Stone Construction in Grand Marais
An Investigation

Maureen Mulligan Devanik

2015

Stone Construction in Grand Marais: An Investigation was developed on behalf of the St. Clements Heritage and Tourism
Committee and the Grand Marais Heritage Committee.
This project was supported by the Heritage Grants Program of Manitoba Tourism, Culture, Heritage, Sport and Consumer
Protection. The producers are grateful for this support from the Province of Manitoba.

INTRODUCTION

I

n 2010-11 an inventory of buildings was undertaken in Grand Marais,
called Special Places (the Special Places initiative is co‐ordinated by the province’s
Historic Resources Branch, and involves other local communities in important
research work). The primary purpose of the Special Places project is to identify
those buildings and sites that have the strongest claims for heritage value, and which
can be seen as effectively defining, by their physical presence and high levels of
historic integrity, the main historical themes that define a community’s past. For
Grand Marais, this is specifically a cottage heritage, although also including some
surviving aspects of public and commercial history.

There were 152 buildings in the Grand Marais inventory. Eleven (11) were identified
through careful analysis and assessment, and with the assistance of architectural
historians of the Historic Resources Branch, as having significance as special places.

The W.I. Isaac (now Stewart) Cottage is one of
the sites noted by the Grand Marais Heritage
Committee as having major local heritage
value.

The sites on that short list are:
 Old St. Jude’s Anglican Church
 Watt Cottage, 36 Hillbrow
 Doyle Cottage, 27 Oak
 Stewart Cottage, 275 Grand Marais
 English Cottage, 52 Hillbrow
 Kurtz Cottage, 77 Grand Marais
 Log Cabin, 58 Hillbrow
 Ashgrove Cottage, 31 Central
 Johnson Cottage, 28 Cameron
 Bremont Cottage, 13 Thorncliffe
 Lanky’s Hot Dog Stand
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It was observed over the course of the building inventory that nearly all of the short‐
listed cottages, and many of the inventoried sites, had stone foundations and
interesting stone features—steps and rails, pathways, chimneys, fences – that clearly
added to the general architectural character of Grand Marais, and which could be said
to help define a distinctive heritage character when compared with other Lake
Winnipeg resort communities like Gimli, Winnipeg Beach and Victoria Beach.
This study is an exploration of this unique aspect of our local heritage – its intent to
suggest basic historical and technical aspects of common features; to determine who
made them; and most importantly, to explore how they were made. It is hoped that
the information here will be used by building owners, community heritage leaders
and the St. Clements Heritage and Tourism Committee whenever issues of
conservation or promotion need to be considered.
The study is organized by these headings:















Geography of the Grand Marais Area
Stone Types
Brief History of Grand Marais
The Stone Builders of Grand Marais
Building with Stone
Grand Marais Stone Features
Foundations
Steps
Chimneys
Pathways
Other Structures
Fences
Conclusion
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GEOGRAPHY OF
THE GRAND MARAIS
AREA

T

he primary storyline in this investigation is a contemporary one, or
at least one of the late 20th and early 21st centuries, focusing on stone
construction projects in Grand Marais. But there are three key prehistoric
aspects of the geography and geology of the area that need to be explored
first, in order to more effectively relate this story.

We start roughly 4 billion years ago, with what is now called the Canadian Shield.
The Shield is a large area of igneous and high‐grade metamorphic rock which forms
the ancient geological core of North America. It is more than 3.96 billion years old,
dating to the Archeon Eon of the Precambrian Era, and makes up some of the earth’s
oldest rock. At one time, most of the Shield’s terrain featured jagged mountain peaks
about 12,000 metres or 39,000 feet high – much higher than most modern mountain
ranges. Due to millions of years of erosion those Shield peaks now form rounded, low
relief hills. The Canadian Shield’s mountains had deep “roots” that floated on the
dense mantle below. As their peaks eroded these roots rose and continued to erode.
Subsequently the rock that we now know as the Canadian Shield was formerly deep
below the earth’s surface.
The Canadian Shield was also known for its volcanic activity. The subsequent cooling
and solidification of lava forms igneous and metamorphic rocks. The Shield is the
earth’s greatest area of exposed Precambrian rock, and it is in the eastern areas of
Manitoba, like the Whiteshell and towards the Ontario border, that the dramatic relief
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Map of North America showing the extent of the
Canadian Shield in northern and eastern
Canada.

of the Shield is most apparent.
There is no exposed Shield bedrock at Grand Marais, but it is important to note that
much of the community’s rock and ground formations find their origins in the Shield.

Familiar Canadian Shield landscape in eastern Manitoba.
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We now move to a period about 540 million years ago with the Paleozoic Era, and
specifically the Ordovician Period of the Era, which occurred 430‐490 million years
ago. (The Ordovician Period followed the Cambrian Period and was followed by the
Silurian Period.)
In North America and Europe, the Ordovician was a time of shallow continental seas
rich in aquatic life. In the Early Ordovician, trilobites (extinct marine anthropods)
were joined by many new types of organisms, including tabulate corals,
strophomenid, rhynchonellid, and many new orthid brachiopods, bryozoans,
planktonic graptolites and conodonts, and many types of molluscs and echinoderms,
including the ophiuroids (ʺbrittle starsʺ) and the first sea stars. The first evidence of
land plants also appeared, but life had yet to diversify on land.
Trilobites in the Ordovician were very different from their predecessors in the
Cambrian. Many trilobites developed odd spines and nodules to defend against
predators such as primitive eurypterids and nautiloids while other trilobites such as
Aeglina prisca evolved to become swimming forms. Some trilobites even developed
shovel‐like snouts for ploughing through muddy sea bottoms. Some trilobites such as
Asaphus kowalewski evolved long eyestalks to assist in detecting predators whereas
other trilobite eyes disappeared completely.
It was long thought that early fish, the first true vertebrates, appeared in the
Ordovician, but recent discoveries in China reveal that they probably originated in the
Early Cambrian. The very first gnathostome (jawed fish) did appear in the Late
Ordovician epoch.
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Ordovician Period seascape, showing the kinds
of plant and aquatic life that defined the shallow
sea that once covered the Grand Marais area,
and in fact all of North America and Europe.

