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 The old train station is almost as busy now as it was when the trains pulled in and out on a 
regular basis – but busy in a very different way.  All summer and fall, folks have come calling from across 
Canada and the United States in search of ancestors or distant relatives with some connection to the 
town or county of Antigonish.  Many, many more correspond via e-mail.  After all, what better place to 
turn to than the local museum when you’re trying to trace your family history? 

 Bernard and Karen Centofanti from Boston, Massachusetts, 
were among those who stopped by this summer.  Karen’s grandmother, 
Mary Catherine, was a MacMillan from North Grant.  Orphaned at the 
age of two, hers was a difficult childhood.  Her father, John (or Jack, as 
he was called), passed away in July of 1903 and her mother, Margaret 
(Maggie Bell) O’Shaughnessy, passed away just four months later 
(apparently both of tuberculosis) while both were still in their early 
twenties.  A newborn brother, Peter, died in infancy that same year.   
Little “Mamie” was then taken in by her grandparents, John and 
Elizabeth MacMillan, in whose household the child grew up with an aunt 
and quite a lot of uncles.   In time, Mary Catherine left North Grant for 
the Boston States where she studied nursing, married and raised a 
family of her own. Karen’s grandmother rarely spoke of her childhood; 
still, Karen “always had this wish to visit the land where her grand-
mother was raised and visit the cemetery where her great-grandparents 
are buried.”  Maybe she’d meet a relative or two as well. 

 Knowing that Bernie and Karen 
Centofanti were coming to visit the museum, 
curator Jocelyn Gillis did a little investigating 
and discovered that local sisters Teresa 
McCallum and Agnes (McCallum) Rogers are 
descendants of John and Elizabeth MacMillan 
and so cousins of some degree to Karen 
Centofanti. On a designated date, both parties 
gathered at the museum to be introduced.     
It was interesting to watch the interaction.  
The Centofantis spoke of relatives in Boston 
and the McCallum sisters reciprocated with 
stories of when those very same relatives had 
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visited Antigonish over the years.  While they had never met, both parties knew the same people and 
both were able to fill in the gaps in the others’ stories. 

The McCallum sisters proved to be a wealth of family history.  Teresa’s love of the old family 
stories and her great-grandparents’ place at “The Grant” is noteworthy.  “Growing up, I was always 
asking my mother to tell me stories about her visits to her grandparents’ place.”  All of these memories 
Teresa absorbed and then carefully recorded and documented into pages and pages of neatly type-
written reflections of an earlier time.  (Not being a typist, Teresa painstakingly typed each and every 
page – one letter at a time.  It was clearly a labour of love.)  That day at the museum, Teresa graciously 
presented Bernie and Karen Centofanti with a photocopy of her collected works – and what a treasure it 
is! 

“I can remember the years of going to visit Gramma and Grampa MacMillan at the Grant,” is 
how Teresa begins her mother’s recollections.  While she writes in the first person, the narrator of her 
stories is, in fact, her mother, Catherine – daughter of Angus who was one of the older sons of John and 

Elizabeth MacMillan.  
“During my vacation 
from school I some-
times spent weeks at a 
time there, as well as 
every Sunday while the 
weather was good.”  
Catherine was clearly 
very observant and 
Teresa is incredibly 
talented in the way that 
she describes the old 
couple, their house, the 
yard, the various chores 
they completed, their 
neighbours and their 
social activities.  Her 
details are meticulous 
and sometimes quite 
delightful.   

Her description of her great grandparents makes you believe that Teresa actually knew them 
personally but Elizabeth passed away in 1934 and John followed suit in 1941 so her “memories” are 
clearly those of her mother.  “Gramma being a very kind hearted and gentle woman, always welcomed 
people to her home at any hour of the day or night, whether they were friend or stranger.  She was fairly 
tall and quite big.  Her brown hair was parted in the middle and pulled back off her face in a bun.  She 
wore a comb on the side.  Along with long sleeved blouses and skirts to the floor that had bands at the 
waist and were covered by a long apron with a bib, she also wore high laced shoes and cashmere 
stockings with elastic garters rolled above the knee.  Grampa was a good living man, but could curse 
when the opportunity called for it.  He was a small man with a gray beard and always wore overhauls 
with braces and a shirt along with short gum rubbers, except on Sundays when he dressed up to go to 
church.  He’d don his suit and good laced shoes that had three eyelets above the laces that the shoelace 
had to be hooked around.  He always had a pipe in his mouth.”  These were the folks who raised Mamie.  
(Photo of John and Elizabeth MacMillan with Frisk the dog, compliments of Teresa McCallum.) 



