First Presbyterian is oldest Church in County
By Rev. Frank Baird, D.D. 


The preaching of his first sermon in Pictou by Dr. James MacGregor on Sabbath, July 23rd, 1786, in Squire Patterson’s barn a few rods to the west of the Present Odd Fellows Home, may be said to mark the beginning of what is now the first Presbyterian Church, Pictou. At any rate from that date to the present time, in the same area of country, under the same ecclesiastical auspices, with the same standards of belief, a group of people have met and worshipped as a congregation, the personnel of the group naturally changing, but the families continuing through several generations, sons and daughters succeeding fathers and mothers, maintaining the traditions and continuing the spirit of the pioneers. The local habination, and even the name of the habination changed, but the gathering for worship has been constant: The entail of the past has been unbroken. And in that is the test of a church’s life. Judged by this test the congregation at present worshipping in the edifice on Prince Street is rightly named for it antedates not only all Presbyterians churches, so far as unbroken continually of service goes, but all churches of any communion. This will readily be conceded by all who have access to the records still available, and to the history of the county and community. 
First Session in 1786 


Of course in saying this it is not to be taken to mean that the church was, from the beginning, a separate entity. For a time- indeed from July 23rd, 1786, until July 14th, 1801- the territory of what is now First Church was ministered to in connection with New Glasgow, the East and West rivers, and Merigomish. The first session met on Sept. 17th, 1786, which date may be taken as marking the first step toward formal organization of the wide territory indicated, into a congregation. The first elders chosen were, it is true, all outside the present First Church area but as early as May 6th, 1787, at an election then held, the names of John Patterson and John Fraser appear as having been chosen from what came to be known as “The Harbour” section of the congregation. The old session minutes, still preserved, and in the hand writing of Dr. MacGregor, are, with the exception of two meetings dated “Merigomish”, all dated simply “Pictou”, and by internal evidence, such as references to ships, the waterfront, etc., it is evident that many of the meetings were held in the so called Harbour section of the congregation. 

As to the matter of place of worship, passing from the barn of Squire Patterson, already indicated, the harbour people associated themselves with others on the south side, and in the summer of 1787 built a log church, on the Loch Broom side of the West River, beside a brook on land owned at that time by William MacKenzie, who gave the site. 

First Presbytery Organized 


The first communion was held at a point convenient to all sections of the congregation, namely at middle river, in the open air, the date being July 27th, 1788. It was dispensed on a beautiful green plot, on the left bank of the river sheltered by a high forest, the number communing being some one hundred and thirty. The sacrament was dispensed here till 1795, when, two more ministers, namely Messrs. Duncan Ross and John Brown, having arrived to assist Dr. MacGregor who had toiled alone in the whole territory from 1786 till that time, the first presbytery of Pictou was duly organized, the date being july 7th, 1795. 

From this date until July 14th, 1801, Dr. MacGregor and Mr. Ross were joint ministers of the entire county, when the Harbour being definitely separated from the other sections, and organized as an independent congregation, was supplied by these two ministers until the arrival, in November, 1803, of Dr. Thomas McCulloch. 


In the following year, 1804, and on June 6th, Dr. McCulloch, having been formally called, was inducted to the charge of the harbour, which, as intimated, was the original name of the present First Church congregation. Up to this time the people had worshipped in the log church at Loch Broom, but after the settlement of Dr. McCulloch steps were at once taken to secure a site and erect a church in what is now the town. 
Site Secured 1804 


The deed of the town site bears date of August 9, 1804, and shows that the present Prince Street site was purchased from Samuel Copeland for the sum of thirty-five pounds, and conveyed to “Hugh Denoon, John Dawson, Edward Mortimer, Robert Lowden, Robert Pagan, Five of his majesty’s justices of the Peace for the county of Halifax, Esquires, and John Patterson, Senior, and John Fraser, two elders of the church.” 


A church was at once erected – the first of any in the town- on the site thus secured. Old Pictures shoe it faced the harbour. It served the congregation till the year 1848 when the present structure was erected. In 1864 a site opposite the church was purchased and the present splendid church hall was erected by the generosity of the late Mr. John Yorston. In 1918 Knox church, erected in 1848 by those disposed to favor the Free Church of Scotland, merged with Prince Street, at that time the new name –“First Presbyterian Church”- being assumed. 

As to the ministers that have served the congregation, passing over the work of Rev. James Lyon who seems to have been in Pictou as itinerant missionary of the Presbyterian persuasion from 1769 to 1771, and who while he built no church, and did nothing permanent so far as known in the ecclesiastical sphere gave his name to Lyon’s Brook, -passing him we come to Dr. James MacGregor. From 1786 to 1795 he was sole minister of the county, the present First Church area falling, as pointed out, within his jurisdiction. 


From 1795 to 1803 Duncan Ross had joint oversight of the so-called Harbour congregation. The third in the list is Dr. Thomas McCulloch who served from November 1803 till the Autumn of 1824. For twenty years he was the only clergyman resident in the town. 


Dr. McCulloch was succeeded by the Rev. John MacKinlay, who ministered from 1824 till the time of his death in 1850. Following Mr. MacKinlay came Rev. James Bain, D.D., who was inducted in 1851 and continued till his death in 1876, Rev. William Donald, from 1878 to 1883; Rev. Alexander Falconer from 1883 to 1908; Rev. George C. Taylor, from 1909 to 1912; Rev. A. D. Archibald from 1913 to 1918; Rev. W. B. Rosborough from 1919 to 1925, and Rev. Frank Baird from that date to the present, have continued the succession and the services of the church unbroken since July 23rd, 1786, when George the Third was on the throne, and had completed less than half of his long reign of sixty years. 

From the standpoint of the men associated with it there is probably no more interesting church in Nova Scotia than First Presbyterian Church, Pictou. That it should gave had both Dr. James MacGregor and Dr. Thomas McCulloch as minsters is in itseld a distinguishing feature, the one a pioneer evangelist, the other a way breaker in the sphere of education. To these men Nova Scotia owes a large debt. Responsible government as well as education and religion will ever be associated with their names. Mr. MacKinlay, Dr. Bain and Dr. Falconer were also outstanding scholars and churchmen in their respective days and generations. 


Passing to others there come to mind Dr. John Geddie and Sir William Dawson, both reared in the Church, and inspired in youth by its teaching, the one to go out to the ends of the earth as a missionary of abiding worth and honored memory; the other to be Nova Scotia’s first superintendent of education, McGill’s greatest principal, and the only scientist and theologian combined to vindicate the biblical account of the creation as given in the book of Genesis, against the vagaries and Assumptions of Darwin and Wallace. 

Many more, less prominent of course, both men and women, might be named as having had their spiritual home in this church, or in Knox which was associated with it in 1918. As in all churches ministers have come and gone, there have been secessions and corporate additions; but in the main, and in essentials, the church has not changed, in the loyalty and the liberality of its members; in its adherence to the scriptures and the ancient standards of the church, and in its desire to be a means of grace to those associated with it; an agency for the illustration of the principles of religion and charity at home, and for the dissemination of the gospel of Christ throughout the world. 

The congregation looks forward with interest to the celebration of the one hundred and fiftieth anniversary of its beginning in July 1936, when it is hoped that with the Synod as a whole, the anniversary of the coming of Dr. MacGregor to Nova Scotia will be fittingly observed by the setting up of memorial cairns on the respective spots where beginnings were made that have led to such large and beneficial results to the community as a whole. 

