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GREETINGS FROM THE MAYOR

City leaders of some 100 years ago are to be acknowledged for

recognizing that recreation and parks are an integral part of the

social fabric of a GREAT CITY. The Winnipeg Women’s Labour

Council and the Winnipeg City Council advocated the establish

ment of the Parks and Recreation Department in 1893. Their deci

sion set the stage for the development of the comprehensive parks

and recreation system which is enjoyed by all City of Winnipeg

residents today.

Through the foresight and continuing hard work of volunteers,

elected officials, and employees the City of Winnipeg is acknowl

edged as a leader in the development of beautiful parks, innovative

facilities and a full complement of recreation programs and ser

vices.

The Parks and Recreation Department can be proud of its 100

year history of contributing to the quality of life for all

Winnipeggers. I look forward to the department’s ongoing endeav

ours in maintaining Winnipeg as a healthy and vibrant city.

%SL44ab, q.
HER WORSHIP, THE MAYOR OF WIN JPEG,

SUSAN A. THOMPSON
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GREETINGS FROM THE PARKS AND This written and pictorial history depicting the department’s

RECREATION DEPARTMENT first 100 years captures the contributions it has made to the citizens

GENERAL MANAGER of Winnipeg and to the city at large.

Indeed, 1993 was a very special year for both the Parks and Enjoy!
Recreation Department and for the citizens of Winnipeg. Our city

is one of the first in Canada to celebrate 100 years of providing

quality recreation programs, facilities and parks.

In commemoration of this special year the department formed

an Anniversary Committee to plan and organize various activities

and events. Through it’s efforts the department’s history and
development were highlighted and chronicled throughout 1993.

Since its inception, the department has focused its service
delivery on the community. This neighbourhood-based strategy

has enabled every citizen of Winnipeg to reap directly the person

al, social, environmental and economic benefits that are derived

through the provision of parks and recreation services.
The department’s mission statement reflects it’s commitment

to all Winnipeggers, to the satisfaction of their leisure needs and to
the protection of the natural environment. It is through partnership

with community groups and volunteers, that the Parks and

Recreation Department continues to play a vital role in helping citi

zens lead balanced lives, achieve their full potential and gain life
satisfaction.

HRENO

GENERAL MANAGER

PARKS AND RECREATION DEPARTMENT
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GREETINGS FROM
THE 100TH ANNIVERSARY
COMMITTEE CO-CHAIRS

Who could ever imagine that so much could happen over 100

years. No one told us.. .but we certainly became quick learners. The

department has a rich heritage of providing services and programs

to city residents. This heritage is captured in this written and picto

rial history of the department,which was written by Catherine

MacDonald. It was co-ordinated by the History & Archives Sub

Committee, chaired by Carol Walaschuk and Ingi Ingaldson and

with dedicated input by committee members Gunter Schoch, Jim

Sesak and Bob Jones.

You will read with interest, how the department celebrated it’s

100th anniversary as the committee’s initiatives are highlighted at

the end of the book. It is appropriate at this time to acknowledge

the hundreds of hours contributed by volunteers who brought the

anniversary celebrations to life through various activities and

events. The initial committee set the framework for the 100th

anniversary celebrations and was comprised of: Doug Ross (Chair),

Shirley Blaikie, Ashley Langridge, Wendy Mackie, Gerald Mirecki,

Ron O’Donovan, Bruce Richards, Gunter Schoch, Gary Solar and

W.J.(Jim) Swail (General Manager).

Early in 1992, an organizing committee was formed to orga

nize a wide range of activities and events. As co-chairs we were

fortunate to have a dedicated and enthusiastic planning committee

comprised of: Gary Swanson — Program; Claudia Engel Boyce &

Barbara Maughan — Promotions; Phil Hay — Resources; Klaus

Burlakow & Laurelyn Neilson (MPRA rep.) — Education; Carol

Walaschuk & Ingi Ingaldson — Archives/History; Alice Ivanyshyn

& Glenda Kebalo — Chronicle 100; Herb Rowe — CUPE

Representative; and special support from Margaret Barbour, Wally

Remple, Bill Hanna and Glenda Kebalo — our infamous minute-

taker. These individuals and the scores more they recruited to

make the many events happen, did a fabulous job and for that we

thank them wholeheartedly.

