Growing Up in Lakevale

Boyhood Memories of
Beaton MacDougall

The community of Lakevale begins where an arm of St. George’s Bay passes
through a narrow entrance and extends inland, its salty waters mixing with the
fresh waters running from brooks that feed into the South Lake. Beaton MacDougall grew up in a two-story house overlooking the lake and has spent almost all of
his life in this place. He has a wealth of memories and observations about the area and its characters.
His grandfather, John Angus (Jack) MacDougall, was born in Highfield, Doctor’s
Brook, Antigonish County. He was the firstborn in his family but, within a year,
his mother, Catherine, who was a MacGillivray from Lakevale, gave birth to a baby girl. In order to provide temporary relief for the young woman who had two
tiny babies to care for, young Jack was taken to live with his aunts and uncles in
his mother’s childhood home. They became very attached to the little boy and
Jack never returned to live permanently in Highfield, but was raised as the only
child in the home of the MacGillivray family in Lakevale. He grew up and married Catherine Beaton of Black Stone near Mabou, sister of Father Donald Francis
Beaton, the parish priest of St. Columba Parish at the time. The Beatons were
from Black Stone, near Mabou. The couple made their home on the MacGillivray
farm on the north side of the lake where Jack had been raised. They had six children: Marie (Mrs. Colin Boyd, John Bernard, Dr. Daniel, Donald, Kay (Mrs. Ed Berrigan) and Anne (Mrs. Joe MacDonnell). The family had a mixed farm and also
earned income in the spring and summer from fishing lobster and the odd finfish
caught by net. In the 1920’s and 1930’s, there was a wharf and lobster cannery
located near the entrance to the South Lake. Here, local fishermen landed their
catches and local women shelled and canned lobsters for a company run by Cecil
Rhude and Mack Watt. The factory obtained fresh water from a spring on the
MacDougall farm. Many years later, after the cannery had closed, the cookhouse
served as a shed for building and storing lobster traps.
John Bernard, the eldest son in Jack’s family, married Mary Margaret MacNeil of
West Lakevale. Mary Margaret was the youngest and the only girl in a family of
five. John Bernard had bought a farm on the south side of the Lake from

Angus Hughie Cameron (Garfield MacKenzie’s grandfather). With the help of his
neighbour, John Alex MacGillivray, he built a home on the property. John Bernard
and Mary Margaret raised eleven children: nine sons and two daughters in the
house. Beaton was the oldest. He recalls that he had a happy childhood and that
his mother lightened her workload by finding humor in everyday events. She
liked nothing better than a good joke. The MacDougall family, like most of their
neighbours, made their livelihood from farming and fishing. They had dairy cows
that were milked daily and the cream that was separated from the milk was
shipped to the dairy in Antigonish. Beaton clearly remembers Frank Dunn, one of
the drivers who picked up the cream at the MacDougall farm.
Beaton started Grade Primary at
Lakevale School which was located
at the end of the North Lakevale
Road near the second St. Columba
graveyard. The school had two
classrooms; Grades Primary to Five
were taught in one room and
Grades Six to Nine were taught in
the other. His first teacher was Carmel Floyd (Mrs. Joe Chisholm of Antigonish Harbour.) He had to walk
two miles to the schoolhouse and
remembers having to bundle up in
the wintertime for the journey there and back. It made him appreciate his mother and grandmother who spent their evenings knitting socks, mittens and scarves
to help keep the children warm.
The school and the Church were in close proximity and the children were all familiar with the parish priest, Father Bryden who was respected by all in the community and regarded as a gentle soul. When Beaton was in his last year at Lakevale, there was construction being done at Saint Columba Church.

Near dinnertime, a truck-

Beaton and Classmates at Lakevale School in 1953

load of lumber was delivered from New Glasgow.
The driver was a heavy set
man who backed his vehicle
into the driveway for unloading without any difficulty. While the truck was being unloaded, he ate his
lunch and washed down his
sandwiches with the contents of a pint bottle. The
older students, ever observant, noticed this and
began to tease him. Unseen
by the boys, Father Bryden
was watching from the
Glebe House. He strode

