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A Gentleman of More than Ordinary Merit 
by Mary Anne Ducharme 
He arrived in Halifax in the spring 
of 1945, invited by writers, 
professors of Dalhousie, musicians, 
and scholars for a paid holiday 
where he could meet his admiring 
public. He was a famous old. boy 
of 75 years and the author of 
several books. Among other 
planned events, he was to be a 
guest of honour of a Poetry Society 
in the library of the Queen 
Elizabeth School. Present were 
several members of the Canadian 
Authors' Association and Chief 
Justice Sir Joseph Chisholm. 

Fresh from the wilds of Melrose 
Hill, he was dressed in "a ragged 
and filthy suit of hand-me downs, 
a cap of the same description, a 
pair of badly worn shoes, an 
immense moth-eaten buffalo coat, 
and a pair of country wool mittens, 
once white but now almost black 
with dirt. . . his indifference to 
soap and water was apparent in his 
person, for his face was dark with 
grime of a winter's fires and his 
hands and nails were simply black . 
. . . when eating, he would cut up 

his food with fork and knife, lay 
these now unnecessary tools aside, 
and pick up the food and pop it 
into his mouth with his fingers." 
(Rlb»ii] 

He was, of course, James Donald 
Gillis, born in July of 1870 at 
Broad Cove Intervale, author of 
The Cape Breton Giant, the story 
of Angus MacAskill. According to 
Jimmie D., Angus owed his size 
and strength to being a Cape 
Bretoner. " Yes, our Island is 
exceptionally conductive to the 
growth of humanity. A visit to us 
will convince anyone of this." 
(Gil&) 

Besides being described as a genius 
and an eccentric he was called 
many other things: "the Bard of 
Margaree," " the Dean of Cape 
Breton letters," and "Seumas 
Dubh," (Black James), "The Sage 
of Melrose Hill," "the last of the' 
Nova Scotia Gaelic Bards," and 
simply "Jimmie D." 
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A Christmas 
present 
from 

Gerard Veilleux 

The Canso Causeway suddenly got 
Wider and deeper this week as 
Cape Breton's CBC television has 
been jettisoned into the Never­ 
Never · Land of urban-centralized 
federalism. Since Confederation 
Canada has been a landmass larger 
than most other empires in the 
history of the world, with scattered 
knots of dense population. and vast 
rural areas sparsely populated. 
Since canoes first slipped down 
rivers which were the connecting 
links between villages, 
communication management has 
been the greatest challenge to 
national unity. 

McLuhan was acutely aware that 
Canada exists next door to the 
most powerful and innovative 
communication systems in the 
world. American mass culture 
dominates the Canadian 
imagination, and broadcasting 
barriers have been largely 
ineffective. In 1932, Prime 
Minister R.B. Bennett declared in 
Parliament that without controls 
broadcasting "can never be the 
agency by which national 
consciousness may be fostered and 

sustained and national unity further 
strengthened." 

What be did not say was that 
national unity cannot be 
accomplished by rendering regions 
mute and voiceless within Canada. 
Individual regions have a double 
threat to identity, the dominance of 
American programming, and the 
"nationalism" of federal agencies­ 
-which translates to "urban 
centralism." 

This is the source of our own rage . 
Cape Breton, like other Maritime 
rural regions has been cut off and 
oppressed beyond endurance. 
Schools and post offices have been 
closed, Via Rail cut out, tourism 
money proffered and then 
mysteriously withdrawn, federal 
assistance programs put on 
foundations of quicksand, gas 
prices ever escalating upward, 
unemployment ever high, the loom 
of the GST hanging over us. Now 
CBC. 

I am sure that CBC staff in Halifax 
is well-intentioned in its sudden 
acquisition of the Cape Breton 
beat, and will do as best it can. 
But the supper hour news still has 
a limited number of minutes, and 
Halifax has its own priorities and 
perceptions of newsworthiness. We 
will no longer have Cape Bretoners 

The GST and Crafts 
What you don't see can hurt you! 

