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Growing Up in Cape George

Elizabeth Ann (Ballantyne) Webber, (Betty Ann)
Born: August 11th, 1931
Ballantyne’s Cove is located on the northwestern side of Saint George’s Bay. It was
named for David Ballantyne, a soldier in the British army who received a land grant for
military service. He settled there in 1840, built a house overlooking the ocean, and
raised his family. Elizabeth Ann Webber is one of his direct descendants and she was
born in 1931. She was the ninth child in a family of ten but she lived with her parents for
only a short time. As the story goes, Betty’s life changed when her sister Jean was born.
During that time, Betty’s grandmother, Namie Ballantyne, was looking after Betty Ann
and her older siblings. Namie, an avid reader, was completely absorbed in a book when
Betty’s grandfather on the maternal side of her family, William MacPhie, came to check
on things. He found Betty sitting forlornly in the middle of the kitchen floor of her parent's
house. Her grandfather scooped up the baby and took her to the farm house in Cape
George where he and his wife lived. She never went home to stay and was raised by
her MacPhie grandparents. It was a relatively common practice in those days to allow
one or more children born into large families to live with extended family in order to
provide relief for mothers and fathers who had to work very hard. The house in which
she grew up was built by her grandfather, Will MacPhie, in 1910. Betty lived with her
grandparents in that house until her marriage.
In 1951, Betty married a minister of the United Church by the name of Ralph
Webber. For much of their early life together, they crisscrossed Canada living first in
Sherbrooke and Aspen, Nova Scotia. Later Ralph entered the chaplaincy for the armed
forces, and they were posted to Camp Borden, Ontario and then to Calgary, Alberta.
Ralph expected an offer of a desk job in Ottawa, but he knew in his heart that he
preferred to work closely with people. As a result, he left the chaplaincy and moved back
to Nova Scotia. The Webbers served with multiple United churches in the Atlantic
Provinces beginning in Brookfield, then Lunenburg, then St. John's, then Halifax and,
last but not least, beautiful Antigonish where Ralph joined St. James United Church.
This was his last congregation.
Years before, the Webbers had built a summer cottage on her grandfather’s land
in Cape George. The site had once been owned by the Wilkie family who were a family
of very early settlers to the area. When Ralph became pastor of St. James Church, the
Webbers made the cottage their permanent home. Between Betty’s home and that of
her grandparents was the original MacPhie house, where great Uncle Jim lived. The first
MacPhie who came there was a school teacher from Scotland. After the Wilkies moved
to Antigonish, the whole Roy Cunningham family would come down and spend the
summers down in Cape George.
Some of Betty’s fondest memories are of Christmases at Cape George. She
remembers that there was little preparation for Christmas in the preceding weeks.
Everything was done on Christmas Eve. They would sometimes go to the woods to get
fir to decorate beforehand, but Uncle Lenny or another relative would always go into the
woods to get a Christmas tree, and it was always put up on Christmas Eve night, and
decorated then. She remembers that the Christmas cakes were made two or three days
before Christmas. Aunt Peggy would make sugar cookies Christmas Eve morning while
listening to the radio program called, the “Happy Gang”. The cookies that were made

were not made with cutters. Aunt Peggy would make a drawing on a piece of cardboard,
place it on the dough, and cut around each cookie to make the design. Betty loved to
hear Christmas carols on the radio as her aunt baked. She once asked her Aunt Peggy
why the baking was left so late, and the reason was that Grandpa would sell a beef or
two to get some money and they would make the trip to town on horse and sleigh to buy
the supplies for the fruit cakes and plum pudding, and such. There was so little money
that whether they had cakes or not, depended on if any money was made by selling
goods. But they always had their own butter, eggs and milk as well as their own grains
which were ground into flour at the local mill.
Betty remembers the excitement of waking up on that day, the wool stockings
hung in the kitchen over the old couch. In the toe, would be some nuts, ribbon candy, an
orange and one toy. An orange would be a big treat because they didn’t get them that
often. Relatives of the MacPhees who lived in California would send a box of fruit to
their cousins in Cape George each year. She remembers the oranges freezing one
year, but they ate them anyway because they were so good. In the afternoon, around
one or two o’clock, would be the traditional Christmas dinner. They would always eat in
the dining room. The meal would be a feast of turkey and vegetables, plum pudding,
mince meat pies, and pineapple cream. At four in the afternoon, Harold MacPhie,
(Grandpa’s other son), his wife, Louise, and all the family would come up and go into the
parlor where the gifts were opened. There would always be an envelope on the tree for
each of the children, with probably a dollar in it. After this, they would have leftovers, tea
and cookies.
Betty remembers Valentine’s Day was kind of exciting because there was always
the exchange of cards at school. They were made out of old scribbler paper and scraps.
All the cards were handmade and the gold/silver/red foil that came in the Christmas
cards, was saved and cut into hearts to hand out on Valentine’s Day. One year, a
couple of boys decided to play a trick on everyone. They found all the valentines, took
them, and destroyed them. That year, they didn’t have any cards.
Betty says that Halloween was wonderful. Kids started in September finding a
costume. She remembers going up above the kitchen at her grandfather’s house and
there would always be boxes and boxes and trunks of clothes there, and they would put
together their outfits from that. Masks were made using things that were around the
house, but they were stiff and were tricky to make fit the face. They would start out at
dusk, and would walk everywhere. They wouldn’t go far though, just as far as Ray
MacDonald’s and Eddie MacEachern’s (now Brenda Botterill’s). The treats never lasted
long enough to warrant a loot bag. They would get an apple or fudge, and they would
eat it on the spot, or on their way to the next house. An apple was such a treat, and they
would gobble it down. She does remember over at Mary Margaret’s they always served
furuag, which was made with sour cream and oatmeal. Into it would go in a ring, or
penny, just trinkets, and the bowl would be set in the middle of the floor. Everyone would
get a spoon and dig into it, and the stuff would be flying around. A ring meant marriage
and a coin would mean you would become rich. That was always a treat and it was a lot
of fun.
Betty remembers what was called the threshing mill in the fall as a wonderful
example of community co-operation. The threshing machinery was owned by the
community and required a large number of people to operate it. The men would go from
house to house to thresh the grain. This might take a day or two, depending on the

