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Abstract 

 
Cape Breton Gothic is a postmortem. At some point after the ink dried on Sheldon 

Currie’s Miners’ Museum (1995) and before Mayor John Morgan issued his out-of-

nowhere resignation (2012), the heart of the Island’s mining culture ceased to beat. 

As a self-styled coroner, I determined the cause of death. In the autopsy that I 

performed, I isolated two pathogens that, when combined, proved fatal. The first 

was the trauma wrought by coal mining itself, a job that claimed the lives of 1,321 

colliers, maimed thousands more, and did irreparable damage to the psyches of 

their families. The second was the hypertrophying of the honor ethic. The ethos of 

honor and shame is an attribute of scarcity-driven economies like that of the Gaels, 

who peopled the coalfields. The hallmark of honor culture is belligerence. The 

storm-the-barricades approach to civic life that it entails was adequate during the 

Coal Wars (1909–1925). But by the new millennium, it had degenerated into the 

knee-jerk pugilism of toothless labor unions and a quixotic lawsuit, launched by 

the regional municipality against the provincial government (2004). 

As an interdisciplinary study, Gothic uses a number of theories and methods 

to trace the etiology of the killing disease. From Gothic Studies, it borrows 

Freudian theories of trauma and repression; from anthropology, it borrows 

Bourdieu’s notion of symbolic capital; and from social psychology, it borrows 

Nisbett and Cohen’s experimental ethnography of Appalachian violence. As for its 

methods, Gothic uses archival research to exhume the bones of the Island’s fascist 

crisis (1938–1940), and it uses narrative inquiry to join sixty-seven interviews into a 
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nonfiction novella of the area’s underclass and its “prominent citizens.” Cape 

Breton Gothic is, above all, a corrective to the hagiographies of Acadiensis 

historians. I have planted my flag at the horrific end of the historical spectrum, not 

to dismiss the standard narrative but to elongate its arc and to re-problematize it. 

Somewhere between the romance of David Frank and the Sturm und Drang of 

yours truly, there is a shadowland where future historians might write a subtler 

version of Cape Breton’s story.  
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1 

Stars, Hide Your Fires 

 

I LIFTED MY EYES from the script. From the rostrum, I could see David Frank 

seated to my left and Sheldon Currie seated to my right.i I glanced back and forth at 

them. My blink rate speeded up. I began to sweat. The thought struck me with the 

force of the coal fall that killed my grand uncle and namesake, Edward Michalik, in 

19331: The historians shanked it; the novelists got it right. A flash followed: How do 

you write that up in a literature review? The answer: You don’t. My heart sank: I’m 

frigged. It wasn’t supposed to be like this. I had entered the doctoral program in his-

tory at UNB with a fat SSHRC grant, based on a proposal to write a com-

pare/contrast dissertation on the settlement of Poles and Italians in industrial Cape 

Breton. The literature was all there: start with Oscar Handlin,2 segue into John Bod-

nar,3 pay homage to the New Left,4 nod to the “imagined communities”5 crowd, ride 

the globalism6 wave, and bam! an article of mine lands in Acadiensis or Labour/Le 

Travail. It would have been anodyne, but it would have gotten published. If only I 

had stuck to the script. But the script was useless to me. Because I had witnessed too 

many versions of Margaret MacNeil’s final reveal;7 because Bridget Murphy’s fugue 

                                                        
i David Frank, professor of Atlantic Canadian history (retired) at the University of New 
Brunswick and author of J.B. McLachlan: A Biography (1999), was my supervisor from 
2003 to 2010. Sheldon Currie, professor of English literature (emeritus) at StFX is a novelist 
whose works include The Glace Bay Miners’ Museum (1995), Down the Coaltown Road 
(2002), and Two More Solitudes (2009). Their work is the fulcrum on which pivots the main 
themes of this dissertation. 
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states were too much like my own; 8 because the paranoia of Duncan MacAskill’s 

Creignish reminded me too much of (my hometown) Glace Bay’s9 — because of 

what I had seen and heard, I would never be satisfied with the standard-issue aca-

demic history of the Island. 

I had thrown away the script before I began to deliver my fifteen-minute 

presentation at the Mining Culture symposium at Cape Breton University (CBU) 

on the high holy day, June 11 (2005). The figures who should have appeared in my 

paper — the padrones Tommaso Cozzolino and Max Passerini10 and the founders of 

Saint Michael’s Benefit Society (est. 1909) — were absent from the tightly edited 

page. That Davis Day, I delivered “‘Give Us a Fighting Man’: Honor and Shame in 

Industrial Cape Breton,” a paper that contained the core ideas you are about to read 

in this dissertation. Even the catchphrase “Cape Breton Gothic” appeared as if from 

a puff of smoke above the footlights. As soon as I uttered the word Gothic, I was 

finished in the History Department. David Frank’s history could be about valor; 

mine would be about horror.  

Despite the correctness of his work, there has always been a tinniness to 

Frank’s Island studies. I can’t remember who said it, but word got round to me at 

the symposium that when he taught at the University College of Cape Breton 

(UCCB), David Frank used to answer “Dominion” when asked where he was from. 

Wrong answer. (He lived in Dominion; he was from Toronto.) The Michaliks have 

lived in Cape Breton since 1902, yet people there still marvel at our “foreign” name 

and swarthy features. Having resided in Halifax as long as I have, my dearly depart-
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ed Dad used to rib me that I was a mainlander. Answering the question Where are 

you from? is one of the acid tests of Island culture.ii To suggest that his roots were 

somehow sunk in Cape Breton would raise eyebrows and cause grottier locals to 

question his gall. It vexed me. It troubled me too that David would describe our 

work as historians as “artisanal” or “craftsman-like.” Had he ever swung a pick? Or 

climbed on his hands and knees in a pit? Nope. Me neither. Writing and research are 

hard work, but manual labor they ain’t. I was raised working class, but my culture 

was not. I had access to books and ideas my peers didn’t have. However materially 

poor I was, I possessed cultural riches they couldn’t afford. This didn’t make me 

better, but it did make me different. My supervisor couldn’t draw the distinction: he 

and I were “privileged.” 

What David Frank saw in the working class of Cape Breton was rose-colored 

by mid-seventies Marxist idealism. What I lived through up on Hunk Hilliii during 

the mid-seventies was Fall on Your Knees11 (1996). “Stars, hide your fires,” Macbeth 

implores the heavens, as he plots to murder King Duncan. “Let not light see my 

black and deep desires.”12 The Thane of Cawdor hopes to avert his gaze as he raises 
                                                        
ii In 1981, J. Murray Beck wrote of Atlantic Canada: “The traditionalism and conservatism 
of the four provinces reinforce their reluctance to establish strong attachments broader than 
the provincial; so do the rural values which are highly significant throughout the area. Be-
cause the Atlantic provinces have not undergone modernization, there is little of the cultural 
homogeneity which is marked by the appearance of those patterns of belief and behavior 
common to all industrial societies; still prevalent in all four provinces is the fragmented par-
ticularism that is characteristic of non-industrialized societies.” J. Murray Beck, “An Atlan-
tic Political Culture: A Chimera,” in Eastern and Western Perspectives: Papers from the 
Joint Atlantic Canada/Western Canadian Studies Conference, eds. David Bercuson and 
Phillip Buckner (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1981), 165. The “fragmented partic-
ularism” — the quiet hostility to outsiders — of which Beck writes is very much alive in 
Cape Breton in the twenty-first century. It puzzles me that David Frank didn’t clue into it 
during his Cape Breton sojourn.  
iii The name Anglo–Celts used for Glace Bay’s Polish enclave, situated on Douglas Avenue. 
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his dagger and returns it, bloodied, to its sheath. If only one could close one’s eyes 

to life’s horrors. As a boy, I did not have the luxury of not seeing the steel hook that 

sat on the stump of my uncle Gussie Michalik’s hand. I could not not hear the tale of 

how he almost bled out in the coffin-like tram that carried him with his mangled fist 

from the face to the surface (ca 1932). Nor could I erase the memory of him holed 

up with his new prosthesis, getting shit-faced in the Polish Hall till someone pried 

the door open and dragged him out. Gussie Michalik (†1988) spent the better part of 

the next half century drunk. And my paternal grandmother, Katy Ropek (†1957), 

fled her home in New Waterford to escape her father, Stanley Ropek, who was, to 

be charitable, a blackguard. Katy Ropek made it safely to Glace Bay. There she 

worked, changing sheets in Mrs. Kashmyl’s brothel until she married my grandfa-

ther (1926). Katy (née Ropek) Michalik was a skittish woman whose marriage top-

pled the day after the night the dogs howled too long and her son, Joey, was killed 

in No. 4.13 They waked Joey in the living room. Her husband, Joe Michalik, took to 

women and drink. She died three Christmases later. 

That’s the mining culture I grew up with. It has more to do with Carson 

McCullers and Flannery O’Conneriv than with Eric Hobsbawm and E.P. Thomp-

son.v In many ways, my story is unremarkable, which makes it more terrifying. Be-

fore I was able to ride a trike, my brother, Bernie, was making a small fortune on 

                                                        
iv Carson McCullers’ The Heart Is a Lonely Hunter (1940) and Flannery O’Conner’s short-
story collection A Good Man is Hard to Find (1955) are seminal works of Southern Gothic. 
v Eric Hobsbawm, whose works include Primitive Rebels: Studies in Archaic Forms of Social 
Movements (1959), and E.P. Thompson, whose works include The Making of the English 
Working Class (1963), are giants of British labor history. 
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paydays bumming nickels from pickled miners crawling out of the Army and Navy. 

Before I was old enough to hear Ma’s bumblings about the birds and the bees, I was 

man enough to hear her firm warnings to steer clear of the pool hall known as the 

Rat Hole. Vulgar men did vile things there. This, I knew. The piss and beer that 

dribbled from its recessed doorway on Commercial Street was ample deterrent. 

Then there was Walter Burke. A month after my first kiss with my first big crush, 

Sherry Petrie, I was pitching, badly, at South Street field. Walter Burke was umping 

the game. Walter was a dim bulb and a lousy umpire, but he was kind and treated us 

bantam leaguers respectfully. After my third passed ball of the inning, he decided to 

pay a visit at the mound to calm me down. Walter approached the rubber and asked 

how I was doing. “All right,” I shrugged. He was about to hand me a new ball when 

he took off his mask. His face was laced with stitches and scars from his right temple 

to his left cheek. His nose — what was left of it — was crooked and black. His eyes 

were purple. “Pit accident,” he said. So was born Cape Breton Gothic. 
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Photographs 

 

Photo 1: The Jell-O tree. Commercial Street, Glace Bay (2011).vi 
  

                                                        
vi Unless indicated, all photographs printed herein were taken by the author. 
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Photo 2: A forensically correct, flesh-colored Christ. Saint Anne’s Cemetery, Glace 
Bay (2010). 
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2 

The Province of Amateurs 

 

HISTORY IS A BASTARD DISCIPLINE. It possesses one constant, chronology, 

but has no native theory or methodology. “Unlike the physical and social sciences, 

history has no technical jargon,” writes David Lowenthal, “[and] requires no 

grounding in some arcane aspect of nature or human nature.”1 It is, he observes, the 

province of amateurs, who “generally strive to be excessively straightforward, even 

to the point of eschewing theory entirely.”2 Indeed, “[m]any historians share Rich-

ard Cobb’s old-fashioned aversion to ‘the methodology of history as the invention 

of solemn Germans and … the ruination of future historians.’”3 To distinguish 

themselves from the popularizers, the litterateurs, and the plain vulgar (a group that 

includes David McCullough, Simon Schama, and Mr. Nova Scotia Know-It-All), 

academic historians dress their work in borrowed clothes: prêt-à-porter Edward 

Said and Walter Benjamin for those on the left, end-of-season Steven Pinker and 

Richard Dawkins for those on the right.  

Cultural history is no exception. It is not a method as such, but a subfield of 

history. Specifically, it is the “historical practice that incorporates cultural anthro-

pology and literary theory in order to decode past expressions of all sorts.”4 The 

range of human expression is limitless. As Edward Tylor (1982–1917) once ob-

served, culture is “that complex whole which includes knowledge, belief, art, morals, 
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law, custom and any capabilities and habits acquired by man as a member of socie-

ty.”5 Applying this definition, Cape Breton culture would encompass everything 

from the novels of Lynn Coady6 and the poems of Don Domanski7 to “scooshing 

the clampers”i and the “Highway of Heroes.”ii The cultural historian is free to for-

age far and wide, though he does so at the risk of succumbing to superficiality and 

cant, which lurk about when the hunt is rich. 

Cultural history has no methodology per se, but it tends toward certain lines 

of inquiry. Foremost is its preoccupation with the study of mentalities. Ever since 

Swiss art historian Jacob Burckhardt (1818–1897) declared that the “fundamental 

vice of … [quattrocento Italy] … was at the same time a condition of its greatness, 

namely, excessive individualism,”8 cultural historians have been limning the zeit-

geist. Virile egotism enlivens Burckhardt’s Italy. Not so the Flanders of Johan 

Huizinga (1872–1945). Though the periods overlap, the Flemish mind-set is more 

macabre. “So violent and motley [is] life [in the Low Countries] that it [bears] the 

mixed smell of blood and roses.”9 The mediaeval mind is, in Huizinga’s reading, bi-

polar: 

The men of that time always oscillate between the fear of hell and the 
most naive joy, between cruelty and tenderness, between harsh asceti-

                                                        
i The schoolboy practice of leaping from one ice floe to another in Glace Bay harbor during 
the winter months. 
ii The public outpouring of grief for Sergeant James MacNeil Jr., who was killed by an IED 
in Afghanistan in June 2010, defies a pat explanation. Ten thousand Capers — 10 percent of 
the Island’s population — lined Grand Lake Road to view his funeral cortege. It’s my guess 
that MacNeil’s demise symbolized to Islanders the death knell of their heroic culture. The 
event deserves a study of its own. “Glace Bay soldier, Sgt. James MacNeil, 28, killed in Af-
ghanistan,”  
Cape Breton Post, June 21, 2010, http://www.capebretonpost.com/News/Local/2010-06-
21/article-1398500/Glace-Bay-soldier,-Sgt.-James-MacNeil,-28,-killed-in-Afghanistan-/1 
(accessed September 1, 2013). James MacNeil Sr. (January 28, 2014), personal interview. 
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cism and insane attachment to the delights of this world, between ha-
tred and goodness, always running to extremes.10  
 

Norbert Elias’s Renaissance courtiers display the same poor impulse control as 

Huizinga’s medieval courtiers. So when does the Renaissance wax and the medieval 

wane? Whose mind typifies the so-called spirit of the age? It’s a question of perspec-

tive. The Civilization of the Renaissance (1860) reflects the peace and prosperity of 

liberal Europe at its zenith; The Waning of the Middle Ages (1919) suits the dour 

outlook of post-World War I Europe.  

“Our fathers fabricated their Renaissance,” thought the Annaliste Lucien 

Febvre.11 A vater such as Burckhardt conjured up his Renaissance by wandering 

marbled hallways and thumbing gilded manuscripts. He stitched together his tapes-

try with the remnants of high culture; so did Huizinga and Elias. We could hand 

these gentlemen a writ — the indictment, Dead White Male Snobbery — or we 

could put them in context. “[C]haque époque se fabrique mentalement sa représen-

tation du passé historique,” wrote Febvre.12 Then as now, each generation creates its 

own representation of the historical past, narratives shaped by the swirl of events 

and the scholars’ mind-set. The historian’s optic is narrow, yet the aim of cultural 

history is often to distil the essence of the whole. Such grand gestures are ultimately 

futile because no community, be it a village or a civilization, shares a worldview. 

There can be no conventional wisdom without heresy, dissent, and indifference. 

Culture entails counterculture; subcultures eddy against the mainstream.  

It’s this friction between the dominant and the subordinate — the conven-

tional and the subversive — that sparks what Devendra Varma called the “Gothic 
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flame,”13 the fuel for which is the social anxieties of the ruling class, typically the 

sexual neuroses of the bourgeoisie and their phobic disdain of the working class. If 

Clifford Geertz is right in saying that culture is the story we tell ourselves about 

ourselves, then Cape Breton’s culture turns tables, subordinating the tycoon, the 

mine manager, and the paper pusher. In their zeal to tell the story “from below” — 

to send Burckhardt and Huizinga packing — Cape Breton’s historians have raised 

the voice of Dawn Fraser, only to submerge the voice of Hugh MacLennan.  

How one reads culture is a matter of taste. My maître at Dalhousie, Gregory 

Hanlon, turned his nose up at Geertz’s interpretative anthropology,14 though he was 

fond of Erving Goffman’s interaction sociology,15 which is equally semiotic. Hanlon 

deployed Goffman’s dramaturgical model to analyze contests of honor in the Midi.16 

Early on, he used concepts such as “the actor” and “the front” to deconstruct sce-

narios in which one nobleman’s decision to stand a single step higher at the hôtel de 

ville or to turn his back to an antagonist’s portrait escalated to a duel with a peer. 

What’s more, Hanlon used Evans-Pritchard and Anton Blok’s vocabulary of honor 

and shame to translate the incidents. Though he’d never admit it, Hanlon was (then, 

at least) a Geertzian, with a caveat. He was willing “to commit to a semiotic concept 

of culture and an interpretive approach to [its] study,” but he absolutely shrank 

from Geertz’s commitment to “a view of ethnographic assertion as … ‘essentially 

contestable.’”17 Hanlon’s complaint has always been with those of Geertz’s students 

who have rendered the phrase essentially contestable to mean infinitely contestable. 

Relativism is the bugbear. Sam Migliore, as we will soon see, is a poster child for said 
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doctrine. Migliore is basically a Geertzian who holds “with Max Weber, that man is 

an animal suspended in webs of significance he himself has spun.”18 For him, culture 

is one of those webs, “and the analysis of it … [is] … not an experimental science in 

search of law but an interpretative one in search of meaning.”19 Or meanings — lim-

itless meanings.  

To understand cultural history (more precisely, the “new” cultural history) is 

to understand the culture wars (1975–1995).20 Between the election of Margaret 

Thatcher as British prime minister (1979) and the fall of the Berlin Wall (1989), four 

things happened that changed the direction of academic history: 1) the New Left got 

tenure when 2) Marxism was under siege from neo-liberalism and discredited by the 

dying Soviet Union. The Left stormed the heights of the multiversity, but its flag 

was in tatters. In addition, its capture of academic chairs coincided with 3) midlife 

and its attendant crises. At Dalhousie, I witnessed firsthand the malaise that Denys 

Arcand painted in autumnal colors in his film study of academic neurosis, The De-

cline of the American Empire (1986).21 “Born at the right time,” the boomers arrived 

at the wrong time. The Age of Aquarius didn’t dawn; in its place was the Reagan 

revolution (1981–1989).22 The communitarian ideal of the sixties, which had burned 

up in the seventies, was a vapor trail by the eighties. The academy’s new elite re-

sponded to these vicissitudes by 4) retooling methodologically: socioeconomic anal-

yses of capitalism were out; cultural studies of the working class were in. Down 

East, David Frank put J.B. McLachlan on the back burner and trotted out Raymond 

Williams. Ian McKay shuttered The New Maritimes and set out with Antonio 
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Gramsci on The Quest of the Folk (1994).23 Most everywhere, tenure–tracked pro-

fessors trained their fire on the discourses of hegemony. More than a few boomer 

profs exited their therapists’ offices to enter lecture halls, where they drilled Gen 

Xers on “limited identities,”24 the conspiratorial aspects of “metanarrative,” and, al-

ways, the “other.”iii The tone was ironic, self-referential, and a bit crabby.  

