also hosted recruits from around the empire on leave from
air force training, and the arena’s roof had ‘Birtle’ written on it
in large white letters to help reorient lost pilots.16 In 1943, four
of these airmen died in a crash just outside Birtle, with the
resulting craters still visible 5 miles south of town.17
Appendix 26: Extracts from Letter from Trooper Morrison (1885)
Appendix 27: Crawford to Returned Soldiers (1885)
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2nd Birtle Troop
Major C. A. Boulton recruited these
mounted infantrymen in Birtle for service in
the Northwest Field Force during the
Northwest Rebellion. The man third from
the right is James A. Johnston, captain of the
2nd Birtle Troop. A first troop from Russell
made up the balance of Boulton's Scouts or
Mounted Infantry.
[Source: Manitoba, Department of Cultural
Affairs and Historical Resources, Historic
Resources Branch, Major Charles Arkoll
Boulton (Winnipeg: Manitoba, Cultural
Affairs and Historical Resources, Historic
Resources Branch, 1981), page 2]

Birtle Contingent of the 100th Grenadiers, 1915
Taken on Main Street in front of the Birtle House, the town's
recruiting depot.
[Source: BCM, Box People + Groups, envelope Museum,
Scenes of Birtle]

Men Training in Birtle (WWI)
[Source: Winnipeg Public Library, Rob McInnes
collection, MN0582]
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Birtle Detachment
N.W.M. Grizzley
Bears 226th O.B.
C.E.F., May 1916
[Source: BCM,
SPC#000072]

‘Home Guard’ 1940
From back: Ben Fouillard, Dr. Miles,
Bert Webb, Courtney Wroth, Joe
Gabriel, G. W. Moxham, ?, ?.
[Source: Box Birtle Scenes Park +
Events, BCM, 3645-99-G]

Cenotaph, October 2nd,
1927
A second unveiling followed in
1948, adding a plaque to
include those who died during
the WWII
[Source: BCM, BW27]

Military Parade, 1942
This featured many armoured vehicles and both men
and women marching. Here a band is marching west
on Main Street, having just passed 8th.
[Source: BCM, Elsie Berry Album, 1852-87-H]
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Timeline
1831
—first location of Fort Ellice established at Beaver Creek by the
Hudson’s Bay Company
1862
— Fort Ellice relocated to present cairn-site
1864
— Battle of Killdeer Mountain, Dakota or Sioux flee northwards
1867
— the British North America Act, 1867 united the Province of
Canada with the colonies of New Brunswick and Nova Scotia to
create the new Dominion of Canada with the provinces of
Québec, Ontario, New Brunswick and Nova Scotia. One of the
avowed aims of this Confederation for Canada West (Ontario)
was to extend the new country over the Northwest
1869
— Hudson’s Bay Company attempts to transfer its supposed
Charter rights over the Northwest to Canada in exchange for
£300,000 and one twentieth of the land in the fertile belt,
without consulting the population of Red River
— Canada sends surveyors to the Northwest in anticipation of a
completed deal with the HBC. These were soon resisted by the
inhabitants of Red River, who then also barred entry to the
governor also sent out by Canada
1870
— the Council of Assiniboia's authority having been dissolved,
the Red River Settlement, rejecting Canadian sovereignty while