We would like also to acknowledge the support of City

Council, the Canadian Union of Public Employees and the

Winnipeg Association of Public Service Officers. In addition we

would like to thank the Province of Manitoba, Department of

Culture, Heritage and Citizenship for the financial assistance it

provided towards this book.

There are many memories and legacies left with the depart

ment and the citizens of Winnipeg from the year of celebration.

Notable among these are the Winnipeg Parks Rose, the department

logo and this written and pictorial history book. In it readers will

find an accurate and entertaining account of the department’s first

100 years, augmented with hundreds of photographs. The spirit of

the 100th Anniversary Celebrations will carry the department and

the citizens of Winnipeg forward through the next 100 years.

WE ALL LOOK FORWARD WITH ANTICIPATION TO 1994

AND BEYOND!

IRECkL

CO-CHAIR CO-CHAIR

100TH ANNIVERSARY ORGANIZING COMMITTEE
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Winnipeg Parks Board workers clear and level land for roadways at the Assiniboine Park site, c. 1905. WPRD.
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W. C. Fonseca’s 1884 “Bird’s Eye View”. A brilliant piece of advertising, the map featured romanticized images of Winnipeg’s past together with equally romanticized depictions of its 1884 commercial

vitality. PAM, Map collection, N6251.



Jn
1884 the Winnipeg realtor W. C. Fon

seca published a “bird’s eye view” map

of Winnipeg that was intended to im

press prospective investors.’ With its en

graved medallions depicting Winnipeg

buildings and its toy-like steamboats puff

ing smoke, Fonseca’s map reveals a lot

about the personality of Winnipeg at the

threshold of the railway era. First of all,

there is a brief nod to the romance of the

plains with the map title emblazoned on a

chevron and flanked by an improbably bon

netted Indian to the left and teepees to the

right. The chevron shows a mirage-like city

beckoning on the horizon. Superimposed on

the spot now occupied by Elmwood, there is

an engraving of the village of Winnipeg as it

was 1871. So much for the heroic past.

Everything else about the map depicts the

Winnipeg of steamboats, railways, sumptu

ous retail establishments, colleges, prancing

carriage horses, go-ahead newspapers and

busy factories.

A curmudgeon might have pointed out

that the buildings, as depicted, were much

larger and more imposing than the real

things. Manitoba College loomed out of its

medallion and dwarfed the carriage in the

foreground. McKeachie’s Palace Stables

CHAPTER 1
SMALL TOWN, BIG DREAMS 1893-1 903

looked grand enough to house human

rather than equine inhabitants. The popula

tion figures, too, were larger than life. Fon

seca’s map claimed 30,000 inhabitants of

Winnipeg in 1883. A more clear-headed esti

mate has placed the 1884 population at
17,000.2

This was not just advertising; it was a

kind of fever dream. Fonseca and his col

leagues on the Winnipeg Board of Trade had

big plans for their city, dreams that were
more real to them than the prosaic actuality

of muddy streets and unpainted shacks.

Soon, very soon, Winnipeg would come into

its own as a great North American metropo

lis, bursting with economic might. It was a

dream made all the more vivid by the fre

quent disappointments of the previous 14

years. The bubble was due to burst again in

1886, with Fonseca himself suffering serious

losses. However, by 1890, the surviving busi

nessmen had regained their feet, their ranks

augmented by ambitious young men from

the east who had experienced neither the

painfully slow growth of the 1870s nor the

nightmarish busts of 1882 and 1886. With
Winnipeg established as the wholesale cen

tre of the west, the dream again seemed

achingly close to fulfilment.

