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A synopsis of historic Minnedosa 

In 1948, the Minnedosa Women’s Institute published A History 
of Minnedosa 1878–1948 (MWI 1948). It is from this document 
that the following synopsis is compiled. 

Minnedosa, Manitoba was founded in late 1879 with the 
construction of H.G. Henderson’s log house and store on the 
south side of John Tanner’s crossing over the Little Saskatch-
ewan River. Tanner’s ferry crossing and ford was located at the 
junction of the middle branch of the Carlton Trail going west, 
the Audy or Riding Mountain trail to the north, and the Little 
Saskatchewan River. Today this site is found just east of Main 
Street at Centennial Park on Beach Road. Henderson partnered 
with an Irish salesman, Patrick (Paddy) Joseph McDermott, who 
arrived with a Red River cart full of goods in the fall of 1879. 
McDermott would become one of the most prominent and ac-
tive businessmen and entrepreneurs in the Minnedosa area over 
the next 50 years. 

Joseph Samuel Armitage came to Tanner’s Crossing in 1877, 
registered a homestead and returned to Port Colborne, Ontario. 
The following summer, accompanied by his wife Mary Minetta, 
he returned to Tanner’s Crossing and purchased two quarter 
sections of land from John Tanner. In 1880, Armitage opened 
a sawmill and grist mill and together with Tanner laid out the 
initial plans for the town (Figure 1). Armitage also suggested the 
settlement be named ‘Minnedosa,’ borrowing the Sioux word 
for ‘swift flowing water.’ By 1881, the Jermyn-McLellan survey 
created streets and lots west of present day Main Street as shown 
in Figure 1. Businesses soon followed such that six years after 

the Jermyn-McLellan survey, Minnedosa boasted a butcher, law 
office, sawmill, brickyard, two lime kilns, a grist mill, creamery, 
cheese factory, three grain elevators, four hotels, a tailor, hard-
ware merchant, as well as a number of dry goods and grocery 
stores.

Commerce and industry were not the only aspects of early 
Minnedosa. In December of 1880, a Dominion Meteorological 
Survey site was established with the aim of collecting weather 
and climate information. Initially located two miles southeast 
of town, in 1884 the station was moved to its present site at 
Climate ID 5011760, 50.27o N, 99.83o W, 521.2 m ASL. Today, 
as a result of the station, a relatively continuous record of daily 
temperatures and precipitation amounts are available from Me-
teorological Service of Canada.

Minnedosa was officially incorporated on March 2, 1883. 
A month later the first council meeting of the new town was 
held in a local saloon named the Saskatchewan House. Later 
that year the town council passed a by-law granting the Mani-
toba and North-Western (M&NW) Company a $30,000 bonus 
to run their railway through the town. By the end of the year, 
the railroad from Gladstone (formerly Palestine) to Minnedosa 
was complete. Two years later the line was extended to Harrow-
by, Manitoba. Minnedosa became a divisional point and shops, 
yards and other facilities were constructed. The Consolidated 
Dominion Lands Act of 1879 further opened up surrounding 
land to settlement and rail transportation drastically reduced the 
cost and difficulty of overland movement across the prairies. As 
a result, Minnedosa doubled in size during the next 15 years 
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Figure 1 
The town of Minnedosa

from approximately 500 people in 1886 to 1052 registered in-
habitants in 1901.

In 1900, the Canadian Pacific Railway (CPR) signed a 99-
year lease for the track, yard, and facilities of the M&NW Com-
pany. The historic CPR station, boasting a standardized architec-
tural design, was constructed in 1910 and can be viewed today 
at its current locale on 2nd Avenue NW (Figure 1). With rail 
lines in place, the telegraph followed and by 1900, the Minnedo-
sa Board of Works supervised the erection of telephone poles 
throughout the town. By June of that year there were 33 Bell 
Telephone Company (BTC) subscribers. Long distance service, 
connections to nearby towns and rural service were established 
in 1908. In 1909, Manitoba Telephone System (MTS) acquired 
the BTC. 

