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The Old Train Station News 
Newsletter # 106                         October 2018 

Dear Friends, 

A few years ago, I was in St. Martha’s Hospital for day 
surgery.  The anesthesiologist noted a large scar and my 
medical record and inquired where I had the surgery.  It 
turned out he was an intern at the V.G. in 1963 and would 
have been one of the many young doctors (I flirted with) 
who were interested in my case.  The V.G. was a teaching 
hospital and there was no shortage of young doctors and 
nurses on staff.  We had an interesting discussion of how 
times have changed, and how my surgery is now done on 
young infants.   

I was in the hospital three times that year.  The first for diagnostic testing and preparation, the second time 
for a further test and surgery that had to be postponed due to an allergic reaction, and the third time for 
surgery and recovery.  Since I was not sick while there I, like any teenager, spent my time visiting other 
patients (sometimes staff had to find me) and helping make beds.  I have always been grateful for learning 
how to make a proper bed – sheets so tight you could bounce a penny. 

But this is a longer story of life before Medicare which came into effect July 1, 1968.  In January 1962, my 
step-father, a 42-year-old farmer, had a stroke and before he fully recovered he had a burst appendix.  He 
was unable to work, and a farm requires daily attention.  He had a farm loan to pay and a family to support.  
The first to go were the cows and the milk quota, the hay was sold off, then the tractor and various farm 
implements.  Eventually, they had to turn to Welfare to keep ahead of the bills.  My mother could never 
utter the word “welfare” but called it the “disability cheque”.  During the application process, it was 
determined they would not receive any support for me because I was over sixteen and considered old 
enough to get a job to help support the family or move out on my own. 

This turned out to be a mixed blessing for me.  It brought an end to my high school education and my 
dreams of University would wait until I was in my late thirties.  But Welfare paid for all my medical bills 
and once given a clean bill of health, I went to work.  For my parents, the journey was not so easy.  The 
farm was eventually sold, and they moved out west where he worked off-and-on as a janitor.  In time he 
lost the use of both his legs and they had to be amputated.  The “disability cheque” continued to come until 
they received old-age pension; another reason to be thankful. 

Medicare was a great blessing.  A serious medical condition meant everything could be lost through no 
fault of one’s own.  People put off seeing a doctor until an emergency happened because money was seldom 
available to pay for medical attention.  Most families have stories of human sacrifice when medical 
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emergencies occurred.  Many doctors in the 1970s recalled patients coming forward with severe medical 
issues that would have been easily remedied had Medicare been available earlier. 

Yes, times have changed, and we have many reasons to be thankful.  My father-in-law died at age 58 of a 
heart attack but doctors have kept my husband alive for 15 years after his heart attack.  Babies have a much 
greater chance of survival and mothers live to see their children grow up.  And, best of all, you don’t have 
to lose the farm to pay for medical attention. 

“The Epistolarion” 

 

Happy Thanksgiving 

The first official, annual Thanksgiving in Canada was celebrated on 
November 6, 1879, though Indigenous peoples in Canada have a 
history of celebrating the fall harvest that predates the arrival of 
European settlers. Sir Martin Frobisher and his crew are credited as 
the first Europeans to celebrate a Thanksgiving ceremony in North 
America, in 1578. They were followed by the inhabitants of New 
France under Samuel de Champlain in 1606. The celebration featuring 
the uniquely North American turkey, squash and pumpkin was 
introduced to Nova Scotia in the 1750s and became common across 
Canada by the 1870s. In 1957, Thanksgiving was proclaimed an 
annual event to occur on the second Monday of October. It is an 
official statutory holiday in all provinces and territories except the 
Atlantic Provinces. – The Canadian Encyclopedia 

Let us rise up and be 
thankful, for if we 
didn't learn a lot today, 
at least we learned a 
little, and if we didn't 
learn a little, at least we 
didn't get sick, and if 
we got sick, at least we 
didn't die; so, let us all 
be thankful.     Buddha 

AT THE MUSEUM 

Oct. 14th, 2pm: Guest Presenter: Barry Shears   Topic: Play It Like 
You Sing It:  The Shears Collection of Bagpipe Culture and Dance 
Music from Nova Scotia. Performers:   Barry Shears, Pipes; Cathy 
Ann MacPhee, Gaelic Singer; John Pellerine, Fiddle, Stepdance. 

Oct. 28th, 2pm: Local Presenters telling stories about local veterans 
through letters, poetry and music. 

All are welcome, refreshments will be served 

Mark your Calendar: 

“Annual Christmas Gathering” on December 2nd at 2pm 

From our Displays: 

St. FX students will do a display in November for the 150th 
Anniversary of the Antigonish Diocese. 

