
Halls and Recreational Sites and Buildings 
 
Gimli has lost several notable sites associated with the leisure part of 
life (like the Lyric Theatre identified above), but we are very 
fortunate to have the Gimli Dance Pavilion still extant and now 
protected as a Municipal Heritage Site. 
 
The presence of summer religious camps were (and are) a vital part 
of the R.M. of Gimli’s heritage, and extant historic remnants of these 
sites are explored in an accompanying report on the municipality’s 
rural sites. 
 
Railway Buildings 
 
Gimli once had a fine little CPR station (and water tower), but like so 
many communities lost it when rail transport systems were 
transformed in the 1960s, and the necessary buildings became 
redundant. 
 

 
 
The Gimli Dance Pavilion, above, is a rare surviving Manitoba example of 

the kind of facility that provided so much recreational relief to Manitobans in 

the 1930s. Gimli’s CPR Station, below, ca. 1900, dem-olished. The image 

also shows the old Como Hotel on the right, also lost. 
 
  



Industrial Buildings 
 
Gimli’s economic history is predicated on the fishing industry, and in 
the town of Gimli stand just two surviving buildings that recall this 
aspect of our past. One in particular—the Dori Peterson Net Shed—
seems to be of considerable value – of original form and condition 
and only with the addition of a garage door that could easily be 
removed. 
 
 
 
 

    
View of the Dori Peterson Net Shed, whose distinctly 

tall form suggests its function. 
 

 

 
The unassuming and weathered wood walls of the 

Dori Peterson Net Shed are a rare surviving 

reminder of Gimli’s commercial fishing heritage. 
  



Cemeteries/Memorials 
 
The smallpox epidemic of 1876 was a profound event in Gimli’s 
history, and is now recalled at the Icelandic Pioneer Cemetery, a 
Municipal Heritage Site. The subject of death and remembrance is 
also expressed in the cemeteries associated with other faith groups in 
the municipality, at Sts. Cyril and Methodius Roman Catholic 
Church, St. Mary’s Ukrainian Catholic Church and St. Michael’s 
Ukrainian Catholic Church. 
 
 
 
 

     
Gates at Gimli Municipal Cemetery. 

 

 
A gravemarker in Grace Church of  

Gimli Cemetery. 
 

 
Sts. Cyril and Methodius Roman Catholic Cemetery. 
 
  



Building Designs and Carpenters 
 
Recent work on another important aspect of Gimli’s architectural 
heritage—building construction—has been carried out by Mr. Andy 
Blicq, a member of the community’s Municipal Heritage Advisory 
Committee. Presented in “Gimli: The Camper’s Paradise” this 
important research has so far revealed a great deal about local 
builders and the design origins of many buildings. Some highlights 
of that study are noted here. 
 
While the area round Gimli was heavily treed with poplar, most of 
the actual building materials from which Gimli’s houses and 
buildings were constructed came from lumber shipped by rail from 
British Columbia. Locally, this high-quality Douglas Fir and cedar 
lumber was sold through the Lakeside Trading Company store and 
lumber yard at Centre Street and First Avenue, across the street from 
H.P. Tergesen’s General Store. 
 
In terms of building designs, especially for cottages, Mr. Blicq’s 
research has focused on the mail order catalogue designs that were 
used for so many buildings projects throughout North America in the 
late 19th and early 20th centuries. There are good examples of 
catalogue and kit homes and cottages throughout Gimli, and on 
farms and communities along the lakeshore. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Building a cottage in Gimli, ca. 1935. 
 

 
 
Les Henry, of Saskatoon, the author of the best-selling Catalogue 
Houses: Eaton’s and Others, and an acknowledged expert on 
catalogue house plans and construction, has examined photographs 
in the R.M. of Gimli’s Special Places inventory, and has provided 
some observations: First, there are no obvious design matches in 
Gimli’s collection to his collection of rare early catalogues. Mr. 
Henry notes that that’s not surprising, given that the provenance of a 
house cannot be absolutely proven “unless you have an invoice. 
Because they’ve got blueprints doesn’t mean anything either.”  
 
