
 

The Old Train Station News 
Newsletter #51                                                                          May 2013 

This month, Scott Williams of Antigonish gives us a brief sketch of some of the prominent pipers in the 
early history of the Antigonish Highland Society.  Scott, who is a bit of an expert on piping and the history 
of local piping, notes that “pipe music is a part of the very fabric of our being” here in Nova Scotia.   

 

      The Official Pipers of the Antigonish Highland Society 

                                                              Written by Scott Williams 

The Antigonish Highland Society was formed in 1861, but the office of Official Piper to the Society was 
not created for many years. There were a number of pipers who performed for the Society during those 
early decades, so I will start this article with information about some of them. 

Piper John MacQuarrie is one of the earliest pipers mentioned in Antigonish County. He was prominent 
in the period immediately prior to the Society's formation in 1861. John was the son of Donald, son of 
Lauchlan, son of Donald 'am Piobair Mor', of the Isle of Eigg. He 
emigrated from Scotland in 1852 and lived first in River Deny's 
Mountain before moving to Highfield, Antigonish County. Bishop 
Fraser arranged for John to acquire a set of Glen bagpipes, which 
were brought over from Scotland in 1858 and are still used by his 
descendants today.  

Piper Angus Hector MacQuarrie, was born in Highfield in 1862, 
the son of John (see above) and Sarah (MacLeod) MacQuarrie. 
He learned to pipe from his father, who died when he was 
twelve years old, and from his uncle Archie. In 1889, he took his 
mother to Scotland and they lived there for about thirteen 
months. During that time, he took further instruction. He is one 
of the earliest pipers mentioned as being connected with the 
Antigonish Highland Society, but was not, as far as I could 
determine, given the title Official Piper of the Society.   (This 
photo of Angus Hector MacQuarrie posing in front of his home at 
Doctor’s Brook was taken around 1920 and comes to us 
compliments of his daughter, Sarah MacQuarrie.)   

Contact Information:  Antigonish Heritage Museum  antheritage@parl.ns.ca  or 902-863-6160 
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Another of the prominent pipers of the early history of the Antigonish 
Highland Society was Piper Alexander (Sandy Mor, The Big Painter) 
MacDonald. Sandy Mor was born in 1829, one of fourteen children of 
Donald “The Ridge” MacDonald, brother to the famous Gaelic poet, Allan 
“The Ridge”. He inherited his family's musical skills and was an excellent 
piper and singer. He also composed music. Helen Creighton recorded some 
of his songs, which were sung to her by his son, Jim “The Painter”. Sandy 
moved from Mabou to Antigonish about 1848. He married Sara MacDonald, 
of South Side Harbour, and they raised a family of nine children. He was 
considered to be a master piper, and while working as a mason in Halifax, 
was invited to play for the Prince of Wales, later King Edward VII, who was 
very much taken with this tall, handsome, talented Highlander. The Prince 
is reputed to have offered Sandy a position in his personal household, an 
offer which he had to regretfully decline. Sandy piped for the Antigonish 
Highland Society in 1873. 

Piper John MacGillivray, of Glen Road, piped at the very first Antigonish Highland Games in 1863, and 
was awarded a fourth prize.  

In 1866, the executive of the Antigonish Highland Society was empowered to purchase a set of bagpipes 
for the Society. It seems that these pipes were then offered for the use for a year to the piper who won 
the piping competition at the Antigonish Highland Games. One piper may have been Alex Fraser, of 
South Side Harbour, who placed second in piping at the first Highland Society sponsored games in 1863. 

Archibald MacQuarrie, son of Donald, was born in Scotland before the family immigrated to Highfield. 
He learned to play the bagpipes from his father along with his brother John (see above). In 1879, he 
placed first at the Antigonish Highland Games. 

There is a mention of John D. MacGillivray piping at the Highland Games in 1881. This may have been 
John MacGillivray from Glen Road (see above) or John MacGillivray of Maryvale, grand uncle to Allan 
Joseph Cameron (see below).  

John Hugh ('Jack The Piper') MacDonald was born in 
Springfield, Antigonish County, in 1885, the son of Hugh and 
Alice (Floyd) MacDonald. Jack and his two brothers Dave and 
Gus (Gusty) were taught to play the bagpipes by a neighbour 
in Springfield. While living in Montreal, Jack joined the Black 
Watch (RHR) of Canada and studied piping with an old 
country Sergeant Major who was reputed to have been an 
excellent piper. When Jack returned to Nova Scotia, he found 
work in Sydney. He married Catherine Sutton of North Grant 
and they made their home in Antigonish. Jack piped at the 
annual St. Andrews Night banquets eleven times between 
1920 and 1936, and was named the Official Piper of the 
Antigonish Highland Society in 1935, a position he may have 
shared at times with Angus “The Ridge” MacDonald (see 
below).  [Photo, compliments of Marlene Cheng-MacDonald, 
shows Jack the Piper with Teresa “the Painter” MacDonald 



from Church Street (right) and Mary MacGillivray from Hillcrest Street (left).] 

