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 What’s more delightful than ice cream in the summertime?  Florence Helm, long-time volunteer 
at the museum, would vouch for that each time she’d tell that darling story about her neighbour, Mary 
Dooley.  Mary was an elderly lady who lived at the top of Hawthorne Street when Florence was just a 
little girl back in the early 1920s. The MacDougall family had moved from the rear of Port Hastings to 
that farm on Hawthorne Street (across from the Dooley home) in 1922 so that Florence and her sisters 
could attend school.   

 When Mary Dooley (pictured right) heard that Florence’s 
mother had just had a new addition to the family, she decided that 
she should welcome the newborn with a gift and so she bustled off 
to town in search of something extra special.  It was a particularly 
hot day and, before long, Mary Dooley got it into her head that an 
ice cream would be just the right gift.  Well, you must admit, it 
would be a refreshing treat on a hot summer day.   

Very pleased with her purchase, Mary started up 
Hawthorne Street.  Those of you who have walked from the 
bottom of Hawthorne Street up to the very top will know that this 
is a steady climb.  On a hot summer day, it’s a workout.   

The sun blazed down on Mary Dooley.  No doubt, she 
stopped to wipe her brow from time to time but she continued on 
with her precious gift.  All the while, the sun blazed down on the 
ice cream too.  One can only imagine the ice cream melting in her 
hand and running down her arm as she plodded along.  Of course, 
the ice cream had melted entirely by the time Mary Dooley 
reached the MacDougall home.   All the same, Florence always concluded her tale by noting what a nice 
gesture it was for the elderly lady to want to do something special for the new baby – and so it was.    

Ice cream was being sold in Antigonish as early as 1908 and perhaps earlier.  The Casket 
reported that year that Mrs. Campbell’s ice cream parlor had operated from May 1st to September 5th.   
A 1911 edition of The Casket carried an advertisement for “delicious ice cream” being served between 
10 a.m. and 10 p.m. at a new parlor “over Hellyer’s jewellery store” – in the vicinity of The Plum Tree 
Gift Shoppe today.  We know little more about both endeavors. 

 Mrs. Mary (MacGillivray) Campbell opened an ice cream parlor in her home on St. Mary’s Street 
in 1910. A book written by her grand-daughter, A Heart for Healing: A Memoir of the Life of Elizabeth  
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Campbell Bickford, reveals that ice cream was made by Mrs. Campbell and her daughter, Elizabeth, in 
very large freezers, “all the work done by hand and made of real cream, custard and strawberries, 
bananas or caramelized sugar.”  Clearly this new venture was a winner.  “All the young people in town 
would troop in each evening to enjoy this feast for ten cents a dish.”  A notice in the May 19, 1910 
edition of The Casket noted that the new ice cream parlor would be “up-to-date” and open daily from 3 
to 5 p.m. and from 7 to 10 p.m.   

 Brine’s Ice Cream Company was a going concern in the 1920s.  We first hear about Garnet Brine 
in the May 18, 1916 edition of The Casket where it was announced that “Mr. G. R. Brine, lately doing 
business in Inverness, will open today in the Old Queen Hotel Building, on Main Street, an altogether 
modern and up-to-date ice-cream parlor with a side-line of choice confectionery, fruit, tobaccos, cigars, 
etc.”  Clearly, Brine was hoping to capture the ice cream and confectionary market in town for he had 
the rooms he occupied completely remodeled.  The local paper noted that the “polished hardwood 
floors, richly papered walls, modern electric lighting and heavy oak fixtures will be something entirely 
new in this line to the people of Antigonish.”  It seems that Brine was quite a charming entrepreneur.  
“His unfailing courtesy and pleasant manner should assure him a generous patronage on the part of the 
public.”  In 2004, Jean Moeller recalled how this popular establishment offered ice cream sundaes and 
treats from a soda fountain to customers at their marble top tables and wrought iron chairs.  

 Brine’s stood about where the Royal Bank is 
located today but Garnet’s business certainly 
extended beyond the walls of his shop.  In the 
summer of 1925, this advertisement appeared on the 
scorecard for the Antigonish Horse Trotting 
Association which was holding races on the Riverside 
track at West River.  The July 1925 Minutes of the 
Highland Society noted that Brine’s ice cream was 
being sold as a fundraiser for the hospital.  

 R. Leo Chisholm 
from Lower South River was 
for a time associated with 
Garnet Brine, in Brine’s Ice 
Cream Company, according to a January 2, 1958 article in The Casket.  Leo’s 
son, Kevin, who lives in Sydney, notes that his father drove a delivery truck for 
Garnet Brine when Leo was a young man.  Kevin also informs us that Mr. Brine 
had a large customer base on the west coast of Cape Breton Island.  “He 
supplied stores and restaurants with goods for resale and he sold 
kitchenware.”  Brine’s business burned to the ground in November of 1925 but, 
according to Kevin, he rebuilt his business – but to what degree, he’s not sure.  

