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Sandy Boyd the Piper 
by Mary Anne Ducharme 

Alexander Ross Boyd, better 
known as Sandy Boyd, and 
sometimes as "Mr. Bagpipes," 
spent a lot of time in various 
homes in Inverness County as a 
guest: at times a few days, a few 
months, or as long as two years. 
He was an itinerant by 
temperament, and a piper by 
vocation. Mostly lovable, but also 
fiery-tempered and given to a 
fondness for drink, it was not out 
of character for him to leave his 
current abode quite abruptly, 
leaving behind a trail of belongings 
in West Bay, Port Hood, Margaree, 
and other places. In New Glasgow, 
he left behind a wife and two 
children. He could be charming 
and delightful and he could be 
difficult. But there were possessions 
he never left behind: his bagpipes. 
It is unclear how many sets he 
owned. He is variously described as 
having "Kintail" pipes, 
"Henderson" pipes, and 
"MacDougall" pipes. It would be 
interesting to know if they still 
exist in Cape Breton. 

He was loved by many, despite the 
eccentric quirks of his character. 
Bagpipes and pipe music were the 
two ruling passions of his life, and 
there is no dispute that he was an 
excellent piper: "Sandy wasn't a 
band piper," said piper Norman 
Warner of him in 1987, "he was a 
professional and I learned an awful 
lot off him." (from A Cape Breton 
Ceilidh by Allister MacGillivray) 
John Gibson, who has a scholarly 
knowledge of the history of piping 
and piping music, as well as 
performing skill, describes Sandy as 
a "masterly piper." 

His listeners soon learned that he 
did not tolerate an inattentive 
audience, but when he was at his 
best, his music was so stirring, 
emotional, and played with such 
technical excellence, that there was 
little danger of inattention. Judging 
from references to him in published 
life histories of pipers and fiddlers, 
and from interviews with those who 
have known him, his influence on 
pipe music and fiddle music in 
Inverness County appears to be 
something worthy of further study. 

"He had a deeply rooted 
knowledge of the history of 
piping," says Archie Neil Chisholm 
of Margaree Forks, "and he knew 
hundreds of tunes and their 
variations, and there were some 
picked up by fiddlers. My brother 
Angus, for instance, learned a tune 
called MacNab's Hornpipe from 
him, and he played it on the fiddle 
at the 1948 Highland Games Under 
the Stars. The tune was a sensation 
because it was new to the fiddlers 
and they loved it. Angus's playing 
was influenced by pipe music. He 
had a way of getting the birl sound 
-- like a short ripple of notes. 
They call them grace notes in 
piping. There were few who could 
better Sandy with fingering on the 
pipes, or Angus with his cuts. They 
had million dollar fingers." · 

Fiddler Cameron Chisholm, speaks 
of the great impression Sandy made 

· upon him when Sandy lived with 
his parents Willie D. and Annie 
Mae Chisholm. "I remember when 
I was about four, he'd play in the 
kitchen: walking back and forth. 
He'd play a lament, a march, then 
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Photo courtesy of the Port Hastings Museum 

Sandy Boyd in Port Hastings _at the 25th Anniversar 
building of the Causeway.' He was among the j5j" Qf the 
marched across the Causeway in 1955. g e pipers who 
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In this issue is an article that I 
approached somewhat gingerly: the 
one on Sandy Boyd. The source of 
my relunctance to tackle the 
subject was that I am emphatically 
not a musician, and in no way an 
expert on Scottish music history, 
theory, sociology, or anything other 
facet of Cape Breton music. 
However, the Sandy Boyd story 
fascinated me because I had read 
so many allusions to him in the life 
histories of pipers and fiddlers and 
I discovered that quite a few 
people remember him vividly. 

My original intention with Sandy 
Boyd was to compile enough 
information for a "portrait" of a 
piper who seemed to have 
influenced so many people. But I 
soon realized that what I would be 
able to gather in a short time was 
far from a portrait and was more 
along the line of a thumbnail 
sketch. After quite a few miles on 
the car, and a number of 
interviews, I knew that I would 
have to print what I had, and 
appeal to the readers to supply the 
many gaps for a follow-up article 
in a future issue. Please-- if upon 
reading what I have collected about 
him, you can supply additional 
information, or more correct 
information -- share this with me, 
so I can pass it on to the readers. 
Also, I would be happy to have 
access to more good photos of 
him. 

