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The Little Doctor of Mahou

by Mary Anne Ducharme

Based on an interview with the children of
Dr. Alexander MacNeil: Stanley, Teresa and Marguerite

Dr. Alexander John MacNeil,
known by some as "Dr. AJ"
and  sometimes as "The
Little Doctor," was a
somewhat mysterious figure
to his eleven children. Papa
was most often away making
housecalls to his patients --
absences of two or three days and nights at
a time. When he ‘was home, he was still
the doctor -- with a stcady stream of
patients coming to see him. The first line
of treatment, however, was always a cup of
tea by Elizabeth. She was, in fact, hostess
for most of her husband’s patients, almost
continually preparing teas, and sometimes
entire meals for them.

The part of Papa that was a mystery to his
children included the inner force that had
driven him to medicine since his early
childhood. In later years, they often
speculated that the death of his twin at the
age of two had made a profound
impression on him and accounted for his
desire to be a doctor.

Their paternal grandfather, John, must
have imparted something of his own
independence and driven energy lo young
Alexander. In his childhood play, Alexander
liked to imagine himself a doctor, and this
vision of himself was the strong thread
through his whole life. While his father
could have helped him with the expenses of
his education, Alexander was fiercely
independent and wanted to pay his own
way through medical school.

Like all doctors, Dr. MacNeil’s home life
was dominated by and revolved around his
medical life, but with some notable
differences, including financial security.

His children remember him as a loving
father and husband, but with him charity
definitely did not begin at home. It began
with those in greater want. The medicines
were paid for first, and the payment of all
the other bills was such a constant family
worry that none of Dr. MacNeil’s children

wanted to consider a career in medicine. It
obviously didn’t pay!

Dr. MacNeil’s practice, even though hard
on him and his family, was perhaps closer
tfo the heart of basic human need than the
more sophisticated medical system now.
His concern was above all for the person,
the illness, and the treatment, even if he
knew: he would not-be paid at all, or that
payment was likely to be 'a bag of
potatoes, or a cut of meat. He saw the
living conditions of his patients because he
visited them at home, and he understood
their hardships.

"You can’t get blood out of a stone, " he
remarked of his numerous patients who
could not -- or *forgot’ to pay him. There
was a hint of dry humour about him. "But
sometimes you can get a few potatoes out.
of one."

Papa, the children noticed, was not a man
who laughed much. He wore round, wire
rimmed glasses, and the eyes behind them
were often preoccupied and worried.

Despite the lack of prosperity, his children
do not remember being unhappy. They
remember Papa stomping on the porch on
Christmas eve, pretending to be Santa, and
the magic was so strong that it eased the
disappointment about the shortage of gifts
under the tree. Santa, they knew, had his
own problems -- like the time he stopped at
Papa’s office in Margaree with a tooth ache
and had to have it extracted. From the
prespective of many years later, the
memories that are the kecnest for the
children was not what their parcnts gave
them materially, but their personal
qualities.

Papa had a special fondness for April
Fool’s Day, and on that day he enjoyed
practical jokes. Putting one over on Papa
was one of the long-remembered delights of
his children. His love for Scottish music
was shared by his family, and he was proud
of his prowess in stepdancing.
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Dr. AIarnder John MacNeil.

Photo taken in Baltimore about 1904.

Their mother, Elizabeth, who was an
efficient and resourceful manager of her
household, and an experi seamstress, kept
herself and the children respectably
clothed. She earned money by making hats,
and by being a correspondant for three
local papers. She was an integral part of
her husband’s practice in scores of small
ways, such as preparing  his medical
satchels and instruments. The older
children also learned resourcefulness early,
and worked to help with family support.

They lived in the new house built by
Grandfather John MacNeil when he was
trying to lure his son to set up practice in
Mabou.

When Dr. MacNeil was not trying to sleep
off exhaustion after a trek to some
particularly difficult case at the end of a
remote road, he was immersed in medical
books, or trying to catch up on the news in
papers and on the radio. He doctored all
his own family, from broken bones and
lacerations to scarlet fever, and so his
children had some first hand glimpses of
him as a medical practitioner. However, he
never discussed his cases in front of the
children. When he spoke of them at all, it
was to their mother, Elizabeth -- in Gaelic
so that they would not understand. He was
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unfailing in his respécl for the privacy of
his patients, and was never known to
speak badly of anyone.