Piper Angus “The Ridge” MacDonald of Loch Katrine, Antigonish County, 
was the son of Alexander “The Ridge”, and grandson of noted Gaelic poet, 
Allan “The Ridge” MacDonald. Like his father and grandfather, he was an 
excellent singer and composer of Gaelic songs. He was also an excellent 
piper. He worked for a time as a guard at the Dorchester Penitentiary in 
New Brunswick and was able to study with Pipe Major MacKenzie Baillie, of 
Pictou County, who was also stationed there at the time. The Minutes of 
the Board of Directors of the Antigonish Highland Society name him as the 
Official Piper of the Society in 1934, the first, as far as I can determine, to 
have that title, and again in 1936.  

Angus was filmed by Judith Crawley for the National Film Board production 
of “New Scotland” in 1943. He was also recorded at that time singing, 
piping, and playing the violin at a house ceilidh at the home of Peter 
MacIntosh. Some of Angus' songs were collected and published by Nova 
Scotian folklorist Helen Creighton and by John Lorne Campbell, of the Isle of 
Canna, Scotland. Angus died in 1951 at the age of 81. 

Piper Allan Joseph Cameron, of Springfield, Antigonish County was the 
longest serving Official Piper of the Antigonish Highland Society. Allan was 
born in 1907 to John A. and Elizabeth (Sullivan) Cameron, both of whom 
were Gaelic speakers. As boys, Allan and his younger brother Hugh were 
fascinated by the bagpipes. Allan received some instruction from Donald 
“Big Colin” Chisholm of Marydale, and for several summers he went to live 
and work on a farm belonging to his father's first cousin, Dougald Gillis, of 
Pleasant Valley, who was considered to be the finest piper of his day. 
Dougald taught Allan the basics of proper fingering, and to read music, two 
skills which enabled him to carry on during the winter months.  

Allan made his first appearance at the Antigonish Highland Games in 1922. 
In 1937, he was admitted as a member of the Antigonish Highland Society 
and that November, was named the Society's Official Piper, a position he 
would hold almost every year for the rest of his life. In 1950, the Society 
honoured Allan by presenting him with a set of silver and ivory mounted 
Henderson bagpipes. 

Allan piped at the Nova Scotia – New Brunswick border during the summer tourist season and became 
one of the most photographed men in the Province. He played for the dancers at the Highland Games 
for over 50 years, but he also played in the local pipe bands for more than twenty years. Allan played his 
last public performance at Canada Day in 1995 at the age of 91. The following year, Allan passed away. 

Piper Scott Williams.  It was my great privilege to become the fourth official piper of the Antigonish 
Highland Society in 1991. I began my study of bagpipe music in 1966. My first teacher was Francis 
Beaton, of Brierly Brook, a student of itinerant piper Sandy Boyd of considerable fame, and I soon 
became one of Sandy's pupils as well. Sandy was a bit of a nomad, and it was not long before he moved 
on. I later studied with Pipe Major Bill Magennis and Barry Ewen. 



I entered competition for the first time in 1967, in the Senior Amateur Events, 
winning seven medals, five of which were for first places. I was named the Official 
Piper to the Centennial Highland Games held in Halifax and in that capacity piped for 
dignitaries arriving at the Halifax Airport, and at several official functions in the city. 
I was fortunate enough to place third in the Senior Amateur Championships against 
some of Canada's top amateur solo competitors. 

While at St. F. X. University, I piped at the Dingle Motel and the Goshen Restaurant 
almost every evening for about five summers. Part way through the summer of 
1969, however, I was hired to tour Canada with Les Feux Follets, Canada's national 
folk dance ensemble, based in Montreal and I piped in their stage shows in 52 
different towns and cities over a three-month period.  

I played with the Antigonish Legion Senior Band but once the graded system for pipe 
bands was adopted, I was able to play with the Junior band which went on to win 
several national and international titles. In December, 1969, I was approached to 
teach the Inverness Bonnie Brae Pipe Band. When Pipe Major Bill Magennis left 
Antigonish in the fall of 1972, I was asked to take on the instruction of both the 
Antigonish Legion “A” and “B” bands.  

In 1974, Barry Ewen agreed to come and take over the leadership of the Antigonish Legion “A” Pipe 
Band. In 1975, the band won the Grade 2 Intercontinental Pipe Band Championship held in Toronto and 
the next year travelled to Scotland where we placed third in the Grade 2 World Pipe Band 
Championships. Unfortunately, the band suffered from the loss of quite a few of its members and, in 
1977, it played two Farewell Performances with Ryan's Fancy to sold-out houses at the Rebecca Cohn 
Auditorium in Halifax. 

