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The Search for the Promised Land 

by Mary Anne Ducharme 

In Cape Breton, the Scots"have 
never quite ceased longing for the 
old homeland. The undertow runs 
deep in the currents, back, back. 
Why? Life was not easy in 
Scotland: the government was 
oppressive; life was physically hard; 
the economics were precarious; the 
land was harsh and bleak; the 
religious climate either negligent or 
fanatical. This was true of 
Sutherlandshire where Norman 
McLeod was born in 1780, and 
particularly in Assynt, where the 
rubble of the Black House in which 
he lived can still be found. 
Something was there that became a 
strong current in the blood, 
something mysterious and 
intangible that created passionate 
leaders, and passionate followers. 

Norman was to become the first 
Presbyterian minister to make his 

home in Cape Breton, and he was 
the very pulse and center of the 
first Presbyterian.congregation. In 
1817, Norman and his followers left 
Scotland for Pictou, Nova Scotia. 
From Pictou, they built "The Ark" ' 
outfitted to get them to Ohio in 
1820. But they were storm-tossed 
and took refuge in St. Ann's Bay, 
quickly deciding to make their 
home there. In 1851, the whole 
congregation moved with him to 
Australia, and then, finally, to New 
Zealand in 1854. 

At the mouth of the Waipu River, 
in the north of Auckland, on the 
North Island, the travel-weary 
"Normanites" settled because it 
reminded them of St. Ann's Bay. It 
was wooded, the steep headlands 
enclosing sheltered bays. There was 
better land elsewhere. but this was 
continued page three 

In Victoria and Inverness Counties 
are many who have New Zealand 
connections . 
Now there is new initiative and 
energy in preserving this history 
by the St.Ann's-Baddeck/ Waipu 
Twinning Society. New members are 
welcome. 
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Mrs. Eveline Macleod of St. Ann's. an instructor of handcrafts at St Ann' • 
College displays the double bed quilt. made by women in her class 1n s GaelK 
alt traditional Nova sconic patters. This qui ant e dtstayea i .',]"" 
in New Zealand, which contains many artifacts from Cape Breton. r, '®!P¥. 4seum this Mi B . · .. nc curator of museum, frs. Jetty Powell, is planning to visit the Gaelic College to furthe he 
genealogical research. Among other initiatives to strengthen the historic bo ~ er :r 
tween Cape Breton and New Zealand is a newly released book enutea s,[] 
Heritage Book, with stories and recipes from earlier generatic' '° tons. 
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Comhairle na yaidhlig appeals 
to School Board: 

'Keep Gaelic in {Tlabou!" 
(extracted from a brief presented 
by Rosemary McCormack, 
chairperson of the Education 
Committee, Comhairle na 
Gaidhlig, to the Inverness County 
School Board, August 27, 1990). 

Gaelic is one of the three founding 
European languages of Nova 
Scotia, and is therefore, historically, 
as important to us as English and 
French. There are now 
approximately 80,000 Cape 
Bretoners who are Gaels, but of 
these only about 800 actually speak 
the Gaelic language. And their 
average age is around 60, so it is 
fairly obvious that Gaelic will not 
survive until the community itself 
and every major social institution 
we have, starts now to support the 
language strongly. 

It is the language that forms the 
foundation of our fiddle music, our 
piping, much of our dance, our 
major outdoor festivals, and how 
we have expressed ourselves in 
story and song. For decades we 
have been attracting visitors 
through our Gaelic culture, in full 
recognition of the uniqueness of 
our cultural situation as a living 
Gaelic language community. 
Visitors may enjoy tartans and 
parades and pipe-bands, but they 
can go to other places to see these 
things. They come to Cape Breton 
to see how such things fit into a 
whole Gaelic culture. 

Jorul education directly contributed 
to the decline of 5aelic. 991 of 5aels 
in Cape Breton do not speak their ow 
language. 