Many thanks to the following who 
have been so kind and generous in 
giving me information and in 
suggesting other sources. These are 
also among the people I have so 
far consulted for another article on 
which I am still working for the 
September issue. The next issue 
will focus, in part, on the· CBC 
program called The Vanishing Cape 
Breton Fiddler, the famous 
Glendale Concert of 1973, and a 
few perceptions about the current 
health of fiddling in Cape Breton. 

John Gibson, Judique 
Jim St. Clair, Mull River 
Effie Rankin, Mabou 
Joey Beaton, Mabou 
Archie Neil Chisholm, Margaree 
Forks 
Cameron Chishom, Margaree Forks 

History of 
Church 

still unfolding 
The article regarding St.Joseph's 
Church of Marble Mountain, in the 
June issue of Partici-Paper; has 
stimulated the sharing of 
documentation by readers 
regarding its early history, and a 
first hand account of involvement 
in its later history. As a result, 
some of the questions that could 
be asked in fully documenting this 
interesting building have been 
answered. Many thanks to these 
individuals for making it possible to 
collect and publish this 
information. 

Deeds of property 
reveal former 
ownership 

Winnifred MacLachlan of West 
Bay kindly sent documentation of 
the registry of deed. She had 
originally thought that the land was 
donated to the church by her 
husband's grandfather. However, 
when she examined the records in 
the Registry Office in Port Hood, 
she discovered that part of the land 
had been owned by Roderick and 
Margaret McDonald, and part by 
Alexander A. Campbell. The 
property on which the church 
stands, or nearby property, was 
conveyed to The Roman Catholic 
Episcopal Corporation of 
Antigonish in three parcels. 

1. "By Deed dated August 12th, 
1905, recorded in Registry of Deed 
at Port Hood, Inverness County, in 
Book No. 19, page 414, on March 
9th, 1907, Roderick McDonald, of 
Marble Mountain, and Margaret 
McDonald, his wife, conveyed to 
the Roman Catholic Episcopal 
Corporation of Antigonish as 
follows: 

All that lot of land situate at 
Marble Mountain, Beginning at a 
stake on the upper side of the 
Main Post Road in the angle 
formed by said road and the new 
Mountain Road, on the Eastern 
side of the St. Matthew's 
Presbyterian Church, and running 
Eastwardly along upper side of said 
Main Road . . . . {details of 
dimensions}. 

This deed specified that the 
property not be used as a 
cemetery. The deed was witnessed 
by Murdoch S. McPhie, Archy 
MacMaster of Judique, and Donald 
Macdonald, Justice of the Peace 
for the County of Inverness. 

There is no mention of purchase, 
so it could be assumed the land 
was donated. 

2. By Deed date November 19th, 
1906, recorded in Book No. 19. at 
page 415, on March 9th, 1907, 
Roderick MacDonald, of Marble 
Mountain, and Margaret A. 
McDonald, his wife, conveyed to 
The Roman Catholic Episcopal 
Corporation of Antigonish .... 
{details of dimensions}. 

The deed identifies Roderick 
MacDonald as a farmer, and a. 
yeoman ( a person who works his 
own land), and states that the 
property was sold for the sum of 
$150.00. 

3. By Deed dated September 23rd, 
1912, recorded in Book No. 24, 
page 604, on October 10th, 1912, 
Alexander A. Campbell, Widower, 
of Marble Mountain, conveyed to 
The Roman Catholic Episcopal 
Corporation of Antigonish . . . . 
{ details of dimensions} -- being 
part of a tract of land granted to 
Hugh Campbell. 

Letter from 
Rev. Joseph MacLean 

describes events 
surrounding 
the restoration 
of the church 

Another piece of the history of this 
church was provided by Rev. 
Joseph MacLean, currently of Saint 
Theresa's Church on North Street 
in Halifax. He was personally 
involved in the repair done to the 
church. The following is an excerpt 
from a letter from Rev. MacLean: 

"I served as the Parish Priest of St. 
Frances de Sales Church, Lower 
River Inhabitants and as the 
Administrator of St. Margaret's 
Church, West Bay Road, from July 
1988 until July 1990. Just previous 
to my arrival, a letter of petition 
from the residents of Marble 
Mountain was sent to Bishop Colin 
Campbell concerning the decaying 
condition of the Church in Marble 
Mountain. At the time there was 
only one living Roman Catholic in 
this community. (He has since 
passed away.) It was unclear whose 
geographical jurisdiction the 
Marble Mountain church fell 
under: that of West Bay Road or 
that of Glendale. Bishop Campbell 
put the building under my 
jurisdiction: West Bay Road and 
River Denys. The Bishop asked 
me to examine the property and 
report back to him. 

