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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 Municipality of Gimli,
through its Municipal Heritage Advisory Committee, 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 department’s
Heritage Grants Program)—to develop a major heritage
initiative: Special Places, Gimli’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.

Gimli’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 Gimli an authentically distinct place.

T

HE MUNICIPALITY OF GIMLI has interesting and
important historical claims, both in the context of
Manitoba’s past as well as in our own regional history.

It is our fascinating historic buildings, and their memorable
physicality that continues to inform and define our identity.
These buildings and sites remind us of our origins, and
continue on a daily basis to connect us to the past but also to
the sense of purpose that defined our community from the very
start.

View of Gimli, ca, 1900.

Gimli is a community whose greatest claims for identification
through its architectural heritage reside in a handful of
individual buildings – the places that were not only exceptional
in their original quality, but which have retained high levels of
physical integrity. This fortuitous combination—impressive
design and exceptional integrity—allows the people of Gimli a
daily opportunity to contemplate both the talents of our first
citizens, as well as the respectful attentions of succeeding
generations.

The following more specific exploration of our architectural
heritage has been organized by building type. This presentation
allows for a focused reflection on the typical experiences of
daily life: the domestic routine in houses, the give and take of
commerce in stores, the spiritual refreshment in churches.
There are also sections on sites and a concluding entry that
highlights preliminary research done on Gimli’s early
construction practices and the craftsmen who actually made our
buildings.

We are also aware that many other historic buildings, of
slightly lesser heritage value, are nevertheless vital aspects of
our local identity. The impressive range of types, styles,
materials and details, and the obvious craftsmanship employed
in them, combine on many Gimli streets to express a century`s
worth of effort, and a community still proud of its past.

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

Community Form and Layout
The Town of Gimli is a distinct Manitoba community, developed in
the late 1800s, laid out in a comforting grid pattern, but in an
essential way defined by its eastern edge—Lake Winnipeg—which
not only marks its boundary on that side but also suggests the
community`s ongoing physical and psychic link to the water.

Historic map of Gimli, showing the community’s
relationship with the Lake Winnipeg shoreline on the
east. This map also reveals the historic neighbourhoods
that still define the community: the Original Village
around Centre Street, the Old Town, extending two
blocks north and south from that core; Town South (to
the south of Second Street South); and the Gimli Park
Cottage District (contiguous to Old Town). Two other
areas that developed more informally, and were later
incorporated into the town are at the northern edge of
this map (Loni Beach Cottage District) and at the
southern edge (South Beach Cottage District).

Churches
The original defining faith of Gimli, Icelandic Lutheranism, was
declaratively expressed in the powerful spire of the Lutheran Church,
seen in the archival image above, and demolished. Other church
buildings that recall the town’s (and rural municipality’s) rich
religious heritage, and proud connections to our pioneering ethnic
groups, have been designated as Municipal Heritage Sites: the
Unitarian (Icelandic) Church in Gimli and three small country
churches associated with Ukrainian and Polish groups: Sts. Cyril and
Methodius Roman Catholic Church (Polish), St. Mary’s Ukrainian
Catholic Church and St. Michael’s Ukrainian Catholic Church.
Visitors to any of these sites will be impressed by the diversity of
types, forms and details that define each faith. And the settings for
the rural churches, as well as the nearby cemeteries, will be
important to note as well.

Unitarian (Icelandic) Church in Gimli, a Municipal Heritage Site.

Top: St. Mary’s Ukrainian Catholic Church,.
Above: St. Michael’s Ukrainian Catholic Church.
Right: Sts. Cyril and Methodius Roman Catholic Church.

Houses
There are three main groupings of extant historic Gimli houses: those
few that are large, tall and with fine architectural details; those
smaller houses typically from the 1920s that bear a bungalowcraftsman quality; and one site that is a unique reminder of the
community’s pioneer residential experience.
It is naturally the big fine houses that will immediately draw
attention. The primary examples of these kinds of places are the H.P.
Tergesen House and the Olson/McGinnis House. The Tergesen
House is a truly beautiful home with ties to a notable local family
and inside an extraordinary expression of Icelandic wall paintings.
Built in 1908, the house was apparently from a Sears catalogue
design, with plans brought from Chicago. The Olson/McGinnis
House is a handsome building with modest Classical details.
Two houses that sum up the more modest, but still handsome
architectural qualities of smaller houses from the early decades of the
20th century are the Jonasson House and the a house at 37 4th
Avenue. While more modest than the two storey edifices noted
above, both of these buildings suggest how residential designs could
still be rendered architecturally interesting through compact
animated plans and simple but effective forms and details.
The Gudmundur Peterson Shanty is unique in Gimli. The simple,
unpretentious form—a small box with a shed roof—was actually the
defining residential form of the community in its earliest days. The
building is the sole surviving example left to recall the quality of life
that early Gimli-ites would have known all too well.

