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Just a century ago, this province wasn’t a particularly healthy place in which to live or raise a 
family.  Outbreaks of infectious diseases were commonplace, sanitation was lacking, water supplies 
were often unsafe and sickness prevailed.  Shortly after the end of the First World War, the Provincial 
Health Officer painted a bleak picture of the health conditions of Nova Scotia.  The death rate, he noted, 
“continues to be much higher than it should be.”  (Clearly, this wasn’t a recent discovery.)  Nova Scotia 
reportedly had the highest death rate in all of Canada.  In fact, the mortality rate among children was 
said to be “higher in Nova Scotia than in New York or London.”  These are rather damning statistics. 

 The Medical Health Officer for Antigonish County confirmed the unhealthy situation in his yearly 
reports to Municipal Council.  In 1918, he reported that the county had dealt with a number of 
infectious and contagious diseases the previous year, namely diphtheria, small pox, whooping cough, 
typhoid fever, cerebro spinal meningitis and tuberculosis.  Where deaths from tuberculosis had 
occurred, folks had been anxious to prevent the spread of the “dreaded disease”.  Worthy of note was 
the polluted stream at Afton that was risking the health of the community.   

In 1919, the same Medical Health Officer, Dr. MacPherson, reported that influenza had run 
rampant the previous year forcing officials to close both schools and churches.  Several communities had 
been particularly hard hit and had suffered “a number of deaths”.  Diphtheria had broken out in only 
one section.  The county had been “peculiarly free” from typhoid fever but there had been a couple of 
outbreaks of small-pox and a few cases of the measles.  Local health officials had been vigilant; families 
had been vaccinated, houses had been quarantined and fumigated, and the offending diseases 
“appeared” to be controlled.  With regards to sanitation, the County Medical Health Officer addressed 
the pollution of a stream at Glen Roy.  Someone had carelessly dumped a horse carcass and a cow 
carcass on the banks of that river thus endangering the health of the entire community downstream.  
Finally, there was some concern regarding tuberculosis. 

 In 1920, small-pox had broken out in “alarming proportions” in the eastern section of the 
county.  Because it was a mild strain of the disease, many of those affected had not bothered to seek 
medical advice; others had ignored the opinion of their medical advisor and refused to co-operate.  “In 
one or two instances this disregard of the right of others amounted to almost criminal negligence.”  (A 
few weeks of intensive work would eradicate the offending disease but it would take much longer to 
eliminate the ignorance.) There had been several cases of diphtheria and whooping cough.  The 
Municipal Health Officer was pleased to point out that the county was “comparatively free” from 
venereal diseases but the public must remain vigilant.  Tuberculosis was causing grave concerns.  In fact, 
Antigonish had the “rather unenviable position” of having the highest death rate from tuberculosis of 
any county in the province.   
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Prior to World War I, the provincial government had already discussed the necessity of an 
“organized attempt” to control the spread of tuberculosis but the war had made this quite impossible.  
By war’s end, with tuberculosis now “very prevalent”, the Provincial Health Officer began advocating 
county health clinics that would specialize in the diagnosis and treatment of tuberculosis.  To address 
the high rate of infant mortality, these clinics would specialize in the instruction of infant feeding and 
infant care.  He proposed the appointment of an Inspector of Health, one especially trained in the 
diagnosis and treatment of tuberculosis, three district Medical Health Officers devoted entirely to public 
health work, and public health nurses who would provide a nursing service for the province. 

Each county would be appointed one nurse who would visit the homes where communicable 
diseases existed and instruct the residents on how to deal with the disease, how to prevent the spread 
of the infection and how to remedy sanitary shortcomings.  Tuberculosis cases, babies and expectant 
mothers would receive special attention.  Nurses would tour the district, staying in close contact with 
the schools to identify any childhood infectious diseases, to safeguard the sanitary conditions of the 
school buildings, and to ensure the safety of the drinking water.   