asserting its allegiance to the British Crown, and invoking the
rights of British subjects to a government, met in convention and
established a Provisional Government headed by the President,
Louis Riel, which negotiated terms of entry into Confederation
— the Manitoba Act, 1870 was passed by the House of
Commons, setting up the ‘postage stamp’ province
1871
— the British North America Act, 1871 was passed to
retroactively ensure the legality of the terms under which
Manitoba had entered Confederation in 1870
— Treaty 1 and Treaty 2 were signed
— the names of members of the Birdtail Sioux band begin to
appear in the Fort Ellice journals
— British Columbia joins Confederation
1873
— Prince Edward Island joins Confederation
— Treaty 3 signed
— George-Étienne Cartier dies, never having visited his new
seat of Provencher
— Sir John A. Macdonald defeated over corruption involved
with the contract for the projected transcontinental railway,
replaced as Prime Minister by Alexander Mackenzie
— Northwest Mounted Police established, a detachment briefly
operates out of Fort Ellice
1874
— Alexander Mackenzie’s Liberals win federal election
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— J. H. Wood runs on behalf of the Conservative party in
Oxford North, Ontario, a safe Reform or Liberal seat whose M.P.
had been acclaimed the two previous elections, and loses by 655
to 1866
— Treaty 4 signed
1875
— the Sioux who had been living at the confluence of the
Birdtail Creek and Assiniboine for some time under the
leadership of Enoch Mahpiyahdinape officially have a
reservation established there
— Treaty 5 signed
— Shoal Lake Barracks established by the NWMP
1876
— Treaty 6 signed
1877
— Solomon Tunkansuiciye moves to Birdtail Sioux reserve as
permanent missionary
— lands set aside for reserve at Lizard Point for the
Wawayseecappo First Nation
1878
— Alfred Morton, Andrew Bissett, and John Richardson come to
future site of Birtle and establish homesteads. Morton brings out
family later that year
— Sir John A. Macdonald and the Conservative Party win the
federal election, Macdonald becomes the Minister of the Interior
in addition to Prime Minister

— J. H. Wood ran a second time as sacrifice candidate on behalf
of the Conservative party in the safe Reform or Liberal riding of
Oxford North in Ontario, losing 803 to 1706
— Lawrence Herchmer arrives at Birdtail Sioux reserve as
Farming Agent
— railway completed from Pembina to St. Boniface, connecting
Manitoba and the North-West Territories to the American
railway network
— Hamilton & Northwest Colonization Society applies to
Macdonald for permission to establish a colony in the Northwest
1879
— John Norquay becomes Premier of Manitoba
— first building on town site built by S. W. Chambers.
Chambers operates a boarding house out of his family home
— Post Office established under the name of Birtle
— the main groups of settlers with the H&NCS arrive in Birtle
— the Marquette steamboat reaches Fort Ellice for the first time,
soon followed by the Alpha
— D. W. Cumming locate timber berths in Riding Mountains
— arrival of Henry Rose, theology student and Methodist
missionary
— arrival of Presbyterian theology students as missionaries
1880
— settlement named Birtle
— Dominion Land Office opened in Birtle
— J. S. Crawford and J. H. Wood are given ownership of the
Birtle Townsite as per the agreement of the H&NCS with the
Dominion Government
— town site surveyed and subdivided into town lots
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— D. W. Cumming erected and operated sawmill
— John McDougall purchased the Chambers boarding house
— Rev. William Hodnett becomes Birtle’s first steady resident
Presbyterian clergyman
1881
— New Year’s Day gathering of local magnates at Fort Ellice,
decided to take steps to become a part of Manitoba
— Birtle area residents petition government, and Manitoba
border extension reaches out to include them
— County of Shoal Lake set up
— CPR incorporated, route finally settled and built through
Brandon
— beginning of the land boom, largely focussed on town lots but
also on farming lands
— Birtle’s land office district swamped with speculative claims
— J. S. Crerar erected a grist mill with poor-quality millstones
— Arlington Hotel built by Sheriff Adams
— first Anglican service held in Birtle
— Birtle holds first Dominion Day celebrations
— formation of Birtle Agricultural Society
— first Agricultural Society Fair in Birtle
— formation of provincial electoral district of Birtle, won by
Stephen Clement in a by-election
— petition sent to Lieutenant Governor of Manitoba about
establishing a six-mile square school district, which elected
trustees in December tasked hiring a teacher and selecting a site
to build a school