The majority of Cape Breton 
craftspeople will not be forced to 
collect GST on what they sell, 
since the OST Act (still not law at 
the time of writing) allows for 
"small suppliers." Persons 
supplying goods and services to a 
value of less than $30,000 in the 
immediate preceding year, are 
considered small suppliers. 
Undoubtedly most Cape Breton 
crafts producers would fall into this 
category. But because you don't 
have to collect the tax doesn't 
mean you don't have to pay it. 
Crafts supplies are taxable. The 
over $30,000 operation which must 
register and collect the tax can 
apply to have tax on supplies 
refunded. The small supplier can 
only get - a refund if he/she 
voluntarily registers and collects the 
tax on everything sold. The 
Canadian Crafts Council which has 
extensively researched the proposed 
new tax on behalf of crafts people, 
cautions that unless cost of 
supplies amounts to at least half 

Communication, however has 
taken a giant leap backwards. The 
intricate relationships among 
economic, social and cultural 
development, and perceptions of 
reality, and a sense of national 
identity--all of these are at stake. 
These . things depend absolutely 
upon information available to us 
and how it is presented. With all 
the other blows to national identity 
In recent times, like Meech Lake 
the CBC cuts could not come at ~ 
worst time. If Marshall McLuhan 
were alive today, a Canadian 
obsessed with communication, you 
can be sure he would be in the 
vortex of the rage of controversy 
that has been sparked by the cuts 
across the nation to regional 
programming. 

your selling price, it probably not 
worth your while to register. 

The Council cam out swinging 
when the GST was first proposed, 
presenting a brief to the House of 
Commons Standing Committee 
arguing against imposition of the 
levy, especially on art. The CCC 
points out that, by the 
government's own admission, the 
Canadian rate of discretionary 
income stands at a meagre 5%. 
The Council argues that, since 
expenditures on the arts comes 
from this tiny segment, any further 
decline will hit artists hard. The 
GST, it is feared, will cause just 
such a decline. 

The Council further cautions that 
once in place, the GST will be very 
difficult to dislodge since cost of 
dismantling it would probably 
exceed the half-billion dollars 
already spent on trying to 
implement it. In countries where 
such a tax is in force, the CCC 

points out, rates have climbed as 
high as 25%. And another negative 
is the fact that, despite government 
assurances, the tax need not be 
truly visible; display of a tax­ 
included notice is sufficient. 

If you want specific information on 
how the GST will affect your 
operation, phone toll-free 1-800­ 
267-6620 (English) or 6640 
(French). Or you can contact a 
professional tax consultant, whose 
services, by the way, are taxable! 

-from Cape Breton Craft News, 
Vol. I, no.2, Autumn 1990 
published by the Cape Breton 
School of Crafts. 

showing Cape Breton to ourselves, 
nurturing and developing our own 
fragile identity in the mass-media 
fast lane. Finding out what our own 
potentials are is difficult enough, 
and the loss of regional CBC 
is going to make it more difficult 
to voice our own issues, and more 
difficult for us to relate to or 
understand other regions. 

The biggest loss, in my view, is the 
program Land and Sea, a tradition 
here of 20 years, a program of 
great value in airing Maritime 
issues, and defining Maritime 
identity. That this wonderful and 
highly successful program is axed, 
and the silly frothy nonsense of 
CODCO remains is beyond my 
comprehension. 

I am sure poor Gerard Veilleux 
CBC president, had many sleepless 
nights, but I find it hard to have 
any sympathy. In Cape Breton we 
all know very well about inflation 
and taxes and government 
cutbacks, but at some point we 
have to stand up and say NO! If 
the very means of our standing up 
and saying no is removed, then 
what hope do we have? 

Fight with us to keep regional 
CBC, Gerard Veilleux, and that will 
be the best Christmas present ever. 
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Those years, six decades ago, were 
the the time of childhood i· 

and wonder that Jessie knew 
They involved small, commonplace 
events, but ones carried in the 
memory, of many ochers besides 
herself in Whycocomagh village. 
This kind of memory does not 

fade, or become lost in adult cares 
and troubles, but persists, 

sometimes with more clarity than 
things happening in later "ears. 

Nol many children now know what 
it is like to hold an egg still war 
from the chicken, or to hear a 

rooster CIOWi or walk seven miles 
to go to a dance\ or milk a cow 
by hand, or make decorations 
from rosehips and tinsel paper. 
These are the little things that 

change and disappear without our 
notice and without a thought 
about their importance in the 

textures of our lives. 

Jessie was the one to stomp out 
the door feeling like-- like Oliver 
Twist! Yes, that was it, Oliver Twist 
being persecuted by the 
Sowerberrys, just like the story on 
Uncle's radio last Saturday. She 
had just come home happy with 
the holiday from school and right 
away there was an argument with 
her sister Ferne about who was 
going to feed the chickens. Jessie 
was sure it was not her tum, and 
mother, sitting on the couch 
knitting after a long day of 
Christmas baking was in no 
humour for arguments. 