In the summer of 1920, the Red Cross Society sent medical caravans throughout the province to 
provide free medical care to the sick and suffering.    The Casket reported on the progress of these 
caravans in July of that year:  “The Red Cross Public Health Caravan No. 2 reached Antigonish yesterday 
and during today will be at the College Science Hall.  At all the stops so far made, the caravan has been 

besieged with patients 
seeking treatment, which 
has been given in each 
case.  In addition to giving 
advice and practical 
attention the members of 
the staff deliver lectures, 
illustrated by moving 
pictures.”  (This photo of 
the Red Cross Caravan at 
St. F. X. University (July 
1928) comes from the 
Helen Creighton collection 
and can be found at the 

Nova Scotia Archives site: http://www.gov.ns.ca/nsarm/virtual/creighton/archives.asp?ID=381.) 

In 1921, a representative from the Provincial Health Department by the 
name of Dr. Jost addressed Municipal Council in Antigonish noting that eight or 
nine Public Health Clinics were now in operation in the province – with Antigonish 
having the honor of being one of the first to establish a clinic.  Dr. Jost praised 
Municipal Council for their co-operative efforts and their monetary aid.  The clinic 
in Antigonish was under the supervision of Miss Rebecca Kennedy of Purl Brook, a 
graduate of St. Joseph’s School of Nursing.  According to The Casket, Nurse 
Kennedy had completed a course in public health nursing at Dalhousie.  “It would 
probably be good business to have not one but several public health nurses in 
each county,” the local paper reported.  “However it is a big step in advance to 
have even one and those who are responsible for her appointment are to be 
congratulated on the progressive step they have taken.”  (Photo courtesy of Donna 
Kennedy, Gaspereaux Lake) 

http://www.gov.ns.ca/nsarm/virtual/creighton/archives.asp?ID=381


The Casket made every effort to support the new public health program.   “Miss Kennedy’s work 
is to point out to us how to improve and conserve our health.”  There would, of course, be those who 
would not want advice but, The Casket chided, there were simply “too great a number of stillbirths, 
infant deaths, and tuberculosis deaths” for folks to dismiss the nurse’s assistance.   It was her 
responsibility to educate the public on proper sanitation, the importance of fresh air and sunlight, as 
well as proper nourishment and food preparation.  The clinic would be open at prescribed times when 
the nurse would be in attendance.  At other times, the nurse will be on tour. 

Rebecca Kennedy’s reports to the Warden for Antigonish are clear evidence of the poor health 
conditions of children in the county.  In her first report, dated January 1921, Kennedy concluded that a 
high percentage of schoolchildren had defective teeth, nutritional deficiencies, diseased tonsils and 
vision concerns.  Far too many children were not vaccinated, many had skin diseases and some had 
enlarged glands.   A few had hearing deficiencies and some had physical deformities.  Parents were 
notified, home visits were made, health talks were given and tooth brush drills were provided.   
Education would be the key to the success of this program.   

Change was, of course, slow in coming.  In 1922, Nurse 
Kennedy was pleased to report that about one hundred children had 
had their tonsils and adenoids removed, twenty-eight had received 
glasses and about nine hundred had received dental treatments.  A 
large majority of the schools had done away with the water bucket 
and common drinking cup and had replaced it with a galvanized 
covered container that had a faucet.  Students had been issued their 
own drinking cups.  Many children had been vaccinated in order to 
be admitted to school and many more had been treated by the 
dentist.  The travelling clinic had discovered about ninety 
tuberculosis cases; about half of these had received an X-ray 
examination, a few had received “sanatorium treatment” and a few 
others had received a home visit— but no satisfactory follow-up 
work had been done because no transportation had been provided.  
Nurse Kennedy was pleased to note that people were attending the 
public meetings sponsored by the Health Clinic.  (Photo of the Red 
Cross Clinic in 1922 with Dr. A. C. Jost, Miss Martel and Miss Kennedy 
comes from the Doris Flikke Collection at the museum.)   