The Public Parks Movement

It was then, in the early 1890s, that some

of Winnipeg’s most prominent citizens be

gan to talk about setting aside land for use

as public parks. Exactly why the move to es

tablish public parks happened just then is

hard to pinpoint. It was not as if there was

no park land available in and around the

city at that time. In 1890 Winnipeg parks fell

into two classes. First there was vacant

green space that had simply come to be used
for park or recreational purposes because it

was free and not being used for any other

purpose. For example, on the Fonseca map

an oval ring appears just north of the pre

sent-day Manitoba Legislative Building on

the spot now occupied by Memorial Park.

Owned by the Manitoba government, this

land was known as “the driving park”, a

place where the well-to-do could show off

their carriages and exercise their horses on a

Sunday afternoon.

Secondly, there were park areas owned

by individuals or companies and run as

commercial ventures. One such area was

Dufferin Park, about which little is now
known, occupying two full blocks south of

the CPR tracks on the Fonseca map. It may

have been used as a playing field for

Small Town, Big Dreams 1893 - 1903 3



lacrosse, soccer or cricket. Winnipeg’s

favourite recreational areas of the day were

Elm Park and River Park. Located south of

the then developed area of the city and tak

ing advantage of a meandering loop of the

Red River, Elm Park offered a variety of

recreational experiences to those who rode

across to it on the ferry or, later, walked

across the pontoon bridge. In a forest of na

tive elm trees there was a midway featuring

the very latest in games and amusements.

Complete with tooting whistle, the merry-go-

round featured a centrepiece depicting eight

landscapes painted in oils, around which its

prancing horses revolved. From there visitors

could swing on the new automatic swings

(no pusher necessary), play quoits or croquet,

try their luck at the shooting gallery or co

conut throwing game, or see moving pictures

in the kinetoscope and photograph tent. The

sounds of the midway had to fight it out with

the strains of brass or bagpipe music coming

from the bandstand some distance away.

Quieter pleasures were available too, since

trails had been cut in the deep elm forest

where people could walk by the river or ride

that new-fangled contraption, the bicycle.

One of the chief pleasures of the natural - as

opposed to the man-made - section of Elm

Park was that •visitors encountered a forest of

mature trees quite different from the young

saplings then lining city streets.3

Not far away from Elm Park, on the

north shore of the river meander, was River

Park. In 1890, it was the less developed of the

two parks, a shadow of the full-fledged

amusement park it later became. Here there

was a street railway loop for the Fort Rouge

streetcar, a key ingredient to the success of

both Elm Park and River Park. Albert

William Austin had started the street railway

in Winnipeg in 1882 and the Fort Rouge line,

travelling down Osborne Street, was com

pleted sometime in the late 1880s. Austin

had realized that by extending his Fort

Rouge line a mile or two south of the city

limits and acquiring the two wooded proper

ties on the meander, he could establish com

mercial parks that would be fed by his street

cars. There was another reason for building a

line on the outskirts of town. Austin wanted

to convert his horse-drawn cars to an electric

street railway but the city fathers distrusted

the new technology and refused to allow

him to run an electric tram in the city proper.

By building the Fort Rouge line out to Elm

and River parks, he was reducing his risk

both in opening the parks and introducing

the new technology in a way that was likely

to gain favour with the public.4 As it turned

out, both the parks and the electric trams be

came very popular.

However, to the reform-minded citizens

of Winnipeg, the existing parks had signifi

cant drawbacks. Spaces like the driving park

would cease to be available once the owner

of the land decided to use the property for

another purpose. Commercial amusement

parks charged entrance fees and fees for the

games and rides, not to mention the streetcar

fare required to get to them. In other words,

these parks effectively excluded poor people.

Another problem was that Elm Park and

River Park were accessible only on weekday

evenings and Saturdays but not on Sundays

since, at this time, there was no street rail

way service on Sundays. As a result, railway

and factory workers, who worked long

hours and had only Sundays off, were sel

dom able to use the parks.

