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A sleigh ride on New Year’s Day is a fabulous treat and a genuine old-time holiday experience.  
You can’t imagine my delight when Jimmie McCarron and his daughter, Megan, called to invite us on an 
outing this year.  “We’re harnessing up Tora and Daisy and heading out for the afternoon,” Jimmie 
informed.  (Tora and Daisy are their beautiful Percheron draft horses.)  “Would you like to come?”  Are 
you kidding!  Who turns down a sleigh ride, especially during the holidays?  Snow had started to fall just 
days after Christmas and conditions were just right for a sleigh ride at North Grant.   

Sleighing along Main Street here in Antigonish was once a popular New Year’s Day occurrence.  
Mary Helen Falt (1906 – 2001) of the East End wrote about it in her memoirs, A Star in the Apple.  “New 
Year’s Day was Gentleman’s Day,” she wrote.  “With a sleigh and lots of bells on the horse’s harness, 
they would drive up and down the length of Main Street at a smart clip several times and then begin to 
make short calls on any homes along the Main Street where they had friends.  We loved to watch the 
parade. . . .  This custom didn’t stop when cars came along because people had to ‘put their cars up’ for 
the winter.”  Of course, not every New Year’s Day provided conditions conducive to sleigh rides.  

Old editions of The Casket reveal that sleighing along Main Street wasn’t just a New Year’s Day 
event but a Christmas and New Year’s tradition.  On New Year’s Eve of 1901, The Casket reported: 
“Xmas in Antigonish passed probably more quietly than usual.  The absence of snow tended to render the 
day dull, and made it very disappointing to the large number who usually spend the afternoon enjoying a 
sleigh drive. . . .  The lovers of sleighing are apparently to have their disappointment of Xmas repeated on 
New Years.”   New Year’s Day of 1904 proved to be quite pleasant – “a most delightful winter’s day – 
bright and mild with snow enough to make travel by sleigh comfortable. . . . the healthy pastime of 
sleigh-driving was indulged in by large numbers during the pleasant afternoon and evening.”   The final 
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edition of The Casket for 1904 notes that the bitter cold (or “the frost,” as they called it back then) had 
the effect of keeping people indoors.  As a result, “the usual sleighing on the Main street, a pastime 
generally indulged in on the holidays, was not this year practiced. . . .  the streets presented a lonesome 
appearance.”  The following year brought beautiful weather and good roads.  “The splendid sleighing 
brought out quite a number of teams on Christmas Day, and for several hours of the afternoon the Main 
street presented a lively appearance.”  Apparently, some weren’t content with just sleighing along Main.  
“The tendency of some owners of ‘fast’ horses to speed their animals on the crowded street was very 
apparent and regulations regarding fast driving should be enforced, otherwise we will have an accident 
as a result of this racing.”   Christmas of 1908 brought about “delightful” sleighing in town.  “The day 
itself passed off pleasantly.  The good weather permitted all to have an outing, and a large number 
passed the afternoon in sleighing.”  Christmas Day of 1909 was absolutely ideal for sleighing.  “This 
welcome combination of pleasant conditions rendered our Main Street a most joyous scene, as it was 
thronged with gay sleighing parties.  The best order prevailed.”   Those same old newspapers also reveal 
the scarcity of good holiday sleighing in the early decades of the twentieth century – but those few 
occasions clearly left a lasting impression. 

 The prospect of a sleigh ride brings to mind all those romantic notions that we find in our 
popular winter songs – images of “dashing through the snow” in a horse-drawn sleigh, gliding over 
snow-covered roads and fields, a winter wonderland of snow, the magical sound of sleigh bells jingling, 
rosy cheeks and laughter and, of course, great big lazy snowflakes falling all around.  Well, our excursion 
on New Year’s Day was absolutely wonderful but, let me tell you, there’s a little more to this traditional 
mode of transportation than hopping aboard and being swept away.  One has to be well outfitted for a 
sleigh ride!  “You have to wear your long johns,” Jimmie reminded us – a little too late for some of us.  
Modern day casual winter dress simply doesn’t cut it.  The only way to really enjoy a sleigh ride is to 
bundle up in lots of layers.    

