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Headin' West 
by Mary Anne Ducharme 

Two sets of brothers, one set 
"properly" attired and stiff, 
the other two a little 
impudent and self-assured in 
their working clothes: these 
were among the men of 
Mabou who went west in the 
decade before the tum of 
the century, and in the 
decades that followed. In the 
picture at the left are Alban 
(with the moustach) and 
Angus "The Monk" Beaton, 
the granduncle and 
grandfather of John GiJlies 
of Black River. The picture 
was taken at Connor's Point, 
West Superior, Wisconsin. In 
the picture on the right are 
Alexander (Sandy) Rankin 
(with the cigar), and Allan 
Rankin, the father and uncle 
of Angus and Tom Rankin 
of Mabou Ridge. This 
picture was taken about 1909 
in Virginia, Minnesota. 

The material in the article 
which follows was gleaned 
from a recent interview at 
the home of Tom and 
Angus. Many thanks to 
them and to the invaluable 
assistance of John Gillies 
who arranged the interview 
and provided the pictures 
and information about Angus 
"The Monk" and Alban. 

See the article on the 
following page, and the 
article "Stories are Told," 
about leaving Cape Breton 
for work. 

"My brother and me, we're headin' out west" 
Mabou men stuck together through 
thick and thin, especially the sets 
of brothers who went west to find 
work. The younger men who stayed 
behind on the cash-poor farms of 
their parents heard stories and 
songs about the adventures of 
older neighbours and family 
members, and some of them could 
hardly wait to follow the tradition 
of seeking "a stake" in the lumber 
camps, mines, farms, and dredges 

in the west. They went with brave 
camaraderie and self--assurance 
and most came back with more 
stories than money, but without 
regrets. 

The Cape Bretoners who went 
earlier looked out for the ones that 
followed, telling them what farms 
or mills or camps treated the men 
like slaves and took advantage of 
newcomers, and which ones gave 
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the best grub, a decent bed and 
fair pay. There was a intricate 
network a kind of underground 
railroad of contacts for landing 
jobs for fellow Capers. "It wasn't 
what you knew that mattered out 
there, it was who you knew," 
remarked Angus Rankin of Mabou 
Ridge. 

Angus and his brother Tom 
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remember their father Alexander 
(Sandy) Rankin, and their uncle 
Allan, speaking of going out west 
when they were in their early 
twenties, about 1899 for Sandy. and 
1902 or so for Allan. "It was a bad 
time then to be starting out for 
young fellows. There were a few 
good years, then the Depression. 
There wasn't much money, a fellow 
needed a stake to get going. Before 
going west Allan, my uncle, worked 
on the railroad for a time, the new 
line from Port Hawkesbury to 
Inverness. Before my father left, he 
worked as a carpenter's helper; 
John Archie MacKillop helped him 
find that job. But it ended with 
the cold weather. He also worked 
in the steam mill, firing up the 
boiler. He was working for 
Johnnie "The Tailor" Beaton and 
Angus Cameron. The mill was 
moved around to three places: it 
was at the Crossroads on the Peter 
Campbell property on the Glencoe 
Road; near MacKillop's Road; and 
just above where Leo Cox's place 
is now. My father did boiler work 
in the lumber camps, too." 

Sandy began his journey west in 
1899 on the mail train to Port 
Hawkesbury, and then by train all 
the way to Virginia, Minnesota. 
Ten years before Angus "The 
Mon)" Beaton, the grandfather of 
John Gillies of Black River, went 
by team to Orangedale and then by 
train, mostly through the States all 
the way to the same destination. 
Other men from Mabou went in 
coastal steamers, from Port 
Hawkesbury, to P.E.I. and on to 
Boston, and then by train west. 

"Quite a few worked in Boston," 
said Tom, who himself worked in 
Boston for a brewery company, 
many years later. 

He said that he heard of men who 
also went as far away Portland., 
Oregon; Kenny, the younger 
brother of Sandy and Allan went to 
Spokane, Washington. 

