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Note on Sources and Terminology 

The most serious difficulty encountered in the study of the 

historic landscape of the St. Andrew's parsonage and its adjacent 

complex arose from the absolute paucity of reliable documentary, 

photographic, iconographie and cartographic evidence. Although 

there is a myriad of references to the physical appearance of the 

site in a variety of sources, the comments were often vague and 

hardly specific. There were, for example, a few references to a 

windmill in the vicinity of the church property but no definite 

explanation of who owned it, when it was dismantled or where it 

actually stood. By all accounts, the mill had disappeared by 1858 

when H.L. Hime, the photographer of the Hind expedition, arrived 

at Red River. Hime's photographs of the parsonage and its 

environs reveal nothing resembling a windmill. In the Cockran 

correspondence of previous years there are references to the 

erection of a windmill at the Indian settlement below St. 

Andrew's. It is tempting to conclude that the mill was 

dismantled and rebuilt downriver, but the data available is 

hardly persuasive. Much of the other evidence regarding the 

historic landscape is equally limited and it is exceedingly 

difficult to trace the development of the site from such 

partial and unsubstantial records. 

The most valuable source comprised the correspondence 

and journals of the Church Missionary Society representatives 

at Red River. Yet while the volume of their missives was 

impressive, the content for a landscape study was hardly 

satisfactory. The missionaries kept their London superiors 

fully informed of the structure of their peity, but not of the 
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dimensions of the edifice in which they lived or the soil on 

which they worked. Occasionally, they described buildings 

which had been put up, as did William Cockran when he built 

his first house near the Grand Rapids. For the most part, 

however, changes and improvements to the mission property 

were mentioned as necessary repairs without further 

description. 

Photographic, iconographie and cartographic problems 

were equally severe. The earliest surviving photographs of 

the parish of St. Andrew are those produced by H.L. Hime. 

Hime focused on the church, the parsonage and the river at 

the expense of the mission complex as a whole. Other 

photographers followed his example. The result is a limited 

record of the area between the parsonage and the river, and 

almost nothing of the rear of the building and the mission 

farm. Iconographie evidence offers little consolation. The 

Nanton Marble sketch of 1860 depicts tree growth and fence 

alterations not consonant with Hime1s photograph of 1858. 

The lithograph from the Church Missionary Gleaner of 1874 

reflects detail similar to Hime's photographs, but it is a 

composition by someone not familiar with the context. The 

only surviving map of the grounds in the mission era was 

also unreliable. It lies in the Church Missionary Society's 

Mission Book number 4, a secretary's copy of one drawn by 

John Smithurst in 1846. The original has disappeared. 

The difficulty with sources was compounded by the ques­

tion of how to denominate the mission residence. It has 

been described as a "rectory" and as a "parsonage". In 

modern usage the distinctions between the terms are so 

subtle as to be meaningless. A century ago, however, the 

differences were more important. At that time, a rector was 

the incumbent of a benefice, an ecclesiastical situation 

where endowments provided all the revenue. Prior to 1865 

and the introduction of the offertory, there was no 

endowment at Red River and the incumbent at St. Andrew's 
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drew his full salary and allowances from the Church 

Missionary Society in London. His position was not listed 

as a "living" or a benefice and his residence in the 

strictest sense was not a rectory. The term "parson" did 

not carry that connotation and the distinction perhaps 

explains why the clergymen in the missionary era referred to 

the house as a parsonage. The years after 1865 saw 

the withdrawal of the CMS and the establishment of 

endowments and thereafter the building came to be known as a 

rectory. For the purposes of this study, the term parsonage 

is more appropriate. 

All values in sterling are designated by the symbol ̂ . 



