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The first European settlers in the southwestern Manitoba were here ahead of the 
railways that would link us to the wider world. Because of the great distances between 
the pioneer farmer and the market, one priority was to find ways to convert local raw 
materials into essential products.  
 
The settlers brought with them a host of skills and experiences that served them well. 
They knew how flour mills, sawmills, cheese factories, lime kilns, and brickyards 
operated. They had worked in factories. Some even came to the region with the 
expressed purpose of starting industrial operations, others responded to needs and 
opportunities. Their efforts were a feature of many of the first communities.  
 
Like the communities they served, many, even most, of these first industrial endeavours 
were short-lived. That doesn’t mean they weren’t important. In rural Manitoba in the 
1880’s things were moving quickly. There was a constant shifting as the railway 
companies considered options, and speculators tried to predict where growth would 
occur. Towns sprang up, business enterprises opened, and buildings were built.  Often, 
before long, they closed or they moved. 
 
In presenting the story of pioneer industry a natural divide is evident. The first efforts, 
notably flour or grist mills, coincided with the formation of those first pre-railway 
communities. They were there primarily to serve a local need. Having a service such as 
a flour mill was one element of making a settlement viable. 
 
The second wave of industrial effort came with the creation of the railway towns. These 
towns weren’t speculative. They were intentional, created by the decision of railway 
company to build a station, which would immediately attract an elevator, which would 
guarantee traffic as the region’s farmers needed a market for what they were producing. 
These towns wanted business enterprises of all kinds. Every new service gave them a 
competitive advantage over the next town down the line. 
 
From the late 1870's until the ultimate expansion of rail networks around 1910, local 
production was essential to growth.  
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Part 1 
 

An Overview  
 

In this general overview we have mapped the locations and listed the 
enterprises. 

 
For an introduction to the general nature of each industry see, Part 2 

 
For more information on the individual enterprises, presented by 

Community, see Part 3   
 
   



Flour Mills     Pembina Region - East 
 

 
 
Altona 
 
Mill owners Isaac and David Fehr 
 
Blumenort 
 
1877 
 
Darlingford 
 
Findlay Brothers 
 
Emerson  
 
Charles Borrow - 1876   
 
Gretna 
 
David Peters - 1889 
 
LaRiviere 
 
Flour mill started by Cary and Grant, 
burned.  Ca. 1887 
 
Manitou  / Manitoba City 
 
Manitou Roller Mills   1883 
In about 1885, the McIntosh Mill from the 
abandoned village of Norquay 
 

Morden 
 
1885 - Ritchie and Lundy’s  completed a 
flour mill and had it in in full operation.  

1890 Morden Flour Mill established 
 
Mountain City  
 
Nelson Milling Co. moved from Nelsonville 
 
Nelsonville 
 
Adam Nelson – 1879 
Nelson Milling Co.  – 1879 Mr. Fraser – 
renamed Belmont Mills. 
 
Pembina Crossing 
 
1882 William P. Hutchinson  
 
Pilot Mound  
 
George White operated a grist mill and 
McDonald and Band built another mill. 
 
West Lynne 
 
1883 – HBC & Stuaffer’s Flour Mills, 
 
Winkler 
 
Dyck and Peters built the Winkler Grist 
Mill. Winkler Roller Mills replaced that 
service.  
 



Flour Mills     Pembina Region - West 
 

 
  
Cartwright 
 
In 1889 R.A. Sheppard, John Gimby, John 
Wallace, George B. Wray, A. Davidson, T.S. 
Mennary and E.D. Coates, planned to build 
a small mill at Cartwright, Manitoba.”  

Clearwater 
 
William Coulthard and his brothers John 
and Tom came to “Old” Clearwater in 1881, 
and built a gristmill on the river 
 
Crystal City 
 
1883 Crystal City mills commenced 
operations  

Glenora 
 
In 1882 by Blaine & Reid were operating a 
busy flour mill at the “old” site of Glenora 
 
Holmfield 
 
The Harrison Mill opened in 1897 and 
thrived for decades. 
 

Killarney 
 
Finlay Young and Tom Buck built a flour mill 
in Killarney in 1893 
 
Neelin 
 
The short-lived Pembina Crossing mill was 
given a new life in Neelin, at the western 
edge of Rock Lake. Watson and Cowie, set 
up both a sawmill and a gristmill in the 
valley. 
 
Preston 
 
Between Rock Lake and Pilot Mound a saw 
and grist mill was built by James Preston in 
1879. 
 
Wakopa 
 
The Harrison Brothers opened the first Flour 
Mill in the Turtle Mountain region in 1879. 
 

  



Sawmills     Pembina Region - East 
 

 
 
Darlingford  
 
Bolton’s Mill and Woodwork 
  
Emerson 
 
1881 Carney & Watson 
Noble and Follis 
  
 

Pembina Crossing 
 
Watson’s Mill 1882 
 
Pilot Mound  
 
George White - 1881 
 

Sawmills     Pembina Region - West 
 

 
 
Cartwright (Rock Lake) – Jim Waugh 
 
Glenora 
 
1882 by Blaine & Reid - 1882 
 
Neelin 
 
The Pembina Crossing flour mill was moved 
to Neelin by Watson and Cowie,   

 
Preston 
 
In 1879 a saw and grist mill was built by 
James Preston  
 
Wakopa 
 
Harrison Brothers 1879 
 



 

Food Processing     Pembina Region – East 
 

 
 
Pilot Mound  
 
Oatmeal Mill 
 
Manitou 
 
Creamery and Cheese Factory  
Soda Water Works, Oatmeal Mill, pump factory 
 
LaRiviere  
 
J. Rockett - cheese factory beside Mary Jane Creek. 
 
West Lynne 
 
Brewery, Pop Factory, Cheese Factory 
 

 
 
  



Food Processing     Pembina Region – West 
 

 
 
 
Cartwright 
 
Before the 1900's, a cheese factory was started by W.G. Robinson it operated for only a short 
time. Oscar Beach began making cheese at his farm home.    

Crystal City 
 
Alexander Taylor managed a cheese factory at Crystal City. 

Killarney 
 
1889 Cheese factory – Isaac Wood manager. Nathan Clark also had a Cheese Factory. 
 
Mather 
 
Soft Drink Factory 
 
Mather was one of a few communities that produced soft drinks.  John Davie and Walter Small 
had a soft drink factory beginning in 1913.   The product was called “Jersey Cream”. They 
started on their farm, but moved in to Mather. 
 
Neelin 
 
William Coutts promoted a Cheese Factory which operated successfully in the district for 
several years.  
  
Wakopa  
 
John Hettle – Cheese Factory - 1885



Brickyards     Pembina Region – East 
 

 
 
Darlingford 
 
About 1898 Whalen’s Brick & Tile 
Darlingford Brick & Tile Co. Ltd.  ca. 1910 
 
LaRiviere   
 
About 1902 a brickyard was established 
with a payroll of about thirty men, including 
W. Carmichael as manager. He was 
followed by G.W. Dellar. The brickyards 
stayed in business for about five years. 
 
 

Morden 
 
MacGregor’s brickyard was south of the 
townsite and its products were used to erect 
several substantial brick buildings, including 
the Dominion Post Office. 

Pilot Mound 

East of the Mound ca. 1880 



Brickyards     Pembina Region – West 
 

 
 
Killarney 
 
Church’s Brickyard 1884- 1903 
 

  



Manufacturing     Pembina Region – East 
 

 
 
 
Manitoba City / Manitou 
 
Pump Factory, Carriage Maker, Sash & Door Factory 
 
Emerson 
 
Noble and Follis manufactured common lumber, doors, sash, blinds. They employed about 
twenty-five hands.  
 
Edward Sabin & Co. were general carriage, sleigh and cutter manufacturers.    
 
 

Manufacturing   Pembina Region – West 
 
Cartwright 

The Lightning Rod Factory 

This flourishing industry was started by Munro Brothers and Ferris in 1910. 
 
Pump Factory 

Patrick Crawford McKibbin started a pump factory using logs from the area.  

Albert Stillwell blacksmith and carriage maker.  



 
 
Lime Kilns   Pembina Region – West 
 

 
 
Glenora 
 
Preston Lime Kiln 
 
Killarney 
 
A lime kiln operated one mile south of the Ninga Cemetery.  
 
Neelin 
 
Several lime kilns in the region 
 
Pilot Mound 
 
There was a lime kiln on the east side of the mound. 
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Part 2 
 

Varieties of Industrial Activity 
 

Flour Mills 
Sawmills 

Brickyards 
Food Processing 

General Manufacturing 
Lime Kilns 
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Flour Mills 
 
First… a word from wikipedia… 
 
A gristmill (also: grist mill, corn mill, flour mill, feed mill or feedmill) 
grinds cereal grain into flour and middlings. The term can refer to either the grinding mechanism or 
the building that holds it. Grist is grain that has been separated from its chaff in preparation 
for grinding. 
 
 
We will use the terms gristmill, grist mill and flour mill interchangeably because all three are 
used in the source material.  

……… 
 
A Trip to Gregory’s Mill 
 
Cartwright pioneer, A.E. Steel, writing in the Cartwright local history, Memories Along 
the Badger Revisited, tells us this story of a trip he took in the early 1880’s. The mill in 
question was some distance away, outside of the Boundary Trail region, but we include 
as an illustration of the forces that prompted the establishment of local mills, and as a 
slice of life from the times. 
 
Our first grist of wheat was taken to the flour mill at Glenora and a farmer got his own 
wheat ground into flour and got all the flour, bran and shorts that he owned. After that 
we went to Wakopa flour mill owned by Harrision Bros., and again I have made a 
number of trips to the Souris mill. The mill was equipped with the Hungarian Patent 
process and made an excellent grade of flour. Each round trip took four long days to go 
and return with oxen. The mill was kept running day and night, and if we were fortunate 
our gristing was done right away and we would be able to start for home without losing 
any time. The mill was owned by a man by the name of Gregory, and anyone that had 
to stay overnight was accommodated at his house. He had plenty of stable room and 
feed for the teams and the charge for man and beast was very reasonable.  
 