For a while, Sandy worked with 
J.A. MacKillop who had taken a 
job as stevedore, in West Superior, 
Wisconsin and be shared bachelor 
accommodation with him. 
MacK.illop stuck to this one kind 
of work for quite some time, but 
other Capers moved from lumber 
camp to lumber camp or from farm 
to farm among various places both 
in Canada and the U.S. Others 
worked in the iron mines, or in 
flour or threshing mills. 

When Allan joined Sandy in 1902, 

they got work in a Minnesota 
lumber camp. "It was cold work," 
said Angus. "The men were not 
used to such cold, way below zero. 
They had to spend money on good 
clothes to stand it. It was kind of .a 
rough life in the camps, a few 
fights now and then. The fellows 
would leave their trunks and 
valuables for safekeeping in a hotel, 
and collect them in the spring 
when they could get into town and 
get cleaned up." 

It was an especially interesting 
cultural mix of men who worked in 
Virginia, Minnesota in those years: 
Cape Bretoners, Swedes, 
Finlanders, Yugoslavians, some of 
them new immigrants without a 
knowledge of English. 

It was the same people in the 
hotels and camps year after year: 
the men who knew each other from 
back home stuck together whenever 
they could, and when they 
couldn't, they kept in touch. 

The men from Cape Breton 
gathered in the hotels of "The 
Twin Cities," St. Paul and 
Minneapolis, or in the woods 
camps, and sang songs from back 
home, or new songs they learned in 
the camps. It was their way of 
entertaining themselves. 

Sandy was a fine singer who sang 
mostly in English, and relished the 
lumber, camp songs. But Allan was 
a beautiful Gaelic singer, and the 
men who spoke Gaelic really liked 
to hear him. "One time," said 
Angus, "somebody asked my father 
who that was, singing for the men 
in the bar. It was Uncle Allen. The 
man couldn't understand why 
anybody who could sing like that 
would be working in a lumber 
camp!" 

Sandy came home in 1909 but went 
back west a short time later with 
Alban Beaton of Black River, who 
wanted to join his brother Angus 
"The Monk" Beaton, in West 
Superior. (He was known as "The 
Monk" because his father 
Alexander had joined the Trappist 
Order of monks for a short time, 
and the naming style has remained 
attached to the family.) That winter 
they worked in a lumber camp. 

In the summer months, they 
worked on Great Lakes dredges, 
making $40.00 a month, enough to 
get by on, but not enough to put 
aside for the future. 

Other local men also went to West 

Superior, among them Alex John 
Sandy MacDonald, also known as 
"Alex Dorsey," because he lived on 
the farm once owned by- a Dorsey 
of Colindale. Another who went 
there was Sandy "The Dancer" 
MacMillan of Glencoe Station. 

Angus spoke of a special 'fiddle 
that his father acquired on one of 
his journeys to the west, unusual 
because he did not play the fiddle, 
nor did his brother. It was one of 
the valuable items that he kept in 
the hotel in a trunk. He learned of 
it from Alexander "The Weaver" 
MacDonnell who saw it in a pawn 
shop, and being a fiddler, knew a 
good one when he saw it. It was 
interesting that be thought that 
Sandy should buy it, and not 
himself, for be was the one who 
knew how to play it! At first the 
shop wanted $10.00 for it, and 
Sandy didn't want it that badly, 
whether it was a fine instrument 
with two bows and a case, or not. 
A few weeks later, at Mac Donnell's 
urging, be bought it for $8.00. 
Angus and Tom still own it. 

The fiddle has a pleasant history, 
for it was frequently borrowed by 
the well-known fiddler Donald 
"John the Tailor" Beaton of 
Mabou; John Beaton of The Coal 
Mines, and by his son Danny. It 
was played as well by "Big" 
Ronald MacLellan. the father of 
Theresa and Marie MacLellan, and 
by John Alex "The Big Fiddler" 
MacDonald who won first prize 
with it in a Judique fiddling contest 
in 1924. 