In 1984, I was asked to organize a 100-musician pipe band to lead His Holiness Pope John Paul II onto 
the Commons when he visited Halifax. Though the day was dark, wet and very windy, all who 
participated in the band were pleased to be part of that historic occasion. After that performance, I was 
asked to teach an adult group of pipers who would travel from Pictou County for the lessons. This 
became the Clan Thompson Pipe Band, winners of the North American Grade 3 Pipe Band Championship 
in 1989. 

Also about that time, I began a program for younger students. I approached the Antigonish Highland 
Society, who agreed to sponsor a School of Piping and Drumming, which I directed for the next ten years 
and in 1991, the fledgling Antigonish Highland Society Pipe Band made its first public appearance. In 
1993-94, I was given an opportunity to teach school in Kiltarlity, Inverness-shire, Scotland. When I got 
home, I returned to teaching the Antigonish Highland Society Pipe Band and in 1995 it won the Grade 4 
North American Pipe Band Championship. The School of Piping and Drumming continued to thrive and 
at one point, we had seven instructors and seventy-five students. 

In 1998, I had some health problems when forced me to stop all of these activities. By the time I had 
things sorted out, the direction of the Antigonish Highland Society Pipe Band and the School were in 
other hands. I began to teach private students again and, in 2006, was asked to return as Pipe Major of 
the Clan Thompson Pipe Band, which I continue to teach to this day.  
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Since 1998, I published four volumes of my own bagpipe music compositions, a collection of biographies 
of Nova Scotia pipers, another of Nova Scotia pipe bands, a children's novel and a bagpipe tutor book. At 
the time of writing this article, I continue to fill the duties of the Official Piper of the Antigonish Highland 
Society.  

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

We were unable to locate photos for all of the pipers mentioned in Scott Williams’ article.  The museum 
would welcome any photos of early pipers from Antigonish County.       
     -----------------------------------      

Lieutenant Governor of Nova Scotia Visits the Museum 

On Friday May 10, 2013, His Honour 
Brigadier-General The Honourable J.J. Grant, 
CMM, ONS, CD (Ret'd), Lieutenant Governor 
of Nova Scotia, and Her Honour Mrs. Joan 
Grant paid a cordial visit to the museum.  
The Lieutenant Governor and his wife 
enjoyed a tour of the newly renovated 
museum and expressed interest in various 
artifacts on display, including a beautiful 
piece of hand-woven tartan that was created 
by a talented Grant family weaver in 
Knoydart over 150 years ago.   (His Honour is 
a Grant from Pictou County too.)  

After an informal tea, Their Honours 
prepared to take their leave but not before 
signing the museum guest book.  You can 
imagine our delight when we read the 
inscription – A treasure of a museum.   Now, 
that’s a visit to remember! 

 

150th Anniversary of the Antigonish Highland Games 

For the past few months, the museum has been sharing snippets of local history to mark the 
150th Anniversary of the Highland Games.  This month we’re bringing you a few notes on the caber toss. 

The caber toss is probably one of the events at the Highland Games that attracts the widest 
audience.  In reading through early Casket files and looking over the Minutes of the Highland Society, 
names of some of the winners are mentioned.  1863 First Prize:  Alexander McKinnon, Student; 1865: 
Big John Chisholm, Manchester Road; 1866: Angus Smith, West River; 1871: Alex McLennan, B. Cove; 



1873: Alex McKinnon; 1877: H. N. McDonald (probably Dr. Hoodie McDonald, Whycocomagh); 1879: 
Hugh McDonald, Baileys Brook; 1881: William McDonald, Ohio. 

 It is interesting to note that some of the early tosses were “measured” for distance ranging 
anywhere from 22 feet, 2 inches to 42 feet, 8 inches.  The traditional method of determining a winner is 
based on the clock; the perfect throw would be the caber landing end over end in the 12 o’clock position 
in front of the athlete.   
 

Recent Acquisitions    

Thank you to David MacDonald, son 
of D. Roy and Betty MacDonald of 
Antigonish, for donating his 
granduncle’s Order of Canada to the 
museum.   Monsignor Leo B. Sears 
was named to the Order of Canada in 
September of 1989 when he was 95 
years old.   

Leo Sears (shown here as a soldier in 
Bramshott, England) was twenty-one 
when he joined the war effort.  In 
1916 he went overseas with the St. F. 
X. Hospital Unit.  He served at Vimy 

Ridge and Paschendale.  At the end of the war, he was on the outer reaches of London learning how to 
fly with the Air Force.   He once admitted that it was his time on the front lines that convinced him to 
become a priest.  “It was an easy decision seeing so many people dying.” 

