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Six Women Remember 
~ by Mary Anne Ducharme 
The women gathered in one of the 
apartments of Patrice LeBlanc, a senior 
citizen s complex In Chetlcamp. They 
ranged in age from 68 to 86 and were· 
eager to share 'girlhood memories. 
Marle Leblanc spoke no English but the 
others translated questions and answers 
for me as I prompted the women to 
reach back Into their experiences and 
speak of whatever came to their minds 
about how they lJved in the winters in 
the Acadlan village of Cheticamp and 
the surrounding areas. I asked them to 
elaborate especially about the holidays 
of Christmas and New Year's. They 
had been brought together for me by 
Annie-Rose Deveau of Tro1s Plgnons for 
this artlcle, end in addltlon to Marie 
and Annle-Rose were Amella Chiasson, 

Catherine Poirier, Antoinette Chiasson 
Mary Deveau, and Flora Boudreau ' 
( Plora's Gift Shop is her namesake). 

The teUing ot lite experiences ror these 
women was a delight ror themselves 
and for me as well. The accounts were 
ruH ot wondertul detail, pathos and joy, 
and the telling or one story prompted 
another so that the exchange ot 
speakers was very rapid. 
Though many experiences were unique 
to the Ure and personality of each 
person, shared lifestyles emerged, 
unfolding a glimpse or the tull tapestry 
of what it was like to be an Acadian 
girl in the early part or this century. 

When I was conrronted with my notes 
after the interview, I quickly realized 
that I would never be able to separate 
au the threads to write six stories 
nor did it seem appropriate on the 
basis ot a two hour visit. What they 
told me was. a tiny part or their H ves. 
So I decided to invent a person, Marie­ 
Rose, who could have Hved in Cap 
Rouge near Cheticamp in the late 
1920·s. She would have been about 
titteen at that time. She would tel! the 
story tor these six women, and the 
details and the experiences would be 
their own. 

I decided to have Marie-Rose keep a 
diary in which she recorded her 
everyaay life, and I chose the days or 
December 22, 23, and 24 as she and her 
family prepare tor Christmas. In the 
pages or this diary is a brief glimpse or 
the real-life story ot many Acadian women. 

• 

Six Women Remember 
Christmas in Cheticamp 

', ·, ·-~- ".;:~~··1:-~:/·~-=~~~~-~-I"~"i,;~!.~' ,,r-._-...... ·.. - . gx deg/ 3E.3g@5Gies -. :·::,.·~· ·< ' : .. >~ '~~;,~~.?~ ~-~-... who has not come back from fishing. 38' &&&Fg&? she told me to say e Hanl Marys so 
'g'[&RF jsaw 7s©".. he will be saved from drowning. I 
• 7 ii'?' have done thls, but the others are cold 
7gee ;_· and sleepy and will not say the Holy The Southeaster Mary part with me. Placide, who is .I. J two, is asleep near me and his face 

looks very rosy in the cheeks and I am 
thinking he will become sick like his 
twin did last year. Clive died with the 
measles. So I will pray extra prayers 
for Placide, for he is a pretty little 
boy and I am afrf,lid God will take him 
away for an angel. 

Dear Diary, 

Today ls December 22 and I am 
writing in the cellar of our house in 
Cap Rouge. I have a lantern and am 
sitting on a blanket spread over the 
winter's potatoes. There ls a pot· of 
hot· coals nearby for heat, and my 
brothers and sisters are huddled near. 
it. There are eleven of us. We can 
hear mother's footsteps as she walks ' 
about on the floorboards above us. I 
can picture how she is holding the 
shawl around her and how she looks 
out of the window many times. There 
is a southeaster and she is frightened· 
that the roof of the house will blow 
down. She is also worried about father , 

When I was a little girl, I had the 
diptherla at Christmas. I was very sick 
and my- uncle came to the house. He· 
said he would not get the slclcness fir.om 
us, and, you know, he did not. No one 
else would come near our House not 
even the doctor or Pere Anselma: and 
we had to make a cofifin and bury my 
sister on Wednesday by ourselves. My 
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Viewpoint Maping Gaelic realities. 
"An economically viable Gaelic Culture is the bottom line" 

/ 

1. 