When Catherine was young, she’d often head out to North Grant with her father.  As she got 
older, she would sometimes travel alone, “always enjoying the leisurely three mile walk.”  When she was 
still quite young, Catherine would occasionally travel back with her grandmother after “Gramma” had 
completed her errands and visits in town.  “I loved the ride to the country sitting on the seat next to her 
as Jerry [the horse] sauntered along over the winding dirt road.”   Only a few houses lined the main road 
between the railway tracks and the MacMillan property and each of these she points out in her 
narrative: Kirk’s, Sutton’s, Grandpa MacMillan’s brother’s place, Ryan’s, Chisholm’s and so on and so 
forth all the way to the old homestead.  “As we rounded the turn in the road past Chisholm’s place, we 
could catch a glimpse of the spring nestled among tall spruce trees at the farthest south end of the 
homestead.  There were little tin cups placed there which Grampa always left for passersby.  Lifting the 
wooden cover disclosed two cream cans inside with a pole running through the two handles and resting 
on the sides of the spring to keep them from upsetting.  Of all the times people stopped for a cool drink, 
no one ever disturbed them.”   

Teresa must have asked her mother a million questions over the years!  She describes the yard 
in great detail, right down to the pole fence, the gooseberry and current bushes in the yard, and the 
placement of the apple trees and the spruce hedge.  She details each room in the house, starting with 

the kitchen.  “The small kitchen was 
never finished, the beams being in 
sight.  There was a milk separator 
behind the door, and a window beside 
Grampa’s rocking chair, the chair in 
which he would occasionally sit and 
smoke his pipe while watching for the 
wagon coming from town.”   Her 
careful description of each room leads 
to other details: how Grampa lit his 
pipe with long pieces of sticks that he 
had whittled and then lit on the open 
flame of the stove, the homemade 
mats covering the floor, the cellar 
where they kept homemade butter, 

cheese, curds, pickles, preserves and, of course, the meat that Gramma bought from a peddler.   
Grampa and Gramma ran the Post Office from that kitchen.  A tour of the other rooms in the house 
reveals that Gramma spun wool and collected feathers from the hens to make mattresses for the beds.  
(Photo of the old homestead at North Grant, compliments of Teresa McCallum.) 

After a complete tour of the house, Teresa takes you back outside into the yard where she then 
gives you a guided tour of the farm – the hen house, the barn where six cows and Jerry the horse were 
kept, the pig pen with its little rain shelter, the garden, the animals and the farm equipment.  Across the 
road was the pasture known as “the fifty” where the cows grazed.  At the end of the day, they’d make 
their way back across the road and up the hill to the barn – with “Mope”, the pokey cow, lagging behind.  
The hayfield ran from the house down to the spring.  Hay making in mid-summer took about a week.  “It 
took two or three men to do the work.  They used a hay mower which had a long blade that had to be 
dropped by a lever to do the cutting. . . . The hay was then piled up in little piles all over the field, after 
which it would have to be picked up, loaded on the hay wagon and taken back to the barn.  After the 
men filled the wagon, I’d sit on top of the hay for the ride to the barn.  There it would be unloaded with a 
pitch fork and someone would have to tramp it down in the loft.”    



John and “Libby” MacMillan raised a large family on that property: Jack, Hughie, Dan, Angus, 
Anthony, Jim, Will, George and Tena.  Two Catherines died in infancy but they were clearly remembered 
as part of the family.  Teresa reveals but a few details about the various family members.  She notes that 
two of the boys enlisted and served in the Great War.  Another lied about his age to get into the Army 
but Grampa told the recruiters his real age and so he was dismissed.  “Anthony and George lived at 
home until they both died of T.B.  Hughie and Dan left at an early age.  I never saw them.  Will moved to 
Rhode Island to work for an insurance company but would return home many times when on vacation.”  
Tena worked in the States for many years but then came home and married.  Mary Catherine was her 
bridesmaid.  Jim stayed home on the farm. 

