
 
 

   MILESTONES 
 
 
 
 
 

        Wawanesa’s Significant Historical Themes and Events 
 
 
 
  



 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

 
 
 

A Project of the Wawanesa Heritage Group 
 

The Wawanesa Heritage Group would like to acknowledge 
the support of Manitoba Culture, Heritage and Tourism 

in the development of this initiative, 
through a grant from the Heritage Grants Program 
and through ongoing guidance and support of the 

Historic Resources Branch. 
 

 

On the cover:  
 

A special day in Wawanesa’s history, the1921 dedication of the War Cenotaph, which also featured the large tent (at the left) set up 
the same day for Wawanesa Chautauqua, a popular public event in the late 19th and early 20th centuries where speakers and 

entertainers gathered to engage a whole community. 
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HE TOWN OF WAWANESA has a fascinating and 
important history. Beginning in the early 1880s, when 
the first settlers began trickling in, leading to our 

incorporation as a village in 1909, and up to the present, we 
have been an industrious, productive and vibrant community. 
 
This booklet will help anyone, Wawanesa-ites and visitors 
alike, to appreciate the basic contours of our past. Sections on 
various themes, noting key events, dates and personalities, will 
enrich an exploration of our past, and bring to life our proud 
heritage – the rich and busy life that has defined us for more 
than a century. 
 
The following essential historical themes contain this story: 
 

 Community Development 
 Government Development 
 Public Services 
 Transportation 
 Commercial Development 
 Wawanesa Mutual Insurance Company 
 Manufacturing and Industry 
 Spiritual Life 
 Education 
 Health Care 
 Culture and Recreation 

 
 
 
 
We trust that this booklet will inform and inspire, suggesting 
the rich pageant that has been our community’s story. We leave 
readers with this thought, which has inspired us as we 
developed this project: 
 
 

Life must be lived forward, but it can only be 
understood backward. 
 

  - Søren Kierkegaard, Danish philosopher 
 
 
 
 
  

T 



Wawanesa Milestones 
 

Community Context 
 
The archival photograph of Wawanesa from the turn of the 20th 
century suggests the historic nature of our town. 
 
The map of community will help situate the various buildings 
and sites that are noted in the text. 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
  



 
 
 
View of Wawanesa from the southeast, showing the “Old Red” traffic 
bridge, flour mill and elevators. 
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Community Development 
 
The town of Wawanesa has its origins as far back as 1797, 
when the famous explorer David Thompson camped here on 
his way to something. At that time the site was called 
Sipiweske, an Aboriginal word meaning “light through the 
trees.” As western Manitoba was gradually opened for 
settlement, this area had its first settlers in 1880, noted by 
Dominion land surveyors at the time, and mostly from Ontario 
and Britain. By 1882 farming was well established in the 
region, and a small commercial centre developed, called Souris 
City, about three miles west of the Sipiweske site – at 16-7-
7W. The little townsite had a grist mill, hotel, two stores, 
several houses and a post office. Any community in western 
Manitoba was eager to get access to a rail line, and in 1888 it 
was announced that the Canadian Northern Railway would 
build a line through the region. Unfortunately the site at Souris 
City was deemed too difficult for a crossing and so the site at 
Sipiweske was chosen by the railway. Souris City was quickly 
abandoned for the new site, which eventually was called 
Wawanesa. The origin of the community name is slightly 
clouded, but for many it was thought to be an Aboriginal word 
meaning whip-poor-will (for the many birds of that type in the 
area then). By 1890 the CNo line was completed in Wawanesa, 
and a station was built that same year. The quick construction 
of two grain elevators along the line – Martin and Mitchell and 
Manitoba Elevator Company – suggested a bright future for 
this new community. 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Wawanesa Main Street, from the north end. 
 