The Protestant church people so promi

nent in the civic reform movements of the

time were disturbed by the kinds of enter

tainment offered in amusement parks. In

their view, games of chance, unsupervised

dances and giddy rides exposed young peo

ple to dangerous temptations. The amuse

ment park owners, realizing that their ven

tures were vulnerable to assaults from the

pulpit, banned the sale of liquor in their

parks and strove to reassure the church-go

ing public that only wholesome fun was on

tap there. In 1895, the Winnipeg Free Press re

ported that the Elm Park pavilion had origi

nally been built for dancing but that public

dances had been discontinued because,

4 Small Town, Big Dreams 1893 1903



Above: Pontoon bridge to Elm Park, with park entrance in the background anndst a forest of ma
ture elm trees, c. 1900. PAM NI 0323.

Above right: The merry-go-round at Elm Park, c. 1905. PAM N10330.

Right: Pavilion at Elm Park, July 1, 1890. The dances that were held in the pavilion during the
1890s had to be discontinued because the owners feared that reports of rowdy behaviour at the
dances would endanger the park’s reputation as a place of wholesome amusements. PAM N10322.
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“...they threatened last year to lower the

tone of the place by becoming offensively

popular.”5
Proponents of public parks wanted to es

tablish parks and green spaces that were

quite different from the commercial parks.

These people had become very conscious of

the problems that had been engendered by

the feverish growth of cities and their accom

panying industries. The central areas of cities

had become congested, their green space

consumed by the requirements of factories,

retail and wholesale operations, streets,

transport, sewers, street lighting and all the

other apparatus necessary to serve large con-

centrated populations. The result was a sig

nificant decline in what would now be called

the quality of life of the average city dweller,

particularly that of working people and the

poor. The more affluent could buy relief

from these conditions. By the early 1890s, the

elite of Winnipeg had begun to build large

houses on even larger lots in the Hudson’s

Bay Reserve south of Broadway, in Arm

strong Point and across the Assiniboine

River in Fort Rouge. In the summers, they

could escape to their rambling cottages at

Lake of the Woods or Victoria Beach. Pro

gressive opinion in Winnipeg began to see

that the solution adopted in American cities

during previous decades would have to be

put in motion in Winnipeg soon if the oppor

tunity was not to be lost. That solution was

to use the mechanism of city government to

purchase park lands for public use, free of

charge, and supported by taxpayers’ dollars.

Simple altruism and a sense of fair play

encouraged members of the middle class to

support public parks. But so did the fear of

public disorder. Discontented poor people

with no place to go in their leisure hours

could be dangerous to the public peace. In

addition, the neighbourhoods north of the

CPR tracks had very poor sanitation,

drainage and sewer services, which posed a

I ..

Tenement house on Jarvis Street, c. 1909. The centre of the city, especially the streets adjacent to
the CPR yards, quickly became crowded with housing for railway workers after 1884. PAM.

Another view of Jarvis Street between Main and King, c. 1908. The poor drainage and sanita
tion, crowding and general squalor of the streets adjacent to the railway yards alarmed middle
class reformers. PAM.
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public health threat. The provision of public
parks became part of a larger effort by civic
reformers to improve housing and sanitation

and reduce the threat of infectious disease.

Perhaps this is why there were numerous

references to disease, decay and claustro

phobia in the park literature of the period.

Parks and green spaces, the antidote to
these woes, were described as the “lungs of
the city”, squares and gardens as “breathing

places” in which sunlight and fresh air
would banish contagion. Public parks were
to be places of bodily and spiritual regener

ation to counteract the unhealthy and spiri
tually draining effects of the city.

There was, too, the simple fact that the
value of properties adjacent to well-kept

park land would very likely increase. This

brought a smile to the faces of the many real
estate entrepreneurs on City Council. The

parks movement was sufficiently advanced

in American cities and in the cities of east

ern Canada by the 1890s to make this pre

diction a virtual certainty. Winnipeg had

come to a stage of development, these men

said, when the frontier mentality had to be
set aside. Beautification of streets and the

acquisition of parks, ornamental squares

and driveways would enhance property

values and attract investment to the city.

