We Made Baldur

During the winter of 1875-1876 his daughter Carrie became the
first teacher at Gimli. She taught English and other subjects to
25 students. The classes were held in a government warehouse.
Classes had to be suspended the following winter because of
the smallpox epidemic but were reopened the spring of 1877,
with Carrie's sister Jane teaching 63 students.

Pioneer
Farmer William Taylor

In 1881, William and his family moved to Argyle Municipality
where he homesteaded NW 36-5-14 (known as Taylor's Hill)
and took a pre-emption, SW 18-6-14.
In the late 1880s, William and Sigridur, along with William's
sons, moved north to his pre-emption, which William named
"Rosemound" because of all the wild roses growing there. It is
said to have been a beautiful site in early summer.
William and (his third wife) Sigridur eventually moved into
Baldur where he kept up a friendly battle of wits with the editor
of the Baldur Gazette, as is recorded in many of the earliest
issues. William spoke Icelandic fluently and could also read
and write it. Many a time he was called upon for counsel and
advice and was always ready and willing to lend a helping
hand to those less fortunate than he.

Baldur fields, September 13, 1903.

William Taylor was born in Bristol, England on Aug. 9, 1830.
His childhood was spent in Barbados where his parents,
Richard and Jane Taylor of England, ran a plantation. He was
18 years old when he came to Canada in 1848, and settled with
his brother John at Kingston, Ontario on August 15, 1851. In
1867, William moved to Lansing, Michigan, where he lived
until the fall of 1875, when he then moved to New Iceland and
homesteaded south of Kjalvik. He then moved further north to
Vider River.

His health was failing and his daughter Carrie urged him and
Sigridur to move into a small house in the bluff just west of her
home at Grund. He died on March 2, 1903.
Adapted from Come into our Heritage, page 673.
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westward. He heard of young Everett Parsonage and
commissioned him for 10 months, at $10.00 a month, to be
their guide.

Pioneer

It was 1875 when they left Port Hope. They went by boat to
Duluth. From there they came by Northern Pacific to Fisher's
Landing. Here they commenced their long journey up the Red
River, in flat bottom boats, to the mouth of the river. Here they
were met by a Hudson’s Bay Company steamer and towed to
Willow Island, where they disembarked after a very long and
tedious journey.

Settlement Guide Everett Parsonage

It was on this trip that Everett became close friends with
Sigurdur Christopherson, Skafti Arason. Kristian Jonsson, John
Taylor and many more of the Icelanders.
Five years later, in 1880, when Everett was established on his
homestead in Pilot Mound, he was instrumental in persuading
the Icelanders to explore the possibilities of starting another
settlement in the Tiger Hills area, now the Municipality of
Argyle.

Icelandic settlers arriving near Gimli. It was a group
like this that Everett Parsonage lead in 1875.

Everett Parsonage was born in 1855 in England, the son of
Abraham Parsonage; a butcher by profession and his second
wife, Mary Anne Filewood. Everett Parsonage came to Canada
with his parents when he was eight years old. He grew up in
the backwoods of Ontario along with his brother Fred. They
became excellent woodsmen, canoe paddlers and fishermen,
which prepared them well for their exploits on the western
frontier in later years.
A group of about 500 Icelanders had arrived at Port Hope,
Ontario, on their way to settle around the Gimli area of
Manitoba. The Icelandic agent, John Taylor, was looking for a
guide with wilderness experience to help them on their trip
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When, after 25 years on the prairies, William returned to his
relatives in Scotland. He was sorely missed by his Canadian
neighbours.

Pioneer
Municipal Official William Stark

Adapted from Come into our Heritage, page 654.

An early comer to Argyle, William Stark was a well-educated
Scot who immigrated to Canada about 1878, and worked for
the C.P.R. in Montreal for a short time. In 1879, he was
attracted to the prairies and homesteaded NE 5-4-14, preempted SE 5-4-14 and purchased 6-4-14. Once settled on his
farm, he built a home and helped others to immigrate to
Canada.

The Settlement Experience
In 1881 William Stark travelled by ox-car from Emerson to
what is now the Rosehill District. Settlers squatted on the land
they occupied and when it became necessary to lay claim they
were obliged to file at Deloraine 90 kilometres away or
Morden, 105 km distant and had to journey 120 km to Emerson
with a grist.

A bachelor, William, was always a welcome visitor. Because
of his great store of stories and jokes he was often in demand
as a chairperson for local concerts.