I remember Bob Blackwell and myself going with our grists to the Souris mill with the 
oxen and wagon after the freeze-up. The weather was lovely so we travelled until quite 
late the first day and then camped out for the night. We had plenty of  with which to 
keep us warm. The next morning we hitched up early and got to Dunlop's for breakfast. 
(The town, Dunrea, is situated on that place now, or at least part of it). The townsite is 
on part of two farms that were owned by Dunlop and Ray so the town was named after 
the two farmers. 

Leaving Dunlop's, we entered Lang's Valley and travelled it for a few miles, then 
crossed up the other side and the next valley we entered was the Souris and then on 



across the river to the mill. This time there were a lot of grists ahead of us and that 
meant staying at the mill two nights instead of one. We could get our meals at the house 
but there wasn't sleeping accommodation for all, so a number of us slept at the mill 
above the engine room which was nice and warm. We got loaded up and started for 
home before daylight on Saturday morning and travelled a good distance be- fore we 
stopped to feed our teams. After giving them a good feed we got going again. Bob said 
he intended to stay that night at a friend's and he would not resume the journey until 
Monday morning, but I decided to go on home after feeding and resting the oxen. I 
passed through the north end of Killarney late at night, and after a while began to feel 
sleepy so I wrapped a quilt about me and lay between the bags. I knew the oxen would 
keep to the trail so I dropped off to sleep. I don't know how long I slept, but when I 
awoke, I found the oxen both laying down. I got them going again and finally reached 
home before daylight on Sunday morning.  

*Cartwright & District History Committee, Memories Along the Badger Revisited, 1985   
p4 
 
 
Mills Were a Priority 
 
The European settlement of Southwestern Manitoba followed a process that had 
already been established elsewhere, across North America. People were here before 
services, before roads, before stores and towns 
 
They really were starting from scratch. Slow transportation and long distances made 
self-sufficiency a must. They came to farm, and they already knew that wheat and other 
grains were to be the primary crops. The prairies were opened to agricultural settlement 
for one main economic purpose – to grow wheat. The problem with that was that it was 
so far to market that there was little profit to be made. 
 
That was okay, they all knew that. Eventually rail lines would cross the land and 
everything would fall into place. 
 
In the meantime, subsistence was a starting point. 
 
Wheat and oats and barley were edible, even sought after, as a food supply… with a 
little processing. Many of the settlers from Ontario and Britain had no farming 
experience.  Many were especially unprepared for the difficulties prairie farming would 
present.  That wasn’t their fault – even for those with agricultural expertise, prairie 
farming  was a whole new game. But most of the newcomers were pretty smart and 
self-sufficient. All of them kniew where flour came from, and that it could be used to 
make bread. The same with oats and oatmeal. They  knew about flour or grist mills. 
Every community back home had one. Quite a few of them even knew how they 
worked.   
 
Having a gristmill nearby, where one could at least exchange wheat for flour was a 
crucial advantage in making a homestead sustainable until a railway would arrive. 
 



Turning wheat into flour represented Manitoba's first step in becoming an industrialized 
society.  Flour milling was practised by the province's aboriginal peoples long before 
Lord Selkirk's settlers engaged in the activity.  When Manitoba gained provincial status 
in 1870, most flour mills were concentrated in the vicinity of the rapidly emerging city of 
Winnipeg. Flour mills supplied flour for the practical consumer needs of the district 
residents.   
 
The First Mills – Pre-Railroad Settlements 
 
In a sense the early mills were services that hoped to become towns. With the coming 
of the railway links we saw the creation of more lasting towns. These towns wanted a 
gristmill and would often offer what was called a Mill Bonus to attract such a business. 
 

 
 

This map shows postal routes and pre-railroad communities as of about 1884. 
 
The period from 1881 and 1882, known as the “Manitoba Boom”, saw intense 
speculation in land sale – especially in town lots. Everyone knew that the population of 
rural western Manitoba was going to explode. Towns would be built, businesses 
established, and money would be made. 
 
The problem was that nobody was sure where all these new towns would be located. It 
all depended on where the railway lines would run, and where the railway company 
would decide to put a station. Although some railway surveys had been undertaken and 
some lines had been planned, no one knew where the stations would be. So some 
enterprising landowners decided that a piece of land they owned might just be a good 
spot for a town 
 
Speculating in town lots was a bit like participating in a gold rush. You stake a claim and 
hope it pays. Exaggerations and outright lies were the tools of that trade. To sell the lots 
the promoter had to assure prospective buyers that the rail line was a sure thing. 
Another selling point was having a mill. 
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Sawmills 
 
After treking half way across a continent in crowded lake boats, slow river boats, poorly 
appointed trains; after finishing the journey in ox carts, open wagons, or even on foot; 
the thought of building your first home on the prairie must have been appealing, to say 
the least. If the recent stretch of your long journey took you through the thriving town of 
Emerson or the well-populated city of Winnipeg, both appearing to have been visited by 
civilization, you might have some expectations that your new home might be similar to 
the ones you stopped in along the journey. 
 
Welcome to the prairies. 
 
Even if you could afford a nice frame home, perhaps forgoing the picket fence, the 
building materials were hard to come by. This new country didn’t seem to have 
lumberyards. Shipping lumber from the bigger centres was expensive and time-
consuming. 
 
In much of southern Manitoba, timber was scarce. 
 
The scarcity of trees meant that the open prairie was easy convert into productive 
cropland. The downside was it was a long way even to get firewood, let alone building 
materials. The Pembina - Manitou area was a bit of an exception in that, the along the 
Pembina Escarpments and along the Pembina River and Rock and Swan Lakes, there 
were well-wooded spots. That allowed early settlers in that vicinity the option of using 
locally sourced wood. 
 
If there was timber nearby, one of the first businesses set up in those pre-railroad 
settlements was a sawmill. 
 
Some of those sawmills were small and temporary, not necessarily designed for 
commercial use, but set up to get a few buildings up. 
 
Pioneer J.E. Parr describes the first sawmill in the Rock Lake area… 
 
“Two posts were out in the ground about twelve feet from the precipitous bank, with 
timbers from the top of the bank to each post, far enough apart to roll logs out on. 
 
“ The saw mill machinery consisted of a long pit-saw and two men. When a log was 
placed over the pit, the bark roughed off, and chalk-lined from end to end, with lines  
one inch apart, one man would stand up upon the log and the other in the pit , and 
operate the mill. Mr. Thos. Sandow’s house, built on section 18-2-11, was the first 
raised in the district, and the roof was sheeted with lumber from this mill”   (McKitrick) 
 



 
 

An unidentified sawmill site 
 
The era of locally milled lumber was short, but important. Most of those first sawmills 
were in villages that would disappear when the railway arrived and new towns were 
born. That rail service also allowed for an easily accessible supply of milled lumber in 
most areas.   
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Brickyards 
 
Manitoba is geologically blessed with thousands of clay deposits, hundreds of which 
have been exploited over the past 150 years for brick manufacture. The “Golden Age” of 
this aspect of Manitoba’s building history was from 1880 to 1912. There were about 60 
major clay sites and about 175 brick manufacturing plants that provided the billions of 
bricks that were required for Manitoba’s major building boom of the late 19th and early 
20th centuries.  
 
The details of industrial operations were not often covered in local newspapers and so it 
is only possible to provide a sense of typical operations. The work was hard and the 
days were long. The pay was modest, about $2 a day, but it was steady, at least for the 
duration of the season, usually from May (when the frost left) till August or 
September. Even small yards had up-to-date technologies such as steam-power. A 
typical operation featured the large covered drying sheds that new bricks were laid 
into. It was the final stage of the brick-making operation that usually distinguished a 
major from a minor yard: whether the brick was fired in a scove or beehive kiln. The 
scove kiln. Most likely used in most operations in the southwest corner, was a less 
sophisticated technology, but one that was still effective enough to produce good quality 
brick. Burnings lasted about seven to eight days, and when the outer shell of bricks on a 
scove kiln was removed, workers discarded the disfigured and discoloured bricks nearer 
the fire source.  
 
The Brick House 
 
The first settlers often built a sod hut for those first few years. Logs were hard to find on 
the open prairie, but those living along near the Pembina Escarpment or in the vicinity of 
Rock Lake might start with a log house. 
 
Settlers who arrived with a bit of cash in hand might opt to bring in building supplies, but 
many had to wait for that first frame dwelling. 
 
Brick was desirable as a building material, but was even more expensive to ship than 
milled lumber, so it was some time before brick buildings became popular.  
 
What helped that process along was the fact that some of those new settlers came with 
some experience making bricks, and they kept an eye out for deposits of clay that would 
serve that purpose. 
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Food Processing  
 
In the same way that grist mills or flour mills were an obvious way to convert local 
product into food, butter and cheese factories were an early attempt to process milk 
locally. Several of these were small operations focusing on the local market. 
 
In the same way that grist mills or flour mills were an obvious way to convert local 
product into food, butter and cheese factories were an early attempt to process milk 
locally. Several of these were small operations focusing on the local market. 
 
Other less common enterprises include S.S. Mayers Stock Medicine Company started 
in Cartwright. It was so successful that he moved to operation to Winnipeg in 1910. A 
rather unexpected initiative was the establishement of soft drink manufacturing in 
Manitou, Mather, and West Lynne. 
 
Then, as now, there were obstacles to overcome in trying to operate a manufacturing 
enterprise in small town. The bottom line was that many of these enterprises were just 
getting underway when the explosion in transportation technology, the extension of rail 
lines, and beginning of the automobile age, changed everything. 
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Lime Kilns 
 
Some years ago, while walking along the high riverbank, I found what appeared to be 
an old well lined with fieldstones. I gave it little thought until I learned about the small 
lime kilns that settlers often constructed to make mortar for the many stone buildings 
that dot the southwestern corner. 
 