18. Timeline
1882
— Lawrence Herchmer promoted from Farming Instructor to
Indian Agent, Birtle selected as site for Indian Agency
— auction sale for lands in the Birtle Land District, formerly
reserved for the CPR though the CPR’s nearest points were
Moosomin and Elkhorn, roughly 40 miles distant. Mostly
bought up by speculators
— end of the Manitoba land boom but also biggest Birtle boom
year, a huge amount of building in the town and the hotels were
packed
— Birtle Land Registry District established by the Province
— A. B. Wood builds block on northeast corner of St. Clair (or
St. Clare) and Centre Streets to house Post Office and his own
stationary store
— Birtle’s first federal election as part of extended riding of
Marquette, re-electing the Liberal Robert Watson
— construction of Nelson & Mackenzie grist mill
— John McDougall opened the Birtle Hotel on 8th and Main
— C. J. Mickle built Leland House
— Methodists build parsonage for Reverend Betts
— first Baptist service held in Birtle
— drug store opened in Birtle
— construction of Stone School begun by contractors J. A
Johnston and James Mackenzie
1883
— Under the leadership of Major C. A. Boulton, Russell and
area begins unsuccessful attempt to have Land Office moved
from Birtle
— Methodists running a Sunday School
— Mission Baptist Church formed, served by theology students
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— first batch of confirmations in the Anglican Communion held
in the Birtle Town Hall in 1883 by Bishop McRae
— organization of temperance society in Birtle
— J. W. Burgess hired as a teacher for day school on Birdtail
Sioux reserve, under Presbyterian auspices
— incorporations of the Town and Rural Municipality of Birtle
at the very end of the year
1884
— County Council system abolished in Manitoba
— first permanent Baptist clergyman comes to Birtle
— St. George’s Anglican Church building opens in Birtle
— first issue of Birtle Observer published on December 13th
1885
— last spike driven in on the CPR
— Birtle soldiers recruited to serve during Northwest Rebellion,
both in a Birtle Homeguard Unit and as a troop of mounted
scouts under the command of Major C. A. Boulton
— Manitoba & Northwestern Railway line stops at Solsgirth
— first telegraph line into Birtle
— formation of Birtle Dairy Company to build creamery
— provincial Order in Council passed to make Birtle the county
town of Shoal Lake County
1886
— Judicial District Boards abolished
— M&NR main line reaches Birtle, later extending a branch line
to Russell. Birtle railway station completed, and Sir John A.
Macdonald visits on the newly extended line. Two thirds of the
homesteaders are said to have moved on thereafter
— Town nuisance grounds designated

— Hook and Ladder Company, a firefighting body, created
— still under construction, steeple placed on the Presbyterian
church building
— provincial electoral district of Birtle divided, Birtle now
falling within Shoal Lake electoral district
1887
— formation of cheese factory managed by Joseph Dutton
— Birtle Hotel renovated and renamed the Rossin House
— fire started in Birtle Drug Store burns it down, along with
Russell House and Walley Store
— Russell House rebuilt on same spot, later renamed Leland and
then Birtle House
— D. W. Cumming opens private bank with Robert W. Gibson
as manager
— opening of newly constructed Jubilee Methodist Church
— opening of newly constructed Vine Street Presbyterian
Church
— donation of the first pipe organ in British territory between
Winnipeg and Victoria to the Vine Street Presbyterian Church,
by Dr. John H. Morrison, in memory of his late wife
— organization of Birtle Lodge No. 39 of Freemasons
— a vote of Birtle ratepayers resulted in the passing of a by-law
ending the issue of liquor licenses
1888
— formation of provincial electoral district of Birtle
— Stone School leased to mission boarding school, that is the
Birtle Residential School
1889
— last issue of the Birtle Observer on January 31st
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— formation of Arrow Milling Company
1891
— first issue of the Birtle Eye-Witness on September 17th
1892
— J. D. McArthur takes over sawmill in Birtle
— Baseball replaces horse racing as main attraction at Birtle’s
Dominion Day celebrations
— Birtle’s first rink was built, serving skaters and curlers
— in a non-binding provincial referendum the Town of Birtle
votes 73% in favour of prohibition 1893
— Birtle Brass Band had new instruments purchased for them
by the Town
1893
— Dominion Land Office in Birtle closed
— organization of L.O.L. of B.A., No. 1637 in Birtle
— An Act for the Relief of the Rural Municipalities of
Westbourne, Birtle, Shoal Lake and St. Andrews receives Royal
Assent
1894
— completion of stone Residential School building halfway up
north hill
1895
— Town of Birtle conveyed sawmill property to J. D. McArthur
— John Sheperd established lime kilns within Town of Birtle
— reorganization of Birtle Creamery as part of larger regional
cooperative effort, erecting a new building in Birtle, and

