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“Those were the days my friend
We thought they’d never end
We’d sing and dance forever and a day
We’d live the life we choose
We’d fight and never lose
For we were young and sure to have our way.”
Lyrics by Gene Raskin

Winnipeg Beach was the summer of our glorious youth, and we thought it would never end. But it did. This booklet is a
retrospective and pictorial look at what Winnipeg Beach was, what it is today, and what has survived from that glorious
youth.
During the first decade of the 1900s, the City of Winnipeg was a boom town, and its civic leaders were convinced that it
would become “the Chicago of the North.” By the census of 1911, Winnipeg was the third largest city in Canada, and in
the midst of a building and land speculation boom. It had tripled in population within a decade.

William Whyte, the Canadian Pacific Railway’s General Manager for western Canada, created Winnipeg Beach. In 1900,
he discovered the three mile crescent of wide and fine sand beach on the west shore of Lake Winnipeg, and had the
Canadian Pacific Railway (CPR) purchase 330 acres of beachfront land. Whyte’s intention was to beat the Canadian
Northern Railway which planned to build a line to Lake Manitoba to service a beach resort there: “…the Canadian
Northern will be at Lake Manitoba next year, and unless we have something to offset this, at least as early as they arrive
at Lake Manitoba, they will secure the business and keep it indefinitely. It is a case of who gets to the nearest watering
place first. Their linkage to Lake Manitoba will be 70 miles as compared to our mileage to Lake Winnipeg of 40 miles”.
(Letter from C.E. McPherson, passenger agent CPR, to William Whyte).
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By the fall of 1902 the CPR had extended its Selkirk branch line north to the site, had built a station, dance pavilion, and
cleared land for cottage construction. However, the first excursion train of 11 coaches with over 500 passengers did not
arrive in Winnipeg Beach until June 6, 1903. In 1903, the CPR developed the first subdivision, consisting of the business
section and cottage lots from Ash Avenue to Park Avenue. By 1905, the Beachside and Boundary Park developments
north of the CPR subdivision had begun selling lots, which they advertised as being exclusive.

The CPR made money from three different groups: cottagers, picnickers and day trippers. The campers or cottagers
leased CPR lots and bought cottages constructed by the CPR’s contractor S.B. Ritchie. Picnickers came out on excursion
trains with their company, church or fraternal organization, and the CPR provided catering services in the park or
Pavilion. And day trippers were provided a midway, dancing in the pavilion, and rented bathing suits, towels and
lockers for swimming, and canoes, rowboats and sailboats for lake activities. There were up to three picnics a day by 1907.
Everyone paid fares to travel to the beach. Travel by car did not become common until the mid-1920s. On Dominion Day,
1920, it is probable that 30,000 people travelled by 11 special trains to Winnipeg Beach. There were 15,000 paid fares, and
children travelled free. The romantic “Moonlight Specials,” first mentioned by Winnipeg newspapers in 1907, carried
eager young men and women to the resort for the evening dances in the Dance Pavilion.
A Winnipeg Beach Souvenir Album of 1908 shows a multitude of substantial cottages, tenting and picnic grounds,
boardwalks, fine hotel facilities, the first Pavilion, the CPR or “Steamer” Pier, and an abundance of recreational facilities
such as boats, tennis courts, and well-landscaped grounds maintained by the CPR gardener.

The Western Canada Fire Underwriters Association maps of 1915 show every building in the business section and the
CPR cottage subdivisions from Ash to Laurel Avenues east of Gimli Road. Most lots had cottages and cottage names are
shown. The midway area was partially developed, and was located just south of the original Pavilion.
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This aerial photograph taken for the Dominion Government in the 1920s shows the main features of Winnipeg Beach in their
heyday – the roller coaster at the far right, townsite in the centre, dance hall and hotel in the upper centre the various
beachfront amenities.
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Fire insurance plan from 1915 showing some details and situation of the Empress Hotel on the shoreline south of Ash Avenue.
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Fire insurance plan from 1915 showing some details and situation of the Dance
Pavilion.
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Some notable people have strong association with the
development and history of Winnipeg Beach.
Sir William Whyte
Sir William Whyte, General Manager of all CPR lines
west of Lake Superior in 1896, and later promoted to
Assistant to the President, is recognized for discovering
and developing the resort community of Lake Winnipeg
Beach. Whyte was created a Knight Bachelor in 1911.
Captain William Robinson
Robinson assisted Sir William Whyte in discovering
Winnipeg Beach. He is known for building the first
general store in Winnipeg Beach, selling groceries, dry
goods, lumber, building supplies and cottage lots and
plans. Captain Robinson was also President of the
Northwest Navigation Company, and operated several
vessels on Lake Winnipeg as well as a general store and
lumber yard in Selkirk.