However, the uniform nature of Gimli’s cottages, many of which 
look the same and share very similar designs and material, would 
indicate that they came from the same handful of sources and 
designs. It seems likely that the plans were locally produced, 
possibly by North American lumber, or one of the other local lumber 
companies that were supplying building materials. Mr. Blicq’s 
research includes an oral history link to the Brown and Rutherford 
lumber company from Winnipeg. 
 

 
  



Mr. Blicq’s research project also involved the collection of an 
impressive range of pattern-book designs that undoubtedly were used 
for many house and cottage designs throughout the area. Also known 
as kit or ready-cut designs, some images from these pamphlets are 
featured here to give a sense of this valuable resource. 
 

 

 
This page from the Alladin Cottage Catalogue of 1920 shows 

designs that might have informed cottage builders in Gimli. 
  



 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 

 

Left: This scheme from Winnipeg’s McDiarmid Lumber Company features a 

small house whose design recalls the details on many Gimli buildings. 

Above: Specific construction instructions were provided in these kit designs, 

and these kinds of details are apparent in many Gimli buildings. 
 
 
  



An extremely important aspect of Mr. Blicq’s research into local 
construction practices has focused on the carpenters who put our 
historic buildings together. The following is a partial list of some of 
those who were working in the community as carpenters during that 
time. Community elders interviewed all pointed out the importance 
of acknowledging how hard these men worked, using only a saw, 
hammer, plane and other simple hand tools.  
 
Villi Arnason 
A top carpenter, Villi Arnason also had a job looking after Gimli’s 
historic dance pavilion. According to community elder Oli Narfason, 
Villi Arnason was a quiet unassuming man who always got the job 
done. 
 
Helgi ‘Highway’ Helgason 
According to Paul Olson, Helgason was a carpenter and an excellent 
mechanic who operated a garage in the community. Dilla and Oli 
Narfason recall that he owned a ‘steam box’ used by boat builders 
for bending planks. He was a giant of man – six-foot five, or six, and 
250 pounds of muscle. In his spare time he built coffins.  
 
Simbi Josephson 
Paul Olson remembers that Josephson had a job weighing all the fish 
at a fishing station in Lake Winnipeg’s north basin. But he also was 
an excellent dock builder who also constructed bunkhouses. 
 
Mike Magnusson 
According to Paul Olson, Mike Magnusson was a master boat 
builder, carpenter and fisherman. 
 
 

Pete Magnusson 
Paul Olson remembers Pete Magnusson as the communities ‘cement 
man’. 
 
Magnus Narfason 
Oli Narfason recalls that his grandfather, Magnus Narfason, came 
from Iceland with good carpentry skills. He reinforced the evidence 
that it was common for kits and lumber to be shipped to Gimli. Dilla 
Narfason said that her grandfather, Magnus, made some of his own 
tools. 
 
Halldor (Dori) Peterson 
Mr. Narfason also recalled that a carpenter name Halldor (Dori) 
Peterson, a fisherman by trade, built three similar cottages on 3rd 
Avenue directly across from the park. 
 
Hjalmar Thorsteinson 
The likely builder of the Thorson Cottage at 50 – 4th Avenue. 
Hjalmar Thorsteinson was a lifelong bachelor. According to Paul 
Olson, the Thorsteinsons were a family of carpenters, although Peter 
Thorsteinson lost his arm and had to leave the trade and take a job as 
a fish inspector.  
 
Oli Thorsteinson 
A well-known Gimli violin maker and teacher, carpenter, contractor 
and the builder of Gimli’s historic dance pavilion. According to The 
Gimli Saga he learned the carpentry trade in Winnipeg. 
 
Svani Valgardson 
Remembered by Paul Olson as one of the top carpenters in the 
community, he built the stone fence that still surrounds Camp 
Morton, north of Gimli. 
 
  



Gimli’s Significant  
Heritage Sites 
 
The following list of buildings and sites constitutes the Gimli 
Heritage Advisory Committee’s recommendations to council 
and the community about those places that have major claims 
for local heritage significance. 
 
At this point the list consists of those buildings and sites that 
already have been designated and those buildings from the 
current Special Places project that the Committee recommends 
also be added to the list. These latter buildings were selected 
based on a rigorous analysis and evaluation of 68 places 
identified in the inventory. 
 