Electricity brought changes to the urban geography of 
Minnedosa. In 1903, the town’s four street lights, powered by a 
generator housed in a nearby sash and door factory, were turned 
on. Before long, Minnedosa’s power needs grew beyond the 
ability of the small generators and in 1907 a group of local busi-
nessmen formed the Minnedosa Power Company (MPC) with 
the intention of building a hydroelectric power generation sta-

tion on the Little Saskatchewan River. Construction of a dam, 
reservoir and two spillways began in 1910 and was complet-
ed in the spring of 1912. At 550 m long and ranging between 
27.4–36.6 m wide, the earth-filled dam was designed to hold 
back water to a depth of 7.6 m. The massive amount of earth 
and shale fill was extracted from ‘Devil’s Pit,’ a site the early 
settlers imagined was the site of an ancient Sioux battle with the 
Assiniboine. There were many construction delays including a 
partial dam collapse that required pile-driven reinforcing. The 
engineers prevailed and today the Minnedosa reservoir is 6.1 
m deep, 940 m long, and stores 2,120,000 m3 of water. Prior to 
flooding, the area was cleared of fence lines, bush and debris, 
and a large reservoir storage pit excavated in front of the gate 
house water intake segment of the dam, located on the western 
edge on the structure.

The gate house was constructed on top of a 4.9 m wide con-
crete segment on the west side of the dam. Two gated intake 
sluiceways controlled by stop-logs, metered water into 61 m 
long wooden flumes resting in concrete cradles. By 1912, only 
one flume was constructed. It transported water to the turbine 
wheel housed in the tailrace building. Here, a single turbine was 
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Figure 2 
Minnedosa Heritage Village. (Photo credit: R.A. McGinn, 2014)

installed capable of generating approximately 336 kW of elec-
trical energy. In 1920, the tailrace building was replaced by the 
present-day brick structure known by the inauspicious name of 
Manitoba Power Commission Power House No. 2. At that time, 
two diesel powered generators were installed to supplement the 
hydroelectric power generation. No. 2 was phased out of service 
in 1933.

The primary spillway was built into the east side of the dam. 
Three stop-log gated sluices controlled reservoir discharge, pro-
viding protection against dam over topping and dam catastroph-
ic failure. The two-year construction of the entire generating in-
frastructure ended up costing the MPC $140,000, approximately 
four times the original estimate. Later, in 1921, the CPR con-
structed a water pipeline and two pumphouses to transport water 
from the Minnedosa reservoir to the company’s water tower, sta-
tion, roundhouse, and yards located in the town. Fire protection 
hydrants were installed along the route servicing the northeast 
quarter of town. The pipeline was closed in 1961 following con-
struction of a controversial water supply and sewer system. 

The field trip

This field trip was conducted in September 2014 as part of the 
annual meeting of the Prairie Division of the Canadian Associa-
tion of Geographers. The historic Minnedosa tour begins at Stop 
1, located on the east end of 6th Avenue NE on the west side of 
the Minnedosa dam at the entrance to the Minnedosa Heritage 
Village (Figure 1). The following list of stops and accompany-
ing maps are intended to allow the reader to recreate and com-
plete the field trip in approximately four hours. At each stop in 
the guide, sites of interest are discussed.

Stop 1: Minnedosa Heritage Village (Figure 2) 6th Avenue 
NE, Minnedosa, Manitoba 
NTS 62J/5 Clanwilliam 14 U 440845.5 E, 5567371.0 N

This stop focused on nine historic buildings in Minnedosa and 
the local area. A two-hour tour and explanation of the buildings 
with historical anecdotes was given by local members of the 
Minnedosa District Heritage Foundation. The tour is available 
to the public on weekends from the Canada Day long weekend 
in July until the Labour Day long weekend in September. Addi-
tional photographs and further information for each of the build-
ings is available on the Discover Minnedosa website (MACDC 
2016).

Manley House 
Constructed in 1880 by Edmund Manley. In 2004, the Manley 
House was dismantled by the Minnedosa and District Museum 
Committee and reassembled two years later on a cement pad at 
the Minnedosa Heritage Village (MACDC 2016). 