shipping a carload of butter directly to British Columbia,
bypassing Winnipeg middlemen
— the Baptists in Birtle obtained a chapel from Newdale and
hauled it to the southeast corner of St. Clare and 9th streets for
use as their church building
— Stone School burns
1897
— construction of Wilson Block or Birtle Eye-Witness building
— The Grand Central Hotel, formerly Grand Central
Temperance Hotel and before that the Arlington Hotel, burns
down
— construction of Birtle Blue School
1896
— new location chosen for nuisance ground
1900
— M&NR taken over by the CPR
1901
— acetylene lighting plant built in Birtle
— last year J. D. McArthur used the sawmill in Birtle
1902
— Birtle Creamery sold to private operator
— Union Bank establishes a branch in Birtle in the Patterson
Block
1903
— a Mr. Mitchell operated sawmill in Birtle, its last year in
operation
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1904
— the Hall Brothers of Solsgirth rigged up a local telephone
system for Birtle
— founding of the Birtle Cement Block Company
— two classrooms added to Blue School
1905
— Bell contracts for long distance telephone connections
1907
— Town of Birtle takes over Hall telephone company
— Arrow Milling Company ceases operation
— Union Bank completes stone building currently housing
Birdtail Country Museum
1908
— approximate date of final closure of creamery in Birtle
1909
— Post Office moved from old building on St. Clare and Centre
streets to next to Union Bank building
— Anglican congregations of St. James, Solsgirth, Rossburn,
and Bucklevyille made into a separate parish
1910
— Town Hall on 7th and Main opened by Sir Wilfrid Laurier
— fire west of town
— hockey rink built
— the Birtle Household Science Association No. 11 received its
charter
— disappearance of Hubert Darell, explorer and fur trader

1911
— the Birtle Household Science Association No. 11 changes its
name to Home Economics Society
1912
— Empress Theatre opens to play films
— hockey rink’s roof caved in; a new, bigger rink opened on the
same spot
— provincial Land Title Registry Office closed, moved to
Neepawa
— Blenheim and Gnaton school districts consolidate to Birtle
1914
— beginning of World War 1
— formation of Birtle Golf Club, with course established on the
Exhibition Grounds
1915
— Birtle hospital opens on second floor of Manwaring building
— Savoy Theatre opens
— Mount Joy School District #378 consolidates with Birtle
1916
— the Town of Birtle, which had been dry under local option
since 1887, votes 93% in favour of provincial prohibition
— violent cyclone hits Birtle area
1917
— federal election over conscription, in Birtle massive majority
for the National Union candidate
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— Local Union occurred between the congregations of Jubilee
Methodist Church and Vine Street Presbyterian Church to form
the Local Union Church
— high school classes move from Blue School to former Jubilee
Methodist building
— Birtle hospital is incorporated as the Lady Minto Hospital
1918
— end of World War I, and the arrival of Spanish influenza
— George Moxham advertizes an automobile painting trade
1919
— engineers in Birtle locating work to be done so that Birtle’s
principle roads could act as links in a projected provincial
highway system
— George Moxham and W. A. Watt open a garage and Ford
dealership
— the Home Economics Society changes its name to the
Women’s Institute
— organization of the Great War Veterans’ Association
— Rothesay Consolidated School District #350 created out of
former Rothesay School District and some of Burdette's and
what had been Gnaton’s School school districts
1921
— a vestry added to Local Union Church
— War Memorial Monument unveiled
1923
— Birtle Hotel renamed the Commercial
— repeal of provincial prohibition, beginning of present
licensing system for sales of liquor

18. Timeline
— Great War Veterans’ Association ceases operations
1924
— Lady Minto Hospital moves into its new building
1925
— old Arrow grist mill restarted as the Birtle Community Flour
Mill
— Royal Bank of Canada takes over the Union Bank
— National Union forming the United Church of Canada, Birtle
Local Union Church becomes a part of it. The Birtle field was
organized with congregations served in Birtle, Gnaton,
Wattsview, and Solsgirth.
1926
— the Birtle Community Flour Mill burnt down
— Anglican clergymen in Birtle begin serving the congregations
in Solsgirth, Rossburn, Buckleyville, and St. James.
1928
— electric plant built
— construction of Provincial Highway 4 began
— W. T. Beirnes closed his long-standing harness shop
— J. H. Evans severed connection with Frank Sanders’ auto
mechanic business in Solsgirth to operate under the name Birtle
Motors
— ‘Silent Policemen’ installed on Main Street
— four-room Brick School completed, high school classes move
there from former Jubilee Methodist church building
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18. Timeline