They endured many hardships and privations, battling with
cold in winter, terrible heat and mosquitoes and slow labour in
summer and protecting their stock from beasts of prey the wolf
and bear.

When the R.M. of Argyle was formed, William became the
first secretary-treasurer, establishing the municipal office in his
home. He served from February, 1882 to February 1889. He
was renowned for his beautiful penmanship and was often
asked to write records in family Bibles and to do
correspondence for less well-educated neighbours.

The first in the region was that of William Stark 6-4-14 and the
first church services were held there conducted by Rev.
Hoskins, Methodist, and Rev Currence, Presbyterian, were
carried on until 1899 when the Roseberry School
accommodated the gatherings.

In 1899 the Baldur Gazette reported that, upon the formation of
Argyle Municipality:
“Mr. Wm. Stark was appointed clerk and treasurer, a position
which he held for several years and by his uniform kindness
and obliging manner won golden opinions from the ratepayers
of Argyle.”
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Pioneers
Notable Baldur Area Families
We know that Jesse Chester was instrumental in determining
where Baldur was located; that Sigurder Christopherson and
his wife Carrie suggested the name Baldur; and that a group of
forward-thinking pioneer businessmen with names like
Playfair, Cramer, Curtis, and Fowler established the economic
foundation of the new village of Baldur in the early 1890s.
What we mustn’t forget that despite the noteworthy
contribution made by the people identified in this tribute, they
weren’t alone.
Of the many families who made Baldur what it is today, the
following names stand out, partly because many live on
through descendants in Baldur today. Their exploits are well
documented in Come into our Heritage, but it is important to
note them here as well.

Walter and Frances Conibear, 1920

Conibear Family – James Shiells Conibear homesteaded NW
23-5-13 in 1889.

Frederickson Family – Several Fredericksons were among the
early Icelandic settlers in the Grund area. It is interesting to
note how many of Baldur’s older houses have a connection to
the Frederickson family.

Dearsley Family – Sydney Richard Dearsley came to Argyle
(by way of New Mexico) in 1901.

Goodman Family – The descendants of John and Gudrun
Goodman who arrived in 1884.
Lockerby Family – The descendants of David and Marie
Lockerby settled in the Greenway district about 1890.
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Walter and Margaret Frederickson

Lodge Family – Oswald Lodge homesteaded in 1886. Three
daughters married three Dearsley boys, creating an intricate
family tree. Some 100 years after Oswald arrived there were
147 descendants – several in the Baldur area.
McLaren Family – Archie McLaren married Lavina Sexsmith
in 1882, connecting two pioneer families.
Parsonage Family – We have recorded the role Everett
Parsonage played in Manitoba’s Icelandic settlements. The
decendants of his brother Henry have had a wide ranging
influence in the Baldur region as well.

Henry and Elizabeth Parsonage, 1882.

Ramage Family – The descendants of Nelson Bradford
Ramage, through his son Robert Burns Ramage, are well
known in Baldur’s farming and business community.
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The story of the troubles and triumphs of their early days is
representative of the pioneer experience. The influence of the
family on Baldur’s history is more than the story of two young
men. It is the story of the extended families. While Peter and
Henry were influential in Baldur’s early history, with Peter
acting as Reeve and taking a role in securing a rail link for the
settlement; it was brother James who married Annie Lovell and
came west on 1891 and settled on 25-4-14 a farm soon known
as “Borland Grove.” One of their daughters Marguerite,
married Hershel Lockerby, while another, Doris, married Jack
Stone. Both families have contributed much to the Baldur
story.

Magnus and Ingun Skardal and Family.

Skardal Families – Two Skardal brothers came to the region
in the early 1900s. The decendants of Magnus and Ingun
Skardal, and of Sigurdur and Ingiborg have been influential
since that time.

Albert and Jane Warrener and son Harry, 1915.

Strang Family – John Strang, from Exeter Ontario, bought 254-14 from the C.P.R in 1882 with his four sons in mind. Two
of those sons, Peter and Henry began farming the land in 1883.
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Warrener Family – The story of Albert Warrener’s trip to
Argyle in 1885 is another fine example of the pioneer
experience. Coming west he on the same train as Louis Riel,
who was being taken to Regina for his trial and eventual
execution. After arriving at Brandon he walked to Argyle,
swimming across the Assiniboine River when it happened to be
“in his way.”