For the record, following are those 10 buildings and sites that 
already have been designated (note that the H.P Tergesen and 
Sons General Store is a Provincial Heritage Site; the rest are 
Municipal Heritage Sites): 
 

 Gimli Public School 
 Gimli Dance Pavilion 
 Gimli Unitarian Church 
 H.P Tergesen and Sons General Store 
 Jonasson House 
 Sts. Cyril and Methodius Roman Catholic Church 
 St. Mary’s Ukrainian Catholic Church 

 St. Michael’s Ukrainian Catholic Church 
 Icelandic Pioneer Cemetery 
 Arnes Lutheran Church 

 
And following are the 10 buildings that the Committee 
suggests be added to the List of Significant Sites: 
 

 H.P. Tergesen House 
 Olson House 
 Spruce Lodge Cottage 
 Erindale Cottage 
 Goodman Cottage 
 Maryville Cottage 
 Warters Cottage 
 Devon Lodge Cottage 
 Wigg Cottage 
 Thorson Cottage 

 
These two lists are combined below, and featured in more 
detail on following pages. Each building is presented with an 
accompanying Heritage Value Statement that elucidates that 
building or site’s key heritage attributes.  
 
This kind of short, sharp list will enable the community to 
focus attention and resources when it undertakes future 
heritage endeavours, be they updates to the walking tour, 
community websites, school projects, plaquing programs and 
designations.  



List of Significant Sites 
 

 Gimli Public School 
 Gimli Dance Pavilion 
 Gimli Unitarian Church 
 Sts. Cyril and Methodius Roman Catholic Church 
 St. Mary’s Ukrainian Catholic Church 
 St. Michael’s Ukrainian Catholic Church 
 Arnes Lutheran Church 
 Icelandic Pioneer Cemetery 
 H.P Tergesen and Sons General Store 
 H.P. Tergesen House 
 Olson House 
 Jonasson House 
 Spruce Lodge Cottage 
 Erindale Cottage 
 Goodman Cottage 
 Maryville Cottage 
 Warters Cottage 
 Devon Lodge Cottage 
 Wigg Cottage 
 Thorson Cottage 

At the same time, the Committee notes that five buildings 
identified in the Special Places project merit different kinds of 
attention from the community: 
 

 Kristjanson/Thorson House 
 Maddin Cottage 
 Gudmundur Peterson Shanty 
 Dempsey Valgardson Shanty 
 Dori Peterson Net Shed 

 
The Gudmundur Peterson Shanty, Dempsey Valgardson Shanty 
and the Dori Peterson Net Shed are difficult sites to deal with 
in a heritage context. None of the three is in the best of 
condition, all are privately owned, and are also in obscure 
situations. Nevertheless these are important buildings, each a 
now-rare example of once-common Gimli building types: the 
Gudmundur Peterson and Dempsey Valgardson shanties are the 
kind of humble abode that most Gimli pioneers lived in at least 
for a few years; and the Dori Peterson Net Shed a solitary 
reminder of the historic economic base of the community – 
fishing. It is suggested that the community be canvassed for 
their interest in these buildings before they are lost. 
 
 
  



 
Map of Gimli 
 
This basic street map of Gimli can 
be co-ordinated to locate sites 
noted on following pages, which 
are identified with street addresses. 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 
  



Gimli Public School 
 

 
 

 
 
Gimli Public School (1915) is a 
commendable example of the kind of 
educational institution constructed by an 
Icelandic community determined to provide 
the best opportunities for its children despite 
limited resources. The design did not come 
from a set of standardized plans from the 
Manitoba Department of Education, as was 
popular at the time, but rather from a local 
resident and designer, Halldor Sigurdson. 
Ascribing to its era’s conventions and 
regulations for health and safety, the school 
demonstrates special attention to emergency 
exits, lighting and ventilation. The original 
facility, with six spacious classrooms, 
featured the most modern conveniences and 
equipment available at the time, housing 
Grades 1 through 12. 
 

