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 Who will remember?  That’s the question that Duncan MacDonald, producer of The Ships of 

1801, grapples onto when discussing his upcoming performance.  “When we’re all gone, who will 

remember the story of the Scottish immigrants who settled this area in the late 1700s and the early 

1800s?”  This production, a tribute to the predecessors of the local Scots here in Antigonish, Pictou and 

Inverness, is set to take place this summer as part of the Antigonish Highland Games.   

 Duncan is passionate about this show or thematic concert – as he likes to call it.  His ancestors 

were part of that wave of immigrants who gambled all that they had (and all that they held dear) in 

hopes of carving out a new life for themselves and their children in a new land.  The Ships of 1801 is the 

story of their sacrifices and hardships as well as their hopes and aspirations.  Duncan is blunt when he 

talks about the ancestors of our local Scots.  “These are our people.  They sacrificed a lot for us and if 

you’re here today, that means that they made it across safely.”  

 Just like the bards of old, Duncan feels responsible for passing on the history of his people.  His 

MacDonald ancestors came over on the Nora in 1801 and his MacMillan ancestors came over on the 

Dove.  Three other ships set sail from Fort William, Scotland, for Pictou, Nova Scotia, that year:  the  
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Good Intent, the Hope and the Sarah.   Set on board a representative ship, Duncan’s play tells the tale of 

Scottish immigration back in the day when folks were still leaving Scotland on a voluntary basis – but 

voluntary in word only.  Circumstances were such that they were left with little choice but to leave their 

homeland.  “Conditions changed after 1801,” Duncan reminds us.  Still, just because these Scots left on 

their own accord and arrived safely to their destination, that doesn’t mean that it was an easy transition 

for them.  With the help of a bard, the passengers aboard Duncan’s theatrical ship each tell their story 

through poetry, music, song and even a Gaelic piece or two.    

What is this story that Duncan is so persistent to tell?  History clearly reveals the sad plight of 

the Highland Scots back in a country that was no longer able to support its population.  Many were 

displaced by sheep and cattle, their clan structure was threatened, their language was outlawed and so 

were their kilts and their bagpipes.   At the same time, they faced religious persecution.   If they picked 

up and left, they just might be able to preserve their language and their religion, maintain their way of 

life, and stick together as clans and families.  No longer would they be downtrodden.  For the first time 

in years, they had a dream.   Gradually, whole clans left the glens to immigrate to a new world that held 

more land and a promise of freedom.    

But, of course, it wasn’t as easy as all that.   Voyages that should have taken six weeks 

sometimes took three to four months.  Needless to say, they soon ran out of supplies and optimism.  

“Conditions were atrocious,” Duncan says.  Overcrowding, little food, bad water, lack of cleanliness, 

boredom and disease must have left many people disheartened and heartbroken for many died along 

the way, most of them children.   More often than not, they must have questioned themselves, “What 

have we done?”   

Once they arrived at Pictou, most Roman Catholic Scots slowly migrated towards Antigonish 

County to take up their land grants while a large majority of the Presbyterians favoured Pictou County 

and Colchester County.  With their women and children safely settled in with kith and kin, the men 

made their way along the shores and up the rivers to build their shelters with only a dull axe and, 

hopefully, a good neighbour.  It was this spirit of Highland hospitality that facilitated survival and then, 

finally, prosperity.    

One cannot forget the influence that this group of people had on this area.  In no time, they 

produced priests to serve them in their own language.  Parishes were established all across the county.  

The founding of Saint Francis Xavier College provided opportunities for young men to further their 

education.   Cultivated by their own kind, they went on to become role models in the community – 

whether in the church, politics or education.  The Highland Society, a celebration of their culture, made 

great efforts to support local institutions: the college, the hospital and Mount Saint Bernard.  The 

Highland Games, themselves, were held in conjunction with fundraising activities that would benefit the 

entire community.  A standard was set with a challenge for future generations to follow suit. 