Hunterville Presbyterian Church
Opened in 1904 on an acre of land donated by Mrs. W. Hunter, 
it was moved to the Heritage Village in 1996. Service is held 
once each year and the Hunterville Church is available for wed-
dings. Figure 2 shows the yellow church in the foreground and 
the Agricultural Display Building with the flag on the dome in 
the background. 

    
Minnedosa Agricultural Display Building 
Constructed in 1904 on the Minnedosa agricultural grounds as a 
display building, the Agricultural Display Building was moved 
to the Minnedosa Heritage Village and restored in 2007–2009 
(Parks Canada 2016a).

Havelock School 
Built in 1910 and opened in April 1911, the Havelock School 
and its contents represent an early nineteenth-century rural 
multi-grade one room school. Closed in 1966, the school was 
thereafter sold to the Minnedosa Museum and moved into the 
town where it sits adjacent to the Museum on 2nd Avenue NW. 
In 1997, the building was relocated to the Minnedosa Heritage 
Village.

Sprague House (Figure 3)
Also known as Cadurcis House, the original part of the two-
storey wood-frame farmhouse was built in 1910. In 1999, the 
Sprague House was relocated to the Minnedosa Heritage Vil-
lage, furnished with period pieces, and completely restored 
(Parks Canada 2016b).

Manitoba Power Commission Power House No. 2 
Constructed in 1920, Power House No. 2 replaced the original 
wooden tailrace building. Two diesel generators supplemented 
the hydroelectric power capacity. The building was decommis-
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Figure 4 
Minnedosa dam and fishway. (Photo credit: R.A. McGinn, 2014)

sioned in 1930 when a 33,000-volt transmission line linked 
Minnedosa with Brandon. The town assumed ownership of the 
building in 1980 and it was designated a Municipal Heritage 
Building in 1993, eventually becoming the Minnedosa and Dis-
trict Museum in 1995. 

Canadian Pacific Railway pumphouse
The CPR built two pumphouses and a waterline in 1921 to sup-
ply reservoir water to the roundhouse and water tower. Hydrants 
were also installed along the line and provided fire protection for 
northeast Minnedosa. In 1953, the town purchased the pump-
houses and waterline to supply their water treatment plant but in 
1961 they switched to well water and the pumphouses were no 
longer needed (Manitoba Historical Society 2009).

Hopkins Barn 
Built in 1930 by Ben Hopkins, the two-storey barn is construct-
ed of poplar logs. In 2003, the barn was moved to the Minnedosa 
Heritage Village and placed on a cement foundation. It is cur-
rently used for storage but eventually will be renovated to house 
livestock stalls and pens. 

Blacksmith Shop 
This building was constructed in 1935 as a temporary replace-
ment for the Crocus Hill School, which had burnt down the year 
before. It was sold to Roy Munroe in 1936 and skidded by horse 
team to the Munroe farm where it was converted to a blacksmith 
shop. The fully equipped shop was donated to the Minnedosa 
Agricultural Society in 1989, and in 1997 was relocated to the 
Minnedosa Heritage Village. It is fully operational for special 
events. 

From the Minnedosa Heritage Village, proceed across the 
940 m long earth-filled dam to the east spillway structure to 
reach Stop 2.

Stop 2: Minnedosa reservoir, dam, and spillway (Figure 4)
Beach Road, Minnedosa, Manitoba
NTS 62J/5 Clanwilliam 14 U 441355.0E, 5567243.9N

The initial project was designed to provide hydroelectric power 
to the town of Minnedosa. Completed April 10, 1912, the 550 m 
long dam maintains a reservoir holding 2,120,000 m3 of water 
(Mummery 1998). Modifications include an overflow spillway 
completed in 1950 and a fishway installed in 1999 to allow pike 
game fish to migrate into upper reaches of Little Saskatchewan 
River system. The 192 m fish ladder consists of 22 pool riffle 
structures and is the longest in Manitoba, with a vertical rise 
of 5.5 m KGS Group 2016). Walleye pike, northern pike, white 
sucker, and redhorse sucker are common fish seen here in the 
spring.