Sir William Whyte

E.F. Stephenson
E. Frederick Stephenson, a Crown Timber Agent in
Manitoba, was one of the first cottagers in the Winnipeg
Beach area. He built the first cottage at Stephenson Point
in 1898, a substantial two-storey log structure with later
additions, which was used by Stephenson and family
until his death in 1950.

Captain William Robinson
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W.J. Wood
One of the major entrepreneurs of the town, W.J. Wood
arrived in Winnipeg Beach in 1904 and started a business
in flour and feed, farm equipment and cordwood. He
later branched into real estate insurance and cabin
rentals. Wood served as first mayor of the village (191012), and chaired the school board for over 40 years.
S.B. Ritchie
Mayor of Winnipeg Beach 1915-20, Winnipeg contractor,
S.B. Ritchie is noted as the architect of “residential”
Winnipeg Beach.“ Prior to the First World War, he leased
about 20 lots a year, laid out streets and built roads and
sidewalks. In the end, Ritchie constructed and sold
almost 300 cottages, as well as being contracted to erect
other cottages for summer residents. Between 1906 and
1908, he also created Ritchie Park complete with a tennis
court.

W.J. Wood

S.B. Ritchie
E.F. Stephenson
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By 1925, the advertising brochure boasted that Winnipeg Beach was now “Western Canada’s greatest resort . . .
Manitoba’s Summer Playground and Residential Resort.” It now had miles of well-graded streets, five miles of granolithic
[concrete] walks, two parks with bowling greens and shale tennis courts, the grand Empress Hotel, the New Dips Roller
Coaster, “Canada’s Finest Summer Dancing Palace – 14,000 square feet of Dancing Space”, Golf Course, and “Fast
Frequent Train Service.”
The Winnipeg Beach Gazette of July 27, 1934, contained advertisements from 15 establishments that offered rooms for rent
and/or room and board. And some cottages relied only on word-of-mouth advertising, so there were far more than 15
boarding places. A wide variety of businesses had developed to provide goods and services to cottagers and day-trippers,
and to the farmers of the rural hinterland. There were now nine shale tennis courts, and three tourist parks. The resort
was busy, even in the depth of the Great Depression of the 1930s.
Winnipeg Beach declined as a tourist resort for many reasons. World War II produced restrictions on tourist rail travel.
The development of other resort and park areas meant Winnipeggers had a wider variety of entertainment options. The
dancing craze of the1920s, 1930s and 1940s petered out. And the development of the provincial road system, and pent up
demand for cars after the war, reduced rail travel drastically.

In 1952 the CPR sold its interest in the Pavilion and Boardwalk concessions to private interests who operated them until
they closed in 1964. The last “Moonlight” travelled the line to the beach in 1955, when the resort was in decline. The last
passenger train left Winnipeg Beach on Labour Day, 1960. During the last few years, the Pavilion was reduced to having
roller skaters on its magnificent hardwood floor. The Pavilion and boardwalk amusements were wooden structures
which were not being maintained, and becoming decrepit and a fire hazard prior to their closure. In 1966, the province
bought the 32 acres of lakefront, which included the Pavilion and attractions, from the estate of Harry Silverberg who had
been running them through Beach Enterprises. The following year the Pavilion and concessions on the boardwalk were
demolished, and the province developed a park along the waterfront. The glories of the past are commemorated by
heritage panels erected along the new wood boardwalk. The only CPR structure which remains is the 1928 water tower,
now a Provincial Heritage Site.
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A postcard illustrating the crowds at the Winnipeg Beach regattas that were held from 1907 to 1912.
Up to 10,000 people could attend these weekend events.
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First CP Railway Station 1903

