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For one hundred and thirtyeight years, the bells at St. Ninian’s
Cathedral have rung from their lofty
towers, summoning folks from hither
and yon, chiming for happy occasions
and tolling for sad. Before the days
of modern technology and mass
communication, church bells were
the sole means of gathering
communities together. Bells were
mounted high in church towers so
that they could be heard far and
wide throughout the surrounding
countryside.
While church bells
clearly had a secular purpose, they
are typically remembered for their
religious function – that of calling
worshipers to service.
Church bells have long been
associated with Christmas, much like
the bells in this delightful little verse
found tucked away in the museum
archives. Cathedral Chimes is a gem,
not just because of its association
with Antigonish but because of the
creative manner in which the poet
was able to link our lovely cathedral
chimes to the nativity of two
thousand years ago.

This clipping is part of a
collection of three scrapbooks
assembled by Dellie Sweet. Dellie
(1893-1995) grew up on Pleasant
Street, across from the old Baptist Church. In her younger days, she worked as a milliner in one of the
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local shops. She was very involved with the United Church. The Dellie Sweet
scrapbooks include clippings of local and provincial events and pieces on the Royal
Family of Great Britain. A sprinkling of old postcards, poetry and sage advice
complete the collection. Based on the content and age of the scrapbooks, they
were probably started by her mother and then continued by Dellie herself. The
collection came to the museum through a family member. (Photo of Dellie Sweet
circa 1915–1920)
Unfortunately, we don’t know who composed Cathedral Chimes. As you
will note, it is dated Christmas 1949 and signed with the initials M.J.C. – but who
was M.J.C.? A poem called H.M.C.S. Antigonish was composed by the
same individual and also included in one of the Dellie Sweet scrapbooks.
To fully appreciate any piece of poetry, some background
information is necessary. First it should be noted that St. Ninian’s
Cathedral is the third church to serve the spiritual needs of the people of
Antigonish. When the cathedral was built (1867-1874), Bishop Colin
MacKinnon ordered that the bell from the old St. Ninian’s Church on Main
Street be hung in the east tower but for the west tower he insisted on a
set of chimes cast in Dublin. Notes by local historian A. A. Johnston reveal
that “the chime of four large bells cost only two thousand dollars.” The
bells were suspended in August of 1874 and christened from largest to
smallest: St. Joseph, St. Ninian, St. Columba and St. Margaret, Queen of
Scotland. The lone bell in the eastern tower appears to be unnamed.
(Photo of St. Ninian’s Cathedral circa 1940s)
An article in a 1993 bulletin from St. Ninian’s Cathedral indicates that the large St. Joseph bell
swings when its rope is pulled. This bell is tuned to F sharp. The other three bells have clappers that hit
the bell when their ropes are pulled. These bells do not swing. The St. Ninian bell is tuned to B, the St.
Columba bell is tuned to C sharp and the St. Margaret of Scotland bell is tuned to E.
Needless to say, all of these tidbits of history piqued my curiosity. I simply had to see the bells
for myself. A phone call to the cathedral business office granted me permission and a tour guide. Now
all I needed was a little nerve. The two square bell towers are one hundred and twenty-five feet high,
the staircases are old and narrow and I have a fear of heights – but my curiosity got the best of me.
Dave Kelly is the Bar Manager at St. Ninian’s
Place but he volunteers to do extras around the
cathedral. Dusk was already starting to set in as Dave
led the way up the old staircase that winds around
the east tower. Because the towers are narrow, the
staircase is not entirely lit by the few existing light
fixtures. On the landing you see the rope that rings
the bell. The small door leading to the upper tower is
locked, clearly for safety reasons. Dave unlocked it
and marched onward. I crept forward, ducking my
head now and again. Finally Dave lifted a hatch that
opens up to a small landing. I cracked my head on a
beam as I climbed out to see the bell that once hung

