
 

The Old Train Station News 
Newsletter #8                                                  October 2009  

“Everyone, at one time or another, believes in ghosts . . .” So begins the introduction to The Fire-

Spook of Caledonia Mills by Carroll MacIntyre.  While some may contest this statement, folks in 

Antigonish would have a weak argument for this area has a rich history of ghosts, spirits, and haunted 

places.  No doubt, it’s the local highland Scots, with their love of the supernatural and storytelling, who 

we can thank for this eerie legacy; yet we must admit that this paranormal element adds a delightful 

flavouring to the character and appeal of our quiet – well, almost quiet – little town and county.   

The approach of 

Halloween quickly brings to 

mind the ghost stories that are 

part and parcel of our local 

upbringing – namely the “Mary 

Ellen Spook” story.   Young and 

old alike have long been 

intrigued by the tale of the 

young adopted girl who became 

the focus of a major 

investigation when strange 

stories began to leak out – 

reports of mysterious fires, 

unexplained movement of 

household items and farm 

animals, not to mention strange 

lights.  This fantastical tale of 

unbelievable happenings at Caledonia Mills is still quite well known in this area and the “spook farm” 

continues to attract folks – especially approaching Halloween.  The location of the old homestead of 

Alexander “Black John” MacDonald, where these unusual occurrences took place shortly after the turn 

of the century, is no longer easy to find but many still go off in search of it – just for the thrill. 

 At one time, folks weren’t quite as interested in the delightful shivers that this pilgrimage now 

promises.  In fact, people were downright terrified of passing by the old landmark.  I clearly recall the 

story that an elderly gentleman told me years ago of his experience with the area.  It was late one 
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winter night.  He was all alone, plowing that lonely stretch of road between St. Andrews and the 

Guysborough County line.  He had been travelling this road for years but unease always set in as he 

approached Caledonia Mills.  The spook farm borders the county line and so the road into the farm is 

the natural turning spot for highway vehicles.  This night, as usual, he hurriedly swung the snowplow 

into the driveway to make his return trip back to Antigonish and, hopefully, home to bed – but unease 

turned into terror when he felt something “catch” onto his machine.  Investigating the matter was out of 

the question!  He put the snowplow into gear and raced for St. Andrews.  It wasn’t until he had put a 

couple of miles between himself and the “spook farm” that he ventured to check what had transpired.  

It was only then that he noticed that he was dragging a long line of page-wire fencing.  He finished his 

story with a sheepish laugh but his fear of the place was still clearly obvious. 

 While the story of Mary Ellen, the fires, and the farm at Caledonia Mills is our most famous 

ghost story of all, we have other tales from around the town and county that prove to be equally 

fascinating.  According to John Robert Colombo in Ghost Stories of Canada, the town of Antigonish had 

its own haunted house in 1898.  As in the case of the events at Caledonia Mills, news of the strange 

“goings on” spread far and wide; newspapers throughout the Maritimes and the New England States 

carried reports of the “elusive” Antigonish ghost.  In no time, investigators arrived from Boston and New 

York to study the case.  It wasn’t long before Hughes Mearns, a professor of “creative education” at New 

York University, caught wind of the story.  A poet himself, he was interested in fuelling the imagination 

of young children to encourage creative writing and so he wrote a little verse about the ghost and called 

it “Antigonish.”  

    As I was going up the stair 

    I met a man who wasn’t there! 

    He wasn’t there again today! 

    I wish, I wish he’d stay away! 

 As ghost stories would have it, there is some confusion over details – yet the four-line poem 

proved to be quite successful.  In time, the words were used as part of an amateur play called “The 

Psycho-ed”.  In 1939, this verse was adapted and set to music and the song “The Little Man Who Wasn’t 

There” was born.  The tune went on to become quite popular and can actually be found on YouTube 

today.  (Check out Glenn Miller’s version at http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=0woVmAdWbw0 .) Local 

historian Joe MacDonald, who spends endless hours volunteering at the local heritage museum, clearly 

remembers dancing to this tune in the 1950s when he and his wife, Mary, went to the dances at Giants 

Lake, Guysborough Intervale and Guysborough town.  Further research shows that this same tune was 

used in a number of movies over the years – the 2003 movie Identity and the 2006 movie Being Cyrus, to 

name a couple.  A version of the poem was even quoted in the Star Trek novel Q-Squared.  While the 

poem went on to have an illustrious career, there seems to be no record of the house in Antigonish that 

was the inspiration for the rhyme. 