His younger children remembered
Alexander as being always "old," for he
was almost forty when he married. To the
younger set, their older brother, also
named Alexander took on more of a
fatherly role, and it was definitely Mamma
who meted out discipline.

One way he had of sharing bits of time
with his children was in helping them with
their school work. He was a "crackerjack”
in math, and his daughter Teresa
remembers going to school-- the proud
possessor of the right answers--but without
the least idea of how Papa arrived at them.

He stood only 5’ 6" with a small frame,
the shortest of nine brothers and sisters,
and when he practised in Margarce
Harbour, he was called "The Little Doctor."
This name stayed with Dr. MacNeil when
he came home to Mabou.. Later he named
one of his best horses "The Little Doctor"”
and this animal was often his best ally in
bad weather.

Dr. MacNeil’s small frame was deceptive.
He was an avid athlete, a passionate fan of
baseball, both as a player and as a
spectator, he loved hockey, he skated
every winfer, and in the summers, he
enjoyed swimming at Mabou Harbour.

This love of sports was an important
connection to their father among the
MacNeil children, a part of his life that
they could share. It also helped to keep
him in vigorous health to an advanced
age, despite almost constant exposure to
disease. In the era before antibiotics and
before much of the medical knowledge we
take for granted, he escaped diphtheria,
scarlet fever, tuberculosis, and all the other
highly infectious diseases that he treated.

His modes of travel required this kind of
health. He travelled by foot, on skates and
snowshoes, on horseback, by horse-drawn
carriage, wagon, and sleigh, by boat and
rail Speedy and pump car and by
automobiles driven by his sons, including
Stanley. While cars made his life easier
during parts of the year, there were months
of the winter and spring when road
conditions kept the car in storage and the
horse in harness. His life was often at risk.
To his children, the memory of Papa,
nearly swallowed in a bearskin or beaver
coat, leaving for a night housecall in a
snowstorm s a vivid one.

To anyone now who has travelled the mazes
of back roads in Inverness County, most of
them unmarked and winding over rough
terrain through woods, the difficulty of Dr.
MacNeil in reaching his remote paticnts
can be appreciated. The family in need of
him sometimes placed a lantern at the end
of the dark lane to mark the way, or a
member of the family kept a long and
lonely vigil, waiting for the Little Doctor.

When Dr. MacNeil was dying, Bernie and
Jim MacLean, both medical doctors and
close friends attended him constantly.
Stanley remembers his father’s strong grip
on his arm, a sign of the still vital forces
taking reluctant leave of the world. Among
his last words, mixed with a gasping cough,
was a medical opinion, spoken to Dr.
Bernie, about his own treatments. A
moment later, he was gone.

Dr. MacNeil’s children knew he didn’t
belong just to them: he belonged first to
duty-- to his medicine and to his patients.
Through the years, former patients gave
them a larger portrait of the kind of man
their father was. His skill with preparing
medicines, and in combining traditional
and unusual treaiments seemed o be
outstanding.

F& The Little Doctor

%& Biographical Sketch of

Dr. Alexander MacNeil
The great grandfather of Dr.
MacNeil (Neil MacNeil) came from
Barra, Scotland, to Pictou in 1801.
In 1802 he settled on a grant of
land at Oak Point. (This area was
once much larger than what is
currently referred to as Oak Point
and included most of the the village
of Mabou.) The area was also
known as The Bridge, and his
family began to be styled as "The
Bridge" MacNeils. His son,
Roderick, divided this property
between his two sons, one of which
was John, Dr. MacNeil’'s father.
John sold his share to a Donald
"Cross" MacDonald, and bought the
parcel of property which is now
owned by John Boyle, next to John
F. Cameron.

John MacNeil owned two general
stores, once at Mabou Mines and
another in Mabou; he owned a
lobster and fish cannery at the
Mines; he held the mail contract for
the postal route; he was engaged in
shipping, and was appointed to the
Legislative Council of Nova Scotia
in 1888.