By the mid-nineties the culture wars were settled. From my roost, I watched 

as the antagonists struck from their ideological redoubts. Gregory Hanlon studied 

reams of serial data through the lens of evolutionary psychology; his goal: to isolate 

universals of human behavior in the laboratory of village life. While he was research-

ing what would become Human Nature in Rural Tuscany,25 his rival, department 

chair Daniel Woolf, morphed the faculty into adjuncts of the English department.26 

Critical theory was de rigueur. Where elder statesman P.B. Waite27 once held forth 

on R.B. Bennett, enfant terrible Stephen Brooke28 now delivered mordant ser-

monettes dressed in Courtney Love “Hole” T-shirts. Swords were drawn: Hanlon 

lunged, “Foucault: never saw the inside of an archive!” Woolf riposted, “Socio-

biology: Nazi eugenics!” Hanlon begged off the Friday-afternoon faculty colloqui-

um; Woolf studded it with experts in the rhetoric of “colonialism” and “monstrosi-

ty.” In the midst of the agita, the department’s veterans (Lawrence Stokes, Jack 

Crowley, Norman Pereira) stuck to their knitting. The students ducked for cover.  

Scenarios like this, I’d wager, played out in many Liberal Arts departments 

during the Clinton era (1993–2001). In the end, it was the Daniel Woolfs of history 

                                                        
iii The father of the “other” concept is Edward Said. His seminal work is Orientalism (New 
York: Vintage, 1979). 
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who prevailed, if only because whoever fills the hires molds the pedagogy. This was 

made plain to me in 2003, when I attended the Canadian Historical Association 

(CHA) conference in Halifax. Margaret Conrad, who, according to Jack 

Granatstein, had “killed” Canadian history, ascended to the president’s chair.iv She 

presided over a body whose members were Stephen Harper’s worst nightmare, the 

CBC Left. They didn’t control parliament, but the CHAers got to train the nation’s 

upcoming leaders. This must have comforted Conrad, who was ill-treated during 

her doctoral studies by the dean of Canada’s Dead White Males, Donald Creighton.v 

Her election to the CHA presidency sealed it: the guard had changed, for a genera-

tion.vi 

Thinning hair, Centrum Silver, classic rock and all, the boomers still set the 

research agenda. The raison d’être of their youth — the struggle for power in the 

bedroom, boardroom, and faculty lounge — governs the humanities. Indeed, the 

egotism that Burckhardt marveled at is trifling compared to the stuff of the last fifty 

                                                        
iv Jack Granatstein, Who Killed Canadian History? (Toronto: HarperCollins, 1998), 51–78. 
The irony is that Granatstein’s broadside against Conrad catapulted her to national fame. 
v Like Granatstein, Michael Bliss laments the slicing and dicing of the national narrative that 
Creighton and the patriarchs did so much to create. See Michael Bliss, “Privatizing the 
Mind: The Sundering of Canadian History, the Sundering of Canada,” Journal of Canadian 
Studies 26, No. 4 (1992): 5–17. The Left begs to differ. See Gregory Kealey, “Class in Eng-
lish-Canadian Historical Writing: Neither Privatizing, Nor Sundering,” Journal of Canadi-
an Studies 27, No. 21 (1992): 123–28. See also Linda Kealey et al., “Teaching Canadian His-
tory in the 1990s: Whose ‘National History’ Are We Lamenting?,” Journal of Canadian 
Studies 27, No. 2 (1992): 129–31. 
vi I did a major field in Canadian history with Margaret Conrad. It was a missed opportuni-
ty. The grand sum of what I learned from her: that scarlet-red eyeglasses (that’s what she 
was rocking during the Bush era) look really cool; that an immaculate filing system is a must 
for an historian on the go; and that there are BIG royalties to be made in textbooks. I re-
member that her office door was clad with a sly paean to workaholism, a poster titled “Ka-
roshi central.” Google it. Ironically, by the time I met her, Margaret Conrad had become a 
second-wave feminist Donald Creighton: an aloof “national” historian.  
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years, which has seen the sexual revolution, women’s lib, black power, and now gay 

and transgender rights, not to mention selfies, “safe spaces,” “slut shaming,” and the 

“queering” of pretty much everything. Self-actualization (a brew of self-absorption 

and consumerism) is our zeitgeist. The blunt instrument of power, capital in the 

Marxist sense, is better understood today in the subtler shadings of Pierre Bour-

dieu.29 We inhabit a number of “fields,” as Bourdieu defines them, and the resources 

we acquire are not all material. Many are the symbolic riches of the self. In 

postindustrial Cape Breton, for instance, a no-good wife beater can achieve “distinc-

tion”30 by hauling up to the flea market on his Harley, and an obese woman in yoga 

pants can leverage her erotic capital31 to entice a suitor to offer her a window seat at 

Tims. Even — no, particularly — in impoverished areas like Cape Breton, the 

presentation of self in everyday life matters. What one lacks in material capital one 

offsets with the accumulation of social, cultural, and symbolic capital. The more so-

ciety atomizes, the greater is their value.  

Précis  

Cape Breton Gothic is a postmortem. The corpse of the coal-mining towns will one 

day reanimate. For now, its bones — the pitheads, District 26, the Cape Breton De-

velopment Corporation (DEVCO), the town boundaries — are buried six feet deep. 

The estimated time of death? Sometime between the creation of the Cape Breton 

Regional Municipality (CBRM) in 1995 and the closure of Prince Mine in 2001. 

Since then, arson, which was once a scheme to recoup insurance money on the de-

clining value of degraded housing stock, has become a pastime as popular in certain 
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quarters as hockey or darts. The last cohort of coal miners has died or else lan-

guishes with cancer or some other wasting disease. Meanwhile, a cadre of teachers 

and caregivers — boomers and Gen Xers — has emerged. They commute back and 

forth from the Mira and the new exurbs to minister to a permanent underclass of 

Millennials and Generation Ys. None of these twentysomethings (or thirty- and for-

tysomethings, for that matter) has ridden a rake or walked a picket line. When they 

work, they sit with headsets on in call centers or they stock shelves at Walmart or 

the Mayflower Mall. Public sector retirees and Fort Mac migrants swig Keith’s be-

side aboveground swimming pools and barrel along Grand Lake Road in their SUVs 

to dine at Boston Pizza. Like the rest of the dwindling population, they reminisce 

about “shooting the drag”vii and miners’ vacation. They are blue-collar Prousts in 

search of memories of things past. Their low-rent cousins do the same at Tim Hor-

tons.  

The mining culture that my cohort inherited bears little resemblance to the 

one depicted in the academic literature of David Frank, Don MacGillivray, Del 

Muise, and Michael Earle. By the time my generation came of age, the Coal Wars32 

— the great strikes that convulsed the coalfields from 1909 to 1925 — were nostal-

gia. We glimpsed their former glory in the yellowed photos of Down Memory Lane 

in The Coastal Courier or read about them in hagiographies like “J.B. McLachlan: A 

Real Nova Scotia Hero.”33 With “Red” Don MacGillivray shoveling alongside, Da-

vid Frank stoked a McLachlan myth-making furnace that forged a lecture series, a 
                                                        
vii The summer pastime of driving up and down Commercial Street in one’s parents’ car for 
the purpose of seeing and being seen by one’s peers. Shooting the drag was a courtship ritual 
for many coalfield youths until the end of the eighties. 
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black granite marker, and a 500-page biography exalting the firebrand from Ec-

clefechan.34 What went unsaid was that the “emergent” labor culture of the Coal 

Wars era, which Frank and his colleagues chronicled, had been “dominant” for two 

generations.35 With the state subsidizing the industry, the coal miners were less like 

slaves and more like masters.36  

Indeed, a few townies grumbled that the last great mining disaster, at 26 Col-

liery in February 1979, was caused by “greedy” miners pushing production at the 

cost of safety to fatten their wallets.37 Worker absenteeism was rife, especially during 

hunting season when mysterious “flus” emptied the machine shops.38 Long before 

Dave Dingwall declared himself “entitled to his entitlements,”39 it was customary to 

steal DEVCO-orange safety suits from 26 or to walk out the front gates of the 

heavy-water plant with purloined band saws. Worse, with the nationalization of coal 

and steel in 1967, the state, in the person of Allan J. MacEachen, flooded the island 

with federal largesse, doling out plum jobs to cronies. Liberal Party apparatchiks 

created elaborate patronage networks whose ganglia strangled merit and innovation 

in the economy and made a mockery of working-class solidarity. It had been easy 

for local workers to unite during the Coal Wars; it became a sad pantomime during 

the last days of disco, when they battled each other for grants and pogey stamps. 

Who would want to write that history? Not labor historians.viii That’s not their 

                                                        
viii David Frank’s students appear to be permanent residents of the Coal War era. See Lach-
lan MacKinnon, “Labour Landmarks in New Waterford: Collective Memory in a Cape Bre-
ton Coal Town,” Acadiensis, Vol. 42, No. 2 (2013): 3–26, and “Labour and the Commemo-
rative Landscape in Industrial Cape Breton, 1922–2013,” Material Culture Review, 77/78 
(2013): 56–75. 
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problem; it’s mine. My problem — my problematic — is to extend the historical 

narrative to include the ruin of mining culture and to illumine the crannies of the 

Island’s social structure. Why am I doing this? So that one day a curious graduate 

student might find a via media between Acadiensis romanticism and Gothic nihilism.  

 

Research Purpose and Questions 

Academic history ceded the field of Cape Breton culture to novelists and cineastes 

during the mid-nineties. Free from ideological constraints, artists were able to do 

with fiction “what you can’t do in reality.”40 Since then, they have created a corpus 

of Gothic literary and visual art sterling in quality. This dissertation examines how 

the Gothic motif took precedence. Gothic themes, such as incest, drive the plots of 

Ann-Marie MacDonald’s Fall on Your Knees (1997) and Daniel MacIvor’s Marion 

Bridge (2002).41 In the latter work, the protagonist, Agnes, lights into her fellow Is-

landers for their caginess. Her infamous “Shhhhh” — the Let’s Not Talk About 

This in Public, Dear of public discourse — that you will read about in the next chap-

ter is the cross borne by Father Duncan MacAskill in Linden MacIntyre’s Long 

Stretch trilogy. The suicide of his uncle Sandy Gillis and the pederasty of his men-

tor, Father Roddie MacVicar, are secrets that no grave can hold.42 A fate similar to 

MacAskill’s befell the real-life anthropologist Sam Migliore, who, while researching 

a book on the Island’s Italian colony, stumbled across the ruins of a fascist cell. Un-
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like MacAskill, who stares down the dead, Migliore took a gravedigger’s spade and 

tried to reinter the corpse. When this failed, he played the mortician, covering crimes 

with the powder of theory. The more sealant he applied, the more the truth showed 

through the cracks.  

Now that postmodernism is a museum piece and its forebears fossils,43 a doc-

toral dissertation can duly note the objections of critical studies but proceed with 

this question: Is Cape Breton’s a Gothic culture that, say, William Faulkner would 

recognize? Clayton Ruby, Donald Marshall’s co-lead council during the Marshall 

Inquiry (1989), has likened Capers to cotton-states bigots.ix At Union College in 

Kentucky, Hugo Freund has been asking whether the Maritimes is akin to hillbilly, 

that is, Appalachian culture.x If the answer is yes, then Cape Bretoners have as much 

in common with coal miners in Tennessee as they do with sheepherders from the 

Isle of Skye. Perhaps to understand the culture of the coalfields we need to study the 

South’s culture of honor.44 If there is such a thing as Cape Breton Man — Britannus 

Promontorius — then he is as much the cousin of Nathan Bedford Forrest,45 proud 

son of Chapel Hill, cavalierly commander par excellence and founder of the Ku 

Klux Klan as he is of Bonnie Prince Charlie,46 Jacobite pretender to the English 

throne and ill-fated leader of Scotland’s “the ’45.”  

                                                        
ix Ruby called Cape Breton’s Anglo–Celtic majority “racist” and compared the Island to 
“the deep South during the Civil Rights era.” In his view, Cape Breton is a “discriminating 
culture … mired in the past.” Clayton Ruby (August 19, 2013), telephone interview. 
x Hugo Freund won a 2011 Fulbright Chair at Dalhousie University for his research on 
“Culture and Identity: A Transnational Study of Communities Living in the Appalachian 
Mountains of Canada and the United States.” American Folklore Society, 
http://www.afsnet.org/news/84670/News-Hugo-Freund-Receives-Fulbright-Visiting-
Chair-and-Professor-of-Hi.htm (accessed August 19, 2013). 
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The objective of a postmortem is to determine cause of death (COD). As a 

self-styled coroner, I have used three questions to guide my autopsy: 

1. What does the florescence of Gothic art in fin de siècle Cape Breton tell us 

about Island culture, especially since the Gothic’s chief concern is submerged 

trauma? 

2. If scholars and their subjects abridged the most horrific scenes of the intern-

ment of Italian Cape Bretoners in June 1940, as I believe they did, what does 

this say about them as actors? 

3. Can we isolate the social pathologies that proved fatal to the area’s mining 

culture? 

 

Cape Breton Gothic has no intention of supplanting the established narrative of Is-

land history. Instead, it offers a counter-narrative, pitched in a minor key to harmo-

nize the work of Coal War historians. “I grew up with the noble savages,” I told 

David Frank when I met him. “Sometimes the noble savage is just savage.” My task, 

plain and simple, is to explain the savages’ savagery. I am, in this regard, an etiolo-

gist. 

Cape Breton Gothic doesn’t begin with a survey of peer-reviewed studies of 

Cape Breton history or Gothic theory, but with my account of Child Tax Benefit 

check day in Glace Bay. “Carnival,” as it’s called, is a vignette with a dual purpose: it 

is to signal that while this is a work of history, it is also very much an ethnography. 

Undoubtedly, family tragedy and my coming-of-age struggle with depression in a 
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hardscrabble town have given a bias to my outlook. So I don’t claim to be an objec-

tive participant–observer. I am in every respect a CMR, a “complete member re-

searcher.”47 That said, although I am embedded in the work, I am not the subject of 

it. Unlike the evocative autoethnographer, I have no interest in using the dissertation 

as a vehicle for self-discovery or political change.48 Besides, the combination of au-

tobiography and critical theory, the standard method of autoethnography, is a bad 

fit. A memoirist needs only his voice to come to terms with life. It is the academic 

who reaches for theories to shore up his worldview. 

Hypothesis: A Culture of Honor 

Cape Breton Gothic: A Cultural History of the Coalfields is the sequel to my MA 

thesis, Discipline and Magnificence: A Social History of the Italian Aristocracy in the 

Age of the Baroque (1998).49 In thumbnail fashion, Discipline and Magnificence is 

the story of how innovations in court culture and Counter Reformation piety, main-

ly, curbed the impulses of the elite of an honor-based society. In increasing numbers 

after the first quarter of the seventeenth century, the unmarriageable sons of Italian 

aristocrats studied in the newfangled seminaries of the church or joined a host of 

new ascetic monastic orders. Similarly, their dowerless sisters overflowed convent 

walls. Meanwhile, their siblings learned the arts of dissimulation and table manners 

or fencing and dancing in Vienna. Still others drilled in the armies of the Hapsburg 

Empire. By the mid-eighteenth century, the unremitting ministrations to body, 

speech, and mind had produced habits of self-restraint, to echo Norbert Elias in The 

Civilizing Process (1939), and docile bodies, to paraphrase Foucault in Discipline and 
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Punish (1975). Among other things, the serial data I gathered from Pompeo Litta’s 

genealogy Famiglie Celbri Italiane (1819) shows a precipitous decline in the rate of 

illegitimate births and the rate of homicide during the period. My findings fit the 

consensus: the civilizing process vitiated the culture of honor.50 But what does a 

dusty book like Castiglione’s The Courtier (1528) mean to the study of mining cul-

ture? A great deal, in fact. For like sixteenth-century Urbino, Cape Breton’s is a cul-

ture of honor.51 

Cape Breton Gothic sets coalfield history squarely within the paradigm of 

honor and shame. As ever, J.B. McLachlan looms large in the discussion. David 

Frank is correct on this point: J.B. McLachlan (1869–1937) is a rightful heir to a line 

of socialist thinkers that dates from Keir Hardie (1856–1915). But McLachlan is 

more rabble rouser than systematic thinker. He is a cantankerous Scot, an immigrant 

from Ecclefechan, a village in the battlegrounds of Robert the Bruce and William 

Wallace.xi In his review of Frank’s J.B. McLachlan: A Biography, historian Gerald 

Friesen compares the labor leader to novelist Ian Rankin’s detective, John Rebus, a 

man whose “deeply Scottish self-image” is characterized by stubbornness, candor, 

and a sense of honor.
 
For Friesen, McLachlan is the “village Hampden” who refuses 

to pay the king’s iniquitous tax.52 Pugnacious to the end, McLachlan chose martyr-

dom in Dorchester Penitentiary (1923) rather than sacrifice the ideals of working-

class manhood. His battle cry, “We proclaim openly to all the world that we are out 

for the complete overthrow of the capitalist system, peacefully if we may, forcibly if 

we must,”53 is in step with the revolutionary spirit of the immediate post-WWI era 
                                                        
xi Protagonists in the wars of Scottish independence (1306–1329). 
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and reflects his justifiable anger at the exploitation of local miners, which forced the 

mass sit-down strike of 1922.54 But that was ninety-four years ago. The scorched-

earth tactics of McLachlan’s successors are now rote. The litany of self-slaughter in 

labor’s wars confirms that Cape Bretoners have grown all too fond of Pickett’s 

Charge.xii  

On the lines of Raymond Williams, Frank argues that “Cape Breton coal 

miners responded to the ‘dominant’ culture of exploitation by creating an ‘emergent’ 

[labor] culture of their own.”55 True enough, if Island history stopped at 1925. Seen 

in its entirety, the example of the twentieth century tells the opposite tale. Once an 

emergent culture, labor militancy — truculence, altogether — is dominant in the 

coal towns. It has hypertrophied. As biologist E.O. Wilson writes, hypertrophy is 

“the extreme development of a preexisting structure.”56 In Cape Breton Gothic, I ar-

gue that the knee-jerk pugilism of Island politics — McLachlanism — is the honor 

ethic mossed over by nativist collectivism. If, as Wilson posits, “nationalism and rac-

ism … are the culturally nurtured outgrowths of simple tribalism,”57 then McLach-

lanism is the tusk of Island clannishness. 