At the barn she filled her little 
feeder pail and brought it to the 
henhouse. As she spread the feed, 
she cast an automatic eye about for 
eggs, though there had been none 
for weeks now, since the weather 
turned cold. Then she saw it, a 
large brown egg in a nest in the 
corner! Ah-ha! She suddenly felt 
vindicated in her argument with 
Ferne and she cradled the warm 
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egg in her hand like it was her 
mother's most fragile china cup. 
Well, the rest may have oatmeal for 
breakfast tomorrow on Christmas 
Eve, but she was going to have the 
luxury of an egg! 

In their home, facing the east on 
the shore of St. Patrick's Channel 
on the Bra d'Or Lakes, the 
Christmas stockings were now all 
ready· for Santa Claus, hanging 
from their nails in a row, but father 
had been so very busy that he did 
not have time to get a Christmas 
tree. It was a disappointment 
because at school they made 
decorations with cardboard, flour 
paste, and silver paper that came 
with King Cole Tea, and tobacco, 
and teacher had bought colourful 
paper from her own money so that 
they all could make paper chains. 
At home, she and Ferne strung 
rose hips which would add a cheery 
red. note in the lush greenery of 
their own tree. '. ' . 

With a sigh, Jessie thought of the 
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tree that Mary Matheson, of 
Soapstone, had up already. She had 
not personally seen it, but it was a 
big topic of conversation at school, 
for some relatives from the States 
had sent store-bought decorations 
of unimaginable splendor: glass 
icicles and bulbs! 

As she peeled potatoes to help 
mother with supper, Jessie still 
glowed with (he remembrance of 
the Christmas concert last night at 
The Whycocomagh School. It was 
close by, near the Presbyterian 
Church of St. Andrew's where they 
attended services on Sundays. For 
weeks the two departments, the 
primary and the senior, had been 
preparing recitations and music. 
The dentist Dr. J .H.B. MacIntosh 
directed their singing, and Mrs. 
Blackett played the organ, and 
Teacher, Flo Laidlaw, had helped 
them with recitations--for weeks 
they had practised until, at least to 
Jessie, they sounded like angels 
singing, and not one student 

stumbled in his recitation, or forgot 
a line. And then, there was the big 
trc:i.;:. from floor to ceiling, 
decorated with tinsel- covered 
chestnuts, bits of wool spread out 
to look like snow, and long chains 
of coloured pap,:?r. Best of all there 
were the lighted candles and the 
sparklers. It was the most beautiful 
tree in I.ht:: world, Jessie was 
convinced. 
At first all were worried that the 
snowswrm W<L'l going to keep 
people away. but it was not long 
before the school was nearly 
bursting at the seams with the 
hundred or so stu<l0nts and their 
parents and grandparents. 

But poor 1'cac:her. r.1o, was peering 
anxiously for one particular face to 
appear, for it, was not a great secret 
that she and Jessie's Uncle Clair 
Austin were courting. As the 
concert progressed, Jessie could 
see the furtive little glances towards 
the door, and it was only wherr 
they started Jonathan MacKinnun's 
song, the one he wrote for the 
school concerts, that Unck Clair 
came in with Aunt Susan. Then 
Florence put greater heart into the 
song: 

Ho Cape fJrclon, ho ro he 
We're glad to see to see you, 
Sandy, 
Come in and have a cup of tea, 
We keep the lea· pol handy. 

Sail o'er the ocean in your mind 
From Crusoe's Isle to Dover. 
A finer land you will not find 
Than 'this Cape Breton over. 

After the singing, Uncle Clair, and 
Aunt Susan gave every child in the 
school Christmas candy, all in 
prettily decorated boxes. Soon the 
tale was heard of how Uncle Clair 
got his Plymouth car into a snow 
bank in the storm, and had to 
borrow a horse from his neighbour 
Alex Gillis to pull it out. 

Jessie shivered, however, thinking 
of what almost could have been a 
terrible accident a little while after 
that. Aunt Susan, reaching out 
straighten a decoration on the tree 
got the sleeve of her velvet dress ~ · 
the flame of a candle, and only 
quick thinking by Uncle Clair got it 
out before she was burned. 

Having a Christmas tree at home 
was the dominating theme of 
Jessie's thoughts through supper, 
and whether she dared mention it' 
again to father who was talking of 
entirely too many plans of work for 
the next day to have time: There 
were whispered consultations 
between herself and Ferne who had 
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