Formal education directly 
contributed to the decline of Gaelic 
language in Cape Breton. At this 
time 99% of Gaels do not have 
access to their own heritage 
language because the right to speak 
Gaelic has been denied to them. 
For generations, Gaelic speaking 
children entered school to find 
that there was no place there for 
the language of their homes, their 
families, and their communities. It 
was English that was valued, and 
the powerful mes-sage came 
through clearly that there was 
something wrong with being Gaels 
and speaking Gaelic. These same 
children were victimized as well by 
an educational theory, now known 
to be false, that speaking more 

than one language is harmful . It 
was very easy along the way, for 
these earlier generations to make 
the 'decision, consciously, or 
unconsciously, that Gaelic was a 
burden not worth carrying for their 
children. 

Within the 99% of Gaels in Cape 
Breton who have lost their native 
language, are parents of the 
children whose education is in the 
hands of school boards now. 
These parents are the first 
generation of Gaelic Cape 
Bretoners who are fully assimilated 
into English language culture. 
Victims of this process may realize 
their loss, but feel powerless to 
reverse the situation. 

To this end, we ask school boards 
in Cape Breton to be willing to 
participate with Comhairle na 
Gaidhlig in a consultive process 
aimed at establishing a firm basis 
for an expanded Gaelic education 
system. 

The Gaelic Council is asking the 
School Board of Inverness County 
to exert whatever influence is 
possible to have the Gaelic 
program in Mabou Consolidated 
School retained. Mabou is the only 
school in this Province in which 
Gaelic language instruction has 
been offered in recent years. The 
loss of that program at this time 
runs counter to a major objective 
of the Gaelic Council-- to see 
increasing interest and participation 

in Gaelic by young people on this 
Island. 

Our vision is that the coming 5 to 
10 years will begin the rise in 
community awareness of Gaelic, an 
increase in the numbers of young 
people wanting to learn the 
language, and an. increase in 
schools offering Gaelic instruction. 

Jt is not enough to say that "Jf parents 
panted Gaelic in their, schools, they'd be 
asking for it.' 

So it is not enough to say that "If 
parents wanted Gaelic in their 
schools, they'd be asking for it." 
That droves of parents are not 
beating down the doors demanding 
Gaelic education is a symptom of 
assimilation-- feelings of 
hopelessness, or indifference, or 
that the inevitable has come about 
in regards to Gaelic. But reviving 
Gaelic is not yet hopeless if' 
attitudes were changed. However, 
changing ways of thinking is a 
whole complex process. The 
Gaelic Council, Comhairle Na 
Gaidhlig, is prepared to undertake 
exactly that task. 

To be blunt, since the education 
system in the past that has 
contributed to the decline of 
Gaelic, it is only just that the The Gaelic Council is initiating 
education system should help to discussions with the Department of 
reverse the damage in view of more Education, and hopefully with 
current and enlightened thinking. school boards as well, with the aim 
In most of our schools today, our of integrating Gaelic cultural 
children learn very little about the information into curriculum 
fact that many Gaelic-speaking materials being used in our schools. 
Cape Bretoners became prominent The contribution of Gaelic and 
in politics, business, education, Gaels in Nova Scotia should be 
religion, and the arts. They are not better understood, so that we can 
taught that ancient Gaelic stories dispel some of the fog that seems 
belong every bit as much to them to surround Gaelic. 
as to children in Scotland or 
Ireland. They do not know that 
current Gaelic culture is a viable 
option to them, as manifested in 
Scotland and Ireland by the 
thriving-Rock n' Roll bands. Most 
students now associate Gaelic with 
being old, somewhat fusty, 
uninteresting. They need to be 
shown that it can be as young and 
vibrant as they are. 