 John and Elizabeth were almost fifty years of age when they took Mary Catherine into the fold.  
The 1911 census lists her as their daughter.  George, the youngest of her uncles, was just six years older 
– still young enough to be a playmate.  Mamie had another friend, a little yellow and white dog that she 
had named Frisk.   

Tuberculosis was the leading cause of death for Canadians at the turn of the century and it 
certainly wreaked havoc on this particular family. Racked by incessant coughing, the infected would 
struggle to catch their breath.  No treatment was available back then so families simply stood by 
helplessly and watched as their loved ones slowly wasted away.   Tuberculosis is an infectious disease 
and so often other family members and friends became infected too.  Teresa writes of this dreadful 
disease.  “One Sunday [Jack] came to the Grant for a visit and made it as far as the doorstep.  He 
collapsed after taking a hemorrhage.   Gramma was waiting for him to come in.  She went to the door 
and found him putting up blood.  She ran and got a basin.  He died right there.”  Jack was Mary 
Catherine’s father.  He was just twenty-four when he passed away in 1903.  Anthony died in 1911.  His 
death certificate states that he was twenty-six years old and that he had been sick for ten days.  George 
died in 1917 after being sick for two years.  He was only twenty-two.  During this time, he “literally lived 
out in a tent at the front of the house in the summer, but came in once the cold weather set in in the late 
fall.  He ate and slept there, using his own dishes.”   

Life was difficult back then but there were good times too.  Every Saturday night folks gathered 
at the MacMillan house to play cards.  Elizabeth would serve tea and folks would leave by about 
midnight.  A few love matches were made at these card plays.  Was this the case with Christina?  She 
had spent many years working in the States and Bill Tom, her husband-to-be, had worked in New York 
“on the power lines” but he was a native of “The Grant” too.   Teresa gives a lively description of their 
wedding reception back in the summer of 1923.  “There was a large number of guests served a hot meal.  
All the North Grant people were there.  The dining room was cleared of all the furniture.  The couch, 
chairs and dining room table, that was taken apart, were moved into the back bedrooms.  The young 
people helped setting up two long wooden tables, which each held about twenty-five people.  Wooden 
benches were made to sit on.  A lot of the neighbours helped with the meal, cooking some of it at their 
homes and bringing it in.  The plates were all served.  Bill Tom had a general store which was up past 
John Garvie’s.  It was known as Uncle Tom’s Cabin.  . . . Early, before things got going, a few of the boys, 
seeing the chance to have a good laugh, kept feeding [one of the neighbourhood ladies] who worked all 
day for the meal, drinks until she got loaded.  She left for the reception stepping high, swinging her skirts 
and hollering (Yoo-Hoo Yoo-Hoo) going down the hill, with the boys inside nearly killing themselves 
laughing.  The reception was held in the back of the store and lasted all night.  There was a box at the 
entrance of the hall which held a keg of homemade beer.  They had fiddle music at the reception and as 
the night stretched into morning with most of the men feeling no pain, Mama sat on the box and started 
to ration the drinks, dipping a large white pitcher into the keg and pouring the drinks for the men to keep 
them from getting too loaded.”  Have weddings really changed so much in the past ninety years?   



Reading Teresa’s sketches of the old MacMillan property at North Grant and her mother’s life in 
the town of Antigonish were a sheer delight for us here at the museum.   Teresa clearly recognized the 
significance of preserving those memories long before this became popular and long before many 
recognized that this was something that could be done.   For Bernie and Karen Centofanti back in 
Boston, “Teresa’s transcription of her mother’s recollections is an absolute treasure.  It gives an 
incredible window into life on the MacMillan farm in North Grant and Antigonish in the early 1900s.  In 
addition, it provides a trove of previously unknown information – a biographer’s delight.”  It is certainly 
a lovely addition to the museum collection.  

 

 

     Catherine MacGillivray 

cjmmacgillivray@eastlink.ca 

 

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

 

Autumn is here again.  Little by little, Mother Nature adds dabs of yellow, copper, orange, red 
and purple to our landscape, creating a spectacular vista not found in other parts of the world.  Artists 
and writers have long been inspired by this vibrant display of color – as was our own Eileen Henry. 

Eileen Cameron Henry joined the staff of The Casket in 1940 and was well known for her 
column, “Around Town and County”.  Many of you will recall that Eileen was the first woman elected to 
Antigonish town council and that she served as deputy mayor – but did you know that she was a poet?  
Eileen published two books of poetry – Comfort me with Apples and Dancer in the Dust.  The following 
poem comes from the first collection. 

