Founding of the Advocate and Paper’s early days

By: John D. MacDonald 


The editor of “The Advocate” (as this Newspaper was originally named) has asked me, as its founder and first publisher, to write something in reminiscent vein for this special year-end number, which incidentally marks the completion of forty years of continuous publication of the paper. Believe it or not, friends, it was forty years ago that The Advocate made its bow to the reading public. It is my baby of print-shop days. 


As I pause to ponder over the tangle of memories associated with its inception, one circumstance in-trades, for it contributed beyond say other to the measure of growth and stability I was able to give to the paper during the first twenty five years, the period of my owner –ship. That was the ever-present recollection that when the first number appeared on the eve of Christmas, the season when good will is supposed to find special emphasis in the hearts  of men, a contemporary had been unkind enough to comment on the appearance of the new paper in sneering words, predicting “it will not live ling.” That “knock” was a “boost” and it is, therefore, with no small degree of satisfaction that the twenty –year old publisher of that day, can now reflect upon the fact that The Advocate has outlived its caustic critic and all the Pictou County newspapers of that period with the single exception of the Eastern Chronicle, which was then in its fiftieth year of publication. And in the past forty years The Advocate has never missed a mail on its regular day of publication, not even in the week following the destruction of its plant and building by fire on January 21st, 1900. That surely testifies to the industry and fidelity of those who throughout the years have been responsible for its regular appearance, and incidentally speaks well for the quality of the mechanical equipment provided for the purpose. 
Early Difficulties 


One can find in the office of publication a complete file of the paper, bound volumes, from 1893 to 1933, in which articles of local historical interest abound. These volumes are invaluable and to me, at least, afford ample justification for the decision of a youth to venture into the field of local journalism. With jealous care I have preserved a copy of the first number. It is before me now, an eight-page sheet, five columns to the page, pink in colour, dated December 22, 1893. A glance at it recalls the first snag the publisher met with, a raw deal at that. The postal authorities declined to accept it for distribution by mail like other established newspapers. A copy had first to be submitted to the Post-master General for his approval, while postage was demanded on all copies mailed until such approval had been obtained. The “sting” in this ruling, which must have been inspired locally, lay in the fact that a few weeks previously a new publication at Truro had been accepted by the postmaster there without any such drastic ruling. However, this was just another reminder that defeat for the venture was not to be thought of. Youthful enthusiasm and ambition were determined to win out by unceasing effort. In theory, this was fine, but in practice it called for years of toil as a practical printer, coupled with the responsibilities of ownership and management and editorial work. 

The foregoing brief reference to my term as publisher suggests that I might tell the story in some detail, for young folk, at least, as to how and why I should have set out as a minor on a business venture in the newspaper world, in which older heads had repeatedly failed. It cannot be denied that boys of today are seriously handicapped in finding opportunities in which to give scope to their ambition, yet I am wondering how many of them would care to obligate themselves for three years to learn a trade, remuneration of $1 per week for the first six months and an increase of the same amount at the end of each half year period! Thus did I start out in 1887, at the age of fourteen, as a “printer’s devil” in the office of the Pictou News, owned and edited by my cousin, the late Charles D. MacDonald, Barrister, whose professional practice was, usually, his first thought, the management of the News depending upon subordinates. 

As a candidate for the “A” class in the Academy I had tired of school, as many town boys have thoughtlessly done, in contrast with less fortunate ones who come in under a handicap from rural sections, My father, as an old-time printer, the publisher of the Eastern Chronicle prior to its removal from Pictou to New Glasgow, finally suggested a spell, at least in another school, the newspaper office, hence my early change from school to work. The following year the father who would have released me for resumption of Academy classes passed away, and my life’s die was cast, or I thought it was. Stern necessity compelled me to remain with the News, not so much for pittance I was receiving in money, as for the opportunity to acquire knowledge of the printing and publishing business. 
Primitive Plant


The News office was in the “Arnison” building on door east of the old Post Office, facing the square whereon the old market building stood, now graced by the monument to the Hector’s pioneers. On the front ground floor was the job printing office, with the newspaper and job presses in the rear. On the second floor were the editorial and business offices, reached by a side door, with the composing room in the rear. Mechanically the plant was somewhat primitive, having been in Pictou for many years. The building was heated by stoves, lighted by oil lamps, coal was kept in an outbuilding, and water was carried from Primrose’s pump. That “the devil” was kept busy in menial duties may be inferred, and in winter those duties began around 6:30am. All type was set by hand. Employees numbered eight to ten. There was no power to drive the presses. One “kicked” by treadles and the job presses and the newspaper press was driven by the hands of a labouring man inured to hard work. In this connection I am reminded that it was the “devil’s” duty to see that such a man was in waiting when the press was ready to operate. On the first side runs, during daylight hours, a man was usually available. It was not always so on last side runs, publication nights, those all-night sessions, once a week, from 6pm Thursday, till 6am Friday. Depending upon the season, weather, sickness, or the promised man being drunk, I had, not infrequently, to travel after midnight from the west end to “the valley” in search of a substitute. As a rule I could induce “Little Angus” McKinnon, who lived near the old cemetery, to save the situation, and I can still recall how grateful I used to be to him and how welcome was his company on the way back to the gas-lamps of Water Street. 