His son Alexander, was born a twin,
on June 26, 1867, but the brother,
named Donald Alexander, died at
the age of two.

Alexander completed his education
to grade ten in Mabou, gained his
grades 11 and 12 by
correspondence, and after passing
the Provincial Examinations, he
taught a number of years at
Rankinville. He was the first teacher

at this school, and the desk' he
used there is now at The Bridge
Museum. Teaching in Rankinville
was a means to an end for him. He
saved money to attend St. Francis
Xavier University, attended
Dalhousie for a year of graduate
studies, and completed medical
studies and internship at John
Hopkins University in Baltimore. He
graduated with a medical-degree in
1904. During holidays and off
hours he worked as a male nurse
and orderly at Boston General
Hospital and at the Lahey Clinic to
further broaden his medical
experience.

After coming back to Nova Scotia,
he successfully took the Medical
Board Exam and began medical
practice in Grand Narrows. There
he married Elizabeth Anne, from
another MacNeil family, in June of
1907. Subsequently, Alexander and
Elizabeth had eleven children, all
of which he delivered: Anna,
Alexander, John, Mary, Catherine,
Donald, Francis, Stanley, Teresa,
Daniel, and Marguerite.

About 1911, at the urging of
Alexander’s brother Rory, who was
then a priest, he began practice in
Margaree Harbour, an area that had
no doctor at the time. One of his
more notable patients was Archie
Neil Chisholm who was afflicted
with polio in 1911. About 1917, he
was persuaded by his father and
others that he was needed in
Mabou, and now with six children,
he set up a practice there. He
brought with him a 1916 Model T,
the first automobile in the village.

His medical responsibilities
included the Mabou Asylum, the
Port Hood Jail, being the Medical
Health Officer for the County, and
a geographic area that extended
from the Port Hood area to
Whycocomagh and often beyond.
Dr. Edward A. Kennedy shared the
district with him, and they became
good friends, often working
together. Their informal agreement
was to divide the territory on either
side of the Mabou Bridge, but this
soon proved impractical.

Dr. MacNeil also had a keen
interest in politics, and it is said
that it was he who persuaded
Angus L. MacDonald to run for
office as Premier of Nova Scotia.

In 1956, a broken hip ended a
medical career that spanneq fifty
years, and Dr. MacNeij| 's health
began to decline. He died in 1962
at the age of 95, ending his:
distinction of then being the oldest
living graduate of st FX.

Many of his former
remember him with
gratitude.

patients stjjl
affection ang

The following is a sampling of
stories about Dr. MacNeil.

When he was practicing in
Grand Narrows, travel in
winter was handicapped by drift ice in the
Barra Strait which prevented the ferry from
operating. One night a desperate man came
to him from lona, across the strait, during a
howling winter storm. Roads were blocked,
no one was venturing outside. However, his
wife was in labour and there seemed to be
complications, and the husband had done
what he had to. He crawled on his belly
over the C&R truss bridge, which had no
sides, holding on to the metal tracks to
keep from being blown into the Barra Strait,
To Dr. MacNell there was no question that he
would go back with the man the same way,
each of them carrying one of the medical
satchels. Later, Dr. MacNeil regarded this
feat as one of his most harrowing, and said
that he prayed the whole way over the
bridge. He was deeply and fervently
Catholic and believed that God had chosen
him to be a doctor and would see him
through.

Dr. MacNeil learned of a young girl who was
about to give birth out of wedlock. Her
parents were poor and she herself had
virtually nothing. He commented to
Elizabeth : “She won't have a cent in the
world. I'll have to help her when the time
comes."

He had just come home from MacKinnon's
Brook where there was a frightened young
mother who was near her time, and she told
Dr. MacNeil that she would kill herself if he
left her. So he stayed three days, until the
baby was born. On the way home, he had
to get out of the sleigh because the snow

was so deep and the horse was exhausted.

He walked most of the fourteen miles home.
When he arrived home, he was so tired that
he was barely able to stand. He was in bed
for a half hour when a call came for him to
go out again , this time to Glencoe. "l can
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