Dear Partici-Paper, 
You recently featured a notice or 

. -the Conference for- Gaelic Culture held I have learned a very great deal at this 
in October. The. toUowing is the conference, especiaHy since it is .not 

· closing· statement· for this conference really much like the conferences • I 
presented by Celticist and folklorist normally attend. Mostly, I go to 
Prof. Edgar Slotkin ot the University of conterences in which participants read 
Cmcmnati..- Prof. S1otJcin has-agreed to . scholarly papers at one another. Some 
au .or part ot. this being made more ot these are otten very good and 
widely available in Cape Breton. important for those attending the 
. The closing statement contains conference, or at least tor the person. 
ob_servations.whic.h.I feel bear directly reading the paper. This conference,• 
on our cultural situation here and may however, although many scholars are in 

t interest a wide range of individuals and attendance and some·papers have been 
organizations in our area. Among the read, has had.a very ditterent tocus. 
important points raised are the relative . . This• focus; itn. seems to me, based on 
lack of participation by Gaelic speakers the talks and· panels I have attended, 
here in determining future cultural has been neither linguistic strictly 
directions, and the importance ot our speaking, ·nor anthropological strictly 
region in the wider network ot speaking, nor literary, nor philological, 
cultures. Perhaps some or this material nor••. !olkloristic. It has been very 
might provide useful 'nsights. informative, but I am having some 

difficulty deciding what·the'conference 
as a whole is about. I think that the 
conference sub-title "The Politics or 
Maintaining Culture in Modern Society," 
comes closest to the cruz of the the 
matter, although, as it stands, it is 
disingenuous. The conference is not 
ABOUT the politics of maintaining 
culture but IS the politics or 
maintaining. culture in a modern society. 

John Shaw. 

Tales Until Dawn 
"something to of fer people in this region" 

Dear Editor, 

This ls to thank you for your kind 
review 9f TALES UNTIL DAWN· which 
appeared in the November issue ot 
PARTICI-PAPER. Certainly favorable 
reviews are always appreciated by 
authors/editors, especially when it 
comes to something as obscure and 
unnoticed as Gaelic story-telllng in an 
out of the way corner of the continent 
called Cape Breton. In realistic, 
present-day terms, the orientation ot 
academic presses and markets, we were 
extremely fortunate to see this effort 
appear in print in any form. At the 
same time there are points raised in 
your review which we appreciate 
greatly and which may stay with us 
long after the comments, favorable or 
otherwise, have appeared in the learned 
Journal reviews. 

~ 

", 

Foremost tor Joe Nell and myself ls 
your feeling that the book may have 
something to otter people ln this 
region. Without mentioning It between 
us, Joe Nell and I had always hoped 
that this could be so -- that something 
which ls so uniquely ours could again 
provide a source of enjoyment tor 
people of all ages here-- but I had 
expected less interest here than from a 
few mainstream readers in North 
America ~md some academics. It ls no 
less ecouraging to see your observation 
that this effort could serve more than 
one purpose tor the reader. I had 
hoped this might work. Finally, I was 
delighted that you noticed the origin ot 
the title we have chosen in the story­ 
telllng tradition. 

We are most grateful tor the care you 
took in reading the book and your 
generosity in reviewing It. 

John Shaw 
West Bay Road 

by Edgar Slotkin 

The claim is not a criticism. i am 
predisposed to support that which must 
perforce · be a political agenda to 
maintain Gaelic culture. I am a 
professional Celticist and folklorist so 
have that motivation. UNLIKE most of 
you, I do not have a personal or 
familial motivation. In so tar as I am 

. personally engaged beyond· my 
profession, it is because to lose and 
language and a culture, all that·goes 
with the language, ANY language, is to 
lose part of reality that human beings 
in one way or another seek to grasp. 
Every language maps a somewhat 
different but valid reality; and to lose 
one and then another has always 
seemed to me to be succumbing to P, 
kind of entropy of increasing blindness 
about the world and each other. 