Pivotal Events of Birtle
1929
— Solsgirth Consumer Co-operative Ltd. established, by the end
of the year changing its name to Birdtail Consumer’s Cooperative Ltd.
1930
— Manitoba Power Commission buys Birtle electric plant
1931
— by this date, Provincial Highway 4 from Russell to Shoal
Lake via Foxwarren and Birtle had all been gravelled
— Rossin House burns down, Birtle Hotel soon rebuilt on the
same location
— former Jubilee Methodist Church building demolished
— Lady Minto Hospital closed, overwhelmed by a diphtheria
epidemic
— opening of Birtle Riverside Golf course
— establishment of Birtle Riverside Park on land donated by
Thomas Copeland
— first summer swimming gala organized in Birtle
— organization of Birtle Branch #55 and Ladies’s Auxiliary to
the British Empire League Branch #55
— new Residential School building officially opened
1934
— Birtle municipal hospital reopened by the Sisters of St.
Benedict and renamed St. Mary’s

— St. Mary’s Parish church building constructed
— Birtle ladies’ baseball team wins the L.O.L. Cup at Strathclair
to conclude a summer of consecutive victories
1938
— construction of current post office building
— Baptists organize a field serving Birtle, Shoal Lake, and
Strathclair
— rink blew down in the summer
1939
— Canada joins World War II
— a skating and curling rink were built on the north bank of the
Birdtail opposite the Spring
1941
— Solsgirth sets up a Credit Union
1942
— a Birtle Figure Skating Club organized
1943
— The Commercial renamed Hotel Robert
— Birdtail Consumer’s Co-operative Ltd. changed name to
Birtle Consumer’s Co-operative Ltd.
— training aircraft crashed outside of Birtle, killing four crew
members
— Birtle Blue School burns down

1935
— Birtle Band reorganizes

1945
— end of World War II

1936
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18. Timeline

Pivotal Events of Birtle
1947
— founding of Birtle Credit Union Society Inc.

— French Oblate Province took charge of St. Mary’s parish
— formation of a congregation of Ukrainian Catholics in Birtle

1948
— Town of Birtle begins advocating for construction of a
highway south to adjoin onto Highway 1
— Bicknell Transfer begins operating in Birtle
— the Oblates took over responsibility for St. Mary’s
— a plaque added to War Memorial Monument to commemorate
those who died during World War II
— P. W. Grant prepares Historical data about the Birdtail Valley
and adjacent areas… for the Solsgirth W.I.

1954
— day-time rail passenger service ceases in Birtle
— Highway 83 is gravelled
— Birtle branch of Lion’s Club organized

1949
— Birtle Indian Agency closed, its functions assumed by the
Portage la Prairie Agency
— addition of three classrooms and auditorium to the Brick
School, elementary classes move in
1950
— organization of the Birtle Fire Department
— Solsgirth Women’s Institute complete the compilation of their
history book
1951
— formation of Manitoba Northwestern Figure Skating Club
1952
— Strathclair Baptist congregation pulls out of the pastoral field
it shared with Birtle and Shoal Lake
1953
— renovation of Birtle United Church, removal of pipe organ

1955
— Birtle is unsuccessful in efforts to thwart the new route of
Highway 4, as part of the projected trans-provincial highway,
ignoring the existing connection through Birtle and planning for
an entirely new stretch of road well north of the town
— St. George’s church building burns down
— Birtle District Hospital opened in 1955, and St. Mary’s
hospital closed
1956
— first service held in the new St. George’s building, rebuilt on
the same site with a Parish Hall in the basement
— Pink School opened
1958
— fire destroys Savoy Theatre
— provincial electoral district of Birtle, in the wake of a report
from the country’s first independent, non-partisan electoral
boundaries commission, is dissolved to become a part of BirtleRussell electoral district
1959
— new Town water system has a pump house and well built
— rail passenger services phased out from altogether
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18. Timeline

