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 With Halloween fast approaching, it’s only fitting that we address that popular notion of the 
supernatural.  Almost as if on cue, Collie MacDonald of James River arrived at the museum last month 
with an assortment of railway memorabilia.  Found in amongst this collection was a neatly type-written 
ghost story authored by a certain Richard Griffin Jefferson called The White Horse of Merigomish.  This 
story concerns a dreadful accident on the Intercolonial Railway near Merigomish during a fierce 
rainstorm in January of 1901—an incident in which two men were killed.  Collie can’t recall where he got 
this copy, who gave it to him, or even much about the disaster itself.  After all, the mishap took place 
more than a century ago.  “Maybe some of the older fellows would know the story,” he mused.  

 Collie spent many years working at the station, serving the travelling public, when this building 
was still an active train station.  When asked about ghost stories associated with the train station, Collie 
indicates that telling ghost stories was the entertainment in those days.  The Antigonish station was 
open ‘round the clock.  The midnight train would bring in the mail and the later train would bring in 
express.  There were always people hanging around and ghost stories were often told during the back 
shift.   

 Still, ghosts and railroading are unusual bedfellows – at least that’s what local historian Tony 
MacKenzie cautioned in his research on this particular subject published in Canadian Rail back in 1981.  
“Ghosts and railroading do not seem to mix,” he wrote.  “Despatchers and roadmasters have no time for 
such things.  Seemingly the very nature of the business – heavy machinery, haste, noise, bright lights – 
should leave no room for the supernatural.”  This story is then clearly an exception. 

 R. G. Jefferson, the teller of our tale, was the driver of an eastbound train on the Intercolonial on 
that fateful night of January 25, 1901.  That particular run from Stellarton to Mulgrave was his first trip 
on the Eastern Extension, having been drafted from another division “to help handle business to and 
from Sydney.”  The road was “full of strange engine crews”, all unfamiliar with this route.  

 It was a “dark and dismal trackage”, a “notorious” piece of road, never built to handle the heavy 
traffic created by the Sydney steel mills.  There was not one switch light on the 79 miles of track 
between New Glasgow and Mulgrave.  On dark nights, drivers navigated “by guess and by God” and, 
hopefully, by “an occasional glimpse of some familiar landmark close to the track.”   

Railroading was dangerous work – especially on the Eastern Extension.  “The ties were rotten 
and the rails were small,” Jefferson reveals.  “Heavily graded, crooked, poorly drained, it was said to 
have been built over stumps and ant hills,” Tony MacKenzie wrote.  “Its shaky roadbed, fifty-six pound 
rails and primitive stub switches could not cope with the heavy traffic. . . .”  Many of the trains were not 
suited for the terrain – running freely downhill and through the hollows but gasping to get up over the  
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hills.  Derailments and accidents were common.  “Many employees and passengers were killed or 
maimed.”  The Intercolonial Report for 1901 listed over 300 accidents, according to MacKenzie’s study.  
Many were fatal and many happened on the Eastern Extension.   

R. G. Jefferson’s 
ghost story is captivating 
as a story goes, but it’s 
clearly more than just a 
well written, regional tale 
of a brush with the 
supernatural.  The White 
Horse of Merigomish 
documents a particular 
time in our local history 
when the railways were a 
going concern. Un-
fortunately for folks in 
this area, the Eastern 
Extension’s progress had 
been, as Tony MacKenzie 
expressed, “surrounded 
by scandals and litigation 
befitting a political 
railroad built by a 
poverty-stricken govern-
ment.”  Assumed by the 
provincial government 
and then sold to the 
federal government, this 
piece of track “had never 
been put in shape”.  It 
was the recipe for 
disaster. 

Our story takes 
place just three days after 
Queen Victoria’s death.  
The news of the queen’s 
demise was carried in 
newspapers all over the 
empire, completely over-
shadowing this local story 
of a train wreck at 
Merigomish.  “The good 
old Queen” had ruled for 
sixty-three years and 
seven months, longer 

than any other British monarch.  Jefferson notes a general fondness for the only head of state ever 



known to most of her subjects.  

Jay Underwood has done extensive research on the story of The White Horse of Merigomish.  In 
his book, Ghost Tracks, he reveals that New Glasgow’s Eastern Chronicle carried “lengthy dissertations 
on the royal family and the history of Victoria’s reign” but it made absolutely no mention of this shocking 
train wreck just a few miles away.  The Halifax Herald, on the other hand, ran a brief report on the front 
page of its January 26 edition of the paper flanked by various articles pertaining to the dead queen, the 
necessary period of mourning, and the new King Edward VII.   