The distribution of loot and plunder typifies resource-poor highland econo-

mies. Though patron/client schemes won’t get the full-length treatment they de-

serve, the dissertation does take up the subject in Chapter 6, “The Golden Rule.” 

Here, I skim the careers of chieftains Allan MacEachen and David Dingwall, the Is-

                                                        
xii The disastrous infantry charge that Southern infantrymen made into Northern lines dur-
ing the battle of Gettysburg, July 3, 1863. Three thousand Confederate soldiers were slaugh-
tered in fifty minutes. For more on the battle of Gettysburg, see Allen Guelzo, Gettysburg: 
The Last Invasion (New York: Knopf, 2013).  
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land’s “givers of rings.”xiii Once a cultural attribute (reiving, in this case) hypertro-

phies, it becomes insidious, malignant.xiv In the past, for instance, when people said, 

“Cape Bretoners, rather fight than eat,” they meant it literally. Now the phrase 

means “Cape Bretoners, conniving for government jobs and grants.” In 2012, the 

Post let slip the code, calling out newly minted Mayor Clarke for “appointments 

[that] constitute excessive patronage.”58 Excessive patronage? As opposed to what — 

seemly or discrete grift?  

As unvarnished as honor-based cultures can be, they are self-policing and 

well regulated. The women hang out the wash and dish about “the slutty one up the 

road.” They also bitch about the “Anti-Christers” and “Little Jeezers” who are des-

tined for prison. The men are terser, but they too cast judgment. “He drinks a little,” 

a miner says. What he means is that his pit buddy blacks out drunk on the weekend. 

When he says of a man, “He’s no good,” he renders his harshest condemnation. De-

livered in a low register, “No good” is the verdict reserved for the worst reprobates. 

Clearly, “What’s your father’s name?” is not merely a setup for a joke in the Sum-

mertime Review. Depending on the answer, your interlocutor will use it to peg you 

as “one of those no-good So-and-Sos, the bums from Morien Hill” or “one of the 

Such-and-Suches, the nice pharmacists from Chapel Hill.”  

                                                        
xiii “They laid then the beloved chieftain [Beowulf], giver of rings, on the ship’s bosom, glo-
rious by the mast. There were brought many treasures, ornaments from far-off lands. Never 
have I heard that a vessel was more fairly fitted-out with war-weapons and battle-raiment, 
swords and coats of mail. On his bosom lay a host of treasures, which were to travel far 
with him into the power of the flood.” Anonymous, Beowulf, trans. C.L. Wren (London: 
Harrap & Co, 1958). 
xiv In the Gothic tumorous rot comes from within, as in Edgar Allan Poe’s The Fall of the 
House of Usher (1839). 
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Whether you deserve a scarlet letter or a medal of valor is beside the point. In 

a mining town, you wear the laurel or sackcloth vested on you by your clan. For 

better and worse, this culture faces extinction. Arguably, the anomie that sapped city 

life during the industrial era has finally reached the Island. What makes Cape Bre-

ton’s case distinct is the suddenness with which the culture of honor buckled. It’s as 

if between the last explosion at 26 Colliery (1979) and the fire that razed Saint 

Anne’s church (1981), the pillars of the old regime, the mining family and the 

church, caved.59 To the extent that people internalized the strictures from the priest’s 

homily or the licking from Da’s belt, that discipline was gone. Foucault’s gaze van-

ished from the coal towns. Into the vacuum rushed the state and the drug lords. The 

former brought “bureaugamy”;xv the latter, the promise of temporary bliss.  

 

*** 

 

Robert Morgan’s (1938–2011) Cape Bretoners are phoenixes that “rise again”;60 Da-

vid Frank’s miners “struggle a hard battle.”61 My Capers? They’re laggards. Or 

worse. Whose is the genuine article? Truth is, the archetypal Cape Bretoner, Britan-

nus Promontorius, dwells only in the imagination. Now, stereotypes sometimes con-

                                                        
xv Anthropologist Lionel Tiger coined the phrase “bureaugamy” to describe the weakening 
of the nuclear family and the diminution of the role of the father in it during the late twenti-
eth century. Writes Tiger, “When men can’t or won’t help out or are not asked to, the state 
does. As a result, a remarkable new family pattern has emerged. I call it bureaugamy. A new 
trinity: a woman, a child, and a bureaucrat. Not monogamy. Not polygamy. Bureaugamy.” 
Commentators on the right lionize Tiger; those on the left vilify him. Lionel Tiger, The De-
cline of Males: The First Look at an Unexpected New World for Men and Women (London: 
St. Martin’s Press, 2000), 21. 
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tain a kernel of truth and do make for crisp intellectual shorthand. American psy-

chologists have shown that there are regional styles of neurosis.62 Does this mean 

that Cape Breton’s particular tics stem from an honor-based culture gone to seed? I 

say yes. I am mindful that my heritage has jaundiced my view of Island history. My 

grandfather Joe Michalik aspired to be a union leader but couldn’t grasp the bottom 

rung of his local’s ladder. He always insisted that his immigrant status made ad-

vancement impossible. In hard times, he’d opine, those atop the pecking order were 

fierce advocates for worker solidarity; in high times, their only interest was feather-

ing their nests. “Fuck you, Jack! I’m all right,” was their creed, he’d sneer. Was Jad-

ek (Polish for grandpa) wise or cynical? How much of his thinking has bled into my 

own? Good questions. Whoever reads Cape Breton Gothic should be skeptical of 

my motives. I have never been a choir boy. To echo one of my interviewees, “I don’t 

spend the weekend polishing my halo.” Another caveat. The French word for histo-

ry is histoire, “story.” The words that you’re reading here are part of a story whose 

veracity you must decide.  

Methods 

Academic history took a sharp left — the so-called cultural turn — during the 1980s. 

It got on the autobahn and arrived at the Frankfurt School, where it’s been stuck ev-

er since. Whether anyone from the right can gun it hard enough to get the discipline 

out of the ditch is doubtful. I myself am not keen to pull an intellectual U-turn. Be-

sides, Hegelian shifts are a weakness of the Western mind. Worse, we tend to forget 

that more than one master is capable of pointing his finger at the moon. Truth may 
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be singular, but its optics are plural: monocausal explanations of human behavior are 

blinkered things. Some vantages are clearer than others, but none is pristine. By all 

means, refine your hermeneutic. If you’re from the Crisis of Representation 

School,63 work that angle; if you’re from the New (EP) Paradigm School, work that 

one too.64 Be true to your school, but as Dylan warned, don’t “get juiced in it.”65 

Idolatry is the root of sin; fixation, the source of suffering. Remember, the “crisis of 

representation” is itself a wonderful narrative, and reifying human nature, based on 

long-extinct, document-less, hunter-gatherer bands is a dicey proposition.66  

History’s throne has always had its pretenders (Whigs, Marxists, Durkheimi-

ans, Freudians, postmodernists), but no claimant has been able to keep the crown 

for long. The good news is that in this intellectual Game of Thrones,67 historians are 

freelancers who can shift theoretical and methodological alliances. It’s the elasticity, 

or bloody anarchy, of history that makes it an interdisciplinary field. Assume a 

stance (history is a social science or history is a vehicle for social change), but under-

stand that you can move off it, as evidence and common sense dictate. I have chosen 

to define Cape Breton’s coalfields as a Gothic community, though surely they are 

more than that. I have also decided to mix my methods. “Cultural history achieves 

most coherence,” writes Keith Thomas, “when it is viewed as a kind of retrospective 

ethnography.”68 I concur. If anything, Cape Breton Gothic is a species of retrospec-
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tive ethnography. As such, it regards the past as a “foreign country,” a faraway place 

with strange rites and practices.xvi  

Approach 

Humans are a narrative species.69 As novelist Mary McCarthy writes, we “live in 

suspense from day to day, from hour to hour.” Just so, “we are the hero of our own 

story.”70 To that end, I have used a qualitative research design that hues to narrative 

inquiry.71 Simply put, the lives we lead are storied ones. They are best understood 

through the myths, yarns, legends, and lies that we tell ourselves and others so as to 

situate ourselves in an ordered universe. Narrative inquiry is the spine of Part Three 

of the dissertation “Gothic Folkways in Postindustrial Cape Breton.” “The Golden 

Rule,” which kicks off “Folkways,” is an exegesis of the honor ethic; it is historical 

anthropology. But the chapters that follow it — “Monster,” “Ghost,” “Fire,” and 

“Ash” — comprise a sort of nonfiction novella (its working title, Nocturnes). To 

compose them, I conducted loosely structured interviews that gave my characters 

the freedom to roam the far fields of their minds, to be the heroes of their own sto-

ries.  

The main benefit of qualitative research like this is that, in the words of John-

son and Christensen, it offers a “wide-angle and [a] deep angle lens [to examine] the 

breadth and depth of phenomena to learn more about them.”72 It creates opportuni-

ties for participants and researchers to fashion meaning from often random and cruel 

                                                        
xvi The epigraph from L.P. Hartley’s 1953 novel The Go-Between — “The past is a foreign 
country: they do things differently there” — achieved a vogue among cultural historians 
during the seventies. 
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events. Hence, it is dialogical, conversational. Given the fraught nature of Cape Bre-

ton Gothic’s subject matter, I carried out the interviews for “Folkways” with vigi-

lance about transference and countertransference. Whether I did them at Tim Hor-

tons or on my iPhone, I tried to conduct my Q&As with awareness of my agenda 

and those of my interviewees. My approach was to use Buddhist “deep listening.”73 

When that wasn’t possible, which happened when I was riled by an ideologue or 

mortified by a tale of woe, I did my best simply to “bear witness” in Zen parlance 

(to listen without judgment) to the suffering of my interviewee and to my own 

pain.74  

Delving, as it does, into lived experience and involving the reportage and 

reading of data abuzz with subjectivity, narrative inquiry does not lend itself to 

cookie-cutter approaches.75 To my mind, it resembles therapy. The best psychother-

apists are pragmatists who view their work as one part neuroscience, one part art.76 

They are nimble thinkers. They listen deeply — with the “third ear” of wisdom; in 

Latin, per tertiam aurem.xvii By no means do I style myself a therapist, but I do ap-

preciate the skill it takes for a clinician to hear the slips and tells of his client. There 

are cracks in the façade of every social actor; listening well lets light fall on self-

serving narratives and reveals deeper layers of meaning in shopworn scripts. That’s 

where the best stories are.xviii  

                                                        
xvii This is the phrase that my mentor, Dr. Eric Hansen (†2009), used to describe his practice.  
xviii For instance, the inspiration for Chapter 10, “Ash,” was two impromptu remarks: one 
from Kay McInnis, that she used to see John Morgan at St. Mary’s cemetery every Remem-
brance Day, and another from a clerk at city hall, which went something like, “The mayor 
could hold a drink for hours.” 
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Data Collection and Analysis 

Interviews 

Deep, ruddy veins of culture, which no one has mined before, run through the 

seams of postindustrial Cape Breton. To access them, I was going to have to do a 

fresh survey of attitudes and outlooks in communities from which the shadows of 

the pithead are fast receding. I wanted to talk to Gothic Cape Bretoners, to inter-

view a cross section of them. Given that I was an army of one, I decided to rein in 

my geographical focus.xix I limited my survey to towns south of the Whitney Pier 

district of Sydney. With the help of a pair of friends, whose boots and heels were on 

the ground — NSCC instructor and musician Shawn Bigley and retired social 

worker Monica McMullen — I chose sixty-seven subjects who were able to speak 

broadly about Cape Breton culture and deeply about themselves. My practice was to 

contact potential interviewees by phone or email from my base in Halifax. I would 

describe my work to them and outline the part they would play in it. Whenever I 

assembled enough subjects to make a sortie feasible, I would head to Cape Breton.  

Most of my subjects chose to speak on the record, about 80 percent of them 

by rough count. The rest asked for confidentiality to speak freely about crimes 

committed and ethics breaches observed. The interview protocol that my supervisor 

provided me with made it possible to accommodate people’s needs for privacy. Be-

cause so many Cape Bretoners are emigres, I conducted many interviews over the 

                                                        
xix Though it was tempting, I decided not to study Membertou. Nance Ackerman smartly 
held up the Reserve as a foil to the coal towns in her documentary, Cottonland (2006). But 
besides the fact that it has no mining history, the Membertou First Nation was essentially 
segregated from industrial Cape Breton. Until the Marshall Inquiry (1989), its history ran 
parallel to that of the future CBRM. 
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phone. The first interviews I did took place in 2006; and pertained to the Island’s 

fascist crisis (1938–1940). Starting in the winter of 2014, I parleyed with luminaries 

and local joes: university presidents and taxi drivers, Giller Prize winners and hair-

stylists, church ladies and cocaine dealers. Interviews happened around kitchen ta-

bles and in taverns, in dingy offices and stuffed shuttle buses. The subject: Cape Bre-

ton after coal. The last formal interview I did for Cape Breton Gothic was with the 

former mayor of the CBRM, John Morgan, on March 17, 2016. Interviews were dig-

itally recorded and summarized in written form. I grouped the cumulative data un-

der rubrics that (mostly) suggested themselves. Only my supervisor and I have ac-

cess to the raw data files resulting from interviews. These are stored in a secure loca-

tion at the University of New Brunswick. Table 1 sets out the profiles of interview 

participants and indicates the means of communication for each tête-à-tête.  

Table 1: Interview Participants 

Name/Pseudonym Role Description Interview Medium 
Nance Ackerman  Filmmaker Audio recording 
Enzo Antonello Retired civil servant Telephone recording 
Tony Basso Retired miner Notes 
Neeta Kumar-Britten Teacher Telephone recording 
Gardiner Budden Contractor Telephone recording 
Frank Canova  President, Italian Hall Notes 
Sandra Clarke Accountant Audio recording 
Paul Coombes I.T. worker Telephone recording 
Composite 1 Teacher Telephone recording 
Composite 2 Pensioners Notes 
Composite 3 Health-care expert Notes 
Composite 4 Disabled worker Telephone recording 
Debbie Cox Reid Nurse Telephone recording 
Gary Dimmock Newspaper reporter Notes 
John Ellsworth  Retired miner Notes 
Jack Ettinger Retired teacher Notes 
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Name/Pseudonym Role Description Interview Medium 
Female 1 Retired teacher Audio recording 
Female 2 Hairstylist Audio recording 
Female 3 Lawyer Telephone recording 
Female 4 Pensioner Internet messaging 
Donald Ferguson Civil servant Notes 
Douglas Fortune Pensioner Notes 
Barry Gordon  Police officer Audio recording 
Victoria Grover Pensioner Notes 
John Harker  CBU president Audio recording 
Anne Hutteman American historian Telephone recording 
Ray Ivany One Nova Scotia chair Telephone recording 
Johnny Link  Retired miner Notes 
Peter Littlejohn Medical doctor Audio recording 
Gordon McInnis Pensioner Audio recording 
Kay McInnis Retired nurse Audio recording 
Inglis MacAulay Retired town councillor Audio recording 
Eldon MacDonald CBRM councillor Telephone recording 
John MacEachern Teacher and politician Telephone recording 
Linden MacIntyre Novelist Audio recording 
James MacNeil Sr. Pensioner  Audio recording 
Sheldon MacNeil Retired miner Notes 
Male 1 Businessman Audio recording 
Male 2 Businessman Audio recording 
Male 3 Taxi driver Audio recording 
Male 4 Clergy Audio recording 
Male 5 Accountant Audio recording 
Male 6 Custodian Notes 
Male 7 Pensioner Audio recording 
Male 8 Police officer Audio recording 
Male 9 Project manager Telephone recording 
Male 10 Shuttle bus driver Notes 
Male 11 Income assistance recipient Internet messaging 
Peter Mancini Lawyer Notes 
Danny Marangoni Retired insurance dealer Notes 
Abbie Michalik Tour guide Notes 
Gervy Miller Pensioner & activist Audio recording 
Maureen Miller Clerk & activist Audio recording 
Tom Miller Museum director Audio recording 
John Morgan Mayor (CBRM) Telephone recording 
Buddy Nardocchio Pensioner Notes 
Colleen D’Orsay Student Audio recording 
Joyce Rankin Civil servant Audio recording 
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Name/Pseudonym Role Description Interview Medium 
Lisa Reid Shuttle bus owner Audio recording 
John DeRoche Sociologist Notes 
Clayton Ruby Lawyer Notes 
Dave Sawler  Pastor Audio recording 
Val Scattolon  Businessman Notes 
Robert Schella Retired social worker Audio recording 
Len Stephenson Town historian Notes 
Joe Vaninetti  Retired miner Notes 
Carmel Walzak Pensioner Telephone recording 
 

Document Review 

The study of print and online materials that informs Cape Breton Gothic took place 

over more than a decade (2003–2015). It spans the review of archival papers, court 

records, gray literature, films, and social media. It includes the appraisal of various 

types of material culture, including funereal art, architecture, and building signage. I 

have appended a list of resources and reviewed documents in the Works Cited sec-

tion of the dissertation. Key resources include: 

• City of Sydney Annual Reports 

• Town of Glace Bay Annual Reports 

• Town of New Waterford Annual Reports 

• Dominion Town Council Minutes, 1940 

• Italian Community Club Minutes, 1936–1940 

• Steelworker Newspaper, 1933–1941 

• Steelworker and Miner Newspaper, 1941–1951 

• United Mine Workers of America, District 26, collected papers 

• Office of the Custodian of Enemy Property 
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• Records of the Department of External Affairs 

• Records of the Department of External Affairs 

• Investigative notes of Sergeant Ed MacNeill, 1990–1991 

Theory and Context 

To show that the culture of Cape Breton’s coal towns is, as advertised, Gothic is the 

subject of Part Two’s eponymous first chapter. “Cape Breton Gothic” makes no 

distinction between highbrow and popular art. It holds up the plastic and literary 

arts as a mirror to the study of group behavior. The chapter begins by defining the 

Gothic with reference to scholars such as Devendra Varma, David Punter, and Fred 

Botting. It then considers the Gothic turn in Island fiction during the nineties and 

aughts. In “Gothic,” I assess the work of Sheldon Currie, Ann-Marie MacDonald, 

Linden MacIntyre, and others, and consider motifs such as the revenant’s return. 

The critical studies approach is fully aerated. The Freud–Marx mélange of Gothic 

Studies may be as dated as shag carpet, but I use it because it is the lingua franca of 

the field. From a critical studies approach, I shift to retrospective ethnography. I 

trace the evolution of the Gothic in local customs and artifacts. To do so, I mine for 

symbols of trauma and repression. Front and center is my analysis of Jack MacLel-

lan’s The Last Shift, the most chilling visual representation of Island Gothic art. I 

also include my black-and-white photographs from the 2012 roadside garbage 

pickup. They serve as a visual record of urban blight.  