In the Middle Ordovician, the trilobite‐dominated Early Ordovician communities
were replaced by generally more mixed ecosystems, in which brachiopods,
bryozoans, molluscs, cornulitids, tentaculitids and echinoderms all flourished.
Tabulate corals diversified and the first rugose corals appeared; trilobites were no
longer predominant. One of the earliest known armoured agnathan (ʺostracodermʺ)
vertebrate, Arandaspis, dates from the Middle Ordovician.

Ordovician sea with trilobites, endoceros, brachiopodas.
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The final ancient geological aspect, and the one which gives us our current Grand
Marais landscape, involves the creation and movement of glaciers starting about
30,000 years ago. The materials that now cover the surface of the Grand Marais area—
shale, limestone and sandstone, granite and gneiss—were derived from the
Precambrian highlands.
During the last Ice Age, known as the Wisconsin glaciations (30,000 to 10,000 years
ago), northern North America was covered by a continental ice sheet, which
alternately advanced and deteriorated with variations in the climate. As the ice sheet
disintegrated, it created at its front an immense proglacial lake formed from its
meltwaters.
Around 13,000 years ago, the lake came to cover much of Manitoba, northwestern
Ontario, northern Minnesota, eastern North Dakota and Saskatchewan. At its greatest
extent, it may have covered as much as 440,000 square kilometers (170,000 square
miles), larger than any contemporary lake in the world and approximately the size of
the Black Sea.
The lake drained at various times, south through the Traverse Gap into what is now
the Minnesota River (a tributary of the Mississippi River), east through what is now
Lake Superior, or west via the Mackenzie River through the Northwest Territories.
But when ice and glaciation returned, around 10,000 years ago, Lake Agassiz refilled.
The last major shift in drainage occurred around 8,200 years ago, when the melting of
remaining Hudson Bay ice caused Lake Agassiz to drain nearly completely. This final
drainage is associated with an estimated 0.8 to 2.8 metre (2.6 to 9.2 foot) rise in global
sea levels.
Lake Agassizʹs major drainage reorganization events were of such magnitudes that
they had significant impacts on climate, sea levels and possibly early human
civilization. Major freshwater releases into the Arctic Ocean are considered to have
disrupted oceanic circulation and caused temporary cooling. A recent study links the
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A view from space of what North America would
have looked like during an ice age. (Image
courtesy of the Illinois State Geological Survey)

These two images suggest the size of Lake
Agassiz, with the topmost map showing it in
relation to glacial ice sheets. Arrows on the
lower map show likely drainage routes when the
glacier retreated at various times.
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drainage 8,500 years ago to the expansion of agriculture from east to west across
Europe. There are even suggestions that Lake Agassiz drainage may account for
various flood myths of prehistoric cultures, including the Biblical flood narrative.
With the end of the Ice Age, and the final draining of Lake Agassiz, the old lake’s
great basin was reformed as a landscape we now call the Manitoba Lowlands. The
Lowlands comprise the flattest lands in the interior plains and cover the stratified
lacustrine sediments that were deposited by meltwater outwash from the terminus of
glaciers at the end of the last Ice Age, approximately 11,000 years ago. This sediment
was reformed over centuries by wave action overturning the sediment. Numerous
lakes formed in the old glacial lake basin. The best known are the so‐called Great
Lakes of Manitoba – Lake Winnipeg, Lake Manitoba and Lake Winnipegosis.
One last feature of the Ice Age, minor in the great scheme of things, but significant for
the Grand Marais area, was the formation of the Belair Moraine. A moraine is any
glacially formed accumulation of unconsolidated glacial debris (soil and rock) that
occurs in currently glaciated and formerly glaciated regions on Earth. Moraines may
be composed of debris ranging in size from silt‐sized glacial flour to large boulders.
The debris is typically sub‐angular to rounded in shape. Moraines may be on the
glacier’s surface or deposited as piles or sheets of debris where the glacier has melted.
Moraines may also occur when glacier‐ or iceberg‐transported rocks fall into a body of
water as the ice melts.
There are several types of moraines, a common one being a lateral moraine. Lateral
moraines are parallel ridges of debris deposited along the sides of a glacier. The debris
can be deposited on top of the glacier by frost shattering of valley walls or from
tributary streams flowing into a valley. The till is carried along the glacial margin
until the glacier melts. Because lateral moraines are deposited on top of the glacier,
they do not experience the postglacial erosion of the valley floor and therefore, as the
glacier melts, lateral moraines are usually preserved as high ridges.
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These two images show geographic effects of
continental glaciations: the topmost drawing
shows the leading edge of a glacier and the
various water features and rock debris fields
that would be common. (Image courtesy of the
Illinois State Geological Survey). The lower
drawing shows the features of a typical lateral
moraine, like the Belair Moraine near Grand
Marais. (Image courtesy of NASA)
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The Belair Moraine is a lateral moraine, and forms a belt of broken ridges extending
north from Beausejour to Lake Winnipeg in a north‐south direction. It runs 100
kilometres from the Red River Lowlands to the eastern shoreline of Lake Winnipeg
and includes Grand Beach and Grand Marais. The moraine is the result of two vast ice
sheets making direct edge‐to‐edge contact about 14,000 years ago – one from the
northeast and the other from the northwest. As they moved they caused the rocks
below them to grind together, forming sediment, depositing huge amounts of white
sand, gravel and boulders, and forming high, hilly landscapes. Because of erosion by
waves on Lake Agassiz many parts of this once extensive moraine are now low lying
hills, rising 30 to 60 metres above lower elevations.

