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Special Places
Boissevain’s Significant Heritage Buildings

T

HE GREAT 19TH CENTURY English writer and
historian, John Ruskin, observed about the subject of
architectural heritage:

“Old buildings are not ours. They belong to
those who built them, and partly to the
generations who are to follow us. What we

It is with this thought in mind that the Town of Boissevain,
through an ad hoc committee called the Boissevain Heritage
Advisory Group, has embarked on a project—in partnership
with the Historic Resources Branch of Manitoba Culture,
Heritage and Tourism (and also with the financial support of
the Federal Government through its Historic Places
Initiative)—to develop a major heritage initiative: Special
Places, Boissevain’s Significant Heritage Buildings.

ourselves have built, we are at liberty to
throw down. But what other men gave their
strength, and wealth and life to accomplish,
their right over it does not pass away with
their death.

Boissevain’s Special Places project (one of several underway
across Manitoba with the support of the Historic Resources
Branch and Heritage Grants Program) has been developed with
two goals in mind: to ensure that communities undertake the
kind of comprehensive inventory of sites and rigorous analysis
and assessment that allows for a selection of those few
buildings with real claims for heritage significance; and also in
order to study and explore the community’s architectural
history and by so doing to identify those physical and built
qualities that combine to make Boissevain an authentically
distinct place.

Community Form and Layout

T

HE FORM AND LAYOUT of the Town of Boissevain
is rendered attractive and appealing by two qualities –
one natural and one man-made. The physical attribute
that makes the community so attractive is based on the gently
rolling topography of the whole region, and which in the town
itself is visible especially in the southeast quadrant. It is here
where buildings along Broadway stand high and regal atop
gentle and sometimes even steep slopes.
An archival view suggests the width of the CPR’s right-of-way
that separates Boissevain into northern (seen here) and southern
neighbourhoods.

The man-made feature that gives Boissevain a distinct physical
aspect arises from the typical railway line/small-town grid
system. In Boissevain, this system is altered by the great width
of the railway right-of-way. This right-of-way, which bisects
the town, is uniquely wide in a southern Manitoba context, and
gives the community a distinct flavour, almost as if it were two
places. And where many other communities would have
developed on just one side of the track, Boissevain straddles
the tracks to make it seem larger than it is.

Architectural History

T

HE TOWN OF BOISSEVAIN has several important
community architecture claims. First and foremost is
its legacy of stone buildings: St. Paul’s United, St.
Matthew’s Anglican, Elliot House, Joyce House, Large Stone
House and Welch Block. Each of these buildings is an
exceptional expression of stone building construction and
craftsmanship. And together they form a powerful grouping
that the people of Boissevain should celebrate and honour.
Unfortunately Boissevain has also lost many of her stone
buildings over the years, and so special attention will need to
be given to the survivors.
Boissevain’s legacy of stone also needs to include an
appreciation for local stone sources and especially of the work
of local masons. So far anecdotal evidence suggests some
interesting stories about gathering fieldstones for building
projects. And there are references to a small sandstone quarry
at Musgrove Ravine that was worked for a few years and
produced material for several local buildings.
A modest list of builders and their buildings has been compiled
through this project: William Lambert (Anglican Church), Mr.
Johnson (United Church), Joseph Graves (Halladay House) and
James McLachlan (Joyce House). But given the many other
sophisticated buildings in town, this is an important subject that
needs a great deal more research.

The town also claims a number of fine historic homes,
especially the Dr. Schaffner House and the Halladay House.
Other houses with slightly lesser claims to heritage
significance—like the Hettle House, Nicholson House and
Krocker House—should not be overlooked when heritage
initiatives are considered. In fact, Boissevain seems to have an
embarrassment of riches when it comes to the survival of
houses connected to notable people.
Finally, Boissevain’s collection of historic government
buildings—Former Post Office, Land Titles Office, Town Hall
and Former Manitoba Telephone Systems Building—provides
an opportunity for townsfolk and visitors alike to consider the
architectural expression employed for the various levels of
government activity: federal, provincial, municipal; and to
examine the notable architectural styles employed in each. The
concentration of these buildings in a small area around South
Railway and Broadway makes that appreciation even easier.
While all the architectural claims noted above focus on the
exceptional, Boissevain-ites should not lose sight of those
many other buildings that make up the community’s complete
heritage stock. These are typically more modest places, or
those with slightly lesser claims to significance. Together they
might be seen as a supporting cast, providing an extra level of
heritage detail to the whole community.