Here in Antigonish, The Casket carried an account of the wreck in its “Local Items” section but, 
even there, the paper 
commemorated Queen 
Victoria’s passing.  “In 
respect to the memory of 
the deceased Queen all 
business in the Town will 
be suspended during 
Saturday next.  The stores 
will be closed, so that 
persons in the outside 
districts intending to come 
in to Town on that day 
should take notice.”   

  Back in our story, 
it was mid-winter. The 
rain had been falling “in 
torrents” for three days.  
The men aboard the small 
freight train could actually 
sense the entire Piedmont 
Valley “awash with 
roaring freshets that were 
backing up behind every 
culvert fill on the road.”  
Conditions were perfect 
for a wash-out. 

 The January 31 
edition of The Casket 
confirmed that the 
freshet of that particular 
Thursday night had been 
“one of the worst ever 
experienced here.”  By 
early night, the steady 
rain had caused the heavy 
ice in the rivers and 
streams to break up.  “The 



ice was carried along in large masses until it encountered some obstruction . . .  where it jammed.”  This, 
naturally, caused the water in the rivers to rise and overflow.  “The ice from the Clydesdale river was 
carried over the lower streets of the Town in large quantities, and Court street next morning, when the 

storm had subsided, 
presented a remarkable 
sight.  It was completely 
covered with large cakes 
of ice, each about two feet 
thick.  The cellars in the 
lower part of the Town 
were flooded, and small 
lots of lumber piled along 
the river banks were 
washed away.”  That 
same night, the dam at 
the Sylvan Valley Mills in 
Antigonish was destroyed 
“by the great rush of ice 
and water.”  It was clearly 
a vicious night in this part 
of the province.  It’s not at 
all surprising then that a 
section of track washed 
out near Merigomish, at a 
place that is today known 
as Egerton.  

 That same page of 
The Casket carried the 
following report:  “Fatal 
Railway Accident.  One of 
the worst disasters to a 
train on the Eastern 
Extension Railway 
happened last Thursday 
night about twelve 
o’clock.  The great freshet 
on that day occasioned a 
wash-out sixty feet long 
and twenty or twenty-five 
feet deep at a point 
known as Adam’s Cut, 
about a quarter of a mile 
east of West Merigomish 
Station, into which a 
special freight train in 
charge of Conductor 
Mahoney, bound from 



Mulgrave to Stellarton, plunged.  The train comprised eight cars and a van, and all the cars with the 
fortunate exception of the van, in which were the conductor and brakeman, left the track and were piled 
in a complete state of wreckage in the washout.  The last car of the train was left in a broken state with 
the rear end reaching up to the track and the front end resting on the wreck.  The engineer, R. W. 
Wheaton, of Sackville, was killed instantly, and the fireman, J. W. Blackwood, of Stellarton, died next 
morning at Aberdeen Hospital, New Glasgow.  Both young men were unmarried.  About half an hour 
previous to the accident another freight train is reported to have passed.  (This was, of course, the train 

driven by R. G. Jefferson, 
the author of our ghost 
story.)  An inquest was 
held next day, and a 
verdict rendered 
exonerating the railway 
officials.  Chief Train-
Despatcher Brown, of New 
Glasgow, displayed great 
heroism in getting the 
dying fireman from under 
the suspended car which 
was likely to fall on the 
rescuers at any moment.” 

 The Halifax Herald 
carried a few additional 
details.  According to their 
research, the washout was 
twenty-five to twenty-
nine feet deep.  The fire-
man, “terribly scalded and 
his head crushed in . . . 
after suffering intense 
agony died at daylight.”   
The engineer was crushed 
in the wreck and killed 
instantly.  His watch was 
still running but badly 
damaged.  In his pocket, 
they found $145, a large 
sum of money in those 
days.   

 The Halifax paper 
revealed that fireman 
Blackwood had been in a 
serious accident once 
before – in “the great 
collision at Stellarton a 
year ago, when seven 



persons were killed.”  On that particular occasion, he had been “standing in front of the workingman’s 
car.”  While our story indicates that Blackwood had been thrown clear, this report indicates that he had 
“jumped” and suffered a broken jaw.  This time, at Merigomish, he wasn’t quite so lucky. 

 The story of the wreck and the death of the two young men would most certainly have been 
forgotten with the passage of time except for the fact that Richard Griffin Jefferson documented the 
accident in this story which was then published in the Evening News on February 2, 1972.  History has 
clearly recorded that two men were killed in the wreck – but who knew that another had been saved by 
a ghost?     

Freeman Prevoe, 
forward brakeman on the 
ill-fated train, was a firm 
believer in the super-
natural. For some time, he 
had been having recurring 
dreams of a phantom 
white horse.   In his 
dreams, he was always 
riding a train.  At the same 
place on the track each 
time, a white horse would 
appear out of nowhere, 
pace along-side of the 
train, and then run ahead 
of the engine.  At this 
point in the dream, Prevoe 
would always wake up.  
Surely, this was a 
premonition of death!  

