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Back in July of 1866, the Halifax Evening Express noted that the proposed plans for the new
cathedral in Antigonish revealed that, when completed, it would be “a handsome and imposing
structure” and “an architectural ornament to the beautiful village of Antigonish.” Today, St. Ninian’s
Cathedral is still one of the most impressive buildings in town and a glowing tribute to its builders.
Last month, the Cathedral Business Office granted us permission to tour the understructure of
the cathedral, particularly to see the “crypt” containing the burial vaults of Bishop William Fraser and
Bishop Colin Francis MacKinnon. Little did we realize all the other history that lies buried down there.
Dave Kelly, Bar Manager at St. Ninian’s Place, was our tour guide. We entered the underground through
a side entrance, an opening in the thick foundation walls. Dave noted that the walls are about four feet
wide. Sure enough, research confirms that they are 43 inches thick. We marveled at the construction of
these walls and the effort it would have taken to build them back in the 1860s and 70s.
It should be
noted that Saint
Ninian’s
Cathedral
was the third Catholic
church erected in the
town of Antigonish.
The first wooden
chapel was built in
about 1810. It stood,
according to Dr. Ray
MacLean in Bishop
John Cameron: Piety
and Politics, near
what is today the
Bank of Nova Scotia.
Christened “St. John’s
Church”,
it
was
renamed “St. Ninian” a few years later. As the town grew, a second church was built under the
leadership of Bishop Fraser. This new St. Ninian’s Church dated back to around 1924. It stood in the
general vicinity of Kenny Farrell’s Ultramar and the Legion – but set back a bit. The construction of the
cathedral is credited to Bishop MacKinnon; in 1865, he proposed the idea of a great stone church in the
style of the cathedrals and basilicas of Rome where he had spent seven and a half years studying for the
priesthood. (Photo credits: The Casket, June 6, 1974)
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One can only imagine the magnitude of this undertaking in Antigonish in the mid-1860s and the
excitement that the building of a cathedral would have created. Unfortunately, no editions of The
Casket for 1866 and 1867 exist at the St. F. X. Library so we can’t follow the weekly progress of the early
stages of the construction or the building hype as it played out in the community; however, we can look
elsewhere for some particulars. In January of 1866, the Evening Express in Halifax announced that the
“preparatory labour for the New Cathedral” had begun. Lumber from a shipwreck at Morriston had
been purchased and, at the request of the bishop, a large gathering of locals had taken advantage of the
good state of the roads and turned up with their sleighs to start hauling. In two days, it was reported, a
considerable portion of the lumber had been transported to the proposed site. In October of 1866, the
Evening Express informed its readers that the first sod had been turned by Bishop MacKinnon and that
construction would now commence at once. “Judging from the interest taken by the people of
Antigonish in the undertaking, a Church . . . will in a short time be erected. . . .” Well, it would take a
little longer than that.
Of course, it wasn’t only lumber that had to be delivered to the site. A stone cathedral requires
a great deal of stone, especially sizeable stones. In January of 1867, The Eastern Chronicle in New
Glasgow and the Halifax Evening Express reported stone already being hauled. In March, parishioners
once again took advantage of the fine conditions of the roads to move huge blocks of limestone and
sandstone from the quarries at North Grant and Brierly Brook. One can almost picture the scene from
the cathedral hill: teams of oxen and horses straining and snorting as they heave and tug heavy carts of
stone along various approaches to the village and gradually up to the construction site. (If an early
sketch of this image exists, museum staff would dearly love a copy.) In March of that year, the Evening
Express revealed that “the pile of material now on the ground is greater than any ever seen before in
the town of Antigonish.” This project was clearly one of monumental proportions for our town.
A tour of the
understructure of the
cathedral leaves us
amazed at the sheer
size of the stones –
most of them weighing
between four hundred
and eight hundred
pounds
but
some
exceeding two tons
(according to
H. M.
MacDonald in his series
of
centennial
year
articles
called
“Cathedral Sketches”).
All would, of course,
have been quarried, cut,
hauled, carved and
lifted into place by fairly
primitive means.
It’s interesting to note that the entire foundation of the main body of the cathedral was never
excavated. Excluding ventilating space, much of the understructure remains filled in with earth. A wide
corridor was dug out under the main entrances of the building and another large cavity was opened up