In 1923, in her final report as Public Health Nurse, Rebecca Kennedy indicated that all schools in 
the county had been visited and that all 1160 students had been examined.   (School attendance was a 
serious concern; in many schools the daily attendance was less than half the enrollment.)  A large 
number of children had by now received some treatment but still 52% of all children had decayed teeth.  
Diseased tonsils and defective eyesight continued to be the next two most common defects.  Many 
children continued to be underweight.  Faulty diet and unsanitary conditions in both the home and the 
school contributed to this problem.  Classrooms were poorly ventilated and the floors were cold.  Toilet 
accommodations were “very poor”.  To try to remedy some of these problems, twelve ladies’ school 
improvements clubs had been organized to provide hot noon lunches for the children and to help keep 
the schools more sanitary and better equipped.  The travelling clinic, with doctor and dentist on board, 
had been conducted for four weeks during the summer.  Five Tuberculosis Clinics had been held in the 
County Clinic rooms with a tuberculosis specialist present at each one.  Two Child Welfare Clinics (with a 
doctor in attendance) had been conducted.  Public meetings and health talks had been “fairly well” 
attended.  Now, if only a small car could be provided, so much more could be accomplished.  



 After dedicating several years of service to public health, Rebecca Kennedy 
resigned as County Nurse, joined the Sisters of St. Martha and became Sister Mary 
Augustine.  She was replaced in the fall of 1924 by Flora MacDougall of Maryvale 
and Pictou County.  Flora came well prepared for the job.   She had obtained her 
nursing education in Massachusetts, worked as a Public Health Nurse in Boston, 
served her country with distinction in England and France during WW1, and 
worked on staff at the Camp Hill Military Hospital in Halifax.   In her first report to 
Municipal Council, Nurse MacDougall applauded her predecessor’s work and noted 
the changes already taking place.   After a full year on the job, Flora addressed the 
fact that many folks had large families, small incomes and insufficient funds for 
medical treatments.  Could each section possibly raise funds to help the “needy 
cases”?  The Ladies’ Improvement Clubs were making a difference.  In some sections, new schoolhouses 
had been built; in others, great improvements had been made.   

While great change did not come overnight, the diligence of the public health nurse was making 
a difference to the wellbeing of the local community.  In 1927, Nurse MacDougall acknowledged the 
support and generosity of “the good Sisters of St. Martha” who, for some years, had offered the free use 
of their operating room and secured treatment for folks unable to pay.  She credited local dentists and 
doctors who offered their services free of charge to schoolchildren whose parents could simply not 
afford their services.  Most noteworthy, she made mention of the report of the Tuberculosis 
Commissioner for the Province of Nova Scotia who recognized the work of the Public Health nurses as 
being the biggest factor in tracing cases of Tuberculosis.  Careful examination of all undernourished and 
underdeveloped children had led to the conclusion that about 2 ½ % of these children had active 
tuberculosis.  At the same time, the regular tuberculosis clinics (placed in reach of everyone) were 
identifying many more cases.  The clinics were now well attended as the public was beginning to 
appreciate their true value.     

Reports from the Public Health Nurse to Municipal Council ceased when the Sisters of St. 
Martha took charge of public health work for the county in 1928.  After that, the work of the nurse was 
mentioned on occasion in the yearly reports from the Medical Health Officer but these reports are 
valuable because they illustrate the environment in which the nurse worked.  Infectious diseases 
continued to rear their ugly heads (scarlet fever, measles, typhoid fever, meningitis, diphtheria, small 
pox, whooping cough, impetigo, influenza, chicken pox, scabies, mumps, infantile paralysis or polio, 
venereal diseases and, of course, tuberculosis) but now, as one health officer said, active steps were 
being taken to combat these diseases.   Some cases of infectious disease were still not being reported, 
there was still criticism and, on occasion, outbreaks still resulted in fatalities but, on the whole, people 
were becoming better educated in the control and prevention of disease and allowing health officials to 
perform their duties.   

With regards to the long dreaded tuberculosis situation, in 1940 Dr. J. J. Cameron, the then 
Medical Health Officer for the County, reported that of the seventy-one patients at St. Martha’s Annex, 
only seven were from Antigonish County.  Dr. Cameron could recall the days when seven members of 
one family died of the dreaded disease.  The day had finally come when only seven people from the 
entire county had been admitted to hospital.  “Isolation, education and money alone turned the 
devastating trend of bygone years to security, freedom and comparative health,” he wrote.  I think it is 
fair to say that the sheer dedication of the Public Health nurse played a significant role too.   