The Jonasson House, a fine example of the kind of smaller houses
in Gimli.

These two houses express the two basic qualities of
Gimli’s formal residential architecture. The building
below (at 37 4th Avenue) is a modest but well built and
nicely detailed building typical of designs from the
1920s.
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Olson/McGinnis House, is a good example of the large
house type, carried out both Classical and Gothic
Revival details – the former in the columns on the porch
and the latter in the roof eaves.

These views (below and lower left) of the H.P
Tergesen House reveal in some detail Gimli’s premiere
large house. Top left the porch with its Classical
columns; top right a view from the street; and lower
right, one of the many wall murals that decorated the
interior of the house.

Haldor Peterson Shanty, an important and rare
connection to Gimli’s typical pioneering residential
experience.

Cottages
Gimli’s delightful historic cottages, mostly in the Gimli Park and
Loni Beach areas, are a fascinating and important aspect of our
history. Gimli began to develop as a summer retreat in the early part
of the 20th century, shortly after the CPR arrived in 1906, and
greater attention came in the 1920s, with more cottages going up in
the northern part of the town, and then also into the Loni Beach area.
The survival rate of these often-modest little buildings has been
impressive, with equally impressive claims for many of high levels
of physical integrity.
An exploration of Gimli’s cottages reveals certain common features
and details that are highlighted here and on the following pages.
These architectural qualities are essential to conserve if the
community’s important cottage heritage is to be preserved.

Door of the Goodman Cottage. Many Gimli cottages are
enriched with vibrant colour palettes.

Maryville Cottage. Window openings on most Gimli cottages are
simple rectangular shapes, and it is the simple (but ingenious)
screening, canopying and latching technologies that make them
interesting and distinct.

Goodman

Cottage.
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distinguishing feature of Gimli’s cottages is the exposed
rafter ends extending from many rooflines. These often
provide the opportunity for rich architectural expression,

Morrison Cottage. Many cottages were given

through colour especially.

picturesque names for postal delivery purposes.

Warters (Snidal) Cottage, displaying the kind of
interesting and practical manners in which interior
spaces are opened to the air.

Erindale Cottage. Remnants of old fences suggest the
modest boundaries that once defined most cottages.

One Gimli cottage can be described as the “Ur” cottage – using an
archaic term that suggests an original or primal form that defines all
others. Spruce Lodge Cottage is an amazing place, at once
combining typical forms and details—a simple square plan, a low
pyramidal roof, exposed construction elements—along with an
almost Japanese lightness to the building that is expressed in its wall
sheathing, rafters and details.

Left: Construction detail of Spruce Lodge Cottage.
Below: View from the Southwest of Spruce Lodge Cottage.

Commercial Buildings
Like so many communities in Manitoba, Gimli has lost a good deal
of its main commercial thoroughfares. We are very fortunate to have
the H.P. Tergesen General Store still extant, on its original site at the
corner of Centre and First, near the waterfront and now protected as
a Provincial Heritage Site.

Left: Tergesen Store, the oldest family-run commercial venture in Manitoba,
and a major heritage attraction.
Above: Images showing some of the Gimli buildings that have been lost over
the years: top - the Lakeview Hotel and Lyric Theatre; below - the Post
Office, Thorsteinsson House and Barney’s Restaurant (interestingly, the
barber shop seen on the far left is still standing, removed to another site).

.

Schools
As in most Manitoba communities, the early and modest schools that
once defined the educational experience at the turn of the 20th
century have been lost over time. But Gimli is more fortunate than
other places, with the survival and protection of the Gimli Public
School. This is a very rare and thus precious reminder of what was
once a very common major building in most Manitoba communities.

Gimli Public School, one of the town’s premiere heritage attractions.

