Stella Maris Church has Interesting Career 
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Between the years of 1604 and 1755, the early French missionaries built and served many churches in the western half of what is now the Province of Nova Scotia. In the year 1735, Father Pierre Maillard came to Louisburg as missionary to the Micmacs. He established the mission on Chapel Island (Barra Head, C.B.) and visited the eastern parts of the mainland of Nova Scotia. In thirty years he converted all the Micmacs of the vicinity. His work must have brought him to Pictou, because there was an Indian village at the mouth of the East River. A short distance to the south of this village there was an Indian cemetery which was marked by a large iron cross. The cross was standing some seventy five years ago, and the site still bears the name of Indian cross point. 

Many relics unearthed in the neighbourhood of Pictou and Merigomish bear evidence to the existence of French settlements previous to the English conquest of Canada. The most convincing of these relics is an old iron cross in the French style, such as was used on the spires of French churches. It was dug up by an Indian about sixty years ago at King’s Head. After the expulsion of the Acadians (1755), Colonel Monckton was ordered to effect the destruction of the French villages at Tatamagouche, Shediac, Wallace, etc. The records do not tell us whether his soldiers came as far east as Merigomish, but it is certain that after the fall of Louisberg (1758) the French in the province retreated before the victorious English hurriedly burying the larger treasures of their churches, in the hope that they might be able to recover them later, in the fortunes of war changed in their favor. The discovery of the church cross at King’s Head, proves that a Catholic church certainly existed before the year 1758, either in the neighbourhood of King’s Head or Merigomish/Big Island. Only a mile to the west of the spot where the cross was found is a little inlet which still bears the name of chapel cove. The old French cross is now kept at Stella Maris, as a sacred memorial of what must have been the first church in Pictou County. It is interesting to note that the chief of the Pictou band of the Micmacs is the proud custodian of a large silver medal granted to his band by King Louis XV of France for their services to the French cause at the second siege of Louisburg. 
Allowed to build Churches 


In 1758, by a law passed by the first legislature at Halifax, Catholics were forbidden to own land in the province, except by grant direct from the crown, and priests were ordered to leave the province, under pain of perpetual imprisonment. In the succeeding years many Irish came to Halifax and in the year 1783 they presented a petition to the government for a mitigation of their disabilities. As a result, the government allowed Catholics to hold lands and to build churches, but stipulated that priests must have a license and take a government oath. The same year saw the disbanding of the 84th Highland Regiment, and some of its Catholic soldiers took up lands in eastern Nova Scotia. Two years later, Father William Phalen became the first resident priest at Arichat. His missionary travels covered a wide area including the Magdalene Islands, Prince Edward Island, Cape Breton Island, and various parts of Nova Scotia. 


In 1787, Father James Jones, an Irish Capuchin, became superior of the maritime missions, and Pictou was included in his first missionary tour. In 1790, Father Angus Bernard MacEachern (who thirty years later became first bishop of Charlottetown) came to Prince Edward Island. At the command of the Bishop of Quebec, Father Jones instructed Father MacEachern to visit the Catholics of the gulf shore. In May, 1791, Father MacEachern heard the confessions of all the communicants between Pictou and Merigomish. There were only seventeen, almost all Highlanders. In the autumn of 1791, two vessels arrived at Pictou bringing a large number of Catholic immigrants, but since they had no priest with them, Father MacEachern advised them to leave Pictou and go along the gulf shore to Cape Breton. In the year 1792, Father James MacDonald, a Scottish priest, became the first resident pastor of Arisaig, and his territory extended from Pictou to Antigonish, a distance of seventy or eighty miles along the shore. His labors proved too arduous for his health, and in April, 1797, Father MacEachern had to bring him to Prince Edward Island, and thus add to his own already heavy duties then care of the four hundred communicants of the gulf shore. Besides an annual visit made about Easter time, he frequently came over to visit the sick, landing sometimes at Pictou, but oftener at Arisaig. For over five years this additional burden was laid upon him, until he was relieved, in 1802, by the arrival at Arisaig of Father Alexander MacDonald. 
Teaches at Pictou 

One of Father MacEachern’s travelling companions on one of his missionary journeys was John Hanrahan, an Irish Schoolmaster, who emigrated from Ireland to America during the rebellion of 1798. Having become a licensed teacher for the Province of Nova Scotia, he was engaged in that capacity at Pictou in the year 1800. 