The Boissevain Municipal Heritage Advisory Group has
undertaken the following analysis of our buildings and sites
through the lens of building types. This analysis focuses on a
few key considerations: providing a general situational
overview of the type (based on a broad knowledge of the
subject, provided by the heritage consultant, Mr. Ken Storie,
and Mr. David Butterfield, Architectural Historian for the
Historic Resources Branch); identifying whether there are any
special claims for the whole collection (based on local, regional
and provincial context); and noting whether there are any
individual sites within the collection that merit special attention
due to their extraordinary claims. The following outline
focuses the discussions that follow:










Civic/Government
Churches
Houses
Commercial Buildings
Schools
Halls and Recreational Sites and Buildings
Railway Buildings
Industrial and Manufacturing Buildings
Cemeteries/Memorials

Tow of Boissevain’s architectural treasures: top: Elliot House, an
exquisite residential example of stonework, and also of Second
Empire styling; right: St. Paul’s United Church, a symphony in local
stone (from the fields and also a sandstone quarry) and a lesson in
local masonry skills – from Mr. Johnson.

Civic/Government
Many Manitoba communities contain at least one building that
can be seen to represent the theme of political/civic life: a post
office or a library. But most places have lost many other sites
once associated with civic history: fire halls, town halls, gas
works, jails.
Boissevain is fortunate in this regard, for there are four extant
historic buildings that connect to this theme: the Town Hall,
Land Titles Building, Former Post Office and Former
Manitoba Telephone System (MTS) Building. Together these
four structures represent the various levels of government
operations possible in smaller urban centres in Manitoba: the
Federal Government (in the old Post Office), the Provincial
Government (in the Land Titles Building and later in the
Former MTS Building) and Municipal Government in the
Town Hall. Few communities of Boissevain’s size (ex. Souris
or Carberry) have the same complete collection of government
levels represented by historic places. Boissevain’s is an
impressive collection, concentrated in an area around the
intersection of South Railway and Broadway, and also with
notable qualities of architecture (design and materials).
Top: Boissevain’s Town Hall, built in 1910, the building once included a fire
hall, courtroom, jail and civic offices, as well as providing an upper-floor
public hall.
Below: Boissevain’s Land Titles Office, built in 1903. There are three other
LTOs located in small urban settings: Neepawa, Dauphin and Morden.

Churches
Boissevain has the typical range of Protestant faiths that define
so many southwestern Manitoba communities: Anglican,
Presbyterian and United (former Methodist). It also once had a
Baptist church and recently has seen the addition to the faith
community of a Roman Catholic church and two Mennonite
churches. Each of the three historic churches has its own
special claims for the community: the Presbyterian church is
the oldest remaining building in Boissevain (1886-87); the
Anglican church is a very good example of stone construction
and a nice example of the Gothic Revival style, but it is the
United Church that is a marvel, and a source of great local
pride. St. Paul’s is one of Manitoba’s foremost examples of
fieldstone construction and a fine expression of the substantial
church-building traditions established by Methodist
congregations in southwestern Manitoba in the late 19th
century. Designed by Winnipeg architect Edward Lowery, the
church exemplifies the Gothic Revival style, one of the most
enduring and influential architectural movements of the period.
Its interior also is noted for its excellent auditorium plan. The
well-built and largely unaltered structure is still used for
regular services and is a landmark along Boissevain’s historic
South Railway streetscape.

The Baptist Church once stood on North Railway and was a
landmark in that area.

Archival views of three of Boissevain’s main churches: Top left: St. Andrew’s
Presbyterian Church is seen in this archival image before a new addition
obscured the front façade; Right: a view of St. Paul’s United (originally
Methodist) Church, a designated Provincial Heritage Site; and Below: an
archival view of St. Matthew’s Anglican Church.

Schools
Boissevain, like other Manitoba towns, was once blessed with
substantial and important school buildings – one of stone (built
in 1894, burned 1906) and then a brick building (1906).
Unfortunately, as was the case in so many other Manitoba
communities, the old brick school was torn down, and so this
connection to the educational heritage of Boissevain has been
lost.