They are another example of small, local, do-it yourself, prairie enterprises. 
 

 
 

The remains of a small kiln. 
 
Early settlers used it to purify and freshen damp basements, in the henhouse, in cement 
and plaster and for whitewashing walls and ceilings. Part of the spring housecleaning 
ritual was the whitewashing of the interior of the little building with the half moon cut in 
the door. The only "accessory" in that little building was a nail and string to hold the 
previous year's Eaton's catalogue, which was used to the very last page.  
	
Angus McRuer describes one located near his Desford-area farm… 
 
“This kiln was on a rise of land sloped to the north. A hole eight feet deep by ten feet 
across was made at the top of the slope. A trench three feet wide by thirty feet long was 
dug, starting at the bottom of the hill, up into the bottom of the big hole. It was like a big 
clay pipe. The trench acted as a damper.” 
 
To prepare for a burn, stones were placed in the kiln leaving an arch at the bottom to 
hold the fire. The process took three days to reduce the limestone to powder. In addition 



to using it for making mortar, people used it to purify and freshen damp basements, and 
in cement and plaster and for whitewashing walls and ceilings.  
 
There were several of these small local enterprises in our region. Many are small and 
barely recognizable. They are usually on the side of a creek bed or hill to allow access 
to one side of the kiln to feed the fire and to provide the necessary draft to create a hot 
and steady burn. 
 
 “This kiln was on a rise of land sloped to the north. A hole eight feet deep by ten feet 
across was made at the top of the slope. A trench three feet wide by thirty feet long was 
dug, starting at the bottom of the hill, up into the bottom of the big hole. It was like a big 
clay pipe. The trench acted as a damper.” 
 
To prepare for a burn, stones were placed in the kiln leaving an arch at the bottom to 
hold the fire. The process took three days to reduce the limestone to powder. In addition 
to using it for making mortar, people used it to purify and freshen damp basements, and 
in cement and plaster and for whitewashing walls and ceilings.  
 
There were several of these small local enterprises in our region. Many are small and 
barely recognizable. They are usually on the side of a creek bed or hill to allow access 
to one side of the kiln to feed the fire and to provide the necessary draft to create a hot 
and steady burn. 
 
Once it was started, the fire in the kiln was kept going day and night.  
 
Most of these operations ceased in the early 1900’s as commercial building supplies 
became more readily available.	
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Manufacturing  
 
The story of manufacturing in Manitoba’s small towns is story of individuals starting by 
meeting a local need.  A surprising number of products that, in our modern world would 
tend to ciome from far away, were made right here at home.  
 
There was a local need for products that, otherwise would have to be shipped from 
some distance and at some significant expense. It spurred efforts to improvise and 
create. The good news was that the people coming to these new communities brought 
with them an array of skills. Many had worked in factories and gained skills that could 
be readily out to use in this new context.  Many were tradesmen; blacksmiths, 
carpenters, and wheelwrights. Many came from well-established towns in Ontario or 
Britain where manufacturing locally was taken for granted. 
 
Sometimes these efforts served a local need for only a short time and disappeared. 
Some tried, and a few succeeded in marketing their products to surrounding towns and 
even to the bigger cities. 
 
Two common examples were carriage making and sash & door factories. The first was 
a response to an urgent need along with a supply shortage. It often married the skills of 
the blacksmith with the carpenter. 
 
Sash and door factories, along with shingle mills, came a bit later as people moved out 
of their first sod or log dwellings and built that first frame of brick house.   
 

	
	

Specialized carts like this bakery delivery van, would likely be made by a local carriage 
maker. 
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Community Profiles 
 

3a: Pre-Railway Settlements 
 

Nelsonville 
Glenora 

Pilot Mound 
Wakopa 

Pembina Crossing 
Clearwater, Neelin & Preston 

Cartwright 
Crystal City 

 
 

3b: Railway Towns 
 

Emerson / West Lynne 
Manitoba City / Manitou  

Darlingford 
Morden, Winkler & Altona 

LaRiviere 
Cartwright & Mather 

Killarney 
Holmfield 

 
 

  



Industry in the Boundary Trail Region / Pre-Railway Communities 
 
Nelsonville & Mountain City 
 
Nelsonville 
 
Sometimes opportunity knocked and a pioneer responded. 
 
In the accounts passed down by the first homesteaders in Manitoba’s southwestern 
corner the name Nelsonville keeps popping up. It was a stop along their trek westward 
from Emerson. It was where they were able to buy their last supplies before heading 
into a land that didn’t yet have many stores or other services. 
 
It sounds like it was an important place, but you won’t find it on any modern map.  
 
It is perhaps the best example of a Manitoba boom town. 
 
It is fitting that the first flour mill west of Emerson was built there. 
 

 
 

The region in 1884, showing Postal & Stage Rotes.   
 
When Adam Nelson homesteaded in the area north of present day Morden, starting a 
mill wasn’t part of the plan. Mr. Nelson was one of many who had selected a property 
sight unseen. When he arrived, he was at first a little concerned by the stands of trees 
on what he had hoped would be typical open prairie – ready for the plow.  



 
So one of his first projects was to build a grist and sawmill on Silver Creek. Mr. Pugh – 
ran the sawmill. The village followed, and soon it was a busy place. It was incorporated 
as a town, officially named Nelson, in 1882. Choice corner lots were selling for as much 
as $1000.  A substantial brick town hall was erected with rooms for the Land Registry 
Office, a County Court, and a Council Chamber. A full range of stores and services lined 
the Main Street. The Dominion Government had virtually promised that the CPR would 
run through Nelsonville and proceed westward.  
 
By 1880 the Nelsons had moved their mill to the rival boomtown Manitoba City. 
 

 
 

Rival communities, Nelsonville and Mountain City. The Land Office located at Nelsonville is 
another indication of its importance. 

 
In 1879 a second operation was started at Nelsonville.  It was built by the Duncan 
Brothers, and a Mr. Stevenson, under the firm name of The Nelson Milling Co.  Mr. 
Fraser purchased the operation in 1881 and called it the Belmont Mills. By 1883 the 
press reported that, “having recently re-fitted and improved, (the mills) are now in full 
blast.” 
 
And finally, in January of 1886, we learn that Mr. Nelson’s flour and sawmill, was burned 
to the ground.    
 
At that time the mills, which were considered old landmarks in Southern Manitoba, were 
the leading mills of that section of the country, and commanded the trade of  a wide 
swath of farming country. 
 
The insurance amounted to $2,500, and the loss was estimated at $10,000. 
 
  



Bricks 
  

 
 

An advertisement in Nelsonville’s Manitoba Mountaineer on September 7, 1883 advised 
that the Nelson Brick and Tile Manufacturing Company was offering 30,000 “First Class 
Hard Bricks” for sale, along with a “large quantity of Soft Bricks, at $10 per thousand.” 

 
  



Mountain City 
 
Mountain City was also vying for the right to be seen as the commercial centre of the 
region. The Nelson Mills appeared to thrive for a few years.  On Dec. 2, 1880, a news 
report from Mountain City, reported that: “Messrs Nelson and Pugh have to keep their 
mill running night and day to fill orders and yet cannot supply demand.” 
 
In what was to become a familiar story across western Canada, the railway surprised 
everyone and passed between the two towns and created Morden, in a bare field along 
Dead Horse Creek. The first two towns in the region just disappeared, their buildings 
moved or dismantled. 
 

 
 

This ad from April 27, 1881 goes on to list the gristmill and sawmill as features of the 
town. Unlike the many exaggerated claims made for boom towns, these services were 

indeed available in Mountain City. 
 
Press Clips 
 
S: MFP, March 2, 1881, p. 1. “Nelsonville News” – “Mr. Fraser, of the late C.P.R. firm of Fraser, 
Pitblado and Company, has purchased the mill and is coming to reside here at once.”  

S: Nwfmm, November 1883, p. 277. “The Belmont Mills, at Nelson, owned by James H. Fraser, 
Esq., having recently been re-fitted and improved, are now in full blast.”  

S: Nwfmm, January 1886, p. 354. “The Nelson, Manitoba flour and saw-mill, owned by Mr. 



James Fraser, was burned to the ground lately. The damage was $10,000 with slight insurance. 
The cause of the fire is unknown, the mill having been shut down nearly twelve hours when the 
fire was discovered.”  

The flour mill contained three run of stone and the saw mill had a daily capacity of 10,000 feet of 
lumber. They were erected by Messrs. Duncan Brothers and Stevenson under the firm name of 
the Nelson Milling Company in 1879. Mr. Fraser purchased them in 1881, the price paid being 
about $8,000.  

The fire was discovered about 5 a.m., but having made considerable headway, resulted in a 
total loss. The cause of the fire is unknown, but is supposed to have originated in the engine 
room. The insurance amounted to $2,500 and the loss is estimated at $10,000.  

  



Glenora 
 
Glenora can lay claim to being the first “town” in the RM of Argyle, in that there was a 
half-hearted effort to promote the original site of Glenora (which was on 20-3-l3, about 2 
km southwest of today’s Glenora) by the usual method of selling lots to speculators. The 
site, unlike many other wonder towns, did have both some potential and some actual 
commercial activity. That commercial activity included a sawmill, a store, an implement 
dealer and a gristmill built in 1882 by Blaine & Reid.  

 

 
 

Winnipeg Daily Sun - Sept. 13, 1881 
 

It was the grist mill that is credited with providing Glenora with its name.  It was named 
after an Ogilvie Co. mill near Montreal that was called Glenora Mill, and produced 
“Glenora Patent” flour.  
 