Most of the Scots who came to this area were unable to read and write but they had carefully 

fostered a means of preserving their culture and history from one generation to the next with the help 

of the bards.  Songs, music, stories, poetry and genealogy were all retained and passed on by word of 



mouth.  In this manner, they transported their culture from one shore to the next.  Proud of their 

heritage and concerned with maintaining it, the Highland Society was founded to uphold the traditions 

and language of their ancestors.  That same pride motivates Duncan to ensure that the story of his 

ancestors is never forgotten.  “There is no need for this to be lost,” he states confidently. 

Most of the singers and songwriters for this production are successors of the early Scots who 

settled here.  “The fact that these descendants are writing and telling stories is important,” Duncan says.  

“It goes to show that they can do what the ancestors held in high esteem – tell stories and write songs.”  

Except for several Gaelic pieces, the work is entirely original. 

Is the story one hundred percent accurate?  Well, of course, Duncan has taken a few artistic 

liberties.  That’s why he calls it historical fiction.  “If it was entirely accurate, it would have to be in Gaelic 

and set below deck – and then it would be so tragic that we couldn’t bear to watch it.”  What is most 

important is the fact that this play portrays the living conditions in Scotland, the reasons why these 

people left their homeland, and the hardships that they endured en route.  Sure to appeal to the 

descendants of the early Scots, this concert has great entertainment value and so it is bound to interest 

everyone. 

“But where did the idea for a stage production come from?” I wondered.  A year or so ago, 

Duncan and his wife, Anne, made a trip to the Highlands of Scotland.  There, inspired by the rich history 

and the spectacular beauty of the Scottish countryside, the seed for this production was planted.  

Standing on the shore near Fort William, Duncan could clearly imagine an immigrant ship leaving for 

Nova Scotia.  Slowly, this image developed into the concept of a concert.  Remembering the great 

success of The Black Donnellys back in 2009, Duncan realized that, with a bit of help, his ideas for a 

stage performance could be realized too.  “I knew that I could do this if I could surround myself with 

good people.  This gave me the confidence to carry on.  There is no way that one person could do this 

alone.”  With that in mind, Duncan approached some members of the Highland Society who were only 

too supportive.  Now with a cast of about thirty members, set and costume designers, a crew, Director 

Rob Wolf, Music Director Katie Jamieson and Duncan as producer, The Ships of 1801 is navigating in 

earnest towards show time.   

The Ships of 1801 will take place on July 14, at the Keating Millennium Centre on the St. F. X. 

campus.  Curtain time is 7:30 p.m.  Tickets for this event can be purchased at Superstore, the Keating 

Millennium Centre or online at  http://www.antigonishhighlandgames.ca/tickets/ .  Remember, tickets 

to this performance make wonderful gifts and are sure to please Dad on Father’s Day.  

 

    See you there.  

      Catherine MacGillivray  

cjmmacgillivray@eastlink.ca 
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Recent Acquisitions 

Thank you to Laurie Stanley and John Blackwell for a clock that is believed to have 

come from the Dr. Alexander MacDonald (Pioneer) household on Mount Cameron.  

The museum is awaiting verification.  

Dr. MacDonald was the first and only physician in Nova Scotia from about 1820 to 

the early 1850s.  His practice was extensive, extending from Merigomish to 

Guysborough.  A tad eccentric, the good doctor was well liked and kindly regarded.   

Fond of all things Scottish, Dr. Alexander MacDonald was the first President of the 

Antigonish Highland Society.    

 

  -------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

We are grateful for the following additions to the museum library: 

 Ten Years in Nova Scotia: The Massachusetts Institute of Technology, Summer School, 

Geology, 1948 – 1957   Working in conjunction with professors from St. F. X., MIT held Summer 

Schools at Crystal Cliffs providing excursions and opportunities for budding geologist to study in 

an environment where they would be exposed to varied natures.  