The second Burnt Offering, “Local Fascist Gangsters,” is a Gothic mystery, a 

whodunit about the “Migliore paradox.” To unravel it is to explain how the Italian 
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community in Cape Breton came to be treated as enemies in 1940, when many of its 

members were mustering in the army. The key to the mystery is in the archives. 

Take and transpose the state security files, the minutes of the Italian Hall, and the 

screeds of The Steelworker, and certain unsavory truths surface. A Venn diagram 

would show three points of convergence. First, there was a cadre of World War I 

veterans, merchants and bootleggers (often one and the same), and some colliers 

with a stout appetite for fascism. Second, party operative and all-around bad actor 

Carlo Rezzaghi organized these men into a fascio, which he unleashed on the immi-

grant colony, mainly in Dominion. Third, Rezzaghi and his minions exposed the 

community to the simmering xenophobia of the “Britishers” of Local 4520. A read-

ing of the documentary evidence dispatches with the whodunit aspect of the 

Migliore Paradox. What it cannot fully answer are the dreadful questions about 

greed and envy and sloth that are at the heart of this drama. 

Digging up the bones was dirty work. There was little stomach for it when I 

rapped on septuagenarians’ doors or rang them on the phone. Most of them pleaded 

with me to let sleeping dogs lie. When my subjects agreed to speak, I conducted in-

terviews with them about the crisis. When they did not, I made note of the silences 

and prevarications that greeted my requests. The reticence of so many suggests that 

what fascist sympathizers and jingoist socialists did during the war was wicked, even 

by coal-town standards. Len Stephenson knew exactly how nasty this business was. 

Dominion’s town historian was a young postmaster during the war. He watched the 

spectacle play out. He is the Rosetta Stone of the internment crisis, but he has re-
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fused to speak about it. As head of the statesmanlike Stephenson clan and friend to 

the warring factions, he has resigned himself to take this true tale of Gothic horror 

to the grave.xx There are a few gray ghosts like Len Stephenson still out there, frail 

men, dragging the chains of memory behind them like Dickens’ Jacob Marley. Trag-

ically, they are mute. 

 

*** 

 

Is there a narrative through line from the brutality of Porky MacNeil to the brutali-

ty of Tom Barrett?xxi Is there a link between the despondency of The Last Shift and 

the despondency of John Morgan?xxii Whether its cause is methane in the pit or the 

gas-soaked brick of an arsonist, fire is fire, no?xxiii And the ghost of Clayton Miller 

— it’s as vexed as the ghost of Eddie Crimmins, right?xxiv All this to ask: are the 

questions raised by “Burnt Offerings” settled by “Gothic Folkways in Postindustri-

al Cape Breton”? Or do they burn beyond the final page? Resolution or reverbera-

tion: that is the question. It is my view that the rapid immersion of a reiving folk in-

to the half-cooked, overheated stew that was industrial Cape Breton triggered a hell-

ish culture shock: gemeinschaft and gesellschaft collided, then exploded. Crofters, 

                                                        
xx At the time of writing this chapter (July 2016), Len Stephenson was suffering from severe 
dementia. It is unlikely that he remembers anything about the fascist crisis of 1938–1940. 
xxi See Chapter 7, “Monster.” 
xxii See Chapter 10, “Ash.” 
xxiii See Chapters 3 and 9, “Cape Breton Gothic” and “Fire.” 
xxiv See Chapter 8, “Ghost.” The death of Eddie Crimmins is the subject of Dawn Fraser’s 
poem “He Starved, He Starved, I tell You” in Frank and MacGillivray, eds., Echoes from 
Labor’s Wars, 3.  
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scarcely two or three generations removed from the Scottish Highlands, descended 

into the pits of Cape Breton only to have to fight their way up and through battles 

at home and abroad. These soldier–colliers and their families sustained psychic inju-

ries that scarred them permanently. Gothic Cape Bretoners have been digging them-

selves out of the ash piles of this culture ever since.  

That’s the story I have chosen to tell.  

It does not end happily.  

Actually, it never ends.  

It has no heroes.  

Read on, but know this — you have been warned.  
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Photograph 

 

Photo 3: “Rumble in the Hub.” The persistence of pugilism as a cultural value. 
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3 

Cape Breton Gothic 

 

WHERE DOES ONE GO to view the remains of a culture? Not to a morgue, but 

to a museum — the Miners’ Museum. Not the one at the end of Birkley Street in 

Glace Bay, though it has its share of horrors, but rather the Gothic novella The 

Glace Bay Miners’ Museum (1995). The story came to author Sheldon Currie in the 

form of a question as he drove past a highway sign announcing the construction of 

the museum: “[W]hat kind of monument would speak to the reality of mining as [I] 

knew … it growing up in Reserve Mines, down the road from Glace Bay?” The an-

swer “was a museum that included the horrors of coal mining, with arms and legs 

nailed up on the walls.”1 Fiction gave Currie license to end Museum with Margaret’s 

ghoulish vivisections, but as the author told CBC interviewer Shelagh Rogers, “If 

you think what happens in The Glace Bay Miners’ Museum is shocking, think about 

how much worse reality was.”2 If a culture dies as it lived, then one can only under-

stand the end of industrial Cape Breton by visiting a museum where “terrible dark-

ness, low pay, sudden physical dismemberment, and brutally hard work”3 are on 

display.  

Representations of hardship are ubiquitous in Cape Breton culture, and they 

are almost always pitched in the major key of resilience and redemption. The cur-

rent historiographical approach accentuates the romanticism of working-class life. 

Its works read like scripts for Spartacus (1960), with J.B. McLachlan standing in for 
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Kirk Douglas. Cape Breton’s uprisings, though, did not end with glorious mass exe-

cutions. There were no martyrs; life went on. The men whose minds or bodies were 

crushed in the pit perished singly; they were immured one at a time, each a Fortu-

nato in Poe’s Cask of Amontillado (1846). In the pages that follow I will try (the 

root of essay is the French word essayer, which means simply “to try”) to give voice 

to the Gothic culture of Cape Breton’s mining towns. I will essay to plot its arc in 

novels, visual art, and film. But first I will go walkabout. I will flip Rousseau’s idyl-

lic essays, his Reveries of a Solitary Walker (1778), on their head. I will take a darkly 

romantic4 stroll down memory lane, through the garbage and the potholes of a too-

bright morning in Glace Bay in the spring of 2012. 

Carnival  

Friday, April 20, 2012 

“Dicky Day” is to Glace Bay what Mardi Gras is to New Orleans: a carnival, albeit 

a strange one. This April, Dicky Day, better known as Family Allowancei check 

day, falls on the twentieth, a chilly, sunny Friday. The pageant begins midmorning. 

Residents of Terrace Manor, trapped in pharmaceutical iron masks, shamble toward 

town, while like an extra from The Walking Dead,5 the bony-fingered piano teacher 

straggles behind. Idle most days on Brookside, Bud’s taxis are suddenly Charon’s 

chariots, ferrying passengers across the harbor to the grocery and liquor stores on 

Reserve Street. Flush with cash and bio dads in tow, single mothers push their 

strollers up and down Commercial Street. Their toddlers, who are feasting on do-
                                                        
i The program is in fact the Canada Child Tax Benefit (CCTB). The term “family allow-
ance” is an anachronism.  
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nuts and chocolate milk, are jazzed. Like the full moon, the nuclear family is making 

its monthly appearance.  

At Scottie’s Pizza, slices are moving fast. They’re moving fast at every pizza 

joint in town. And Glace Bay has a lot of pizzerias — eleven at last count.ii Scottie’s 

is at the epicenter of the drug culture. Dealers do business right outside the takeout 

window. They don’t fear the police. One dealer on York Street has the temerity to 

flash an “open for business” sign in his window. A block north, drug-addled youth 

haunt the Jell-O tree from whose bare branches their sneakers hang. (Jell-O is the 

euphemism that hometown addicts use to describe the gelatinous quality of the 

mind on drugs.6) Outside Knox Hall, a few old curmudgeons hawk-eye them, but 

no one pays any mind to the Jell-O tree, which resembles a gallows tree. Citizens, it 

seems, are oblivious to the noose. 

They are distracted by the annual roadside garbage pickup, which is in full 

swing. Dumpster divers, yard-salers, flea-market entrepreneurs, even killers’ 

henchmeniii — they’re all picking through mounds of refuse in neighbors’ and 

strangers’ front yards. The CBRM is an Eldorado of junk! Hundreds of prospectors 

haul up in pickups, panning for gold in the form of working barbeques and fixable 

TVs. The garbage gold rush is a rite of spring in this mostly stone-age economy. 

Everyone is on the make. Outside Pharmasave, red-eyed man-boys in toques stroke 

their steel-wool facial scruff, calculating when to score in the men’s room at Tim 

                                                        
ii That’s almost one pizzeria per 1,000 citizens. Halifax, which has fifteen or so pizzerias, 
would need to add at least 280 more Italian restaurants to keep pace. 
iii The hockey bag that Laura Jessome’s remains were found in was grabbed from the road-
side near South Street in Glace Bay by one of Tom Barrett’s sidekicks. See Chapter 7, 
“Monster.” 
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Hortons, easily the pissiest bathroom in Cape Breton. Inside Tims, men in pit jack-

ets act like miners who have just finished a shift, even though no one has finished a 

shift in over a decade. Yet they cling to the walls, talking hockey. Women, seniors 

mostly, gather closer to the middle of the coffee shop, gossiping about funerals and 

widowers.  

The STREAM call-center staffersiv don’t loiter; they grab their coffee and go. 

They’re the moneyed ones. A few of them vacay in the Dominican; others shuttle to 

and from the oil patch for work. Tonight the STREAMers will be munching wings 

at the Bay Plex or getting “Cape Breton drunk”v at the Main Event. At Tims the 

ranks are self-segregated. The place is noisier than the New York Stock Exchange 

until midafternoon, when it empties abruptly. It’s as if the pit siren is sounding the 

curfew — Go home, make supper! Go home, tend the grass fire! By sundown, down-

town is emptier than Thomas Grey’s churchyard.7 If it were July there would be 

fireworks to set off on the lawn, but April evenings are raw so the fireworks are in-

doors. Never a strong suit here, self-control flies out the window: drinkers binge, 

drivers lay rubber, couples fight. Then, quiet. Come Monday, the money’s all gone. 

Carnival cedes to another season of Lent. 

If carnival is a “world of topsy-turvy, of heteroglot exuberance, of ceaseless 

overrunning and access where all is mixed, hybrid, ritually degraded and defiled,”8 

                                                        
iv Convergys has since purchased STREAM. 
v A meme that means to be utterly soused. As much a party town as Halifax is, being “Hali-
fax drunk” is less a feat of drinking prowess than is being “Cape Breton drunk.” Cape Bre-
ton Post, “Policy aims to changes high rates, culture around heavy drinking in Cape Bre-
ton,” February 16, 2016, http://www.capebretonpost.com/News/Local/2016-02-16/article-
4437706/Policy-aims-to-change-high-rates,-culture-around-heavy-drinking-in-Cape-
Breton/1 (accessed February 22, 2016). 
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then Dicky Day is its purest distillation north of the Bayou. On Dicky Day, junkies, 

third-generation welfare recipients, the chronically mentally ill, the plain down-and-

outers all assume the airs of the bourgeoisie and make like gads about town. Why 

not? Rooting through trash is no less luxurious than shopping at Harrods. In medi-

eval Europe, writes Kelly Hurley, the “ritual defilement [of carnival] — of being 

rolled in the mud, smeared with excrement — was experienced as regenerative rather 

than degrading, and [it] provoked laughter rather than rage. Carnival meant recon-

necting with the earth and earthiness. It involved the indulgence of appetite, the 

boisterous celebration of the body in all its gross animality.”9 The fires that raze 

Glace Bay’s brush and bog are as much symbols of cleansing and rebirth as they are 

landscaping chores. Indeed, what could be more primal a reconnection with the 

earth than purging it with fire? Dicky Day is a grotesque version of mid-twentieth-

century family values, only instead of the bread-earning father, the faceless state is 

the lord of the feast. Its jouissance (Lacan could have given a master class on the sub-

ject at Billy Dsvi or the Radio Club) celebrates the values it knows from reality TV.vii  

According to Wolfgang Kayser, in the realm of the grotesque “apparently 

meaningful things are shown to have no meaning, and familiar objects begin to look 

strange.”10 The disjuncture between the familiar and the strange is what Freud calls 

das unheimlich, literally the “unhomely” or the “uncanny.” The uncanny, observes 

                                                        
vi Billy Ds was razed by fire in February 2016; Scottie’s Pizza met a similar fate in July 2012. 
The latter fire was ruled an arson; the former fire is still under investigation. For more on 
Cape Breton’s arson epidemic, see Chapter 9, “Fire.” 
vii Jouissance is the transgressive enjoyment of sexual pleasure. The concept of jouissance is 
Jacques Lacan’s riff on Freud’s pleasure principal. See Julia Kristeva, Desire in Language: A 
Semiotic Approach to Literature and Art (Oxford: Blackwell, 1980). 
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David Morris, “derives its terror not from something external, alien, or unknown 

but … from something strangely familiar which defeats our efforts to separate our-

selves from it.”11 It is worldly and extramundane. For Freud the uncanny is “in reali-

ty nothing new or alien, but something which is familiar and old-established in the 

mind and which has become alienated from it only through the process of repres-

sion.”12 Glace Bay is an uncanny place. The street grid is the same; the accent and 

vernacular are intact. Jocularity reigns supreme. Families do family things, on Dicky 

Day at least. But the order is inverted. Glance through Leslie Shedden’s 1950s town-

scapes and what you see is Cockaigne.13 If you watch David MacVicar’s YouTube 

shorts from 1988, you will hear Dick Stacey’s swagger in his voiceover and see that 

Commercial Street still had the juice.14 Then it went to rat shit. Today, as you drive 

into town, a billboard greets you with the sunny message, “WELCOME TO 

GLACE BAY: PROUD PEOPLE, STRONG FUTURE.” Strong future? Certain 

quarters of town resemble the seedier neighborhoods of Walter White’s Albuquer-

que.15 Unless he enjoys whistling past the graveyard, whoever dreamed up the bill-

board slogan must have skipped town on Dicky Day.  

Stolid Conviction 

“It is in its concern with paranoia, with barbarism and with taboo” — shrapnel en-

cased in the grey matter of memory — “that the vital effort of Gothic fiction re-

sides.” “[T]hese are the aspects of the terrifying,” David Punter observes, “to which 

Gothic constantly, and hauntedly, returns.”16 Mostly it keeps engorging then impal-

ing its villains. Cape Breton literature is bursting with Gothic malefactors, frequent-
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ly sexual predators, including James Piper in Fall on Your Knees (1997), Ken in Mar-

ion Bridge (2002), and Roddie MacVicar in The Bishop’s Man (2009). Like Father 

MacVicar, deviant priests also lurk in coming-of-age films. In The Bay Boy (1984), 

Father Chaisson tries to seduce the protagonist Donald Campbell, while in New 

Waterford Girl (1999), the gossip is that “Father Madden used to mud wrestle with 

the bishop.”17 Even in Sheldon Currie’s wartime thriller, Down the Coal Town 

Road (2002), the otherwise impeccable Father MacNeil succumbs to the siren song 

of his housekeeper, Anna, whom he lets slide into his infernally hot bathtub.18 Given 

its troubles in the Diocese of Antigonish,19 the Church might wish to consider Punt-

er’s Freudian take on the menace of the repressed id: 

What the Gothic knows [is] that to channel sexual activity into the 
narrow confines of conventionality is repressive and, in the end, high-
ly dangerous, that it is a denial of Eros and that Eros so slighted re-
turns in the form of threat and violence. The beast within cannot be 
killed, but that is because he derives his strength from the pressure 
with which he is being held down by the smooth-faced man on the 
outside.20  
 

The id is amoral; it is energy. Only when you dam it up does it gush over the levee. 

The problem for the Church (for the West, really) is its fear of the id’s tidal power. 

We drive desire into the shadows. We do our worst to abject it. Eros thus becomes 

the muck of our imaginary, the repository of barbarism.  

For Jung, “Neurosis is always a substitute for legitimate suffering.”21 The 

irony is that the suffering we repress — the scars of incest, physical abuse, neglect, 

painful memories of all sorts — is salvific, to a point. What it cannot manage, the ego 

relegates from consciousness. The price it pays for denial is disintegration: this is the 
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Gothic’s first noble truth. Julian Wolfreys reminds us that the Gothic mode is “a se-

ries of contemporaneously understood forms, devices, codes, figurations, for the ex-

pression of the ‘fragmented subject.’”22 The fragmented subject is synonymous with 

Steven Bruhm’s “traumatized hero”: 

Time and again the contemporary Gothic presents us with trauma-
tized heroes who have lost the very psychic structures that allow them 
access to their own experiences. As I have been suggesting, such narra-
tives emphasize a lost object, that object being the self. Individual au-
tonomy, unity of soul and ego, and personal investment in will and 
self-reliance have all been shattered by the forces of the social and the 
ravages of the unconscious upon the ego in contemporary existence.23  
 

Scholars of the Gothic often turn to trauma theory to explain the psychology of 

haunting. Writes Justin Edwards:  

Gothic discourse is often invoked in the aftermath of the traumatic 
moment to represent the instability of the fragmented self. Implied 
here is the Gothic trope of the return of the repressed. Trauma, like 
the Gothic, follows this pattern — the re-emergence of something ter-
rifying that lies beneath the surface and threatens to forever haunt its 
host, unexpectedly rising up from the depths of the self or humanity.24  
 

According to Cathy Caruth, trauma victims are prone to experience “repeated, in-

trusive hallucinations, dreams, thoughts or behaviors stemming from the event, 

along with numbing that may have begun during or after the experience, and possi-

bly also increased arousal to … stimuli recalling the event.”25 Trauma is not “assimi-

lated or experienced fully at the time, but only belatedly, in its repeated possession 

of the one who experiences it.”26  

In terms of trauma and the Gothic, special heed should be paid to Cape Bre-

ton’s doubly Lost Generation, the colliers who came of age in the trenches of north-

ern France in World War I only to return to the Coal War of the 1920s. If we apply 



 
 

 55 

U.S. combat figures for the Iraq War and other recent conflictsviii to the Cape Breton 

contingent in Flanders, we can estimate that 20 to 30 percent of the estimated 5,352 

Highlanders27 — 1,200 to 1,500 men — returned home with PTSD, known then as 

“shell shock.” Jeffrey Kirkwood places the phenomenon in its historical perspective: 

During and soon after World War I, symptoms of PTSD were treated 
as “shell shock,” which as the moniker suggests, was the result of the 
concussive force of ubiquitous shelling during the war. As such it was 
a purely somatic concern, and therefore governed by existing norms 
of manhood, which deemed the general anxiety, hyper vigilance, night 
terrors, and other symptoms of PTSD warrant for punishment and 
scorn. A man was expected to bear his wounds with stolid conviction, 
and if mental wounds were like bodily ones, they were to be dealt 
with in the same way.28  
 

“Stolid conviction” is an apt descriptor for how veterans and miners bore their 

wounds from the front and the pit. Cape Breton coal mining was lethal during the 

twentieth century. A quantitative study might show it to be as dangerous as soldier-

ing. Some 2,500 Nova Scotians died in the mines, and more than half of them — 

1,321 — were Cape Bretoners.29 This is a death rate triple that of present-day China, 

whose mining safety standards, according to John DeMont, are a “global scandal.”30 

This does not account for the thousands of others who lost digits and limbs. Mining 

culture is inherently martial. The bonding of the “buddy system” and the ethos of 

                                                        
viii According to the U.S. Department of Veterans Affairs, 11 to 20 percent of veterans of 
Operations Iraqi and Enduring Freedom (2003) suffer from PTSD, while the number is 
pegged at 10 percent for Gulf War (1991) veterans.  
United States Department of Veterans Affairs, http://www.ptsd.va.gov/public/pages/how-
common-is-ptsd.asp (accessed August 29, 2013). Other organizations estimate higher per-
centages of PTSD sufferers in the ranks. “In 2005, the U.S. National Center for PTSD re-
ported that some 30 percent of combat veterans suffer from the condition at some point in 
their lives.” Darryl Paulson and Stanley Krippner, Haunted by Combat: Understanding 
PTSD in War Veterans Including Women, Reservists, and Those Coming Back from Iraq 
(Westport, Connecticut: Praeger, 2007), Kindle e-book, 2010, Chapter 3. 
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“no man left behind” shift readily from battlefield to coal face, where methane is as 

stealthy as a sniper and a coal fall as indiscriminate as an artillery barrage. I am una-

ware of any comparative studies of stress levels among combat soldiers and miners. 