Interestingly, although the ad in the Winnipeg Sun from September of 1881 has clearly 
identified the townsite of Glenora (without giving the exact location!), at least one 
pioneer recalls that “I never heard any name except “Mill and Store” for that village”. 
Named or not, it was the commercial centre of the region for a short time and is recalled 
in several pioneer reminiscences. Alex Rankin from Killarney recalls traveling to 
Glenora “for grists”.  A Clearwater pioneer remembers that the first trip for “grists” was 
to Glenora. The mill burned in 1885 and it appears that the store may have closed soon 
after, but the name was well enough established to be resurrected when the railway 
finally arrived a few kilometers to the northeast.  The millstone from that mill has been 
carefully placed on grounds of St. George’s Anglican Church, in that new Glenora. 
 



 
 

Glenora  
 

 

 
 

Winnipeg Daily Sun - Dec 3, 1884 
 

 
	
Glenora Press 

S: Nwfmm, Dec. 1885, p.313. 
    “The Glenora saw and grist mill at Rock Lake, owned by Blain and Co., was burned 
to the ground at 4 o’clock in the morning of Sunday, 28th Oct.  The damage amounts 
from $8,000 to $10,000 without insurance.” 
 

S: Commercial, December 18, 1883. “A new grist mill is being erected at Glenora, by 
Messrs. Blain and Reeves. It is expected to be in operation in a little over a month.”  



S: Commercial, May 3, 1887, p. 654. “The settlers in the Glenora district, Turtle 
Mountain, are agitating for a roller flour mill, and a bonus by-law may be submitted.  

S: Nwfmm, December 1885, p. 313. “The Glenora saw and grist mill at Rock Lake, 
owned by Blain and Company, was burned to the ground at 4 o’clock in the morning of 
Sunday, October 28. The damage amounts to from $8,000 to $10,000 with no insurance  

The Preston Lime Kiln 
 
There were about 12 lime kilns in the Rock lake region.   
 
The most notable kiln was operated by the Preston Brothers and Herman Davis on the 
steep north shore of Rock Lake not far from Glenora. It operated from 1893 until 1903 
and was one of the largest kilns in Western Manitoba. It was one of two Preston family 
lime kilns.   
 
It is one of the best-preserved examples of a lime kiln in the region. 
 

 
 

Small kilns are common throughout the region but the Preston kiln was larger than 
most. 

 
 



 
 

Like many kilns it was located on a slope, allowing access to the bottom level where the 
fire was tended. 

 

 

Overlooking Rock Lake 

	
  



Wakopa 
 

 
 

A Cairn marks the general locality of Wakopa 
 
The first entrepreneur in the Turtle Mountain district was a fur trader, Bernard B La 
Rivière. 
 
He came from the U.S. and first settled in Nelsonville. On a hunting trip to Turtle 
Mountain he saw an opportunity. The Red River valley was already dotted with farming 
communities. Everyone knew that European settlers would be pushing westward soon.  
Treaties were being signed and railways were being planned. Homestead regulations 
were being formulated.  
 
He decided to be ahead of the crowd, to have a stopping place and store up and 
running for when the trickle of traders, surveyors, and travellers already venturing 
westward, gave way to a steady stream of homesteaders. There would be many of 
them and they would need supplies. 
 
Just as a would-be gas station owner in later times would prefer to be on a highway, La 
Rivière had the same plan. The Boundary Commission Trail was the highway. He 
selected a spot on the Long River, just east of the slope of Turtle Mountain, a spot once 
used by Assiniboine hunters as a camping place.  
 
He was quickly followed by the Harrison Brothers and Mr. Williams who built a sawmill 
and gristmill.  
 
The mill was powered by a water wheel on the banks of Long River. George Bennett 
brought the first gristmill stones to Wakopa, imported from France.  

Soon the first sod and log homes gave way to buildings of milled lumber. The first frame 
house in the Turtle Mountain area was built in 1880 
 
These businesses, along with B.B. Lariviere’s Store and Stopping Place established 
Wakopa as an important place. People came to Wakopa, bringing grain to be ground 
into flour, or buying lumber at the sawmill. Meals were served at the Harrison home, at 
La Riviere’s, and at Mrs. J. Melville’s boarding house.  



 

 
 

Winnipeg Daily Sun, April 28, 1884 

The coming of the railway to Killarney and Boissevain doomed this busy centre. The 
brothers disassembled their mill and built Killarney's first grain elevator. Later they built 
a gristmill at Holmfield that would serve the area for many decades. 

On the second floor of that historic building one can still see the rough cut 2 by 6’s that 
were sawn at the old Wakopa site for the Harrison’s next enterprises.  

And a visitor to the Turtle Mountain Flywheel Clun Museum in Killarney can see the 
machinery from the original Wakopa gristmill on display. 
 
Mill stones from Wakopa are in various places. One is in the Cairn at the  “old” Wakopa 
site, and one is in the museum in Boissevain.  

Cheese Factory 
 
John Hettle formed a company in 1885, of which T. A. Sharpe and the Young brothers 
were directors, to operate a steam-powered butter and cheese factory on Sharpe's 
Creek on NE 26-1-19. Later the herd had to be destroyed because of disease and the 
factory was dismantled.  

Press Clips 

S: Nwfmm, August 1883, p. 218. "It is estimated that the loss by the burning of the mills at 
Wakopa will amount to at least $8,000."  

S: Nwfmm, May 1887, p. 838. "William Harrison, proprietor of the grist mills at Wakopa, 
Manitoba, will put in roller process machinery."  

	
  



Pembina Crossing 
 
The Boundary Commission Trail crossed the Pembina River in a broad valley south of 
present day Manitou.  Crossings were often likely spots to establish a Stopping Place 
and other services. As always, good crossings on the Boundary Trail were not 
necessarily chosen by the railway. 
 

 
 

Pembina Crossing, south of Manitou (no date) 
Source: Ed Grassick 

 
This item from the media at the time sums up the vitality of the community in 1882. 
 
“Pembina Crossing 1882. (From the Manitoba Mountaineer, Nelsonville, Manitoba)  
 
This city is known as the Pembina Crossing and this is written at the Pioneer's Rest, 
and William P. Hutchinson, proprietor - a first class host who boasts a billiard table, a 
sample room, a new organ and organist, with lots of good singing every night, a 
splendid bill of fare, and all for $4.00 per week. Ten regular boarders, besides his own 
family and hired help. Is furnishing wood for grist mill that is running here. It is grinding 
for fifteen cents per bushel. Take that, ye extortionists. The town boasts a general store, 
post office, a blacksmith shop, two hotels.  
William and his sister, Jeannette, established a Stopping Place and a butcher shop at 
Pembina Crossing in the early 1880's for the benefit of the homesteaders who were 
using that route to enter Canada from the United States.  
 
Some other press clipping from the era provide additional details… 
 
June 2, 1881. The Queen's birthday (May 24) was royally celebrated here by a large 
assembly in the following manner: foot races, horse race, pony race, a lively game of 
baseball was much enjoyed by the boys. We were also glad to see a grand turnout of 
the much- needed sex in Manitoba. (Emerson International.)  
 



"Mr. H. H. Black, a dentist by profession, arrived in the Pembina Crossing district from 
Emerson by team, in June 1880. He had married in Halifax, NS, and afterwards traveled 
through the United States as far as Colorado. His father (George C.) and his elder 
brother (George) lived in Winnipeg. H. H. Black did not wish to be a dentist and he loved 
"the outdoors." Therefore he took up a homestead (SEI/4 24-2-9W), but due to an 
injured foot, Mr. Black was unable to carry on with farming.  
 

 
 

  



 
 

Old St. Luke’s Pembina Crossing Anglican Church (Archives of Manitoba) 
 
Originally a general store, post office, and saloon, built in May 1880, this log building 
was in use until 1920 when it was replaced by a new building, which opened on 26 
September 1920. The following year, by an unfortunate accident, it burned down 
although most of the furniture and fittings were saved. In 1922, it was replaced by the 
present structure, a municipally-designated historic site as of 2011. 
 
 

 
 

St. Luke’s Pembina Crossing Anglican Church (August 2018) 
Source: George Penner 

  



Clearwater, Neelin & Preston 
 

 
 
At the time this map was drawn in the early 1890’s, Neelin (near the site of Roseberry) 
was not yet created, an Glenora was just a Post Office south of where the town would 
be located.   
 
Clearwater 
 
The village of Clearwater existed for nearly five years in the valley below where the 
current village sits, and only had to move a short distance to be on the line. It was a 
busy little place with a few stores, a boarding house and a hotel. There was a 
blacksmith, a tailor, a shoemaker, and a doctor. 
 
William Coulthard and his brothers John and Tom came to “Old” Clearwater in 1881, 
and built a gristmill on the river. Locals report that it made “very fair flour, but if the 
wheat was badly frozen it was out of the question to get good bread from the flour.” 
 
There are very few other mentions of this mill, but one press report indicates that it was 
being upgraded in 1893.  Proximity to other towns may have made it unnecessary.  
 
Neelin 

Mill machinery was valuable. When one closed the machinery was generally moved 
elsewhere. The short-lived Pembina Crossing mill was given a new life in Neelin, at the 
western edge of Rock Lake. Watson and Cowie, set up both a sawmill and a gristmill in 
the valley, using water power from a fast flowing spring. By damming up the spring in 
the evening, there was enough power to run the mill all the next day. Eventually this mill 
was changed to steam power, and the spring just used to wash away the sawdust. 

The mills were destroyed by a prairie fire. There are two reports as to just when that 
happened. One says, this mill, along with the other two in the valley, was destroyed in 
the big prairie fire of 1886.   



Another report offers different details…”In 1893, a prairie fire swept through and left 
devastation in its wake. It was not checked until it had reached J. Brinkworths. Trees, 
logs for buildings, game and stock were not spared. It burned the Cowie and Watson 
Grist and Sawmill. They did not rebuild.“ 

John Montague also had two sawmills, one on the Neelin farm and one at Kelly's Creek.  

Press  Clips 

S: AM, March 1, 1884, p. 137. “Watson and Cowie are establishing a mill at the head of Rock 
Lake, Manitoba, the machinery for which is brought from the grist mill at Pembina Crossing, 
which is now dismantled.”  