Pivotal Events of Birtle
— consecration of new St. George’s Anglican Church building
— Birtle’s 75th Anniversary celebrations
— Old Legion Hall Building, formerly Empress Theatre,
demolished
— Burdette School District #363 consolidates with Birtle
— formation of Birdtail River School division
1960
— sewage lagoon built
1961
— Birtle’s Ukrainian Catholics complete St. Peter’s Ukrainian
Catholic Church
— Capri Theatre opens
— Oxford School District #257 (Wattsview) consolidates with
Birtle
1962
— mercury vapour lights installed along Main Street
— Riverside Motel and Drive-In built next to highway on west
side of town overlooking the river
— Manitoba Senior Baseball League tournament held in Birtle
— Birtle Collegiate opens
1964
— Birtle Telephone Company taken over by MTS
— Kelly Motors sold and renamed Johannson Pontiac Buick,
later becoming Neilson Pontiac-Buick
— Christian Education Building added to Birtle United Church
— Patterson Block demolished

1965
— Buckleyville School District #1435 consolidates to Birtle
1966
— Birtle Consumer’s Co-operative Ltd. amalgamates with
Miniota Consumer’s Co-operative Limited under the name Twin
Valley Co-op
— swimming pool for present-day Birtle Beach under
construction
1967
— Copeland Courts (tennis) opens
— official opening of Morton Drive
— establishment of Centennial Garden in Birtle District Park
(Birtle Riverside Park)
— Rothesay Consolidated School District #350 consolidates to
Birtle
— Publication of Birtle’s Beginning
1968
— fire destroys Birtle Garage, masonic lodge, and Women’s
Institute Rest Room
— Shoal Lake RCMP detachment takes over policing for Birtle
from T. Mitchell, the last Town Constable
— Baptist minister from Strathclair begins serving Birtle Baptist
Church
— Solsgirth school district consolidates to Birtle
— school buildings from Isabella and Beulah closed, and were
brought to Birtle as additions to the Brick School
1969
— official opening of present Royal Bank of Canada building
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18. Timeline

Pivotal Events of Birtle
— Birtle Credit Union Society Inc. taken over by Foxwarren
Credit Union
— Birtle United Church helped form the Birtle Miniota Wider
Parish, with points in Birtle, Beulah, Isabella, and Miniota
— the Sisters of St. Benedict left Birtle for Russell
— the Birtle Hospital District Ambulance begins operating
— curling rink blows down
1970
— Birtle District Hospital administration secularized
— present curling rink built near the Exhibition Grounds, with
artificial ice
— addition to Birtle Collegiate, allowing for junior high section
— Birtle Residential School closes
1971
— publication of The Crawford Years, prepared by Ray Howard
1972
— Birtle Miniota Wider Parish of the United Church of Canada
renamed Birtle-Isabella-Miniota Pastoral charge after Beulah’s
congregation withdrew and turned their building into a
community chapel
— the Archdiocese of Winnipeg took over responsibility for St.
Mary’s from the Oblates
— publication of Stanley Holling’s The Awakening: a record of
aspirations and hopes in an old and a new land
1973
— St. Mary’s last resident priest leaves Birtle, which would
thereafter be served out of St. Lazare