In 1932 or 1933 Leo Chisholm took over the business and changed the name to the Antigonish Ice Cream 
Company.   



 Kevin Chisholm reports that 
Leo’s ice cream was made from ice 
cream mix – “basically cream, 
powdered milk, powdered eggs, 
sugar and various flavours or 
colours.”  They would make ice 
cream in the morning using the ice 
cream mix made the previous day 
and then make up a new batch of 
ice cream mix in the afternoon.  
“The ingredients were dumped into 
a steam heated mixer that also 
served as a pasteurizer.”  Because 
the steam boiler was used only for 
about three hours in the afternoon, 
Leo started canning other products 
(Arisaig salmon and locally grown beans) for his Antigonish Food Company.  (An unidentified man in 
front of Leo’s Ice Cream Parlor.) 

The business included a large ice house.  Kevin explains that the block ice was harvested from 
local lakes and ponds and hauled to the ice house in the winter.  “The ice blocks were laid down in layers 
and covered with sawdust to prevent the layers of ice from sticking together.  Sometime along the way, 
mechanical refrigeration was installed.  This involved ammonia compressors.  As a little boy, I was 
fascinated by the motors, flat belts drives, compressors, etc.  I never had the perception that the 
machinery was new, so I am guessing that it was installed in the 1930s.  I do recall the ice crusher in 
operation.  A block of ice was dropped into a chute and a rotating drum with picks on the surface would 
chew the ice into lumps of about one inch in diameter.”   

Leo’s Restaurant and Ice Cream Parlor was a popular hangout for the college crowd in the 1930s 
and 1940s.  “It had a classic soda fountain, ceiling fans right out of Casa Blanca, booths and, at least in 
later years (late ‘40s), a juke box.”   Recent visitors to the museum, Don and Helen Brown of Lismore, 

met at Leo’s Ice Cream Parlor (like many other young couples) back in 
its glory days.  He was a student at St. F. X. and she lived on Hillcrest 
Street.   

Kevin recalls his father mentioning that the ice cream business 
did very well during the Depression years and up until the start of WWII 
when sugar was rationed.  “There was still a strong demand for ice 
cream but he could not get sufficient sugar required to make all the ice 
cream he could sell.”  In 1951, John A. MacDonald took over the ice 
cream parlor and confectionary departments.  (By the late 1950s, it 
took two regular workers to meet the demand for Antigonish Ice 
Cream.)  Seven years later, Leo sold the ice cream manufacturing 
business to Eastern Co-op Services.    

John A. MacDougall, pictured left, worked with the Antigonish 
Ice Cream Company almost from its very beginnings.  He ran the ice 
cream factory.   When Leo Chisholm sold to Eastern Co-op, MacDougall 



became Dairyfoods’ first ice cream maker.  With forty-six years in the ice cream business, and the first 
professional ice cream maker in town, little wonder that John MacDougall was known locally as “Johnny 
Ice Cream”.   

 Yes, a trip to town for an ice cream must have been a grand outing back in the day of the ice 
cream parlors but that doesn’t mean that homemade ice cream wasn’t a special treat too.  Florence 
Helm’s mother made ice cream for her family every Sunday and “it certainly never lasted long”.   The 
family enjoyed this cool treat year round – summer and winter.  In fact, the scoop used for serving this 
refreshment in the MacDougall home is today part of the museum collection.   

 This love of ice cream was obviously passed down through the MacDougall generations.  Debbi 
Helm tells the story of sharing a lick of her ice cream cone with her beloved dog, Jet, when she was just 
a little girl.   Jet was quite partial to the refreshing taste and Debbi was only too happy to share a little 
with her canine friend – but Grandmother Martha Helm from Moncton was absolutely horrified.  
“Would you do the same for the pig?” she demanded.   Not a chance! 

      Hope you’re having a great summer. 

         Catherine MacGillivray  

cjmmacgillivray@eastlink.ca 

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

A Word from our Readers 

In response to the newsletter article on pipers, Yvonne Maas of Pleasant 
Valley located a photo of her grand uncle William Ranald MacDonald 
(1891–1967). Originally from Doctors Brook, Willie Ranald farmed in the 
St. Andrews district.  It is said that his cows would follow him home to the 
barn when he played the pipes.   

  -----------------------------------------------------  
We welcome your responses to anything we print in the newsletter.  At 
the same time, we appreciate any contributions to the museum collection 
– stories, old photos and tidbits of local history.   
 

