John MacIntyre
Morristown, Antigonish, NS

A Brief Biography

Few generations of people have experienced as much change as the one which
came of age in the 1940’s and 1950’s. The car replaced horse and wagon, the refrigerator replaced the icebox. Travel by airplane superseded the slower pace of
the train. Each new invention began with a creative idea, but before the idea became a reality, the component parts had to be chosen carefully and assembled
into a physical model. A key part of the process was the set of tools needed to
make the parts and assemble the invention into its final form. John Joseph MacIntyre has been part of these changes, using his keen powers of observation to note
how everything could fit together and be made to function smoothly.
John Joseph is the oldest child of Alexander MacIntyre of North Lakevale, Antigonish County and Philomena MacNeil of Glace Bay. After their marriage, Alex
and Philomena lived with Alex’s parents, John and Minnie MacIntyre at North
Lakevale. In the early years of their marriage, Alex and Philomena had two sons,
John Joseph, born in 1934, and Roddy born two years later.
John Joseph recalled that his grandmother, Minnie (MacDonald) was regarded as
a woman of great strength and energy. She was an accomplished seamstress
whose work was well known in the area. When her brother, Phillip MacDonald and
his wife (a Graham from Judique) died in New Glasgow leaving three young children behind, she brought all three, Phil, DD and Florence, back to North Lakevale
to live in the MacIntyre home. Also living in the household was Hughie MacIntyre,
Alex’s uncle, who had been partially paralyzed in a construction accident while
working in Boston.
One of John’s earliest memories is of a terrible house fire in 1939 when he was
just five years old. The MacIntyre house, barn and outbuildings were burned to the
ground. John related with a chuckle, “Three things were rescued from the fire: a
clock, a rocking chair and Hughie.” (The ornate wooden clock is displayed today in
the MacIntyre dining room.) After the fire, the entire family moved to the neighbouring farm of Alexander MacDonald who was a family connection. The MacIntyres
began to build a new house as soon as was possible after the fire on the same
stand as the original house. John recalled that his father, Alex, as he had done
over the previous four years, travelled to Boston to find work . Construction was
under the guidance of John Dan MacDonald who was known locally as “The Cap”
as he was never without his favorite headgear. Neighbours and relatives helped
out with the project: Ronald MacDonald and John’s uncle, Donald MacIntyre were
key figures in the rebuilding.

The years following the MacIntyre family’s move into their
new home were marked by a series of tragedies. Little
Roddy, John’s younger brother, developed meningitis in
1940 and died in Saint Martha’s Hospital at the age of 4
years, 3 months. Florence MacDonald, his cousin, died in
the new house in 1940. Philomena, his mother, died of tuberculosis in the Annex at Saint Martha’s Hospital in Antigonish on June 15, 1941. All this happened just before
John’s sixth birthday, His grandmother, Minnie, died on
September 18, 1941. His grand-uncle, Hughie, passed away in 1944. Each death
was carefully recorded in the front of the MacIntyre family Bible which is kept today
in John and Leona’s home in Morristown.
John Joseph began school at West Lakevale and recalls that his first teacher was
Kay MacDougall (later married to Ed Berrigan). Who made the mile and a half
walk daily from her home. Her sister, Annie, followed the same path as she was to
teach at West Lakevale as well. The school had just one room with a big wood
stove in the centre. There were two blackboards: one was attached to a wall and
the second was on a movable stand so that it could easily be moved aside to allow
room for dancing since the school doubled as a community dance hall. John attended West Lakevale School until he had completed Grade 8. He then enrolled at
Lakevale School , located at the end of the North Lakevale Road, which offered
schooling up to Grade 10.
Dougall MacFarlane, a young man from Margaree was his teacher for the next two
years. Mr. MacFarlane recognized ability in young John and suggested to his father that he continue his schooling at Judique-Creignish High School in Cape
Breton. This must have seemed an intimidating step, but it was made easier
through extended family. DD MacDonald, John’s cousin, had an aunt on the Graham side of his family, in Judique who offered to take him into her home and provide room and board for his Grade 11 year. Transportation in the 1940’s was difficult and the distance from Lakevale to Judique must have seemed a great obstacle
at the time. John had turned 16 years of age and went to obtain his driver’s license
at Eastern Auto on Main Street in Antigonish. Phonse Sears was in charge of issuing drivers’ licenses in those days. Neither a driving course, nor a written test nor
a practical test was required; he simply signed a paper attesting to his ability to
drive an automobile and that was that.