Were there any, I suggest they would show unsustainably high levels of cortisol, the 

body’s fight-or-flight hormone, in colliers as in infantrymen.31 The mental and 

physical toll that working in a glorified combat zone took on family and community 

is incalculable across generations. It may explain the madness — the acting out, the 

scourge of addiction — that manifests on Dicky Day.  

The labor historians who chronicled the Stand the Gaff generation studied 

the violence of the era cursorily; they didn’t probe the psychological damage 

wrought on individual men, women, and children. Leading lights like Frank and 

MacGillivray deserve credit for elevating the status of Coal War bard Dawn Fraser 

(†1968) and for splicing together a good biography of George MacEachern (†1993).32 

To be fair, the New Left historians were trained in Marx, not Freud. Their interest 

was epic battle, not mental interiors. The Coal War historians were crusaders, po-

lemicists. This doesn’t mean that their histories aren’t foundational. If you want to 

understand the rise of UMWA (United Mine Workers of America) District 26, you 

must read David Frank. Though not academic history, Paul MacEwan’s Miners and 

Steelworkers (1980) is essential to understanding the birth of Local 1064 of SWOC 

(Steel Working Organizing Committee).33 The problem with the Coal War histori-

ans is their tonality. As a cohort, the labor historians of the boomer era suffer from 

the grating machismo of bourgeois Marxism. Frank’s portrayal of the miner’s wife34 
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reads like Mother Courage and Her Children, and his assessment of intra-ethnic re-

lations is Panglossian.ix Don MacGillivray is equally unrealistic. He ridicules Glace 

Bay-born novelist Hugh McLennan’s critique of mining culture as treasonous. To 

his mind, MacLennan displays the “barbaric underside of life in Glace Bay”35 like so 

much unwashed family laundry. He also tut-tuts the “patriarchal Archibalds of 

Cow Bay”36 for elucidating the Payday Drunk phenomenon (though my reading of 

police records shows that the teetotaling Archibalds were right on this account).x  

Unlike the professional labor historians, Rennie MacKenzie (†2011) depicts 

mining culture from the vantage point of a collier who actually toiled at the face. 

The maimed and killed miners he depicts in That Bloody Cape Breton Coal (2004) 

were his pit buddies. MacKenzie’s reportage ought to pack a BREAKING NEWS 

punch that academic texts can’t evoke. However, when he describes mining acci-

dents, his voice falls flat. This is partly intentional. MacKenzie makes plain his wish 

to spare the families in question the goriest details of events. A man who was in his 

prime decades before the self-confessional era of Oprah and Facebook, MacKenzie 

                                                        
ix “By the 1920s,” Frank opines, “there were indications that racial tensions were diminish-
ing.” The Fascist crisis of 1938–1940 flies in the face of this. David Frank, “Tradition and 
Culture in the Cape Breton Mining Community in the Early Twentieth Century,” in Cape 
Breton at 200: Historical Essays in Honor of the Island’s Bicentennial, 1785–1985, ed. Ken 
Donovan (Sydney N.S.: UCCB Press, 1985), 207. 
x My analysis of police records for the town of Glace Bay shows that the average number of 
arrests for the 1936–years 1948 was a whopping 783 per year, easily 10 percent of the adult 
male population. The vast majority of arrests were related to alcohol. Town of Glace Bay 
Reports (1901–), MG14.140. 
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maintains the “stolid conviction” of the miner-cum-soldier.xi Take his profile of Ed-

dy Durdle, an overman at Number 12 colliery. Durdle lost two of his charges, Rus-

sell Marsh and Donald MacInnis, when a fall of coal pulverized them on November 

6, 1959. Durdle, who was working elsewhere on the level, raced to try to dig them 

out. According to MacKenzie: 

As soon as he could reach under the now slanted piece of stone, Eddy 
[Durdle] stretched under it to see if he could get hold of Russell. He 
was pushing what he thought was a piece of stone out of the way, but 
realized that it was not coal — it was Russell’s head. It moved so easi-
ly that Eddy knew Russell was dead. He left him and started with the 
others to help Donald.37  
 

Two men died. Well, one man died, Donald MacInnis. Russell Marsh was a boy, a 

seventeen-year-old who’d been working in the pit a mere six weeks. To compound 

matters, the Marshes were neighbors of the Durdles. Russell’s father had begged 

Eddy to look after his son. Durdle couldn’t. We can only speculate about the guilt 

Eddy Durdle felt over Russell Marsh’s death. Fifty years later, Durdle was curiously 

laconic about the tragedy. “We lost two fine young men, and that was it,” he told 

MacKenzie, as if wiping coal dust from his hands. “Hard to accept, but it had to be 

chalked up to the dangers of the coal mine.”38  

                                                        
xi Two works of military history that are germane to the discussion of death and dismem-
berment at the coal face are Drew Gilpin Faust, This Republic of Suffering: Death and the 
American Civil War (New York: Vintage, 2009) and Joanna Bourke, Dismembering the 
Male: Men’s Bodies, Britain, and the Great War (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 
1996). Faust’s analysis of the trauma that sudden death set loose on families back home 
would not be out of place in a study of death in the colliery, nor would Bourke’s investiga-
tion of the effects of physical disfigurement on the male psyche be out of place in the con-
text of pit life. 
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The Last Shift 

What makes a text Gothic? By text I mean a configuration of symbols or code in the 

literary, plastic, and visual arts as well as in music, film, and civic ritual. As for the 

Gothic, it is the cultural representation of fear. Stephen King includes repulsion in 

his characterization of the Gothic;xii for G. Richard Thompson, mystery is a key el-

ement.xiii Though they differ at the margins, scholars of the Gothic generally begin 

with Ann Radcliff (1764–1823), whose dichotomy of terror and horror has informed 

debate on the subject for two centuries.39 Terror, in the Radcliffian sense, is anticipa-

tory anxiety; horror is the shock encounter with the object of fear itself. “The differ-

ence between terror and horror,” writes Devendra Varma, “is the difference between 

awful apprehension and sickening realization: between the smell of death and stum-

bling against a corpse.”40 Terror “creates an intangible atmosphere of spiritual psy-

chic dread,” while horror “resorts to a cruder presentation of the macabre.”41 Terror 

is the foreboding that the reader of Fall on Your Knees (1996) feels as James Piper 

slips into his daughter Kathleen’s New York City apartment, which till then has 

been “quiet as the grave.”42 Horror is the bloodlust promise — No one will ever hurt 
                                                        
xii “I recognize terror as the finest emotion,” writes King, “and so I will try to terrorize the 
reader. But if I cannot terrify him/her, I will try to horrify; if I find I cannot horrify, I’ll go 
for the gross-out. I’m not proud.” Stephen King, Danse Macabre (New York: Everest 
House, 1981), Pocket Books e-book, 2010, Chapter 2.  
xiii Thompson: “The Gothic romance seeks to create an atmosphere of dread by combining 
terror with horror and mystery. Terror suggests the frenzy of physical and mental fear of 
pain, dismemberment, and death. Horror suggests the perception of something evil or mor-
ally repellent. Mystery suggests something beyond this, the perception of a world that 
stretches away beyond the range of human intelligence — often morally incomprehensible 
— and thereby productive of a nameless apprehension that may be called religious dread in 
the face of the wholly other. When in Gothic literature this sense of mystery is joined with 
terror or horror, the effects of each expand beyond ordinary fear or repugnance.” G. Rich-
ard Thompson, ed., The Gothic Imagination (Pullman: Washington State University Press, 
1974), 3. 
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you again — that James makes to Kathleen as he rapes her. In Margaret’s Museum, 

terror is the dread of Margaret running to the pit, sirens wailing. Horror is the visual 

jolt, the crude presentation of her brother’s penis as a museum piece. 

The Gothic twice makes an appearance in the presentation of David Frank’s 

books. Both times his publishers use the work of Group of Seven artist Lawren 

Harris (1885–1970) for cover art, and both images — the pen-and-ink drawing 

“Glace Bay” (1925) and the oil painting “Glace Bay, Miners’ Houses” (1926) — 

smack of death. Harris, who trained in Berlin, sketched “Glace Bay,” the cover of 

Echoes from Labor’s Wars, in the style of a woodcut. It is roughhewn and two-

dimensional, in the vein of the German Gothic (Plate 1). The composition suggests 

Edvard Munch’s “The Scream” (1893): a terrified protagonist crowds the fore space, 

bisecting the image, as a mysterious entity trails the scene of a nameless tragedy or 

crime or horror (Plate 2). For the cover of J.B. McLachlan: A Biography, the pub-

lisher deploys Harris’s “Glace Bay, Miners’ Houses” (Plate 3). Of this painting, his-

torians Conrad and Finkel write:  

This grim representation of life in a mining town depicts the miners’ 
lives and work as one. The pollution over the town and the rows of 
identical, stark-looking homes combine to make the miners’ town 
look much like the underground of a coal mine, as well as a ceme-
tery.43  
 

Hugh MacLennan, too, uses graveyard imagery to depict the shacks. In Each Man’s 

Son (1951), he recalls how “the miners’ rows looked desolate and the bankheads of 

the collieries loomed like monuments in a gigantic cemetery.”44 The gloaming of 

Harris’s Glace Bay studies suits the Burkean Sublime, a Gothic staple. I can’t imag-
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ine that David Frank or his publishers had the father of conservative thought in 

mind when choosing cover art. Frank equates the suffering depicted in Harris’s 

Glace Bay work with the evils of industrial capitalism. By associating the high-

dudgeon poetry of Dawn Fraser and the radical politics of J.B. McLachlan with this 

iconic Canadian painter, he achieves the mission of an Acadiensis historian, which is 

to weave the history of Atlantic Canada into the national narrative.45 If you judge a 

book by its cover, David Frank is a Gothicist manqué. 

 

*** 

 

The Gothic’s Janus face (terror on one side, horror on the other) is on display at the 

Cape Breton Miners’ Museum in a suite of paintings by Jack MacLellan titled The 

Last Shift. The work is every bit as disturbing as “the arms and legs nailed up on the 

walls” of Sheldon Currie’s phantasmagoria. For an artist who neither worked in the 

pit nor trained formally in painting, MacLellan is uncannily insightful. His canvases 

call to mind the “lucky man” of The Beatles’ “A Day in the Life.”46 The aural spec-

ter of Lennon’s vocal finds its visual counterpart in the doomed miner on his last 

shift. A star athlete, MacLellan was scared off pit work by his father. The message he 

received can’t have differed much from the Cassandra song that countless parents 

sang to their sons: the pit “will tear you apart, and you will be an old man before 

your time.”47 It will kill you. The admonition bleeds from the canvases of The Last 

Shift, as it does from the pages of That Bloody Cape Breton Coal. The difference be-
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tween MacKenzie’s interviewees and MacLellan’s figures is the reticence of the for-

mer and the volubility of the latter. Currie’s stance (that “you can do in fiction what 

you can’t do in reality”) accounts for the reserve of MacKenzie’s trauma victims and 

the volubility of MacLellan’s draegermen — MacKenzie slaves away shoulder to 

shoulder with the damned; MacLellan observes them from above, from the redoubt 

of his imagination.  

Like any other shift, The Last Shift begins with men squeezed in the cage, 

“Goin’ Down” (Plate 4). MacLellan uses chemical greens to convey a sense of dan-

ger. The painting is an omen. The eyes of the miners are crude black spheres, empty 

sockets or penny-covered lids. Conversely, the miner’s visage in “On Their Knees” 

(Plate 5) harkens to Munch’s screamer. Facing forward, the loader’s eyes are pro-

truding white orbs; their black pinhead irises are riveted to the pan shovel, which is 

filled with burning coal. He is shoveling under pain of death. The paintings “Com-

panion” and “Low Place” also portend calamity (Plates 6 & 7). In “Companion,” a 

solitary miner shares his lunch with a rat. Legend has it, pit rats have a sixth sense 

about mine safety; when they flee, a coal fall or explosion is imminent. Rats are to be 

cultivated with Kam and bread crust, lured like the vermin of “The Pit and the Pen-

dulum” (1842). The claustrophobia evoked by Edgar Allan Poe permeates The Last 

Shift. Shrouded in iridescent emerald, the miner of “Low Place” is pharaoh, supine 

in his sarcophagus. In the words of Bob Dylan, “The ghost of electricity howls in 

the bones of [his] face.”48 He is Fortunato, trapped in a crawl space, five miles out 
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and half a mile beneath the North Atlantic. Whether he suffocates in the green glow 

or dies in his bed is of little consequence. He is already a denizen of Hell. 

Then, with a single blast, the potential energy of terror becomes the kinetic 

energy of horror. The first canvasses, MacLellan’s terror images, are painted tenta-

tively. The brushstrokes struggle to coat the canvas. A more fluent MacLellan at-

tacks the later horror canvasses, slathering paint and cutting with a palette knife. His 

technique is wild. The most gruesome painting of the collection, “Found,” (Plate 8) 

is reminiscent of Wilfred Owen’s poem “Strange Meeting.” A miner, caked in ochre, 

tends to a fallen comrade. A third collier is up front, combing the rubble for survi-

vors. But it is the caved-in face of the wounded miner that overshadows everything. 

Is he dead or alive? Like the strange friends of Owen’s poem, the miners in “Found” 

are lost in noiseless conversation. There is no consolation: 

‘Strange friend,’ I said, ‘here is no cause to mourn.’ 
‘None,’ said that other, ‘save the undone years, 
The hopelessness. Whatever hope is yours, 
Was my life also; I went hunting wild 
After the wildest beauty in the world, 
Which lies not calm in eyes, or braided hair, 
But mocks the steady running of the hour, 
And if it grieves, grieves richlier than here. 
For by my glee might many men have laughed, 
And of my weeping something had been left, 
Which must die now. I mean the truth untold, 
The pity of war, the pity war distilled.49 
 

 “The pity of war” and the pity of pit life are one and the same. As in “Strange Meet-

ing,” the message of The Last Shift is “the undone years,” the “hopelessness” of life 

for generations of colliers and their families.  
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To sear the lesson into memory, MacLellan chooses a palette of burnt orange 

and alizarin crimson for the blast canvasses. Likewise, the hashing technique he uses 

in “Explosion” (Plate 9) and the primitive sketching of “Accident of War” (Plate 10) 

assault the eyes. In pure Gothic mode, MacLellan’s intent is to stun and haunt the 

audience. Even in an introspective piece like “Last Shift” (Plate 11), shrill colors 

torment the viewer. “Last Shift” is a reliquary. The painting shows a snuffed-out 

candle (a life lost) and an open book (a Bible, perhaps), resting like icons on a table 

as a lone miner exits the pit yard. Is this the prefiguration of the cataclysm or its de-

nouement? Is the miner about to be jolted from complacency or is he the bearer of 

bad news? The miner in “Last Shift” is a double for the mystery man in Harris’s 

“Glace Bay.”50 Since MacLellan echoes Harris here, we may ask, how does The Last 

Shift stack up against Harris’s Glace Bay studies? Though it has its amateurish mo-

ments (the book and candle symbolism of “Last Shift” is clichéd), The Last Shift is a 

more fully realized Gothic work than the Glace Bay studies. Only two in number, 

Harris’s studies capture terror masterfully, but MacLellan encapsulates terror and 

horror in a harrowing visual novella.  

The Last Shift ends with an untitled canvas that shows a widow or sister re-

ceiving the news that her husband or brother is dead (Plate 12). The specks of her 

eyes bring the viewer full circle to the formless specks of the miners’ eyes in “Goin’ 

Down.” The crazy reds of the earlier canvases are gone; madder browns replace 

them. The fire is out. The woman, her mouth agape, seems to ask, “Why?” There is 

no reasonable answer to her question. Her beloved’s death is absurd. In the midst of 
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her torment, the overman maintains a sense of “stolid conviction.” A medic carries 

the wounded from battle. The only justice MacLellan can afford her is to drain the 

the canvas of color. “Life is hard, but God is good” begins the coal-town adage. It 

ends “Live in hope, die in despair.”xiv  

Shhhhh 

Novelists and film directors have always told the hardest home truths about the Is-

land. It is, after all, a fictional Gothic heroine, Agnes, of Daniel MacIvor’s Marion 

Bridge (2002), who strips away the bonhomie of the kitchen party and spells out the 

pathological furtiveness of Cape Bretoners. In a fury, she rips the Band-Aid off the 

scab of denial: 

That’s why I come down here see, where nobody wants to talk about 
it [their pain]. It’s all “Shhhhh.” That’s what they should put on the 
sign over the goddamn causeway as you drive onto the island, instead 
of “A Hundred Thousand Welcomes” or whatever it is. Just put 
“Shhhhh.”51  
 

Agnes’s “Shhhhh” is her repudiation of a culture that turns a blind eye to the sexual 

abuse she suffered at the hands of her father, Ken, and the fruit of their incestuous 

union, Joanie. The film’s incest plot is paradigmatic of the female and male Gothic: 

the former features “the imprisoned and pursued heroine threatened by the tyranni-

cal male figure,”52 the latter, the “masculine transgression of social taboos, character-

ized by violent rape … [or] … murder.”53 What little the viewer learns of Ken is 

gleaned from the wreckage of his daughters’ lives. His eldest, Theresa, is a drudge 

for the parish priest and her estranged husband, Donnie. Louise, the middle child, is 

                                                        
xiv This maxim was a favorite of my Grade 9 math teacher, Ron “Mohawk” MacDonald. 