 

                                 Autumn    

This is the last embrace, the long farewell 
Of tree and soil, the rare belief 
That love, once vowed, remains, 
That earth again will love the leaf, 
In time of the spring, in time of the rains. 

  
This is the last caress, the bittersweet 
Of kiss that burns its own desire, 
That flames through golden smoke, and lies 
In fading ash of crimson fire 
Along the hills, that wind-tossed mount the skies. 

 
                        --    Eileen Cameron Henry  
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Recent Acquisitions 

Thank you to Jennifer Septon for the weigh scale 
that once belonged to the Post Office at Tracadie.  
From 1931 to 1961, Martha Delorey was post 
mistress in that community.  Her home would 
certainly have been a hub of activity with folks 
coming and going, looking for the mail and hoping to 
catch the latest news.  Often the Post Office had a 
telephone – another reason to pay a visit.  Rural 
delivery came about in the 1960s.  

 

Bernadette Gillis donated a 
collection of eye wash cups dating 
back to the turn of the century 
and into the 1920s. Before eye 
drops were invented, eye wash 
cups were used to flush the eye, 
dislodge dust or dirt and provide 
soothing relief from irritation.  
Mind you, they were also used for 
the purpose of cleaning glass eyes. 

 

 Cameron MacDougall donated a copy of his book, Recovery House: History of a Community 
Residential Addiction Centre 1971 – 2009 

 Leo “Boots” Chisholm brought in some reel to reel tapes on the Queen Mother’s visit to 
Antigonish in 1967 and the opening of the Highland Games.  We are hoping that someone can 
loan us a machine that would allow us to view these tapes before we reformat them.   Your help 
would be appreciated. 

 

Visitor Seeking Information: 

The museum had a visit from a Keith Ramey of Rossfield, Pictou County, looking for information about 
a transmission tower located on his property.  The tower, or relay station, was part of a network of 
towers that transmitted information from the United States to Yarmouth to Rossfield to Sydney and 
then overseas.  It was built in 1954 and remained active until 1962, the time of the Cuban Missile crisis.  
On the property, there was a tower and a small cabin that was within eyesight of the tower.  Lawyers 
from Sydney often spent nights in this camp on their way back from visits to Halifax.  The 
accommodations were very similar to a hunting camp.  The building was 10 x 10, rather primitive, with a 
wood stove.  A small journal was left with the building – a recording of weather, bird sightings and 
miscellaneous items of interest.  One memorable notation:  one of the lawyers and his new bride spent 
their honeymoon in the cabin.   



NovaMuse 

The Association of Nova Scotia Museums recently held the launch of their NovaMuse website.  
NovaMuse is a “collection of collections” from community museums all across the province.  “This 
website enables contributors to showcase their collections online regardless of their geographical 
location, physical space or hours of operation.” Browse this material culture collection at 
http://www.novamuse.ca/index.php/About/Index and discover new things about Antigonish and Nova 
Scotia.   

“Singing Against the Silence: The Gaels of Nova Scotia”  

The Antigonish Film Festival will be showing a Gaelic documentary film by Michael Newton on October 
20 at 2:50 p.m. at the Empire Capitol Theatre in Antigonish.  Check the website for details:  
http://www.antigonishfilmfest.org/html/film.htm#25 . 
 

The Caledonian Scottish Fiddle Orchestra 

The Caledonian Scottish Fiddle Orchestra will be in concert in New Glasgow at Glasgow Square on 
October 20, 2012 at 7:30 p.m.  The (approximately) 25 members are from all over Nova Scotia and New 
Brunswick.  Four are from the Pictou County area.  The group is made up of flutes, violins, accordions, 
bass, cello, piano and play traditional Scottish music.   Website:  www.caledonianorchestra.com    

Gaelic Day at St. F X University 

Scottish Gaelic classes offered at three levels, from beginners to fluent speakers, plus an Irish class, a 
lecture and songs.  All are welcome.  Registration begins at 9:30 a.m.  (Adults: $15, Seniors: $5, 
Students: $2 and Family rate: $20)  Free admission to native Gaelic speakers.  Saturday, October 27, 
10:00 a.m. to 5:00 p.m., Nicholson Tower, 8th Floor, St. F X University.   
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Acquisitions Committee 

Thank-you to Kenny Gallant and Kathleen King for their service on the Acquisitions Committee.     