Recent Acquisitions 

Father Elliot O’Neal from Fort Sill, Oklahoma, was home visiting family and friends this month.  While in 
Antigonish, he stopped in at the museum with a few treasures – a hooked rug and a couple of old 
photos.  The rug was hooked by Mrs. Anna Mae Mac Isaac (Colin D.) of Caledonia Mills.  The photos 
were of the Caledonia Mills School in 1922 and the Caledonia Mills schoolchildren back in 1925.   

Walter DeWolfe of Springfield brought in some Lower Springfield school registers.   

Chisholm MacDonald of Heatherton donated two volumes of Joseph Howe books that were edited by 
Sir. Joseph Andrew Chisholm (1863-1950), Mayor of Halifax, who was born at Marydale. 
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Come to the Ceilidh! 

Come and enjoy the music of Karen Beaton and Margaret MacDonald at our ceilidh on Saturday, August 
17, from 2 to 4 pm.   While here, check out the exhibit of The Gales in Nova Scotia. 

 
 

Heritage Association of Antigonish 
 
 

Through the Eye of the Needle: 1944 Rieksts Family Escape from Latvia 

Big Marsh resident, Varis Rieksts, credits “two very brave and courageous” people for his 
family’s escape from Latvia during World War II.  He marvels at how his parents, Voldemars and Anna 
Rieksts, had “the audacity” to say, “We are not going north to Siberia to live in darkness, hopelessness 



and despair but west to where the British, Americans and the Canadians are.”  They encountered many 
insurmountable obstacles but always managed to “go under them, through them, over them or around 
them” – thus the name of his story is Through the Eye of the Needle.  “What is impossible for one is 
possible for another.”    

Latvia is a small country in the Baltic region of northern Europe whose eight hundred year 
history has been one of “oppression for all time”.   Over the years, it has been dominated by Germany, 
Sweden, Poland and Russia.  As of recent years, Latvia is free and “almost on the verge of greatness” but 
Varis feels that his people will have trouble climbing over that threshold. 

Varis’ story begins with his parents’ marriage in 1930.  With degrees from Teacher’s College, 
Voldemars and Anna worked as circuit teachers in Riga until they got more permanent jobs in eastern 
Latvia at a consolidated school where Voldemars was principal.  Teachers were expected to be 
community leaders and so Anna worked with a theatre group while Voldemars ran the local choir.  He 
was also involved with the Home Guard/Reserve.  Eventually Voldemars gave up teaching and bought a 
farm – but the winds of war were in the air.   

In 1940, Russian tanks rolled in and annexed the Baltic States.  The Latvian President was 
arrested and 33,000 members of the Latvian intelligence were deported.  Not long after, Hitler drove 
the Russians out but, now, under German rule, Latvian men were conscripted to fight on the eastern 
front where many died.  Varis recalls how, in 1943, German soldiers, two Russian orphans and the 
Rieksts family (which now included Varis and his older sister, Rita) were all, rather awkwardly, living 
under the same roof.  The Rieksts family wanted only to be left alone while the German soldiers and the 
Russian orphans simply wanted to go home.   

Varis remembers when the air raids started in the summer of 1944.  It was a scary night for a 
little boy of almost seven.  Windows shattered and dishes fell.  The next morning there was a huge 
crater in the yard.  One bomb had fallen just a hundred yards from the house.  In September, the 
Germans started to retreat but now the Russians were back again.  Farmers would soon lose their 
independence.  It was time to leave.   

It’s almost seventy years since the Rieksts family escaped Latvia but Varis’ memories are as vivid 
as if it happened only yesterday.   The family packed two single horse-drawn wagons with their valued 
possession and then, with friends, they started out over the hayfields since refugees were not allowed 
on the highways.  It was poor travelling towards Riga, the capital city of Latvia.  He recalls the steep hills, 
the gorge, the mud, the overturned wagon and the heavy bombing that lit up the night sky as bright as 
daytime.  With the German army in control, bridges were opened for short periods of time.  He can still 
see the hundred wagons waiting, all trying to cross a certain bridge, and the German soldiers patrolling 
with their three wheeler motorbikes.   Caught in the midst of a fierce battle over their homeland, they 
kept moving on.  Varis tells the story of German soldiers eating horsemeat and sharing their food from 
the field ovens with them.  “Horsemeat isn’t so bad,” he chuckles.   

Varis credits his parents’ ability to work as a team that was the key to their successful escape.  
His father made many of the difficult decisions and his mother went along with them.  Many other 
families could not agree and some of them were not so fortunate.  While some of their friends headed 
towards Sweden, Voldemars decided that he would take his family to Germany. 

The land route to Germany was cut off so they went down to a seaport where they hoped to 
board a supply ship.  Of course, they had to leave their horses behind and he recalls his sister being 



terribly upset over losing her beloved pet.   Clearly this experience moved Varis too for he speaks of the 
horses looking back at them wistfully as they boarded the ship.   