There is no beginning and no end to the list of Baldur’s notable
people. For a more comprehensive look at the region’s
influential citizens see the Argyle Notable People Project,
available at the Argyle Museum, and above all, explore the
pages of Come into our Heritage.

James, Peter and Henry Strang.
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he said to himself, "This is where I will settle!" and
homesteaded 14-5-14. In August, 1882, his (second) wife
Sybil, and their children joined him.

Merchant

Jesse and Sybil lived on their farm until the railroad began to
come through in the fall of 1889. The workers often went there
for meals and farm produce and persuaded Jesse to build a
boarding house close to the road, for they assured him a town
would soon spring up. In 1890, Jesse built the Chester House,
later known as the Baldur Hotel. He also built a livery barn to
run in conjunction with it.

Hotel Keeper Jesse Chester

The Chesters seemed to prosper and many a day the folk would
see Jesse driving his favourite mare 'Maggie C" hitched to a
single-driver sulky, up and down the country roads.
Sybil Chester is remembered as the first teacher, in the first
school established near Baldur. The school was Tiger Hills
School, built in 1883, located about four kilometres southwest
of the what would become the village of Baldur.
Mrs. Chester died in May 1909, in the boarding house. In 1910,
when Jesse Sr. became very ill, he was taken in by his son,
Jesse Jr. and Nellie. He died there in May of 1910. So ended
the story of a true pioneer.

Jesse Chester with “Maggie C.”

Jesse Chester was born at Merrickville, Ontario, on November
17, 1829. In the fall of 1881, his water-power mill burned to
the ground and he decided to move west. In the spring of 1882,
he started out with his son, William, and came to Emerson, and
from there, journeyed by horse to the present site of Baldur.
Jesse had walked all through the southwest of Baldur district
and after encountering wet marshy land, he came to the present
creek. He waded north across the creek and sat down on a
boulder. Looking over the creek towards the present town site,

Adapted from Come into our Heritage, page 333.
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sister, Irma, served as a waitress in the dining room when she
was barely taller than the table tops.” “The years in the Hotel
were busy ones for all of the family. It was the boys’ job to fire
the wood-burning furnace. This meant rising about three a.m.
and again at six to stoke the furnace. … We were responsible
for bringing in blocks of ice and snow to melt for the daily
wash. … We hauled our drinking water from the town well.”
Wash days – usually Mondays – were an ordeal, especially in
winter. Washing bedding and clothes was often a two-day
proposition. Water had to be hauled and then heated in tubs the
night before. Start-up time was set for five or six a.m. and the
laundry process quite often ran into the afternoon. The next
day, one of the maids would run the clothes and sheets through
a mangle, a machine used to wring water out of wet laundry.
Most hotels did not get running water until the 1940s or 1950s,
so water had to be hauled from a well in the summer. In the
winter, hotels used melted ice and snow, or water that had been
collected in rain barrels during the previous summer.”

A Day in the Life of a Small Town Hotel
Running a small-town Manitoba hotel in the early 1900s was
hard work. The hotel staff usually consisted of at least two
chambermaids and a cook who worked from morning till night,
cleaning the guest rooms, doing the laundry, and washing
dishes. The maid's work day usually started at 6:00 a.m. and
ended at 9:00 p.m. for which she was paid $10 per month, plus
room and board. Porters not only assisted hotel guests with
their luggage; they also washed dishes, milked the cows that
supplied the milk for the hotel and did all the odd jobs. The
upstairs maid also polished the silver and glassware and kept
everything shining.

© Joan Champ, 2011

All members of the hotel owner’s family had to share in the
work of running the hotel. “One of the duties of the kids was to
help with the housekeeping and at noon you had to take your
turn at washing the dishes before going back to school. My
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1868 at Lochaber Antigonish County, Nova Scotia. She taught
school in the Belmont area prior to her marriage and was the
first teacher in the school. Dr. Cleghorn and Katherine were
both of the Presbyterian faith and subsequently United Church.
They built and resided in the fine old home at the corner of
Elizabeth and Government Road. In 1927 Dr. Cleghorn was
elected as the Liberal representative for the constituency of
Mountain and was a sitting member at his death, November 19,
1929. Katherine lived in Baldur for several years after his
death, and passed away in Winnipeg, Sunday, July 17, 1955.
Both are interred in the Baldur Cemetery.