The 1948 dam failure and flash flood
A design flaw in the slope of the 1910 spillway apron resulted in 
significant backwash erosion over the years, undercutting it such 
that in the late winter of 1948 one could ‘walk right under the 
spillway’ (Mummery 1998) That spring, a large crack appeared 
between the concrete spillway apron and the western wing wall 
followed by a smaller crack in the eastern wall. Without the sup-

Figure 3 
Sprague (Cadurcis) Farmhouse. (Photo credit: R.A. McGinn, 2014)
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port of the concrete, the structure was in danger of imminent fail-
ure. Within an hour of discovering the cracks, volunteer work-
men were on the site. For three days, approximately 800 men 
worked in the cold and rain to shore up the spillway structure 
by supporting the wing walls. Thousands of field stones, some 
transported from great distances were placed in the spillway 
along the wing walls. The work was to no avail and the spillway 
collapsed with a ‘woosh’ at 7 PM on May 4, 1948 followed by a 
flash flood that descended upon the town. Fortunately, a warning 
system of a prolonged steam whistle blast had been put in place 
to alert the town citizens of the dam failure (Mummery 1998). 

The reservoir emptied in three hours, cascading thousands 
of cubic metres of water down the valley and across the town. 
Between 1 and 1.5 m of muddy water surged into unprotected 
basements and first floors causing substantial damage to busi-
nesses located along Main Street from the CPR Bridge to the 
Post Office, and approximately 240 m of CPR roadbed were 
washed out. Fortunately, thanks to the emergency warning sys-
tem no one died and there were no injuries. Surface floodwaters 
had drained away by morning. The catastrophic event had lasted 
only five hours (Mummery 1998).

Stop 3: Minnedosa lookout platform 2nd Avenue SE, 
Minnedosa, Manitoba
NTS 62J/5 Clanwilliam 14 U 440894.5E, 5566502.4N

Looking north from the platform are the Minnedosa dam, res-
ervoir, overflow spillway, and the historic buildings of the 
Minnedosa Heritage Village. Turning northwest, the observer 
can see the valley of the Little Saskatchewan River, Tanner’s 
Crossing, and a bison enclosure. Further to the west is the town 
of Minnedosa where one can see the CPR railway rising up the 
north side of the valley towards Odanah Pass. From here a view 
down 2nd Avenue SE reveals the historic Dominion Post Office 
and the iconic clock tower.

Proceeding from Stop 3, the field trip route passes 15 his-
toric buildings in the town (Figure 5). 

McKay House (Figure 6)
Located at 120 4th Street SE, McKay House was built in 1892 by 
stonemason James McKay for his family. This L-shaped varia-
tion of the southern Ontario Gothic Revival design is enhanced 
with gingerbread bargeboard trim beneath the gables. An inset 

Figure 5 
Historic buildings in Minnedosa
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front porch is placed in the crook of the L-shaped footprint. Also 
known as Wind Manor, the house was designated as a municipal 
heritage site in 1995 (MRHC 2006). 

Currie-Hilliard House (Figure 7)
Located at 66 Minnedosa Street (today 3rd Avenue SW), its Sec-
ond Empire architectural style is more commonly used for gov-
ernment buildings and schools but occasionally for house design. 
Built in 1900, of special interest are the mansard roof, elaborate 
dormer windows, and projecting bay windows. Charles Henry 
Currie is listed as the initial owner of the property, which was 
sold in 1904 to Herbert William Hilliard, a veteran of the Riel 
Rebellion (MRCH 2006).

Minnedosa Dominion Post Office (Figure 8)
Located at 103 Main Street S, this building is an example of a 
multi-purpose federal building commonly constructed in medi-
um size towns prior to the First World War. The red brick build-
ing with a prominent five-storey corner clock tower was de-
signed by the chief architect of the Department of Public Works, 
David Ewart and built by the Brown Construction Company of 
Winnipeg in 1913–1914. The Romanesque Revival architectural 
style tower presents a clock face on all sides. In addition to a post 
office, the building also housed offices of Customs, Inland Rev-
enue and, more recently, the Royal Canadian Mounted Police. 
Its federal functions ended in 1970 and, in 1987, the building 
was designated a municipal heritage site (Parks Canada 2016c). 
Today it is used as a civic centre. 