 
 

 66 

a zoned-out channel surfer. She is an unsexed being with a soup-bowl haircut. Ag-

nes, the baby, runs far away, to Toronto, where she hides her shame behind the 

masks of barfly and twelve-stepper. 

The Gothic classic Jane Eyre is the palimpsest for Marion Bridge. When Ag-

nes reads to her cancer-stricken mother, Rose, how Jane “served [Edward Roches-

ter] for both his prop and his guide,”54 Theresa angrily tosses the novel out the win-

dow. Does Theresa see her sisters and herself as enablers propping up a low-rent 

version of Brontë’s antihero? The dirty little secret, the Bertha Mason of Marion 

Bridge, is the interbreeding that occurs under Ken and Rose’s roof. xv In this regard, 

the deathbed confession of Jane Eyre’s Aunt Reed serves as a mirror for the death-

bed confession of Rose. Even though she abandons her orphan niece, Jane forgives 

Aunt Reed, who is too inured to accept this grace. Rose, on the other hand, almost 

brings herself to acknowledge her complicity in the molestation of Agnes. In her 

notebook she writes, “I know there have been times when I haven’t been the mother 

I should have been. Times when I turned away from some things I didn’t want to 

see.”55 Rose cannot name the demon, but she is humble enough to seek forgiveness: 

[I]n the case of things that have gone on, all we can do is look to see if 
there’s beautiful things in the terrible things. From where I sit now, all 
I can see is where I went wrong, look for the good in it, and hope, be-
cause of the good, for forgiveness.56  

 

After Rose’s death, Theresa, Louise, and Agnes muster the courage to confront Ken, 

a doddering Alzheimer’s patient. Though pinioned by disease, he terrifies them one 

                                                        
xv Bertha Mason is Rochester’s mad Creole wife, whom he confines to the attic of Thorn-
field Hall. 
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last time; their intervention disintegrates into a sauve qui peut. The sisters are safe, 

barely. At film’s end, they enjoy an idyll with Joanie “out on the Mira.” The Mira, 

the musical score and closing panning shots reassure the viewer, is their Haworth, 

their sanctuary.xvi 

Julie Schaffer writes that, “[a]s long as there is an absence of more (socially) 

appropriate objects of desire, and as long as one argues that eroticism will develop, 

refuse repression, and be driven to seek an object, incest within the nuclear family 

must follow. Nuclear family relationships themselves must become sexual, in other 

words.”57 In Marion Bridge incest occurs off camera; in Ann-Marie MacDonald’s 

Fall on Your Knees, it is the dénouement of the Piper family drama. The rape of 

Kathleen Piper is pre-figured by the emotional incest her father, James, endures in 

his youth. James Piper is the only child of a mismatched couple. His mother, the 

daughter of a “prosperous boat builder” marries down, wedding a flinty “penniless 

shoemaker.”58 With James she makes a more intimate pact. She converses with him 

in Gaelic, which her husband cannot understand, and teaches him classical music, 

which her husband is too rude to appreciate. By James’s mid-teens the battle lines in 

the oedipal conflict are drawn. “All James wanted was to belt his father once. All he 

wanted at age fifteen and a half was to hear his mother play the piano once more, but 

she was dead of a dead baby before he finished the job of [tuning the piano].”59 In a 

grandiose act of defiance, he sets the family piano ablaze and flees his Inverness 

county village, Egypt.  

                                                        
xvi Haworth, the village where the Brontë sisters lived and wrote their Gothic masterpieces.  



 
 

 68 

James Piper is no Moses. The model for Fall on Your Knees is not Exodus, it 

is Wuthering Heights. The epigram that opens the novel nods to Emily Brontë and 

tips the hand that MacDonald is about to play.xvii Like Heathcliff, James Piper kills 

the thing he loves.60 James makes himself a pariah, scabbing in the pit to pay for 

Kathleen’s tuition at Holy Angels. He battles with his taboo desire in the trenches of 

France for fear he might despoil his ingénue, who is studying music in New York. 

What he cannot stomach is losing Kathleen. It’s bad enough that the object of Kath-

leen’s affection, her piano accompanist, (yet another) Rose, is African American and 

a lesbian.61 What’s maddening is the notion that Kathleen could belong to anyone — 

American audiences or patrons of Sydney’s Lyceum — other than himself. James 

Piper molds Kathleen in the image of his mother. Were Kathleen to forsake him, he 

would lose his mother a second time. He will rape, impregnate, and send her to die 

in the attic rather than have her flee.62 

Neither can Heathcliff loosen his grip on Cathy. Heathcliff the stable boy — 

an orphan and a “gipsy” no less — cannot compete with a suitor from the gentry, 

Edgar Linton. But Heathcliff the self-made man can extract vengeance eighteenth-

century style, by merger and acquisition. Heathcliff picks the Earnshaw and Linton 

estates apart with sadistic pertinacity. He assumes the gambling debts of his former 

master, the dissipated Hindley Earnshaw, and for his pay acquires Thushcross 

Grange. Years later, when Edgar and Cathy’s daughter, Catherine, comes of age, 

Heathcliff lures her to Wuthering Heights. There, he forces her to marry his feckless 

                                                        
xvii The epigram reads: “Why can’t thou not always be a good lass, Cathy? Why can’t thou 
always be a good man, father?” 
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son, Linton. His victory is pyrrhic. “I have lost the faculty of enjoying their destruc-

tion,” he moans, “and I am too idle to destroy for nothing.”63 What makes Heath-

cliff James Piper’s doppelganger (aside from obsession and cruelty) is the incestuous 

nature of his love. Old man Earnshaw adopts Heathcliff, if not on paper then in his 

heart. Heathcliff is Cathy’s brother of a sort. The brother-sister coupling adds men-

ace to their already wild sorties on the moors. More unseemly, Heathcliff forges a 

sadomasochistic master-ward bond with her daughter, Catherine. The odor of incest 

lingers over Wuthering Heights. It is subtler than in Fall on Your Knees, but it tangs 

even so.  

God’s Country 

“The past is never dead,” warns Faulkner. “It’s not even past.”64 Cape Breton writ-

ers interpret this line in one of two ways: by allegorizing it, as Alistair Macleod does 

in No Great Mischief (1999), or by Gothicizing it, as Lynn Coady does in Strange 

Heaven (1998). Coady’s Margaret P. and MacLeod’s grand folk are cases in point. 

MacLeod’s archetypal elders possess a shoulder-shrugging fatalism. Nothing — nei-

ther drowning deaths nor the arrest of a son for murder — seems to disturb their 

peace. “You will get used to almost anything,” affirms Grandma, “except a nail in 

your shoe.”65 Strike up a jig, play a hand of Auction, let the fates decide. “Grandpa 

died from jumping up in the air trying to click his heels together twice,”66 says Mis-

chief narrator Sandy MacDonald. “What an absolutely foolish way for a man to 

die,”67 adds his dry-lipped brother-in-law, which is to say, Grandpa died in the full-

ness of years, feral and avuncular as ever. Quaint. 
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The same can’t be said for protagonist Bridget Murphy’s grandmother. Mar-

garet P., as she’s known, will not go gentle into that good night. She is Peter Lorre’s 

beast with five fingers,68 a ninety-eight-year-old misery maker. Despite indignities 

— “the last people to remember Margaret P. on earth would be people who knew 

her as a series of leaks that needed stopping up”69— she clings to life. “She would 

not die, Bridget knew. Because there wasn’t any of that.”70 Margaret P.’s bedtime 

rituals are mad perversions of Mischief’s folkways: 

[She used to say her] prayers to the Virgin and the Son and even the 
Father in her more presumptuous moments, and [sang] about fish and 
bonnie lassies and the cool snow that covered Glencoe and murdered 
the house o’ MacDonald, … [Margaret P. would sink] … into her bed 
twisting the rosary into the flesh of her fingers and [make] banshee 
noises, the word “God” interpretable from time to time.71  
 

There is much of the Grand Guignol in Strange Heaven. Impulse control aban-

doned or lost, Margaret P. laces her speech with expletives. She bestows Bridget 

with sobriquets like “stinking” and “bitch” and “bitch-devil.”72 Margaret P. is curs-

ed (her “retarded” son Rollie is testament to that) so she intends to go on cursing 

her family and caregivers to the end. Perhaps there is a Cape Breton folkxviii worthy 

of Alistair MacLeod’s ill-starred clan Chalum Ruaidh. They would be, I suppose, 

mythical cousins of the pink-cheeked Rankin Family or the pixie-faced Aselin Debi-

                                                        
xviii There are at least six ethno-social zones on the Island, consisting of First Nations, Acadi-
ans, Loyalists, Scots, Anglo-Celts, and the Eastern European and Mediterranean groupings 
of Whitney Pier, Glace Bay, Dominion, and elsewhere. There is no singular Cape Breton 
folk. For more on cultural essentialism, see Ian McKay’s Quest of the Folk: Antimodernism 
and Cultural Selection in Twentieth-Century Nova Scotia (Kingston and Montreal: McGill-
Queen’s University Press, 1994).  
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son.xix Just as likely, they are relations to the Johnny Rotten of fiddle music, Ashley 

MacIsaac, whose queerness and anti-Asian rants would straighten the curls on Na-

talie MacMaster’s head.73 

The heroines of Cape Breton Gothic are not always fleeing from a Bluebeard, 

as Agnes is in Marion Bridge, but they are in flight. They are the Bridget Murphys 

of Strange Heaven or the Moonie Potties of New Waterford Girl,74 heroines trapped 

in rundown towns rather than in castle towers. What has a Bridget Murphy to look 

forward to?  

Drinking and doing hot knives and puking, always puking, and wak-
ing up in the morning with one eye pointing off in the wrong direc-
tion and no feeling in the skin surrounding it. It had been selfishness, 
it had all been selfishness. Wanting to be herself, wanting to be alone. 
That was selfish.75 
 

An unplanned pregnancy lands Bridget in the IWK psych ward, where madness 

needn’t wear the mask of small-town pretense. As for her depression, it is an act of 

creative self-destruction.76 For her part, Moonie Pottie fakes a pregnancy as a ruse to 

hop a train out of New Waterford, seemingly for Antigonish, but in fact for a fine 

arts school in New York City. Motherhood is her ticket out. Though the plot point 

is anachronistic,xx Moonie Pottie’s ambition, to be an artist in the Big Apple, is 

Kathleen Piper’s dream realized and Bridget Murphy’s dream deferred.  

New Waterford Girl is a wistful coming-of-age comedy. Moonie’s mother, 

Cookie, eventually figures out Moonie’s secret. She blesses her, even though she 

                                                        
xix The 1990s music videos for the Rankin Family and Aselin Debison’s 2002 TV special 
Sweet Is the Melody play on the stereotype of the innocent Highland troubadour, unsullied 
by the grime of modern world. 
xx Unwed Cape Breton mothers quit going to Antigonish, alias “Little Rome,” to deliver 
children during the sixties, not the late-seventies, as depicted in New Waterford Girl. 
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can’t fathom her daughter’s wanderlust. What differentiates Moonie from Bridget is 

the former’s sense of wonder, her power to moon over Plummer Avenue, decrepit as 

it is. “Ask me anything!”77 she exclaims in the voiceover that ends the film: 

I know Lexie Pottie cried with happiness when they named the tri-
plets Rudy, Joy, and Brenda. I know all the street names. I know how 
to re-use a tea bag. I know what they do up number eleven. I know 
how to beat the crap out of someone. I know all about God’s country. 
Ask me anything. 78 
 

God’s country. It depends on where you dwell: the Margaree Valley and the Tar 

Ponds might as well be located in alternate universes.  

Where in Cape Breton do Gothic art and everyday life intersect? The answer 

is, in the parlor or front room, where families once waked the dead. It is there that 

we meet Moonie Pottie’s clan celebrating an uproarious and surreal wedding-and-

wake combo. Sheldon Currie himself devotes an entire chapter of Miners’ Museum 

to the wake of David and Charlie MacNeil. He tells of Margaret MacNeil washing 

the corpses of her father and older brother, both killed by the same fall of coal, and 

how the family and Christ lachrymose keep vigil in their company home. Margaret 

soliloquizes: 

I was glad it was me that washed their faces. And that it wasn’t their 
faces that was broken or smashed. They put a big crucifix on the wall 
over both caskets. Each Christ looked down at his casket with those 
thorns sticking in his head and blood running down his face, and a 
slash in his ribs with blood running down from that under the towel 
they put around him and down his leg, and nails in his hands and feet, 
he looked a lot worse off than [my brother] Charlie Dave and Dada.79  
 

The crucifix is lurid, but such is the nature of funereal art in Gothic Cape Breton. 

The sentinel-like Christ of Glace Bay’s Saint Anne’s cemetery is painted in forensic 
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detail; the writhing body looks like a cadaver on a slab. A similarly dolorous Christ 

hangs over the entrance of Holy Cross church in the Caledonia district of Glace 

Bay. So, too, a battered Christ watches over Mount Caramel cemetery in New Wa-

terford. Walk through Dominion’s Ocean Street cemetery, even on a sunny spring 

day, and gales lash you.80 The ruined headstones and ramshackle wooden crosses are 

more unnerving than the fiction studied in these pages. 

If the dead buried in the seaside cemeteries could speak, many is the ghost 

who would moan about interments in the pits off the coast. The miner’s life is Goth-

ic. According to Edmund Burke, “Whatever is fitted in any sort to excite the ideas of 

pain, and danger, that is to say, whatever is in any sort terrible, or is conversant 

about terrible subjects, is a source of the sublime” in that “it is productive of the 

strongest emotion which the mind is capable of feeling.”81 Terror, Burke observes, is 

a “passion which always produces delight when it does not press too close.”82 It is 

“pleasurable to the extent that its experience is proximate rather than actual.”83 The 

mock horror of the Gothic helps us domesticate our fear. Because the “passions be-

longing to self-preservation are the strongest of all,”84 explains William Vaughan:  

… the most sublime experience would seem to be one that threatens, 
albeit without endangering, the very existence of the subject. Thus, we 
experience as sublime a raging storm or the magnitude of the universe 
because each dwarfs us, without actually harming us. In other words, 
they excite ideas of pain, without quite causing any. 85 

 

To gaze at the pithead or to climb aboard a rake is terrifying. The moment the rats 

flee and the methane ignites is horrific. Truth, as Jack MacLellan reminds us in The 

Last Shift, is more Gothic than fiction. 
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That said, some of the best Cape Breton storytelling involves ghosts and oth-

er Gothic marvels. The indefatigable Ronald Caplan chronicles dozens of such sto-

ries in his Cape Breton Book of the Night (1991). Since he first rolled tape in the 

eighties, Caplan has perfected the KISS method of interviewing: he seeks out the el-

ders, asks them straightforward questions, keeps quiet, and lets them speak. “As it 

happens, most of these [eerie] stories were told to me at night,” he remembers. “Of-

ten it was evening, just when we’d get to that part of our conversation where the 

give and take would give way to the sentences that connected for just one person, 

bringing up that person’s story — and then one of us would fall silent and the other 

would talk.”86 Some Book of the Night monologues are hoary folk tales; most, 

though, are too idiosyncratic, too granular in detail to be performance art. The most 

startling is Father John Angus Rankin’s. Like other priests Caplan interviews, Ran-

kin is a sceptic with little time for old wives’ tales. But his late-night encounter with 

his father’s ghost changed his mind about the supernatural. 

One night, while on a teaching stint at StFX Junior College in Sydney, Ran-

kin’s recently deceased father woke him from his sleep. John Angus’s vision could 

not have been more vivid: 

I snapped on the light, and my father was standing on the other side of 
the bed. I could see him from the knees up. And the only difference 
was, when he was in the casket, the undertaker, who knew him, 
combed his hair the way he used to comb it when he was younger, 
parted on the side here and pulled over. As my father got older, the 
hair got thinner here, so he used to part it down the center and put it 
this way. That’s the way his hair was combed when I saw him stand-
ing at the bed. So I got a shock.87  
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The priest composed himself and started quizzing the ghost. “I said, ‘What do you 

want? What’s the matter?’ And then, before he would have said anything, I said, 

‘Are you saved?’ He said, ‘Yes, you know I’d be saved.’88 The banter continued: 

“And then I said again, ‘What do you want?’ He said ‘A bill.’ ‘Oh,’ I said, ‘No, there 

isn’t [one].’ He said, ‘Yes, there is.’ I said, ‘Where?’ He said, Malcolm Dan MacLel-

lan’s. $16.25. And,’ he said, ‘the bill is twenty-five years old.’”89 Father Rankin left 

the next day for the homestead in Inverness, resolved to find the bill or else continue 

on to Halifax to consult a psychiatrist. He spent the day rummaging around his fa-

ther’s upstairs. He discovered a bill for the precise amount, the cost of a ton of hay, 

in a box of papers he was about to burn. Father Rankin paid the debt. His father’s 

ghost rested in peace. 

What is most remarkable about John Angus Rankin’s narrative is how run of 

the mill it is. The Cape Breton Book of the Night contains many incidents like it, 

told by people who are assuredly compos mentis. The upshot? Caplan’s interview-

ees provide abundant evidence that the animism of highland Scotland made safe pas-

sage to the Island and survived late into the twentieth century.xxi Father Rankin 

knew his father was going to die: 

Oh it was more a forerunner — it was a premonition see. Coming into 
the house, and the house was in darkness. And the parlor was lit up. 
And I figured well, maybe somebody got into the back door. But as 
soon — I had my own key for the house — as soon as I unlocked the 
door and went in, I was in complete darkness. (How did the parlor 
figure?) Well, that’s where the wake was held. So it was something 

                                                        
xxi Linden MacIntyre writes of the buidseachd, which is Gaelic for “curse” or “spell,” in his 
memoir Causeway: A Passage from Innocence (Toronto: HarperCollins, 2007), 263–91. As 
late as the Sputnik era, his grandmother and the women of Highland Cape Breton carried 
on the tradition of casting spells on their enemies. 
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along the idea of the light I was talking about, eh? Saw the place, saw 
the room lit up.90 
 

Forerunners are commonplace in Cape Breton. The evening before my grandfather 

died, I was sitting with my mother in the kitchen. It was still. The room was dark 

save for the glow of an old lamp on the wall. I said to my mother, “Something bad is 

going to happen.”  

She asked, “What?”  