In the month of August, 1803, Pictou was visited by Bishop Denaut, the first Bishop of Quebec to visit this distant part of his diocese, which at that time included the whole of Canada. His successor, Bishop Plessis, visited Pictou on August 12, 1812. Here he ordained that the Indians along the shore from Pictou to Merigomish might visit Father Beaubien at Lennox Island, P.E.I. 

Original Building Standing 


In 1817, the mainland of Nova Scotia was erected into a vicariate apostolic under Bishop Burke at Halifax. The same year, saw the peak of the Highland Catholic immigration to what is now the diocese of Antigonish; but few, if any, of the Scottish Catholics settled at Pictou. However a number of Irish Catholics came to Pictou following the rebellion of 1798, and in the year 1823 they were sufficiently numerous to build their first church. They dedicated it to God, in honor of St. Patrick, the patron of their fatherland. The original building is still standing on Chapel Street. Father Boland became the first resident pastor in 1828, remaining until 1833. Father James Doyle was pastor from 1837 to 1841. His charge embraced the Catholics scattered between Pictou and Merigomish. Father Hugh O’Rielly, served the same wide territory from 1841 to 1850. During his pastorate he built the mission church of St. Brigid’s at Albion Mines, now the parish of Lourdes, from 1850 to 1858, he was relieved of the charge of Pictou continuing to serve the missions of Albion Mines, Pine Tree Gut, and Merigomish. In 1858 this territory was once more annexed to the parish of Pictou. 

The records kept by the early pastors of Pictou begin with the year 1850. The first name is that of Father Alexander McSween, who was pastor for three terms; from 1850 to 1853, from October 1855 to December 1857, and from July 1860 to March 1862. Dr. John Schulte was pastor from March to June, 1853, and again from August 1854 to August 1855. He built the first glebe house and the first parish school, and also purchased a cemetery lot. Father Hugh MacDonald was pastor in 1854. From December 1857, to July 1860, the pastor was Father Thomas Sears, who, in 1871, was appointed the first prefect apostolic of the West Coast of Newfoundland. 
Present Church Built


Father Ronald MacDonald was pastor from March 5, 1862 to August 21, 1881. In the year 1864 he built the present church, and in the next year the glebe house, both in brick. In the month of August, 1866, the new church was consecrated by Archbishop Connolly of Halifax, assisted by all the Bishops of the Maritimes provinces. Dr. C. F. MacKinnon, the Bishop of the diocese, chose for the church the name of Our Lady Star of the Sea (Stella Maris). Father MacDonald next built the convent school, in stone. Classes were begun on September 27, 1880, with Mother Saint Maurice of the Congregation de Notre-Dame as first superior. Stella Maris parish included the whole district as far east as Bailey’s Brook, until 1876, when the present parish of Lourdes was erected, with missions at Westville, New Glasgow, Thorburn and Egerton. 

In 1881 Father Ronald was appointed Bishop of Harbour Grace, Nfld., and on August 21st of that year he was consecrated in Stella Maris Church by Archbishop Hanrahan, assisted by Bishops MacIntyre, Cameron, Sweeney, and Rogers. He was succeeded in Pictou by his brother, Father Roderick MacDonald, who had been his assistant from 1872 to 1876. 


Father John J. Chisholm succeeded to the pastorate in 1892, and in 1896 he had Father Angus MacDonald as assistant. Father James McKeough was assistant in 1898. 

Succeeding pastors were Dr. Dugald C. Gillis, 1903-06; Father John A. Fraser, 1906-07; and Father Moses Coady, 1907-11. 


Father Ronald MacDonald was pastor from 1911 to 1915, when he became a chaplain with the overseas forces. He was succeeded as pastor, in 1915, by Father Joseph A. Decoste. Father Decoste was succeeded in 1924 by Father Ronald C. MacGillivary, who like Father MacDonald, had been an Army Chaplain throughout the Great War. In May 1932, Father MacGillivary was succeeded by the present pastor, Father A. A. Johnston. 