 Our Ancestors (1963) by Kennedy MacLean – A Brief Historical Account of Angus and Rebecca 

(MacMillan) MacLean, Pioneers, Their Descendants and Married Relations of Glen Road and 

Ohio   

 It Happened in Nova Scotia by H. M. MacDonald 

 A variety of tools were brought in this month as well: a shingle hatchet, a double pinion hand drill, a 

draw knife and a whet stone with its wooden case.   

Visitors to the Museum 

An interesting visitor to the museum this month was Joan Pennefather of Quebec.  

Accompanied by her daughter and her niece, she came in to do some research on her ancestors from 

this area.  All three ladies are descendants of the illustrious Captain Dan Mac Donald of Main Street.   A 

capable seafarer and a successful businessman, Captain Dan was involved in the shipping trade between 

Antigonish and Newfoundland back when “the cattle trade” was still a profitable business.  A proud 

Scot, he played a prominent role in the formative years of the Highland Society.   

 The ladies informed us that they have located a photo of the ship The Glenaladale that once 

belonged to Joan’s grandfather.  Captain Dan apparently built and owned this ship.  The aforementioned 

photo is in a private family collection in Newfoundland.   



Summer Employee 

The museum has hired a summer student to conduct interviews with some of the 

seniors in our local community – to record their life experiences and their memories.  

Marie Hanifen is from the Old South River Road and a recent graduate from the 

University of Kings College with an Honors Degree in Journalism.   Marie is a delightful 

and talented addition to the museum staff.  

 

Art Work 

Lottery 

The lucky winners 

of the art work 

draw were Guy 

MacGillivray of 

Williams Point and 

L. Withers of 

Halifax.  Thank you 

to Laurie and John 

Blackwell and 

Down to Earth 

Framing for their 

kind donations.   

Thank you to all 

who purchased a 

ticket.   All 

proceeds of the art 

lottery will be used 

to observe the 

objectives of the 

Heritage 

Association.   

 

New Book by Marlene Hubley 

Marlene Hubley has a new book coming out in June; Angus MacLean: A Genealogy will be available for 

$20.00 at the museum and with the author.  Angus MacLean was an early settler at the West River.  In 

2008, Marlene put out a book called John R. MacInnis:  His Life and His Writing.   Marlene has also 



compiled extensive records of cemetery inscriptions from Antigonish and Pictou County cemeteries.  

Many of these cds are available at the museum.   

The Genealogy Nook  

Donna MacDonald of Woonsocket, Rhode Island, is looking for descendants of the Michael MacDonald 

family of Doctors Brook.  Donna’s uncle, Lawrence Mike, was the proprietor of the West End Market.   If 

anyone can help, please contact the museum.   

Veronica Pretti of Saugus, Massachusetts, is researching the Landry and Pettipas families of Tracadie.  

(Veronica is a grandchild of Simon Landry and Mary Angelique Gerrior.)  Anyone with any information 

can contact the museum. 

Referring to the song by The Stanfields, Wayne Kennedy wonders where Dagger Woods, Antigonish 

County, got its name.   http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=4cUqB3k5pAA  Can anyone help us with that 

query? 

Ceilidh 

The vocal students of Sister Lillian Gaudet, CSM, will be performing from their repertoire of traditional 

songs of Cape Breton on Sunday, June 10, at 2:00 p.m. at the museum.  Free will offering in support of 

Programming for Children at the museum. 

The Scotia Highland Dancers’ Spring Ceilidh 

This event will be held at the St. Andrew Junior School on Sunday, June 3, at 6:30 p.m.   Admission is 

$7.00 at the door.  Performances by:  The Scotia Highland Dancers, Junior Fraser, Marion Dewar, Brian 

MacDonald, Scott Williams’ Pipers, Lenny Mason and Oliver Broussard. 