 Long before the Caledonia fire-spook and the local man who wasn’t even there, almost every 

community was plagued by a spirit of some sort.  In her 1930s book, Folklore of Nova Scotia, Mary L. 

Fraser speaks of the Beech Hill bochdan (the Gaelic word for hobgoblin or ghost) who terrorized the 

road and the woods in that area of the county.  Folks travelling the road between Antigonish and St. 



Andrews feared for their lives until a certain Father John Grant took matters into his own hands and the 

Beech Hill bochdan was no more.  (Who’s scarier now?)  Meadow Green was home to a very noisy 

bochdan.  Manifesting itself in a manner of approaching cries, it was feared in the surrounding areas of 

the Dagger Woods, St. Andrews and Heatherton.  Other parts of the county were inhabited by spirits 

too.  In fact, ghosts loved to wander the wooded slopes of the steep and treacherous North River Hill at 

Antigonish Harbour.  Paddy’s Hollow, near the “burying ground” down at the Harbour, was the scene of 

more than one strange sighting.  “Things” seemed to lurk everywhere – but change was coming.  

According to Mary Fraser, “the honk of the automobile has frightened away the bochdan, and the glare 

of its lights has dulled the vision of the sights of the other world.” The old customs of storytelling and 

visiting that fostered the belief in the supernatural were slowly being replaced by modern technology 

and new forms of entertainment – but even so, remnants of the old culture remain quite intact today.  

 Folks living along the Gulf Shore of Antigonish County still keep a lookout for the phantom ship 

that has often been spotted ablaze on the waters of the Northumberland Strait.  Is it the pirate ship, The 

Malignant, or some other unnamed vessel?  Its sighting precedes a fierce storm blowing out of the 

north-east.  Needless to say, fishermen fear for their gear when mention is made of the ghost ship. 

 Residents of the eastern portion of the county have a small lake that has an eerie history of its 

own dating back to the mid 1700s when the English and the French battled for control of the province.  

Located near Monastery, this lake is called Tracadie Lake on the map but locals continue to refer to it as 

Ghost Lake.  According to local lore, British soldiers once camped there before heading off to battle – 

and death.  Now their spirits return to haunt their last resting place.  

 I recently learned that the St. F. X. campus is home to not just one, but several ghostly figures.  

Students at the Mount have been known to catch a glimpse of the Blue Nun, as the ghost of the youthful 

woman is sometimes called.  Rumour has it that, long ago, when the Mount was still a convent, a young 

nun jumped off the fourth-floor balcony.  Details are a tad sketchy.  Some say that she found herself in a 

predicament after an illicit love affair.  Others say that she was assaulted by none other than a man of 

the cloth.  All the same, shame and humiliation drove her to drastic measures.  Now she wanders the 

fourth floor of Gilmora Hall, slips in through open doors, and sits and watches students sleep.  What 

happened to the man who drove her to her desperate act?  Some say that he took his life in the 

basement of the Mount and that he now haunts the spiral staircase of Gilmora and watches the 

students come and go.   

 There is still one more ghost who lurks about campus but this one prowls the depths of the 

Bauer Theatre.  Interestingly, this building was once the old St. F. X. gymnasium.  At one time, boxing 

was one of the many sports practiced on campus but then, one day, a student was killed in a 

competition match.  As luck would have it, his ghost comes back time and time again to work out – 

skipping rope or hitting the speed-bag.  Many students have seen the light shining in the basement, a 

few have witnessed the shadow of a figure, but few, if any, have ever ventured in for a re-match.   

 Our magnificent St. Ninian’s Cathedral has a ghostly story of its own.  Some years ago, Glen 

Smith, long-time business manager for the parish, related the following story in The Chronicle Herald 

about Joe, the sexton at the cathedral.  First of all, let me clarify that the sexton is the gentleman 

responsible for the care and the upkeep of the church and its surrounding property as well as the ringing 



of the bells.  That being said, Joe took his job seriously, worked hard to keep the church immaculately 

clean, and was most respectful of the “Tigh Dhe” or House of God.  Joe and Glen became great friends 

and shared many a smoking break on the cathedral steps – Glen puffing on a cigarette while Joe smoked 

his “well-worn briar pipe.”  It was while sharing a smoke on the front steps that Joe taught Glen all about 

the bell in the east belfry.  The bell of St. Joseph must be rung every noon and dusk to announce the 

recitation of The Angelus.  This same bell is tolled before every funeral as a final act of respect for the 

dead and it must be tolled just so.  “Not having the bell tolled at a funeral was surely to doom the 

deceased’s soul to an eternity of hell and damnation.”   