At one time, folks would line their sleighs with straw, put heated stones at their feet, and cover 
themselves with heavy robes, blankets, bear skins and sheep skins.  Back in those early days, D. G. Kirk 
sold Saskatchewan buffalo robes at his hardware store on the corner of Main and Church.  “They are 
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more popular than ever,” he advertised in December of 1898.  Made in three sizes and three colors, 
these wraps were lined with imitation lambskin (in shades of black, scarlet, and olive) and guaranteed to 
be windproof, waterproof, warm and durable – and, what’s more, moths wouldn’t affect them.  Kirk’s 
buffalo fur coats, gloves and mitts were all guaranteed to give satisfaction or money refunded.  In the 
late fall of 1900, Kirk was marketing his sleigh robes as leading all others.   

 D. G. Kirk also offered “an especially attractive line in sleigh bells and shaft gongs at very low 
prices.”  The soft jingle of the harness bells and the sleigh bells is quite delightful but the tinkling and 
ringing actually serves a practical purpose – to alert pedestrians and other travelers and to avoid 
collisions, especially at night.  Sleighs make almost no sound as they travel over the packed snow and 
they’re quite difficult to bring to an abrupt stop.  That’s where the bells come in.   

Back at North Grant, we climb aboard the open sleigh, turn out into the back pasture, through 
the gate, and then gradually onto an old road that leads through back country and up and over towards 
Pleasant Valley.  At one time, folks travelled this road back and forth between the two communities.  
The trail is deceiving as it gradually climbs upward.  Jimmie allows the horses to rest periodically and 
then gently prods them on again.  Most of the way we travel through woods and Christmas tree lots. 
The woods are quiet.  Now and again we spot animal tracks.  We continue on and on until all at once the 
road opens up into a large clearing at the top of “the mountain.”  

The view up 
there is spectacular! 
(No wonder they call it 
“the mountain.”)  At 
that elevation, we have 
almost a bird’s eye 
view of the town with 
its church spires and 
university buildings.  
Jimmie points out the 
communities of St. 
Andrews, Beech Hill, 
the Keppoch and the 
villages that lie beyond.  
Huddled to the left of 
town we spot Fairmont 
and Cloverville.  Across 
St. George’s Strait, 
Mabou stretches out, 
slightly muted, on the 

horizon.  To the right of town lie Pleasant Valley, Clydesdale and Brown’s Mountain.  Behind us, Prince 
Edward Island is completely hidden by the hills of Maryvale and Highfield.  We marvel at the panoramic 
view.   Megan wastes no time taking photos and videos.   

It’s much colder up there on the mountain.  The wind cuts through my many layers of clothing.  I 
snuggle deeper into my heavy coat, pull down my hood and tighten my scarf.  Thank God, I wore those 
old hand-me-down splash pants from one of my kids and my new toasty-warm winter boots!  

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=4Zj_EEXPHU8 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=4Zj_EEXPHU8
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The horses have one last breather before we turn around and head back.  Travelling downhill 
and through the woods, it’s noticeably warmer.  Heading home now, the horses skip along without so 
much as a pause.  The sleigh bells jingle softly.  Before we know it, we’re back at the barn.  Jimmie 
invites us in for a cup of Debbie’s coffee and a piece of Fodie’s delicious lemon cake.  It’s a fine ending to 
a splendid New Year’s afternoon of sleighing.    

Happy New Year to one and all!      
         
      Catherine MacGillivray 

cjmmacgillivray@eastlink.ca 

 

(Colored photos and video of the sleigh ride are compliments of Megan McCarron.  Thanks, Megan!) 

    

The old photo on page two, taken in 1946, depicts Albert Whidden’s coal sleigh.  During the winter, 
Whidden’s sleigh was often used to take the neighbourhood children from lower Hawthorne Street and 
Chestnut Street on rides through town and around the Whidden property.  Tom Skinner was the driver on 
this particular occasion.  Vincent J. MacDonald also took the children on outings.  Dolorosa (McVicar) 
Kelly relates how the children would so enjoy these outings.  Pictured in the background are Hawthorne 
House, Bernadette and Gerry Gillis’ house and Dr. J. J. MacDonald’s house.  That photo was taken by 
Harold Whidden. 

Front Row: Peter McVicar, Billy Kiely, Oona Landry and Eleanor Whidden. Second Row: Frances Kiely 
holding Damien Niles, Katherine Anne McVicar, Ann MacDonald and John O’Boyle.  Third Row: Tony 
McVicar, Gerald MacDonald and Bert MacDonald. 