Bishop Campbell came to see the 
building at my request and there 

0 questioning the fact that was n 
the church was in rapid decay. As 

ds to what the future of the regar · 
building would be, the Bishop gave 
me the authority and the 

Sl'bili'"' to solve the question respon: ·¥ 
of what to do with the church at 
Marble Mountain. 

Thus I began to examine the 
avenues of what might be done 
with the building: a) bulldoze it 
down b) put the property up for 
sale, c) relocate the building, d) 
donate it to the community or e) 
repair the structure. While looking 
at all the options, I spoke to many 
people and was hopeful of a 
sensible solution. 

One evening, a summer resident of 
Marble Mountain, Charles Kehoe, 
telephoned me with reference to 
what was going to happen to the 
little church of Marble Mountain. 
He was feeling the pressure to 
speak up because he was a Roman 
Catholic and well known to the 
community. I spoke to Mr. Kehoe 
of my options, and that I was 
undecided. Through our dialogues, 
Mr. Kehoe offered this solution: he 
would put a new roof on the 
building if I paid for the materials. 
I agreed to his offer . 

Through his construction company, 
Mr. Kehoe provided the men, the 
staging and the expertise. Several 
of the Protestant members of the 
community pitched in to help Mr. 
Kehoe. The cost of the materials 
was somewhere near $1,705.00 and 
I had a bill to pay. 

West Bay Road did not have the 
funds to pay for such an expense. 
Thus I presented a counter offer to 
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Sandy Boyd the Piper 

strathspeys and reels -- great 
medleys about a half-hour long. In 
later years. I learned numerous 
tunes from him." (from The Cape 
Breton Fiddler bv Allister 
MacGillivray). 

Sandy formed and inspired several 
pipe bands, and individual pipers 
learned from him, including Ranny 
Kennedy, John Paul Mac Kinnon, 
Wally Ellison, among others. 
Anecdotes about Sandy, 
pictures of him, or other 
information that could be supplied 
by former students would be most 
welcome. Pipe tunes such as The 
Groat, The Old Man of the Shells, 
MacCrimmon's Sweatheart, and 
Corrie Nessan Salute were Sandy's 
favourites and he especially enjoyed 
performing them for students. 

Sandy was born in 1908, and he 
died January 15th in 1982. 
Cameron Chisholm supplied the 
information that he was waked in 
Sydney and his funeral was 
arranged by members of the 
Canadian Legion. He is buried at 
the old MacGregor Cemetery in 
Sydney River on Edgewood Drive. 

Much of the following information 
about his personal life history was 
supplied to me by John Gibson of 
Judique who knew Sandy and 
learned tunes from him. But there 
remains much to be collected and 
documented. 

He was born in Ayrshire, Scotland 
at Largs. His father, Samuel, was 
a Lowlander, a strict Presbyterian, 
who was a butcher by trade. His 
mother, Christine (Ross) from the 
Black Isle area of Scotland between 
Cromarty Firth and Moray Firth, 
was the Highland influence of his 
life. On holidays to the north, 
Sandy developed an affinity for the 
music and the life of that area. 

He seemed to have learned his 
piping at the age of eleven as a 
Boy Scout. His first teacher was 
probably a Robert Thompson, 
about whom I have no other 
information at this time. That 
Sandy's romance with the pipes 
began strong is evident in the fact 
that by the time be was 14, he was 
teaching piping to Boy Scouts and 
to Boy's Brigade youngsters. But 
he was far from learning everything 
in those few years. "He never 
stopped learning new music," 
Archie Neil Chisholm said of him. 
"Right up to the end of his life, he 
practised nearly every day." 