Lime Kiln 

The Cooper Bros. operated a lime kiln east of the top of Victoria Hill.  

Cheese Factory 
 
William Coutts , who homesteaded about three kilometres north of Neelin ( 36-3-15) 
was a outstanding teacher, and also deeply interested in the affairs of the community. 
Largely through his efforts a cheese factory was established which operated 
successfully in the district for several years.  

Preston 
 
On several maps from the 1880’s one finds Preston, southwest of Pilot Mound. In 1879 
a saw and grist mill was built by James Preston on 13-3-12, a store too was built at this 
location. The machinery for the mill was brought from Ontario and freighted from 
Emerson in 1879 by neighbours with horses and oxen. 

A short article in the Winnipeg Free Press in the winter of 1880 commented: 
 
 “in Preston which takes its name from three families who moved in there one 
year ago. Being enterprising businessmen. They already have a sawmill in 
operation, and are making active preparations for a grist mill. They are offering 
free building sites to business men and mechanics who will become permanent 
settlers. “ 
 
Lumber from the Preston sawmill was used in the first church west of the Pembina at 
Crystal City in 1879. 
 



 

R.S. Preston 

During 1881 the mills were burned down. 
The sawmill was later rebuilt in the valley, 
but only operated for a short time as Mr. 
Preston had the misfortune of having his 
arm cut off by the saw.  

 

 

 
 

A plaque at the site of Goudney School (SE 14-3-12) reads.  
 

“This steam boiler is the only remaining artifact of the sawmill that was built by James B. 
Preston on the creek a short distance west from the bridge, ¼ mile north of this site. 

The sawmill operated from 1879 – till destroyed by fire in 1881 and supplied lumber for 
much of the first construction in the area. Placed her by Goudney Memorial Committee 

A.D. 1980.” 

 
 
	 	



Cartwright & Mather 
 
People these days tend to forget the extent to which things 
were manufactured locally. Perhaps this is because we are 
so far removed from the site of the production of many of 
the goods we consume that we haven’t thought about how 
the process isn’t always difficult to create on a small scale. 
 
Mather 
 
Mather was one of a few communities that produced soft 
drinks.  John Davie and Walter Small had a soft drink 
factory beginning in 1913.   The product was called “Jersey 
Cream”. They started on their farm, but moved in to 
Mather. They made deliveries to the neighbouring towns of 
Clearwater and Cartwright. 
 
Cartwright 
 
Before the 1900's, a cheese factory was started by W.G. 
Robinson it operated for only a short time. Oscar Beach 
began making cheese at his farm home. Mr. Beach made 
good cheese and supplied nearby towns, as well as local 
trade, for several years.  

Stock Medicine Factory  

About 1902, S. S. Mayers formed a Stock Medicine 
Factory and the remedies became quite renowned. The 
volume of business can be seen by mention, a few years 
later (1905), that this company shipped 179 boxes and 
pails of their preparations "this week". The total shipment 
for the week will exceed four tons.  

There were agencies for these medicines in over two 
hundred other towns. In 1910, he moved this business to 
Winnipeg.  

  

 

  



The Lightning Rod Factory 

This flourishing industry was started by Munro Brothers and Ferris in 1910. The Munros 
were early residents, and R. A. Ferris came from the U.S.A.  

The company employed a travelling agent to take orders; had a printed catalogue; 
shipped in copper wire to manufacture the cable, in carload lots; and kept the factory 
running day and night.  

In 1912, the factory was sold to W. E. Johnson of Winnipeg, and Harry Erskine was the 
travelling agent. In August of the same year, fire of unknown origin destroyed the 
building and all the contents. This building contained one single wire twister, two double 
wire twisters, one large cable machine, band saw, wood lathe, circular saw, planer, 
gasoline engine, as well as a large stock of cable, fixtures pertaining to the cable 
business, and a well-equipped office. 

Pump Factory 

Patrick Crawford McKibbin started a pump factory using logs from the area.  

Sawmill 
 
Jim Waugh who had a sawmill at Bramwell's farm in the valley of the river near Rock 
Lake. Timbers from the Waugh sawmill were used in the bridge at old Cartwright. They 
made lumber out of poplar and elm trees and found ready sale for it to the settlers. They 
sold boards and planks at .02 cents a foot. He also had a shingle mill. He made 
shingles out of poplar trees.  
 
Charles McKay had a sawmill, with a movable site, on the Badger River. It supplied 
lumber for some of the early buildings in the area. The sawmill was eventually sold to 
Elmer Cantelon.  
 
Press Items 

S: NWFMM, April 1889, p. 100. “A stock company comprising R.A. Sheppard, John 
Gimby, John Wallace, George B. Wray, A. Davidson, T.S. Mennary and E.D. Coates, 
will build a small mill at Cartwright, Manitoba.”  



Crystal City 
 
Crystal City, as the name implies, was created by optimists. It was, in a sense a 
planned community, established by Thomas Greenway who toured the region in 1878 
and returned with settlers the following year. It was the site of the first registered Church 
building west of Emerson. It would naturally have been the site of a flour mill. 
 
Although local history volumes offer scant details about the mill. We do find mention tha 
the son of Thomas Greenway worked in the Rolling Mill in town. Another report has a 
flour mill “south of the elevators” that burned down. 

The press however offers a sort of timeline of events - the outline of the story. From it 
one sees a familiar pattern. Ownership changes were routine. Moving and starting 
elsewhere was common. 

Press  Clips 

S: Nwfmm, November 1883, p. 299. “Crystal City mills commenced operations on the first of this 
month.”  

S: Nwfmm, February 1884, p. ____. “The Louise municipal council at their recent meeting, held 
at Rock Lake, decided to relieve the grist mill at Crystal City, and Clearwater, from paying 
taxes.”  

S: AM, June 1, 1885, p. 302. “The grist mill at Crystal City, Manitoba is to be moved to 
Snowflake, Manitoba.”  

S: Nwfmm, June 1888, p. ____. “I have just finished changing a mill from burrs to roles for 
Cochrane and Manson, Crystal City, Manitoba on the short system of three reductions of wheat 
and three on middlings – Millwright.”  

S: Nwfmm, April 1889, p. 100. “Mr. Crawford, of the Crystal City, Manitoba mill, will build 
another one at the station, larger than the one he owns at the old town site. A bonus in wheat, to 
be delivered next fall, is offered him.”  

S: Nwfm, December 1889, p. 340. “The roller mill at Crystal City, Manitoba is now running.”  

S: The Commercial, 1893, p. 634. - Owner J.W. Cochrane with 125 barrel capacity per day.  

  



Cheese Factory 

Alexander Taylor managed a cheese factory at Crystal City. 

Some ads placed in a promotional publication in about 1911 remind us the custom 
made clothing was an option in Crystal City, a sort of manufacturing on a small scale. 

 

 

Promoting Industrial Growth 

Crystal City was probably not alone in actively seeking out manufacturers. The ad offers 
a perspective on what a “progressive” town would see as important. 

 

  

  



Locally Made - A Survey of Pioneer Industry 
The Boundary Trail Heritage Region 

 

 
 

Part 3b 
 

Railway Towns 
 

Emerson / West Lynne 
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Morden, Winkler & Altona 

LaRiviere 
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Industry in the Boundary Trail Region / Railway Towns 
 
Emerson 
 
In 1876 a steam gristmill was built in Emerson by Mr. Charles Borrow. Press reports 
indicate that the HBC renovated a large Flour Mill in 1884. At various times a mill called 
the Stauffer Mill, and ones owned by Fraser & Co. and Pocock & Sons were in 
business. 
 
In 1881 Messrs. Carney & Watson built a sawmill which had the capacity of turning out 
25,000 feet of lumber per day, using hard wood taken from their own timber, located on 
the Red River, a few miles south of town.   
 
Noble and Follis manufactured common lumber, doors, sash, blinds. Their factory was 
located on Main Street, and consisted of one building 24x54 feet in area, with two flats; 
also an, addition of 16x50 feet. They employed about twenty-five hands.  
 
Edward Sabin & Co. were general carriage, sleigh and cutter manufacturers.  In 
connection with their manufacturing they conducted a general blacksmithing, shoeing 
and repair shop.  
 
Press  Clips 

S: Commercial, September 4, 1883, p. 413. “The Hudson Bay Company have decided to 
reopen their large flour mill here. Water is to be supplied the mill from a drain from the river up 
which water will be forced by windmill power. A warehouse with a capacity of 12,000 bushels is 
to be built alongside the mill. The company will also build a 20,000 bushel elevator at the 
station.”  

S: Nwfmm, October 1883, p. 254. “The HBC are building a large grain storehouse next to their 
mill at West Emerson.”  

S: AM, January 1, 1884, p. 28. “The addition to the Hudson Bay Company’s mill at Emerson, 
Manitoba, is nearly completed. It is proposed to convey the water supply from the Red River by 
means of a trench to a reservoir beneath the mill.”  

S: Commercial, July 8, 1884, p. 805. “The Emerson steam grist mill commonly known as 

Stuaffer’s Mill, was sold on the 2nd inst., under a foreclosure of mortgage, and was purchased 

by Mr. Curran for $4,220. It will be put in operation of Monday the 7th.”  

S: AM, August 1, 1884, p. 430. - “Stauffer’s Mill”, at Emerson, Manitoba, was sold July 2 under a 
foreclosure of the mortgage. It was purchased by Mr. Curan for $4,220. It was put in operation 
July 7.”  



S: AM, April 1, 1885, p. 194. “At Emerson, Manitoba, on Mach 30, James Watson was killed by 
the bursting of the fly-wheel of a grain crusher, and Mr. Van Wert was wounded in the arm.”  

S: Nwfm, January 1892, p. 24. “Fraser and Company’s grist mill at Emerson, Manitoba is 
running to its fullest capacity.”  

S: Commercial, 8th Annual Supplement, p. 634. - Owner: Fraser and Company with 300 barrel 
day capacity.  