1974
— former Residential School buildings and land offered for sale
— publication of A View of the Birdtail, edited by Marion Abra
1975
— Villa Motor Inn, formerly the Hotel Robert, destroyed by fire
— building constructed for Foxwarren Credit Union, in present
location on the north side of Main Street between Centre and 7th
1976
— fire at Walley Red and White Store
— Birtle Locker Plant burned
— present skating rink built near fair grounds
1978
— fire at Pioneer Lodge
1979
— Birtle Eye-Witness Block destroyed by fire
— federal election of 1979, Birtle now a part of PortageMarquette
— head office of Foxwarren Credit Union moves to Birtle
1980
— Neilson Pontiac-Buick sold, became Birtle Motor Products
1981
— Birtle-Russell provincial electoral district dissolved, Birtle
now falling within the Virden electoral district
1982
— Birtle United Church underwent significant renovations
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Pivotal Events of Birtle
— Birtle Baptist Church underwent significant renovations in
honour of its 100th anniversary
— organization of Birdtail Women for Action, a group affiliated
with the Manitoba Action Committee for the Status of Women
1983
— Cable TV Access Channel 13 established
1984
— Birtle Eye-Witness sold to Nesbitt Publishing
— Birtle’s 100th Anniversary celebrations
— cairns placed at sites of one-room schoolhouses in the R.M.
of Birtle
— establishment of Birdtail Country Museum
— Katimavik volunteers come to Birtle, help prepare the
building selected for the Birdtail Country Museum
— Council approves the Main Street Manitoba project for
sidewalks, curbing, gutter and paving
— Town takes over Birtle Wayside Park from the Department of
Natural Resources
— R.M. of Birtle office building
1985
— begin construction of Birtle ski and hiking trails with help
from Katimavik volunteers
— organization of Birtle Ski Club
— Town of Birtle offices move into Town Hall, former location
of R.M. of Birtle
1986
— a new well dug for Town water system

18. Timeline
— Birtle Elementary school opens on St. Clare street across
from Pink School
— old Brick School demolished
— Birtle Bakery and Looking Good destroyed by fire. The
latter was an especially significant blow as it housed half a
dozen businesses from local entrepreneurs
- Town of Birtle Council resolves to prohibit smoking during
Council meetings
1987
— federal election of 1987, Birtle now a part of riding of
Dauphin-Swan River
— Foxwarren Credit Union amalgamates with Rossburn Credit
Union under the new name Vanguard Credit Union, head office
located in Rossburn
— Birtle Baptist Church closes
— Capri Theatre closes
1988
— Town signs 99-year lease for $1.00 to the Riverside Golf
Club Inc.
1990
— Birtle Drop In Centre opens in former Capri Theatre building
— significant changes made to Birtle Riverside Golf club,
replacing sand greens with grass greens and combining previous
fairways to accommodate two new fairways along the river
— Birdtail Valley Tennis Club (re)organized
— reorganization of provincial electoral districts, Birtle now
falls within Roblin-Russell
— Town Hall demolished
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Pivotal Events of Birtle
— delegation to Town Council from Birdtail Recycling about
setting up volunteer-run recycling program
— Town of Birtle office moves into Pink School
1991
— Birtle Motor Products sold, renamed Bill Murray Motors,
later Mainline Motors
1993
— Riverside Motel sold and towed away
1994
— Westman Winter Games cross-country ski events in Birtle
— Town authorizes use of town property for the River Walkway
Group
1995
— Birtle Into the Future Committee organized, and holds
community open house to attract new businesses and residences
— new firehall on old Baptist church officially opened during
the open house; also a part of the initiative, the vacant Baptist
church building was moved to the entranced to Riverside Park
and turned into a Tourist Booth
— the Town of Birtle homepage, understood to be the first
municipal website in Canada, is set up to aid the population
recruitment campaign
1996
— recycling building built at disposal grounds
— first garden tours are held in Birtle, showcasing private
gardens

18. Timeline
— Town authorizes the Snake Creek Wildlife Association to
build a fish ladder near the dam
1997
— Manitoba Government decided minimum population
threshold for municipal government ought to be 1000
— Town water system upgraded
— Birtle Health District became part of the new Marquette
Regional Health Authority with its administrative office in Shoal
Lake
— Birtle Blue Jays join the Manitoba Senior Baseball League
— Birtle District and Community Development Corporation
formed and located in the old McLeods building, newly
renovated
1998
— Birtle Blue Jays win the title of the Manitoba Senior Baseball
League
— Youth Council position created on Town Council, Breanna
Hickman becomes first Youth Council member in Westman
— Town agrees to sponsor proposed Handivan service
— private Birtle gardens featured in Manitoba Gardner
1999
— Birtle now falls within the provincial electoral district of
Russell
— Birtle wins Communities in Bloom competition at the
Provincial Level
— Birtle in Bloom Committee develops the Memory Garden on
site of old Town Hall on northwest corner of Main and 7th, the
first of many beautification projects in the Town
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18. Timeline