As an adult, he learned from many 

other teachers, one of whom was 
Willie Barry, who was World 
Champion Pibroch player. Sandy 
spoke of him often in later years, 
recalling having learned MacLeod 
of Rassay's Salute from him. His 
most celebrated teacher was the 
late Willie Ross who was the 
Queen's Piper in residence at 
Edinburgh Castle. He was related 
to this Ross though his mother. Of 
all his teachers, particularly of 
pibroch, Sandy had the greatest 
respect for John MacColl, who was 
his instructor four times a week 
and who had a lasting influence on 
his eager pupil. This Maccoll was 
famous as a composer of marches. 

When teaching his Cape Breton 
pupils, Sandy would patiently 
analyze a piece of music and show 
how MacColl taught him. Then he 
would contrast the newer ways and 
interpretations. "Now, " he said, 
picking up his chanter, " this is 
how MacColl played that. Hear the 
low G. These modem chaps, they 
don't have the heavy G with the 
m. . .nah. It's so light it almost 
doesn't exist. The great old pipers 
would never have done it that 
way." Then Sandy broke down the 
notes to clarify what he meant. "Ah 
well, " he added, with a sigh, 
"everything changes, though not 
for the better, at least in piping." 
(This anecdote was supplied by 
John Gibson). 

When Sandy learned, the discipline 
of piping was different from the 
present day popular and modem 
way. He was well versed in the 
older bagpipe tunes which had 
numerous subtly different versions, 
each of which carried rich 
associative meaning for players and 
listeners in Scotland. The music he 
learned was called Ceo! Mor which 
is classical in style and is generally 
regarded as the highest form of the 
art of bagpiping. Ceol Mor is 
intellectual music, that is, it is not 
for dancing or marching, but just 
for listening, and to enjoy it 
requires an educated taste. In Cape 
Breton we are more accustomed to 
associating the bagpipes with 
dancing and marching. It is with 
Ceo! Mor music that he learned 
the fingering movements called 
"crunluath-a-mach" that set his 
playing apart from most other 
fiddlers in Cape Breton, along with 
his flair for interpreting music. 
Unlike many other pipers who 
came to Cape Breton from 1820­ 
1880, he was musically literate, and 
played by note. However, he did 
not confine himself to the flatness 
of a literal interpretation of the 
score. He was able to capture the 
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melodic rhythmic quany of 
Highland piping, to use grace 
notes, to lend the music a 
distinctive inflection and 
articulation all his own. 

He also learned piping music called 
"Coel Beag," which includes march 
tunes, slow airs. songs, and dance 
music, which is the popular fonn of 
pipe music most familiar to Cape 
Breton. However, his repertoire of 
this music was large, as compared 
to that of many pipers now. 

The quality of Sandy Boyd's talent 
was illustrated in 1948, when he 
won everything in the World Piping 
Competition in Hamilton. He won 
Pibroch, March, Strathspey and 
Reel. He was able to play all forms 
of pipe music to the highest 
standard. 

Before and during World War II, 
Sandy was in the Merchant Navy, 
where he was associated with the 
finest company of pipers in the 
world. Seumas MacNeil, the head 
of the College of Piping was there, 
as were Robert Hardie and 

Tommie Pearston, eminent pipers 
all. Donald MacLean, (Wee 
Donald), who wrote Farewell to 
Oban, was a friend of Sandy's. 

The situations and events leading 
to Sandy's coming to Canada in 
1942 are not clear, at the time of 
this printing. Some say he 
"emigrated," others say he "jumped 
ship." In an interview in 1973, he 
told John Gibson that he came to 
add to· the piping of the Pictou 
Highlanders, at the request of a 
Colonel Manning. However, 
details are lacking. He travelled 
extensively in Canada and the 
States. 

It will be only by the collection and 
sharing of information presently 
owned by individuals that the 
"portrait" of Sandy Boyd, including 
his influence on Cape Breton music 
will ever be painted. Partici--Paper 
would be pleased to be the vehicle 
for that sharing, but what is most 
important is that SOMEBODY 
does it while the living memory of 
him is still vivid. 
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Photo by special permission of John Gibson 

Sandy Boyd is here shown at the home of Willie D. and Annis Mae 
Chisholm of Margaree Forks in 1976. He is tuning the bass drone 
on his "silver pipes" which Sandy said were presented to him 
by the Queen at the time of the opening of the St. Lawrence 
Seaway, June 26, 1959. 