There are those who think that 
multilingualism produces interpersonal 
and political chaos, but from my point 
of view cultural and linguistic diversity 
is a requirement for a healthy world 
not an impediment to. it. " 

But it is only tair to say that I do not 
fully understand the situation in which 
I tind myself a part. Ot the fourteen 
talks or panel presentations I have 
heard or participated in. only three of 
the speakers could be said to live and 
work in Cape Breton, or be a recent 
emigrant from Cape Breton. Since I 
was at Harvard With two of these 
three, and the other works in Toronto 
I think it is fair to say that my 
perception of Cape Breton, its culture 
now, it aims, goats and fears, Jacks 

perspective. The Cape Breton aspect to 
the conference has been more subtle. 
than the talks, has been oblique-though 
pervasive and convincing. Its most 
notable triumph, of course, has been 
the conference -itself, demonstrating 
that the community could· plan . and 
meticulously organize an international,. 
conference of some scope, attracting 
and engaging the fifty'-six Cape 
Bretoners, the twenty-seven. Atlantic 
Canadians, the eleven Europeans, and 

·so forth. I know, as does nanyone who 
ever attempted to organize-. ahy large ; 
scale operation llice this, that to get 
everyone here. to terry them ··about, to · 
make sure everyone's packet has a pen 
in case someone left it at home, to get· 
everyone meal tickets and so on and so 
forth require the organizational skills 
ot the greatest generals, the foresight 
of the greatest statesmen, and the 
patience ot the greatest clergymen. (I 
do not say "the patience of saints " 
since Celtic saints often displayed a 
conspicious lack ot patience.) To 
demonstrate their abilities in these 
areas, the organizers show, at the very 
least, that they are well able to 
administer the funds · necessary to 
promote, say, the ten .conference 
resolutions. There seems to me no 
doubt about their ability. 

However, I do not now what ideas 
about Gaelic culture Cape Bretoners 
maintain. I have not heard enough 
from them. Indeed, in specific things I 
have witnessed diversity of opinion. To 
take one example, I have heard from 
those admitting to the facts presented 
by Hugh Trevor-Roper on the tack of 
authenticity ot commonly accepted 
Highland dress-- the purists, one might 
say, about authentic traditions 
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uncle brought me a thing that was to 
eat. It was called an orange. I heard 
my father say to give it to me tonight 
because I would be dead in the 
morning. So It was put in my hand but 
I could not lift it. They held it up for 
me to see it and smell it. Then I dled 
for four days. They said it was like a 
sleep, but I think I was dead and came 
back alive. When I was alive -again, 
the first thing I asked was for the 
orange. Yes, I r.emembered it very well 
for it was a present. I know why I did 
not stay dead. I was not pretty 
enough to be.an angel! 

Last year I had another present at 
Christmas. It was a knitted cap with a 
be.autiful. porn-porn on it. It cost my 
father seventy-five cents and my sister, 
Henriette. and I were to share it. We 
were happy for such a wonderful 
present. 

I see the covered loops of blood 
pudding in the corner of the cellar. My 
mother and I are proud of our blood 
puddings and they will be a feast for 
Christmas dinner. I help clean and. 
scrape the tripe, and blow it up to 
make sure it is all clear before it ls 
stuffed with the meat and the spices. 
The smell of the spices ls very nice 
now. But the wind ls so loud and I am 
afraid I will not hear the voice of my 
father when he comes home. I am 
hungry to see him and know that he is 
not drowned. Father likes apple pies 
very much and we have a barrel of 
apples this year. Mother and I will 
cook tomorrow if father comes home. 

Mother is fat again. She is very 
tired all the time and I am tired too 
because there ls so much work to do. 
In a short time, I know the aunts will 
come and send us all away to stay with 
our cousins and when we come back, 
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there will be another baby in the 
house. I am tired of washing. all the 
diapers. There are too many diapers 
and Placide is barely out of them. 
Babies come in the suitcase of the 
doctor. They tell children this; but I 
am not fooled. Mother eats too much . , 
and gets fat and that ls how babies are 
made. But'I do not know how they 
come out. I will listen very carefully 
when the aunt6 visit and I wlll learn. 
If father ls drowned in the Southeaster, 
I do not know how we will cut all the 
wood and buy flour and things. 

Your friend 

Marie--Rose 

Dear Diary, 

Father came home in the morning. 
The fishing boats had to be tied up in 
the harbour in Cheticamp until the 
Southeaster was finished. Father and 
mother were tired from staying up all 
night. But we saw him give a bag of 
something to her and she would not 
show It to us. Henriette and I secretlv 
talked that It might be the sweet taffy 
and maybe boxes of ralsens. Just In 
case, we will put our woolen stockings 
on the stair raHing tomorrow. 

We must be very quiet this morning 
to let mother and father sleep for a 
while. I made a good fire in the stove. 
Placide wet his clothes and was cold 
and crying but I changed him and put 
him near the stove on a blanket to get 
warm. I made the oat porridge and put 

. a spoon of sugar in Placide's. He ls 
alseep and I think that he does not 
have the measels. I wlll say extra 
prayers to Mary because she did not 
take him away for an angel. 