George Carruthers
and the Public Parks Act

All of these motives - the economic value

of beautification, the need for fair access to
recreation and the need to counter the dele

terious effects of urbanization on the work

ing classes - came together in the person of

George Carruthers. Then the alderman for

Ward 6, Carruthers spearheaded the move

by Winnipeg City Council to press the

provincial government for legislation that
would permit all municipalities in Manitoba

to create parks boards and acquire, improve

and maintain public parks. With his partner

J. H. Brock, Carruthers had built up a suc

cessful fire insurance business in Winnipeg

and owned a large brick house on Colony
Street at the western edge of the city.

Had Carruthers stuck with Brock, who
went on to found the Great West Life Assur

ance Company, he might be better known to

day. As it is, only a few assorted facts are
known about him. He voted Conservative,

was a vestryman of the Anglican Church and

was a member of the Manitoba Club. He was
first elected as an alderman in 1885 and
served two more terms in 1892-94 and 1900
01. Sparse though they may be, these facts
identify Carruthers as a member of the elite
group of Winnipeg businessmen who domi
nated Winnipeg City Council from 1874 to
the First World War.6 He would have shared

the boosterism of Fonseca and seen parks as
public investments in Winnipeg’s, and very
likely his own, future. And, as alderman of
Ward 6, the area north of the CPR tracks, he
would have been well aware of the lack of
green space in that part of town. Elm Park
and River Park, as well as being expensive
and inaccessible during the times when

working families might wish to use them,

George F. Carruthers who, as an alderman in 1893, pushed
for legislation to allow Manitoba cities, towns and munici
palities to acquire and maintain land for public parks. PAM
N1013.
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were a long street car ride away for Car

ruthers’ constituents. Ward 6 was then domi

nated by railway workers largely from

Britain and Ontario. Augmented by Ice

landers, Swedes and Germans, the number of

these workers was increasing and their

neighbourhoods were becoming crowded

and depressing. Public parks would provide

these areas with space for recreation to

soothe the tensions then building up between

the increasingly working class north end of

Winnipeg and the more affluent south end.

Clearly, the provincial government, as

the legislating authority for all Manitoba mu

nicipalities, was receptive to the notion of

public parks. The path of the legislation

through the various stages was quick. Ap

parently George Carruthers wrote the first

draft of the Manitoba Public Parks Act. If this

is so, Carruthers leaned very heavily on the

Ontario Public Parks Act, passed by the On

tario Legislature in 1883 , which was a vir

tual blueprint for the Manitoba Act.8 Passed

by the Manitoba Legislature on April 20,

1892, the Manitoba Public Parks Act enabled

municipalities, on petition of a certain num

ber of citizens, to establish public parks

boards. These boards would be given the

right to purchase, hold, maintain, improve,

regulate and sell park land, with ownership

of the land vested in the city or municipality.

As in the Ontario Act, the public parks

boards in cities the size of Winnipeg were to

be, ostensibly, arms length bodies in relation

to City Council, They were to be composed

of a mixture of council members and “citizen

members”, that is, citizens not elected to

council but appointed to the board by City

Council. Significantly, the membership of the

board was to consist of the mayor, the chair

of the council finance committee, the chair of

the council works committee plus six citizen

members. The citizen members, in other

words, held the balance of power. Although

this was to be a political bone of contention

in succeeding years, the Ontario Act was

even more citizen-oriented with only the

mayor representing the council and the rest

of the board consisting of six citizen mem

bers.
The Manitoba Public Parks Act, there

fore, created a public parks board with a de

gree of independence from City Council.

From the distance of 100 years, it is difficult

to know what was in the minds of the

framers of this legislation. During this period,

allegations of “wardism” were frequently

hurled at Winnipeg City Council by civic re

formers. Aldermen were said to be fiercely

protective of their own ward’s interests at the

expense of the interests of the city as a whole.