To summarize Grand Marais’s geographic and geological legacy, those forces of the
past that define our current landscape and inform some of our building construction
options, especially those with stone: we look back 4 billion years to the Canadian
Shield for the types of rock and other solid materials that make up key parts of the
physical form; we look to the Ordovician Period of about 450 million years ago for the
types of sea creatures that were laid down as fossils in various stone; and finally we
look to the most recent period of glaciation, about 10,000 years ago, during which the
lakes and stone deposits (moraines) became the major players in sculpting the
topography and geography in and around Grand Marais.
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STONE TYPES
Given that this project is focused on construction with stone, it is obviously necessary
to say something about the nature and variety of stone. There are many different
types of stone and rock found on planet Earth. They differ mainly in their
composition of minerals, texture, colour, hardness, size of grains and permeability.
For the purpose of classification, all rocks have been divided into three major types,
namely igneous, metamorphic and sedimentary.
Igneous rock (derived from the Latin word ignis, meaning fire) is formed through the
cooling and solidification of molten rock material – lava. Igneous rock may form with
or without crystallization, either below the surface as intrusive (plutonic) rocks or on
the surface as extrusive (volcanic) rocks. Over 700 types of igneous rocks have been
described, most of them having formed beneath the surface of Earthʹs crust. Some of
the common igneous types are granite, basalt, obsidian and pumice.
Metamorphic rocks have been modified by heat, pressure and chemical processes,
usually while buried deep below Earthʹs surface. Exposure to these extreme
conditions has altered the mineralogy, texture and chemical composition of the rocks.
There are two basic types of metamorphic rocks: 1) foliated metamorphic rocks which
have a layered or banded appearance that is produced by exposure to heat and
directed pressure; and 2) non‐foliated metamorphic rocks which do not have a
layered or banded appearance. Common types of metamorphic rock include quartz,
marble, schist, gneiss and slate.
Sedimentary rocks are formed by the deposition of material at the Earthʹs surface and
within bodies of water. Particles that form a sedimentary rock by accumulation are
called sediment. Before being deposited, sediment was formed by weathering and
erosion in a source area, and then transported to the place of deposition by water,
12

wind, ice, mass movement of glaciers which are called agents of denudation.
Common examples of sedimentary rock are limestone, sandstone, chert and coal.

Granite is an example of igneous rock.

Quartz is an example of metamorphic rock.
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The stones that abound in Grand Marais, on its beaches and in yards and parks, are
comprised largely of granite, gneiss, basalt and limestone. It is important for this
study to understand some of the specifics of these four distinct stones.
Granite
Granite is a hard igneous rock that is mostly comprised of feldspar and quartz.
Granite has a crystalline structure, and is coarse grained. It can have a wide range of
colours, from grey to pink to red. The colour of a granite rock is dependent on the
composition of minerals. Any igneous rock that contains one fifth of quartz is labeled
as granite. The pink shade of many granite rocks is due to the presence of alkali
feldspar. Granite has many uses in building construction and architectural design. Its
durability, beauty and abundance make it a preferred choice over most other types of
stone. It is tough, hard and resistant to fracture given the tight interlocking of
minerals within. It is weather resistant, heat resistant and even chemical resistant. Its
porosity (the a measure of the void (i.e., ʺemptyʺ) spaces in a material) is negligible,
between 0.3‐4%.

Limestone is an example of a sedimentary rock.