Flora MacDougall died in July of 1957 after a long career of “checking schoolchildren’s heads for 
‘cooties’ and checking teeth and mouths” – as one person remembered her work.  Other ladies 



continued in the footsteps of Rebecca Kennedy and Flora MacDougall.  Marie (McGarry) Chisholm, from 
Canso and Antigonish, worked with public health until 1958.  Lillian Grant from Antigonish Harbour 
worked through the 1960s when all of my younger siblings came home from the hospital.  After each 
birth, Lillian would come to weigh, measure and examine the new arrival.  The nurse’s visits must have 
been such a relief to so many mothers, especially at that time when women had such large families and 
when they didn’t drive or have access to a vehicle.   

Times have changed since Rebecca Kennedy was appointed first Public Health nurse for the 
county Of Antigonish.  Today this is a great place to live but the Public Health nurse remains, always 
working to further improve the health of our community.   

        Catherine MacGillivray 

          

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

Recent Acquisitions  

Don and Helen Brown of Lismore recently stopped by with a genuine 
treasure – a scrapbook of old photos that had belonged to Helen’s 
mother, Margaret (Hanrahan) MacNeil.  The photos, dating back to 
the 1940s and 1950s, are professional shots of Margaret’s daughters 
performing Highland dancing.   Jean MacNeil, posing at water’s edge 
on the right, went on to teach Highland Dancing in Chatham and 
Toronto.  With the Highland Games fast approaching, these photos 
are bound to spark some interest.   

Debbie Pettipas of Arbour Drive donated some aerial photos of the 
construction of the Canso Causeway and surrounding areas, including 
Mulgrave.   

Judy Boudreau of Antigonish Harbour brought in an assortment of 
local postcards. 

 

We’d like to thank Joe MacDonald, a long-time volunteer here at the museum, for a variety 
of books on local history, a brown salt glaze jug and this cast iron beetle boot jack.  Used for 
removing boots and shoes, this beady-eyed critter could often be found right next to the back 
door of homes in the area. 

 

Keith Skinner from town landed with a real “What Am I?”   
How many of you would have guessed this to be a rotary 
stropper?  This Gillette model, dating back to about 1917, 
was used to sharpen double-edged blades for shaving.  
Now, how neat is that? 



Donation to the Museum Collection 

Thank-you to Ruth Holmes Whitehead for donating a copy of her most recent publication, Black 
Loyalists: Southern Settlers of Nova Scotia’s First Free Black Community to the museum collection. 

 

Introducing our Summer Help 

We’d like to introduce our new summer students here at the 
museum.      

Nicole Halloran has taken over from Marie Hanifen with the 
Memory Project, interviewing seniors who have been significant 
witnesses to the history of this area.  She will also be coordinating 
fund-raising for the Heritage Association.  Nicole is going into the 
final year of her studies at the University of Kings College in 
Halifax where she’s working on her Bachelor of Journalism.  
Nicole invites you to contact her at the museum if you know of 
any good candidates for the Memory Project. 

Evan MacDonald is the new kid on the block.  When not meeting, 
greeting and helping visitors at the museum, he’ll be busy 
rearranging artefacts and putting them into the database.  Evan, 
an Engineering student at St. F. X. University, has just completed 
his first year of studies.   

 

Check Out Our New Sign! 

A brand new sign now directs and welcomes our many 
friends and visitors to our newly renovated museum.  A 
great big “thank-you” goes to Teri Arsenault who 
designed and painted the attractive signboard, to Shaun 
Chisholm who built the wooden structure and hood, and 
to Leo MacDonald who helped Shaun erect the new 
structure.   

Volunteers are such a valuable part of this organization.  
(Our friendly neighbours, Fred and Barbara Arsenault, 
have even offered to keep an eye on our new sign.)   

Photo credits for this great shot go to Nicole Halloran.   

  

History of Antigonish 

The museum has a limited edition printing of History of Antigonish, edited by R. A. MacLean.  Price: $25 
for the two volume set.   