I said, “Someone is going to die.”  

At two o’clock in the morning, the phone rang. My grandfather, Jadek, was 

dead of a heart attack. The lamp on the kitchen wall, whose dimming light was the 

forerunner, was a relic from Joe Michalik’s house, which my father and brother and 

I had torn down the summer before (1981). Joe Michalik had known horror. A run-

away rake ripped his eldest son, Joey, in two before his eyes.xxii Joey’s death has 

haunted the Michaliks since the day it happened, March 31, 1954 — the day before 

April Fool’s Day — a point my father punctuated until the last night he turned out 

the light. 

  
                                                        
xxii “Caledonia Miner is Instantly Killed,” Post Record, April 1, 1954. Hilda Mleczko, whose 
husband Henry was with Joey Michalik when he died, recalled: “Henry was with a young 
fellow [Joey Michalik] — he hadn’t been married very long. And he was in an all-fired hur-
ry to get out of the rake. And he jumped out before it stopped, and it spurted up again. And 
Henry was holding onto his jacket saying, ‘No!’ And he was left holding his jacket when he 
saw his mate’s body go under the wheels until it was ground up like hamburger. And that’s 
when he got all upset. He came home and he kept saying to me, ‘If only I didn’t see him.’ 
He was walking the floor all night. ‘If only I didn’t see him. If only I didn’t I see him.’ He 
never ate. But the next shift, he’s down there again, walking over the same spot where it 
happened. He had to go to work. Like I said, like in the war.” In Ronald Caplan, ed., Cape 
Breton Works: More Lives from Cape Breton’s Magazine (Wreck Cove: Breton Books, 
1996), 13. 
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Photographs 
 

Photo 4: Scenes from the annual roadside garbage pickup, April 2012.  
Douglas Avenue, Glace Bay.  
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Photo 5: Scenes from the annual roadside garbage pickup, April 2012. 

Dawe Avenue, Glace Bay. 
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Photo 6: Scenes from the annual roadside garbage pickup, April 2012. 
Seaview Street, Glace Bay. 
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Photo 7: Scenes from the annual roadside garbage pickup, April 2012. 

Seaview Street, Glace Bay. 
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Photo 8: Scenes from the annual roadside garbage pickup, April 2012. 

Birkley Street, Glace Bay. 
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Photo 9: Scenes from the annual roadside garbage pickup, April 2012. 

South Street, Glace Bay. 
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Photo 10: Scenes from the annual roadside garbage pickup, April 2012. 

Coffee stains outside Tim Hortons, Commercial Street, Glace Bay. 
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Photo 11: Scenes from the annual roadside garbage pickup, April 2012. 

The view from inside Tim Hortons, Commercial Street, Glace Bay. 
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Photo 12: Scenes from the annual roadside garbage pickup, April 2012. 

The view from Scottie’s Pizza, Commercial Street, Glace Bay. 
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Photo 13: Scenes from the annual roadside garbage pickup, April 2012. 

The Jell-O tree, Commercial Street, Glace Bay. 
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Photo 14: Scenes from the annual roadside garbage pickup, April 2012. 

Harvest House, Main Street, Glace Bay. 
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Plates 
 

 
 

Plate 1: Lawren Harris, “Glace Bay” (1925). Cover art for Echoes from Labor’s 
Wars. 
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Plate 2: Edvard Munch, “The Scream” (1893).  
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Plate 3: Lawren, Harris, “Glace Bay, Miners’ Houses” (1926). Cover art for J.B. 
McLachlan: A Biography. 
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Plate 4: “Goin Down.” From Jack MacLellan’s The Last Shift.xxiii 

  

                                                        
xxiii Jack MacLellan’s paintings are reproduced with permission of the Cape Breton Miners’ 
Museum. 
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Plate 5: “On Their Knees.” From Jack MacLellan’s The Last Shift.  
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Plate 6: “Companion.” From Jack MacLellan’s The Last Shift.  
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Plate 7: “Low Place.” From Jack MacLellan’s The Last Shift.  
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Plate 8: “Found.” From Jack MacLellan’s The Last Shift.  
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Plate 9: “Explosion.” From Jack MacLellan’s The Last Shift.  



 
 

 97 

 
 

Plate 10: “Accident of War.” From Jack MacLellan’s The Last Shift. 
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Plate 11: “Last Shift.” From Jack MacLellan’s The Last Shift.  
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Plate 12: Untitled. From Jack MacLellan’s The Last Shift. 
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Map 2: Cape Breton’s Fascist Crisis (1938–1940).  
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4 

Local Fascist Gangsters 

 

THE MINUTES OF DOMINION’S ITALIAN HALL, La Sala Italiana, are like love let-

ters that betray the truth of an illicit affair. They were meant for members only, stalwarts of 

the Italian community. They are terse, a series of decision points, and they are candid be-

cause they are shielded from prying eyes by the Italian language. To understand the crisis 

of Italian fascism in industrial Cape Breton, the first place to search is the minutes of the 

Hall. The date to circle is January 22, 1939, the tipping point of the crisis. Two points of 

order stand out in the minutes of that day: 1) the Hall struck one committee to plead with 

Mayor F.J. Stephenson to inveigh against The Steelworker for publishing libelous stories 

about the community, and 2) it struck another committee to investigate calumnie e minacie, 

smears and threats levelled by Carlo Rezzaghi against Bert Centa.1 The day before, a Satur-

day, in a story above the fold, The Steelworker reported: 

We are credibly informed that recently when the present Italian Fascist Con-
sular Agent — sent direct from Rome — an officer in the Italian army — 
who saw service in the Ethiopian campaign — pinned the Fascist button, de-
picting Mussolini with his arm outstretched in salute, on the breast of one of 
the members of the Fascist Party, he declared: “This is better than a pin with 
God on it!”2 

 
Now, the journalistic practices of The Steelworker were squalid. But the “communist rag,” 

as Sheldon Currie once described it, circulated widely on the Island before the Second 

World War. It was for its day a meme-generating machine. The narrative it spun in this and 

a spate of exposés it ran against “local fascist gangsters”3 in the autumn of 1938 was that 
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Cape Breton’s Italian community was captive to a marauding consular agent, the above-

mentioned Carlo Rezzaghi. On this point, The Steelworker aced it. 

How dangerous was Carlo Luigi Rezzaghi? On January 19, 1939, the Thursday be-

fore the Hall meeting, he issued an edict on state letterhead, fascist lictors buttressing the 

Savoyard coat of arms, declaring the following: 

I make it known to you that a Fascist cannot belong to any other society that 
does not depend on the regime. Therefore, if you belong to any of these soci-
eties, you must give your immediate resignation. Let us understand ourselves 
well. This is an order. I expect your assurance immediately.4  

 
In effect, Rezzaghi commanded Italian-born miners and steel workers to quit the unions, 

the UMWA and SWOC, presumably because their leftist politics were incompatible with 

the de-fanged corporations of fascist Italy.5 It bothered him not that without a union card 

these men could work neither in the pit nor at the steel plant, and that without a pay packet 

their families would starve. Rezzaghi was executing the policy of the regime, which was 

that “Italians living abroad,”6 even naturalized citizens of Canada, were subject to the writ 

of the Duce, as enforced by his emissaries. As for the calumnie e minacie hurled at Bert 

Centa, the minutes are perhaps referring to a mock trial that Rezzaghi presided over at the 

Hall in December. According to RCMP Commissioner S.T. Wood:  

[Rezzaghi] recently held some sort of a trial here, and had one [X], a natural-
ized Italian from Dominion, up on some charge which I could not get the ex-
act details of. It is believed it was something like disobedience. No punish-
ment was awarded, but [X] got lectured and some kind of a warning was giv-
en to him, that he would be expelled if he offended again.7  

 
Wood also noted that Rezzaghi “has these people, especially the Italians at Dominion, in a 

state of turmoil. They are close to the breaking point but are afraid to make any step, fear-

ing that this would re-act [sic] on their families in Italy.”8  
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Carlo Rezzaghi was the pathogen whose injection into the body politic of the colo-

ny led to its brush with death. Yet his name appears only once in the authorized communi-

ty history Italian Lives: Cape Breton Memories (1999). How did he vanish from the histor-

ical record? Blame it on the passage of time and the desire to let sleeping dogs lie. By late 

January 1939, Carlo Rezzaghi had burned his bridges in Cape Breton. The Bert Centa affair 

was the second Hall inquiry into his thuggish exploits. Earlier, on September 18, 1938, 

Ralph Gatto led an investigation into maldicenze a sfavore della communità, slanders 

against the community, made by Rezzaghi.9 Simultaneously, the Department of External 

Affairs was building a case for his expulsion from the country. Through back channels to 

the Italian embassy, Rezzaghi probably caught wind that authorities were closing in on 

him.  

In all likelihood, this is why he slipped aboard a train and fled Sydney on February 

11, 1939, never to return. In a memo dated March 23, 1939, S.T. Wood speculated that Rez-

zaghi was “too militant in his policies for a comparatively rural community, and that his 

abilities — from the Fascist viewpoint — can be used more advantageously in a large me-

tropolis.”10 More than a year passed between Rezzaghi’s flight and the roundup up of Ital-

ian Cape Bretoners, on June 10, 1940. By then, the victims of his extortion and embezzle-

ment were trying to put the memory of him behind them. At the same time, the colony was 

distancing itself from the dead enders, who, in the words of Buddy Nardocchio (†2013), 

were a “bunch of fools … saying Hitler and Mussolini were going to rule the world.”11 

Charlie Rezzaghi, as he was later known, went on after the war to sell Alfa Romeos in San 
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Francisco.i Many of the Cape Bretoners who were interned in Petawawa from 1940–42 left 

the Island for good. Some resettled in Hamilton, others in Montreal.  

As for the local Italian community — 1,762 strong in 194112 — they did what people 

instinctively do (Capers are expert at it) when faced with trauma: they buried it. By the 

time Maria Razzolini published All Our Fathers: The North Italian Colony in Industrial 

Cape Breton, thirty-eight years after VE Day, she was working with selective memories of 

the war. She could not see how her grandfather Rudolph Razzolini’s internment and her 

Aunt Gladys’s sojourn at a bagno d’Italianitaii might place them in a category other than 

“patriotic but apolitical Canadians.”13 To further obscure the view, a Sicilian-born immi-

grant with an acute case of atimiaiii (ethnic self dis-esteem), Sam Migliore, compiled Italian 

Lives: Cape Breton Memories, which is one-part coffee-table book and one-part academic 

study. To this day, I am unsure whether he obfuscates the internment crisis as a gesture of 

omertà or whether he has a case of postmodernist What-Is-Truth? syndrome. I won’t be 

able to unravel Migliore’s motives here, but I will solve what I call the “Migliore paradox.” 

For more than a decade Sam Migliore brooded over this question: how could it be that at 

“the very moment that certain individuals were interned, lost their jobs, or were mistreated 
                                                        
i Rezzaghi owned a ranch in California wine country, where he and his wife Therèse bred horses. 
He died at age 60 in 1966. “Charles Rezzaghi, San Francisco,” Alfa Bulletin Board, 2004, 
http://www.alfabb.com/bb/forums/alfa-romeo-topics-not-covered-elsewhere/3832-charles-
rezzaghi-san-francisco.html (accessed March 22, 2016). 
ii A bagno d’Italianita translates as “Italian cultural immersion.” The jamboree that Gladys Razzo-
lini attended was held in Venice in 1937 or 1938. For more on fascist youth propaganda in Canada, 
see Luigi Pennacchio, “Exporting Fascism to Canada: Toronto’s Little Italy,” in Enemies Within: 
Italian and Other Internees in Canada and Abroad, Franca Iacovetta, Roberto Perin, and Angelo 
Principe, eds. (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1999), 52–75. 
iii This cultural tick, which frequently affects first- and second-generation immigrants, is associated 
with filiopietism, a.k.a. ancestor worship, and the overweening desire for social acceptance from the 
host community. See Robert Harney, If One Were to Write a History: Selected Writings by Robert 
Harney, Pierre Anctil and Bruno Ramirez, eds. (Toronto: Multicultural History Society of Ontario, 
1991), 191–193. 
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in some way, other Italian Canadians (sometimes from the same family) served with the 

Canadian Forces in combat zones”?14 Rickety assumptions, intellectual incuriosity, and 

willful blindness prop up the Migliore paradox. I will dismantle it below. 

Read This Skip That 

Sam Migliore had Carlo Rezzaghi in his crosshairs. In a 1978 interview, published in Italian 

Lives, his colleague John DeRoche caught Condo Baggio and Ralph Gatto in a lie. When 

DeRoche the sociologist asked Baggio the miner about a “political club” in the Italian 

community during the thirties, Baggio answered emphatically, “No, no … political [club] 

here. Never. At the time of the War, they used to say there was ‘fascisti,’ this and that. 

There was not such a thing.”15 Then he fudged. There was, Baggio recalled, “A fella come 

maybe seven, eight months before the War. He started a [club]. A few fella join up, but 

…”16 But? He sputtered. His pit buddy swooped in to save him. “Yeah, Risarghi [sic],” said 

Gatto. “Oh he was a crazy man.”17 Why crazy? “Because he was all dressed in black, like a 

fascist.”18 Gatto was evasive too. “I went to a couple of meetings myself, but then I realized 

he was going too far.”19 Baggio cut short the awkward exchange. “I love my country where 

I come from, where my parents, I was born, but I respect the Canadian country too. That’s 

where I make my life and my living.”20  

Did it ever occur to Migliore to ask who this “crazy” fascist organizer was and how 

he ended up “going too far”? Migliore, who spent nearly as much time chasing his paradox 

as Inspector Javert hunted Jean Valjean, turned his nose up at a tantalizing lead in the case. 

Ralph Gatto was in the thick of the crisis meetings at the Hall; so too was Condo Baggio. 

Had Migliore called up the minutes of La Sala Italiana at the Beaton Institute, he would 
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have seen through their canard in, well, a minute. Why he didn’t have an archivist fetch 

them stymies me. Migliore decided instead to rely on “interviews and conversations [he] 

had with various people between 1993 and 1997”21 to construct his narrative. Fine. Then 

why didn’t he interview Buddy Nardocchio about “Risarghi”? The son of Rezzaghi’s 

right-hand man in Sydney, Dominic Nardocchio (†1998), Buddy’s memories of the consu-

lar agent were vivid when I interviewed him in 2007. They corroborate the archival evi-

dence. For instance, Buddy confirmed that his father helped Rezzaghi set up his office suite 

in the Royal Bank building, and he fleshed out several character sketches. One such bio-

graphical detail: Rezzaghi’s wife, Therèse, was a Paris Hilton type who owned a white 

poodle named Dollar that she would walk up and down Charlotte Street.22 Migliore has re-

fused to discuss the particulars of his research on Italian Lives. But if conversing with war 

victims was his modus operandi, then not interviewing or not publishing an interview with 

Buddy Nardocchio was a mistake on his part. Like his father, Dominic, before him, Buddy 

Nardocchio was brutally candid about the war. He would have spared no detail concerning 

Consular Agent (CA) Rezzaghi, had he been asked.  

Sam Migliore claims that he lets his interviewees tell their stories “with more or less 

editorial assistance” so that the editors don’t “simplify, distort, and misrepresent the mean-

ings people give to their lives in specific contexts.”23 What he doesn’t say is that as editor he 

is more than willing to let incriminating evidence fall to the cutting-room floor. Migliore 

seems to have taken the old masthead of The Daily Beast website — READ THIS SKIP 

THAT — to heart. The Beast curates the news for its readers in an at-a-glance CHEAT 

SHEET that makes it easy for the reader to get “hot takes” without having to scan the Web 
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themselves. It’s a time saver, which is good. It also lets Beast editors filter out news it deems 

unsexy for its busy readers, which is bad. This is soft censorship. Migliore takes a CHEAT 

SHEET approach to the internment crisis. Exhibit A: Ron Caplan’s interview with Domi-

nic Nardocchio, which was published in Cape Breton’s Magazine (1990). It is excerpted in 

Italian Lives and in Migliore’s companion piece, “War Wounds: Painful Memories of a 

Forgotten Past” (2010). In the unexpurgated interview, Nardocchio describes the June 10 

roundup and the beating that hoods meted out to arrestees. The episode, which Sheldon 

Currie fictionalizes in Down the Coaltown Road (2002), is a cautionary tale of Cape 

Bretoners’ worst nativist instincts. It needs to be told.  

What also needs to be told (it’s in the original interview) is that Dominic Nardoc-

chio held nativist views of his own. Canadians, he believed, were soft: 

Italy was a law-abiding country under Mussolini — discipline. He showed 
what discipline meant, see, for the people. Not like over here. You could 
travel late at night and nobody ever molests you. Because all those people 
that were no good, he just did away with them. They were all exiled, shot, 
and destroyed. Law and order.24 

 
“Exiled, shot, and destroyed” — the words don’t fit Migliore’s “ethnicity on trial” narra-

tive.25 Sam Migliore cut the offending passage in his chapters. In Daily Beast fashion, he 

read it so you could skip it. He also punts on Nardocchio’s depiction of a “non-political” 

clubiv: 

Well, I was well-known in Sydney. I was head of some Italian club we had. 
(Today) they want you to have all these ethnic groups get together. The gov-
ernment’ll give you a grant to get together with (other) Italians. Boy, at that 
time we had to pay our own money. Well, I was the head of one of these 
clubs, and the committees, and we had all this going — a society. It’s non-
political, really it was just …26 

                                                        
iv Dominic Nardocchio and Condo Baggio’s “non-political” clubs were, in fact, one and the same — 
Cape Breton’s dopolavoro, a fascist-run after-work organization. 
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Note the ellipsis: the sound of Nardocchio’s voice trailing off is the cognitive dissonance 

created by a lie. Baggio made the same “tell,” to use the language of poker.v Dominic Nar-

docchio was Carlo Rezzaghi’s translator and political secretary of the Cape Breton fascio. 

He knew full well that the dopolavoro was anything but “non-political.”  

In defense of his work, Migliore makes this apology: 

Rather than treat internee narratives as “truth” or “lies,” it would be more 
appropriate to examine the meanings and messages people attempted to con-
struct and communicate through their statements. The statements of those 
who experienced internment, directly or indirectly, are not simply “self-
serving,” they are rich in communicating feelings, memories, and how people 
view reality. … We also have to remember that media reports, official docu-
ments and other archival materials are not necessarily a reflection of the 
“truth”; they too are statements created by people who had their own points 
of view, bias, and experiences.27 (Italics, mine.) 