Céilidh anns an t-Sìthean 

St. Andrews Consolidated Elementary Core Gaelic Students present The Ceilidh in the Fairy Hill – a play 

in Gaelic and English including Gaelic song, stories, dancing and fiddling.  When?   At 7:00 p.m. on May 

31st at the St. Andrews Consolidated Elementary School in St. Andrews.  Tickets are available at the 

door:  Adults: $5.00; Students: $3.00; Children under 4: free.  Profits go towards funding the annual trip 

to the Nova Scotia Highland Village.   

The Rhubarb Patch 

A rhubarb patch was found in most rural yards back in Grandma’s day.  You can imagine the 

excitement when those fresh pink shoots poked their heads up through the ground each spring.  By 

then, the root cellar would have been pretty well picked over and the preserves were probably long 

gone.   While the new rhubarb was appreciated for its own unusual taste, it was also a promise of all the 

other fresh produce to come. 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=4cUqB3k5pAA


While looking for my Heavenly Jam recipe the other day, I read in one of my cookbooks that, in 

the olden days, rhubarb was used as a spring tonic and doled out to each member of the family, 

whether they needed it or not.  Hardy and nutritious, it was the perfect plant for our ancestors.   

 

Heritage Association of Antigonish 

Terry Punch is coming to town, thanks to the efforts of the Heritage Association of Antigonish.  Bears, 

Bigamy and Burials: Our Ancestors at Home before 1900 is the topic ofthis discussion.  The subject will 

be relatively light in tone, drawing a portrait of early Maritimers in their everyday contexts.   People’s 

Place Library:  June 13 at 7:00 p.m. 

 

Alexander Maclean Sinclair:  Thoughts from a 19th Century Nova Scotia Scholar 

 In celebration of Gaelic Awareness Month, the museum hosted a 

couple of special events, including a presentation by Dr. Michael Linkletter, 

Chair of the Celtic Studies Department at St. Francis Xavier University.  In 

keeping with Gaelic awareness, Dr. Linkletter was introduced to the 

assembled crowd in Gaelic by Susan Cameron, Celtic Collection librarian at 

the Angus L. Macdonald Library.  

 A Harvard University graduate, Linkletter has been studying the 

person and works of 19th century Gaelic scholar Alexander Maclean Sinclair 

for quite some time now.  He describes his subject as “a fascinating 

person”, “an intellectual Nova Scotian” and “a true man of letters”.   Born at Glen Bard, Antigonish 

County, in 1840 to Scottish-born parents, Sinclair was raised in a Gaelic environment.  Unlike many Gaels 

of the 19th century, he came from an educated family.   Books brought over from Scotland were readily 

available in the Sinclair home.  In fact, his maternal grandfather had published a book in Scotland to help 

pay for the passage across.  Not unlike many immigrants, young Alexander learned to speak English only 

when he started school.  Greatly influenced by his grandfather, the bard John Maclean, Alexander 

Sinclair soon developed a life-long love for his Scottish roots.   

 University educated and self- taught in Gaelic, Sinclair was an ambitious scholar.   Most of all, he 

wanted to make a name for himself.  As far as he was concerned, it would be better to be known in the 

old country and in the world at large than just be known locally.  According to Sinclair, “Greatness is 

something.  It will last.”   When he was in his late twenties, he visited Scotland where he made some 

valuable contacts.  Before long, he was well regarded as an authority on Celtic studies – even in the old 

country.  For the remainder of his life, he corresponded with scholars all around the world.  Sinclair 

clearly succeeded in making a name for himself by attaining an international reputation as a great Gaelic 

scholar.   



 Coming from a culture with an oral tradition, Sinclair made great efforts to put into print as 

much of the Gaelic language and culture as possible.  As a Presbyterian minister, he served in Gaelic 

communities in Nova Scotia and Prince Edward Island.  What better place to start collecting the oral 

traditions of the Gaels?  He published numerous books of Gaelic poetry, wrote articles on Highland lore 

and wrote extensively about genealogical matters.  He even collected some rare old manuscripts.  When 

he retired from his ministry with the Presbyterian Church, he taught Celtic Studies at Dalhousie 

University and St. F. X. University.  Imagine a Presbyterian minister lecturing at a Catholic university in 

those days!  Of course, that was a first here in Antigonish.  