The young student, his father and his cousin, DD, set out in an old red truck and
newly-licensed John did all of the driving. The Canso Causeway had yet to be built
and this required a ferry trip across the Strait from Mulgrave to Port Hawkesbury.
They arrived safely and John was enrolled in Grade 11.
The people of Judique have a long tradition of preserving, composing, playing and
enjoying fiddle music and the design of the Judique-Creignish High School was a
reflection of this culture. The first floor was used for classroom instruction, but the
entire second floor was a different matter. It was the local dance hall and Buddy
MacMaster, the well-known Cape Breton fiddler, played there every Friday night.
John recalls three of the school staff: principal Big Alex MacDonald, teacher Little
Alex MacEachern, and the French teacher, Florence MacDonald. The school had
a hockey team and a baseball team and he found time to play on both while completing his final year of public school.
Like most students, he looked forward to Christmas vacation, but transportation
back home to Lakevale was a problem. His only recourse was to put on his warmest clothes and try his luck at hitch-hiking. He recalls that the trip back home for
Christmas was completed without much difficulty, but the return trip in early January of 1951 was long and arduous. His neighbour, Harold Marcotte drove him to
Antigonish and dropped him off on the highway to Cape Breton at 8 AM. His first
ride was on the back of a cattle truck which only took him as far as Tracadie. After
being let off, he walked for a while to keep from freezing. Eventually, a man driving
a team of horses, hauling a load of wood, stopped and young John climbed onto
the sleigh. In late afternoon, he made it to Mulgrave, but lacking the ten-cent fare
to cross on the ferry as a foot passenger, he approached a car with a single occupant and asked the driver if he could ride across as his passenger thus avoiding
payment of the fare. The driver agreed and that leg of the journey was complete.
By 9 o’clock that evening, he had made it to Judique - in a taxi driven by a man
who was heading home for the night. In payment for his ride, John had to open and
close gates along the way.
Following completion of Grade 11 at Judique-Creignish High School, John returned
home for two years. He cut wood in the wintertime and was hired by the local fishermen’s co-operative to weigh lobsters on Cribbons Point Wharf. Each fisherman’s lobsters had to be weighed and recorded before being shipped to Paturel’s
in New Brunswick. Every day, John would don his trusty felt hat and complete
these tasks.

One of his most vivid memories is of a violent storm on the night of May 23, 1952.
Winds were so high that waves were crashing up over the wharf. The rope that
had attached Alex Boyd’s boat to its post on the shore broke and the vessel was
in danger of slipping its anchor. Hughie MacGillivray and Buddy Boyd set out in a
flat (a small boat) with Harry Bailey and John MacIntyre standing on the wharf
feeding out a coil of rope to them so that the wildly-moving lobster boat could be
secured. Suddenly, a huge wave knocked John off his feet, over the edge of the
wharf and into the icy water. Luckily, the wave dragged him toward the shore
where the lobster boats were tied. Somehow, he managed to grab hold of
Buddy’s fishing boat and pull himself up and into the bottom. It was only then that
he noticed that his feet were tangled in the coil of rope that had been swept away
with him. Mrs. Charles MacKenzie would later comment, “He still had his old felt
hat on when he came up.”
In 1952, after the hay was finished, John decided to try for work in Halifax. He and
his friend, Anthony MacEachern, set out on foot from Antigonish to hitchhike to
the city. They were picked up by a gentleman who had just bought a new, latemodel car and who wanted to test its limits. According to John, the three of them
made the trip to Halifax over less than perfect roads in just over two hours. Perhaps this experience was a key one in shaping John’s lifelong love of machines.
Upon arriving in Halifax, John Joseph stayed at the home of Jimmy and Vernie
MacKenzie who lived in Westmount, Halifax. He began to search for work which
was scarce in the early 1950’s. The Manpower Office was located in the Nova
Scotian Hotel in the South End of the city. He had no money for fare on the streetcars and was unfamiliar with the streetcar routes in any case. The result was that
he faced a long, long walk from Simpsons Store in Halifax down to the Manpower
Office at the southern end of Barrington Street. He wore out his only pair of
shoes, but eventually he was successful in his job search. He met a Mr. MacDonald who drove him around the city and helped find him work at Foundation
Maritime. The face of Pier 9 needed repair and the young man was given the job
of creating a clean edge on the cement with a jackhammer. The work crews put in
twelve-hour days and had to adjust their labor according to the tides. They began
at high tide knowing that they had six hours of receding tides until the sea reversed direction and the tide began to rise again. The men stood on wooden platforms 24 feet in length that were attached to the rim of the wharf by ropes. The
ropes were shortened or lengthened according to the depth of the water.