150th Anniversary of the Highland Games 

With the 150th Anniversary of the Antigonish Highland Games fast approaching, we have one final tidbit 
of local history to share with you.  This is an excerpt from the official minute book of the Highland 
Society, November 31, 1924.   

. . . A T McDonald of the Committee re preserving the Gaelic language brought his report which 
recommended the establishing of Gaelic Classes in various sections through the county where volunteers 
could be secured to teach.  That society provide books for first years free also class prizes... the society 
place at the disposal of said committee the sum of money not exceeding $200. For the purchase of books 
and prizes...'  Suas leis a Ghaidhlig! 

 

A Special Thank-you to Bergengren Credit 
Union! 

On behalf of the Heritage Association of Antigonish, Angus 
MacGillivray accepted a donation of two computer systems, a 
printer and a cheque for $500 from Steven Garvie at the 
Bergengren Credit Union.  The computers will be available for 
public use at the Antigonish Heritage Museum.  

 

 

“If history were taught in the form of stories, it would never be forgotten.”  -- Rudyard Kipling 



The Ships of 1801 Returns with a Special Dedication 

Last summer’s production of 
The Ships of 1801 is returning for a 
second showing.  This dramatic 
concert, complete with music, dance, 
storytelling and Gaelic verse and 
performed by local talent in period 
costume, is a marvelous tribute to 
the predecessors of the local Scots 
here in Antigonish, Pictou and 
Inverness Counties.   

In recognition of the 
hardships faced by the women who 

sailed on the immigrant ships, this year’s performance of The Ships of 1801 will be dedicated to the 
pioneer women and their female descendants.  Duncan MacDonald, producer of The Ships of 1801, and 
his wife, Anne, are looking for women who are ninety years of age and older who can trace their 
ancestors back to the early Scottish settlers of this area.  “We’d like to honour them with a special 
dedication,” Duncan says.  In the face of great adversity, these generations of women remained strong, 
always dreaming of a better life here in Nova Scotia.   

The Ships of 1801 plays on Saturday, July 13, at 7:30 p.m., at the Keating Centre on the St. F. X. 
Campus as part of the 150th Antigonish Highland Games.  For more information, click on the following 
link:  http://www.antigonishhighlandgames.ca/main-stage-saturday-night/ 

  

Heritage Association of Antigonish 

Ruth Holmes Whitehead Discusses Her New Book, Black Loyalists 

Our guest speaker for June was Dr. Ruth Holmes Whitehead, noted Mi’kmaw historian and 
ethnologist, whose new book, Black Loyalists, was launched in Halifax earlier this month.  Ruth has spent 
many years working with the Nova Scotia Museum of Natural History.  Her most recent book is not just a 
study of the Black Loyalists here in Nova Scotia but also the story of their ancestors in the southern 
states before they escaped slavery.  Ruth Holmes Whitehead grew up in South Carolina where her 
ancestors were slave owners. 

It was an encounter with a research student back in the mid-1990s that proved to be the 
motivation for a great deal of Ruth’s research on the Black Loyalists.  Carmelita Robertson mentioned, 
nonchalantly, over lunch one day that her relatives had come to the Tracadie area of Nova Scotia from 
South Carolina as Black Loyalists.  As Carmelita listed off some of her ancestors’ names, Ruth realized, 
rather uncomfortably, that these were familiar names.  Without a doubt, some of Ruth’s ancestors had 
once owned some of Carmelita’s ancestors.   In time, the two women travelled to South Carolina 
(together) to research the roots of their connection.  The story of that somewhat awkward journey has 
been captured in a film called Loyalties.   

http://www.antigonishhighlandgames.ca/main-stage-saturday-night/


  Most of the Blacks in Nova Scotia are descended from people who came from West Africa.  In 
the 1600s and 1700s, many European countries had already established colonies in the Americas that 
required a strong workforce.  By 1700, many of these same European countries had slave-trading 
companies on the west coast of Africa where they supplied material goods to the African chiefs and 
kings in return for slaves.  Men, women and children were transported to the southern colonies from 
western Africa to provide slave labour in the rice and indigo plantations.  In the northern colonies they 
worked as farm hands or as tradesmen.  The slave trade, carried on by both whites and blacks, is said to 
have brought more than ten million people to North America.  It was a profitable but cruel business.  