These men were gone for stretches 
of years, some over ten years at a 
time. Some of them married "girls 
from away," others came home to 
look for their brides. The wives 
and mothers at home sometimes 
became tired of their lives alone 
and simply put their foot down 
about leaving again. For instance, 
Angus "The Monk" wanted to go 
to Buffalo to work the dredges in 
1920, because the wages there had 
jumped from $40. a month to 
$240.00 a month, and be wanted to 
raise enough money to build a 
barn. Sandy wanted to go too, for 
he liked the adventurous life, but 
this time he was married and his 
wife objected strongly. When his 
mother added her voice to this 
opinion, he resigned himself to 
staying home. 

Tom remembers his father saying 
many years later that if he were 
young again, he'd go back to 

A 

Minnesota in a flash. In 1959, 
Kenny, the youngest brother of 
Sandy's generation of Ridge 
Rankins, wrote a letter to Angus 
who was working in Boston, with a 
return address of Spokane, 
Washington. He spoke of "many 
happy days we had. together" in 
those times of adventure; he, Allan, 
Sandy and Alex MacDonald. 

Those were halcyon days of 
hardship, of song, of seeking 
fortunes and finding that it was in 
themselves. 

(EDITOR'S NOTE: 
To obtain a list of source material 
for any article in Partici--Paper, 
contact the editor and it will be 
gladly provided.) 

Letters Policy 
Letters are welcome in Partici­ 
Paper, but space is limited. Please 
keep letters to about 100 to 150 
words in length. Letters reflect the 
opinions of readers and do not 
necessarily reflect editorial views, 
or those of the publisher. 

Publication is at the discretion of 
the editor who reserves the right 
to· shorten or edit. Letters should 
be signed and include the writer's 
address and phone number. Send 
to: Letters to the Editor, Partici­ 
Paper, c/o Mary Anne Ducharme, 
R.R.#2 Whycocomagh, Cape 
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Phone 945-2982. 
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Take a bit of Cape Breton home 
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Fiddlers and Gaelic and other 
traditional singers"ire long­ 
standing traditions at virtually every 
summer festival in Inverness 
County, · and whether you are a 
visitor, or a year-round resident, 
you may be often "haunted" by 
some fragment of a fiddle tune, 
some especially lovely bit of a 
song, and wish you could take that 
summer festival feeling home with 
you to last the whole year. Festivals 
are important to the life and vitality 
of our music, and indeed, the 
Glendale Fiddling Festival of 1973 
is often credited with 'a revival of 
Scottish fiddle music in Cape 
Breton. The strength of this revival 
is demonstrated in the number of 
excellent fiddlers who are under 20, 
and by the number of new 
commercial recordings coming out 
every year. 

These recordings are a wonderful 
way to enjoy that Cape Breton 
festival feeling whenever the mood 
strikes. A few performers, like Rita 
MacNeil, are internationally known, 
and finding her recordings is 
relatively easy in many areas of 
Canada and the U.S. But most 
Cape Breton recordings are 
produced by the musicians 
themselves because local demand is 
high and they prefer to keep 
control over their own music. This, 
however, makes it difficult for 
visitors to know about or acquire 
recordings. If you are looking for a 

bit of Cape Breton to take home, 
or to give as a gift, here is a list of 
the more recent releases that are 
available this summer in various 
locations. All of them are available 
at The Country Music Store in 
Cheticamp, located on the Cabot 
Trail, about 1/4 mile from Flora's 
Gift Shop. 