S: CMGE, March 1910, p. 75. - “The German Milling Company has bought Pocock and Son’s 
mill at Emerson, Manitoba.”  

 
West Lynne 
 
West Lynne Charter for the incorporation of West Lynne was granted in l882. The town 
was laid out twenty-four blocks long and three and one half blocks wide.  
 
West Lynne boasted of four general stores; six hotels and a brewery, where a six quart 
pail could be purchased for fifteen cents. They also had a pop factory and a cheese 
factory.  
 
Press reports indicate several flour mills operated for a time. 
 
Press Clips 

S: HBCA, D.20/16 – 1880. - J. Ogden Grahame to J.A. Grahame, May 5, 1880, fo. 139 – 
mentions memo regarding new mill to be built there. - C.J. Brydges to J.A. Grahame, May 6, 
1880, fo. 141 – regarding erecting mill and granary: "I am satisfied it is better than letting 
anyone else do it and it will materially help your store and the place and surroundings 
generally." - J.H. McTavish to J.A. Grahame, July 5, 1880, fo. 441 – laid out sites for mill and 
granary at West Lynne: "the same as those chosen by yourself ;" Kenway received only 1 
tender for $5,000 which shouldn't be accepted until estimate made."  

S: HBCA, D.20/23 – 1882 Ronald McLaren (St. Boniface) to J.A. Grahame, June 15, 1882, fo. 
144 - offer to move "flouring mill" at West Lynne and Erect same on a new site about 300 feet 
from its present position as specified in advertisement;" 20 feet addition to end of building; new 
engine room; sink well; for $8,860.00. - fo. 149 – copy of call for tenders Charles Esplin to J.A. 
Grahame, June 17, 1882, fos. 150-155 – tender - D. Matheson (W.L.) to J.A. Grahame, June 
20, 1882, fo. 164 – Emerson mill offering 95 cents per bushel; Ogilvie Company paid $1 for 
2000 bushels delivered at Emerson station.  

S: HBCA, D. 20/25 – 1883 D. Matheson to J.A. Grahame, January 5, 1883, fos. 6 and 6d - This 



fall when the mill was being re-erected I had two wells sunk to the depths of 24 and 30 feet, 
getting water in both cases at 12 feet but not in sufficient quantity to run the mill and I have not 
the means of going deeper. A supply could have been brought from the River at an expense 
(before frost set in) of $700.00, but as you were absent I did not feel at liberty of going to the 
expense." - mill is idle; feels bad grain would prevent profitability in any case; "and now that 
grains are being run on the Pembina Mountain Branch of the C.P.R. all the Western grain 
hitherto sold here, will be marked at Smuggler's Point and other stations along the line."  

S: G.F. Tennant (Mayor, West Lynne) to J.A. Grahame, March 20, 1883, fos. 266-267 - urges 
Company to operate mill or leave it; present mill prevents others from operating  

S: HBCA, D. 20/31, 1884. D. Matheson to J. Wrigley, November 10, 1884, fo. 24 – took 
possession of mill on a "landlord's warrant"; to be put up for sale; engineer wishes lease 
transferred to him, "but he thinks the conditions are too exacting and the rent too high."  

"It is reported that the Hudson's Bay Company's mill, at West Lynne, will be remodelled to the 
roller system."  

  



Manitou & Manitoba City 
 
Manitoba City 
 
Manitoba City was yet another ambitiously named community. By 1883 it had become a 
roaring town with six licensed hotels, two liquor stores, five livery stables, three lumber 
yards, a Medical Hall which housed the drug store but also held offices for out of town 
doctors and other businessmen to set up appointments, an undertaker, and numerous 
grocery, hardware and implement outlets. Seven Justices of the Peace were appointed 
in an attempt to keep the boom town under control.   

Alas a bit of a turf war, worthy of a modern industrial intrigue movie, ended with 
Manitoba City giving way to its rival Manitou – a competing village located just on the 
other side of the new railway line. 

The story, involving, land speculators, sharp lawyers, crooked CPR managers, and a 
general assortment of shady deals, is well told on several of the Manitou local histories. 

Like quite a few boomtowns – it had a gristmill – but the life of the town, and thus the 
mill, was short. 

 
Manitou 
 
In 1881 John McIntosh started a small mill at Norquay, north of Swan Lake and in 1893 
moved the mill to Manitou as Manitou Roller Mills. 

The building was a black, two story, box-shaped structure. On the second floor were a 
track and push-car and a storeroom. The bags of feed and flour were placed on the 
moved to the chute on the south side o f the building. The customer's vehicle backed 
under the chute and the bags slid down.   
 
The local newspaper reported: “Any institution that is a means of drawing trade to a 
town is of necessity an important factor in the prosperity of that town.“   
 
Business from a wider radius gravitated to Manitou. Farmers could deliver wheat to the 
mill, drop milk off at the cheese factory, exchange eggs and butter for groceries at the 
store of their choice, have a square meal at the hotel for a few cents, spend an 
afternoon catching up on news around the stove at the livery barn, then late in the day 
pick up flour ground from their own grain. They usually took home the bran and shorts 
to be made into mash for the livestock. Screenings from the cleaner provided fuel for 
the mill along with cordwood brought in exchange for milling services. Often no money 
needed to change hands.  
 
Revisions included a new seventy horsepower boiler, all that was needed to keep the 
mill up to date. 
 



An ad from 1899 stated: Manitou Mills - Grinding done promptly, Chopping on 
Wednesdays and Saturdays. Best Hungarian Flour - $1.80. Best Strong Bakers Flour - 
$1.60.  
 
A Mr. Whiteford operated it until the early 1920's when it was closed.  
 

 
 

This ad appeared in the Manitou paper in 1885. We don’t know if John McIntosh bought 
it, or whether it had already ceased operation. Either way, the name lived on 

 
The Manitou Creamery and Cheese Factory Company 

The cheese factory was managed by Mr. Story and Mr. Boyle. After initial reluctance of 
Winnipeg outlets to pay a fair price, the superior quality of the product was eventually 
recognized in Winnipeg and good prices were offered. 

Pump Factory 

In January 1885, the Manitou Mercury reported that Mr. Lane had a pump factory, which 
had been a successful operation for some time.  

In 1889, H. C. Pierce also opened a pump factory. He sold out to C. R. Gordon in 1891 
and went to Hartney to set up there.  

In the fall of 1888, John C. Findlay opened a wagon shop on Ellis, adjacent to Waldie 
and Scott's implement business. It became a steam pump factory for which he imported 
Tennessee white wood, apparently, the best material to use.  

  



Sash and Door Factory 

Two sash and door factories once operated in Manitou. 

Carriage Makers 
 
Alfred Morris and Jonathan Hughes were both carriage makers who operated out of 
Manitoba City, after starting out in Archibald. 

In  1908 Joe Cumberland has opened a general carriage and repair shop. 

Allan and Pilgrim Soda Water Works;  

Messrs. Allan and Pilgrim began the bottling of Cream Soda 1885. Mr. Pilgrim died in 
December of that year while Mr. Allan continued to operate the factory until April of 
1887.  

 
Archibald 
 
One route settlers might follow to get to the area near Manitou, was the Brandon House 
Trail, one used by fur traders at based a Pembina. In 1878 Alexander Bethune travelled 
this way to his homestead. He opened a store and a Post Office was opened in the 
home of neighbour, Mr. Davidson.  Although that was the extent of the buildings in the 
“village” of Archibald, there were a few businesses nearby, including a second store. J. 
Hughes was listed as a carriage maker, as was A. Morris. 
 
 
Press Clips 

S: Commercial, April 8, 1884, p. 545. “Mr. W. Thompson and Mr. Brown, have undertaken to 
erect an oatmeal mill, at Manitou, of 125 barrels capacity, for a bonus of 10,000 bushels of oats, 

to be completed and running by the 1st of November next.”  

S: Nwfm, December 1889, p. 340. “A meeting was recently held at Manitou to discuss the 
advisability of trying to induce A. Watts and Company, of Brantford, Ontario, to move their grist 
mill from Norquay to Manitou. After discussion and conference with the representatives of A. 
Watts, and Company, a committee was appointed to canvass the town and district for 
subscriptions for a bonus of $600 to pay the expenses of moving the mill. The mill can be in 
running order by May 1 next.”  

S: Nwfm, March 1890, p. 433. “The building at Manitou, into which the machinery of the 
Norquay Grist Mill is to be removed, is about completed, and the mill will soon be running.”  



S: Nwfm, April 1890, p. 461. “The boiler for Manitou, Manitoba grist mill has arrived there from 
Brantford. Work on the Mill is progressing rapidly under the management of George Ullyott.”  

S: Nwfm, June 1890, p. 522. “The new mill being built at Manitou will have five set of rolls. J.D. 
McIntosh has purchased an interest in the mill and with his brother will manage the business.”  

 
 
 
Darlingford  
 
Along the old Boundary Trail, at a point just west of Calf Mountain, there was a 
conveniently flat spot on the Little Pembina that made a good crossing. As often 
happened at crossings, a small village sprang up. Like so many other villages it started 
at one spot and re-started at another when the railway arrived. In the meantime it 
served the needs of travellers and settlers, providing some necessities.  Along with 
stores, stopping places and a post office, there was a saw and grist mill was run by the 
Findlay Brothers.   
 

 
 

Darlingford 1909 
 
The new site of Darlingford grew quickly along the railway line. Along with the usual 
stores and services there were two brickyards. About 1898 Whalen’s Brick & Tile 
operated just west of the village. It must have been quite an operation for the CPR ran a 
spur out to the site, and he employed about ten people for a time. Although the bricks 
were of a good quality, the operation didn’t last. 
 



 
 

A photo shows the brickyard location.  
 
