Brief History of Pictou

We consider the early history of the founding of the Town of Pictou to be more important for this purpose than any present day information.

Pictou is 215 years old this year, 1982.  Because of this time span, it would be impossible to present a complete history of this historic community.

The founding really began in Philadelphia where a group of men advertised “free” land in Nova Scotia as early as 1765.  They were known as the “Philadelphia Company”.

Acting as agent for the Company was John Harris, a graduate of Princeton University Medical School.  His job was to portion out land in Pictou.

The Company also hired Robert Patterson, surveyor, whose duty it was to lay out and record all the grants in Pictou. 

The following brief notes, hopefully, will suffice.

1767 – The ship Betsy, from Philadelphia, arrived in Pictou Harbour on Thursday, June 10th with six families – a total of 35 people.  Two prominent families were famous in the growth of the Town – Dr. John Harris and Robert Patterson.

1770 – The population now 31 men, 36 boys, 20 women and 33 girls – a total of 120 people. 

1773 – A very important date in the history of Pictou.  On September 15th the ship Hector from Loch Broom, Scotland arrived in Pictou Harbour depositing 33 families and 25 unmarried men on the lonely beach.  18 died in transit and one child born – a girl.  In total they numbered about 200 completely disheartened souls.

1774 – The first cargo of squared timber was shipped to Great Britain.

1786 – July 30th, the first clergyman arrived to serve the people of Pictou and surrounding area.  He was the Rev. James McGregor of the General Associate Synod of Scotland, then usually known as the Antiburgher Synod of the Presbyterian Church.  The population consisted of 90 families. 

1793 – The population had grown to 178 families.

1795 – Rev. James McGregor received much needed assistance on the arrival of the Rev. Duncan Ross.   Shortly thereafter, they divided their territory with Dr. McGregor covering the eastern section the area and Rev. Ross the western area. This western area included “the harbour” which was Pictou.

These two clergymen, along with Rev. John Brown of Londonderry, formed the first Presbytery of Pictou, under the name of “The Associate Presbytery of Pictou”.

1797 – The first records of the Court of General Sessions of the Peace and Inferior Court of Common Pleas commenced in Pictou.  Prior to this date, courts were held at Onslow, near Truro.

1799 – Ever since elections began for Members to the House of Assembly, Pictou was represented by people from the City (Halifax) but in this year, candidates from the County defeated the city folk.  Edward Mortimer of Pictou suffered politically until Governor Wentworth and his “group” left office.

1800 – First bridge built across the Town Gut by John Patterson – July 15th.  The bridge was paid for by subscription and from the Sessions – cost [image: image1.png]


69-12-0.
1801 – First tavern licenses issued.  Pictou was allowed two only.

1803 – First fanners were built for Captain Lowden.  Population was 5,000 at this time.


- November – a very important date in Pictou’s history.  This marked the arrival of Rev. Dr. Thomas McCulloch.  The story of his life and his contributions to this Province are known far beyond this place.

1804 – First Presbyterian Church built in Pictou, on the site where the present Church stands. It has a long and famous history.

1807 – Pictou becomes a Township.


- The first wheeled carriage appeared in Pictou.  It carried Judge Monk from Halifax on roads barely fit for man or horse.  Edward Mortimer owned the first two wheeled carriage in Pictou.

1811 – Dr. McCulloch opened a Grammar School and received a government grant of [image: image2.png]


100 per annum.
1815 – First mail carried from Halifax to Pictou by land.

1816 – Passed in House of Assembly an Act of Incorporation of Pictou Academy.

1821 – 22 – Mephibosheth Stepsure Letters written by Dr. McCulloch published in the Acadian Recorder, Halifax.

1823 – First Roman Catholic Chapel built.


- St. Andrews Kirk Church built.

1824 – Anglican Church built by Robert Hatton, Senior. 

1827 – Colonial Patriot – first newspaper published outside of Halifax. First number issued December 7, 1827 with Jotham Blanchard as Editor.

1828 – Pictou made a Free Port – did very little to help because of many restrictions.


- First Roman Catholic parish priest settled in Pictou.

1829 – Stage coach company operated between Halifax and Pictou making three (3) trips a week.

1830 – A sad day in the area – Dr. McGregor died.