Antigonishers in the Boston States 

Billy MacGillivray left St. Andrews in 1925 and headed down to the Boston States to look for work. 
Read his experiences at http://capebretonsmagazine.com/modules/publisher/item.php?itemid=3379. 

 

 

Heritage Association of Antigonish 

Guest Speakers for this Fall 

 October 1st—  Herb MacDonald will be speaking on “Antigonish in the Railway Age”. 

 November 5th—  Sister Peggy MacFarlane will discuss the influence of the Sisters of St. Martha 
on the Antigonish community. 

 On November 19th—  Dr. Ian Cameron of Sherbrooke will speak on “The Pictou Cattle Disease at 
the Cloverville Experimental Farm”. 

Memorial Donation 

We would like to thank the family of Margaret Anne Shears of Halifax for their generous donation of 
$1000 in memory of “Margie”.  Margaret was a Kelly from Antigonish, the daughter of Mary Jane (DeDe) 
and the late Joe Kelly.  Her husband, Barry, wrote, “Margaret had a great deal of pride in her community 
and was very passionate about history, Gaelic culture, music, and traditions.  She thought, and her 
family agreed, that a donation to help the Antigonish Museum would be a worthy cause.  Margaret is 
deeply missed by her family but we are comforted in knowing that her memory will live on through the 
support of causes that were meaningful to her.”   

Patrons Program 

As we’ve mentioned in recent 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. 

A special thank-you to the following patrons for their support: 

Silver:  Pat “Winnie” Roach, Newtonville, Massachusetts 
Gold:  Anonymous, Antigonish 

 

http://capebretonsmagazine.com/modules/publisher/item.php?itemid=3379


Memory Project 

Marie Hanifen is still actively working on collecting and documenting the stories and memories of some 
of the more senior members of our community.  With her collected work, the museum will have a 
record of what life was like in this area many decades ago.   Clips from Marie’s work can be found on the 
museum’s facebook site:  http://www.facebook.com/TheAntigonishHeritageMuseum?ref=ts 

We would like to acknowledge an anonymous donation of $2000 to our Memory Project. 

Building Fund 

We would like to acknowledge an anonymous donation of $1000 to our building fund. 
 
 

Message from the Chair – Heritage Association of Antigonish 

(Working today to preserve yesterday for tomorrow.) 

 

In my message last month I advised that I was working closely with our Treasurer to determine 

the amount the Heritage Association of Antigonish could contribute to the Antigonish Heritage Museum 

renovations project. The Heritage Association of Antigonish has committed $15000 to this project. That 

amount is greater than the Association’s actual cash reserves; however, we are confident that additional 

dollars will come in to support this very important project.  

In my message last month I failed to make any mention of the special project that the 

Association has undertaken to preserve the memories of the older residents of Antigonish Town and 

County. We were most fortunate to have the services of Marie Hanifen. The project now has an 

excellent start and over time we will continue to add additional interviews to the current inventory. I 

would encourage you all to view these interviews at the You Tube site. Furthermore, I would request 

that if you know someone that would be a good candidate for this project please contact Jocelyn Gillis at 

the Museum. 

I want to say thank you for the two anonymous donations. One was for $1000 and was 

dedicated to the renovations project and the other was for $2000 and was dedicated for the memories 

project. 

The second amount of financial support has allowed us to contract Marie on a part time basis 

while she is taking her studies to continue working on this most important project. 

Your financial support is needed and appreciated. 

Until next, Take Care and God Bless. 

Angus MacGillivray, BBA FCGA       angus.macgillivray@ns.sympatico.ca 

http://www.facebook.com/TheAntigonishHeritageMuseum?ref=ts
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SAINT ANDREWS EVENING GALA 

 

PERSENTED BY: 

THE ANTIGONISH HIGHLAND SOCIETY 

& 

THE HERITAGE ASSOCIATION OF ANTIGONISH 

 

November 29, 2012 

6:30 PM – 11 PM 

$ 20 per ticket 

St Ninians Place 

121 St Ninian Street 

Antigonish, Nova Scotia 

Main Entrance is behind the Saint Ninians Cathedral 

 

Meal & Entertainment  

 

Salmon ______  or Roast Lamb ______ 

 

(Tickets can be purchased at the Museum) 