Another promoter opened the Darlingford Brick & Tile Co. Ltd., south of the railway 
tracks. This operation was quite successful, and on August 4, 1910, the Darlingford 
Comet reported that:  “Manager Lewis Coc has, at present, 90000 bricks at his disposal, 
with orders for at least 200000 in demand. Hinds and Mitchell, contractors of Winnipeg, 
have already ordered one million bricks and the Hanbury Manufacturing Co. of Brandon 
have ordered 1200000 bricks” 
 
Despite this, it was tough to compete when a Winnipeg producer lowered its price in an 
effort to capture the market. Apparently this was a factor in other small yards. 
 
Lime Kiln 
 
Limestone, which was abundant in the Pembina Ridge, was another resource 
processed nearby. A lime kiln produced hundreds of tonnes of lime for mortar and for 
the mixture of lime and sand used to coat the inside of log houses. 
 
Sawmill 
 
Influential pioneer James Bolton established Bolton’s Mill and Woodwork, a large 
building which housed a power-driven saw and a large grain grinder for custom seed 
grinding. 
 



 
 

Bolton’s Mill 
 
Manufacturing 
 
As was usual, blacksmith William Sheilds did more than just repairs, he made things as 
well. Sleighs and wagons were two of the products he produced. 
 
 
Press  Clips 

S: Nwfmm, Special Ed., 1883, p. 20. “Darlingford, one of the rising towns on the south-western 
railway, is to have a $100,000 company to erect an elevator, mill, and warehouse. The elevator 
will have a capacity of 50,000 bushels, while the mill will be similar to that of the Assiniboia 
Milling Company at Portage la Prairie.”  

S: AM, October 1, 1884, p. 543. “The grist mill at Darlingford, Manitoba, at present under the 
management of H.N. Fleming, has been purchased by Joseph Ritchie, of Nelson, Manitoba, 
who will put it in thorough working order.”  

S: AM, June 1, 1885, p. ____. “The burr mill now at Darlingford, Manitoba is about to be 
removed to Morden, Manitoba.”  

S: The Darlingford Saga, p. 24. “There were a number of business places a saw mill and grist 
mill was run by Findlay brothers. Circa 1875-1882 in Old Darlingford.”  

S: CH, Darlingford, p. 39. - Photo 1908 of Bolton’s Mill with commentary; burned May 1912.  

  



Morden, Winkler & Altona 
 
Morden, Winkler  and Altona were railway towns, part of the second wave of community 
building. As such, the emphasis on gristmills, cheese factories, brickyards and sawmills 
was not as pronounced. From the start they had links to supplies and to market that 
made these local enterprises less of a priority.  While gristmills did exist in these larger 
communities, they did so on the basis of commercial viability, not in terms of essentials 
for subsistence. Of course a time went on, other industries, more associated with 
modern and urban communities, did thrive. 
 
Their respective histories are well documented and we will present here a sketch of the 
early operations that did exist. 
 
Morden 
 
The first mention of a mill comes in when Anderson and McLean accepted the bonus 
offered by the district and to erect a mill.  In August of 1885 we learn that Ritchie and 
Lundy’s had completed a flour mill and had it in in full operation.  

In 1886 James H. Fraser, the proprietor of the Nelson Flour Mills, decided to erect a 
roller mill in Morden.   

Mr. A.E. Hughes, formerly with the Hudson’s Bay Company, Winnipeg, Manitoba, was 
the head miller. 

 

The Morden Flour Mill, built in 1900 

Press Items 

S: Nwfmm, February 1884, p. 36. “We understand that Messrs. Anderson and McLean, two 
practical men, have accepted the bonus offered by the district and will erect a mill at that point, 
which will have three run of stones and four sets of rollers.”  

S: Commercial, August 11, 1885, p. 905. “Ritchie and Lundy’s flour mills, at Morden, has been 



completed and is now in full operation.  

S: Nwfmm, January 1886, p. 355. “Mr. James H. Fraser, the proprietor of the Nelson flour mills, 
decided last summer to erect a first-class roller mill in Morden, Manitoba, and for that purpose 
contracted with the Pray Manufacturing Company of Minneapolis, Minnesota, for a complete 
outfit for a mill of 75 barrels capacity, and in the mill as completed, this well known firm have 
more than sustained their reputation as builders offirst class mills. Mr. James Pye superintended 

the starting of the machinery on the 17th December. Everything moved off in a smooth and 
satisfactory manner.”  

The mill will be run to its full capacity night and day, there being a large local and western trade 
for flour of all grades.  

S: Nwfmm, February 1886, p. 387. “Mr. Ritchie, the proprietor of the stone grist mills at Morden, 
Manitoba, has taken a partner. The firm is now Ritchie and McIntyre.  

S: Nwfmm, April 1889, p. 100. “J.H. Fraser, of Morden, Manitoba, is adding new machinery from 
Minneapolis.”  

Bricks 

MacGregor’s brickyard was south of Morden and its products were used to erect several 
substantial brick buildings, including the Dominion Post Office. 

Winkler 
 
The “West Reserve”, established in 1876, was a treeless plain similar to the 
Russian steppes from which the Mennonite settlers came. These settlers 
established themselves in small villages of twenty to thirty families. In December 
of 1882 the Canadian Pacific Railroad line from Winnipeg to Manitou, created 
the town of Winkler. 
 
Dyck and Peters built the Winkler Grist Mill. I find no records of the fate of that 
mill, but it seems likely that the Winkler Roller Mills replaced that service.  
 
Judging by the several photos in “Winkler, A Proud Heritage”, it existed for decades. 
 



 

The mill in Winkler 

 

Press Clips 

S: CH, Winkler: A Proud Heritage, 1982, Friesen, p. 78. - 5 photos of Winkler Milling 
Company Limited: 1) 1933 and 2) 1946 with the three others not dated.  

 
Altona 
 
The mills don’t play a big role in the Local History volumes of Altona but they are 
mentioned. 
 

 
 



Mill owners Isaac and David Fehr in the ”machine room”, which housed a steam engine 
and this large pulley which drove the mill’s various cleaning, grinding, and other 
machinery. 
 

 
 
The Altona mill in its heyday in the 1905 was the town’s main industry. This photo 
shows the mill built by Peter Braun before the turn of the century, when it was owned by 
David and Isaac Fehr, after the large three-storey addition had been built. 
 

 
 

Friesen Flour Mill around 1900. Owned then by Jacob. P. Friesen 
 
A report in the Altona History tells us that: 
 
“Activity around the Friesen & Sons Flour mill was hectic. Around the clock shifts were 
needed to keep up with the demand placed on the mill by farmers and others who were 
getting ready for winter. Up to 3300 bushels of Wheat were ground daily.” 
 
  



La Riviere 
 
The La Riviere townsite was laid out in 1886. It became a divisional point for the railway, 
so had a roundhouse and water tank.  
 
A flour mill was started by Cary and Grant, and lasted a short while until it burned. J. 
Rockett built a cheese factory beside Mary Jane Creek. 
 
About 1902 a brickyard was established with a payroll of about thirty men, including W. 
Carmichael as manager. He was followed by G.W. Dellar. 
  
La Riviere Press Brick & Tile Company  

Adapted from: 

A History of Brick Manufacturing in Manitoba 1860-1990  
David Butterfield 2018, Heritage Manitoba 

In 1902, when tests made on local clay and shale deposits proved positive, the Press 
Brick & Tile Company, Ltd., owned by Elisha Frederick Hutchings was established just 
to the east of town. A manager was found in Minneapolis in May, and by the following 
month local workers were being hired. By July, men had installed a brickyard dam, and 
a railway spur to the site was nearly complete.  

Early in September the plant made its first bricks and was running “full blast” by mid-
month, with a kiln of 250,000 bricks being burned and another 250,000 awaiting the 
fires. The following season (1903) saw the firm invest $10,000 in erecting four new 
beehive kilns and other improvements. Eleven cars of machinery were ordered, 
including an engine, numerous castings, a blower, 100 dryer cars, and other equipment. 
By late May the kilns were nearly complete, including an arched subterranean passage 
linking all four. The large dryer with its numerous brick divisional walls only lacked a roof 
at the time, but had a 40-foot high stack.  

Four more kilns were under construction by mid-June. During mid-July, shale was being 
taken from the hillside source by night blasting, and then put on a carrier that took it 
down to the crusher where it was pulverized into clay. Reports from the spring of 1905 
show most of the old employees back at work, and improvements included a 
remodeling of the oldest kilns and the construction of a “lofty and strong” trestle from the 
mill across the creek to the shale ledge.  

In January 1905, a number of men were at work at the brickyard, sorting out and 
shipping the one million bricks on hand at the plant in preparation for the coming 
season. But something had happened with the firm’s financing, and the plant was 
suddenly up for sale. William Brydon acquired control, and the next six years of the 
plant’s operations are somewhat shadowy. In 1910 samples of brick “of a beautiful 
colour and finish” were on display locally, and an advertisement in July 1910 showed 
that the plant had acquired a new manager— James Johnstone—as well as a new 
name: The Phoenix Brick-works. In April 1911 it was noted that the plant machinery was 



being fitted up, and a kiln was filled; given that there were at least eight kilns, this 
appears to be a modest production schedule. It is not clear if the plant was in operation 
in 1912, but it was sold in 1913, to a Mr. Martin, who intended to renovate the complex, 
install new machinery, and place it on a sound footing. But that did not occur, and the 
plant was abandoned by 1914, as so many Manitoba plants were, with the oncoming 
war.  

 

A view, ca. 1903, looking west showing the mixing and pressing building on the left and the kilns 
of La Riviere’s Press Brick & Tile Company. (Courtesy Turning Leaves. A History of La Riviere 

and District, frontispiece) 

 

The La Riviere Brickworks, seen here in 1907, was a large operation involving a substantial 
investment in infrastructure.  

The shale deposits on the hillside were drawn by rail cars down to the mixing and brick-pressing 
building and then burned in one of the eight beehive kilns. (Courtesy Archives of Manitoba)  

  



Killarney 
 
In the early 1880’s, Hugh and Dougald Cameron were so confident that their land would 
be chosen for a station on the new South Western Colonization Railway that they 
engaged a surveyor to lay out a townsite and gave it the name Tisdale, after the chief 
engineer who had surveyed the proposed route.   
 