amount of grain. At the end of the day’s work, the women would prepare a huge meal
for the men who operated the threshing mill. There would be a roast of beef, cakes,
homemade doughnuts, and all of those wonderful things. This was always an exciting
time for the kids because this meant extra sweets. In the early winter, there were similar
gatherings to prepare firewood for the cold days ahead. The men would come around
with the community owned wood cutter and chop the wood.
Many residents of Cape George went to church at St. David’s Church on Sunday
morning and attended Sunday school in the afternoon. At Sunday school they did Bible
study and had catechism Then there was church again at night. Betty thinks the reason
why there was church twice a day was because there was nothing much else to do and
this was a chance to see people and socialize. Betty remembers the first wedding at St.
David’s was that of Alec Adam’s sister, Jeanette Adams in 1931. In the summer, there
were Sunday school picnics down by the interval, where the trail is. School picnics were
held there as well. The part the children enjoyed most at picnics was the ice cream.
They would have big containers of ice cream and would play lots of games. Later on,
when she was married, Betty tented every summer for four years in the interval with her
family.
The local school house was considered to be one of the biggest schools in the
county and Betty remembers wonderful dances that were held there. There weren’t any
held there during Lent, but there was always a dance Easter Monday. She remembers
there usually being a huge fight there too because people would have stopped drinking
during Lent and then they would break out on Monday. At the dances, Bobby Delaney
played fiddle, Ruthy MacEachern and Violet Roberts played the piano. The local Home
and School Association held card games to raise money, but Betty doesn’t remember
being permitted to go to them. The old minutes of school trustees showed that they
might clear three dollars and fifty cents for the school which was a lot in those days.
Gardens – People used to grow practically everything: strawberries,
gooseberries, and red currants. In those days, everyone had a farm, and they had beef,
pork, chickens, and salt fish. Betty remembers her grandmother having geese, which
was what they would sometimes have for Christmas dinner. People had to grow their
own vegetables because you just didn’t run off to town to get what you needed. She
remembers fields of potatoes and turnips and having to go pick them the minute after
getting home from school. No arguments; she just did it and that was all. They also
planted carrots and things like that closer to the house. There weren’t a lot of flowers
planted then, maybe just the very basic ones like rose bushes. Flowers would have
been damaged by the farm animals especially the hens which would scratch everything
out.
Fishing – The only time Betty got to go fishing was in Wilkie’s brook for trout. It
was disappointing because she didn’t have the correct equipment and she had to return
home empty-handed.
Joys of life – To Betty, school was absolutely wonderful. Even though they
walked to school, she never minded. She hated to miss school. School was held even if
there was a storm because the children walked, so it didn’t make much of a difference.
Her first teacher was Mary Chisholm, and next was Mary Carroll, and more after that.
She remembers that before she was old enough to go to school, she would go and wait