Medical Services
Pharmacist Dr. Irving Cleghorn

Irving Murray Cleghorn, their eldest son, graduated in
medicine from the University of Toronto in 1922 and, after a
period of post-graduate work at the Winnipeg General Hospital
and the New York Lying-in Hospital, returned to Baldur to
practise with his father. He then moved to Winnipeg in 1930
and spent the rest of his career with the Department of Health
of the Province of Manitoba.
Their second son, Raymond, graduated in 1925 from the
School of Pharmacy at the University of Manitoba. In 1930,
after a short period as a druggist in Winnipeg, he returned to
Baldur. Raymond owned and operated Cleghorn's Drug Store,
which had been founded by his father, until his retirement in
1968. The drug store was one of the oldest family-operated
stores of its kind in Manitoba.
Adapted from Come into our Heritage, page 348.

Dr. Irving Moffat Cleghorn practised medicine in Baldur for
over 30 years. He was born in Dumfriesshire, Scotland,
August 22, 1863. After graduation from the University of
Manitoba in 1894, he married Katherine Ann Murray, a pioneer
school teacher in the area. Miss Murray was born October 31,
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The Small Town Pharmacy
An operation like Cleghorn’s Drug Store, even in the late
1800s, had the benefit of a long history of experimentation and
science to guide its proprietors. But of course it was still not
quite like a pharmacy of the early 21st century, with its sleek
white walls and cornucopia of pills.
The main difference was the in-house manufacture of drugs,
tinctures and vials, and of course of the tools to undertake those
operations. In those days, doctors would write a prescription
for a medication that needed to be made from scratch. It was
the pharmacist who needed to know how to “compound” these
chemicals and extracts into various dosage forms like capsules,
tablets and suspensions. Before the advent of the pre-made
drugs, a pharmacist wouldn’t be worth much if he didn’t know
how to compound.
Common compounds were made from crude drugs like opium,
foxglove, chrysanthemum or Nux Vomica. The pharmacist
needed to know how to calculate the activity of these crude
drugs prior to compounding. Foxglove’s activity was
determined by finding how much was needed to kill a cat.
Chrysanthemum’s activity was found by seeing how many flies
were killed over a period of time by being exposed to the
extract. Once the activity was established the medication would
be compounded into a form the doctor prescribed.

Interior of Cleghorn’s Pharmacy. Note the partially
obscured sign near the top right of the photo. It
appears that it may say “SURGERY.” (Photo courtesy
the S. J. McKee Archives)
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Percival (Percy) and Alice Curtis both came from England.
Percy Faulkner, son of C.W. Curtis of Dersley, was born in
1860. He came to Canada in 1883, and farmed in the Pembina
Valley, where he met Alice Lea.

Merchant
General Merchant Percival Curtis

Alice, the fifth child in R.N. Lea's family of 12, was born in
Staffordshire in 1875. She came to Canada with the Lea family
in 1878, and settled with them on a farm ten miles south of
Manitou and one mile from Pembina Crossing.
Percy and Alice were married in 1893, in St. Luke's Anglican
Church at Pembina Crossing. Before coming to Baldur, they
lived in the Bahamas, on a farm where they raised sisal. When
they came to Baldur, they bought Mr. Griffith's general store.
From the time of their arrival in about 1895, Percy and Alice
became active and highly respected citizens. By their
participation in the life of the community, their deep interest in
the youth, and their never failing generosity, they well
deserved the respect and affection which they soon received
from all who knew them.
Percy spared neither time nor money in his desire to help
promote good sport for the youth of the community. In 1900,
he gave cricket sets to boys of several school districts, and in
the news of that time there is an account of the first cricket
match. Excelsior vs. Baldur, which was followed by races,
jumping and other contests; and finally a dinner served in the
store. No wonder they sang "He's a Jolly Good Fellow.”

Photo courtesy the S. J. McKee Archives
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In the same year, a boy's hockey club and a lacrosse club were
organized. A tennis club followed in 1901, and in 1902, a rifle
club was added. No doubt other men were involved in these
projects, but always mention was made of Mr. Curtis.

Baldur’s first store, built by George Griffith
and taken over by Percival Curtis. It was
noted in the Baldur Gazette, Special Edition
of March 14, 1899 that “the residence is built
in connection with the store and has a
beautiful lawn bordered with very handsome
maple trees.”