 



A Request from Our Curator 

“The Antigonish Heritage Museum is planning a presence under the tent during the Highland Games 
weekend.  The focus will be on genealogy.  The hope is to have interested genealogists available to 
collaborate, socialize, record queries and share experiences.  I am hoping that people can contribute 
about 1.5 volunteer hours either on Saturday or Sunday of Highland Games weekend.  Saturday hours 
are 10:00am to 4:30pm; Sunday hours are 9:00am to 5:00pm.   We are looking for Scots, Irish, Acadian, 
Blacks, Mikmaq, English or other groups to be represented.  If you can help out, please let us know 
antheritage@parl.ns.ca.  The museum will have basic resources available for display and promotion.” 
 

From Municipal Council Proceedings, 1919 

At the January Session, C. J. Chisholm, Liquor License Inspector, reported the following: 

“In June last I was informed that a wandering Turk named Abraham Joseph, was selling intoxicating 
liquor near Black Avon, this County, and he was said to have been at this business for years.  I laid 
information against him and had him convicted.  He was fined one hundred dollars besides costs.  Failing 
to pay his fine, I arrested him under a Warrant of Commitment and he served out his term two months in 
the County Gaol.”  

“About the first of December I was informed that liquor was being sold and perhaps also manufactured 
by one Alexander McDonald, (alias Alexander Cook), at Malignant Cove.  I laid information against him 
and he was fined one hundred dollars besides costs.  Before the day of trial, he left the County and I do 
not think it prudent to follow him. . . . He has no property and as far as I can learn does not belong to this 
County.  During the year I made several visits to railway stations but could find no liquor at them.” 

  

Heritage Association of Antigonish 

Joan Dawson’s reading from Nova Scotia’s Historic Rivers 

On May 13, 2013, author Joan Dawson presented a reading from her new book, Nova Scotia’s Historic 
Rivers: The Waterways That Shaped the Province, as part of the reading events sponsored by Atlantic 
Book Awards & Festival.  Joan’s book was one of thirty nominated for the 2013 Atlantic Book Awards 
which celebrates the best literary works produced in Atlantic Canada. 

Fascinated with the early cartography of Nova Scotia, Dawson has written extensively on maps and local 
history.  “Maps are a picture in time,” she told those who gathered at the museum that evening.  

“The history of our province is tied to the rivers.”  In her latest book, Joan illustrates how our rivers have 
contributed to early settlement.  Geography and history are intertwined as each river tells its own story.   

New Members 

We’d like to welcome the following new members:  
Lloyd Jewkes and Noreen Nunn of Antigonish 
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Upcoming Guest Speakers 

 On June 10, 2013, at 7:00 p.m., Ruth Whitehead will do a presentation the Black Loyalists.  Ruth, 
a well-known Mi’kmaw historian and ethnologist, worked at the Nova Scotia Museum for years.  
Her book, Black Loyalists, is coming out in June. 

 On July 8, 2013, Varis Rieksts of Big Marsh will talk about his wartime Latvian experiences and 
his subsequent emigration. 

 
 

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

 
May was a busy month for us at the Association. 
 
We interviewed several candidates for the Association’s research position. We were fortunate to have a 
number of strong candidates apply. We are pleased to report that we selected Nicole Halloran for the 
position. We look forward to working will her over the next number of months. 
 
I would like to thank Marie Hanifen for the excellent work she completed last summer and during the 
past number of months. Her work has placed the Memories Project on a strong foundation. We plan to 
continue to build on this foundation and leave a lasting legacy for future generations.  
 
Our readers are encouraged to contact Nicole Halloran if they know someone that would be a good 
candidate for these interviews.  
 
During the month we were honoured with a visit from the Lieutenant Governor and his wife. Their 
Honours, Brigadier General JJ Grant and his wife Joan enjoyed their visited and were impressed with the 
Museum’s collection and recent renovations. His Honour also spoke about the importance of volunteers 
and their role in making our community a better place to live. Regarding this last point, the Heritage 
Association and Museum are always in need of dedicated volunteers. Please phone Jocelyn Gillis if you 
would like to become a volunteer. 
 
The Association and the Museum are working closely with the Antigonish Highland Society and the 
Office of Gaelic Affairs to bring the “Gaels in Nova Scotia” exhibit to Antigonish. We are planning to 
display at three separate locations, the ST FXU Art Gallery, The People Place Library and the Antigonish 
Heritage Museum.  Details of show dates are being worked on. Put it on your ‘to do’ list for the summer 
of 2013! 
 
The renovation project is progressing well with most of the planned interior work completed. We 
anticipate exterior work, including re-shingling of the roof, to begin in June. 
 
Until next, Take Care and God Bless. 
 
Angus MacGillivray, BBA FCGA       angus.macgillivray@ns.sympatico.ca 
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