I The Historic Landscape of St. Andrew's Parsonage and Its 

Adjacent Complex 

For more than half a century the Anglican mission at the 

Grand Rapids of the Red River was the principal station of 

the Church Missionary Society in Rupert's Land. In the 

period between the erection of the first wooden structure by 

William Cockran in 1829 and the final dissolution of the CMS 

connexion in 1887, the site underwent a profound transforma­

tion. In 1831, Cockran's original log building gave way to 

a new church, parsonage and school. Fifteen years later, 

the congregation built a larger church of stone and in the 

next decade Cockran added a limestone parsonage. These 

changes were only the most conspicuous ones. The same 

period saw widespread alterations to the landscape: the 

expansion of the mission farm and the construction and 

reconstruction of outbuildings, barns, stores, fences and 

other agricultural accoutrements. 

Much of what follows confirms the original findings of 

Rodger Guinn's "St. Andrew's Parsonage, Red River: a 

Structural and Land Use History". Guinn, however, was 

concerned primarily with the parsonage building and in that 

regard he mined the relevant sources for all they were 

worth. This report will attempt to incorporate his 

preliminary assessment of the limestone house, with a few 

necessary revisions, into a more general landscape study of 

the mission establishment as a whole. 

The Church Missionary Society of the Church of England 

became committed to the mixed blood settlers of the Grand 

Rapids area in 1829. In that year, the Reverend William 

Cockran moved to the site and began its occupation as a 
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mission station. Cockran took possession of a large plot of 

arable land on the west bank of the Red River between 

Jackfish Creek and Netley Creek because he was determined to 

have the mission farm support his family and the native 

students at his projected mission school. There is some 

evidence that Cockran's move to that point was not of his 

own volition. In his four years at Red River, he had 

repaired and enlarged the existing parsonage house near the 

forks of the Red and Assiniboine, built stables, store and 

barn, cultivated a garden and sowed a large farm to 

provision the mission, only to be ordered out without 

reimbursement and with less than four months notice.^ His 

response was to repeat his efforts 20 miles downriver. In 

mid August, he reported that his new establishment was 

"rearing its head in the wilderness"; he had laid a stone 

foundation for a house, the frame was up, and he expected to 

have his family moved into the building before winter 

arrived.* 

In the same letter, Cockran acknowledged the 

"disinterested kindness" of George Simpson, governor of the 

Hudson's Bay Company's Northern Department, and of Donald 

McKenzie, the Company's governor of Assiniboia. That line 

was a reference to the fact that his relocation downriver 

had been a source of friction with the governors. Cockran 

believed that Andrew Colvile and Benjamin Harrison, two 

evangelically-inclined members of the Company's London 

Committee, supported his proposal to move to the Grand 

Rapids and had relayed their approval to Red River. He 

clearly expected Simpson and McKenzie "to grant every 

facility", and was disappointed when they declared that they 

had neither architect nor authorization to advance the money 

to defray the cost. Cockran then announced that he would 

build the house himself. He outlined the process to his 

superiors in London: 
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I therefore commenced immediately and collected 
stones and laid a stone foundation, and put up 
a frame of a house 45 feet long, 32 feet broad 
and 10 feet high, intended to be divided into 4 
rooms, and a passage across the house with two 
Doors one at each end of the passage, the back 
door to open into the kitchen the front into 
the Garden.3 

He also confided that he had been prepared for the governors1 

obstinacy. The previous winter he had provided the frame and 

collected 1000 board planks. Those preparations enabled the 

work to proceed expeditiously and by the end of July 1829 he 

had the frame in place, the cellar dug and logged, and the 

chimneys built to the height of the walls. He then turned his 

attentions from the house in order to make ready for the 

harvest. 