What I did not then know about the night-life of the town was very little, and the lights of the News office after the midnight hour drew all the human moths, in all walks of life, as they wended their various ways homeward, some of them very unsteadily. They would drop in to see if they could get a copy of the paper and occasionally once would remain until morning! I have often wondered since those days if my revered father ever knew just what kind of a school that particular office was; if it had ever occurred to him that Johnnie Lapolder and Mor Farkasch (and others) could keep their resorts open so long as printers and others cared to stay awake. Resorts where liquor was sold, were then quite plentiful, and the baneful effects of its use were much more widespread than they are today. “Printers and tailors,” it used to be said, “are partial to the cup that cheers.” I do not know if this proverb was altogether fair to the tailors, but printers in those days surely did invite that comment. 
“News” Ceases Publication


It was not long, however, until I was so advanced from the devilship to have a “stick” and “case” and learned to set type. There was ample opportunity, too, for reportorial effort and proof reading and assuming responsibilities of kind or another. The foreman, Thomas McCarvill, whose worries were many, welcomed my assistance and co-operation, and it pleases one to recall that the friendship we then formed brought him to my aid in later years as foreman of The Advocate office, and there he remained until his death. In those days of the News, we would occasionally discuss the inevitable end of the business as it was then conducted, little thinking that a few years later we would still be working together in a new relationship. The first change tending thereto was the sale of the News and its plant late in 1888 to a gentleman from King’s county. Well equipped Charles D. MacDonald was as an editorial writer, he eventually realized that politics and business do not blend profitably in newspaper work. He had undoubtedly made the News a paper of outstanding merit. It was widely read as a Liberal organ, but- it was not “paying it’s way.” To edit a publication is one thing, to make a dollar out of it as a business proposition is quite another. The Kings county man soon learned this too, a stranger as he was in the community. His chance to “get out” at a profit came as a result of the big fire in the autumn of 1890, wherein the building and plant of the Colonial Standard, the old established Conservative paper, was completely destroyed. The Standard thereupon bought the News plant and incidentally regained the West Pictou field for itself, as it had been prior to 1882, when the News was first published. The change also put me out of employment. 

The following year I spent in the employ of Robert Drummond, on the Trades Journal, at Stellerton, a miners publication. Mr. Drummond had agreed to pay “just what you may be worth.” That having proved to be highly satisfactory, I had high hopes of going farther afield when the temporary engagement with him would end. When it did end, however, partial interest again played a part in my decision as to what to do. A mother’s wish is not to be lightly denied. “why go away”, she reasoned. “you are too young; why not stay at home and start an office of your own?” Who but a mother anxious to avoid having another vacant chair near her could reason thus? Too young to go out into the world to win one’s way, but not too young to assume unusual responsibility at home in a restricted field! At home I stayed; bought “on time” modern, point system type faces, a press, paper-cutter and smaller machines, a job-printing outfit of modest value. That was in the fall of 1891, when I was in my eighteenth year. My shingle appeared at the doorway leading to the second floor where the Thompson and Sutherland store now is, opposite the Post Office. Patrons did not just clog that stairway for the first few months but I was getting a share of the business offering and it was heartening to be independent. Eventually I secured a young assistant and the outlook was encouraging. During the summer of 1893 the elderly Montreal salesman through whom I bought my job printing outfit was again around determined to sell me a newspaper plant. He was a fatherly sort, and assured me had just the outfit I ought to have to begin publication of a paper to replace the News, without which, he argued, the rightly enough, “you cannot hope to build up a paying job printing business.” The plant he offered was in Digby, where it had been in use less than six months. Certain politicians had ordered it to be sent there and began publication of a paper on the eve of an election. Defeat had cooled their ardour, the publication ceased and the plant reverted to the supply house. “I’ll give it to you, Johnnie,” he said, “ without the payment of one dollar down, and you may have it for exactly fifty percent, of its invoiced value, for that was the proportion paid on it by those to whom it was shipped.” For a month, or more, I pondered over his proposition. It was a tempting offer, but how I could get the costly and cumbersome outfit from Digby, to Pictou was not quite clear. Inspection of it settled the matter, and the way opened. A telegram from Digby to Montreal gave me possession. The sale of certain pieces which would but duplicate what I had at Pictou, was effected for spot cash to the Digby courier. I thus had funds to pay for assistance to take the presses apart, pack the type to a freight car where it was sealed against way-freight or other disturbance and billed to Pictou. It was lucky for me there was no “cash down” payment, for I had to ask my good friend, the late R.W. Oliver to endorse my note for the sufficient to have the railway release the car!
“Advocate” Started 