  



Gimli Dance Pavilion 
 

 
 

 
 
The Gimli Dance Pavilion (1911) is the 
older of only two extant facilities of its type 
still operating in Manitoba and the only 
remaining dance hall of three built in the 
Interlake district. Designed by Olafur 
Thornsteinson, a talented craftsman, 
musician and early pioneer in New Iceland, 
the pavilion remains largely intact with its 
original materials and design features. 
Although diminutive in size and appearance 
compared to later facilities, it represents the 
popularity of dancing as a recreational 
activity after the turn of the twentieth 
century. The pavilion also holds significance 
as a social and cultural venue for the 
Icelandic community, hosting many events, 
including the yearly Icelandic Festival of 
Manitoba. 
 
  



Gimli Unitarian Church 
 

 
 

 
 
Gimli Unitarian Church (1904-05) 
represents the beginning of organized 
Unitarianism on the Canadian Prairies. As 
the first church built after four of Manitoba’s 
Icelandic congregations seceded from the 
Lutheran Synod, this structure became the 
Mother Church of the Unitarian movement 
in Western Canada, as well as an institution 
of central importance to the Icelandic 
community. The building expresses this 
religious development in a direct and 
functional manner through its basic plan, 
wooden construction, modest Gothic 
Revival detailing and simple, yet elegant 
tower. 
 
  



Sts. Cyril and Methodius Roman Catholic 

Church 
 

 
 
 
 

 
 
Sts. Cyril and Methodius Roman Catholic 
Church is a select representative of rural 
Manitoba places of worship built in the early 
decades of the twentieth century (1921) by 
Eastern European immigrant communities. 
Its site, donated by parishioners, was 
occupied by the first Polish Catholic church 
(1904) in the Gimli district and for many 
years was the centre of spiritual life for Poles 
in the area. The current building, the third 
at the location after fires destroyed its 
predecessors in 1909 and 1911, was served 
by priests from Arborg and Winnipeg until 
it became a chaplaincy of a newly formed 
parish at Camp Morton in 1924. Its humble 
architecture, effectual yet also with attention 
to detail, is based on the symbolism of the 
Holy Trinity, as seen in the tripartite 
massing, plan and arrangement of various 
elements. Vacant for nearly four decades, the 
church was restored in 2000 and now hosts 
various celebrations again. 
 
 
  



St. Marys Ukrainian Catholic Church 
 

 
 

 
 
St. Mary’s Ukrainian Catholic Church 
(1906) is a modest example of how long-
established architectural practices from 
Ukraine were adapted to the pioneer 
conditions of rural Manitoba to enable early 
settlers to maintain and foster their religious 
traditions. The building’s simple form, 
interior layout, materials and detailing, 
including a single banya (dome), recall in a 
humble manner important symbols 
associated with more elaborate Eastern rite 
facilities in the Ukraine. From its donated 
site to lumber sawn from local logs, this 
church demonstrates the desire among 
Ukrainians in the Gimli area to give tangible 
expression to their religious values and 
practices, despite limited resources and other 
challenges of settling in a new country. 
 
  



St. Michaels Ukrainian Catholic Church 
 

 
 
 

 
 
St. Michael’s Ukrainian Catholic Church 
(1904) is a modest example of Byzantine 
architectural influences recreated in 
Manitoba’s rural Interlake region by early 
Ukrainian settlers. Through its single banya 
(dome), one-room plan, decorative intact 
interior and extensive iconography, 
including floral motifs painted by visiting 
Belgian priests, the church represents a 
simplified version of more substantial 
Eastern rite structures found in Ukraine and 
elsewhere in Manitoba. 
  



Arnes Lutheran Church 
 

 
 
 
 
 

 
 
Arnes Lutheran Church (1910; interior 
completed 1919) is a well-preserved example 
of the type of simple rectangular wood-frame 
church that was once found in nearly every 
Manitoba community, but was often 
replaced by larger buildings as communities 
grew. The church, which is in the Pioneer 
Baroque Style, is entered through an elegant 
two-tiered square tower projecting from the 
front. It is an important physical reminder of 
the Icelandic heritage of the district, which 
had expanded north into the region in the 
late 1870s after a disastrous smallpox 
epidemic in the Gimli area. It initially stood 
on a site south of Arnes, and was moved to 
the current site by horse and sleigh in 1920. 
The church played an active role in the 
community until attendance began to drop 
in the 1960s and 70s; it still has a high 
degree of physical integrity, with nearly every 
historic feature intact. 
 
  