Halls and Recreational Sites and Buildings
Certain Manitoba towns were enlivened around the turn of the
20th century by the opportunities for after-hours fun in a local
opera house (usually actually providing vaudeville entertainment), pool hall, cinema or dance hall. Boissevain’s major
claim for the expression of this important aspect of Victorianand Edwardian-era life is connected to the Town Hall, where
the second floor provided space for meetings and recreation.

Boissevain’s Town Hall provided
second-storey space for various
social events.

Boissevain’s Brick School 1906, demolished.

Railway Buildings
Boissevain has lost its important and impressive CPR station,
and so this vital connection to the origins of the town, and also
to its very form (standing as it did within the broad right-ofway that bisected the town) are no longer apparent. The only
connection to railway history is via the old Great Northern
station master’s house and that building is in less than good
condition.

Industrial Buildings
Many small Manitoba communities boasted of important
industrial or manufacturing operations that were a mainstay of
local economic activity, at least for a few years. For Boissevain
this claim focuses first on a saw mill that operated for several
years and then on grain elevators (a small-town mainstay),
many of which once stood between South and North Railway
(see image under Commercial Buildings). What about the big
building seen there – flour mill? A very small aspect of the
town’s construction industry involves a sandstone quarry to the
south of town, in Musgrove Ravine, which was used for a time,
especially for some of the stonework on St. Paul’s United
Church.

Boissevain CPR Station, ca. 1900, demolished.

Saw Mill? Flour Mill?

Cemeteries/Memorials
The Boissevain Cemetery is unique in Anglo-Ontarian towns.
Where every other one known to the Historic Resources
Branch is situated outside town limits, Boissevain’s is within
the bounds of town. The cemetery is a key heritage site – a
very good Victorian-era garden cemetery and dotted with many
fine marker designs in stone. The town also boasts an
especially fine war memorial, with a noble figural sculpture as
its main feature.

Below: view of Boissevain Cemetery, a
key heritage site in the community.
Right: the war memorial.

Commercial Buildings
Like other Manitoba communities, Boissevain has lost many of
the buildings, as well as the forms and materials, that once
defined its main commercial thoroughfare – Railway Street
South. The photo array here and on succeeding pages suggests
the losses. But there are a few exceptions, whose presence and
survival should be celebrated: the Welch Block and Pringle’s
Men’s Wear. Additionally, the Art Conroy Garage, although
from 1934, is a now-rare example of the kind of building that
defined so many Manitoba towns with the advent of the
automobile. Are the trees still there?

A view from the east, looking west, down the
railway right-of-way that bisects Boissevain.
Railway South is on the left of this archival
photograph, marked by the trees heavy with
hoarfrost.

Two views of Boissevain’s main commercial
thoroughfare, South Railway: top, looking east
down South Railway. Most of these buildings are
gone; and below: View looking east down South
Railway. Most of these buildings are gone.

An array of early Boissevain Business buildings: Sample of small wooden
commercial building. Example of a brick commercial building carried out in
the then-popular Romanesque style.. Wawanesa Mutual Building, gone.

An array of early Boissevain Business buildings: Livery Stable, gone
Dominion and later Royal Bank, gone.. Home Hotel, gone.

Houses
Boissevain has an impressive collection of residential
architecture from the late 1800s and early 1900s. The glory of
this set are the three stone houses that remain to recall what
was once an even more impressive group (the images on this
page and following suggest some of what has been lost over
the years). These buildings are immediately interesting and
impressive – presenting different common styles of the day
(Second Empire for two and Queen Anne for the other), and of
course wonderfully appealing stone walls displaying the
highest levels of craftsmanship, and exuding in any observer
deep levels of appreciation. Other impressive houses on the
grand scale are also worth noting – the Dr. Schaffner House (a
big, fancy Queen Anne) and the Halladay House (a grand brick
and stone manor). But it should be noted that, as is happening
in other Manitoba communities, many of Boissevain’s fine
historic houses are being resheathed with aluminium or vinyl
siding. And while this new covering may solve some
immediate issues, it certainly diminishes the community’s
overall heritage appeal.

Archival view of the Elliot House, one of Boissevain’s exquisite little
stone houses, and still exhibiting high levels of physical integrity to this
day.