This part of Nova 
Scotia has a rich history of 
ghosts, spirits and haunted 
places.    At the turn of the 
century, folks were quite 
in tune with the 
supernatural.  They 
sincerely believed in the 
“second sight”, fore-
runners, bochdans, ghosts 
and the power of the 
seventh son.  Michael 
Anderson of Avondale lives 
not far from the scene of 
the 1901 accident.  He 
assures me that his 
grandmother believed in 
ghosts too.  He recalls his 



mother, Catherine, telling 
the story of The White 
Horse of Merigomish and 
he also remembers 
hearing that the white 
horse was a symbol of 
death or a forewarning of 
danger.  “A black horse 
would work too,” he 
explains.    

Some say that 
ghost stories are a result 
of fear, a vivid imagination 
or a superstitious environ-
ment.  That may be so.  
Still, R. G. Jefferson 
concludes his tale with the 
realization that he, too, 
has had a close brush with 
death.  His eastbound 
special had been the last 
train over that piece of 
track before the washout.   
Moreover, the crash had 
occurred at midnight – the 
very hour predicted in the 
dream! 

Ghost stories are an integral part of our local folklore and we’re most grateful to Collie 
MacDonald for bringing this particular story to our attention.  The fact that it addresses the conditions of 
the railways in eastern Nova Scotia at the turn of the century – well, that’s an added bonus. 

On a very local level, The White Horse of Merigomish gives us a momentary glance back in time 
(one hundred years back in time) to when the Antigonish Station was a working station.  A train pulls in.  
The driver gets out and gives the fireman a hand to shake down the fire and to oil the engine.  Then he 
walks back to the telegraph office to see what they have in store for him.  “The warm, cozy office, with 
its mellow lights and red-hot potbellied coal stove offers a striking contrast to the cold, stormy scene 
outside.  There are several railroaders talking with the operator, but then the Morse key suddenly 
begins to chatter. . . .”  That telegraph office is now Jocelyn’s office here at the museum.  Gone is the 
telegraph system and so too are the telegraphers, the engineers, the station agents and the section 
men.  They’re all gone – even the folks hanging around on the back shift swapping gossip, spinning yarns 
and retelling old ghost stories.       

Have a frightfully Happy Halloween! 

      Catherine MacGillivray 

cjmmacgillivray@eastlink.ca 



Recent Acquisitions 

We’d like to thank Alice Brophy of 
Antigonish for this framed collage of St. F. 
X. University graduates – Class of 1911.  
Found in the attic of her house and 
delivered to us by her nephew, Shawn 
Brophy, this grouping includes photos of 
Bishop John R. MacDonald (top, second 
from the left) and contemporaries.  Clearly 
identified (top center) is Monseigneur H. P. 
MacPherson, President of St. F. X. from 
1906 – 1936 and affectionately known as 
“The Old Rector”. 

We’d be grateful to anyone who might be 
able to help us identify the remaining 
classmates.   

 
   ------------------------------------------------------------------ 
 
David MacDonald of 
Bayfield has generously 
donated various items that 
once belonged to his grand 
uncle, Monsignor Leo B. 
Sears.  This collection 
consists of an assortment 
of material including items 
from Fr. Sears’ years at St. 
F. X. University (photos of 
schoolmates and sports), 
his time in the army (the St. 
F. X. Hospital Unit and his 
service overseas), his 
formative years at the 
seminary in Rome (photos 
of Europe and some 
architectural wonders), his parish work in Canada, and his time as educator at St. F. X.  The collection 
includes letters, a diary, photos and papers.  In this 1923 photo, we see a group of seminarians relaxing.  
Father Sears is seen posing center photo. 
   ------------------------------------------------------------------ 
 
Sally MacKay of Georgeville and Maryvale brought in a history of Club 60 that was prepared by Barbara 
Kennedy and entitled “Report of the Building Committee, August 2, 1988 to September 5, 1990.”  

Shirley Burkett of the Keppoch donated an oral history of former Keppoch resident, Anthony Druhan.  
Completed by her children, this project includes a couple of photos. 



Thank you to Merle Taylor of Lochaber for donating a copy of her memoir, Until the Cows Come Home, 
to the museum collection. 

Visitors to the Museum 

The fall blew in a couple of our avid researchers from away.  We always look forward to a visit from 
Anne (Chisholm) Arscott from England and Marie Terese Redican from Pennsylvania.   

 

Volunteers are indispensable to our organization!   
 