In 1885 the route changed, following a more southern line near Killarney Lake. When 
the news came that the railway was to place a station near there, T.J. Lawlor promptly 
arranged for his store at Tisdale taken down and had the lumber transported to where 
the new village would be located.   
 
Flour Mill 

In 1893 elevator owners Finlay Young and Tom Buck built a flour mill in Killarney.  
Woodruff and Sons of Ontario built and equipped it. The Municipalities of Riverside and 
Turtle Mountain issued debentures to bonus the mill, Turtle Mountain pledging $4,000. 
The mill was up-to-date in every way and could handle a hundred barrels of flour a day. 
Young and Buck built an elevator on a spur track which made it possible for them to 
handle great quantities of grain.  

Lime Kiln 
 
At one time there was a lime kiln one mile south of the Ninga Cemetery. There was no 
building. It was just a stone structure set into the side of the hill, about eight feet deep 
and ten feet in diameter. Limestone was plentiful in the surrounding area.  
 
Cheese Factory 
 
In 1889 Alex David set up a cheese factory, bringing Isaac Woods from Ontario to run it. 
He had up to fifty cows on his own farm, and employed three married couples and 
several single men.  He bought all the milk the neighbours could provide. Not much land 
had been broken then, but there were lots of cattle so the cheese factory provided a 
cash return for the neighbouring farmers. When he bought a Babcock Milk Tester in 
1892, some of his suppliers were highly indignant about this new contrivance, which 
could determine whether their milk had been diluted. Some of the cheese was sold 
locally, some shipped to Brandon. By 1899 more land had been broken and the farmers 
had fewer cattle, so he sold his herd and the equipment.  

Nathan Clark is also mentioned as having a Cheese Factory. 
  



Church’s Brickyard 
 
Robert Church came with his parents to North America in 1858, first settling in New 
Jersey, where Robert, who had learned the brick-making trade at home in England, 
found work.  After several stops, he settled near Killarney 
 
As he was beginning to establish his farming operation, his brickyard experience came 
in handy when he noticed that the texture of the clay on his land was ideal for making 
bricks. 
 
Lacking capital, it took some pioneer ingenuity and a lot of hard work to get things 
started. 
 
The necessary equipment had to be made by hand, and the wood for firing had to be 
hauled from Turtle Mountain with a home-made sleigh. He had to create his own lime 
kiln to made the necessary mortar for building. 
 
Within a year he had made 20000 bricks. By 1884 as settlers began building “real” 
houses, and each one need a brick chimney or two. From that time until 1903 his bricks 
were used in most of the brick buildings in Killarney and area. 
 
Source: Personal Reminiscence: Church Family 
 

Press Clips 

S: Commercial, March 2, 1886, p. 1. “The people of Killarney offer a free site and exemption 
from taxation for nineteen years, to the part or parties who will build a roller flour mill at that 
place, of not less than 100 barrels capacity.”  

S: Commercial, 1893, p. 634. “At Killarney, on the Deloraine Branch, a new mill of 100 barrels 
capacity, has recently been put in operation by Young Brothers and Buck.”  

S: MFP, Saturday, April 18, 1903, p. 18. “Young and Buck, Millers. One of the most important 
institutions in an agricultural country is the flour or grist mill. The town of Killarney is fortunate in 
possessing one of the best country mills in the province. The mill, which is a full roller process 
one, was erected in 1892. The leading brands of flour turned out are Peerless, Comfort and 
Strong Bakers, and these have established for themselves a reputation as high-class products 
throughout the district. The surplus stock is shipped to distant points. The firm also does a large 
business in chopped feed, bran, shorts, etc., and shipping wheat and other grain. Young and 
Black are regarded as one of the solid concerns of the province.” - Mr. T.H. Buck – moved from 
Boissevain in 1892 “where he was engaged in milling and farming.”  

  



Harrison Mills - Holmfield 
 

 
 

The Harrison Mill, prominent on the skyline of the small village of Holmfield. 
 
Plans for a flour mill in the emerging village of Holmfield were first considered in the 
spring of 1897, when the village council approved a by-law granting a bonus of $2,000. 
Brothers, William and George Harrison, who had started the regions first mills at 
Wakopa nearly two decades earlier, would build and operate the mill.    
 
From the outset, the mill was not burdened with the handicap of an operating deficit, 
which might have hampered its chances of survival.  Instead, Harrison’s mill operated 
on a sound financial footing, thanks to the support of the local patrons and the 
commitment to the district’s farmers by the Harrison family. 
 
In August of 1897, the frame of the mill was raised and the stonework had commenced. 
 
Mr. C.W. Avery of Toronto was hired by the Harrisons to install the milling machinery. 
The engine in the elevator was connected to the boiler in the mill so that one firebox 
would run the whole plant.  Mr. Avery completed this work by December 1897 and the 
mill began operations either in the same month or in early 1898.  As part of the building 
program, the Harrison brothers constructed three new warehouses in 1899.   
 
The mill was a booming business during its early years of operation.  A 1901 observer 
noted, “Harrison Bros. are kept busy with the mill day and night to fill orders for car 
loads of flour.”  Renovations during the following year, including completion of the 
stonework on the engine house and the erection of a new smoke stack.  Also, the mill’s 
power was boosted with the addition of a second boiler, and a new gangway was guilt 
to the entrance of their elevator. 
 
Harrison’s Mill was the site of a spectacular robbery attempt during the spring of 1905.  
Thieves forced their way into the office and blew up the big safe. The work was 
evidently done by professionals. Fortunately all of the money in the safe had been 
removed the night before and the thieves received nothing for their pains.  No one was 
ever caught. 
 
Like other rural mills that survived into the 1930’s, it experienced a major surge in 
business during the Depression, and some renovations were undertaken in 1934.  The 



steam power plant was replaced by a diesel engine and “new elevating and flour tubing” 
was installed. With the exception of the substitution of electric power for diesel in 1947, 
no other major changes in the milling equipment have been undertaken at the mill since 
1934.   
 
During the evening of July 26, 1934, a fire, which was confined to the roof of the east 
wing, was put out after about an hour.  It had originated from overheating in a box 
above the boilers. Thanks to a favourable wind direction and the efforts of the bucket 
brigade, the mill was saved.  
 
During the 1930s the mill worked at maximum production.  In exchange for the 
continued benefits of high quality, locally-produced flour and the production of by-
product livestock feed, the residents of the district agreed to pay four bushels of wheat 
for one hundred pounds of flour, in lieu of cash.  This informal arrangement was put into 
practice because the owners were deeply committed to the welfare of the district.  As 
residents of the district, the Harrison brothers operated their mill during tough economic 
times largely as a public service to the people of the district.  The farmers fulfilled their 
end of the bargain by paying amounts owed. Storage facilities in the Harrison Elevator 
made it possible for the mill owners to buy grain at low prices and hold it for later milling 
a practice utilized by large milling firms. 
 
During World War II, flour mills, both big and small, across North America were pressed 
into action with a mandate to produce flour for the Allied troops and civilians needing 
scarce foodstuffss. During the early 1950s, overseas contracts were available while the 
European economy and landscape were under reconstruction.  Harrisons shipped 4,000 
bags of flour overseas in 1951.  The overseas market slowly disappeared as Europe 
recovered and the Wheat Board denied small milling firms the wheat needed to operate. 
 
During the 1960s, 70s, 80s, and into the 90s, the mill gradually scaled down its 
operations to concentrate on a purely local market. The flour was distributed locally 
under the brand name “Turtle Mountain Maid” and available for purchase in local retain 
outlets. 
 



 
 

Interior view of the mill showing part of the elaborate drive system. (Harrison Family 
Photo) 

 

 
 

The mill, shortly after construction, ca. 1897. (Harrison Family Photo) 
 
  



And in summary…. 
 
As the population of rural Manitoba grew rapidly in the 1880’s, thousands of small 
businesses, designed to service their needs, sprang up across the province. Many of 
these efforts were very useful in the conditions prevalent in those days when importing 
goods was expensive and, perhaps, not even an option.  
 
In an era, and in a geographical situation, whereby a homemade product was the 
natural answer to a shortage of consumer goods, it was only logical that those with an 
entrepreneurial turn of mind would venture into manufacturing. Many of those ventures 
failed to turn a profit, many others existed only for a short time. Is that any different from 
the world of small business today? 
 
The first big change happened very soon. By 1900 the larger share of communities 
were serviced by a railway. With this came increased consumer choices and lower 
prices for many goods.  Improved transportation brought convenience.  When you could 
just ship your wheat crops to the elevator and pick up a sack of flour at the grocery 
store, you saved time, as well as money. 
  
Then, as now, consumers gravitated toward the more inexpensive product produced by 
the large urban factories.   
 
The large urban companies also had the advantage of large capital reserves, greater 
access to credit, and greater marketing budgets.  Brand names became a thing. 
 
At present, the same forces of economy of scale and cheap transportation have 
changed manufacturing across Canada. 
 
In addition to those forces, rural Manitoba faced another challenge. In a process that 
continues to this day, in many regions population is in decline. The twin forces of faster 
transportation and ever improving, labour-saving technology, meant that the family farm 
kept growing in size, while even the size of the farm family kept shrinking. There weren’t 
enough customers to go around. 
 
What seems interesting today is that there is a newfound interest in local production that 
echoes the forces that made it necessary in 1880. Concern about climate change leads 
to concern about the effects of our long supply chains on carbon emissions. Concern 
about standards and about quality is reviving an interest in knowing where our food is 
produced, and how it is produced. Events like the pandemic we are currently facing 
renew an interest in food security. Artisans and craftsmen sometimes find a niche in 
small towns where the lifestyle reflects their values.  
 
Who knows where it might lead? 
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