Views and details of
three of Boissevain’s
grand old houses.

Two more impressive Boissevain houses.

Boissevain’s Heritage Sites
The following list of 11 buildings constitutes the Boissevain
Heritage Advisory Group’s recommendations to the
community about those places that have major claims for local
heritage significance. Each building listed below is also
presented on the following pages, with an accompanying
Heritage Value Statement that elucidates that building’s key
heritage attributes. A map of Boissevain has been included for
reference.












St. Paul’s United Church
Elliot House
Town Hall
St Matthew’s Anglican Church
Halladay House
Land Titles Office
Former Post Office
Joyce House
Large Stone House
Dr. Shaffner House
Welch Block

As a collection, these 11 buildings, and the additional five for
further study, define many aspects and themes from
Boissevain’s past, and do so through places that are at once
significant, but also often interesting and attractive. These are
places that the people of Boissevain can look to with pride.
These buildings remind us of past glory, but also suggest an
enduring sense of community, and are a beacon for its future.

The Heritage Advisory Group also noted a collection of five
other buildings that should be identified for the record as Sites
of Heritage Interest:






St. Andrew’s Presbyterian Church
Hettle House
Dow House
Krocker House
Nicholson House

Town of Boissevain Map













St. Paul’s United Church, 590 Johnson
Elliot House, Drucker & Stephen
Town Hall, Cook
St Matthew’s Anglican Church, Stephens
Halladay House, 710 Broadway
Land Titles Office, North Railway
Former Post Office, 400 South Railway
Joyce House, 542 Broadway
Large Stone House, 529 Broadway
Dr. Shaffner House, 544 Cook
Welch Block, 410 South Railway







St. Andrew’s Presbyterian Church, 588 Cook
Hettle House, 653 Stephen
Dow House, 721 Mill
Krocker House, Johnson
Nicholson House

St. Pauls United Church
590 Johnson Street

ST. PAUL’S UNITED CHURCH,
originally a Methodist facility, is one of
Manitoba’s foremost examples of fieldstone
construction and a fine expression of the
substantial
church-building
traditions
established by Methodist congregations in
southwestern Manitoba in the late 19th
century. Designed by Winnipeg architect
Edward Lowery, and built by Mr. Johnson,
the church exemplifies the Gothic Revival
style, one of the most enduring and
influential architectural movements of the
period. Its interior also is noted for its
excellent auditorium plan. The well-built
and largely unaltered structure, which was
erected by volunteers using mainly local
materials, is still used for regular services and
is a landmark within Boissevain’s historic
streetscape.

Elliot House
Corner of Ducker and Stephen

The ELLIOT HOUSE is a significant
example of residential architecture. Built in
1895 for the J.T. Elliot family, the house is a
now-rare and impressively intact example of
the kind of abode that provided stylish
comfort for a small family in the late 19th
century. Carried out in the then-popular
Second Empire style, defined here by the
mansard roof and tall dormer windows, the
house also exhibits exquisite stonework, an
attribute that once defined many other
Boissevain houses. That so much of the
exterior materials, features and details
(including wooden roof shingles) are intact is
also of note, strong reminders of the
craftsmanship once apparent in many
Boissevain buildings. Besides its connection
to original owner J.T. Elliot, a liveryman and
auctioneer, the house has also been owned
by William Gordon (a Scottish settler who
established a furniture business in town) and
Mrs. Ellen Knittel of the Queen’s Hotel.

Town Hall
Cook Street

The impressive BOISSEVAIN TOWN
HALL is a well-maintained example of a
community venture conceived and realized
as a growing town set its course for the
future in rural Manitoba’s pre-World War I
boom. Its ambitious design served the
purposes of the day while exhibiting
confidence in the future. Its generous
dimensions allowed for use as a fire hall,
courtroom, jail and civic offices while
providing an upper-floor public hall of a
style that only more affluent communities
could afford. The highly visible structure
features distinctive second-floor windows
and decorative stone- and brickwork and
leans on elements of Classical Revival styling
with its pediment pilasters, shallow front
pavilion and formal entrance.