under the sanctuary. These two sections were then connected by a long tunnel that runs the length of
the building.
In May of 1867, Bishop MacKinnon hired a stonemason from Hollowell Grant to lay this
foundation. Trenches were dug, footings were set, and work on the 43 inch walls was started.
Apparently, MacGillivray wasted no time; six weeks later, the cornerstone was laid. The Evening Express
acknowledged the laying of the first stone and the blessing of the foundation. Over the next seven
years, the building gradually took shape.
The body of the cathedral is supported on large stone
pedestals that measure (according to St. Ninian’s Cathedral
website) 38 to 40 inches wide and about 80 inches high. These
bases and a few massive stones support the 10 x 12 inch
beams that were salvaged from the wreck at Morristown. One
marvels at the careful chipping on the hand hewn beams that
prop the floor joists and the floor boards.
The engineering skills and the workmanship evidenced
in the understructure of this building are impressive. One can
only imagine the man-hours involved in the planning and in
the construction of the foundation alone. Research reveals
that parishioners volunteered three days of free labor each
week during the initial stages of construction, except during
cropping and harvest seasons. If that wasn’t sacrifice enough, they were also expected to raise funds
and to donate money. Over the next few years, women of the parish worked tirelessly with bazaars and
fundraisers to pay the heavy costs. On several occasions the Antigonish Highland Games were actually
held in conjunction with the bazaars to raise additional funds.
At one of these bazaars, in the summer of 1871, Alexander MacDonald, the Keppoch bard,
received five dollars for winning a poetry contest with his “Song to St. Ninian’s Cathedral.” The bard was
clearly inspired by what he was witnessing – “a thing of wonder as great as any which now exists.”
Evidently, he wasn’t the only one expressing these sentiments but his were, fortunately, recorded for
posterity. “Great is the wonder which is before me,” he begins his poem, “with the smooth polished
stones ingeniously placed on the foundation; like an immoveable pinnacle to the top of the highest
columns, as steadfast as an iron furnace, sure, secure, strong.” (This English translation comes from
Trueman and Laurinda Matheson’s book, O Cheapaich Nan Craobh or From the Keppoch of the Trees.)
The Keppoch Bard speaks ever so eloquently. “Never was seen before in this land since the first
generation came from the sea such a work of men’s hands crafted so confidently.” He praises the
builders of the cathedral when he says, “it will be a source of fame and respect forever for them and for
their descendants.” He, himself, had supposedly worked as a joiner on the construction of the building
and so he would have been witness to how well it had been built. “When I and the others of my
generation will be gone, it will be here, unchanging, robust; age or the great roaring heavenly winds will
not take it down; it will not move till Judgement Day from the rock on which it sits.” The bard was quite
right. The foundation was built secure. Almost a century and a half later, it continues to support this
“new temple of the towers and the spires.”
But wait, that’s just the beginning of our tour with Dave Kelly! So much more history lies buried
under the floors of the cathedral. Several wooden crates of old stained glass remind us that a large

stained glass window above the old altar was removed in 1937 to make way for the vestry. Slate from
the roof lies collected in small piles here and there. Dave pointed to where the wood and coal furnaces
once stood against the back wall. “They heated the church for masses and for weddings.” He noted
that this source of heat was eventually replaced by steam from St. F. X. University. A couple of pillars,
removed during a more recent renovation, reveal that they were made of wood, covered with plaster,
and painted to look like marble. And then, of course, there are the two brick vaults containing the
bodies of Bishops Fraser and MacKinnon in the clearing beneath the sanctuary. These burial chambers
were the very reason for our tour of the bowels of the cathedral – but that story will have to wait for
another time. For now, let’s just acknowledge this incredible undertaking by the people of Antigonish
when this town was still just a village. Thanks to their dreams, their faith and their incredible efforts, we
have a magnificent cathedral overlooking our town.

Catherine MacGillivray

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

A Word From Our Readers
Brian MacDonald, a teacher at the St. Andrew Junior School here in Antigonish, wrote the following
after reading our story on the bank robbery in Antigonish. “I just read the story about the first recorded
bank robbery in Canada that happened here in Antigonish. Great story. We are presently doing a unit
on Crime and Forensic Science in grade seven so the story was a great addition and close to home!
Thanks.”
Hattie Farrell of Windsor (and Lochaber) wrote regarding the bank robbery story as well. “I looked up
Stanley Steele in the 1871 census. He was born in 1867 so he was only 20 at the time. He was the son of
James A Steele and Luiecresha. Interesting article!”
Christine Bulmer from Billerica, Massachusetts, sent us this old
postcard showing her father, Eugene Landry, on the right and Henry
Pelrine on the Left. The photo would have been taken around
1930. Eugene was born about 1908 at Afton in Antigonish County. He
married Lydia MacKenzie of Malignant Cove and he died at Newton,
Massachusetts, in 1999. But who is Henry Pelrine? Maybe one of our
readers will recall an uncle who travelled or worked in the Boston area.
Any information can
be forwarded to
Jocelyn
at
the
museum.