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

 

Recent Acquisitions 

 Pam & Shaun Chisholm brought in a photo of Main Street after a fire.  

 Scott Williams donated a collection of albums, cassettes and documentary material related to 
his involvement with the Antigonish Legion Pipe Band and Piping competitions in Antigonish. 

 Laurie Stanley Blackwell donated a series of snapshots (c. 1905) depicting coastal scenes and 
others of Bayfield and Arisaig. 

 Sally McKay brought in a teaching manual for a Vocational School Sewing Course compiled by 
Loretta MacInnis. 

 Corey Hartling of Pictou donated a copy of The Puck Stops Here by Garth Vaughan. 

 Leslie Chisholm brought in additional material to the John McMillan fonds. 

 Betty Cameron of Antigonish donated a collection of photos, including some of soldiers of the 
First World War. 

 Beverly Fraser of Pleasant Street brought in some “knob and tube” electrical wiring dating back 
to 1900.   

mailto:cjmmacgillivray@eastlink.ca
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David Gerrior of Victoria, B.C., and son of Abbie 
Kell and Leo Gerroir, donated a print produced 
by photographer Horace Bristol for LIFE 
magazine in May 1942.   
 
The photo features David’s grandfather, Angus 
Kell of the South River Road, washing wool in 
preparation for the spinning.  Some of the older 
members of the community may recall that 
Angus Kell had a contract for picking up mail at 
the train station and delivering it to the post 
office. 
 
Horace Bristol was the famous American 
photographer who toured with novelist John 
Steinbeck, taking photos of suffering migrant workers for a proposed book that would be called The 
Grapes of the Wrath.  In the end, Steinbeck withdrew from the project and wrote the story as a novel – 
the Pulitzer Prize-winning The Grapes of the Wrath.  A link to the work of Bristol can be found at 
http://www.horacebristol.com/index.html .    
 
  ----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

Fabric Sale 

On January 15th we hosted a most successful fabric sale which realized monies that have been 
earmarked to assist with the purchase of display cabinets for the Museum.  Our thanks to those who 
donated fabric – without you this would not be possible!  You can be assured that there are 
seamstresses across our region that are making beautiful quilts and projects for their homes and their 
loved ones.  To those who volunteered with pricing and selling, especially Pam Chisholm, Mien Bekkers, 
Irma Delaney and Bart Sears, thank you.  Your presence was valued and appreciated.  For those of you 
who supported the sale by purchasing fabrics, we thank you.  We look forward to seeing some of the 
projects you have completed.  Irma, your brownies were terrific.  Aurelia, the tea bags will come in 
handy, so drop in for a cup of tea. 

 

On Friday, the boys from 
Sherbrooke Village 
completed their final touch-
ups on the new exhibit 
cabinets.  They have been 
great to work with!    The 
cabinets are functional, 
beautiful and will be an 
asset to the Museum for 
many years to come.    

 

http://www.horacebristol.com/index.html
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Soldiers of the First World War 

The Cenotaph Committee continues its work researching and collecting stories of the soldiers who lost 
their lives in the Great War. Thanks to Betty Cameron for her help in locating photographs of a number 
of the soldiers. 

St. Anne’s Church, Summerside, Antigonish County 

Next year will mark the 150th anniversary of the Mi’kmaq Roman Catholic Church of St. Anne at 
Summerside.  For years, the Mi’kmaq community has celebrated the feast of their patron saint with 
story-telling, song and dance, church services and a lively procession.  These festivities drew the 
attention of folks from far and wide.  In preparation for the 150th anniversary, we want to collect stories, 
clippings, memories and photos of this cultural event and we’re hoping that the community will assist us 
with this project. 

Congratulations to Debbi Helm! 

Congratulations to Debbi Helm of Antigonish on the recent 
publication of two of her short stories.  She is shown here 
(at Celtic Collections, St. F. X. U.) with the two new books 
that include her stories: Voiceless Whispers: Tuning into 
Nature’s Messages by M. J. Domet and Cape Breton’s 
Christmas Book 2 by Ron Caplan.   

