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Sutherland’s River

Most of you will know Sutherland’s River as a small rural community, about seven miles east of New Glasgow.  It is perhaps better known than many other places of the same size because the East Pictou School complex is located there and because it is the point where a number of secondary roads meet the Trans Canada Highway.

There were no schools and no roads when John Sutherland first saw this river about 1785.  He came to Pictou on the ship Hector in 1773, spent some time in Windsor, and returned to Pictou a few years later from where he set out to fin d suitable land for a homestead.

Tradition tells us that he planned to go farther east but at the end of the first days travel, he camped for the night near a small stream.  The next morning, he was so struck by the beauty and natural advantages of this river valley that he decided to seek no further.  In due time, he was able to purchase 150 acres from Governor Wentworth and became a first settler of Sutherland’s River, which was named for him.

The first Sutherland house was probably built of logs to be replaced in more prosperous times by a framed dwelling.  This is one of the oldest in the community and is now owned and occupied by Mr. & Mrs. Robert Haynes.

The early pioneers were almost 100% Scottish, as their names clearly show; names like Sutherland, Grant, Ross, Fraser, and MacGregor.  These were the citizens of Sutherland’s River according to the Pictou County Atlas published exactly one hundred years ago.
In early 1900’s, an Englishman named E.W. Hurtly bought up five abandoned or unworked farms in Sutherland’s River and two in Merigomish and brought a group of young men from England to work them.  The scheme had the financial backing of Sir Robert Guinness, the wealthy brewer, although why he chose Nova Scotia and Sutherland’s River in particular for such a project remains a mystery.

Hurtly lived on the farm, which later became the Gyro Camp and is now owned by the Salvation Army.  His sister came as his housekeeper and he also brought a cook and a foreman and several young men with the now familiar names of:  Godfrey, Hardwick, Charledecott and James. 

The whole undertaking was a complete fiasco.  Hurtly appears to have been headstrong and autocratic, not willing to adapt to the different farming methods of a new country.  It is said that he spent eighty thousand dollars of his patron’s money before returning to England.  Some of his men married local girls and stayed in the area.

Soon after Hurtly left, about 1927, other newcomers arrived and took up some of the same farms.  They were a family from Black Brook, near East River St. Mary’s, Mr. and Mrs. Daniel MacLellan and their seven sons and two daughters.  The younger generations were adults, some of them already married and the men had been engaged in lumbering.  In their new home they were attracted by the woodlands, but also did some farming. 
Many of their children and grandchildren still live there so that MacLellan is the most common name in Sutherland’s River today.  Sadly, there are no longer any Sutherlands in the community.

It is interesting to not that Lovells Directory of 1871 gives the population of Sutherland’s River as one hundred and eighty, about the same as it is today; but with one or two exceptions, the families are not the same.

Most are still Scottish in origin, but there are others whose roots are English, French, Polish, Dutch and Scandinavian. 

Older houses have been remodeled or replaced by new ones.  The highway through Sutherland’s River, where I made mudpies as a child, has become the busy, noisy Trans Canada along which all traffic between Cape Breton and the rest of Nova Scotia is funneled.  The times are changing.

Next time I will bring you the history of the Sutherland’s River Presbyterian Church.  Thank you for listening and good morning.

The History of Sutherland’s River Presbyterian Church
Good morning friends.  This program will deal briefly with the history of the Presbyterian Church in Sutherland’s River; the only church in the community.

Until 1854, the people of this area had to travel long distances to attend church services.  Divisions in the Scottish Presbyterian Church had been imported into Nova Scotia and the followers of the different sects had their own churches in various parts of Pictou County.  Some attended the Kirk in MacLennan’s Mountain or St. Andrews in New Glasgow.  Some who were known as Anti-Bergers went to Merigomish of James Church, New Glasgow, while those of the Free Church also went to New Glasgow.  When it was decided to build a church in Sutherland’s River they were able to lay aside their differences and make a co-operative effort.
Three trustees were appointed:  John Munro of Sutherland’s River representing the Kirk, James MacDonald of Edgerton representing the Anti-Bergers, and Simon Collins of Tulford representing the Free Church.

The site was chosen between the highway and the river and construction was begun in 1854.  When the church was completed clergymen of the three groups took turns holding services and everyone attended no matter who was preaching.  Thus Sutherland’s River was the first congregation in Nova Scotia and one of the first in Canada to achieve such a union before the Presbyterian Church in Canada took the same step formally twenty years later.