  



 
 
 
 
 
Early Wawanesa, taken from the west bank. 
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Government Development 
 
The public administration of Wawanesa from 1889 until its 
incorporation in 1908 was under the jurisdiction of Oakland 
R.M. Council, with the community of Wawanesa in Ward I, 
and our first member being W.T. Johnston. The first election in 
the new Village of Wawanesa elected as our first mayor C.D. 
Kerr. Council’s first meeting was on January 5, 1909 at the 
I.O.O.F. Hall. 
 
Public functions that were connected in the public mind to 
government services include the post office. Dave Ricker was 
the first postmaster, in 1889, followed by William Foster in 
1890. For many years the post office was in Ricker’s store, 
then in the local newspaper building, and finally in 1904 in a 
custom-built office built, which is still standing. Mail bags 
were delivered to Wawanesa by train and then sent out via 
horse and buggy. A new post office, still in use, was built in 
1962.  
 
Fire control was another important municipal function, but it 
took several years to get the necessary equipment. The first 
attempt in 1910 by village council via a referendum was 
defeated, with the expense for equipment deemed too high. But 
in 1925, after a fire that destroyed Mitchell’s Store and Yuen’s 
Cafe in 1924, the need for action was clear. A volunteer fire 
brigade was formed under fire chief Hamilton Bell. And with a 
chemical machine, hose operators and water carriers, fire 

 
 
 
 
 
 
threats were greatly reduced. In 1962 a whole new generation 
of fire-fighting gear was acquired. 
 
 
 
 

 
The IOOF Hall was also used for various public and governemtn 
events. 
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Public Services 
 
Three notable services that were likely deemed essential 
functions in any small community were the provision of 
newspapers, lighting and telephone service. The first 
newspaper, in 1892, called the Wawanesa Enterprise was a 
weekly, with E.A. Bailey as editor and publisher. When the 
Enterprise closed in 1895 it was replaced by the Wawanesa 
World, which only survived to 1897, itself replaced by The 
Independent, from 1903 until 1939, with first editions from A. 
Schell and Oswald Davis, and later ones from Fred Batty 
beginning in 1908. Major political issues that found voice in 
the local newspapers involved women’s suffrage (the vote) and 
the prohibition of alcohol. The speeches of local activist Nellie 
McClung were covered, and letters to the editor were a must-
read feature of newspapers at the time. 
 
In Wawanesa’s early days lighting was provided by coal oil 
and every house and store had a lamp or lantern. During the 
1920s many stores and some houses installed electric lighting 
systems, powered with a unit right in the building; one of the 
first to do this was the Manitoba Hotel, in 1925. These 
technologies were all swept aside when hydro-electric power 
was brought into town in 1929. It would take another 20 years, 
until 1949, for this service to reach rural areas.  
 
The first telephone came to Wawanesa in 1905, with service in 
Vanstone’s Drug Store. The first serviceman was Hamilton 

 
 
 
 
 
 
Bell, and operators (nearly all women) were located first in 
Vanstone’s Drugs and then a new building. 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Wawanesa Telephone operators Dorothy and Elsie Osborne, 1911. 
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Transportation 
 
A local transportation infrastructure was essential for a 
community to grow and prosper. The first rough trails and 
basic roads were sufficient for travel in the very early period of 
settlement, but all Manitoba communities relied completely on 
the arrival of a rail line to secure their place as a thriving 
commercial centre. For the area around Wawanesa, it was the 
arrival of the Canadian Northern (CNo) line and station 
building in 1890 that ensured its future. And when the 
Canadian Pacific Railway Company built a line through the 
area in 1891-92, opportunities for travel–for grain shipments 
and visitation–were even better. A bridge was necessary for the 
CNo to cross at Wawanesa, and two more bridges were also 
constructed in town – one for horse and buggy traffic called the 
“Black Bridge” and one for autos (?) called the “Red Bridge.” 
In 1924 the collapse of the railway bridge, killing one man, was 
a major disaster, both in terms of loss and life, but also for local 
travel, until a new bridge was constructed later that year. The 
rail line was abandoned in 1984. 
 