We’re very grateful to Cordis MacDonald of Antigonish for refinishing an 
old chair.  That was no small feat!  A great big thank you also goes to Joe 
Delorey of North Grant.  We can always count on Joe to help out with the 
physical reorganization of things at the museum. 

 

Volunteer Wanted 

The museum is looking for a volunteer to compile information on early local manufacturing in 
Antigonish.  Examples include the Antigonish Woolen Mill on Main Street and Trotter’s in Sylvan Valley 
(Murphy’s, Penny’s).     

  



Lochaber Community Time Capsule  

Dave Brown of the Lochaber Community Development Association is looking for suggestions for a time 
capsule that will be placed in the new Lochaber Centre.  What do you think they should include?     
http://www.lochaber.ca/lcda-use-caution-around-the-lochaber-centre-property/  You can contact Dave 
Brown at dave.brown@lochaber.ca.   

 

Heritage Association of Antigonish 

Upcoming Guest Speakers 

Ronnie D. D. MacDonald of town will give a presentation on John Kennedy, railway builder, on Monday, 
November 18, at 7:00 p.m. at the museum. 

Patrons Program 

Thank you to the following patrons: 

 Gold:  Colin MacLean, Halifax 

 Silver:  David MacDonald, Bayfield 
 

We’d like to welcome the following new members: 

 Marian and Terry Macaulay, Jimtown 

 

Message from the Chair – Heritage Association of Antigonish 

(Working today to preserve yesterday for tomorrow.) 

 

The fall weather has been beautiful here in Nova Scotia and Mother Nature's annual display of fall colors 
is at its best.  Hope you have taken some time to appreciate this show! 
  
My sister visiting from Alberta and I attended Anna Syperek's show of landscape paintings at the St. 
Francis Xavier University Art Gallery.  The show closes on October 28, 2013.  The paintings are beautiful 
and I would encourage you to make the trip over to the art gallery to view same. 
  
I was recently listening to Jimmy C. Newman from the state of Louisiana sing a Cajun tune called "Lâche 
Pas La Patate" (The Potato Song).  The fiddle and accordion are used in this song.  What amazes the 
undersigned is how the music for the different cultures is so similar. 
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=oB4GtsNvykg 
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The renovation project at the Museum continues with the plans for the final phase being made.  The 
heating and ventilation should be installed before Christmas. 
  
The Heritage Association of Antigonish with the Antigonish Highland Society and the Antigonish 
Highland Society Foundation will be presenting the Saint Andrews Evening Gala on November 28, 2013. 
This is a unique opportunity for people to experience and enjoy some Scottish culture and fun.  The 
evening includes a meal and entertainment.  Tickets are $25 each and can be purchased at the Museum.  
Please support this event! 
  
Until next, Take Care and God Bless. 
  
Angus MacGillivray, BBA FCGA        

angus.macgillivray@ns.sympatico.ca 
  

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

 

That Was Then  

The May 4, 1889 edition of the Cambridge Press ran an article on immigrants called “Why They 
Came Here”.  It noted that Nova Scotians and New Brunswickers were great workers.  “Many of them 
are good mechanics and are hardworking and industrious men.  They land . . . with very little money in 
their pockets, but by their willingness to work, and to work hard, by their industry and saving habits and 
sobriety they soon get on, and not only save enough to support  themselves but to send money to their 
relations at home.  They often rise in position and hold offices of trust and emolument.  Sometimes they 
become our most valuable citizens.” 

Local Antigonisher James Grant was one of those immigrants.  Born in Fraser’s Grant, he left 
here in 1871.  A well-known athlete, he had a world-wide reputation as a short distance runner.  
According to his grandson, Rev. Peter Kenney of the Diocese of Baltimore, James used to run races, was 
a five mile champ, and toured with famous boxer, John L. Sullivan.  He died in 1923 in Cambridge, MA.    

The Cambridge Press quoted Mr. James Grant: 

“The 15th of April, 1871, I being then nineteen years of age found me on the way to the States 
with ten dollars in my pocket and all my other earthly possessions in a valise which I carried on my back, 
from fourteen miles east of Antigonish to New Glasgow, and arrived in Boston four days later, a stranger, 
with 25 cents capital.  Those were the circumstances and conditions under which I left, and let me add 
that I returned home the 20th day of the following December with a good suit of clothes on my back and 
more in a trunk and sent on before me to my father $145.  Under such a change of circumstances I felt 
justified in going back the next spring.  I have been able to send many hundred dollars to Nova Scotia 
since and I have frequently been there myself.   

I attribute my success to the better compensation paid to labor: to the push, enterprise and 
progressive spirit of the American people which stimulates and encourages industry and perseverance.  
To their form of government and its regard for the welfare of the laboring people.” 
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