While the company was completing the extension of the CPR line from Selkirk to Winnipeg Beach, the station,
shelter, pump house and water tower were being built between the beach and Railway Ave., across from the

William Robinson store. Station and shelter and water tower incorporated standard CPR designs. Passengers

would disembark in the midst of the main commercial district, and the amusement area around the first dancing

pavilion, the CPR Pier and the beach, and Lake Winnipeg. The first excursion to the beach arrived on June 6, 1903.
Early amusement facilities consisted of ladies and gents bathhouses, with bathing suits rented by hour or day,

bowling alley, rifle range, toboggan slides into the lake, boat rentals, and merry-go-round, all generating additional
revenue for the CPR.
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First Dance Pavilion 1902

About 300 yards north of the station, and adjacent to the picnic grounds, the company built a dance pavilion

measuring 80 by 130 feet. It was two stories in height with a double-alcove roof. The original structure included a
dance hall 60 feet wide by 120 feet long, built to accommodate 2500 dancers. It was enlarged in 1907 to 161 feet in
length since it could not hold the deluge of Winnipeg day trippers which descended upon it. Electric lights now

illuminated the entire building. The pavilion also included offices, a restaurant and confectionary and lunch room
and kitchen. By 1915, the amusement facilities had expanded to include a moving picture theatre and billiards.
Beach Attractions Ltd., established by the CPR in 1904, ran the Pavilion and amusements.
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First Hotel 1903

The King Edward hotel was built prior to the arrival of the first excursion train, and was located at the NW corner
of Railway Avenue and Robinson. By 1906, the three-story Alexandra Hotel was being built at the SW corner of
Prospect and Park. It boasted 396 feet of verandas on each floor, covered with mosquito netting, a dining room

accommodating 100 patrons, and a dancing room. The Alexandra obviously tried to cater to the “better classes”
since it established, in 1909, a Manitoba Free Press box for cottagers to drop off society notes (signed). The

Boundary Park Hotel, later called the Waldorf, had also been built. It provided deluxe service, a 20 passenger bus

to meet the trains and pick up guests. The new Beach Hotel was built in 1935 by Sam Kelly, replacing the old hotel

which burned the previous fall. Two stories high with 33 rooms, it had hardwood floors, a fireplace in the rotunda,
and baths and showers throughout the building.
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Captain William Robinson or Pioneer Store 1903

Captain Robinson, in addition to his co-discovery of the beach together with William Whyte of the CPR, was a

major entrepreneur in the pioneer days of the resort. He built his large store, with John Eaton as manager, across
from the CPR station on Railway Avenue. The first general store in the town contained the post office, which

meant everyone had to visit the store almost daily. It also sold groceries, dry goods, hardware, flour and feed,

building supplies, and lumber. Deliveries were made daily to cottages distinguished by place names, since they

lacked street numbers. Real estate offices in the store had cottage plans for viewing, and desirable lots for sale in
Winnipeg Beach, Whytewold and Matlock.
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W.J. Wood Building 1904

In a brief history of Winnipeg Beach written in 1955, W.J. Wood described his entry into business. “My brother

David had built a large warehouse and office on Central Avenue for me which I still possess. At that time I started

in to do business in flour and feed, ox harness, farm machinery and cordwood. During the first winter I sold 45 sets
of farm sleighs, wagon drills, binders, harrows, fanning mills, straw cutters etc. as well as 15 carloads of flour and

feed, and took cordwood in exchange, which I shipped to Winnipeg and country points. During the winter of 1909

I bought and shipped 105 car loads of cordwood… The following year, 1914, the writer built the first garage, corner
of Stitt and Central, and operated it for 20 years, then went into the real estate business, insurance and cabins,
where it wasn’t necessary to work eight hours twice a day.”
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