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LANDMARKS 
Hartney’s Significant Heritage Buildings 
 

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 the Town of Hartney, 
through its Municipal Heritage Advisory Group, 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, Hartney’s Significant Heritage Buildings.  
 
Hartney’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 Hartney an authentically 
distinct place. 
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HE TOWN OF HARTNEY has interesting and 
important historical claims, both in the context of 
Manitoba’s past as well as in our own regional history.  

 
Hartney can claim to be one of the few settlement-era railway 
towns whose location was not arbitrarily chosen by a railway 
company. Sometime in 1889 it became apparent that the long-
anticipated Souris Branch of the Canadian Pacific Railway 
(C.P.R.) that eventually was to connect Brandon with Melita 
and beyond was to become a reality. Word circulated that a 
town was planned on a site somewhat northeast of present-day 
Hartney (35-6-23) but settlers protested and petitioned the 
C.P.R., insisting that the new town should be near where James 
Hartney had established a post office and store on his farm in 
1882. He had thus established a recognized centre for the 
surrounding district. When the surveyors did appear they 
selected a spot within a mile of the Hartney farm and, the 
settlers, seeing this as, no doubt close enough, were satisfied. 
Upon learning that the C.P.R had chosen the name Airdrie for 
the new station, settlers made an additional request that the 
name Hartney, already applied to the post office serving the 
community, be the name of the new town. Once again the 
C.P.R made the change. 
 
Although the town was new in 1890, the region itself had a 
long and interesting history. The wooded valley of the Souris 
has long been a place of shelter, and thus a gathering place for 
various Aboriginal peoples. Ongoing archaeological 

explorations, especially those in the sand hills to the west, 
continue to uncover the buried secrets of these first people.   
 
As early as 1785, fur trade companies and independent 
operators were building small temporary posts in the region in 
an effort to keep trade from going south. Between present-day 
Montieth and Lauder, nine posts have been identified and three 
of those have well-documented locations and histories. Fort 
Desjarlais (1836), Fort Grant (1828), and Ash House (1790s) 
are mentioned in many early account of the fur trade. 
 
In early 1881 Samuel Long and John Fee came from Ontario to 
Manitoba, and traveling south from Brandon, left the 
established trail and proceeded westward into what was then 
unsurveyed territory. They chose land, later identified as 32-5-
23W when it was surveyed, the next summer, in the district 
soon known as Meglund, a few kilometres southwest of 
present-day Hartney. The sod shack they erected that first 
season, soon known as “The Shanty” or “The Orphan’s Home,” 
was to serve as a stopping place and temporary home to a 
succession of newcomers in the next two years and the nucleus 
of a prosperous agricultural settlement. It was the first crucial 
step in the establishment of the farming economy and 
social/cultural network for a district that waited patiently for a 
rail link that would trigger the almost overnight appearance of 
the town of Hartney. 
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After the visit of the surveyors in 1889, building began. When 
the train whistle sounded for the first train on Christmas Day 
1890, The Lake of the Woods Milling Company had a grain 
elevator ready, as had David Leckie and H. Hammond. A 
boarding house erected by W.H. Hotham was in place. James 
Hartney and his brother-in-law S.H. Dickenson had erected a 
store and post office, and Dr. Frank McEown had set up a 
practice and started work on a drug store. William Hopkins had 
built his three-story brick building housing a store, residence, 
and a meeting hall. Seemingly overnight all the services and 
goods one would expect in a thriving town were available to 
settlers who had waited for the better part of a decade. 
 
 
 
 

As the town grew, two brickyards, a flour mill and a sash and 
door factory contributed to the economy as the Consolidation 
era was signalled by renewed and more permanent building, 
often in brick and with sometimes a more pretentious aspect. In 
1902 A.E. Hill built the two-storey brick block that still stands 
on the corner of Poplar and East Railway. 
 
Along with the A.E. Hill family and James Hartney, several 
other notable early citizens have left their mark on Hartney. 
Some, like Festus Chapin and William Callendar contributed to 
the commercial growth, while others like Irene Hill, Dr. Frank 
McEown, and Walpole Murdoch served in other ways. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
    View of Hartney, ca. 1900. 
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In the early years of the twentieth century Hartney consolidated 
its position as a trading centre for the region while additional 
rail lines created the nearby smaller villages of Underhill and 
Lauder. The rail lines and the automobile enabled increased 
contact with outside populations. Hartney’s proximity to Grand 
Clairiere, which was established before the railway lines by 
Francophones, some from Quebec and others descendants of 
Métis traders and hunters, soon added an additional cultural 
element. The presence today of several mansard-roofed homes 
is a likely legacy of that cultural interaction.  
 