“Clara’s Christmas Memories” was written in memory of 
her mother, Florence Helm, “a Cape Bretoner to the core,” 
and a long-time volunteer with the Museum here in 
Antigonish.  The story is purely delightful – bittersweet but 
delightful.  Be sure to look for it next Christmas.  
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Volunteer Needed  
 
The Museum is looking for a volunteer with computer literacy for 5 - 6 hours per month – either from 
home or the Museum site.  Please contact antheritage@parl.ns.ca . 

 
 
 

Heritage Association of Antigonish 
Patrons Program 
Andrea and Bob Lynch, Beaverton, Oregon – Silver Patron 
Bell Employee Giving Program – Gold Patron 
 

Welcome to New Members! 
Allan Armsworthy, Antigonish 
John McDuff, Antigonish 

Donations 
Angus MacGillivray made a donation (towards the Ceilidh House)in memory of Dave MacLean. 
Bernadette Brow, Heatherton, made a donation in memory of her brother, Joseph Grant, Halifax. 

 
 
 Message from the Chair – Heritage Association of Antigonish 

(Working today to preserve yesterday for tomorrow.) 
 
We are pleased to report that the three new display cases have been built and delivered by the 
carpentry department at Sherbrooke Village.  The units are beautiful and add much needed display 
space for artefacts.  A special “thank you” to the three donors who stepped forward with a significant 
financial contribution to assist with the cost of these units.   
 
With the start of a new year, the Board for the Association wants to scope out an action plan for the 
year with the goal of building on our strengths.  We plan to continue the process of preserving the 
memories of the older residents of Antigonish Town and County through interviews.  This is an 
evergreen project and work will commence in May. 
 
The Association normally hosts eight learning events in any given year.  We are seeking readers’ input on 
topics that you would like to see covered.  We are also seeking new initiatives/projects our readers 
would suggest for the Association to undertake that work to preserving and promoting our shared 
culture and heritage.  Your input/feedback is important.  Please email the undersigned or speak directly 
with Jocelyn Gillis regarding the above. 
 
Until next, Take Care and God Bless. 
 
Angus MacGillivray, BBA FCGA             angus.macgillivray@ns.sympatico.ca 
  

mailto:antheritage@parl.ns.ca
mailto:angus.macgillivray@ns.sympatico.ca


8 
  

THE CLAN'S CORNER 
 

Celtic League 
 
Let us introduce you to a young man involved with the Celtic League.   He would like to promote this 
organization and invites your membership. Joe MacGillivray is one of the Miller MacGillivrays of 
Malignant Cove.  He adopted his grandfather's nickname “Joe Brochan.”  Raised in Truro and Antigonish, 
Joe frequented the family homestead at The Cove. He is a son of Tommy, who owned MacGillivray 
Jewellers until it closed in 2005. Joe worked in the store in the final year of its operation. A 2005 
graduate of Dr John Hugh Gillis School, Joe has worked in retail and music promotions. He has 
volunteered at past Highland Games and wishes to become more involved in promoting language and 
Scottish heritage.  Joe aspires to enroll in a 'paralegal studies' program to build a background for a 
career in politics. 
 
 Joe became involved with the Celtic League two years ago and approached the general secretary, 
Rhisiart Tal-e-bot, requesting a role in the rebuilding of the organization.  Some of the objectives of the 
Celtic League include Language Revitalization, Cultural Celebration and Environmental Awareness for 
Celts. He proposes a chapter in Antigonish operating through dedicated volunteers by providing 
education programs to the public.  Monthly meetings would be held to research political affairs which 
affect the Gaelic speaking peoples and to build strategies to improve these conditions.  As well, he 
supports a stronger connection with the Gaels of Scotland.  Anyone wishing to learn more about the 
Celtic League is encouraged to check out the Celtic League website at http://www.celticleague.net/ and 
to contact Joe at joebrochan@hotmail.com.  Beannachd Leibh! 
   ---------------------------------------------------------------------- 

 
Are you planning to visit Antigonish this summer?   
The Province of Nova Scotia has its Doers and Dreamers Guide to assist you with your decision-making 
process.  Order your guide at http://www.novascotia.com/about-nova-scotia/order-travel-guide.   
(Remember to convert your American dollars to Canadian and discover what a bargain we are.)   

 

 

Church Street in the 
winter of 1924. 
Notice Sugarloaf in 
the background.  
Photo is from the 
Archibald Collection. 
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