Gneiss
Gneiss is a hard rock that has a mineral composition similar to granite as it contains
feldspar, mica and quartz. This is a rock that is formed from pre‐existing igneous
rocks such as granite that have been subject to additional conditions of high pressure
and temperature. Gneiss often has a distinct banding. It is medium‐ to coarse‐grained
and may contain abundant quartz and feldspar. The banding is usually due to the
presence of differing proportions of minerals in the various bands. Dark and light
bands may alternate because of the separation of mafic (dark) and felsic (light)
minerals. Banding can also be caused by differing grain sizes of the same minerals.
The tell-tale banding of a gneiss rock, which
distinguishes it from granite, its cousin in the
rock world.
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Basalt
Basalt is a common extrusive igneous (volcanic) rock formed from the rapid cooling of
basaltic lava exposed at or very near the surface. Basalt has a fine‐grained mineral
texture due to the molten rock cooling too quickly for large mineral crystals to grow.
Basalt includes in its composition about 20% quartz and about 10% feldspar, and
features a glassy matrix interspersed with minerals. Basalt is usually grey to black in
colour, but exhibits a wide range of shading due to regional geochemical processes.
Limestone
Limestone is a sedimentary rock composed mainly of calcium carbonate (CaCO3). It
may contain considerable amounts of magnesium carbonate (dolomite) as well. Minor
constituents also commonly present include clay, iron carbonate, feldspar, pyrite, and
quartz. Most limestones have a granular texture. In many cases, the grains are
microscopic fragments of fossil animal shells. Limestone has two origins: 1) biogenic
precipitation from seawater, the primary agents being lime‐secreting organisms and
foraminifera; and 2) mechanical transport and deposition. Limestone has long
fascinated earth scientists because of its rich fossil content. Much knowledge of the
Earth’s chronology and development has been derived from the study of fossils
embedded in limestone and other carbonate rocks. Limestone also has considerable
commercial importance. Limestone has a wide range of porosity, from close to 0 in
dense compacted limestone to almost spongy in other loosely compacted rock.
Exposed limestone often becomes even more porous because it is slightly soluble and
water increases the number and size of the pores. Manitoba is famous for its Tyndall
stone, quarried in the Birds Hill area near the community of Tyndall. It is renowned
for its grey‐cream colour with pervasive mottling, caused by the burrowing of marine
creatures when the limestone was deposited. It also contains numerous gastropod,
brachiopod, cephalopod, trilobite, coral and stromatoporoid fossils. It is important to
note, however, that not all Manitoba limestone adheres to the qualities of Tyndall
stone – there is considerable variety. And in fact many of the limestone samples at
Grand Marais are a much softer stone, and tend to white and beautiful white‐orange
varieties.
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Basalt is sometimes called “black granite” in
Manitoba.

Grand Marais limestone samples, showing the
typical range of colours – from whites to soft
tans to orangy mottles.

BRIEF HISTORY OF
GRAND MARAIS
Grand Marais was first noted by the great French explorer, Pierre Sieur de la
Verèndrye in 1732, and was mentioned in a letter from one of his sons, who called the
area “grand marais” – the great marsh. It was not until the late 1800s and early 1900s
however that Métis settlers established a fishing settlement here. W. L. Morton, in the
first major academic history of the province, A Manitoba History (on page 87), refers to
the period of the mid‐1800s when “Granmaree” was a destination for local farmers
who would visit the fishing station established there to buy whitefish in the fall, after
the harvest was done.
The roots of change at Grand Marais can be traced to the year 1903, when the
Canadian Pacific Railway established a full‐scale summer playground called
Winnipeg Beach on Lake Winnipeg’s west side, less than an hour’s commute by train.
Overnight, Winnipeg Beach was a roaring success.
An early log house at Grand Marais. (Photo

Not to be overtaken in this new kind of commercial venture, the Canadian National
Railway (CNR) established its own competing summer vacation spot on the east side
of Lake Winnipeg – and called it Grand Beach. With a large campsite area for
overnight visitors, a hotel, diving docks, outdoor playgrounds, a dance hall, eateries
and souvenir shops, parks, and a boardwalk flanked with amusements, the
community was a major success story. And with its pristine, blonde, three‐kilometre‐
long stretch of fine silica sand, and warm, sand‐bottom waters, Grand Beach made for
an unparalleled experience. To this day Grand Beach remains Manitoba’s most
popular beach.

16

courtesy of Pearl Mulligan Collection)

The little community at Grand Marais was completely recast between 1914 and 1916,
by the CNR’s local development, as railway workers quickly took up lots in Grand
Marais. By the early 1920s there was a firmly established summer community here.
Between about 1920 and 1960, Grand Marais was a thriving summer place, with a host
of businesses along Grand Beach Road, and hundreds of cottages and cabins dotting
the old beach line. The rail line that brought visitors to Grand Beach first swung
directly through Grand Marais. During the 1960s, however, when Grand Beach was
sold by the CNR, and the province turned it into a provincial park, the community
gradually lost its many commercial establishments, and the village assumed its
current bucolic character. And while most of the commercial landmarks are gone, the
community boasts its first church and the many cottages that still suggest the
informal, light‐hearted atmosphere that has defined Grand Marais for more than a
century.

A boxcar cabin at Grand Marais. (Photo
courtesy of Pearl Mulligan Collection)

Today, the approach to Grand Marais is a marshy one (as La Verèndrye would know)
as Highway 59 bisects an impressively large and beautiful marsh known as “The
Lagoon,” once called The North Harbour. These wetlands and the harbour flank the
village of Grand Marais to the east. To the north it is bounded by Grand Beach
Provincial Park and its provincially‐owned cottage area. The beautiful three‐kilometre
strand of the west and east beaches is now conserved in its natural state as gone are
the former amenities associated with railway ownership, although the boardwalk and
some small retail outlets remain.
To the southeast of Grand Marais lies a continuation of “The Lagoon” and more
wetlands. Its western border is Lake Winnipeg and its shoreline. This shoreline is
paralleled by a road dyke that begins in the south and winds northward then
westward, rising via a sand and silt bluff that reaches heights of more than 30 feet
from the lake’s shoreline. This bluff, and road dyke, offer panoramic lake views and
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Family group in front of Grand Marais cabin, ca.
1950.

serve as a favorite gathering spot for locals and tourists at sundown. These sunsets
can best be summarized in the words of John Macoun in his 1882 book Manitoba and
the Great Northwest (which is not specifically focused on Grand Marais, although for
those of us who live and visit here it surely seems so):
“It must be seen at sunset, when just as the ball of fire is deepening below the
horizon, he throws a flood of red light, indescribably magnificent upon the
illimitable waving green, the colors blending and separating with the gentle roll
of the long grass, seemingly magnified toward the horizon into the distant
heaving swell of a parti‐colored sea.”