It was John’s first experience using a jackhammer and he found that his fingers
remained clenched for several hours after work stopped. Finding a way to balance a dinner fork in his hand in order to eat his evening meal was a challenge.
Fortunately, the clenching of his fingers disappeared in the first week. During
that time, he boarded at an address on Gottingen Street for $2.00 per day. The
landlady made breakfast and a packed lunch for her boarders before she went
to bed. Breakfast was invariably an egg and two pieces of toast. By the time the
men arose at 3 AM to begin their day, the toast had become so soggy that it
stretched when they tried to bite off a chunk. Lunch consisted of two slices of
bread spread with either ketchup or mustard – no filling! Occasionally, he and
his friend, Hughie Boyd (Maggie’s son), would treat themselves to a hot hamburger sandwich in a tavern on Gottingen Street. This cost 50 cents and was a
welcome change from the landlady’s fare. The job on Pier 9 lasted three weeks
after which he was not overly sorry to leave the jackhammer and the boarding
house behind.
His next job was in the construction of Saint Patrick’s High School on Quinpool
Road in Halifax. There, he pushed cement by the wheelbarrow load up ramps to
the second storey. He acquitted himself well and stayed with the same company
which had a contract with the Department of National Defense to help build
Shannon Park, a complex for housing defense personnel in Dartmouth. To be
hired, John had to pass a test. A foreman pointed to a rope that was attached to
a platform four storeys above his head and asked, “Can you climb this?”
John was unfamiliar with climbing ropes and did not know the technique of holding the rope between his feet. This would have kept the rope steady and supported much of his body weight. Up the rope he went, hand over hand, with his
lower body hanging free. It took his last bit of strength to gain the platform. The
foreman was impressed and he was given the job—along with some instruction
in rope climbing.
The company that employed John had the task of fitting ¾ inch plywood sheets
over the windows and doors to protect them from spatters when the building
was spray-painted. No modern staging here. Again, he had to stand on a 24foot hanging platform that was suspended by ropes secured to timbers lying flat
on the roof of the building. All materials, wood, tools and paint, had to be pulled
up onto the platform using a rope. He did well with the work and the employment lasted until the end of October, 1952.

His next job came with some help from Jimmy MacKenzie with whom he had
stayed when he first came to Halifax. Mr. MacKenzie knew the superintendent
at Fairey Aviation of Canada. This company was based in Eastern Passage,
Nova Scotia and was involved in the repair of airplanes. John wrote an entrance examination and was accepted into their apprenticeship program to become an “avionic technician”. The program required work under the guidance of
a journeyman technician from Monday through Thursday and a full day of
classes on Friday. His beginning pay was 51% of the journeyman rate – about
50 cents an hour. While there, he worked in metals and hydraulics to make the
tools that are used to manufacture airplane parts from the front sections to the
wings. He helped to build parts for Lancasters (planes first developed to be
bombers during World War II and later used by the RCAF as patrol planes), Sea
Furies, and the Avenger planes that had been designed for takeoff from the aircraft carriers, Bonaventure and Magnificent. It was a joke among the men who
had to do frequent work on the Avenger fleet that the plane should be renamed
“The Bumblebee” as it seemed that it was never designed for a smooth takeoff
from the deck of a ship. The Avenger planes were eventually utilized as firefighting planes in New Brunswick.
At the time of John’s employment with Fairey Aviation, he lived at North Woodside in Dartmouth and had to travel to Eastern Passage daily - an expensive
and time-consuming journey, but he had little choice in the matter. Imperial Oil
had begun an expansion of its Dartmouth Oil Refinery the previous year and
many workers were required. As a result, there was a shortage of lodgings for
workers. Residents of Eastern Passage were not ones to miss an opportunity
and many converted attics, outbuildings and even abandoned henhouses into
rooms for workers. In his second year at Fairey Aviation, John stayed in three
different converted henhouses. He recalls that the sheds were so cold in the
winter that he would return from a weekend home and climb immediately into
bed, clothes and all. During one of these nights, he awoke with the strange sensation of being watched. Half-awake, he looked around and there was a large,
unblinking eye with an air bubble on top staring at him. Some long moments
later, he realized that one of his room-mates had a glass eye and had placed it
in a glass of water on a shelf between the two beds. The water had frozen solid
and magnified the eye which appeared to be glaring malevolently in his direction. That was his last night in the henhouse. Soon after, he found lodgings with
Clark and Daisy Armstrong who had purchased a new trailer.