Thus it was that I found myself with ample equipment of the most modern kind for both newspaper and job printing, with liabilities I simply had to discharge. Within a fortnight both plants were merged in the old James Munro building on South Market Street, which had been damaged in the fire already referred to, and therein the first number of The Advocate was put to press about 3am on the morning of Dec. 22, 1893. That old building, long since demolished, was supposed to have been repaired after the fire, but I have a vivid recollection of how busy “the devil” of the new office was that night in finding receptacles of various kinds to place in the unoccupied third storey to catch the rain which would otherwise have found its way down to the press room on the ground floor. For a year or two we worried along in that location and finally found more desirable quarters on the second floor of the late Fred McLennan’s building on Water Street, in Lansdowne hall, as it had been known for years as a dance hall. There The Advocate was printed until 1889, when I purchased the building, had it renovated and repaired, placed the presses on the ground floor, introduced gas-engine power for them and was nicely set to carry on more efficiently than ever, when fire destroyed everything in the early hours of a Sunday morning in January, 1900. A faulty flue, unknown to have been so, seemed to have been the cause. That was the knockout blow- almost. After six years of unremitting effort, and married but three months before, I looked upon the worthless ruins of a hard earned place of business and plant, knowing that I would receive in insurance only about one-third of the amount of the loss. 


I doubt if I could have brought myself to the point of deciding to rebuild, to buy another plant without a fifty percent discount such as I had secured before, had it not been for the expressions of sympathy which came to me which came to me from friends at home and abroad. Telegrams fairly showered in. One from William Dennis, later senator Dennis, of the Halifax Harald, said “use our plant until you get another.” Other friends sent in substantial cheques to apply on subscription accounts. Within forty-eight hours sufficient new equipment was secured from a Halifax dealer to fit up a composing room on the second floor of the Wm Ross building opposite the ruins, and rooms adjoining served for editorial and business purposes and job work until the new building (now capitol theater) was ready for occupancy in the fall. Arrangements were made with the Standard office for the printing of the paper from the forms made up in the temporary office. “I’ll send down to you an office desk and chair”, was the timely and practical measure of sympathy manifested by the late Fred Fraser, druggist, and there were others, equally thoughtful. Unfortunately some assurances failed to materialize and when the new building was ready a mortgage greater than I had planned for had to be placed thereon, and my liabilities were around $10,000. The reader can imagine how discouraging the prospects were. Again it was to be a case of work, drudgery, six days in the week and frequently four nights till early morning hours. But “where there’s a will there’s a way.” The introduction of power in the new building had been a great boon, so too was the newspaper folder attached to the press, the first machine of its kind in these parts. And the type-setting machine! What a relief it was to be free from the slow and costly method of setting type by hand, as our great-grandfathers did! It was the introduction of point-system type and labor-saving machines that gave the publisher a fighting chance financially. 
Present Building Constructed 


Then came the day when promoters of the theatre wanted The Advocate building because of its main street location. They had been using the second floor – “Advocate Hall”, as it was known for some years as a place of entertainment- for moving-pictures. The publisher on the other hand wanted still more room, more light, a lower insurance rate. Hence it was that in 1914, after the Great War was declared, sale of the building was effected. The site on which The Advocate building of today stands (and will stand for years to come, built as it is of concrete and brick) had already been secured. Work on the new building, which is practically fire proof, was begun in late September. Three months later, on Christmas eve, or thereabouts, the paper was first printed therein, completing its twenty-first year. 


Four years later I sold the paper and plant, and finally the building to Mr. Fisher, who had continued the business, as I had been doing for some years, under the title of The Advocate Printing and Publishing Co. Ltd. 

That “The Pictou Advocate” may “live long and prosper” is the sincere wish of the one who brought it into existence, nursed it in infancy and through days and years of much self-denial brought it to adult life. 


In Closing may I remark that all those whose names appeared as advertisers in the first number of The Advocate only nine are still with us. These are James W. Hogg, David Logan, John R. MacDonald, J. Smith Grant, retired; and Ed. Watt, John U. Ross, E.M. Macdonald, R.D. Stiles, and F.J. Tobin who still carry on. Add to these the names of Daniel Sutherland, A.J. Craig, John Munro and Adam Pringle and you have, if I mistake not, a complete list of all the men now living who were doing business in Pictou forty years ago. Dr. Webster, dentist, has almost qualified for the list, for he has completed 39 years in the practice of his profession. Sheriff Harris has been over forty years in office, and there may be one  or two other citizens who have been steadily in touch with community affairs for that length of time but I have been concerned only with those who were doing business on Water Street in 1893. 