in the old St. Ninian’s Church on Main Street. Brrrr. . . . It’s cold up there!
The bell is enormous. It’s about four inches thick at the lip. “I don’t know the exact weight,”
Dave explained, “but they say that it weighs about the same as a small car. A forty-four inch bell
manufactured now weighs about 750 kg; our bell is forty-eight inches.” Dave swung the pull rope
wheel. The sound up there in the tower is deafening. “The cradle for the bell needs work,” Dave said.
The wood is shrinking. Back when the bell was installed, they used steel fasteners. Dave would like to
see stainless steel because it’s much more durable.
We climbed the steps to the west tower. On the landing there are
about seven ropes. “No one knows how to play the bells anymore,” Dave
informed me. I was surprised to learn that only the lone bell in the
eastern tower is used now.
Dave opened the hatch and, sure enough, there were the four
bells. St. Joseph, the largest bell, hangs to one side. The three smaller
bells hang in a row along the far wall. Dave explained that these bells still
work but they haven’t been used in years. If they were to be used again,
the wood, the welds and the bolts would first have to be checked for
safety.
Apparently some work was done to the
cradle and fittings of the St. Joseph bell in 1980. That
bell was recast in 1956 by Whitechapel Bell Foundry
in London, England. The old bell in the eastern
chapel was recast in 1955. Dave would dearly love to
see the bell towers brought back to tip top shape but,
sadly, there are no funds available for these
renovations. (Look carefully and you will see a bit of
all four bells in the west tower.)
So, who is in charge of the bells? Well, at one
time, the bells were the responsibility of the
caretaker or the church sexton.
I spoke with
Stephen Gaudon of Maryvale. He was the caretaker at the cathedral for twenty-two years before
retiring in 2009. “I was the first Newfoundlander to do that job,” he told me. Years ago, they used to
ring the bells three times per day. Stephen recalls ringing the bell for the Angelus at noon time. “Finally
they gave that up because it was too hard to get volunteers.” He remembers ringing the toll bell for two
baccalaureate masses and he remembers ringing in the New Year. “It took four guys to ring the bells in
the west tower. A couple of those bells have three ropes. (Those ropes are on pulleys.) The timing has
to be just right to play a tune and then you keep the rhythm going.”
Who were some of Stephen Gaudon’s predecessors? Well, according to Stephen, Henry LeFort
worked there for about nine years. Joe Chisholm was the custodian at the cathedral for about sixteen
years and his father, Valentine Chisholm (who passed away in 1973), held the position for over twenty
years. Valentine’s obituary reads: Parish Sexton Died, 89. Does anyone know who preceded him?
I spoke to Joe Chisholm’s son, Gerard. He noted that, at one time, they used to ring all the bells
at Christmas time but he’s not sure if his father did. “My grandfather’s name is up there in the tower