 Alexander Maclean Sinclair was a voracious reader and a man of many interests.  He had a keen 

mind and a confident intellect and he wrote with authority even when he wasn’t an expert on a 

particular subject.   He followed the news closely and pontificated on popular topics of the day as varied 

as Darwin’s Origin of the Species, religion, nationalism, imperialism and Anglo Isrealism.  Influenced by 

his upbringing and religious education, he had viewpoints on everything.   

 Thanks to the enthusiasm of Dr. Michael Linkletter, Alexander Maclean Sinclair will long 

maintain his status as an authority on Celtic matters.  Like Linkletter, we must appreciate the value of 

Sinclair’s efforts to record so many of the songs of the local bards who had preserved the literature and 

culture of their people – but in an oral fashion.  At the time, there were few Gaelic scholars available 

who were actually capable of recording this oral tradition and so we are greatly indebted to him.   

  

Lewis MacKinnon: Gaelic Vignettes of Antigonish 

  Thursday evening, May 17th, was one of those lovely spring evenings that 

dictate pottering in my flowerbeds; instead, I motored into town to attend Lewis 

MacKinnon’s Gaelic Vignettes of Antigonish, all the while hoping that I was making 

the right decision – no disrespect to Mr. MacKinnon.  You see, the garden weeds 

were wreaking havoc with the perennials and the bulbs were competing for 

attention.   Still, I was curious as to what Lewis had to offer that evening.  Now I can 

happily report that I was pleasantly rewarded for my efforts. 

 As Director of Gaelic Affairs with the Provincial Government of Nova Scotia, Lewis MacKinnon 

makes great efforts to advance Gaelic renewal and to encourage cultural restoration while preserving 

any existing remnants of the old culture.  He is clearly passionate about all things Gaelic – including 

music and song.    

To set the stage for his presentation, Lewis noted that by 1820, most Gaelic settlement had 

already taken place here in Antigonish County, mainly along religious and family lines.  In the 1901 

Census, 50,000 Nova Scotians claimed Gaelic as their mother tongue.  By 1932, a parish census 

conducted by a certain John Lorne Campbell indicated that Gaelic was in a rapid decline.  When the late 

Dr. Ken Nilsen of the Celtic Studies Department at St. F. X. University came to Nova Scotia in 1984, he 

observed that there were only about twenty fluent Gaelic speakers left in Antigonish County and so he 



set about interviewing and recording them.   Lewis had some of these recordings on hand for his 

presentation, simply to provide little snippets of the Gaelic language and oral culture that once thrived 

here in Antigonish. 

One of the speakers recorded by Dr. Nilsen was Lewis MacKinnon’s granduncle, Dougald 

MacDougall, a resident of Inverness County who spent his retirement here in Antigonish.  When 

Dougald’s people came over from Scotland, they settled at Malignant Brook in what is today known as 

Maryvale.  In his recording, Dougald explains that his branch of the family left Antigonish County 

because the bears were just too plentiful.  He tells the tale of how his ancestors had a big prize bull.  

One day a bear came along and attacked the bull.  A dreadful fight ensued and the animals tore each 

other apart.  With that, the MacDougalls packed up and left.  The bears caused the MacDougalls to leave 

Antigonish County, Dougall explained, but in Inverness County, the bears thrived too. 

A second speaker, Richard Carroll, spoke of Oidhche Challuinn, the old Gaelic New Year’s ritual 

once commonly practiced in this area.  On the last day of the year, folks would go from house to house 

with switches and beat on the buildings to drive away the evil spirits and thus ensure a good year.  Then 

they would chant a rhyme until the occupants of the house invited them in for a stiff drink and 

something to eat. 

