
Dismantling the Bell Barn – April 2008 
 

BACKGROUND:   In the mid 1980s, architects, engineers and stonemasons all reviewed and 
documented the Bell Barn, with the hope that it might be stabilized.  Already much of the west 
wall area had collapsed, and in the NE, an earlier collapse was replaced with concrete blocks.  
The overall consensus of these reviews was that the building was well beyond practical 
stabilization, and would have to be dismantled and rebuilt if it was to be preserved.   
  

 
 

The Bell Barn in 1985 
 
There were two main problems that could not be fixed: (1) the 100 year old mortar had lost its 
adhesive strength and was crumbling; and (2) the barn wall had an inadequate foundation, which 
was causing the walls to heave, buckle and collapse.  In part this situation was brought on by a 
lack of knowledge in 1882 of how to build on the gumbo soil of the Canadian prairie.  As well, 
construction of the barn was fast-tracked.  Started in August, the walls were completed before 
the end of October; and the entire barn was roofed over and operational before Christmas.   
Perhaps the hasty construction also played a role in the ultimate deterioration of the building. 
 
By 2006 that situation had only worsened, as more segments of the wall collapsed and portions 
of the roof and loft rotted away.   
 

    
 

The NW section of the Bell Barn in 2006 
 
 



 
 

Collapsing roof structure in 2007 
 

As well, the east wall, which appeared to be the most intact, had totally separated from the loft 
and was leaning precariously outward.  Its collapse was imminent. 
 

 
 

Joists supporting the floorboards of the loft pulled out of the stone wall as that structure began to lean outward.  
Now, instead of supporting the floor, the joists were free floating and  

only kept from falling by the nails through the boards. 
 



The Bell Barn Society was formed in 2006 to find a way to preserve this historic building.  The 
only practical solution was to dismantle what was left of the barn, salvage any reusable 
materials, and rebuild the barn.  Much of the wooden board and timbers were rotten and lacked 
the strength needed in the reconstruction.   
 
Dismantling of the Bell Barn was undertaken in April 2008, after various people and heritage 
agencies completed a final thorough documentation of the structure.  From these records, and 
hundreds of interior and exterior photographs, plans for rebuilding the Barn would be compiled 
by professionals in the construction industry.   
 
The first stage in the dismantling process was removal of two dilapidated wooden barns leaning 
into the west side of the round stone barn.  Salvage of some of the lumber was undertaken, but 
most was not suitable for the reconstruction work, and beyond practical recovery. 
 

 
 

 
 

A trackhoe was used to remove the dilapidated wooden barns leaning into the west side of the round stone barn. 
 
 
 



 
 

Once the wooden barns were removed, the extent of collapse on the west side was more evident 
 
 

 

 
 

Removal of the west wall segments enabled the trackhoe to gain access to the interior,  
and start removal of the wooden roof and loft. 

 



 
 

The trackhoe was used to lift salvageable timbers and doors away from the barn 
 

 

 
 

Members of the Bell Barn Society help lift the original doors away for reuse in the reconstruction 
 
 



 
 

The silo, constructed in the 1920s, was deemed not to be necessary for the reconstruction,  
which will feature a replica of the original octagonal lookout tower. 

 
 
 
 

 
 

This photo, taken by William Notman in 1884, shows the original octagonal lookout tower.  
When reconstructed, the Bell Barn will again appear as it does in this image. (Credit: McCord Museum, Montreal) 

 



 
 

During the dismantling process, this beam was found.  
 The meaning of the inscription, painted in black, is unknown at this time.  It read:   M & M 6072 

 
 

 
 

After the silo, loft and roof remnants were removed, the interior of the barn was cleaned  
so that dismantling of the stone wall would not include any wooden debris.  The rectangular windows were installed 

in the 1920s, when the horse barn was converted into a cow barn.  
Five rows of concrete blocks on the left show were an earlier repair was undertaken. 



 

 
 

As the trackhoe claw grasped the walls, they readily crumbled, verifying the earlier reports that the mortar had 
deteriorated beyond any reasonable ability to hold the walls intact. 

 
 

 
 

Even a gentle nudge by the trackhoe resulted in major segments of the wall collapsing. 
 
 



 

 
 

A close-up view of the stones show that virtually no mortar remains attached to them.  When it comes time 
 to rebuild the barn, only a good washing will be necessary for stonemasons to reuse these stones. 

 
 

 
 

Several segments of the wall were left intact, as a permanent memorial to the barn at its original location. 
 
 



 
 

During the dismantling process, one lone surviving original air vent / window was discovered and salvaged. 
 

 
 

This original wooden air vent / window will serve as the template 
 for construction of over 30 similar units in the new barn  

 
 
 
 



 
 

The salvaged stones have been stockpiled at the new barn site, several hundred feet to the north 
 

 
 

At the original site, five segments of varying size 
 will provide a lasting testament to the original location of the Bell Barn. 

 