Recent Acquisitions
Corrine (Chisholm) Cameron of Truro
(and Antigonish) brought in a copy of
an old print that has been in her family
for years. This circa 1912 picture
depicts an engine and railcar of the
Kennedy & McDonald Railway line.
John Kennedy and Roderick Kennedy
McDonald were partners in a
contracting business that constructed
rail lines throughout Nova Scotia, New
Brunswick, Quebec and Ontario as
part of the National Transcontinental Railway.

The family of the late Christina Connors brought in a woolen knit
blanket that was made by Christina’s mother, Katie (MacEachern)
MacDonald of Brown’s Mountain and Brierly Brook. The blanket
dates back to about 1935 or 1940.
While we’re not sure if the blanket was handmade or machine knit,
we do know that it was knit in three long identical panels and then
carefully stitched together to form one large blanket. It was
finished with a decorative blanket stitch – one that was
traditionally used to edge blankets.
Shown displaying Katie’s blanket is Tania Long of Antigonish (and
Guysborough). Tania is on a job placement with ACALA and will be
with the museum until the end of March.



Dick Glencross of Lower South River donated three photos of the old family business on West
Street. Operating from 1948 to 2001, the Cottage Store served the fast food needs of the
student population and locals alike.



Kevin O’Neil of Mulgrave donated a book called William and Elizabeth (Mahoney) O’Neil and
Their Descendants. This family genealogy is about the Mahoneys and the O’Neils from Mulgrave
but with roots in Antigonish County.



Last month we featured rug hooking patterns and booklets brought in by Paula Smith of
Maryvale. We’d like to note that these materials were given to Paula by Marlene Teague of
Broadway. After her retirement, Marlene moved back to the old family home. It was while
cleaning out the attic that she came across her mother’s rug hooking supplies. We’re grateful to
Marlene for the collection.

Arisaig Highland Games in Scotland
“The Arisaig Games is one of the best Highland Games on the west coast of Scotland.” Browse their
brochure of events and arrangements for An Tilleadh 2014 in West Lochaber, Scotland.
AnTilleadh2014-Brochure3.pdf

Heritage

Heritage Association of Antigonish
In Acknowledgement


Pam and Shaun Chisholm of Hillcrest Street made a donation to the conservation of collections.
The museum has a few rare pieces that are being considered for conservation work. Donations
are greatly appreciated.

New Members
Teri Brean-Arsenault and family of Greenwold Drive, Antigonish

Upcoming Learning Events





Storytelling Circle. During the long winter nights of a different generation, storytelling was one
of ways people kept themselves entertained. The Heritage Association is going to offer an
opportunity for you to share and listen to stories. On March 23, 2014, at 2:00 p.m., we will
gather at the Museum for tea and company. The session will begin with an introduction,
followed by a reading and some discussion. We will rotate through three topics during the
afternoon: leaving home, stills, and the depression. Do you have something to share?
Local Gaelic teacher, Mairi Parr, will speak in May (Gaelic Awareness Month) about her trip to
Scotland with a group of students from Antigonish. Details to follow.
For June, we are planning an outing to the Fraser’s Mills Fish Hatchery. Established in the
1920s, this hatchery was designed to provide stock for our depleted rivers. Details to follow.

Message from the Chair – Heritage Association of Antigonish
(Working today to preserve yesterday for tomorrow.)
The major renovations for the Museum are now completed. The building housing our Museum has
probably never looked so good. I would encourage you all to drop by for a view. Jocelyn will be happy
to provide you with a guided tour. There will be an official launch of our Renovation Project sometime
in June. Details will follow.
Our budget for the entire renovations was $200,000. As with any renovations on an older building, there
were additional costs that were not planned. The total cost of the entire renovations was in excess of
$241,000.
We were fortunate to receive additional funding from the federal government in the amount of
$17,885. The balance was covered with funding from the province and the financial support of our many
friends. A special “thank you” to all our readers who have supported us financially.
In addition, I would like to thank Fraser Dunn and his firm, A H Roy and Associates, for their design work
and construction expertise that helped bring these renovations to a successful completion.
Until next, Take Care and God Bless.
Angus MacGillivray, BBA FCGA

angus.macgillivray@ns.sympatico.ca

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

That Was Then
Found in the July 28, 1927 edition of The Casket is a reprint
from July 14, 1853 concerning the taxation of men who had
somehow managed to avoid Cupid’s arrows.