The one bright light in Gaelic 
language educational history on 
Cape Breton has been the Gaelic 
program in the schoc. ..: Mabou. 
That program has shone out as the 
one positive example of what can 
be achieved in Gaelic with the 
support of the education system. 
The program has fostered young 
people who have gone on to 
further Gaelic· studies at university 
(e.g. The Rankin Family and the 
Caileagan Mhabou group) which 
rank with any you might hear in 
Scotland and Ireland. Just this 
past year, the Mabou program 
produced the only students in all of 
Canada who could participate in a 
computer link-up with Gaelic 
students in Glasgow, the Western 
Isles and Ireland; and who could 
submit for publication original 
Gaelic poetry and short stories to 
an international, all-Gaelic school 
magazine soon to be published in 
Ireland. 
Such achievements cannot be 
accomplished without hard work 
dedication and commitment on the 
part of the students, the teacher 
and the local school administration. 

These are achievements that have 
de the Mabou Gaelic Program 

'kaas in the past, and make 
worthy of continued support. In 
the future the Mabou program can 
surely have tremendous significance 
as the flagship of an expanded 
Gaelic education system. But in 
order to become the flagship, the 
program has to remain in the 
school in Mabou. 

Because of the delicate nature of 
the Gaelic situation, this program 
needs extra consideration and 
support. It has to be relieved of the 
pressure of numbers. The program, 
the teacher, and the students have 
every year faced the possibility of 
having the program cut, and that is 
not a healthy atmosphere for long 
term development. There are 
scheduling difficulties because the 
program has been offered in 
competition with core subjects. We 
suggest a period of three years in 
which the program is not subject to 
cuts, and some scheduling 
adjustments, and this could go a 
long way towards stabilizing the 
numbers in the program. 

. We also feel that the high school 
program in Mabou requires the 
additional support of a Gaelic 
presence in the elementary levels 
in Mabou, so that a larger number 
of children can be exposed to the 
language at an age when they can 
benefit greatly from it. 

he decision of the Jnverness County 
School Board is not just a local concern. 
'Jt can affect the future of the language 
in all of' Ylova Scotia. 
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continued 
The Promised Land where they 
could resume the kind of 
community life that they had 
known in St. Ann's. They were 
people with a mysterious bond, 
forged in Scotland, and tempered 
in Cape Breton. 

Even now, it is not so much the tie 
with Scotland that stirs the blood 
of McLeods, the McDonalds, the 
Campbells, or the McPhees in 
Waipu. It is St. Ann's. 

For the followers of Norman 
McLeod, pioneer life in St. Ann's 
was not easy, and at times it was 
acutely unpleasant, especially in the 
famine time in 1848 when freakish 
weather wiped out the crops in the 
brief Cape Breton summer. But the 
vigorous followers of Norman 
McLeod were innured to hardship, 
and it was not economics alone 
that plucked somewhere between 
800 and 97 5 people from one 
island in the North Atlantic to 
another island, many thousands of 
miles away. This new island was 
bounded on one side by the South 
Pacific and on the other by the 
Tasman Sea. 

In places with strange sounding 
names to us, like Kauri, Whangerei, 
Hakaru, and especially Waipu, 
there now are the great 
grandchildren of migrants who 
followed Norman McLeod literally 
across the face of the earth. It is a 
story full of intangibles and 
mystery. ' 

To these great grandchildren the 
names of places in Cape Breton 
resound with epic romance from 
family tradition. In the Waipu 
Museum, "The House of 
Memories," there are a large 
number of artifacts from Norman 
McLeod's era in Cape Breton, and 
many a Waipu "Novie" with a 
Scots name can relate stories told 
them by grandparents of that 
colourful time. On both sides of 
the world, these are stories of such 
drama and fascination, and even 
romance, that they could be 
scripted into a magnificent movie. 

The full story cries out to be told 
in a manner equal to its value, for 
it is one of the most unusual 
stories of migration in history. 

Much primary research is yet to be 
done to document the story of 
Norman McLeod and his followers. 
Most difficult will be the task of 
interpretation, for the legends are 
inextricably woven into the cloth of 
facts, and who can say with 
certainty what drives the spirit? 