Pivotal Events of Birtle
2000
— Riverside Restaurant burns
— Hamiota Credit Union amalgamates with Vanguard Credit
Union under the latter’s name
— Birtle Blue Jays win the title of the Manitoba Senior Baseball
League and go on to represent the province at the national level
— Birtle wins Communities in Bloom at the National Level
— Town and Bill Walker family agree to use property above the
Spring as a park
2001
— Birtle Eye-Witness merged with other regional newspapers
into the Crossroads This Week
— establishment of water quality station on Birdtail near Birtle
— Birtle receives students when Foxwarren school closes
— Birdtail School Division head office moves from Crandall to
the Pink School
— last grain elevator in Birtle listed for sale by Agricore
— Town office moves from Pink School to CDC building
— Communities in Bloom gets Town permission to develop an
arboretum on the old rink site
2002
— Birtle Blue Jays win the title of the Manitoba Senior Baseball
League and go on to represent the province at the national level
— Birtle Arboretum developed on site of old rink across the
river from the Spring
— Birdtail Fitness Co-operative opens
2003
— oil recovery centre planned for disposal grounds
— recycling pickup program begun on a trial basis

— the Marquette Regional Health Authority was joined to the
South West Regional Health Authority to form the Assiniboine
Regional Health Authority
2004
— federal election of 2004, Birtle now a part of Dauphin-Swan
River-Marquette
— Birtle Blue Jays win the title of the Manitoba Senior Baseball
League and go on to represent the province at the national level
— Birdtail School Division joins with Pelly Trail Division to
become Park West School Division
2006
— Birtle reaches the top ten list of over 400 communities in the
inaugural Kraft Hockeyville competition
— Birtle Hospital closes its emergency room
2007
— The Birtle-Isabella-Miniota Pastoral Charge of the United
Church of Canada becomes the Birtle-Miniota Pastoral Charge
when Isabella dropped out to become a community chapel.
— Birtle Women’s Institute disbands
2008
— garbage pickup instituted
— reorganization of provincial electoral districts, Birtle now
falls within Riding Mountain
— mural completed on west side of Drop In Centre
2009
— Birtle 125th Anniversary celebrations
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18. Timeline

Pivotal Events of Birtle
— Park West School Division head office moves from Pink
School into Birtle Elementary School
— publication of “Passing It On”
2011
— The Birtle Outlook publishes first issue on January 7th
— first Gallery in the Garden in Birtle
2012
— Greyhound ends its bus passenger service to Birtle
— Assiniboine Regional Health Authority is merged with the
Westman, Brandon, and Parkland Regional Authorities to
become the Western Regional Health Authority, quickly renamed
Prairie Mountain Health Region
— Birtle wins Manitobaville competition and 25,000 dollar
grant to help fund a new playground at Riverside Park
2013
— Birtle Hotel demolished to make room for a new building for
the Birtle Pharmacy
— new playground installed by volunteers at Riverside Park
— decision to consolidate Manitoba Hydro customer service
office to Russell

2015
— Rural Municipality of Prairie View incorporated,
encompassing the old Town and R.M. of Birtle, in addition to
R.M. of Miniota.
— federal election of 2015, Birtle now a part of Dauphin-Swan
River-Neepawa
2016
— Park West Fibre Optic Co-op formed and a fibre optic cable
laid through Birtle
2017
— two longstanding buildings near southwest corner of 8th and
Main, which had housed, among other things, a grocery store
run by three generations of Walleys and a drug store, were
demolished
— publication of Birtle Begins by Birtle History Project
Committee
— major overhaul of Birtle’s water system begins, with plans to
pipe water from Wattsview Plains

2014
— opening of the new Birtle Pharmacy building
— Birtle pool improved
— the former laundromat/car wash/Word Alive Full Gospel
church building/Value Shoppe location between Centre and 7th
Streets on the north side of Main Street is sold to the Classic
Garden and turned into The Centre, a community arts and
woodworking studio
Vine Street
Taken looking southeast. Vine Street Church is at far left.
[Source: Winnipeg Public Library, Rob McInnes collection, MN0186]
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