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In June of 2002 Linda Sawkins and Tom Fulton of the Winnipeg Real Estate
Board asked if I would be interested in putting together a photographic exhibition on the
history of housing in Winnipeg over the last hundred years. They explained that,
although the exhibition would mark the Board’s centenary, the Board did not want a
celebration of its own history, but preferred a presentation, inclusive and with
achievements and problems, of a wide range of housing developments in the city. I
enjoyed taking on the project and working with Linda and Tom and later with Peter
Squire, the Board’s Director of Public Affairs. I also appreciated the complete
intellectual freedom that I was permitted in the project.

Not all of the text and photographs included in his book appeared in the
exhibition. Judicious selection, faithful to the general meaning, was exercised by
Candace Hogue who was responsible for the exhibition’s design and production. Her
professionalism and gentle guidance made for an ideal working relationship. Absent
from this book are the text and photographs for one panel in the exhibition on the history
of the Winnipeg Real Estate Board that Peter Squire put together.

Without the assistance of the staff members of several archival facilities, my
research would not have been possible. I am grateful to the archivists of the Archives of
Manitoba, the Department of Archives and Special Collections at the Elizabeth Dafoe
Library of the University of Manitoba, and the City of Winnipeg Archives. As well, I
thank Lawrence Poirier of Kinew Housing for discussing the corporation’s history and
permitting me to use pictures of its houses.

The exhibition, entitled “City and Suburb: Housing in Twentieth-Century
Winnipeg”, was installed at the Home Expression Show in the Winnipeg Convention
Centre from 5 to 9 March 2003 and was positively reported in the local newspapers.
Later it was briefly put up at the Winnipeg City Hall and subsequently it has been
displayed at a number of venues, including the St. Vital Mall, where the public has had
easy access to view it.

Despite the research that went into this exhibition, I have only touched on a few
of the issues in the history of housing and shelter in Winnipeg. Hopefully I have done so
with some accuracy, but I do take responsibility for the errors that may have occurred.
Much remains to be discovered about the history of housing in Winnipeg. I shall be
pleased if this exhibition leads people to view the city’s houses and streets with an
inquiring eye and to explore the history more fully.

David G. Burley, Winnipeg, September 2003

Cover Photograph Credit. University of Manitoba, Elizabeth Dafoe Library, Department
of Archives and Special Collections, Winnipeg Tribune Coll., PC18/3567/18-2800-004
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Introduction
City and Suburb

Through the twentieth century, Winnipeg has grown and matured as a city. In
1901 it was a small, dynamic city of more than 42,000 people. A hundred years later the
population of metropolitan Winnipeg exceeded 660,000, with almost 620,000 of those
people living inside the boundaries of the city itself.

Housing that growing population has been an impressive and challenging
undertaking. In 1901 there were approximately 8,000 family dwelling units, included
single-family and multifamily houses and apartments. Now there are more than 260,000
private dwellings within the city.

The history of that growth in Winnipeg housing reveals a number of changing
trends, but also some constant forces. The most notable difference over a hundred years
has been the increase in home ownership, which has more than doubled from about thirty
per cent of households at the beginning of the century to sixty-four per cent at the end.
Along with that has come a decline in the number of people in the average household, as
families have fewer children and are much more unlikely to take in boarders. The
development of new suburbs has driven these changes, while some inner areas of the city
have experienced declining populations.

With all of this change, some things have remained the same. The tension
between suburban development and the central city has existed from before the First
World War. The suburbs have changed, and we may no longer recognize Crescentwood
or ElImwood, to mention just two of many, as suburbs. But, when first developed, they
were on the edge of the city. Observers early in this century remarked that central
neighbourhoods were declining as families who could afford new suburban houses
moved out. Their old houses and their old neighbourhoods were left to those who could
not afford to move. Houses have a life span and a life cycle, and the history of many
houses has been one of deterioration.

Another constant has been the effort of government, often a reluctant concern, to
provide decent housing for those people who cannot afford to purchase it in the private
market. The experiments in public support for housing have been provoked most often in
times of crisis, during the Depression of the 1930s, in the 1950s and 1960s when serious
slum problems contrasted with economic prosperity, and in the last decade and a half as
boarded-up houses, arson, and poverty in the inner-city made deterioration too visible to
ignore.

The history of housing in Winnipeg can be seen in the changing and constant
relationship between the city and its suburbs.

A Divided City

Chapter 1
Housing in a Divided City: The Early Twentieth Century

Historian Alan F. J. Artibise has described Winnipeg in the years before World
War One as a “divided city”, a city of contrasts.