As Hartney looks forward to the next century it has taken steps 
to preserve important aspects of its past, including the 
expansion of the Hart-Cam Museum in the A.E. Hill Building. 
When that building and several others recently figured 
prominently as location sets in two major Hollywood movies, 
The Lookout and The Stone Angel, the accompanying publicity 
certainly helped Hartney’s claims for preserving its 
architectural heritage.  
 
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. 
 

The following exploration of our built heritage has been 
organized by building type, a reasonable approach that allows 
for a focused reflection on the typical experiences of daily life 
in Hartney, now and 100 years ago: the domestic routine in 
houses, the give and take of commerce in stores, the spiritual 
refreshment found in churches. There are also sections on  
structures and sites and a concluding entry that highlights 
preliminary research done on Hartney’s early construction 
practices and the craftsmen who actually made our buildings. 
 
But we start with the topography and layout of our community, 
for it is these qualities that inform all else. 
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Community Form and Layout 
 
The layout of the town of Hartney was a direct response to the 
railway line to which it owes its existence (beginning in 1890). 
The Canadian Pacific Railway’s diagonal orientation (northeast 
to southwest) gives the whole community a slightly off-kilter 
feel. This not uncommon situation gives communities like 
Hartney a distinctly picturesque quality, with interesting vistas 
and viewpoints that are not defined by the typical east-west 
grid of so many other places. 
 
The railway’s oblique positioning also encouraged the 
community to develop on both sides of the tracks (many other 
smaller Manitoba towns developed only on one side of the 
busy rail line). The resulting configuration is in Hartney 
defined by the broad swath of the rail right-of-way that bisects 
the community, with residential enclaves on both sides. The 
community’s impressive commercial core stretches mostly 
along East Railway Street, with a few establishments dotted a 
little further east on side streets. Churches are in both halves 
and government or public services are also on both sides, but 
near the tracks. 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Map of Hartney. 
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Government Buildings 
 
The crucial links to the country’s democratic foundations—and 
thus to government—are in Hartney expressed in one notable 
building, the old town hall. This landmark on West Railway 
Street originally combined a number of functions, including 
municipal offices, council chambers, a jail and main-floor 
auditorium whose original purpose was an opera house. That’s 
quite a list of functions that were deemed by the community to 
be essential for its main public building. 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 
Left, top and bottom, Hartney’s Town Hall in 2010, still an 

imposing presence on West Railway Street, and with a 

label stone that identifies the building’s function, proudly 

set over the main doors and outlined with classical 

architectural details. 

Above, an earlier view of the building, which once sported 

a handsome corner tower. 
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Churches 
 
Hartney’s three surviving churches—Anglican, Presbyterian 
and United—are important reminders of the community’s 
Anglo-Ontarian origins, each expressing in their distinct Gothic 
Revival architecture the Protestant faith that defined spiritual 
life in the community. With the variety of forms, richly 
designed surfaces and exquisite details, and then inside through 
their glowing windows and hand-crafted woodwork, each 
suggests the dignity of faith and the sophistication of design 
that defines Hartney. 
 
 

 
 

 
Views of St. Andrew’s Anglican Church, a virtual textbook 

example of High Anglican architectural character, with its 

steep roofs and inside with its intricate wooden ceiling. 
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Above, an archival image of St. Paul’s Presbyterian 

Church, one of Hartney’s oldest buildings.  

 

Right, the corner tower of Hartney United Church, with 

battlements that imply a connection to old English 

medieval architecture. 
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Houses 
 
Hartney has a collection of historic houses that define 
important aspects of small-town Manitoba life at the turn of the 
twentieth century. A visitor to Hartney will first be struck by 
the many fine large houses, most in brick actually 
manufactured here. These house are certainly to be treasured, 
and those with finely crafted Victorian and Edwardian-era 
details (like delicate wooden bargeboards and verandah trim), 
are naturally of even greater interest. But there are also some 
interesting smaller houses that also recall important aspects of 
life is a town like Hartney – and these also should be valued. 
 
 
 
 

 
 
At the same time, visitors should be directed to one street in 
town to see in one stretch, of Souris Street, a truly impressive 
set of large mostly masonry houses. This collection of 
buildings is considered valuable enough to be noted further in 
this report in an entry called The Souris Street heritage District. 
 
 
 
A view down Queen Street, in an old photograph by local 

photographer Mr. Durrant, suggests the modest quality of 

many houses, but also the architectural embellishment of 

some – like the Second Empire-style house on the right. 
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A panorama of Hartney houses. 
 
 

 
 
 

 
 

 
 
 

 
 
 
  



12 
 

 
 
A panorama of the fine details that define many Hartney 

houses. 
 
 

 
 
 

 
 

 
 
 

 
 
 

 
 
 
  