 Joe was called to his eternal rest one cold winter day.   As luck would have it, freezing rain had 

turned Glen’s driveway into a sheet of ice and it was threatening to cancel his trip to town for the 

funeral of his old friend.  It was now Glen’s responsibility to ring the bell to call Joe home.  Afraid that he 

may not make the trip into town, he called the rectory to make sure that someone would ring the bell.  

The priest assured him that is was “as good as done.”  It wasn’t long before the salt truck came by and 

Glen was able to get out to the funeral.  As he parked his car, he could hear the exact tolling of the bell – 

just as Joe had taught him.  As Glen slipped into the church, he quickly thanked the priest for taking care 

of the matter of the bells.  Surprised, the priest admitted that he had actually forgotten about the bells 

and that he had just assumed that Glen had arrived on time.  Wondering who might have remembered 

this simple but important task, Glen slipped up the tower steps, knowing that he would encounter the 

bell-ringer coming down – but he didn’t meet anyone.  Perplexed, he turned to leave but then noticed 

the briar-pipe lying on the staircase.  Joe had come back to toll himself home. 

 Need I say more?  Ghosts are alive and well in Antigonish.  Some, like the spirits at Caledonia 

Mills, have gone on to become quite famous; others are just things that go bump in the night; and then, 

of course, there are the ones in our own neighbourhood who are not nearly as well known.  Down the 

road and over the way, lives a neighbour of ours who has always maintained that “folks from another 

time” continue to inhabit her house.  She hears them go about their business and, on occasion, she has 

seen them standing at the bottom of her stairs.  “They’re not intimidating,” she says.  “They seem like a 

happy little family.”  Some may question her sanity, others may laugh, but I do neither for, you see, I 

know a bit about the history of her house.  In the early 1900s, this house was owned by a man who was 

quite well known for his roadster horses.  Roadsters were, of course, the sports vehicle of their era.  

Anyway, one fall day, his young wife was accidentally killed while driving home.  Local lore has it that her 

horse reared as she steered it into their driveway.  Was it one of his prized horses?  We don’t know – 

but we do know that Penelope, as the young woman was called, left behind three young children, the 

youngest of whom was just ten days old.  As was so often the case back then, the children were farmed 

out to friends and distant relatives.   I often wonder – did Penelope simply come back to reunite her 

little family and live the life that they were meant to live?  

 I’ll end with a word of caution.  If you must go down to Caledonia Mills, remember what they 

used to say – “Don’t touch nothing!”  The lure of the spook farm is obvious but the removal of objects is 

most unwise.  Things have been known to happen.       

       Catherine MacGillivray 



A Special Thank You... 

Jake MacKinnon donated some old framed portraits, including one of Bishop Fraser (1827 – 

1851) produced by John Boyd, printer.  He also brought in an old Post Office register which came from 

the home of Jenny “the farmer” of Lanark who served as postmistress in that area. 

Angus MacGillivray brought in archival material from the Ronald MacLean family, including 

certificates and a record of military service.  Many may remember Rebecca MacLean, from this family, 

who served as secretary to four presidents of St. F.X. 

                 

 A small painting (pictured above) depicting a Lochaber scene was also received.   Hattie Farrell, 

formerly of Lochaber but currently living in Windsor, is the artist.  Hattie was actively involved with the 

museum for many years and worked hard to collect photos, stories and family history. 

Notices... 

 Jim St. Clair, of Mull River, Inverness County, will be guest speaker for the Heritage Association 

in November.  Topic and date to follow.  

 An exhibit of a doll’s house, complete with all the Christmas trimmings, will be on display at the 

museum shortly after Remembrance Day – thanks to our mother and daughter team, Ruthie and Laurie 

Stanley-Blackwell. 

 We welcome short articles pertaining to local history.   

Collecting stories... 

 Laurie Stanley-Blackwell and Shamus MacDonald are currently gathering stories concerning 

feats of strength (e.g., lifting stones, fighting bears, and working alongside farm animals) among the 

early Scottish population of Eastern Nova Scotia and Cape Breton.  They are also interested in collecting 

accounts about boxing, tug-of-war and wrestling during the 19th and early 20th centuries in these areas 

of Nova Scotia.  They are eager to hear from anyone who would like to share stories from their family 

history and community relating to these themes.  Please contact Laurie Stanley-Blackwell at 863-0004 or 

lstanley@stfx.ca  . 