View of the “Summerhill” Cottage, showing a
range of stone features.
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THE STONE
B U I L D E R S OF
GRAND MARAIS

C

NR employees or “railroaders,” some of whom helped to build and
maintain the line heading into Grand Beach, and others who worked in
ancillary operations such as the campsite, began to clear land in Grand
Marais as early as 1914. Land was cheap and it did not take long for modest
cabins to start dotting the landscape.

The railways paid modest salaries to many of the railroaders and this meant that if a
worker wanted to build a summer dwelling the materials had to be inexpensive, and
of a size and shape that could be easily transported via boat or train. Naturally‐
occurring materials, such as clay, sand and wood were also exploited for construction
purposes. The abundance of stone meant that certain key building features, like
foundations, fireplaces and chimney stacks, outdoor fire pits, stairs and rails,
walkways and even a few fences came to be formed of this ancient and trusted
material.
Given this background, it goes without saying that many of the cabins were
completely self‐designed and hand‐built. Furthermore, one could say that the
inception of development of the area was forged, to some degree, on a kind of
fellowship given the number of railroaders who first built in the area, and on an
emphasis on humble architectural expression.
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And so we can assume that any of the stone features we are currently exploring are
the handiwork of an original owner – perhaps with help from neighbours and also
perhaps with some advice from people more experienced in construction with stone.
There were a few well known people whose names are attached to certain projects
(see under fences), but it is safe to say that the Grand Marais builders were all
amateurs. This did not preclude compelling examples of stonework design and
substantial skill in construction: On the contrary, as this investigation illustrates.
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BUILDING WITH
STONE

H

istorically, stone was the most durable building materially and
therefore the material that was most sought after for significant building
construction projects. From the Egyptian Pyramids (2630‐663 BC),to the
Great Wall of China (7th to 2nd Century BC) to the great Gothic cathedrals of
Europe (beginning in the 12th century), stone has come to be the preferred material by
which to express durability, power, seriousness and occasionally even elegance, once
the major art of stonecraft was established. In Manitoba our own distinct stone
building heritage can be explored at such different places as St. Andrews‐on‐the‐Red
Anglican Church (1845‐49), Virden Canadian Pacific Railway Station (1906) and the
Manitoba Legislative Building (1912‐20), where local work with granite and/or
Manitoba limestone is something to behold.

This view of an Egyptian pyramid shows the
massive stone blocks used in its construction.

The stonework at Grand Marais is not at these levels, but it is still contained within
the history of stone masonry, and it is thus worth placing our local heritage in this
context, at least in terms of history if not in terms of craftsmanship.
During the earliest periods of human history, stone was used mainly for tombs and
ceremonial functions – a reminder that the great weight and difficulty in cutting made
it “practical” only for the most important buildings and structures. The oldest known
stone structure, the Pyramid of Djoser, Eqypt, which dates to 2667–2648 BC, was a
burial tomb. The so‐called Knap of Howar, in Scotland, is the oldest stone house
(dating to 3700 BC, from the Neolithic Period).
Bavarian stonemasons, c. 1505.
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At the same time, the use of stone in the foundations of otherwise wooden buildings
is also ancient. This kind of focused use of stone only required the movement of a few
rocks to support key juncture points, but was still greatly curtailed by the weight of
the material and by the skill required to lay and secure the stones in a monolithic unit.
The development of mortar in 1794 by Joseph Aspdin was key to this part of the use
of stone in building projects.

The amazing stonework on Reims Cathedral in
France, from 1211-1311. The cathedral was the
site for coronations of French monarchs before
the Revolution of 1789.
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This view shows the stonework of the Great
th
nd
Wall of China, built from the 7 to the 2

centuries BC, and enlarged and augmented at
various other times.
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St. Andrews-on-the-Red Anglican Church
(1845-49). The subtle effects of Manitoba
limestone are visible in the walls of the church
and also the more rugged fence.

This view of the Virden Canadian Pacific
Railway Station (1906) suggest the powerful
physical and visual effect of large granite blocks
used to form up these mighty walls.
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Manitoba’s Legislative Building (1912-20) is a
tour-de-force of stone construction, here
showing the delicate possibilities of our own
Tyndall stone carried out in a variety of NeoClassical forms and details.
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In terms of actual construction, there are just three types of stonework used in
building projects:




Rubble Masonry – where roughly dressed or found stones are laid in a mortar to
form walls (as in Grand Marais)
Ashlar Masonry – where stones are dressed (or cut, usually in a quarry) and often
set up in finely designed walls with intricate features and details
Stone Veneer – where stone is used as a protective and decorative covering for
interior or exterior walls and surfaces (as with bricks)

It is obviously rubble masonry that is the focus of activity at Grand Marais, but even
here there are certain qualities of the material, as well as concepts and skills required
to make sure that the creations worked, stood and endured.
When you take some time to look at the various stone features at Grand Marais, it
doesn’t take long to start developing questions about their construction:
 How did people get so many stones so far from the likely main source – the
beaches?
 How did they move them?
 How did they lift the occasional large stones?
 How are stones held in place?
 And then of course, trying to imagine people working on them – how long did it
take to build certain features – the big stone fences; the chimneys?
So, let’s start with the typical tools used for stonework. That should start answering
some of these questions.
The basic tools for shaping a stone are the mallet, chisels and a metal straight edge.
With these three key tools one can make a flat surface ‐ the basis of all stonemasonry.

26

A stonemason with his tools – a mallet and
chisel in his hands and then various hammers
leaning against the workbox.