Buddy MacMaster, 
Judique on the Floor, 11.98 

Natalie· MacMaster, 
Four on the Floor, 11.98 

Cape Breton's Greatest Hits, 11.98 

Cape Breton Symphony, ( 4 tapes), 
10.98 each 

Donnie LeBlanc, Traditional Cape 
Breton Music, 10.98 

Dougie MacDonald, Cape Breton 
Times, 10.98 
(also look for his new album, soon 
to be released) 

Jerry Holland, Lively Steps, 11.98 
(also look for his new release) 

Howie MacDonald, 3 albums: Cape 
Breton Fiddle, Taste of Cape 
Breton, A Few Tunes, 11.98 each 

Joe King, 7 cassettes, including two 
in French, Hommage a Cheticamp, 
and L 'Acadie en Francais. 10.98 
each 

Dan R. MacDonald, Heather HiJl· 
Collection, book/cassette 19.95 

Kinnon and Betty Lou Beaton, 
Fiddle 1, Fiddle 2, and A Sprig of 
Ivy, 11.98 each. 
2a /842atss 4 iaaro ilA, 

Tara 'Lynn 'Tousenard, Heritage, 
10.98 . 

The Rankin Family, Gaelic songs 
and fiddle tunes from a musical 
family of Mabou, 11.99 

For "musi.c by mail," simply 
request to be put on the mailing 
list of The Country Music Store. 
which has, for 15 years now put 
"Newfoundland and Maritime 
music out front," and is a 5 time 
winner of the Country Music 
Retailer Citation Award. The 
business is operated by Charlie 
Larade and Marie Roach. 

To order your music: make cheque 
or money order payable to: 
Country Music Store, Redman 
Road, Cabot Trail, P.O. Box 516 
Cheticamp, Nova Scotia, BOE 
lHO. Tel: 1 (902) 224-3782 or 
224-2880. All prices are in 
Canadian dollars. Shipping charges 
are paid on orders over $50.00. For 
shipping and handling charges on 
orders under $50.00 (U.S.A add 
$5.00), Canada add $3.00). N.S. 
residents add 10% P.S.T. If paying 
by Mastercard or Visa, give name, 
card number and expiry date. 

AUCOIN 
DU NORD 

Daniel Aucoin 

Les Frotleux d'Bott-J:, 
I.a s6est Raao <ad 
enregistrera !'excellent group~ "Lt.'i. 
Frotteux d'Bottes" du Nouveau 
Brunswick le venC:n:<.ij 24 aoii~ ~ la 
twerne de (Cheticamp. Si vous 
desirez des rerseignemens 
supplement@ires, cumitunique 
avec Albert Poirier ou Daniel 
Aucoin aux T'rois Pignons. 

Trois Gabric!s 
La coniaie mu:icale ""T rcis 
Gabriels pour Evangeline" 
(troisieme partie) sera pres@ntee cet 
ete a Cheticarp. L.es presentations 
auront lieu au debut du mois 
d'aoit. Cette piece de there a 
ete &crite et montee par Ernest 
Boudreau. 

Histoire et Traditions .Acadennes 
La version frangaise du livre 
"Cheticamp. Histoire et Tra<litioru; 
Acadiennt.•s" est mainlena.nt ,m 
vente au Trois Pignons. 

Jeunes Travilleurs 
On vous rappelk qu~ La 
Cooperative des jeunes travilleurs 
de Cheticamp peut vous aider h 
accomplir divers travaux. POur 
plus d'informations, tel@phonez 
224- 3212. 

Campagne de Reerutement 
La Societ@ saint Pierre poursuit sa 
campagne de recrutement pour 
l'anncc 1990--9 l. La cotisation est 
fixe a $10.00 pour les adultes et 
$5.00 pour les ctudiants. Pour plus 
de renseignements, communiquez 
avee le personnel des Trois 
Pignons. 

Loterie sur un tapis hooke 
Les Amis du Plein Air Ont-organise 
une loterie sur un tapis hook.~ Les 
billets sont en vente a $1.00 chacur 
ou sept pour $5.00. Les gens 
peuvent se procurer des billets au 
Centre d'accueil du Pare national 
des hautes-terres du Cap-Breton. 

Concert en plein air 
Chaque diianche soir, pendant les 
mois de juillet et aoit, un concert 
en plein air aura lieu ·' 
!'amphitheatre du Pare nationar 
Vous aurez l'occasion d'apprecie; 
des chanteurs, des musiciens et des 
danseurs. 
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