Cockran was in a field cutting hay when he received two 

letters from Simpson, one official and the other of a 

private nature. The first ordered the construction of a 

house at a cost not to exceed ^200 but did not stipulate 

where the funds were to be derived. The second recommended 

that the missionary erect a temporary dwelling which might 

be demolished in the following year "if it was found in 

their way". This subtle assertion of the governor's 

authority only stiffened Cockran's resolve. He replied that 

his new house was "large and as strong as oak, stone and art 

would make it" and that he would not abandon it without 

adequate compensation. McKenzie, however, rejected 

Cockran's estimate of ^97 and allowed him to continue 

building .^ 

The house was habitable early in September but was not 

occupied until 12 October 1829. In the last week of 

September, Ann Cockran gave birth to a son and the family 

delayed moving "on account of her indisposition".5 
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From the beginning, the building was more than a clergyman's 

residence. Cockran prepared one room for the purpose of 

worship, where his flock assembled on Sunday mornings and 

Tuesday evenings. Sunday afternoons, the room became a 

school where the boys were taught to read and an adjoining 

room was devoted to the same purpose for girls. The 

building, however, turned out to be too small for all those 

functions. During the winter, Cockran collected wood and in 

the spring of 1830 he constructed a 42 by 20 foot addition 

consisting of a kitchen, store and dairy. He also suffered 

two broken ribs in a fall from scaffolding while plastering 

the house interior.6 

That injury did not curtail his agricultural efforts. 

Early in 1830 he spent ^21 and extended the farm behind the 

parsonage to seven acres. There he sowed 14 bushels of 

wheat and 30 bushels of potatoes. Heavy rains during the 

growing season left the grain too wet to be of much use and 

the potatoes rotted in the ground.7 

Despite this setback, Cockran remained determined to 

put the Grand Rapids mission on a permanent foundation. The 

first task was to eliminate the threat of eviction by the 

Hudson's Bay Company. In August 1830, he decided "to 

purchase 4 lots of land 2 on the side where the house stands 

for cultivation and pasture, and two on the south side of 

the River for fuel." In a letter to the Church Missionary 

Society, he listed a dozen reasons for this course of 

action. The four main ones were that he saw no point in the 

society's expenditure of large sums without getting 

permanent returns, that he had heard rumours that the CMS 

faced financial difficulties which might force its 

withdrawal from Red River, that there were 60 families in 

the vicinity who deserved Christian instruction, and that 

his family needed security in case anything happened to 

him.8 Accordingly, early in 1831 he applied to the 
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executors of the Selkirk estate for title to the land 

surrounding his mission house. 

The question of the size of Cockran's grant has never 

been adequately resolved. Cockran's copy of his deed of 

purchase, forwarded to the CMS, declared that he had bought 

"four lots of Land, eight chains frontage each, opposite 

each other on the East and West side of the Red River, and 

comprehending Four hundred acres...".^ At the going rate of 

seven shillings and sixpence per acre, the land was worth 

^150 and the document recorded that Cockran had turned over 

that sum to George Simpson on 23 February 1831. The depths 

of winter precluded accurate measurement and the document 

continued: 

The boundaries cannot be fully determined until 
the ground be re-surveyed, but it is distinctly 
understood both by Mr. Cockran and myself, like­
wise by Mr. Andrew Colvill [sic] Esq. of London 
who acted as Executor under the Will of the late 
and as Attorney of the present Earl of Selkirk 
at the time the purchase was made, that the lots 
were eight (not six) chains frontage each. 

The Hudson's Bay Company's land register book, however, 

recorded that on 1 June 1831, Cockran received a grant of 18 

chains 90 links frontage but the Company only demanded 

payment for 250 acres. At 7'/6d per acre, the price 

amounted to 7*93/15'.1u> It also appears that the Company 

reserved the 150 acres adjacent to Cockran's property for 

the Church Missionary Society for the construction of a 

Church.11 

With the deed in his possession, Cockran set to the 

work of expanding the mission establishment. As redundant 

servants of the fur companies swelled his congregation, the 

parsonage house was far too small for holy worship. Thus, 

in the summer of 1831, Cockran began construction of the 
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first Grand Rapids church. In July and August, the members 

of 76 families provided labour and materials for a wooden 

church, 52 feet by 23 and 10 feet high. The roof was 

thatched and the side walls coupled so that the ceiling 

formed the arch of a great circle.1^ The exterior was 

completed early in September and the workmen then spent two 

weeks laying the floor. On 21 September, Cockran noted: 

"The plank is excellent and the joints are very close when 

we take into consideration the inexperience of several of 

the assistants."13 The following day, Cockran mixed the 

plaster for the interior. 