In 1875 the Thorburn congregation joined with Sutherland’s River to form one pastra and in 1876 they called the first full time minister, Rev. W.T. Bruce. 

There had been many changes and improvements in the church building over the years.  In 1894, the old singing pew at the front of the church was abandoned and a platform was built for the choir.  Four years later an organ was purchased to replace the precentor with his tuning fork. 

In 1943, new pews were installed, much more comfortable that the old straight backed ones with the ridge along the top.  Guaranteed to keep the congregation awake if a bit restless during the most tiresome sermon.  Incidentally, in the “old days” it was customary to rent the pews and an old seating plan is extant, showing the pews reserved for each family in the congregation.

The exterior of the church took on a new look in 1953 when a steeple was built and the following year, 1954, the bell which had been brought from New Brunswick, was rung for the first time to celebrate the 100th anniversary.  In 1960, the church was raised and a basement hall and Christian education room built underneath with kitchen and washroom facilities.  Needless to say, over the years the oil lamps and pot-belly stoves have been replaced by electricity and an oil furnace.

The church, as an institution, played a big part in the lives of the people one hundred years ago.  It was the centre of their social as well as their spiritual life.  Besides the Sunday services, which were often very lengthy and the Sunday school, there were mid-week prayer meetings, regular choir practice and a young people’s society known as Christian Endeavor.
In the home, grace before meals and family prayers were a regular feature of family life.   I remember the book shelf in my grandmother’s home, full of thumbed bibles not put away in the parlor but kept close at hand in the sitting room for use during family prayer.  Young people welcomed the chance to meet their friends at practice or prayer meetings and many a romance blossomed as they walked home together.

The manse has always been in Thorburn, since that is the larger of the two congregations.  A new manse was built in 1962.  There had been fifteen ministers of this pastorate, the present incumbent being Rev. John Finlinson. 

This has been a short history of the Sutherland River’s Presbyterian Church. 

The History of Sutherland’s River School

When speaking about the Sutherland’s River School, it is important to distinguish between the one room country school house which served the community for generations and the East Pictou School complex, which also situated here, dates back only to the early 1950’s.  That is a story in itself.  For the present we are concerned only with the one room country school.

The first school house, of which we have any certain knowledge, was a framed building, located near the present bridge.   When it became obsolete, it was moved to the McQueen property across the road where is was used as an out building for many years.  A new school to replace it was built in the 1860’s on a corner of Daniel McQueen’s property a few feet from the present Little Red School House; now the community centre.  This school of 1860 vintage was the typical one room type found in every rural community.  Its equipment consisted of a few feet of black wall, some maps and possibly a globe.  Pupils sat on rough wooden benches and did their sums on slates often wiping them clean with the elbows of their sweaters and drank from a common dipper, the spring water carried from a near-by home.  In winter the pot belly stove, in the centre of the room, gave off the pungent smell of wood smoke and wet mittens.

Text books were often scarce and had to be shared.  Although the enrollment was large, the attendance was poor.  There were stories of pigtails dipped in ink wells, of tacks on teacher’s chairs, of April fool pranks, Valentine boxes and Christmas concerts. 

As for the course of study, there are some surprises. The oldest school, the one discarded in the 1860’s, still had on the wall, many years later, a black board on which was painted a musical staff.  There seems to have been some so called frills even in the 1860’s, and a newspaper account of inspectors visit to a nearby school in 1872 listed among the subjects taught; algebra, geometry, French, Latin, and navigation, yet it seems unlikely that many students in the country got beyond the three R’s. 
Those with educational ambitions often became teachers themselves, upgrading their licenses as they could afford the time for more schooling.  My grandmother and four of her sisters, natives of Sutherland’s River, became teachers by this method.  We have my great aunts first teaching license, issued after she completed grade 9 in 1869.  On the margin is written in red ink: “Miss MacQueen is not authorized to take charge of a school until 16 years of age, without the inspector’s approval”.  So much for teacher training in the 1860’s.