In December, there will be a Christmas Card Display borrowed from 
the collection of Neil MacIsaac.  
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The Downsizing Blues 

Most of us, after retirement, reach a point when we realize we are no longer able to maintain that large 
family home and property.  We are faced with a lifetime of accumulated treasures that will never fit in our 
new digs.  Often our children turn up their noses at our treasures or they already have a houseful of their 
own.  Perhaps you no longer have extended family and wonder if you should just have a garage sale and 
get it over with.  Before doing so, it is worth looking carefully at what you have collected and evaluate 
whether you have a few things that have historic local value. 

We appreciate small items that we can identify as being of local origin; associated with a business, family, 
event or of cultural significance.  The story behind the item - the who, what, where, why and how – gives 
the item importance.  Another thing of note is the condition of the item and sometimes it may mean that it 
will need to be evaluated by the Museum.  Some families have kept many historical items and determining 
what is unique and of most value to the Museum can be a challenge.  Sometimes a unique collection will 
be borrowed for a special display. 

 

Leah Devlin brought in a beautiful green blanket that 
was woven from sheep’s wool from the Kell family farm 
along with an I.C.R. pass and key having belonged to 
John Kell, who was a railway employee. 

 

Many items come to us 
from far and wide because family members inherited items that ended up in 
far-flung corners of the world.  Cindy Wilson of Wasaga Beach, ON brought 
in a collection including photos, a family history, blanket, bracelet and pins 
from the Stewart family of Lochaber.  Thanks to Cameron’s Jewelers for 
repairing the clasp. 

 

 

 

 

This recent donation was brought in by Barbara Crawford and is a good 
and rare example of a Mi’kmaq seeding basket.  It is on display and can 
be viewed at the Museum. 

We are grateful for the many donations, both physical and monetary, we receive each year.  Please think of 
us when you are downsizing and know those items will become part of our collective preserved history. 

  

Treaty Day, (October 1st) marks the beginning of Mi'kmaq History Month in Nova Scotia 
as proclaimed in 1993 by then Premier John Savage and Mi'kmaq Grand Chief Ben Sylliboy. 
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One of the “Mighty 36” 

Barbara Burke was born in Livingston’s Cove, the oldest daughter of John D. and 
Mary Brown.  There would be 5 brothers before a sister graced the household, which 
allowed her to enjoy having her own bedroom.  Barb attended the one-room school 
in Morar before the seemingly long trip to St. Andrew’s High School in Antigonish.  
When she graduated she still had no idea what she wanted to do as women, at that 
time, had few career choices but some of her friends were going to write entrance 
exams for St. Martha’s School of Nursing, so, she tagged along and was accepted. 

St. Martha’s established a School of Nursing in 1914 and developed a 3-year 
Diploma program which was later reduced to 2 years.  In 1926, students could 
transfer 45 credits to St. F.X. towards a BSc. in Nursing.  With her acceptance in 
hand, the issue was the $90 entrance fee and we can only imagine what it cost to the family to come up with 
the money.  If Barbara thought the adjustment to the large high school was over-whelming, the adjustment 
to nursing school was doubly-so.   

The class was made up of 36 students mostly from Nova Scotia, the Maritimes and one from Massachusetts.  
All graduated in 1963 and are known as the “Mighty 36” and, while they are now fewer in number, they 
attend a reunion at St. F.X. every five years.  They were housed in the old hospital.  Barbara’s first 
adjustment was sharing a room with 3 other girls, with a trunk at the foot of her bed and sharing a small 
closet.  The one bathroom was down the hall and was also shared by other rooms. 

Rules were strict, and it seemed like the nuns knew your every move.  Students were up every day by 5:30 
and put in a full day of studies and work in the hospital.  Students did everything from washing floors, 
cleaning bathrooms, carbolizing beds, preparing instruments for sterilization (needles were reused), making 
some of the bandages, and general patient care.  The chore most disliked was the giant diaper pail, the 
contents of which had to be rinsed at the end of the shift and prepared for washing.  One rule Barbara carried 
out throughout her life was to clean before starting anything.  

The girls lived for their day off when they often took the opportunity to sleep.  No phones and no cars meant 
walking downtown with small groups of friends to chat and relax after a long day.  Curfew was at 10pm 
and a late-pass was required if you wanted an extension to 11pm.  Getting one was no easy task because 
you had to ask the all-knowing nun who could refuse on the grounds of any infraction.  Since the doors 
were locked at 10pm, signing in was a necessary proof that you were back on time. 

They presented themselves starched and clean every day as they worked their way through the program.  
They were well-trained in every aspect of the hospital service and were sent to other hospitals for some 
aspects of the training.  In the first year they received a stipend of $8 per month; the second year was $10 
per month and a yellow band on their cap; the final year was $12 per month and a blue band. Finally 
receiving their black band at graduation from the program. 

Barbara never looked back as she went on to serve at the Halifax Infirmary until her retirement.  She loved 
nursing and loved the many people she cared for over the years.  Not to be content in retirement, she is now 
a volunteer at the VG cancer unit where she continues to give care and support to those in need.  Her many 
patients can be grateful she tagged along with her friends so many years ago. 

Heritage Association of Antigonish AGM 

October 16th at 7:00pm All Welcome 