down at the end of the driveway and watch the other kids go to school. She was so
lonesome that one of the teachers said that if she wanted to come, she could go for a
few days. When Betty really started school, she remembered that the worst punishment
was having to sit with a boy, or girl if you were a boy. She can remember that one day,
she was sitting behind Malcolm MacEachern, and for some reason, she had balled up
pieces of paper and was stuffing them down his shirt. The teacher made her sit with
him. She can remember being very embarrassed, and not wanting to go back to school
anymore.
The punishments in school varied. If you were talking, or acting out, you were
made to stand in the corner. If you were chewing gum and the teacher caught you, you
were made to stand up at the front of the class with the gum on your nose. This would
be spruce gum, as they didn’t have regular gum. They went out and collected it at
recess and chewing softened it to just the right point so they didn’t want to give it up.
Some teachers were very strict and used the ruler on the hand. She only remembers
once getting slapped with the ruler and she thinks she may have been writing on the
desk. She remembers being sent home from school. This happened one day school had
just started for the afternoon. She was sitting with Nancy Roberts. Nancy told her a silly
joke and she started to laugh. The teacher (Mary Kenny) told them to stop, and of
course the crosser she got, the more they laughed. The teacher then told them to get
out and go home.
The girls wore dresses to school. Betty remembers that a lot of clothing was
handmade. She remembers her Aunt Peggy making skirts and things out of sugar bags
and dyeing them pink. The style then was a Dirndl skirt. When the clothes were worn,
the scraps from shirts and skirts would be used in quilts. They didn’t have slacks, but in
the winter time, they had snow pants because they would be walking to school in snow
banks up to their middles and higher. She remembers having to walk on top of snow
banks because often the roads wouldn’t be cleared because they lived farther away.
She has fond memories of one of her teachers, Mary Carroll, who started a soup
program so that her students could enjoy a hot lunch. Each student was asked to bring
an ingredient from home: a soupbone, barley, a glass bottle with peeled and cut carrots,
potatoes or turnips, and an onion or two. The prepared ingredients would be placed on
the windowsill until it was time to add them to the pot. Then the soup simmered until
lunchtime and the children shared a hot meal.
Another joy was the arrival of springtime when everything was so fresh and new.
She can still remember seeing the boats out in the bay. The joy of getting a new book to
read was exciting. A new dress which was perhaps from Eaton’s or Simpson’s
catalogue was also exciting. Betty’s grandmother had a cousin who traveled for a dress
company in New York so she had all kinds of samples and she would send some home.
They received suitcases of them so they were well clothed. She might not have had a
pair of shoes, but always clothes. Betty remembers one time in the spring that she didn’t
have any shoes to wear to school- she only had sneakers. She remembers getting a
pair of her grandmother’s shoes with heels, but she didn’t like them. She tried to make
them look like kids’ shoes by going out into the forge with an ax and trying to cut them
down. This did not work since, of course, all the heels back then had spikes through
them. She wore them anyway, but she can only remember wearing them once.
Everyone made fun of her because when she walked, she was kind of tilty. Other shoes
and sneakers came from catalogues. There wasn’t a lot of money for these things and

usually when she came home, she would take her shoes off and go barefooted in order
to prevent wearing out her shoes.
Another fond memory was making homemade ice cream and that was always
fun. In the spring, around June, there was always snow down in the gulch near her
home. Aunt Peggy would send them down there to collect snow to make ice cream. In
the summer, as Betty got older, she milked the cows because the men were working at
the hay. She would have to separate the milk and clean the separator. As she got to be
a teenager and wanted to go to dances, she would be rushing through the milk and
often the cows would be lost in the woods so she would be late getting there. Betty can
remember as a child, skating on the bay and if the ice was thick enough, skating right to
the cove in the winter. Birthdays were not a big occasion in Betty’s home. There would
usually be a birthday cake, but never a birthday party. Often her gift would have been
fifty cents, which was worth much more back then than today. Betty enjoyed reading the
children’s story in the Chronicle Herald and also learning to sew and knit. Toys were not
plentiful and most were very simple and included spin tops, blocks, and books. She still
remembers the Eaton’s Beauty doll which she received as a gift and dearly loved. She
recalls how heartbroken she was when, years later, her aunt gave her beloved Eaton’s
Beauty away to one of her nieces who was crying.
The Community – Everybody seemed to work well together and helped each
other any way that they could. There was a lot of visiting back then, and everyone
seemed to have time for it. It was common in the evening to go and play cards or listen
to the radio because her grandfather was one of the first few to get a radio. Visiting was
part of entertainment. She can remember on weekends, that there were always crowds
of people at her grandfather’s. Relatives and friends from Antigonish and Pictou County
would come. They would spend the afternoon, and, of course, always be fed; often
salmon in the summer, sometimes lobster, homemade baking, and food from the
garden.
Special Happenings – Betty can remember the fire that started on her birthday,
August 11th in 1947. She was coming up from the beach with her Aunt Mabel and they
saw the spiral of smoke coming from the woods. The fire wasn’t put out until that
September. There was absolutely no rain in that length of time. After the fire had started,
the preparation of food for the men fighting the fire was over at her grandfather’s house.
Her grandparents were deceased by then, but her Aunt Peggy was still there. All the
sandwiches were made twice a day with ‘boughten” bread. Cookies for the firefighters
were bought in town because everyone was so busy trying to keep things going for fear
of losing their house to the forest fire. The lunches were picked up and taken to the men
by an old gentlemen who would kiss his fingers and pat Betty on the head when he
came to pick up the supplies. This distressed her so much that she took revenge by
putting thistles on the cushion he used to cover the seat of his truck. Betty can only
remember one barn which was burnt down but there was probably a lot of lost wildlife.
Wash Brook – There was no indoor plumbing then. Since there was a shortage of
water, and no indoor plumbing at her grandfather’s, they had a pump outside the
chicken house but the water was very hard and they didn’t like using it for washing. The
water for washing had to be carried up from the springs. When it was really dry, they
would go down to what he called the Wash Brook where there was a wooden bench. On
it was the wash tub, the scrubbing boards, and a huge iron pot. The fire was put on, the
water was heated, and the clothes were washed and hung out to dry on the line. They