St. Mark’s Anglican Church (Figure 9)
Located at 108 Tilson Street (today 2nd Avenue SW), this 1903 
fieldstone structure replaced the 1885 wood-frame building. 
The Gothic Revival architectural style and a ‘transept’ (cross-
shaped) footprint are characteristic of Protestant churches in the 
early 1900s. Anecdotal stories recall that the church rector re-

Figure 6 
The Gothic Revival style McKay House. (Photo credit: R.A. Mc-
Ginn, 2014)

Figure 7 
The Second Empire style Currie-Hilliard House. (Photo credit: R.A. 
McGinn, 2014)

Figure 8 
Minnedosa Dominion Post Office. (Photo credit: R.A. McGinn, 
2014)
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cruited local farmers to haul fieldstone to the church building 
site. One of the unique features of the church’s striking stone 
masonry is the use of pink mortar which compliments the red 
trim around the single, paired, and trios of multi-paned windows 
(MRHC 2006).

Myers House (Figure 10)
Located at 149 Tilson Street (today 2nd Avenue SW), built in 
1901, and designated a municipal heritage site in 1986, this 
Queen Anne Revival style house was built for Judge Robert Hill 
Myers in 1901. Also known as The Castle or Tilson Place, key 
design elements of architectural interest are the rusticated stone 
foundation, the two three-storied towers, the verandah, and the 
variety of fenestration. The polygonal form of the tower on the 
southwest corner has a corresponding roof, whereas the rounded 
east tower is capped with a conical roof. On the southeast corner 
an angled verandah together with half-Tuscan columns support 

a second-storey balcony. Today, Tilson Place provides bed and 
breakfast accommodation (MRHC 2006; Manitoba 2016).

Taylor House 
Located at 353 5th Avenue SW, this classic southern Ontario 
Gothic Revival-style farmhouse was built in 1894 by stonema-
son Thomas Dawson Taylor. The architectural style is character-
ized by the central tall pointed gable. An addition has modified 
the rectangular footprint and the large front verandah has been 
removed. Other prominent fieldstone buildings designed and 
built by Taylor, who was mayor of Minnedosa in 1909, include 
the commercial Pearson Building and Burges Building, both lo-
cated on Main Street (MRHC 2006).

Minnedosa Court House (Figure 11)
Located at 70 Minnedosa Street (today 3rd Avenue SW), Gordon 
Goldsborough of the Manitoba Historical Society explains, ‘In 
1908, the Town of Minnedosa became the headquarters of the 
North-West Judicial District and over the next two years, an im-
pressive two story brick and stone building was erected at the 
corner of First Street and Third Avenue. Designed by Provincial 
Architect Samuel Hooper and constructed by Charles Jeffrey of 
Portage la Prairie, it housed a jail, courtrooms and clerk’s office 
(Goldsborough 2016). 

Minnedosa Tribune 
Located at 14 Minnedosa Street (today 3rd Avenue SW) and con-
structed over 1909–1910 to house the local paper.  The story 
of the press is that newspaperman William Gibbens and type-
setter David Cannon came to southwestern Manitoba in 1881. 
In 1883, Gibbens founded the Minnedosa Tribune. At first, the 
printing office operated out of a log structure. However, Can-
non soon purchased the paper and in 1884 constructed a two-
storey wood frame building to house the publishing operation. 

Figure 9 
The Gothic Revival style St. Mark’s Anglican church. (Photo credit: 
R.A. McGinn, 2014)

Figure 10 
The Queen Anne Revival style Myers House. (Photo credit: R.A. 
McGinn, 2014)

Figure 11 
Minnedosa Court House. (Photo credit: R.A. McGinn, 2014)
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Adam Crossley succeeded Cannon and published the paper in 
1919.  In 1930, it was sold to Robert Sanderson who replaced 
the storefront with the present façade. Sanderson was followed 
by a series of publishers: Earle Gordon, Ruth Spencer, Robert 
Mummery, Jennifer Muth, and Darryl Holyk. Through its 131-
year history the Minnedosa Tribune has undergone many physi-
cal and technical changes while continuing to print local content 
(Minnedosa Tribune 2016).