A mason’s hammer has a long thin head and is called a Punch Hammer. It would be
used with a chisel or splitter for a variety of purposes. A walling hammer can be used
in place of a hammer and chisel or pincher to produce rubble or pinnings or snecks.
Chisels come in a variety of sizes and shapes, dependent upon the function for which
they are being used and have many different names depending on locality. There are
different chisels for different materials and sizes of material being worked, for
removing large amounts of material and for putting a fine finish on the stone.
The actual movement or placement of stones requires other tools and implements,
including shovels, hoes, wheelbarrows, perhaps a cement/mortar mixer. More
specialized tools include the masonry trowel which was used for the application of
the mortar between and around the stones as they are set into place. Filling in the
gaps (joints) with mortar is referred to as pointing. Pointing in smaller joints can be
accomplished using tuck pointers, pointing trowels, and margin trowels, among other
tools. Mixing mortar is normally done today with mortar mixers which usually use a
rotating drum or rotating paddles to mix the mortar. Stonemasons use a lewis
together with a crane or block and tackle to hoist especially large stones into place.

An early image of a cement mixer, attached to the back of a wagon.
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And so we move on to the actual work, imagining how that would have unfolded.
First, getting the stone to a site in Grand Marais: We can see that certain sites with the
largest stones are mostly close to the beach areas – along Grand Marais Boulevard.
Anecdotal evidence suggests that in these cases stones were “harvested” from the
beach areas—beach and cliffs—and carried by a “bucket brigade” (a line of people
each passing an object to the next in line) back to the building site. This obviously
would have required a considerable number of people, and also likely that this work
took many days to complete. This is known for the McQuade/Mulligan Stone Fence
(ca. 1921), where Tannis Mulligan (Devanik) clearly recalled lines of adults and
children passing stones from the beach up a long flight of stairs to the cliff top and
then via a wheelbarrow back along the lot to the front, where a fence was built.
Other sites, quite a bit further back from the beach area, appear to have been
developed with smaller stones – easier obviously to carry this distance. It is possible
that wheelbarrows or even trucks where used for this purpose by the 1940s.

Laying stones.

It is likely that all the stones were washed to removed grit and debris – this might
have been a chore for the children.
So now we imagine a big pile of stones. What next? For the larger projects—
foundations and fences—it is likely that a trench would have been excavated to act as
the bottom layer. This might not have been such hard work given the sandy nature of
the area’s top cover. Such a trench might have been a foot or two deep. It is likely that
larger stones, and certainly “ugly” stones, would have gone in here, carefully
arranged and slurred with mortar. This part of the job would have been hard labour
and likely done by the men, hopefully with the reward at least of a few cold beers.
Now the men start to build up the feature – a short foundation wall, some steps, a
fence, a chimney. It is likely that one man is supervising the work – at least to
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A cut-away diagram showing a stone wall or
fence under construction.

determine stone placements. Others move the stones into place and sling on the
mortar. Gradually the structure comes into shape, into being. Certainly these do not
go up in a day and they are likely covered with burlap bags and wetted awaiting the
next day’s attention. And then the whole feature even when finished might be
covered to let the mortar cure – for about three days.
And then – voila. After all the work, the sweat and presumably some tears, the project
is completed.

CHALLENGES WITH STONE CONSTRUCTION FEATURES
Many of Grand Marais’s stone features are nearing the 100‐year mark,
several of them built in the 1920s. And so it is natural that they will be showing their
age.
The chief culprit is climate. What was soft and malleable in summer turns hard and
irresistible in wintertime. Frozen ground pushes harder than a wall can resist. Even
with its tons of stone bearing down, a wall is heaved up by frozen earth. Stones are
displaced when the wall is raised up on frost. More damage occurs when the wall
comes back down during a thaw. The weight of the feature flushes water from under
and soil particles run out with the water. With less soil under the wall, the base stones
sink farther down. And then in the late fall and early spring, the freeze‐thaw cycle can
happen daily as night temperatures fall below freezing and then warm again during
the daylight hours.
The earth is alive and continually tries to take back what it has given up. Stone walls
are pulled down by other forces beside the climate; perhaps the strongest is the earth
they stand on. There is a ton of stone in every yard of a three‐foot high wall. In
summer, the earth is warm and soft, and impressionable. Day after day, a wall’s heft
is pressed by gravity into the soil. The soil compresses and is squeezed out in the
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direction of least resistance. As the soil
moves away from the wall, the wall’s
base stones follow it, shifting down
and out into the surrounding ground.
But while the powers of gravity and
weather are constant, stone features
resist. One of the wonders of a
seemingly immovable wall is that it is
flexible. Walls bend and slouch over
the years, but they decline to break.
While they may not have the straight
spines and narrow waists of their
youth, walls of a certain age, whose
bottoms have spread and who have
lost their original height, are still
impressive.

Barnfather/Garrioch Fence, still standing nearly
100 years after it was built, in 1919.

GRAND MARAIS
STONE FEATURES

G

iven the abundance of stone at Grand Marais, it is not surprising that
so much of it has made its way into a variety of construction projects. Stone
is a traditional and reliable element that would be readily exploited by any
builder looking for a sturdy material for common building features –
foundations and chimneys especially.