Clark was employed at Fairey Aviation, but had a home garage out of which he
repaired automobiles in the evenings. John often helped out in the garage and
recalls that Clark was extremely knowledgeable and taught him a great deal
about mechanics. John stated that what he learned from Clark in the home garage was to serve him well in his life’s work.
In 1958, his work with Fairey Avionics came to an end and he was laid off. He
found work in the navy dockyard in Halifax as an armament fitter repairing naval
guns: four inch guns, 3.5 inch guns and Beauforts. He worked there for two
years. Finally, in 1960, he began the job that would become his life’s work. He
was hired as a millwright mechanic by Trans Canada Airlines. He was based at
the Halifax International Airport, but his skills as a troubleshooter brought him to
work all over Eastern Canada and
even into the United
States: New Brunswick, Newfoundland,
Quebec City, Seven
Islands, Goose Bay
and Boston were
some of the places.
He recalls working
on the last North
Star in Newfoundland. The North Star
was a DC4 aircraft
that served as the
workhorse for the
RCAF in northern resupply, research,
training, relief operations, and NATO
support. It was used
by the DND from
1948 to 1965.

1960 was also the year of his marriage to Leona MacKenzie of Morristown in
Antigonish. The two of them had grown up in neighbouring communities and attended the same church, but his first real conversation with Leona occurred
while he was hitch-hiking to school in Judique. Leona’s uncle, Anthony, had
picked him up and she was a passenger in the car. He must have been a good
conversationalist as they recently celebrated 56 years of marriage! They lived
first in Eastern Passage and later in Elmsdale near the airport. They have four
boys all of whom seem to have inherited a measure of the MacIntyre and
MacKenzie curiosity about how things work. Their occupations: air conditioning
technician, mechanical engineer, electronics engineering technician and a truckdriver/ heavy equipment operator. Leona and John have six grandchildren.
Through his working life, John has seen many changes. He stated that two of
the biggest changes were the improvement in safety procedures as and the
mass production of parts and tools. He retired from Air Canada on February 1 in
1991. He is immensely proud of the plaque that was presented to him by Air
Canada upon his retirement which depicts some of the airplanes that he worked
on over his nearly 31 years with the company.

Upon retirement, John and Leona left Elmsdale and built a new home in Morristown, Antigonish. Construction began in 1993 and they moved in on Mothers’ Day
in 1994. He put his considerable skills to work for the community almost immediately. The local elementary school had just closed and it was taken over by a
committee of volunteers to serve as a community center. John and other members of the MiniTrail Community Center Committee played key roles in refurbishing the aging building. Sills under the floors were replaced, half of the drafty windows were removed and the remaining ones replaced with energy-efficient ones;
the roof was repaired and the interior changed to be repurposed as a hall with a
modern kitchen. He also joined the North Shore Fire Department and served as
treasurer and bookkeeper for 18 years.
Today, John can often be found in his beloved workshop surrounded by his tools.
He is frequently called upon to help his neighbours with motors that need his specialized knowledge and touch to run smoothly. His advice for young people starting out to find a career: “You will always encounter difficulties in life. Take them in
stride and find the humor in them. Most hard times will pass, and if you are able to
laugh at the funny parts, you will get through.”

This brief biography is based on two interviews with John Joseph MacIntyre at
his home in Morristown on January 23 and February 1, 2017.
Anne Boyd