Horses were the major form of transportation for many years, 
and each side of Main Street was lined with hitching rails. The 
age of the horse was marked for extinction when the first 
automobile arrived in town in 1908 – under the steerage of 
Reverend Todd. 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 
The “Black” south traffic bridge, built in 1908 and still in use. 
 
 
 
  



 
 
 
Wawanesa’s CNR Station, ca. 1910. 
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Commercial Development 
 
Any urban centre has as its raison d’etre a set of commercial 
functions – provided for the citizens of the town and, at the turn 
of the 20th century in Manitoba, especially for surrounding 
farm families. For small communities in Manitoba, the typical 
main street was lined with a dizzying display of functions, 
signs, people, and horses. When the community of Wawanesa 
was established in 1890, and the Canadian Northern Railway 
selected the site for it crossing of the Souris River, (or 
Assiniboine?), the first commercial operation was Story and 
Avison’s General Store.  
 
As the community quickly developed in the early 1890s, the 
impressive range of retail functions was provided by 
entrepreneurial men and women. Thus businesses like H.E. 
Holland’s hardware operation, W.T. Storey’s lumberyard, 
Joseph Snyder’s barbershop and pool parlour, Mr Scott’s 
bakery, butcher D.H. Chalmers, E.L. McDonald’s jewellery 
store, R.Q. Mitchell’s grocery store and restaurant, Alex 
Blain’s private bank, Dave Ricker’ big general store, hotel 
services at the Northern Pacific and Joseph Wells’s Windsor 
Hotel, A.B. Thorn’s photography studio, Joseph Ferris’s 
hardware and undertaking operations, and C.L. Atkinson’s law 
office were only some of the earliest. And of course the busy 
farm and horse service operations were numerous, including 
blacksmiths like R.P. Smith, Corrin and Harvest, Fred Sims, 
livery stables and implement dealers like Harris and Co., R.W. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
Hector, Patterson and Brothers Co., and the John Deere dealer 
Dick Moore. 
 
Like any thriving community, Wawanesa has seen innumerable 
changes to business names, and even to business types, 
especially as horses were replaced with automobiles and trucks 
in the 1920s. And while our community has lost many of its 
old commercial buildings, especially through major fires that 
consumed scores of buildings, our main street still boasts 
several of these hardy survivors, effective reminders of this 
vital part of our past.  
 
 
 

 
Interior of Scottie’s Store, ca. 1905 
  



 
 
 

Clockwise from top left, Union Bank, 
Manitoba Hotel, Storey Block, all from 
around 1910. 
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Manufacturing and 
Industry 
 
Wawanesa was not only a thriving commercial centre in the 
late 19th and early 20th centuries. It was also the site of several 
important manufacturing and industrial operations, places that 
provided employment and which also helped put us on the map 
as a place of energy, ingenuity and self-sufficiency. One of the 
first of these operations was the Wawanesa Flour Mill, built in 
1895 by A.W. Snider and D.N. Russell. Producing 100 barrels 
a day, with flour types called Hungarian Patent, Family Patent, 
Stone Bakery; and Pride of Oakland, the mill burned on 
Christmas Day in 1949. Mr. Snider also operated a grist mill 
for rolling oats and barley for feed. Another major operation 
was Britton’s Brickyard. Located at the south end of town, and 
begun in 1890, the yard employed about 10 men per season, 
and produced the hundreds of thousands of bricks that were 
used for nearly all masonry buildings in town and throughout 
the area. Like other communities, Wawanesa also boasted 
several grain elevators, the first of which went up along the 
Canadian Northern line in 1890 – Martin and Mitchell’s and 
the Manitoba Elevator Company’s.  
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Wawanesa was also home to several inventive and energetic 
men who seemed constantly to be engaged in inventions and 
business ideas: thus J. Booker, who was engineer at Wawanesa 
Flour Mill, developed the Booker Stove, a modifed version of 
which was still being sold in the 1980s; and Alonzo Kempton 
established the Wawanesa Wagon Seat Company and the 
Canada Hone Company, both of which were short-lived 
ventures. 
 