But Grand Marais stone was so abundant, comparatively easy to use (there are nearly
eternal small pieces of appropriate sizes), and people with lots of time on their hands,
that it did not take long for other building features to receive the same level of
attention – and creativity: steps with their decorative balusters, pathways and the
occasional fence.
It is these kinds of features that help make Grand Marais such a special place in
comparison with other Lake Winnipeg cottage communities, where the stones either
were not so abundant (Gimli and the Winnipeg Beach‐area communities) or where
they were not so regularly used (Victoria Beach).
The following exploration of Grand Marais’s stone heritage will mainly focus on the
best or most interesting or unusual examples to give a sense of how much is really
still here. The entry on fences will include all of the six that remain, given that these
are the features that many people call to mind when they think of the physical
reminders of the history of Grand Marais.

30

FOUNDATIONS

M

any Manitoba cottages and cabins were built with modest wood
foundations, in which a stout set of short posts was placed on stone or
poured concrete pads. This was often the case at Grand Marais as well, but
the abundance of readily available and easily transported stone also
allowed for the construction of more durable and impressive stone foundations as
well.
With the passage of time, many of the original stone foundations at Grand Marais
have been replaced, often with concrete footings and pony walls. It was often the case
that the original stone foundations, built up of smallish granite and limestone rocks
set in mortar could not withstand the tough climatic conditions, especially the freeze‐
thaw cycle, and eventually failed. But there are still enough around to give a sense of
what these unassuming features looked like.

A typical Grand Marais stone foundation,
heavily mortared.
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A handsome flared stone foundation. Notice
how the log base of the superstructure of the
cabin rests on the stone.

An exquisite stone foundation. Here the granite
blocks are set up into thick white mortar that
makes the whole feature visually pop.
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STEPS

I

t often appears that people constructing stone foundations also came to
see the potential for the stone also to be used for exterior stairs, as well as
balusters (the side features of a stair block). It even appears that many people
copied a distinctive curving feature at the end of the baluster that could be used
for a planter or other functions – perhaps to hold a nice bottle of cold beer.
There is quite a legacy of these features still standing in Grand Marais, and it is to be
hoped that these fanciful and sculptural elements are preserved – they are a distinct
part of our architectural heritage, and help define the whimsical and creative energies
that often went into local cottage designs.

This cabin displays the distinctive “Grand
Marais” exterior stair baluster – here curving
from top to bottom and also along its length,
and culminating in the distinctive planter feature
that gives the feature such character – a sense
of whimsy but also completely functional.
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Four examples of “Grand Marais” steps. Each
shows flare in design and construction.
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The “Grand Marais” stair once again. The
planter has a sculptural quality, wrapping back
around as a flourish to the whole staircase
feature.
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An exceptional example of the “Grand Marais”
stair, here with stones finely picked out with
white-painted mortar – very elegant.
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The stairs and support posts are exceptional
examples of local stone design and
craftsmanship.
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Main facade view and close-up of stone steps.
Rough and rugged, the steps would have
contrasted greatly, at least in earlier times, with
the nice wooden features of the cabin above.
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Details (left) of the extremely important stone
steps (seen below). This carefully designed and
crafted feature is a highlight of stonework at
Grand Marais.
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PATHWAYS

T

here are still a handful of Grand Marais sites that contain at least
remnants of old stone pathways, which were usually built up of small rocks
set in a bed of mortar.

The best remaining example is at the Christine Stewart Cabin, on Grand Marais
Boulevard. This pathway links to the stone stairs and stone fence, and visually as well
to the stone foundation. The stones appear to have been selected for a certain flatness,
which gives the pathway a slightly smoother walking experience.

Details of the stone pathway at Christine
Stewart Cabin.
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Details of the stone pathway at Christine
Stewart Cabin.
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CHIMNEYS

I

t is presumed that nearly all Grand Marais cabins pre‐dating 1940
would have had some form of stone or brick chimney, at least early in their lives –
whether rough and leaky, or elegant and water‐tight. Sadly very few chimneys
remain, like so many of the local stone foundations a result of attacks by weather.
But the few that do remain define an important part of our local architectural legacy.

It is useful to have some background about the functional attributes of chimneys in
order to appreciate these now‐rare features.
By the 1920s through the 1940s, when most of Grand Marais’s cabins were put up,
chimneys were primarily for heating purposes – not for cooking. And thus they only
had to adhere to basic operational requirements to ensure a good draught (allowing
smoke to exit via the preferred route) and that they actually gave off sufficient heat.
This really only meant that they needed to be of a height to allow smoke to exit
effectively, and for embers to be kept away from wooden roofs. And within, they
needed to have the configuration and flue/damper to ensure efficient removal of
smoke.
The chimney of the Bremont-Wilson Cabin,
suggesting what many Grand Marais chimneys
looked like before they were torn down.
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A Grand Marais landmark feature – the
beautiful chimney (left) and fireplace
(below) at a cabin along Grand Marais
Boulevard.
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OTHER
STRUCTURES

M

ost of the stone building features at Grand Marais are structural
elements on cottages – a foundation, steps, a chimney. But there is one site
that is notable for its singular presence. This is a stone root cellar at a cabin
on Park Avenue, whose entire stone construction makes it special.

The stone root cellar, with walls built entirely of
granite blocks; the thickness of the walls can be
observed by looking through the doorway at left.
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FENCES

I

t is the stone fences of Grand Marais that have the greatest level of
public recognition, and appeal to visitors. The set of three fences along Grand
Marais Boulevard, within three blocks of each other, each of strikingly different
design and aesthetic, are probably the best known architectural features of the
community. But there are three more (one only a remnant), and the whole collection is
presented here to ensure greater recognition of this legacy. It is notable that we are not
clear on whether other stone fences once stood in front of other cottages – there are
anecdotal reports of at least 20 more; we await information on that as a result of this
booklet.