Pearson Building (Figure 12)
Located at 110 Main Street S and also known as the Setter or 
Bruce Building, this structure was constructed by local stone-
mason Thomas Dawson Taylor in the late 1870s. The Pearson 
Building combines the Gothic Revival architectural style of 
steeped gables and the Italianate-style paired rounded windows 
and an intricate wooden cornice, both fashionable in the late-
nineteenth century. Over 140 years the building has housed sev-
eral stores, offices, and meeting rooms and in 1910 was home to 
a movie theatre. Local legend states that Sir John A. Macdonald 
once spoke in the second floor meeting room (MRHC 2006).

Canadian Pacific Railway Station (Figure 13)
Located on Railway Avenue (today 2nd Avenue NW), this build-
ing was constructed in 1910 and designated as a municipal heri-
tage site in 2001. The rectangular red brick structure exhibits 
the conventional station layout with a central ticket, freight, and 
telegraph office flanked by storage on one side and a passenger 
waiting room and office space for traffic supervisors and shop 
managers on the other side. Characterized by a gabled central 
hexagonal dormer, hip dormers, and tall rectangular windows 
set in pairs and trios with limestone trim, the station is the only 
surviving example in western Canada of the CPR standard-
ized architectural design Special Plan H-1-20-6 (Parks Canada 
2016d).

Andrew House (Figure 14)
Located at 125 Main Street N, this house, employing an Ameri-
can Four Square or Prairie Box-style architectural style, is char-
acterized by its box footprint and pyramidal roof. Normally 
‘Prairie Box’ houses are constructed of wood or brick, rarely 
fieldstone. Built around 1898, the house was sold to Dr. J. N. An-
drew shortly after construction. ‘Doc Andrew’ served the com-
munity of Minnedosa and region from 1895 to 1953 (MRHC 
2006).

Gugin House (Figure 15)
Found at 27 Marcus Street (today 3rd Avenue NE), this house 
was probably constructed by stonemason Robert Gugin circa 
1892. It exhibits similarly sized and coloured fieldstones, while 
the tall peaked centrally positioned gable and a broad-front ve-
randah are characteristic of the southern Ontario Gothic Revival 
architectural style (MRHC 2006).

Robinson House 
Located at 101 Marcus Street (today 3rd Avenue NE), this L-
shaped variation of the southern Ontario Gothic Revival was 
built in 1895 or 1896. It is uncertain as to whether the builder 
was Jackson Whiteside Brown or Frank Mashen. The architec-
tural style has the characteristic Gothic gable and an inset porch 
similar to the McKay House (MRHC 2006).

Burgess House
Located at 77 First Street NE and built for Joseph and Edith 
Burgess in the southern Ontario Gothic Revival style, the house 
exhibits the classic rectangular footprint with a central pointed 
gable, pinnacles, and roofline bargeboards. A relatively small 
but elegant porch highlights the entrance. Joseph Burgess found-

Figure 12 
The Gothic Revival/Italianate style Pearson Building. (Photo credit: 
R.A. McGinn, 2014)

Figure 13 
Canadian Pacific Railway Station. (Photo credit: R.A. McGinn, 
2014)
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ed a store in 1896 that continues to serve Minnedosans in its 
original location on Main Street His son, Jack was mayor of 
Minnedosa during the devastating flash flood on May 4, 1948 
(MRHC 2006).

Stop 4: Chipperfield Coffee Company (Figure 16) 50 Main 
Street N, Minnedosa, Manitoba
NTS 62J/5 Clanwilliam 14 U 440214.57E, 5566832.66N

In 1948, following service in the Second World War, James and 
Eric Chipperfield moved to Minnedosa where they established 
the Chipperfield Brothers general store. In 1969, Jim and his 
wife Irene Chipperfield (nee Gugin) renamed the family busi-
ness the Chipperfield Clothing Centre. The store was purchased 
in 2004 by the Mackling family and the Chipperfield Coffee 
Company was established. Many cups of coffee, hot chocolate, 
and an occasional ‘chipperdoodle’ cookie have warmed the 
authors’ glacial geomorphological students early on Thursday 
mornings.

Figure 16 
Chipperfields Coffee Company. (Photo credit: R.A. McGinn, 2014)
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