and so is mine.” Occasionally his father would let him ring the bells. “I have good memories of riding
the rope.”
Gerard reminded me of the short story, For Whom the Bell Tolls, written by Glen Smith, longtime business manager for St. Ninian’s Parish. “It’s about my father,” Gerard told me. Glen’s story won
first prize in the Chronicle-Herald and Mail-Star’s annual ghost story contest back in 1997. The author
and Joe Chisholm worked together, in different capacities, at the cathedral and soon became fast
friends. Glen admired Joe’s pride in his custodial work, his great respect for the House of God, and his
respect for his fellow man. One of Joe’s responsibilities as sexton was the bells in the belfry.
Glen and Joe were both smokers; Glen smoked cigarettes and Joe smoked his well-worn briar
pipe. Often, during their smoke break on the front steps of the cathedral, Joe would teach Glen all
about the bell in the east tower. The Angelus had to be rung at noon and dusk. A certain prayer had to
be recited while ringing the bells. There was a proper toll that must be performed before the funeral
procession arrived. “Joe was very explicit about the fact that everyone deserved this final act of respect.
Not having the bell tolled at a funeral was surely to doom the deceased’s soul to an eternity of hell and
damnation, Joe believed.”
For the benefit of those who have never heard this story, I will quickly paraphrase the rest of it.
The day finally came when Joe passed away. As luck would have it, freezing rain had turned the Beechill
road into a sheet of ice and Glen, afraid that he might not make it to the church on time to toll the bell,
called the rectory. One of the young assistant priests assured Glen that he would take care of
everything. Glen gave specific instructions and the priest assured him he would take care of it. It so
happened that the Beechill road got sanded just in time for Glen to make it to the funeral. Sure enough,
he could hear the tolling of the bell as he pulled into the church yard. The tolling was perfect – just as
Joe had instructed him. As Glen slipped into the church, he spotted the assistant priest and thanked him
for a job well done but the priest looked at him in a strange way. He had forgotten to toll the bell.
When he heard the tolling, he assumed that Glen had arrived in time to take care of the task himself.
Quickly, Glen climbed the steps to the tower to thank the person who had pitched in and helped out –
but no one was there. As he turned to leave, Glen noticed Joe’s briar pipe on the staircase. Joe had
come back to toll himself home.
Now, if you now go back and re-read Cathedral Chimes, I’m sure you’ll have a greater
appreciation for the poem. Note the author’s reference to the chimes ringing out in the midnight
silence. Clearly, it is Christmas Eve. The “joyous notes” of the bells in the western tower can be heard
far and wide throughout the town and out into the countryside. According to that article in the 1993
cathedral bulletin, these bells could be heard as far away as Brown’s Mountain, Beechill, Fairmont and
Cloverville. Out there in the rural communities in 1949 (when the poem was written), most folks kept a
few animals and so, of course, they would also have had a manger, much like the one where the
shepherds are said to have found the Christ child. That pastoral image would certainly have had a
greater impact back in those days when Christmas was a traditional celebration.
When you hear that solitary bell ring out this Christmas season, remember
that it’s announcing important news. Christmas is here!
Have a very merry Christmas.
Catherine MacGillivray
cjmmacgillivray@eastlink.ca

Christmas Party at the Museum

If you didn’t attend the Museum Christmas party in early December, you missed a grand old
time! It was an extra special occasion this year because, just minutes before, Central Nova MP Peter
MacKay had announced that the Antigonish Heritage Museum would receive $100,000 for building
repairs to the old train station. Renovations will include new windows, insulation, interior renovations
and system upgrades to improve display space. Allan Armsworthy, Chair of the Board of Directors,
noted that this grant, along with other monies provided by the Town of Antigonish, the Municipality of
the County of Antigonish, the Province of Nova Scotia, the Antigonish Heritage Museum Board and the
Heritage Association of Antigonish, will kick start a $200,000 operation at the museum. Clearly, this
announcement called for a celebration.
Dignitaries, volunteers, donors and friends of the museum were treated to some delightful
tunes by Cape Breton fiddler Karen Beaton who was accompanied on piano by Antigonish’s very own
Margaret MacDonald. This very talented duo wowed the crowd with traditional Cape Breton style
fiddling, Gaelic airs and, of course, some seasonal tunes.
Maureen Williams read a charming Christmas story from Peg MacGillivray’s book, Recollections.
Peg MacGillivray (1893–1960) was a fixture at The Casket office for many, many years. Recollections was
a column published in the local paper in weekly installments from 1947 to 1950. Almost two decades
after her death, her stories were edited and published by local historian Dr. Ray MacLean.
Peg’s stories, written from a youngster’s point of view, are a reflection of life in a largely
Highland Scottish Catholic community in Antigonish County from 1900 to just before the Great War.
Her narratives have a strong Gaelic flavor as the language shift from Scottish Gaelic to English wasn’t
entirely complete yet. People were still in the process of learning English
The story Maureen read that Sunday afternoon at the museum illustrated what Christmas was
like in this area of Antigonish County shortly after the turn of the century. Those were simpler times. Of
course, all of Peg’s stories reflect an era that has long since disappeared.
The afternoon entertainment was followed by a lovely Christmas tea and social. The event was
certainly a delightful introduction to the Christmas season.

A Word From Our Readers
Mavis Murray from Antigonish writes:
Many thanks for the write-up re: Doris Flikke. Doris was a good friend of ours. She played the organ at
St. James United so we enjoyed that musical experience with her as well. Back in those days when I
sang solos in church, I had to be sure to hold each note for its full count as Doris was a real stickler on
counting. No taking liberties on the part of any soloist! She kept our church records in shape. After she
was unable to do it, they were neglected. Now Bob has become the archivist – ever since he did the last
history of the congregation in 2004. Thank you for a lovely afternoon (at the Christmas party). A very
nice way to start the Christmas season. Your lunch was delicious.