St Matthews Anglican Church
Stephens Street

ST.
MATTHEW’S
ANGLICAN
CHURCH is one of Boissevain’s three
historic churches, a handsome and dignified
building, and also an important reflection of
the Anglo-Ontario cultural roots of its
original congregation. Carefully maintained
over its more than 100 years—it was built in
1889-90—the church is an excellent
example of the architectural traditions that
defined most ambitious small-town church
building of the day – Gothic Revival. With
its rugged and evocative stone walls, delicate
steeple, steep roof and wealth of pointed
arches employed in windows and doors, the
building is a textbook example of the type.
Inside, the church is also a glory, with much
coloured glass and finely crafted wooden
features and details still intact.

Halladay House
710 Broadway

The HALLADAY HOUSE is a powerful
architectural expression recalling the kind of
ambitions that could be realized once a
community like Boissevain had attained a
level of economic security in the last decade
of the 19th century. Built in 1897, the house
was commissioned by Benjamin Halladay, a
farmer and later insurance salesman, and
even at the time must have been seen as one
the community’s mansions. Large, and with
fine brick walls, variety of shapes of window
openings and wealth of stone, the house is an
exceptional example of the Queen Anne style
(the most popular and sophisticated
domestic architecture of the day). With its
high levels of physical integrity, it is also a
clear expression of the high levels of
craftsmanship from Boissevain’s builders.
For many in the community the house also
has important connections to Lily Gertrude
Halladay (1890-1969), a Nursing Sister who
served overseas in World War I; and who
operated a “nursing home” for expectant
mothers from this house.

Land Titles Office
North Railway

The BOISSEVAIN LAND TITLES
OFFICE, built in 1903-04, is the primary
local symbol of Provincial activity in the
community. Carried out in a refined classical
vocabulary, typical for most government
buildings of the day, to designs by architect
W.R. Lait, the building is a good illustration
of the kind of small public facilities that the
provincial government constructed in
selected smaller communities in the early
1900s. The building also has important
value because of its original function, as a
land titles office, an activity that is still
apparent in many of the interior
configurations (even though land titles
functions vacated the community in 1984).
The Boissevain Land Titles Office also has
minor heritage value because of its location,
a noticeable presence in the north side of the
commercial core of the town.

Former Post Office
400 South Railway

The FORMER POST OFFICE is a major
reminder of the importance conferred on
Boissevain by the Federal Government in its
decision to locate a large post office here in
1935. Along with other government
buildings (the Province’s Land Titles Office
and Manitoba Telephone Building and the
Municipality’s Town Hall), the Post Office
gives Boissevain a notable air of being a
major hub of civic activity. Likely devised as
a Depression-era public works project, the
building has major claims for its architecture, a stunning small-town example of
the Neo-Gothic. With its sophisticated wall
treatments—elegant and complex brickwork,
detailed stonework and animated roofline—
the building is apparently unique in
Manitoba, where Classical Revival was the
style of choice for most small-town post
offices.

Joyce House
542 Broadway

Commissioned in 1903 by Thomas Joyce
and built by James McLachlan, the JOYCE
HOUSE is treasured as one of Boissevain’s
finest stone houses. Like its neighbour—the
Elliot House—the Joyce House is a now-rare
and intact example of the once-popular
Second Empire style, defined by its mansard
roof and dormer windows. The claims for
high levels of craftsmanship exhibited in the
stonework are immediately apparent on close
inspection, but receive another level of
interest when it is noted that the stone
apparently came from a single giant boulder.
Reports recall that Mr. McLachlan found the
stone on NE13-2-20W, about two
kilometres from town. and spent many
weeks blasting, drilling, cutting and finishing
the stone, and then hauling 29 wagon-loads
of material to the building site.

Large Stone House
529 Broadway

Boissevain has always been noted for its
wealth of stone buildings, and given the loss
of some of the larger examples, the grand
stone house at 529 BROADWAY assumes
even more significance. Stylistically the
house is notable as a typical and subdued
version of the popular Queen Anne style
used on so many Manitoba houses in the late
19th and early 20th centuries. Its real
importance lies in its materials – after St.
Paul’s United and St. Matthew’s Anglican
churches the largest stone building in town.
While not exhibiting the same level of
craftsmanship seen in other local stone
buildings, in fact this house is more typical
in the way that the rough fieldstone has been
laid, with the many sizes of stones heavily
mortared for stability. Situated on a steep
slope on Broadway, the house is a noted
community landmark.