 
 

 
Alonzo Kempton’s Wawanesa Seat Company building. 
  



 
 
 

Below, Snider’s Flour Mill; right, what a 
brick operation like the Britton Brickyard 
(begun in 1890) likely would have looked 
like. 
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Spiritual Life 
 
Attention to the spiritual life and to religious services were 
central to life in the late 19th and early 20th centuries. Clergy 
were community leaders, and the construction of church 
buildings for the many faiths–in this area mostly Presbyterians, 
Methodists and Anglicans–was a priority. The first church in 
the region was a Methodist mission established at Millford in 
1880, and the first church was Methodist, in 1890 and the first 
minister was Reverend Bunt.  
 
The first church service in Wawanesa was held in Story’s 
General Store in 1889, with a service conducted by a Methodist 
circuit preacher at which both Methodists and Presbyterians 
attended. The first church, for the Methodist congregation, was 
built in 1890 at a cost of $500. The first service was in May of 
1890 and the first minister was T.B. Wilson. For several years 
Anglicans and Presbyterians also used the church building, at a 
cost of $1 per Sabbath. St. Andrews Presbyterian was opened 
in 1892 and St. Paul’s Anglican was built in 1900. St. Paul’s 
was designed by architect George Burgess from Windsor, 
Ontario. And St. Andrews has the distinction of being the site 
of a famous marriage – between Robert McClung and Nellie 
Mooney; Nellie McClung would go on to be one of the most 
famous of Canada’s suffragettes.  
 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 
St. Paul’s Anglican Church, 1907. 
 
  



 
 
 
Interior view of St. Paul’s Anglican Church. 
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Education 
 
Education of their children was of great importance to the 
pioneers, and the first school in the area was established in 
1882 at Souris City, which was the first commercial centre in 
this area. Teachers in these early years were David Lent, 
Edmund Batty and Misses Jenny and Mary Nichol. School 
classes were actually held on the second floor of R.J 
.Neithcut’s hardware store, until 1890 when a small wood-
frame building was constructed. 
 
When the Canadian Northern line was constructed through a 
new site (eventually Wawanesa), in 1889-90, Wawanesa 
School District #672 was formed, in March, 1891. By spring of 
that year school was open for 21 days, with 34 students and 
under the direction of teacher Mary Nichol. Enrollment quickly 
increased, so that by 1895 – with 116 students and three 
teachers – a new two-storey school building was constructed. 
In 1925 the upper floor of this building was deemed unsafe and 
was removed. A much-altered facility was adapted from the old 
building, and served for 36 more years – to 1961 when it was 
finally closed and ultimately demolished. A brand new 
elementary school was built in 1970, and continues to serve our 
young people, and our community. 
 
Between the settlement era and the period of consolidation in 
the 1950s and 1960s, the area around Wawanesa was home to 
many typical one-room schools. Schools at Nesbitt (1893-
1968; Treesbank (1899-1967), Fairbank (1888-1948), 

 
 
 
 
 
 
Northfield, (1882-1960), Riverbank (1886-1953), Stratheme 
(1884-1962) and Tenterfield (1891-1945) were all something. 
 
 
 
 
 
 

  
Wawanesa Public School, built in 1895. 
 
  



 
The Grades 1 and 2 classes of Wawanesa Public School in 1917, 
with teacher Miss Irene Miller standing at the back. 
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Wawanesa Mutual 
Insurance Company 
 
The Wawanesa Mutual Insurance Company (called “The 
Mutual” by locals) was founded in 1896 by Alonzo Fowler 
Kempton and Charles Kerr of Souris. Their idea, apparently 
developed one night camping on the prairie, was to develop an 
insurance company for farmers. They received a Provincial 
charter and opened an office on the second floor of one of 
Wawanesa’s drug stores. The first policy was written on 
October 9, 1896, to insure a threshing machine for $600, with a 
premium of $24.  
 