These six fences are significant not only because they are formidable and attractive.
Not only because they appear to be, as a collection, unique in Manitoba. They are
important because they have become a focus for so many stories, and claims. We will
attempt to get to the facts, and also to describe these via their distinct architectural
characters.
We have arranged these six sites in an order that begins at the south‐most and finishes
with the most northerly – for a sort of walking tour. But before that, we offer a bit of a
primer on stone fence history, and construction.

The stone fences of Grand Marais owe their
form and feel to the centuries-old stone fences

The construction of a stone fence would seem to be not particularly challenging in a
structural or architectural sense – at one level there appears to be not much more
required than getting the stones to the site and then putting them into a pile that stays
in place. Gravity and compression do the rest. But of course there is more to it than
that. There is considerable skill required in selecting and placing the stones, not only
to attain structural stability but often also for aesthetic effect. And the mixing and
deployment of the mortar required to hold the stones in place is a skill in itself.
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that separated fields and roads in Great Britain
This example, from North Yorkshire, suggests
the inheritance.

The images at right suggest the basic form (top, with a few technical terms noted) and
then below of a scene showing a stone fence taking shape.
There are many stories and even myths that have grown up over the years about the
Grand Marais fences: that they were built by convicts from Stony Mountain
Penitentiary; that they were built by World War I draft dodgers; that they were built
during the 1919 General Strike by men who were stranded at Grand Marais by the
shutting of rail traffic.
So what is the truth? Well, it is still hard to know, given the passage of time and the
transfer of so many properties to new owners. It would seem from conversations with
current owners, and from other local research (which is sometimes contradictory) that
at least some of the remaining fences were built by Fred Orvis and a Mr. Gillis. Mr.
Orvis (1883‐1975) was well known as a farmer, fisherman, railway worker, boat
builder, carpenter and stone mason. It appears that he was certainly much involved in
local stone work – foundations and steps. And it also appears that he was a stone‐
fence builder; although it is not entirely clear which ones – the key one usually
credited to him (see the entry for the W.I. Isaac Fence) is also attributed to the “Taylor
boys.” It is known that the fence at 190 Grand Marais Boulevard was built by owner
James McQuade with assistance from later owners Dave and Pearl Mulligan.
It is also not clear if the various proposed dates of construction are accurate. As noted
above there is some suggestion of 1919 for some of them, with others suggesting
activity for all of them in the early 1920s through the 1930s. All seem reasonable,
making this collection quite aged—nearing 100 years old—and also quite fragile: this
current project confirms that all of these fences are showing their age, and that all will
require major remedial action if they are to survive another 100 years.
Stone construction details and activity.
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There are few old photographs of the Grand Marais stone fences, to give us a sense of
their original character. These two, from the Pearl Mulligan Collection, suggest some
of the qualities.

Two views of the entrance of the McQuade /
Mulligan Fence. In the image above, from
around 1927 (showing a young Valera Mulligan)
the present curved central features were infilled
with a timber frame facade feature painted
white. The lower image, ca. 1969, shows the
curved addition and wooden gate.
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Isaac Fence
The W.I. Isaac Fence is probably the
best known fence, and the best known
architectural site in Grand Marais. Built
ca. 1928, the fence is distinguished by
stout posts and gently curved
intermediate sections, giving the fence
a delicate; Victorian feel. The fence
actually was built using wooden forms
(and reinforcing of iron bars), which
apparently are still around – stored
under a secondary cottage on the site.
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Barnfather / Garrioch Fence
This visually striking fence was built ca.
1919 by the current owners’ greatgrandfather. With its bristly “Gothic”
appearance, this grand fence is a
notable site on Grand Marais
Boulevard.
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McQuade / Mulligan Fence
Built ca. 1921 by original site owner
James McQuade, with assistance from
later owners David and Pearl Mulligan,
this fence has the feeling of an ancient
Norman wall – monolithic, strong,
impregnable, but with a dainty wooden
gate in the centre. At 80 feet in length,
this is a major feature along Grand
Marais Boulevard.
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Summerhill (Taylor) Fence
This very long fence dates to
approximately 1928. Later the Taylors
took major steps to preserve this
Central Avenue landmark. Like the
Garrioch / Barnfather Fence, this fence
(with three gates) has a “Gothic” feel to
it – with pointed stones bristling along
the top.
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Denardi Fence
Only the tall main gate posts—six feet
six inches tall—and four shorter infill
posts remain of what must have been a
handsome fence, likely from the 1920s.
It is thought that, like the Isaac Fence,
this structure also had looping infill
sections built up of small stones.
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Lanken Fence
Certainly the “longest” fence at Grand
Marais, this amazing assemblage
encircles a whole compound at the
intersection of Grand Beach Road and
Lakeview. Shorter than the other five
examples—at about three feet in most
places—the fence has linear
dimensions along its three sides of 122
feet, 125 feet and 175 feet– for a total
of 422 feet!
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CONCLUSION

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
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.
It is with this thought in mind that we remind the current residents of Grand Marais
that the many remaining stone construction features that still grace scores of local
cabins are valuable, but also inherently fragile. They will need attention so that this
inheritance—this legacy—is not lost and forgotten. These distinctive stone features
need to be acknowledged, appreciated, and where possible preserved.
And as they are preserved, we will also acknowledge the people who built them,
during the short summer seasons so many years ago – hard‐working people of few
financial means, but of great determination and creativity.
We owe it to them.

58

59