Dr. Schaffner House
544 Cook

The DR. SCHAFFNER HOUSE is a major
Boissevain house, with primary heritage
significance gained through its association
with Dr. Frederick Laurence Schaffner
(1855-35). Dr. Schaffner was a member of
the Manitoba Board of Health, a coroner,
and Health Officer of the municipalities of
Morton and Boissevain. He was also a city
councillor, Mayor of Boissevain, was elected
to the Canadian House of Commons for the
constituency of Souris (1904, 1908 and
1911). and served as a Senator of Canada
until his death in 1935. Dr. Schaffner’s
house, built around 1890, is an old one in
Boissevain, and is also a very good example
of the kind of large (and heavily
ornamented) Victorian manor that the
wealthy of the day preferred.

Welch Block
410 South Railway

The WELCH BLOCK, with its traditional
storefront facade, grey stone walls and
recessed centre entrance, stands as a
determined link to Boissevain’s past. The
building carries a strong association with
pioneer entrepreneur and stalwart public
servant Alexander R. Welch, who opened his
first Boissevain business in 1894 and later
moved into these premises. The Welch name
was a presence in Boissevain’s business
district until 1961 and the Welch Block has
been home to a succession of retail
operations for over a century. Although the
use of fieldstone for the construction of
commercial buildings was not widespread in
southwestern Manitoba, Boissevain’s main
street boasted several such structures, of
which the Welch Block is the sole visible
example.

Sites of Heritage Interest
The following six buildings of slightly lesser
heritage significance are noted here as Sites
of Heritage Interest.

Hettle House
653 Stephen

St. Andrews Presbyterian Church
558 Cook

St. Andrew’s Presbyterian Church is the oldest building remaining in Boissevain. Built in 1887,
the church is a strong reminder of the Anglo-Ontario cultural roots of its original congregation. It
is also a good example of the kind of building that was possible in many pioneering situations.
Small and modest, of wood frame construction, the building still exhibits basic Gothic Revival
qualities that defined its function – especially the pointed windows along the side walls.

The Hettle House is valued because of its
associations with John Hettle, a noted
implement dealer and farmer, and also for its
architecture. The house is a good example of
the kind of Manitoba interpretation of the
Queen Anne style that was so popular in the
first decade of the 20th century. Here, in
about 1910, the Hettles received a house
with a playful and varied floor plan (possible
because of its construction of wood frame),
large and varied window open-ings, a
wraparound porch delicately detailed in
wood, all rendered in a pleasing colour
palette of golds and whites.

Dow House
721 Mill

Krocker House
Johnson

The stately Dow House (ca. 1910), a large and finely detailed red brick dwelling of four-square
design, is an exceptional example of substantial prairie architecture. Its broad facade, with a wellconceived verandah and strong roofline, recalls the aspirations of community and business leaders
in a period of economic growth. The well-known Boissevain landmark housed the prominent
George Dow family for over 80 years, including businessman Edward Dow, also the town’s mayor
(1946-68) and a provincial politician.

The Krocker House is an old Boissevain
building, constructed in ca. 1890. With its
irregular form, animated roofline, wealth of
window shapes and numerous wooden
details, the house is a Boissevain landmark.
It is also a good example of the kind of
architecture that defined so many houses in
southern Manitoba in the late 1800s –
combining Gothic Revival and Italianate
elements to create the kind of picturesque
and inviting home that Victorians loved.

Nicholson House

Heritage Value Statement
Built in 1891, the Nicholson House is one of Boissevain’s oldest buildings. A community
landmark situated on expansive grounds on the west side of Mill Road, the building—
commissioned by the John Nicholson family—is an impressive example of late 19th century
residential design. Exhibiting some distinctive Gothic Revival qualities—seen in the steep roof and
numerous dormers, as well as fine wooden details—the house also boasts an interior that is nearly
intact, with original woodwork on stairs and doors, wide baseboards, high ceilings and original
registers. While the house has been compromised in its integrity by the addition of stucco over the
original exterior wall sheathing, it is still a handsome and notable site.

Parting thoughts
The strength of a nation is derived from the integrity of its homes.
— Confucius

A country without a past has the emptiness of a barren continent; and a city
without old buildings is like a man without a memory.
— Graeme Shankland