Back Row: Beaton MacDougall , Charlie MacKinnon, Joe
Poole, John Kenneth Boyd, Raymond Parks
Front Row: Bernadette MacDonald, Gail Dunn

across the lawn no longer
the meek and mild individual familiar to the boys and took no time at all in sending them back to the schoolhouse on the run.
Back then, card games were regularly held in the school, and the prizes were
food items donated by parishioners. Andrew Boyd, who ran a small general store
across the Lake from Beaton’s house, raised chickens. One fall, he donated two
live chickens as prizes for the card game. Father Bryden was lucky at cards and
won both. The prize poultry were housed in a small outbuilding behind the Glebe
House and fattened up for fall. Beaton and his neighbour, Joe Poole, were assigned the task of killing the two birds. As they approached the chicken coop,
they heard the unmistakeable sound of a rooster crowing. The sound made them
realize that theirs was a more complicated job than they had been led to believe,

since roosters of a certain age were known to be cross and unpredictable and
could inflict real damage with their beaks and spurred feet. The boys took no
chances. Grabbing the end of a broken hockey stick, they delivered a series of
blows to the rooster and ensured that he was limp and harmless before they cut
his head off. After plucking the carcasses, they delivered them to Mrs. Hynes, the
housekeeper at the Glebe House. She inspected them and asked, “What happened to this one? It is all lumps and bruises.” The boys replied, “Guess they
must have fought.”
One of Beaton’s most vivid childhood memories is of the day in August, 1953,
that Saint Columba Church, located about two miles from his home, caught fire.
He recalls that haying season had begun and his father, John Bernard, had a
team of horses hitched to the mowing machine and was cutting hay in the field
near the house. His mother, Mary Margaret, came running to say that Cassie
Boyd had telephoned and that the Church was burning. John Bernard handed
him the reins and gave instructions for him to drive the team of horses to the
barn, unhitch them from the mower and remove their harnesses. Beaton did as
he was told but, as he did so, he kept turning his gaze in the direction of the
Church. It was a lesson in geography for him; he had always thought the Church
was due north of their farm, but the billowing black smoke that appeared in the
sky above the trees was clearly northeast of their location. His father returned
home late in the evening with the news that the Glebe House was saved, but the
Church had burned to its foundation, along with all of its contents.
The loss of their Church was a severe blow to the people of Saint Columba Parish,
but they rallied to keep their parish functioning. Father Allan MacAdam arranged
to have weekly Masses held at the barn at Crystal Cliffs for the next year. Eventually, enough money had been raised to begin rebuilding in the fall of 1954.
Floyd’s Construction of Antigonish was hired to oversee the rebuilding and the
parishioners volunteered their labor. One day, a group of local men was assigned
to dig up the area where the vestry of the old Church had stood. They approached the task with some trepidation since all of them had heard rumors that
there had been a body buried for decades under the old structure. .

They dug until lunchtime and uncovered nothing but earth and stones. Billy Peters,
a local carpenter from West Lakevale, knew that there were some animal bones
lying in bushes near the Church. While the others were finishing their sandwiches,
he quietly retrieved a good-sized specimen and buried it in the hole the volunteers
had made. Soon after the men resumed digging, a shovel struck something hard
and the bone was unearthed. Harry Bailey, noted for being a deeply religious man,
called out, “You struck him, b’y. Quit this project right now and call the Bishop!”
Billy admitted the hoax and, after a good laugh, the men continued their task.
By October of 1954, the rough walls of the Church had been framed and work was
proceeding well when another disaster occurred. Hurricane Hazel, one of the worst
hurricanes ever recorded in Canada struck on October 15, and the
newly-erected walls were no
match for its 120 km per hour
winds . Within a short time, the
new walls lay flattened and twisted. Beaton and his family heard
the news from his friends, Eugene
MacDonald and his brothers, who
drove past the destruction on
their way to Mass at Crystal Cliffs Saint Columba Church in Lakevale in 1953
on Sunday. Again, the members of

months before it burned to the ground

the community rallied and within a week, the walls were rebuilt and the reconstruction continued.
Beaton remembers Father Allan MacAdam as a man who provided practical as well
as spiritual guidance. One initiative that he spearheaded was a credit union for
members of the parish. Beaton’s aunt, Kay MacDougall, was the first treasurer, and
each Sunday morning, after Mass, members would bring money to deposit in their
savings accounts or make payments on their loans. The transactions took place in a
small building by the Glebe House and the ledgers were kept in Kay’s home on the