“Slavery was hard,” Ruth noted.  Regarded as personal property, the blacks were bought, sold, 
punished and murdered at will.  There was no escape.  Still, amid all the hardship and degradation, the 
Blacks held onto their culture.    

The study of Black History is relatively recent.  In fact, many Blacks had no idea of how their 
people had come to Nova Scotia.  “We know we came here on a ship,” was a common response.  Was it 
to protect themselves that they didn’t pass on their stories – or were they just too busy trying to 
survive? 

During the American Revolution (1775-1783) the British government promised freedom to 
slaves who would support them against the American cause.  Many Black Loyalists came to Nova Scotia 
as a result but their lives certainly didn’t improve overnight.  Some, dumped on the shores in November 
of the year, were left to survive in pits in the ground.  Others were granted land that was good only “for 
growing rocks”.  In time, settlements grew up around the province including those in the Tracadie and 
Guysborough area.   

Dr. Holmes Whitehead’s presentation was exceptional.  In her soft-spoken voice, she spoke of 
the inhumanity of slavery and the power of the slave-owners, the resilience of the Black people and 
their struggle for freedom, and her journey to understand the story of the Black Loyalists in Nova Scotia.  
Her contribution to Black History is considerable.  Ruth’s fondness for her family is certainly obvious but 
her encounter with Carmelita Robertson - Carvery has clearly forced her to see her own ancestors in an 
entirely different light.     

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

Heritage Association Welcomes New Members 

Louise MacLellan and Michael Taub, Westmount, Quebec 
Nancy and Frank Layden, Livingstones Cove and Antigonish 
Joanne and Chuck Curry, Antigonish 
Anne Sears and family (Bart, Paddy and Moran-Lee), Antigonish 
Mary Rose Wong, Antigonish 
Barbara and Darrell Burke, Lower Sackville and Morar 

Patrons Program 

The Heritage Association has a Patrons Program to raise money needed to support our work 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.   



Gold Patron – Ron McConnell, Antigonish 
Silver Patron – Gail Large, Halifax   
Silver Patron – C. L. Curry Funeral Home, Antigonish  
          

Memorial Donation 

A donation in memory of Peggy Mattie, Williams Point, was made by Angus MacGillivray. 

Upcoming Guest Speakers 

Varis Rieksts of Big Marsh will present "Through the Eye of a Needle", a talk about his family’s escape 
from Lativa to Nova Scotia, on July 8 at 7:00 p.m.  

 
 
 

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

 
 
Anyone who has recently travelled through the East End of Antigonish will have noticed our new sign on 
the driveway leading to the Museum.  We would like to thank Teri Arsenault for the work that she 
undertook to make this beautiful sign.   As well, thanks to Shaun Chisholm and Leo MacDonald for the 
carpentry work related to having it installed.  
 
I was able to attend the official opening of The Gaels in Nova Scotia Exhibit in Antigonish which took 
place on June 20, 2013.  This exhibit outlines the story on the Gaels and includes numerous artefacts. 
The Exhibit is on display at three different locations including the St FXU Art Gallery, the Peoples Place 
Library and the Antigonish Heritage Museum.  Mark this exhibit on your “to do” list and remind your 
visitors to drop in as well. 
 
The renovation project is progressing well with the planned interior work completed.  We hope to start 
the replacement of the roof shingles shortly. 
 
As many of you are aware, I am actively involved with the Antigonish Highland Society.  The Highland 
Games will start on July 7 and end on July 14, 2013.  This year marks the Games 150th anniversary.  The 
Games budget is large and the Games future depends on your support.  I would also note that the ticket 
combos and passport are being sold at a discount and you also save on the HST.  The ticket combos are 
only available until June 30, 2013.  The passport increases in price to $97 on July 1, 2013.  I would 
encourage anyone reading this message to attend some or all of the events.  
 
Until next, Take Care and God Bless. 
 
Angus MacGillivray, BBA FCGA       angus.macgillivray@ns.sympatico.ca 
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