During the pre-war boom years, as Winnipeg prospered in its role as gateway to
the West, the families of the business elite and the middle class lived comfortably in
houses, terraces, and apartment buildings that replicated the more established forms of
older cities of eastern North America. However, the city’s rapid population growth, more
than quadrupling from 42,340 in 1901 to 179,087 by 1921, strained the city’s housing
stock so that many working-class families could not find decent and healthy shelter.
Through the first two decades of the century the city divided geographically along class
and ethnic lines: European immigrant working families congregated in the North End;
British and Canadian working families resided in the centre, Fort Rouge, and West End;
while wealthy and upper middle-class families lived south of Portage Avenue and across
the Assiniboine River in Crescentwood.

Many economic, political, and workplace issues contributed to the Winnipeg
General Strike of 1919, when from the 15™ May to the 26™ June somewhere between
25,000 and 30,000 of striking workers shut down the city. But the cost of living,
including shelter costs, and the quality of housing exacerbated already strained relations
between workers and employers.

Two Streets

Few streets in Winnipeg could have been more different from one another than
Broadway Avenue in the centre of the city and Jarvis Avenue in the North End. The
contrast in housing on and near these two streets brought the divisions in Winnipeg into
stark relief.

Many recent immigrants to Canada found accommodation on Jarvis Avenue,
close to the Canadian Pacific Railway mainline. Small frame houses and shanties of
various dimensions stood beside larger two and two and a half storey dwellings.

The peddlers’ wagons, the small workshop, and the children playing on the street
suggest not just the bustle of daily life, but also the close association of places of work
and residence, something quite foreign to the Broadway area. Many of the itinerant
traders who lived in this area were Jewish immigrants from Russia and Eastern Europe.
Just as they had peddled their wares in the old country, they journeyed on foot or by
wagon through the working-class suburbs of Winnipeg and nearby rural areas. Their
visits and the credit that they extended were crucial for women running households on the
margins of the city and unable to make regular shopping visits downtown.

Figure 1.1 Jarvis Avenue, south side between Main and King streets, ca. 1908
Influenced by the “City Beautiful” approach to urban planning, the City of

Winnipeg had in 1896 undertaken a campaign of tree planting along major streets,

including Broadway. City planners advised municipal officials across North America




1.1: Jarvis Avenue, ca.

1908

A Divided City

that “visitors to a city are impressed as much by the city’s trees as by its buildings and are
influenced by them in deciding if a city is a desirable one in which to live. [As well],
trees are an asset, adding to property.” The objective was to present an aesthetically
pleasing view in which public and private buildings of importance would be framed with
greenery.

In the first decade of the twentieth century, Broadway Avenue became
Winnipeg’s showpiece, a tree-lined boulevard linking the Union Station on the east and
the government and university buildings to the west. Along or near it resided many of the
city’s business and professional leaders. As well, they met, dined, and discussed civic
affairs in the Manitoba Club, seen in the left foreground of this picture. Prominent in the
picture are the new luxury apartment buildings.

Figure 1.2 Broadway Avenue ca. 1910

But even as Broadway reached its height of prominence, the attraction of more
private and exclusive homes in suburban Crescentwood, under development from 1902,
was drawing the wealthy out of the city centre.

Two Living Rooms

Figure 1.3  Middle-class Parlour, ca. 1900

The parlour in middle-class households could be, like this example, a place of
comfortable clutter. Treasured china, figurines, and other objets d’art and curiosities
were displayed proudly on the mantel; prints decorated the walls; and houseplants
brought a bit of nature indoors. At a time when some dogs in the city still worked,
hauling fuel, newspapers, and groceries, this family pet enjoyed a cosy place by the
hearth.

Figure 1.4  Interior of immigrant home, ca. 1915

At first glance we cannot help being struck with the congested conditions. Four
men and five young children pose in this room used as kitchen, living room, and sleeping
space. In the first decades of the twentieth century, overcrowding of living quarters most
often occurred when single men, either new to the country or returning to the city after
seasonal employment on railroad construction, agricultural work or other labouring jobs,
bunked down with relatives or countrymen. A curtain could be draped from the
clothesline strung across the room. But social reformers criticized the close proximity
and lack of privacy among unrelated adults and children in immigrant and working-class
households.

Despite the number of residents, the room is neat, clean, and well tended.
Clothes, for which there were no closets or chests of drawers, hung on the walls; kitchen
utensils were in their places. Pictures on the wall, included the second from left, which
portrays Christ being taken down from the cross, show an effort to decorate and make the
room a respectable home. Still, not much would have to get out of place, and the children
would not have to become too excited, for the order to collapse and tempers to strain.
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1.3: Middle-class Parlour, ca. 1900

1.2: Broadway Avenue, ca. 1910




1.4: Interior of Immigrant Home, ca. 1915
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(Where is the mother of these children? Perhaps she was away at work or on errands. Or,
perhaps she was too modest to want her picture taken.)

Conspicuous Homes

Large multi-storied houses, designed by architects and solidly built of brick,
declared the success of their owners. Centrally located, but perhaps a dignified step
removed from the business district, these impressive residences were just as evocative
monuments to Winnipeg’s material progress as the government and other public
buildings, warehouses and financial institutions, and railway stations.