north side of the lake. When Kay moved away to Ontario, Beaton’s father, John
Bernard MacDougall, became treasurer and moved the ledgers to his home.
Dougall MacFarlane from Margaree was teaching at Lakevale School at the time
and boarding at Andrew Boyd’s across the lake. He was a frequent visitor to the
MacDougall home and would help to balance the books at the end of each month.
The local credit union continued at Beaton’s childhood home in Lakevale until
1952 when it was absorbed into the Bergengren Credit Union in Antigonish.
Beaton attended Lakevale School until he completed Grade 7 in 1956. Saint Andrew Rural High opened that fall in Antigonish and he continued his schooling
there. Money was scarce in rural Nova Scotia in the 1950”s, but one welcome
source of income was road work. Back then, the county was divided into sections ,
each with a foreman in charge of inspecting the roads and overseeing roadwork.
Andrew Boyd was the foreman for the section that included Lakevale and Beaton
was always happy to be called for a day’s work helping to replace a sluice or cut
trees that overhung the road. After graduation from Grade 11, he fished lobster
for a few seasons. The lobster license had belonged to his grandfather and was
passed from Beaton down through the younger brothers in order to aid in paying
education costs. The lobster license is still fished by his youngest brother, Dan.
At that time, a small wharf was located near the entrance to the lake. From that
site, the MacDougalls, along with some other fishermen who lived in that area
launched their boats each spring and landed their catches daily. Beaton and his
brother, JR, fished from a flat-bottomed boat that was propelled using oars. They
maintained the old method of setting 20 to 30 traps in a line. Their intention was
to make the line perpendicular to the shore, but the wind and tides invariably
changed their plans and determined the final position of the line. As boats became
larger and engines replaced oars, the other fishermen changed the way gear was
set. They began to drop the traps in sets of 6 to 8 marked by buoys. One old fisherman remarked- within earshot of the MacDougall brothers, “It’s awful hard to get
gear down these days. I don’t know why them fellas are still fishing lines. They quit
that way of fishing thirty years ago.”

Two years after finishing Grade 11, Beaton, like many other young men who grew
up in the Maritimes in the 1950’s and 1960’s, decided to move to Ontario for work.
His uncle, Ed Berrigan, encouraged him to apply for a job on the lake boats and he
was hired to work on the tanker, Texaco Brave, as an oiler. He was tasked with lubricating all of the moving parts of the steam engine that powered the massive
boat. The Texaco Brave would leave its home port of Sarnia loaded with gasoline
and diesel oil in the summer and stove and furnace oil in the winter. It would deliver its cargo to Windsor, Sault St. Marie, and Fort William (now part of Thunder Bay)
before ending its journey at Byng Inlet. There, its remaining product would be discharged and trucked inland 60 miles to Sudbury. Beaton spent 3 ½ years in the
heat of the engine room and thought often of returning home to Nova Scotia. He
returned home to stay before his twenty-third birthday and, with his savings, he
was able to buy a woodlot and a gravel truck. He resumed his role helping his parents on the farm, worked on his woodlot during the winter and fished lobster with
his father in the spring. Each year, when the lobster season ended, Beaton would
be hired to drive his large truck to haul gravel in constructing roads around the
province.
One summer, he was sent to work on a road in Cape Breton near the community of
Neil’s Harbour. At the end of a long day of dusty work, Beaton and the other truck
drivers liked nothing better than a cold beer to rejuvenate themselves. Only one
place in Neil’s Harbour served alcoholic beverages and that was the Legion. But
there was a catch: you could be served at the Legion only if you were a member or
were signed in by a member. When the truck drivers approached the bar and
asked for a beer, they were given this information. Several tables of men and one
group of women were already seated. One by one, the bartender approached each
of the tables occupied by the men and asked if someone would sign in the truck
drivers. Beaton remarked, “We must have looked like troublemakers because they
all refused.” Things were looking bleak until a young woman with red hair stood
up, left her table, walked up to the bartender, and said, “I’ll sign them in.”
And this was how Beaton first met Irma Seymour.

As the summer progressed, Beaton became a regular at the Legion after work
and had no more trouble with signatures. Beaton and Irma were married in 1978.
They built their home on the south side of the lake where Beaton had spent his
childhood. They have two children, Colin, born in 1986 and Megan in 1987. Beaton works less frequently in his woodlot these days and Irma recently retired
from her work in home health care. They have time for relaxation and reflection
on the many changes they have experienced in their lifetime. The school near the
graveyard is long gone and its larger replacement, Lakevale Consolidated Elementary School, closed in 1991 to become the MiniTrail Community Center. The bus
stop at the end of South Lakevale Road where more than thirty students once
boarded daily is now used by only one student. Highway 337 has only five working farms left. Each Sunday, Beaton attends Mass in the building he watched being built from the ashes as a schoolboy . The current parish priest is the grandson
of Andrew Boyd and Beaton can look out the church window to the place where
he dispatched a rooster nearly 65 years ago. And remember.

These recollections were drawn from two interviews with Beaton MacDougall that took place in February, 2018. Black and white photos are from a
collection of school photos donated to the MiniTrail Library by Rita Boyd.
Anne Boyd