The company was able to build their own office at a cost of 
$1,695.45. The present large office building was built in 1930. 
Kempton served as President until 1922 and then was 
succeeded by C.M. Vanstone, in whose drug store the 
operation had originally operated. 
 
The Mutual also developed the Liberty Fire Extinguisher 
Company, which was in a separate building in town (it closed 
in the early 1970s) and in 1946 developed a staff house from an 
older house in town, which was replaced in 1962 by a new 
building. 
 
Today the little operation that started over a drug store in 
Wawanesa has offices in Montreal, Toronto, Edmonton, 
Calgary, Vancouver, Moncton, with headquarters Winnipeg. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
This image, from around 1903, shows the office staff posing in front 
of the Wawanesa Mutual Insurance Company Building. Managing 
Director Alonzo Kempton is in the centre, leaning against the tree. 
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Health Care 
 
The first medical practitioner in the Wawanesa area was Dr. 
Aubrey Husband, from Jamaica, who also opened an 
apothecary in town operated by Mr Jump. The first resident 
physician was Dr. Anderson, who set out his shingle in 1892 
and had an office above one of the implement shops on Main 
Street. Later arrivals were Dr. C.M. Vanstone in 1895 and Dr. 
A.E. Harman in 1904. Physicians at this time would have been 
kept busy treating scarlet fever, measles, diphtheria, typhoid 
fever and various farm accidents. They might also attend births, 
although this function was often in the hands of local 
midwives. One of our later medical practitioners was Dr. 
Morley Elliot who arrived in 1929, and who in the 1930s 
became Deputy Minister of Health for Manitoba. 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Dr. Jackson, an early health care practitioner in Wawanesa, also 
brought the first automobile to town. 
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Culture and Recreation 
 
Culture and recreation have been important aspects of 
Wawanesa’s life from the origins of our community in 1890. 
Winter sports have been a defining feature from the earliest 
years, with our first open-air ice rink flooded in 1892. The river 
even was used early on for skating, and even for horse racing in 
1897. The first enclosed rink was put up in the early 1900s, and 
our first annual curling bonspiel was held in 1909. A new 
building went up in 1929, with three curling sheets and a large 
skating area. A brand new facility was opened in 1975. Tennis 
was a popular sport in the 1890s through to the 1930s, with 
courts on the Ellis farm and at the Criddle/Vane farm. A six-
hole golf course was also established for a time at the Ellis 
farm, from 1933 until 1942. 
 
Wawanesa organized its first agricultural fair in 1898, with 
displays of livestock and garden produce, cooking, needlework, 
canning, school work and paintings. The first horse race took 
place in 1893 and in 1902 a race track was developed. The fair 
ceased in the 1920s. 
 
Cultural pursuits were numerous. A.G. Scott organised local 
theatrical productions, especially of Shakespeare’s As You 
Like It and Twelfth Night. A chatauqua arrived in town in the 
summer of 1917 and for many years after was set up in a tent 
near the cenotaph. Ernest Thompson Seton, the famous 
naturalist based for a time at Carberry lectured here in early 
1900s. Piano lessons were early on provided by Mrs. Anderson 

 
 
 
 
 
 
and then Mrs Nield. The first silent movies were shown in the 
winter of 1908, and the Wawanesa Legion purchased the first 
picture machine in 1929. 
 
The first public space for recreational activity in Wawanesa 
was provided by the second floor of Patterson Brothers 
Implement dealership, until the IOOF Hall was built in 1900. 
All local service clubs used this facility (including the Sons of 
England Benefit Society, Returned Soldiers Association, 
Masons, Knight of Pythias), which also housed any number of 
other public and political functions. The building was 
destroyed by fire in 1922 but was rebuilt and still stands. 
 
 
 
  



 
 
 
 
 

Right: Wawanesa Cenotaph and band shell in the 
1920s; below: hockey on the river around 1900. 

 

 
 

  
 
 
 