1831 – Commencement of steam navigation from the port of Pictou – “Royal William” first appeared in Pictou on September 3rd.

1832 – “Royal William” cleared port on 17th August for London, England.

1835 – Another newspaper published – The Bee
1838 – Still another newspaper published – Mechanic and Farmer
1839 – Bank of Nova Scotia opened for business.

1840 – G.J. Hamilton founded a biscuit factory which flourished until the mid 1960’s. 

1842 – The Presbyterian Banner began publishing. 
1845 – The Mechanic and Farmer and The Presbyterian Banner merged in The Eastern Chronicle, published in New Glasgow.

1851 – A county census was taken in this year, but the Pictou records were not found when this census was recently discovered.

1856 – Methodist Church was organized.


- Pictou Foundry and Machine Company was established.

1858 – A newspaper the Colonial Standard was replaced by Pictou News, to be replaced by Pictou Advocate.

1867 – First railroad from Halifax to Pictou completed. 

1870 – The Royal Bank of Canada opened. It was known as the Mercantile Bank of Halifax. 

1871 – The census taken in this year showed Pictou with a population of 3,462.

1874 – May 8th, William H. Harris was appointed presiding officer for the first Municipal Election in the Town.


- First meeting of Town Council held. – a Mayor and six Councilors.

Early in history of this community, shipbuilding, lumbering and masting were the major industries.  With the advent of steam, these industries dropped off drastically. 

The fishing industry has always been a major source of employment up to the present time.

In the early days, the port of Pictou was very active.  The local businessmen looked to Halifax as their base of supply and source of provisions and trade goods.

The entrepreneur in the 1790’s was Edward Mortimer.  He built his own ships for the timber trade to Britain.  Most of his purchases were made in Halifax, but he dealt heavily in the fist trade with the British West Indies.  Rum was the cargo on the return trips.

Trading vessels from Halifax to the Miramichi used the Port of Pictou as a regular port of call, both on the outward run and on returning to Halifax.

In more recent years, the Town had a flourishing biscuit and confectionery factory, which has since gone by the way.

On the outskirts of the Town, a large tannery gave much needed employment.  It no longer exists.

For many years Pictou had an iron factory which manufactured castings, engines, boilers and special machinery as well as doing ship repairing.  As times changed, so did this business.  Eventually, the company moved to shipbuilding as its major operation.  Until very recently, it did a flourishing business.  The future of this industry is in doubt, with the present recession.

The town also had a milling company, in its day, the largest and best equipped milling plant in the east.  It no longer operates.

A woodworking factory once did a very active business.  It was located on the waterfront and offered employment for a number of people.  It serviced the Town and surrounding area, as well as east to Cape Breton.  It is no longer in existence.

This same story could go on and on.  The Town was once most active in a broad scope of businesses.  Time and changing trends has reduced Pictou to a bedroom community, with little or no industry to support it.
Fortunately, the people of Pictou have found employment with Scott Paper Company, Michelin Tire, Canso Chemical and Hawker Siddely in Trenton.  The first three named offer good wages and steady employment.  The other company has its ups and downs.

In order to attract people and dollars into the community, the Town is looking to the tourist trade.

Pictou is an entry point from Prince Edward Island.  More than 500,000 tourists pass by the Town every summer.  The Town is attempting to rejuvenate itself by upgrading its downtown business core.  It is trying to retain what is left of the old and encourage the local business people to promote themselves.

The harbour has great potential as a tourist attraction.  At present there is a yacht club, with over one hundred boats using the harbour.  Members come from New Glasgow, Trenton, Stellarton and from Halifax and other points along the south shore. 

A new live theatre is presently under construction and should be operating this summer.  With proper and energetic management, it should attract many summer visitors, as well as local county patrons.

The Hector Centre is the home for travelling art displays.  It is controlled by the Nova Scotia Museum and operated by a very active local Board of Directors and Curator.  Last year (1981) more than 15,000 people visited the Centre. 

Over the last several years, the Town, in cooperation with its merchants, has pursued a very active redevelopment program designed to upgrade the Town’s main business core. 

The town has utilized funding from the Provincial Mainstreet Program to help pay its share of the redevelopment program.  The merchants have formed a Private Corporation (Shiretown Development Association) to help them develop an increased retail sector in the Town.