Percy and Alice were also vitally interested in the serious side
of life. They were staunch Anglicans, and gave their wholehearted support to the building of St. Mark's, Baldur. If illness
came to a family, they gave their support, and showed their
sympathy in whatever way would be of greatest benefit. Briefly
stated, they were citizens who endeared themselves to young
and old alike. When they left in 1908, to make their retirement
home in Victoria, B.C., the best wishes of the whole
community went with them.
Adapted from Come into our Heritage, page 376.
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In 1901 Mr. Curtis completed a new brick two-storey building
with a distinctive corner entrance and a second level balcony.
Proprietors included the Playfair Brothers, Neil McDonald,
Frederickson’s Cash Store, W.G. Kilgour and the Co-op. The
upper level was called the Victoria Hall after Queen Victoria. It
was home to various public gatherings and entertainments,
including movies in its later years.
The Curtis Block, with upper floor
Victoria Hall, ca. 1905. This fine
Romanesque Revival building, with
rich brick details, stands to the left
of the first Baldur store (Photo
from the S. J. McKee Archives)

Mr. Curtis rented his store to the Playfair Bros. for a general
store in 1905; Allison and Macdonald succeeded the Playfair
Bros. in 1908, until 1918 when Mr. Macdonald removed his
stock to Elgin and the store was vacant until Frederickson and
Son took it in hand for general merchandise purposes, which
they conducted until 1925 when Mr. G. Kilgour bought it for a
general store

28

stores had a display window or two in the front of the building.
Cellars, basements and second floors were used for storage of
merchandise and displays.

A Day in the Life of a General Store
The small-town general store, also known as mercantiles and
emporiums, were essential aspect of commercial activity in
small-town life, and saw their heyday in the period between
1880 and 1930.

Food and consumables included coffee beans, spices, baking
powder, oatmeal, flour, sugar, tropical fruit, hard candy, eggs,
milk, butter, fruit and vegetables, honey and molasses,
crackers, cheese, syrup and dried beans, cigars and tobacco.

These establishments served the rural populations of small
towns and villages and the farmers in the surrounding area.
Besides selling dry goods, farming equipment and other
supplies, they sometimes also served as the local post office,
drugstore and undertaker. They were also a popular meeting
place for socializing and news gathering.

Dry goods included bolts of cloth, pins and needles, thread,
ribbon, silk, buttons, collars, undergarments, suspenders,
dungarees, hats and shoes.
Essential items such as rifles, pistols, ammunition, lanterns,
lamps, rope, crockery, pots and pans, cooking utensils and
dishes, farm and milking equipment and even coffins could be
found.

The storekeepers stocked their establishments with
merchandise procured from salesmen who represented
wholesale houses and manufacturers found in larger cities.
Merchandise selections were often large and varied, though
most of the items available for sale were those of necessity. As
people and businesses prospered in the economy during the
1890s more luxury items were introduced into the store
inventories. The expansion of the railroads, the advent of mass
production and technological advances such as the refrigerated
railcar to transport perishable foods all combined to escalate
the national distribution and variety of goods that were
available in the stores.

The apothecary sections of the stores were well represented
with a surprisingly large number of patent medicines, remedies,
soaps and toiletries and elixirs.

Most of the wall space in a general store was taken up with
shelving to store and display for the merchandise; likewise the
floors were crowded with barrels, wooden boxes and crates.
Store counters were good for holding display cases for the
smaller items, a coffee grinder, scales and a cash register. Many
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George Playfair was one of Baldur’s first businessmen. Before
the site of Baldur was settled, he bought grain for the Bawlf
Grain Company. In the fall of 1889 when the railway arrived
and the townsite was selected, he erected a spur on the new
railway track and established an office for his winter grain
buying. The building was moved from its previous location on
his farm.

Merchant
General Merchant G.W. Playfair

Others soon followed and Baldur, as yet unnamed, was in
business. In 1890 Mr. Playfair opened a furniture, lumber and
coal business east of Second Street on Elizabeth. In 1891, he
enlarged his furniture store to a two-storey building and his
eldest son, John, joined the business. His third residence was at
the rear of this building. In 1896, he built the first planing mill.
George was born at Playfairville, Ontario in 1839, the eldest
son of John Playfair. With his wife, Jessie Ferguson, and their
seven children, they arrived at Otenaw on August 10, 1880. An
eighth child, Katie Wilhelmina, was born in October – the first
birth in the new settlement.

Elizabeth Avenue East, showing in the middle of the
block, with the long awning, the Playfair Furniture and
Lumber Store. (McKee Archives Photo)

This was the period without municipal government, and roads
were from house to house. They were miles from a doctor, post
office, groceries and railway. Katie's first apple was a "red
potato." Suppers were often cleaned, boiled wheat with milk or
cream.
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