Many of us can still remember the days when each school section was pretty much a law unto itself.  The rate payers elected the trustees who in turn hired the teachers, set the tax rate, collected the taxes by house to house canvass if necessary, and approved all expenditures including teachers salaries and the construction of new schools.  This system was still in force when Sutherland’s River built its new school in 1949-50.  The project represented a tremendous effort on the part of the rate payers and the burden of high taxes was relieved somewhat by holding pantry sales, rummage sales and card parties, all organized by the home and school association which had been very active in the community since 1938.  There was also a great deal of volunteer labour. 

The finished school boasted a stage with curtain, moveable desks, fluorescent lights and a drinking fountain; the latter two items having been donated as memorials to former pupils.  The basement was full height, and contained washrooms, a play room or a possible future class room, and an oil furnace.  A few years later when this school was almost paid for by the local people, its ownership passed to the municipality.  It was used as a classroom for a few more years, then in 1976, it was sold back to the community for a nominal sum to be used as a community center.  Our children now attend school at East Pictou.

This has been a short history of the Sutherland’s River School. 

Employment in Sutherland’s River 

Good-morning friends.  Today we are going to look at the occupations of the residents of Sutherland’s River over the years. 

In the beginning of course, each household was a little world of its own and had to be entirely self sufficient with farming as the major activity.  Then a few men began to specialize in various trades to serve the whole community.  We know that 100 years ago there was a grist mill run by Angus Sutherland near the old brook bridge, in fact one can still find traces of it at the base of Parks sawdust pile.

My own great grandfather Daniel MacQueen was a carpenter, and other trades mentioned in Lovells Directory of 1871 were Cooper, blacksmith, shoemaker.  There was also a tannery operated by Duncan Ross, who was therefore known as Tanner Ross.  It was a large barn like building beside the road on the property now owned by Mr. Stewart William and must have employed several men.

A good many from Sutherland’s River have found employment in the coal mines at Thorburn, just three miles away for the time the Vale Collery opened in 1872 until the closing of the McBain mine in 1972.

More recent businesses included U-Park saw mill, started here in 1946 and now operated by his sons.  The Park family had a mill in Parks Falls for many years before moving to Sutherland’s River.

Then there is Gilbert Frasers shop for the installation and maintenance of equipment for petroleum products which was begun in 1962.

The East Pictou Junior and Senior high schools, and the Frank H. MacDonald Elementary School, have employed an increasing number of teachers, bus drivers and custodians as the schools have grown; however, most of these do not live in Sutherland’s River.  The location of this community on a busy main highway has led to the establishment of many businesses catering to travelers.  First is Lester MacLellans Irving Service Station begun 30 years ago, which had to be moved when the trans-Canada went through and then had to be rebuilt in 1969 after its disastrous fire.
Accommodation for tourists have been offered by Bonnie Brae Cabins since 1952 with meals served during the early years.  MacLeans Cabins and restaurant were in operation on the shore road from about 1950 until 1971.  There are two tourists homes; Shady Lawn, located near the church where Mrs. Daniel MacLellan also operated the Pioneer Camp Grounds until this year and Hazel Dean newly open on the road to Thorburn in the home of Mrs. Hazel Thompson and Miss Verna Reid.

Meals have been served to the public in a number of places besides some of those already mentioned.  Older residents will remember the Motor Inn, a tea room very popular with the New Glasgow patrons in the 1920s.   It was run by a Mrs. Donald MacLean and located in the house now owned by Mr. and Mrs. Rolland Ludington. 

In more recent times, James Diner stood beside the Irving Service Station for a number of years, moving forward to the opening of a French restaurant in the home of Mr. and Mrs. Pierre, formerly the MacLean Restaurant. 

Besides these business enterprises there are two large summer camps in the area; Big Cove, owned by the Halifax YMCA which has served several generations of campers and the Salvation Army camp know as Scotia Glenn.  This property was formerly owned by the Gyro Club of New Glasgow who operated a camp for under-privileged children.  They also used the facilities for the recreation of their own members and their families.  The Rose Goodman Girl Guide Camp is near by, although not actually in Sutherland’s River.  All these businesses and camps have given employment to local residents, but the majority who aren’t retired commute to the big industrial plants, Scott, Michelin, Hawker Siddely, Canso Chemicals, Maritime Steel, etc., or to work in stores and offices in the town.  We are no longer a truly rural community.

This is the last of the present series on the history of Sutherland’s River.  Thank-you for listening and good morning. 
