SPECIAL PLACES

Birtle’s Heritage Sites: Heritage Overview

Architectural Heritage
We are especially aware of the legacy of granite.
It’s not only the material that defines this area
geographically, it also forms our foundations
and sometimes, unmovable, juts into our
basement floors. It also has been broken, carried,
chiseled and carefully hoisted into place to form
the full walls of many houses and stores. The
many fine granite buildings that still dot our
community are remarkable achievements. We
are also aware that, for a small town, our
collection of Victorian and Edwardian-era
houses rivals much larger communities. The
impressive range of styles, materials and details
combine on just a few streets—Main and St.
Clare—to express the whole gamut of housing
designs that defined residential life in Manitoba
at the turn of the 20th century.

The Town of Birtle has interesting and important
historical claims, both in the context of
Manitoba’s past as well as in our own regional
history. Birtle was a notable site in the late fur
trade period of the early 1800s, a site where
people of all kinds stopped for fresh water and
where they camped on their way to a major fur
trade post further west at Fort Ellice. We are
also well known as Manitoba’s Horse Capitol
and have been home for some notable early
citizens, including Lawrence Herchmer, an
important government official who came to the
Birtle area as the Indian Agent in 1878 and in
1886 became Commissioner of the NWMP.
We are a community that knows its history –
through the development of research projects
like Special Places and, more recently, Notable
People (2017) and Pivotal Events (2018).
We are a community that understands its history
through an ongoing critical exploration of our
past. We are a community that values and
honours its history – through our museum, as
well as through the conservation of an
impressive collection of well-maintained
buildings.

The following exploration of our built heritage
has been organized by building type, a
reasonable approach that allows for a focused
reflection on the typical experiences of daily life
in Birtle, now and 100 years ago: the domestic
routine in houses, the experience of teaching and
learning in schools, the give and take of
commerce in stores, the spiritual refreshment
found in churches. There are also sections on
structures and sites and a concluding entry that
highlights preliminary research done on Birtle’s
early construction practices and the craftsmen
who actually made our buildings.

These buildings and sites remind us of our
origins, and continue on a daily basis to connect
us to the past but also to the sense of purpose
that defined our community from the very start.

But we start with the topography and layout of
our community, for it is these qualities that
inform all else.

2

down to the spring are found on the riverbank at the
edge of the park.

Another feature of our town originates in the
location of the Manitoba and Northwestern rail
line in 1885. Because the line came late (six
years after the town was formed), and then went
across the North Hill (and not through town), the
whole community has a feeling of being
somehow untrammelled by prevailing railway
dynamics, where the quasi-industrial aspects of a
rail line—stations, grain elevators, and even
orientation of the whole town to the rail line—
often made for a rigid, grid-like atmosphere.
Additionally, because it was necessary to
accommodate the reality of the station’s
location, Birtle had to develop a low-incline
road (called Ravine Road) for transport of goods
to and from the station. Although this road is no
longer used and has been reclaimed by nature it
was an important transportation route (formerly
Hwy #4, now Hwy#16) for 70 years leading not
only to the Birtle train station but destinations
west to the Saskatchewan border and beyond.

The Ravine Road to the railway station around 1910.

Walker Park at the spring site is a beloved feature in
Birtle, marking the origins of the town. The site was
well known even in the early 19th century as a
notable camping spot for fur traders and then settlers
in the 1870s. The park with a lovely gate and fence is
set right in the heart of town. Stone steps leading
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Right: North side of Main Street – Savoy Theatre
1937
In the early years Birtle did not have a formal hall or
theatre and, like most Manitoba communities, relied
on second-storey space provided in a commercial
establishment for after-hours fun. This kind of activity
could be found in the Albert Hall, in the Albert
Wood’s post office and in the Victoria Hall on the
second floor of the old printing office.
The Savoy Theatre was in use by 1916 and was later
replaced by The Capri Theatre on the corner of Main
and Centre Street in the 1960’s. It is currently
operated as a Seniors Drop In Centre.
Below:

The

impressive

granite

walls

of

the

Manwaring Block (1886), whose corner location
grants it a certain grandeur.
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Houses
As noted, Birtle’s heritage of residential
architecture is a sort of microcosm of the styles,
forms, materials and details that described
Manitoba’s early domestic design accomplishments. This sophisticated inheritance
continues to define our community, eloquently
expressed in the ongoing care and attention
brought by so many of us to the conservation of
this vital connection to Birtle’s past.
Leacock House, locally known as The Castle, was
built in 1881. This residence is an example of the
ambitions of Birtle’s Member of Parliament, E.P.
Leacock, once a landmark on the north hill. It was

Below: The Shepherd House, built by Charles

later reduced to only a small section of this once

Dunham in 1895, is one of Birtle’s finest stone

imposing place.

buildings, a strong but fair statement for a
community with a treasure of stone buildings.
This grand house, what might be called a
symphony in local granite, is being carefully
restored.
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Top and Bottom: Two other notable Birtle houses
suggest the amazing variety and impressive quality of
our heritage of residential architecture. The Stewart
House (top), from 1898, is a beloved local landmark,
noted for its exquisite stonework by Charles Dunham
and for its picturesque and eclectic design, with
Gothic Revival forms and details as well as a
distinctive clipped gable roof. The Cartmell House
(below) from 1904 is a good example of the kind of
grand houses built in many small Manitoba towns for
the merchant class of the early 20th century. The

Stewart House

house, built of cement blocks, is an important and
fascinating example of building technologies and
styles. It combines typical Queen Anne-style forms
and details (in particular the corner tower and wealth
of wooden details in the gable ends and porch), with
concrete block construction.
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Three final examples help sum up Birtle’s exceptional
heritage of historic residential architecture. The
examples at left are important reminders of the kind of
architectural quality possible even in more modest
buildings. The house (top) situated beside the
Cenotaph, from about 1900, is one of many local
houses built from a patternbook, in this case
apparently

from

plans provide

by

the

Eaton’s

Department Store. Although it is uncertain who built
the house it was home to many including the Doran
family.
The Walley House, below it, was constructed around

House beside Cenotaph

1920, is an excellent example of a Craftsman-style
house. This Birtle example, which is quite rare in a
small-town Manitoba context, is a textbook example
of the type, with a low-pitched roof, deep eaves,
exposed rafters and decorative brackets, and a broad
front porch. The Patterson House, below, from 1904
is a truly exceptional design, mostly in the Queen
Anne style (popular in the late 19th and early 20th
centuries), but also with qualities reflecting more upto-date architecture of the opening decades of the

Walley House

1900s, in particular Arts and Crafts.
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Two final images are employed to punctuate this
exploration of how our buildings and sites help
define our identity. On the one hand (right), is
the Lime Kiln Site, a now rare reminder of the
kind of pioneer industrial and manufacturing
activity required in the construction of our
buildings. It was here that the lime used for the
production of mortar was produced by burning
limestone (which is abundant in Birtle); the
mortar produced here was used in the
construction of nearly every foundation in town
and in all the masonry buildings as well. And on
the other hand, (below) is the elegant and
sophisticated architecture of the Patterson House
– one of the town’s finest buildings. These two
architectural qualities—the humble nature of a
foundation and the elegance of a tower—also
express key sides of Birtle’s character.

Lime Kiln Site

Tom and Catherine Patterson House
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