Perhaps the citizen members of the parks

board were intended to counteract this

“wardism” since they would have no ward

turf to protect. In any case, the relative inde

pendence of the board is the most striking as

pect of the legislation, a feature which was to

have both positive and negative effects on the

board’s work in the future. As for conflicts of

interest among board members, the Act ex

pressly forbade parks board members, in

cluding aldermen, from being “pecuniarily

interested, directly or indirectly, in any con

tract or work relating to the park or park

property.”9There were also some curbs on

the power of the boards. There was a set limit

to the acreage of land that a board could pur

chase - 600 acres in the case of a city the size

of Winnipeg and 400 acres for cities with a

population of less than 25,000. Cities could,

however, acquire land above this acreage

limit by gift. The act stipulated that the an

nual levy for parks board purposes was not

to exceed one-half mill on the dollar on the

assessed value of all rateable and personal

property.

Getting Started
With the enabling legislation in place,

Carruthers wasted no time in collecting the

300 signatures needed to petition the Win

nipeg City Council to put a by-law before the

electorate for the creation of a Winnipeg

parks board. This by-law, put to the voters in

December of 1892, was passed by a large ma

jority.

8 Small Town, Big Dreams 1893 - 1903



At the first meeting of the Winnipeg

Public Parks Board, on February 1, 1893, the
prominent brewer E. L. Drewery was elected

as chairman by his fellow board members.

Drewery, a citizen member, began a tradi
tion that was seldom broken during the en

suing long history of the board, that of elect

ing a citizen rather than a council member to
the chairmanship. Drewery remained on the
board for the next six years, the first five as
chairman and the last as an ordinary mem
ber.

The plans of the first board were precise.

As laid out by Drewery in the board’s 1893
annual report, it would establish, “...small
urban Parks, ornamental squares, or breath

ing places, throughout the City, and also a
large suburban or outside Park, as a means

of enjoyment and recreation.”° Because

available property inside the city was

quickly being bought up and was escalating

in price, the board’s first priority was to ac
quire land for the small urban parks. Every
section of the city was to be provided with

one of these parks, none of which was to be
nearer than one-half mile nor further away

than a mile from each other.

To locate small urban parks throughout

the city was an unusual plan for a Canadian

city of the time, one that, for example, was

not then being pursued in Ontario. Ontario

cities tended to concentrate on acquiring one

large “city” park, whether this had a central
or a suburban location.11 Drewery and his
board seem to have been following a differ

ent model with their plan for a system or
network of parks, which was similar to what
was happening in American cities like

Chicago and Boston.

Another reason for concentrating on
smaller sites, rather than on securing land for

the large “outside” park, was provided by
the economic climate. In 1893, Winnipeg and

the wider North Atlantic economy was again
experiencing an economic downturn. Since
the Manitoba Public Parks Act provided for
the raising of capital for park purchases via
the sale of debentures to the public, it was

very likely that the recession limited deben
ture sales. As it turned out, the debentures

issued to cover the purchase of small park

sites in 1893 and 1894 proved difficult to sell.
In spite of this financial problem - the

first of many - the board’s first decade was
an eventful one in which the groundwork
was laid for the system of neighbourhood
parks. During its first two years, the board
was preoccupied with acquiring park sites. It
was a hands-on business, as board members
toured the available properties with the city

surveyor in tow. By June 7, 1893, they had
decided on three properties.’2First was the

old Balfour estate on the south bank of the
Assiniboine River in Fort Rouge, purchased

for $16,500 and named Assiniboine Park. (In
1905 it was renamed Fort Rouge Park. At
that time the board had decided to name the
new suburban park Assiniboine Park and
thus had to choose a new name for the
neighbourhood park). The next purchase
was ten acres of property north of the city
centre in the parish of St. John, adjoining St.
John’s College. This was bought from the
Anglican Church for $15,000 and was the
first parcel of land acquired for the present
day St. John’s Park. The Hudson’s Bay Com
pany had been asked to choose which of its
considerable properties in the Hudson’s Bay

Reserve would be available for park pur

E.L. Drewery, the Winnipeg brewing magnate who was
elected Chairman of the first Winnipeg Parks Board in 1893
and led the board through its first five years. WPRD.
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