Figure 1.5  Residence of James H. Ashdown, 337 Broadway Avenue, 1900

James H. Ashdown arrived in Winnipeg in 1868. What began as a small tinsmith
shop grew into Western Canada’s most extensive wholesale hardware business and made
Ashdown one of Winnipeg’s wealthiest men. As he prospered, he moved his family to
larger residences in more elegant neighbourhoods, from Point Douglas to Broadway
Avenue in 1897, and finally to Wellington Crescent in 1913.

Figure 1.6  Residence of Nicholas Bawlf, 11 Kennedy Street, ca. 1907

Nicholas Bawlf, Winnipeg’s leading grain merchant until his death in 1914, built
this grand house on corner of Kennedy Street and Assiniboine Avenue in 1897. As his
business and his wealth had grown from his arrival in Winnipeg in 1877, Bawlf and his
family had moved several times from their first small house on Main Street North before
residing here.

Figure 1.7  Residence of D.C. Cameron, 65 Roslyn Road, ca. 1910

Douglas C. Cameron, a successful businessman involved with lumber and flour
milling companies and Manitoba’s Lieutenant Governor from 1911 to 1916, moved into
this Roslyn Road mansion about 1905. Dunross, as the house was originally called, had
been built in 1882 by Arthur Wellington Ross and was the first substantial residence
south of the Assiniboine River. An ambitious lawyer and land speculator from Ontario,
Ross became a Member of Parliament and advocate and secret employee in land deals for
the Canadian Pacific Railway. His plans to develop Fort Rouge collapsed in the mid-
1880s and in financial embarrassment he gave up his house on Rosslyn (as it was
originally called) Road about 1890. Cameron’s purchase of the house again associated
the place with business achievement.

Terraces

Accommodation in any of the several stylish terraces in Winnipeg before World
War I appealed to middle and upper middle income families who were sufficiently
established in their jobs or professions to be able to afford a comfortable home, but still
perhaps not interested in home ownership. In the early twentieth century many who
could afford it never did decide to buy their own homes, and the rate of home ownership
in Winnipeg at the beginning of the last century was about thirty per cent of households.




1.5: Residence of James H. Ashdown, 1900

1.6: Residence of Nicholas Bawlf, ca. 1907




1.7: Residence of D.C. Cameron, ca. 1910
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Why should they purchase? Good housing in pleasant and centrally located
neighbourhoods was easily affordable.

The terrace was a common form of dwelling before the First World War, for all
income groups. With small front yards and more space in the rear, it was an efficient use
of valuable space in central areas of the city. As well, common interior walls and a
continuous foundation reduced building costs. Size of units and the detailing of the
facade might distinguish more expensive terraces from less expensive ones, but the floor
plans were very similar. Side halls in upper and lower floors provided access to rooms
that ranged from front to back.

Figure 1.8  Terrace on Kennedy Street (east side of the street between Broadway and
York) _
Built in the 1880s in the Gothic Revival style, the facade of this terrace, on
Kennedy Street, was divided into visibly differently units and broken with bay windows
on the second floor and projecting gable ends with mock exposed building timbers. The
effect was intended to be reminiscent of a medieval streetscape that had grown over time,
house by house. The style was also popular in Ontario, where it similarly linked British in
the “new” and “old” worlds. This look declared that, even though Winnipeg was a new
city and the residents of these dwellings were recent arrivals, they adhered to a cultural
heritage that stretched back hundreds of years to Europe; it was a claim to the space of
the new West. This terrace continued to be a fashionable address into the twentieth
century.

Figure 1.9  Strevel Terrace, 1899

Designed in the “Bay-N-Gables” style by Winnipeg architect George Browne,
Strevel Terrace was built in 1899 by George H. Strevel and owned by his wife, Margaret
Strevel. The building had five two-and-a-half-storey rental units, each with a living
room, dining room, and kitchen on the ground floor and three bedrooms, a nursery, and
bathroom on the second.

In 1902 the property was assessed, supposedly at market value, at $2250 for the
land and $9000 for the building. The building was located at 260 to 270 Carlton Street,
just around the corner from Portage Avenue, so its five tenants did not have far to walk to
their places of employment. The tenants in 1902 were a freight agent, an accountant, a
foreman, a barrister, and a journalist, and they had an average income of $1900 a year,
which put them approximately among the top five per cent of waged and salaried
employees in Winnipeg.

Figure 1.10  Unidentified terrace, ca. 1900

The elevated ground floor permitted a higher basement with windows that let in
light and air. In some smaller terrace designs, a kitchen was located at the front and a
sitting room at the back of this basement space; on the ground floor was the formal
parlour for receiving guests and the dining room.




1.9: Strevel Terrace, 1899

1.8: Terrace on Kennedy Street