would have their lunch down there and carry everything back home when the clothes
had dried.
Medical Care Because of the great distance, doctors rarely came out from Antigonish
to Cape George. Betty’s Aunt Mabel was a nurse who would go to people’s houses and
help look after people who were sick. If there was ever an accident or if someone broke
a bone, they would have to take a trip to town. When women were expecting, and close
to their due date, they would go to town and stay with relatives or friends and wait for
the time to go to the hospital. Betty’s grandmother, Margaret Ballantyne (Smith) who
was from Skye Glen in Cape Breton, was a midwife and she delivered babies. Margaret
travelled here as a school teacher, and that’s how she met Stuart Ballantyne and
married him. After Margaret started having children, Aunt Peggy said that she was really
tired of not having any income, so she saw an ad for a book on midwifery. She wrote
away for the book and studied how to deliver babies. She was a good student as she
never lost a baby. Allan Roberts was the last baby that she delivered. Betty recalled an
outbreak of polio that occurred during her childhood and she remembers that Caddy
Falkenham’s mother died from the disease.
Mail delivery – Mail came by horse and wagon and by sleigh in the winter, and
eventually by car. The mail came every day in the good seasons, but in the winter, it
depended on the weather, and it could be a week without mail. Often children were sent
for the mail and they walked to the post office and waited on a long wooden bench for
the mail car to arrive. Betty often thinks of the two old bachelor post masters, Johnny
Captain Hughie and Alex Gillis, and how they must have gotten tired of these kids sitting
there staring at them and laughing and carrying on. Sometimes they would have to wait
an hour or two if not longer for the mail to get there, or if the weather was really bad, it
may not come until 5 or 6 o’clock. She remembers stamps costing 3-5 cents. The road
to the Cape wasn’t paved until the early 1960’s.
Trips to town – As a child, trips to town were very few and far between. If you did
go, it was usually to have a tooth out and then you waited around to come home with
the mail. Usually, a trip to the dentist meant an ice cream treat that day which cost
around 5 cents. Betty never remembers ever having to go to the doctor; people just
didn’t get sick like today. She can remember going to town for the Highland Games and
to the Fair. Kids saved their money for those events. She remembers stories of back in
her grandparents’ days, back in the 30’s and 40’s, when they would make only about
four trips to town a year. A trip to town was a big deal and you were to wear your nicest
clothing. They would go early in the spring to get supplies, in the summer and fall, and
then just before Christmas. They would get money from selling things in town to buy
things that they couldn’t make themselves.
Electricity – Betty remembers that the power lines were not connected to her
home until 1948. They used oil lamps to read and study, and the Aladdin lamp which
gave off a really bright light was taken out on special occasions. One of Betty’s jobs as a
child was to clean the oil lamps and refill them. They had a radio which was turned on in
the evening and there were children’s programs, news and a farm broadcast. There was
also a play called “The Gillens” which was like an early soap opera.

Today, Betty still lives in the house she and her husband, Ralph, built in Cape
George. Her cooking skills are legendary and her desserts are sought after at
community suppers. She takes an active part in community events and gives time and
energy to St. David’s Church in the Cove and St. James United Church in Antigonish.
As well, she supports the North Shore Fire Dept. Ladies Auxiliary, the Minitrail
Community Center, the Cape George Hiking Trails and the Cape George Lighthouse.
She served on the Library Committee for the Minitrail Center and was the driving force
in collecting and publishing the Local Stories that are set out on the Minitrail website.
Especially important to her is the Cape George Heritage Museum. Betty and a group of
volunteers from the community were able to transform the schoolhouse where she spent
her early education into a museum that has preserved artifacts, writings and
photographs that portray the local history of her community.

Cape George Heritage Museum in Ballantynes Cove
These remembrances are based on interviews conducted by Lydia English,
Betty’s granddaughter in 2009.