The mud we use, is a white loam, composed of 
sand, decomposed limestone and viscid clay, 
which we dig out of the banks of the river. 
When we have sifted out the small stones, we 
temper it with water and hay cut short as a 
substitute for hair; This we use for plaster 
instead of sand and lime. It makes a good 
wall when not exposed to the weather. But 
when exposed, the rain soon brings it off 
the walls. In every sense, we live in a 
tabernacle of clay here.1^ 

On 26 September, he started the plastering himself and at 

the same time had the outer walls roughcast with sand and 

lime. During the winter months which followed, the 

congregation worked on the interior. A carpenter built the 

pulpit, put together pews for 340 people and by 28 December 

the ceiling was in place. Four months later the interior 

was finished.1^ 

Cockran preached his first sermon in the new church on 

1 May 1832. Six weeks later, a thunderstorm blew off the 

church roof and shattered its weatherboarding into 

splinters.16 Repairs were just underway when, on 17 June, 

a second storm of tornado velocity severely damaged 
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Cockran's house. It blew out the windows, knocked down one 

of the chimneys, tore up the floor and demolished the 

crockery in the kitchen cupboards.^7 All occupants escaped 

uninjured but they faced the formidable task of 

reconstruction. 

Cockran's original plans extended beyond the mere 

construction of a parish church. Education was a major part 

of his mission program, and while the church was being built 

he collected the materials for a school. When the church 

frame was up, the labourers turned to the school and erected 

a structure, 54 feet by 19, which was divided into two 

rooms.^8 on 7 November 1831, Cockran reported that he had 

opened his day school "for the improvement of the religious, 

moral and industrious habits of the children of the 

vicinity."^9 He did not, however, record whether the school 

was situated on his own property or that of the CMS or even 

whether he recognized any distinction between the two. 

The third element of Cockran's plan was the extension 

of the mission farm which was to supply his family and the 

pupils at his school. It was also designed to provide an 

example of what could be done with the land and supply seed 

to enable the families in the surrounding area to follow 

suit. By 1833, Cockran's original seven acre farm had 

tripled in size and he expected 10 acres to produce a good 

crop. By then, he had "stockaded" the farmyard, which was 

large enough to allow his cattle to graze in the open 

throughout the winter. There was also a grist mill, driven 

by wind, but there are no indications where it came from or 

where it was located.20 in that year, the 20 acre farm 

produced a crop of wheat large enough to require the 

employment of six native reapers, whom Cockran described as 

"the most awkward beings that ever laid hold of a sickle."21 

The farm was an immediate success. In 1834 it produced 353 

bushels of potatoes, 200 bushels of wheat and 60 bushels of 
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barley, and the garden also provided more root crops than 

the mission required.22 

Cockran's background in husbandry made him impatient 

with the untrained labourers he recruited. Nonetheless, he 

spent long hours tutoring them in the arts of cultivation. 

On 9 May 1836, he reported that he had spent "all day on the 

farm, teaching my unfortunate servant how to plough."22 That 

unhappy fellow saw his efforts wasted as a summer drought 

limited the year's production to wheat and barley of low 

volume and inferior quality.2i* Cockran, however, remained 

optimistic and the following year he expanded his planted 

acreage even further. 

The farm was not the only part of the mission to suffer 

from the elements. In mid-June 1838, a thunderstorm shook 

the parsonage and all the plaster fell from its walls. The 

same storm blew the weather boarding off the church. 