Varis’ story of escape is peppered with so many near misses that one wonders how they did 
indeed survive.  On board the ship, the family noticed commotion on the bridge and a body going 
overboard onto the dock.  Someone had been trying to blow up the ship.  As they pulled away from 
land, they noticed mines in the water.  They arrived safely in Germany and were shipped to a big 
German farm where Voldemars worked in the woods – but, once again, the front was advancing.   

In May of 1945, the Allies had withdrawn and, to keep his family safe, Voldemars started 
brewing a moonshine alcohol – something he had probably learned at the agricultural college in Latvia.  
The Russians claimed it was good stuff but Voldemars knew that this would not last and so he decided 
that they would make a run for freedom – one hundred kilometers away.  Once again they travelled 
fields, woods and cowpaths and took a chance on a train.  The two bottles of moonshine in Varis’ little 
suitcase would probably buy them freedom along the way.  They walked for three days.  Then, just one 
and a half kilometers from the border, they spotted a Russian soldier approaching.  Voldemars told his 
family to keep walking – and that they did – but Varis remembers looking up at the soldier and the 
soldier looking down at him.  He also remembers turning around to watch the soldier as he continued on 
his way and his sister, Rita, scolding him for turning around to look.   

Varis’ tale of escape is unbelievable.  He tells the story of German soldiers showing them the 
way to the border, his father scouting out their escape route in the dead of night, his mother having to 
call for her husband when he could no longer find his way back, search lights, dogs, hollering and his 
mother suffering a slight stroke.  The family eventually made it to safety at which point young Varis 
collapsed.  This is the stuff that movies are made of but for Varis it is the story of his childhood.   

From Germany, the family made their way to England where they lived and worked until they 
read an advertisement in a Latvian newspaper looking for farm workers in Canada.  They had a Latvian 
friend in Nova Scotia who was a successful farmer, Andrew Jessens.  The Rieksts family immigrated to 
Canada in 1951.  Voldemars worked with Mr. Jessens for a few months until he bought what was the 
start of his own farm at Big Marsh.  In time, Varis took over the farm and his parents built a new home in 
Maryvale where they spent their retirement years growing fruit trees and one of the finest vegetable 
gardens in the county.  Their daughter, Rita, went on to study medicine and then to teach and practice 

at the University of Minnesota.  

 Among those attending Varis 
Rieksts’ presentation earlier this month 
were two of Andrew Jessens’ daughters  
(and Varis’ good friends) –  Zane Jessens - 
de Noncourt from Antigonish (left) and her 
sister, Ieva Jessens, from British Columbia 
(right).   After the talk, Zane commented on 
the fact that there is a very small Latvian 
community here in Antigonish; still, they 
must make every effort to ensure that their 
story is remembered too.  Well, Varis is 
doing his part.  (Photo compliments of 
Michel de Noncourt.) 



New Members 

We’d like to welcome the following new member:  Robert MacIsaac of Antigonish. 
  

Patrons Program 

As we’ve mentioned in previous editions of the newsletter, the Heritage Association has adopted a 
Patrons Program to raise money needed to support our work here at the museum.  Funds raised are 
used to promote and preserve our shared culture and heritage, to preserve historical records and 
documents, and to deliver quality learning events.  Donations are greatly appreciated. 

Thank you to the following patrons. 

Platinum:  Congregation of the Sisters of St. Martha 
     Anonymous 

Gold:  Whidden Park Ltd., Antigonish 
              
Silver:  Ninette Atwood, Ottawa 
             Tate Construction, Antigonish 
             C. J. MacLellan & Associates, Antigonish 
             Cameron’s Jewelry Store, Antigonish  
             Jim Hughes, Jacksonville, Florida 
 

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

 
 
The Highland Games for 2013 are now a memory.  These games will be remembered as the best games 
in living memory.  The crowds were huge and it is safe to say that the games were a success financially.  
 
The renovation project continues to move ahead with the roof shingles being replaced.  We have had to 
install plywood to the entire roof as it was rotted in some areas and due to the fact that the boards had 
shrunk over time and the shingles must be nailed to a solid surface.  This additional cost will be near ten 
thousand dollars and was not in our budget. This will impact our other capital improvement plans.  
 
The Heritage Association's summer employee continues to interview people of the community for the 
Memories Project.  
 
The Gaels in Nova Scotia exhibit continues to be on display at three different locations:  the St FXU Art 
Gallery, The People Place Library and the Antigonish Heritage Museum.  This exhibit outlines the story 
on the Gaels and includes numerous artefacts.  Visiting these exhibits should be added to your list of “to 
do's” this summer. 
 
Until next, Take Care and God Bless. 
 
Angus MacGillivray, BBA FCGA       angus.macgillivray@ns.sympatico.ca 
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