Dougald MacDougall told the story of “Donald and the Fairies”, a common piece of Scottish 

folklore.  Donald was an elderly man with a hump on his back.  More than anything in the world, Donald 

would like to feel young again and be rid of that dreadful hump.  One day Donald set off to the woods 

where he encountered a group of fairies singing, “Monday, Tuesday . . . Monday, Tuesday . . . Monday, 

Tuesday . . .” to which Donald replied, “Wednesday!”  The fairies were so pleased with his response that 

they whisked him off to their king who granted him a straight back for finishing the fairy song.  The next 

day, Donald’s neighbor was surprised to find him “as straight as a poker”.  Wanting to reclaim his youth 

as well, the neighbor rushed off to the woods in hopes of winning the same reward but when he heard 

the fairies singing their chant, he foolishly called out, “Thursday!”  Well, the fairies were terribly upset 

and so was the king.  “You ruined our song and I’m going to ruin you!” he hollered.  That being said, the 

king put the hump that had once belonged to Donald on the foolish man’s back and sent him home with 

two humps.   

There were morals to these stories, Lewis reminded us but, in the recording, Dougald 

MacDougall insisted that these tales were just stories made up for kids.  Still, the Gaels were a 

superstitious lot who firmly believed in the supernatural.  “I don’t believe in them,” said Dougald, 

referring to the fairies, “but they’re there, nevertheless.”         

Dr. Nilsen’s recordings of the old Gaelic speakers are delightful and valuable leftovers of the 

language and culture that once flourished in these parts.  Today, many of those old folks are gone and 

with them went the last of the traditional speakers.   For that reason, we must be grateful to people like 

Dr. Nilsen for his efforts in trying to capture and preserve the old ways and Lewis MacKinnon for his 

dedication to rekindling that culture.   

 



Message from the Chair – Heritage Association of Antigonish 
(Working today to preserve yesterday for tomorrow.) 

 
It is early morning here at Williams as I sit at the computer to draft this month’s message for the 
Newsletter. The sun is shining and all around my home are the beautiful colours of spring. I again realize 
how blessed we are as a province. 
 
May is Gaelic Awareness Month and the learning events held at the Museum were on that theme.  
 
Lewis Mac Kinnon lead one of these learning events called “Gaelic Vignettes”. During the presentation 
Lewis utilized a number of recordings that were done by Dr. Kenneth Nilsen. These 
interviews/recordings were done in Gaelic and were completed in the early eighties. Many of these 
people interviewed have now passed on and fortunately we have their recording to preserve their 
stories, history and wisdom. This made it clear to the undersigned that the Association’s decision to start 
a project to interview and record the stories and memories of the older residents of Antigonish town 
and county is one of the most important legacies we can leave to future generations. 
 
The Association received a very generous donation of new books from Colin Mac Lean. 
Colin’s father, Dr. Ray Mac Lean, was either the editor or author to these titles. The titles of the books 
are as follows: Piety & Politics, Drummer on Foot  and The Casket 1852-1992 From Gutenburg to 
Internet: The Story of a Small-Town Weekly. 
 
I have used Drummer on Foot extensively in my genealogy research and this book is an excellent tool for 
researching your family name. I have also read Piety & Politics and must state that it was a very 
enjoyable read. I have only started to review the last book. 
 
These books would make an excellent Father’s Day gift.  All the proceeds go to supporting the work of 
the Association. Please note that we can mail to any location but there would be a charge for mailing. 
For additional information, please email the undersigned at the email provided below or phone Jocelyn 
Gillis at 902-863-6160. 
 
On behalf of the Heritage Association of Antigonish, I would like to thank Colin and his family for this 
very generous donation. 
 
Until next, Take Care and God Bless. 
 
Angus MacGillivray, BBA FCGA       angus.macgillivray@ns.sympatico.ca 

 

Membership 

Do your part to help preserve our local history.  Join the Heritage Museum Association today.  All new 

members are welcome. 

mailto:angus.macgillivray@ns.sympatico.ca


 