Fortunately, the thatch beneath was watertight and the 

church interior was not damaged. As it was, the weather 

boarding was just a precaution to protect the thatch in 

winter, "when embers fly out of the stove pipe and fall on 

the roof."22 Other storms damaged different parts of the 

mission. In June 1840 Cockran described a hailstorm "which 

would have damaged our windows considerably had we not 

protected them by suspending a blanket before each that was 

exposed to the storm."22 Some time later that year, 

lightning struck the house setting it on fire and making its 

occupants "always feel anxious while a thunder cloud is 

passing." In the summer of 1841, a sudden shower of 

hailstones five inches in circumference caught the residents 

by surprise and drove them under cover before they could 

protect the property. Cockran reported: "We have only two 

windows facing the west, 12 squares of glass in each, and 

out of the 24, eight were shivered to pieces, though we 

pushed up the lower part of the window and thus exposed one 
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half of the surface to the ice."27 

Hail and thunderstorms were constant threats, but 

occasionally the hazards resulted from human misfortune. On 

22 May 1843, a servant girl on her way to help clear land by 

burning stumps accidentally set fire to some straw in the 

"corn yard". A north wind blew the flames in the direction 

of the house, and "in five minutes the barn 50 feet long and 

full of unthrashed wheat, cow houses, stables, store, sheds 

and stockades (which surrounded the square where the cattle 

feed in the day, through the winter) were all in a blaze." 

The efforts of 300 persons who "Came instantly to our 

assistance" beat back the flames, but the house was ignited 

twice and " a good deal of damage was done to it and the 

property, by turning out the doors and windows and removing 

the furniture in haste to preserve it from the fire." A 

change of the wind then saved the building but it smouldered 

for two more days until a heavy rain extinguished the 

remaining embers.28 

This fire provided the occasion for major renovations 

to the parsonage and farm. The costs, however, were more 

than Cockran could afford and, to raise money, he sold a 

parcel of his land to one Jacob Daniel for the sum of 

7^37/10'. 29 The barns, stable, shed, store and stockade were 

then rebuilt with some assistance from the Hudson's Bay 

Company and with materials and labour provided by the 

neighbours. They also collected grain and vegetables to 

replace the produce that had been lost.20 The parsonage was 

a secondary consideration. The Red River climate with its 

extremes of heat and cold had already caused it to be 

patched extensively. The winter particularly took its toll 

on the house. When the ground froze to a depth of two or 

three feet, the earth was broken by large fissures. 

According to Cockran, they ran underneath his wooden 

buildings, shifting the walls and admitting the cold 
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"to such an extent as to make us spend days and nights of 

discomfort." During two winters, all the bread and 

vegetables "froze as solid as stones" in the cellar which 

lay beneath his living quarters. To prevent the recurrence 

of a "similar inconvenience", Cockran tried filling the 

cracks with dry earth and each year replastered the interior 

walls.31 He added double doors and storm windows, but even 

then the only way to keep it warm was to "keep a stove going 

with wood from morning to night."32 it is clear, then, that 

the house needed substantial alterations but the farm and 

outbuildings were more important and the parsonage had to 

wait until their reconstruction was completed. 

The missionary and his congregation finally turned to 

repairing the house on 19 August 1844. In his journal, 

Cockran noted that the house was 15 years old and, although 

the walls and underpart of the roof were in good shape, the 

foundation had "decayed" and the weather boards were 

rotten.33 & week later, he remarked: "Our undertaking has 

turned out more difficult than we anticipated, it nearly 

baffled both our skill and strength today."34 on 5 

September, he was still less optimistic: 

Commenced the repairs of the roof of the dwelling 
house. This is likely to prove both a tedious 
and expensive undertaking, but it is necessary 
for the rain has beat in for two years past. The 
repairs ought to have been done some years ago, 
but as I was expecting to leave the country, and 
unwilling to subject myself to the expense. But 
year after year has past [sic] away, and no 
favourable opportunity has offered to facilitate 
my departure, I am at last driven by necessity 
to begin the work.35 

Finally, after six weeks the carpenters were done, and in 

mid October Cockran believed that he had a house which 

would be a comfortable abode for many years to come. 