It ls windy and there ls much ice 
on everything, but Henriette and I are 
happy to go outside for the nlce fresh 
air. The· sky ls blue. I milked the cows 
and fed the chickens and collected the 
eggs and fed the pigs and put out some 
hay for the sheep outside, and fed the 
horse, and took water from the well to 
glve to them· and brought in pails of 
water to the house. Henriette who is 
ten, is not very strong, but she is a 
good help when she wishes it. It ls 
much hard work to have such a family. 
That is. why I do not go to school. I 
am needed at home but I do not like it 
all the time. I miss the school even 
though I had to walk for an hour to 
get there, and an hour to get home. I 
do not see my friends Lucy and Hattie 
very much tor I am not allowed to visit 
unless I am chaperoned and no one has 
this time .. I am nalled down I think. It 
ls not very nice and I want to have an 
outing once in a while. 

Henriette and I separated the 
cream from yesterday and made butter 
and washed the dishes from the 
porridge and I made the other children 
be quiet by putting up our Christmas 
cards in the window. We. have saved 
up ten now and they are pretty. I set 
Marie to do the spinning and little 
Elizabeth to do the carding and Delvina 
to work on the aprons for New Year. 
These aprons we will wear to the 
houses of our Godmothers and 
Godfathers to wish them Happy New 
Year's. We must do this for it ls 
expected that we will come in our good. 
clothes and· aprons.They will give .us 
an apple or a candy. I hope they give 
candy this year. 

The boys are stacking the 
firewood in a circle in the yard. There 
ls bread to make. It takes much bread 
to feed us. I told the children that if 
they washed themselves they will be 
able to try on the clothes from the 
barrel so they will look good at Mass. 
There are some nice clothes from 
Boston and I hope the skirt in the 
barrel wlll fit for I am too big for the 
one I am wearing. I think that Lucien 
and maybe even Guillaume might. come 
to visit me in the evening. They are 
boys who live near us. I am not sure if 
I like them for they have strange ideas 
about kissing and other things, but 
they make me laugh at them. I will 
maybe marry one of them and will not 
have to work so hard as now. I will 
be careful not to eat too much after I 
am married and I will not have so many 
babies. 

,.. Mother got up at ten and we made 
the meat pies for after Midnight Mass 
tomorrow and the apple pies for 
Christmas. We took a head cheese up 
from the cellar too, and I kllled a 
chicken for the supper today and 
Joseph brought in the pork to thaw 
from the shed -- for Christmas· dinner. 
The children are hungry again. They 
are always hungry when they smell 

I food. It ls almost time to peel the 
, turnips and potatoes tor slipper, but I 
will try on the skirt and blouse that 
was in the barrel. They are blue with. 
tiny stripes of white and I think they 
will make me look nicer when the boys 
come to visit. I can sell some eggs for 
one penny each and I will save money 
for white ribbed stockings. Mother has 
hooked many rugs this year so there 
are shoes for us, but mine are not 
with the heel I like. 

Luclen and Guillaume did come 
after supper and I wore my new 
clothes. Mother was very tired so 
father sat with us in the kitchen-­ 
father at the table and one boy on 
each side of me in the chairs. When 
father would fall to sleep, we whispered 
to each other and laughed for a long 
time and a game was made about who 
would put his arm around me without 
father seeing. They said I am a pretty 
girl but I only see a regular girl in the 
mirror. Lucien told me of a square 
dance and asked me to go but I know I, 
wlll not be allowed any outings at all 
most especially a dance. At midnight 
father woke up and frowned when he 
saw that the boys were still here. He 
wound up the clock on the shelf and 
the boys knew that he· was making a 
signal for them to go -home. When his 
back was turned, each boy slid a hand 
through the side openings of my new 
skirt and shook hands on my stomach 
saying "Happy Christmas eve!" My face 
turned very red and I was angry, but 
they laughed silently and when my 
father turned around, they were putting 
on their coats. I think I like Lucien 
but he is seeing a girl in Cheticamp. 
He tells me, though, that she is not the 
kind to live in the wilderness· and his 
father gave him land in Cap Rouge and 
he wants to settle on it. Perhaps he 
will ask me to marry him. 

--~· .. . 
\ 

Marle-Rose 
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Your frlend, 