Request
We are seeking a photo of the outdoor skating rink on West Main Street – the present day site of the
Post Office grounds. This outdoor rink hosted skating parties and hockey games. Many of us learned to
skate there before the Antigonish Arena was built. The small building on the site featured benches
around the inside and a coal burning pot belly stove in the middle. If anyone has a photo, kindly call
Jocelyn at the museum.

Recent Acquisitions
Thank you to Alan McCaig of Hawthorne Street for a plaque with
military medals and a photo of William Owen Wheten, a World War
II veteran who died tragically in a car accident just after returning
home from the war. He was buried at St. Nianian’s Cemetery.
Wheten was connected to the Bernasconi family of Antigonish.
Both the Whetons and the Bernasconis had a long history in
Antigonish. If anyone knows anything about Wheton, we’d like to
know more.

Kim Ells of Pomquet donated a new publication called Mar a b'a`bhast's a' Ghleann (As It was in the
Glen) by Hugh F. MacKenzie and Rod C. MacNeil. This collection consists of old Gaelic songs and stories
written by Hugh MacKenzie and a cd by Rod MacNeil. Through story and song, one gets a glimpse of
twentieth century Cape Breton. It should be noted that Rod MacNeil is curator Jocelyn Gillis’ mother’s
brother. Jocelyn notes that the songs and stories are old but the book is new. One of the songs is about
the time the Hindenburg Zeppelin flew over Grand Narrows in 1936. This was an unusual event so a
song had to be written about it. The new book and cd collection are available at local outlets.

Ben Chisholm, Stoughton, Massachusetts, brought in a photo and some information
on Alexander Chisholm of the Ohio area. Alexander Chisholm was a well-known
boxer in local circles. He died as a result of a boxing match in Lower South River.
Can anyone tell us more?

Debbie Linkletter, Malignant Cove, donated some old receipts relating to bartering for hospital services.
Hospital bills were regularly paid by someone’s trade or their goods. Another receipt from 1937 shows
where Alex MacMillan, Esq., of Livingstone’s Cove, paid by contra account: “To 120 lbs. pork @
12cents” for a grand total of $14.40. Debbie’s mother, Margie Linkletter from Livingstone’s Cove, had
some notes to share.

Heritage Association of Antigonish
The Heritage Association of Antigonish received an anonymous donation of $2,000.

New Members
We’d like to welcome the following new members:
Mike and Sheila Redden, Cape George

Patrons Program
Silver Patron – Marlene MacDonald Cheng, Victoria BC

Message from the Chair – Heritage Association of Antigonish
(Working today to preserve yesterday for tomorrow.)
The year 2012 is drawing to a close and, as I reflect on the past year, I have to say, “What a year!”
This past year saw us hire our very first employee, Marie Hanifen; she started the project of preserving
the memories of the older residents of the Town and Country. The work completed to date on this
project has been excellent. This is a true evergreen project and we will continue to work on this in the
years to come
The Association celebrated its 40th birthday in 2012 and we held a lovely social this past summer. It is
hoped that this will become an annual event.
The Association delivered numerous quality learning events in 2012. These covered a wide range of
subject matter and provided those that attended a greater understanding of these topics.
During the past year, The Heritage Association started the process to build productive working
partnerships with other organizations in the community. Our relationship with the Antigonish Highland
Society has been productive and good for both organizations.
Finally, the year closed with the Heritage Association of Antigonish committing a large donation to the
Antigonish Heritage Museum. This money will be used for the much needed renovations project.
It is safe to state that the community has a better idea of whom we are and what we are attempting to
do.
In closing, I would like to thank all the volunteers and members of the Association for their support in
2012 and I would like to wish you all a Merry Christmas and all the best in 2013.
Until next, Take Care and God Bless.
Angus MacGillivray, BBA FCGA

angus.macgillivray@ns.sympatico.ca