No one who knew Norman 
McLeod was indifferent to him: he 

74% 20a, 
Norman McLeod: 

"impressive" "towering" "terrifying" 
These are the words to describe 

the Presbyterian minister 
who took his followers from Scotland 

to Pictou, then to St .Ann's; 
to Australia; and finally 

to New Zealand! 
It is 

one of most unusual 
migrations in history. 

co "lat 
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REV. NORMAN MacLEOD, B.A., 
At St. Ann's from 1820 - 1851 

"In the Waipu House of Memories are artifacts 
from Norman McLeod's era in Cape Breton .... 

there is much research yet to be done." 

was hated and- loved with equal' 
fervour. He could be malicious, 
spiteful; he could cast terror into 
his congregation with frightening 
words; he could brook no one by 
his side who was independent in 
spirit; he viewed his own will as the 
will of God. And yet, he could also 
be kind and tender. He was 
unquestionably devoted, hard­ 
working, brilliant as a teacher, and 
compelling as a leader. 

Was he a megalomaniac? A fanatic 
tyrant? A prophet? A saint? Could 
one man be all of these at once? 
Tradition has it that his last words 
at the age of eighty-six were: 
"Children, children, look to 
yourselves, the world is mad" 

Here is a study for the 
psychologists and philosophers, 
indeed, a study surely as 
fascinating as that of Rasputin! 
Ties between Cape Breton and 
New Zealand have remained strong 
through the generations, with much 
exchange of correspondance and 
many visits of newly re-discovered 
cousins. Rollie Thornhill and his 
wife Bonnie were invited to Waipu 
to open the summer Highland 
Games there on January 1st. The 
curator of the Waipu Museum, 
Mrs. Betty Powell is planning a trip 

to St. Ann's Gaelic College to 
further her research in genealogy: 
A handcrafts class at the Gaelic 
College, instructed by Mrs. Eveline 
MacLeod, decided to make a quilt 
of traditional Nova Scotia patterns 
for the Waipu Museum. A just­ 
released book entitled St. Ann's 
Heritage Book, produced by the 
Ephraim Scott Ladies' Aid Society, 
outlines the history of St. Ann's 
and Waipu, including stories and 
recipes inherited from earlier 
generations. There are other 
excellent books, too, notably, Neil 
Robinson's Lion of Scotland, and 
James B. Lamb's The Hidden 
Heritage, Buried Romance at St. 
Ann's. But there is much of the 
story still untold, much of the 
research still incomplete. 

However, there is new inititative 
and energy in undertaking the 
preservation and interpretation of 
this history by a recently formed 
society, "The St. Ann's - Baddeck/ 
Waipu Twinning Society." 
Douglas Urquhart, President of the 
Society, heads some 100 members 
organized in committees for 
history, genealogy, museum 
development, handcrafts, and 
public relations. 

The Museum Committee, acting as 
a ngbt hand of the Gaelic College 

in historical matters," envisions a 
complete historical interpretation of 
the Highland Scots of St. Ann's. 
The ideas currently under 
discussion are for a museum with a 
walk-through pictorial display, an 
archives and library, a genealogy 
center, a reading room and a 
conservation area. Other project 
ideas include an old barn for farm 
machinery, a film center, a New 
Zealand room, a replica of Norman 
McLeod's house, a reproduction of 
the old church, a blacksmith shop 
and a replica of The Margaret, the 
first ship to leave St. Ann's for 
Australia The location of the 
museum complex is still 
undetermined. 

It will take many minds and many 
hands to bring this grand vision to 
fruition, but the blood is still 
strong, and surely this story and 
this project will capture the 
imagination of many. 

There are people in Inverness 
County who surely have ancestors 
who joined in the Odysseys of 
Norman McLeod. Perhaps th 
are many with retatves % ,' 
Zealand, people with stories to tell 
that will add important historical 
detail to this spectacular story. 
continued page five 