 
The statements of internees and witnesses of the internment are “rich in communicating 

feelings, memories, and how people view reality.” Feelings are facts, of a sort. But the 

minutes of Italian Hall are equally true and more incriminating in that they fit the criterion 

of embarrassment: they are historical documents that paint the community that produced 

them in a bad light.vi The Hall’s own diary paints the colony in lurid colors. It shows that 

Baggio and Gatto were hoodwinking John DeRoche. We can speculate why. The two men 

                                                        
v Notes philosopher and evolutionary theorist David Livingstone Smith: “Accomplished poker 
players mobilize an army of techniques for misdirection, manipulation, and intimidation that have 
an uncanny resemblance to the methods used by other species to defend themselves against preda-
tors. They engage in crypsis — the famous ‘poker face’ — to conceal their reactions and intentions 
or use incessant chatter — ‘talk a good game’ as a diversionary tactic. … Poker players make a great 
effort to read one another’s ‘tells,’ the small involuntary information leaks that betray a person’s 
true feelings and intentions, while working hard to suppress the room.” David Livingstone Smith, 
Why We Lie: The Evolutionary Roots of Deception and the Unconscious Mind (New York: St. Mar-
tin’s Griffin, 2004), 107. 
vi Biblical scholars, members of The Jesus Seminar famously, use the criterion of embarrassment to 
determine the degree of reliability of scarce, ancient source material. 
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might have harbored an abiding fear that whatever testimony they put on tape would be 

dredged up by the Mounties and used against them and their families. And airing the com-

munity’s dirty laundry in front of an outsider, even a sympathetic one, might have brought 

shame on them. As for his contention that “archival materials are not necessarily a reflec-

tion of the ‘truth,’’’ this goes without saying. But layered one atop the other, the state’s 

files, The Steelworker, the minutes of the Hall — each one points to the same nefarious ap-

paratchik and his supporters haranguing their co-nationals about the same matters on the 

same days over a ten-month period. The groups in question could not have had agendas 

more at odds with each other. Yet the triangulation of the documents is match perfect. All 

the scare quotes a post-structuralist can muster cannot wish away the facts. 

 

Of his captors, Dominic Nardocchio blustered, “Even today, some people think: ‘O, the 

government has something on him.’ They had nothing on us, absolutely nothing.”28 

Migliore leaps on this statement. “The final phrase in Dominic Nardocchio’s statement,” he 

writes, “is significant. One of the features consistent in the narratives of Italian Canadian 

internees is the espousal of innocence.”29 What else would they espouse — guilt? The 

RCMP had stacks of incriminating evidence on Dominic Nardocchio. On April 24, 1939, 

for instance, Nardocchio signed an affidavit, affirming that as one of Rezzaghi’s bondsmen, 

he was “quite worried” that he would be on the hook for $1,700vii that the consular agent 

filched from the estates of two Italian nationals, Fillipo DeGeroninio and Artillio Picco.30 

The local probate court had entrusted Rezzaghi with the burial expenses of DeGeroninio 

and Picco as well as with the upkeep of DeGeroninio’s illegitimate child, who was in the 
                                                        
vii A sum of about $27,000 in 2016 Canadian dollars. 
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care of the Children’s Aid Society. With his signature at Mountie HQ, Dominic Nardoc-

chio leashed himself to an embezzler whom External Affairs officers believed was a spy, a 

member of the OVRA, Organizzazione per la Vigilanza e la Repressione 

dell’Antifascismo.viii For a man prone to equivocation, Sam Migliore is insistent: 

My role here is not to judge individual internees, nor to comment on their 
guilt or innocence. Were some fascists? Yes. But, for me this is not the key 
question. What is important to ask is: Did they commit acts of espionage or 
sabotage? Were they guilty of some politically related crime against the na-
tion? The answers to these questions is clear; it is no.31  

 
The answer to these questions is anything but clear. Had he read Roberto Perin’s chapter 

on Rezzaghi’s fellow OVRA operative, novelist Mario Duliani, in Enemies Within: Italian 

and Other Internees in Canada and Abroad (2000), Migliore might have held his fire on his 

no-espionage-in-Cape-Breton argument. 32 Wait. Migliore did read Enemies Within. He 

cites the book in “War Wounds,” yet he doesn’t contest its arguments. Why? Because he 

has prejudged his protagonists’ innocence.  

Rats 

Camillo Vetere was a rat. Vetere, who was fascist trustee of Canada, founder of Montreal’s 

Fascio Luparini (1925), and editor of the city’s fascist newspaper, L’Italia nuova, turned tail 

on his confederates, handing over a list of Montreal’s card-carrying fascists to the RCMP 

                                                        
viii “Since arriving in Canada, Mr. Rezzaghi is reported as having taken exceedingly active part in the 
propagation of fascist doctrine. In May, 1938, he arrived at Sydney, N.S., from Montreal and later 
was appointed Consul at the former point. It is indicated that Mr. Rezzaghi’s real and primary pur-
pose of Nova Scotia is to bring the local Italian community in line with fascist principles. It may be 
stated that, according to information at our disposal, this individual [Rezzaghi] is said to be a mem-
ber of the O.V.R.A. … and this is vision has been aroused that one of his main duties in travelling to 
various countries is to report upon the activities of persons opposed to this particular audiology in 
various Italian communities.” Memo: from S.T. Wood to O.D. Skelton, December 21, 1938, RG 25, 
V.1852, F1938-26-N. 
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two days before Mussolini declared war on France.33 The price for his double-dealing was 

$20,000.ix What does Vetere have to do with the fascist crisis in Cape Breton, you ask? For 

one thing, he was Carlo Rezzaghi’s immediate predecessor in Sydney. Vetere’s stint as the 

Island’s consular agent was brief (he served from March to the end of April 1938), but it 

was profitable; he served long enough to extort money — per estorcere denaro34 — from the 

Italian community. In addition, he might have convinced some of the area’s fascist notables 

to contribute their names to the Albo D’Oro, the Who’s Who of Canadian fascism. Ac-

cording to Canada’s preeminent antifascist, Antonio Spada, Vetere was one of the fascists 

who: 

travelled across the country setting up the Albo D’Oro of the Italians in Can-
ada. They asked for a hundred dollars, a photograph, and a written declara-
tion signed by these Italians that they were members of the fascist party. So 
[when Vetere gave the book to the Mounties] people incriminated them-
selves.35  
 

Most important, it was Vetere who hired Carlo Rezzaghi, a reporter from Mussolini’s flag-

ship newspaper, Il Popolo D’Italia, to write for L’Italia nuova.36 Vetere probably had a 

hand in the choice of Rezzaghi as his replacement in Cape Breton; he likely provided his 

successor with intelligence on the Island’s fascist and antifascist circles.  

Vetere was enamored of fascist litterateurs. During his tenure, L’Italia nuova em-

ployed Mario Duliani, future author of La Ville Sans Femmes.37 Duliani and Rezzaghi were 

cloak-and-dagger journalists, toiling in the capital of antifascist intrigue, Paris. Duliani was 

editor for Paris-Presse; Rezzaghi churned out copy for Il Grignoire de Paris.38 The pair ap-

pealed to ambitions that were beyond Vetere’s talents. Again, Spada: 

                                                        
ix A sum of about $300,000 in 2016 Canadian dollars. See also Filippo Salvatore, Fascism and the 
Italians of Montreal, 38. 
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Camillo Vetere was a school teacher and I do not understand why he became 
a sell-out. He could have finished his studies and lived decently with normal 
people. But he was crazy about the idea of becoming a journalist. As a jour-
nalist, he was a complete zero. As a fascist, he was dreadful. That’s the truth. 
But like Duliani, he was hungry, he wanted to pick up some easy money.39  

 
Rezzaghi was a different sort of rat from Vetere. Vetere was a spione, a fink; Rezzaghi was a 

furfante, a scoundrel. In many ways, Carlo Rezzaghi was Mussolini’s “new” man,40 

plucked straight out of central casting. He had spent a gilded youth racing Maseratis, a 

sport that combined speed, recklessness, and metal, essentials of the Futurist lifestyle.41 A 

creature of Italo Balbo,x Rezzaghi honed his skills for violence at the foot of the master. A 

stripling, age seventeen, Rezzaghi was implicated in the murder of antifascist priest Don 

Minzoni (1923). Whether he was involved in the killing of the cleric is another matter, but 

the mere insinuation of his name in the affair burnished his squadrist credentials.xi By the 

time he landed in Sydney, Carlo Rezzaghi had distinguished himself in the Ethiopian War 

(1935–36), travelled Europe (Belgium, Holland, Germany, and Russia), and moved up the 

Americas (sojourning in Brazil, Mexico, and the U.S., Washington, D.C.).42 He was well-

connected, ruthless, in his prime, and eager to start a fascio in Canada’s second-leading in-

dustrial center. S.T. Wood was right: Carlo Rezzaghi was too militant — too prime time — 

for the Italians of Cape Breton.  

                                                        
x Famed aviator, fascist della prima ora, and heir apparent to Mussolini. Balbo died in a plane crash 
over Tobruk, Ethiopia, in 1940. His death was ruled an accident, although there are claims that the 
Duce ordered the shoot down. 
xi The squads were the black-shirted paramilitary wing of the Fascist Party (PNF). Consisting main-
ly of decommissioned officers and enlisted men from the Great War, the Blackshirts terrorized the 
unions in the Italian countryside during the biennio rosso (1919–1921). The best studies on squad-
rismo in English are Franks Snowden’s The Fascist Revolution in Tuscany, 1919–22 (Port Chester, 
NY: Cambridge University Press, 1990) and Violence and the Great Estates in the South of Italy: 
Apulia, 1900–1922 (New York: Cambridge University Press, 1986). 
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Rezzaghi administered as much castor oil to the locals as a Blackshirt could force 

down their throats. He sicced his Montreal associates on Sydney teacher Armando Di An-

gelis, who had the temerity to badmouth him while sojourning in Quebec.43 The Montreal 

crew beat Di Angelis black and blue. And as if holding a mock trial for Bert Centa wasn’t 

operatic enough: 

on another occasion [Rezzaghi] produced a dagger, pointing it at them [Hall 
members], saying unless they fell in line with Fascist principles, something 
dreadful would happen. This they took to mean that their relatives or friends 
in Italy would be penalized.44  
 

The dagger story is told here by president of Dominion Steel Arthur Cross, a key Mountie 

informant who had spies of his own embedded in the colony. The threat to harm “relatives 

or friends in Italy” explains why Steelworker vendor Angelo Corti dogged Rezzaghi to find 

out about his two nephews in Italy. Five times Corti knocked on the consular agent’s door. 

On the sixth try, Rezzaghi answered it. Rezzaghi, Corti wrote in The Steelworker, didn’t 

understand why he would even call on him. After all, he said, “This is a place for Fascists — 

not Communists.”45 He told Corti to scram: “If you don’t get out, I’ll call the police.”46 

And “When the policeman comes,” Rezzaghi warned, “he is going to be a Fascist police-

man.”47 Eventually a beat cop, Inspector Gillis arrived and separated the two men, who 

were brawling and slurring each other in Italian. The tabloid noted that the “Italian Consu-

late occupies the whole of the Royal Bank of Canada building with the exception of a cou-

ple of rooms occupied by the Chief of Police.”48 Apparently, CA Rezzaghi thrashed his en-

emies, briefed his spies, and met with the fascio two doors down from the chief of the Syd-

ney police — so much for the better part of valor. 
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Island fascism had the making of an opéra bouffe, except the Rezzaghi libretto was 

short of a happy ending. The consular agent completed his mission, more or less. He estab-

lished the OND (Opera National Dopolavoro) in Cape Breton.49 When the fascistizing of 

the Sydney branch was moving too slowly for his liking, he purged it (October 23, 1938).xii 

The dopolavoristi were lax, he thought. “The Régime wants a selected troop of men, sound 

in blood and in Fascist loyalty, loving one Italy only, that of today, that of il Duce.”50 Fur-

thermore, members must understand that “[t]here is no other Italy, and all the associations 

and societies who say they are patriotic must firmly and closely unite themselves with the 

unstoppable march of Fascism.”51 This rankled club members who had proved their mettle 

in World War I and wanted only to play cards and drink beer after a shift. And it worried 

members who understood that phrases like “the unstoppable march of Fascism” would 

thud against the “English.”xiii  

Rezzaghi’s great achievement was the construction of a casa D’Italia, a marquee for 

fascism, at 84 Hankard Street, Whitney Pier.xiv How he raised money for the community 

center is uncertain. No doubt, he strong-armed donations from shopkeepers and laborers 

alike. The Steelworker reported: “We have it on good authority that he used his [beautiful 

Belgian wife] to get $1,300 from an Italian at Reserve under false pretenses.”52 (Isn’t “We 

                                                        
xii The Dominion Italian Hall also held an assemblea straordinaria on October 23, 1938. The key 
discussion point: fund-raising for an Italian school. A similar item was on the Sydney fascio’s agen-
da that night. Both sides were dueling to define italianatà, Italian-ness, for the next generation. 
ICC, October 23, 1938. 
xiii The “English”: A blanket term used by immigrants to describe Cape Breton’s host Anglo–Celtic 
population. 
xiv There were four other casa D’Italia in Canada at the start of World War II: in Montreal, Ottawa, 
Toronto, and Hamilton. None of the literature on fascism in Canada mentions the Cape Breton 
venue. This chapter addresses the scholarly gap. Memo: from S.T Wood to O.D. Skelton, February 
27, 1939. RG 25, V.1852, F1938-26-N. 
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have it on good authority” a euphemism for “We got it from our rats, our snitches”?) The 

only Italian in Reserve Mines with $20,000 in 2016 dollars to spare was hotelier and rum-

runner Giovanni Bianchini (Joey Blanchie). Carlo Rezzaghi likely ploughed some of the 

Bianchini cash into the casa d’Italia and lined his pockets with the rest. Whatever he did 

with the funds, he had earned the title “Dictator over this Colony.”53 Perhaps ras, warlord, 

of Sydney would have suited him better. On January 19, 1939, the day of his quit-the-

union decree, CA Rezzaghi brazenly invited members of the Dominion Italian Hall to sur-

render to him; that is, to merge the Dominion Italian Hall with the Sydney fascio. To Hall 

president Federico Sanvido he wrote: 

[I am hoping] to see them all pass very soon from the Community Hall 
membership into the fascist Organization under the control of the Govern-
ment of the Duce. … [Only] in this way the Italian Community of Dominion 
will be recognized as worthy of the Fascist regime and the Imperial Italian 
tricolor.54  
 

A week later, the casa d’Italia opened its doors. On January 28 (a month after one of Rez-

zaghi’s Dominion spies, Mario “the baker” Furini, was booted from Hall membership),55 

Peter Favretto, war hero and chief of Sydney’s dopolavoro, quit the Hall.56 The Italian 

community was riven between fascist and antifascist, between La Sala Italiana and La Casa 

D’Italia.  

Commitment 

Carlo Rezzaghi was a marked man. As early as July 8, 1938, Immigration Director F.C. 

Blair wrote to Undersecretary of State for External Affairs O.D. Skelton to warn him that 

Rezzaghi was spying in Sydney.57 In his letter, Blair noted that Rezzaghi and his wife had 

entered Canada on November 10, 1937, on six-month visas. Their papers set to expire, the 
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Italian consul in Montreal, Paolo De Simone, added Rezzaghi to his staff, extending his stay 

and wrapping him in the cloak of diplomatic immunity. Blair was determined to strip him 

of it. The immigration director believed that he was “more an under-cover agent of the Ital-

ian government than a newspaper writer.”58 To deport him, Blair needed to ascertain 

whether Rezzaghi was: 

simply a consular agent and … not an accredited representative of the Italian 
Government and … [thus] … would not be recognized by the Canadian gov-
ernment as holding any official status. If this is so, it is my opinion that Rez-
zaghi would not be entitled to remain in Canada.59  

 
The RCMP spent the next five months building its case. On December 21, Commissioner 

Wood presented a brief to Skelton, who directed Blair to deport Rezzaghi. Blair telephoned 

De Simone on December 28, 1938, to inform him of the government’s decision. De Simone 

prevaricated. “Besides the fact that his [Rezzaghi’s] sole occupation in Canada is that of an 

employee of this Royal Consulate,” he protested, “it would cause quite an inconvenience to 

have to replace him since it is most difficult, practically impossible, to find suitable persons 

for such positions already residents of this country.”60 De Simone’s soft shoe added six 

weeks to Rezzaghi’s reign of terror. 

By the new year, External Affairs had had enough. On January 30, 1939, officials 

drafted a top-secret memo for Prime Minister King recommending that Carlo Rezzaghi be 

expelled from the country and that his expulsion be made a spectacle.61 Rezzaghi, the memo 

read, had “overstepped the mark [of acceptable diplomatic behavior] further than any of the 

others [consuls and agents].”62 To ask “the Italian Government to remove [him] from any 

official employment in Canada as a persona non grata”63 would not stop the harassment. 
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“A polite remonstrance, followed by a promise of better future behavior, would be utterly 

useless.”64 The message was blunt: 

Rezzaghi has been grossly exceeding consular duties and powers. He appears 
to be a particularly aggressive Fascist propagandist who has been using rather 
vigorous methods to establish his ascendancy over the Italian-speaking com-
munity in Cape Breton, bullying residents of Italian origin, whether natural-
ized or not, into membership into the local Fascist and Dopolavaro organiza-
tions.65  
 

A public hazing of Rezzaghi (and several German agents), they reasoned, would serve as a 

warning to diplomats of the Axis. Their final recommendation: 

A stiff rebuke to a consular propagandist, followed up (1) by the revocation 
of the Naturalization Certificates of three or four of the more active Canadi-
an Fascists, and (2) by an authoritative declaration that membership in Fascist 
or Nazi organizations will disqualify applications for naturalization, should 
do a good deal to strengthen the morale of our foreign-born communities 
and free them from the continuous fear of interference in their life and work 
in Canada from the representatives of the Governments of their counties of 
origin.66  
 
Carlo Rezzaghi beat the Mounties to the punch. Before the ink on the writ could 

dry, he was ensconced in the Taft Hotel, one of New York’s finest venues for big band 

jazz. Had they caught their man, the RCMP intended to lay three charges against him:  

1. Interfering with the rights of Canadian citizens of Italian origin [that] these people 
enjoy under the democratic laws of this country, such as the freedom of assembly 
and the right to belong to an organization — economic or political — of their own 
choice. 

2. Coercing Canadian nationals into accepting a political creed totally at variance with 
the fundamental principles of democracy. 

3. Alienation of affection of His Majesty’s subjects by forcing them to adhere to pay 
homage to the leader of a foreign government.67 

 
Sam Migliore asserts that none of the Italians interned during the war committed “political-

ly related crime[s] against the nation.” In the case of CA Rezzaghi, the state supposed oth-

erwise. Nor did Rezzaghi act alone. He did not stride into the Dominion Italian Hall unes-
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corted to judge Bert Centa, nor did he brandish his dagger without Blackshirts by his side. 

He could not have set up his Charlotte Street offices or built the casa d’Italia without coin 

from local prominenti. Who’s to say that one of his Cape Breton confederates wasn’t 

among the “three or four of the more active Canadian Fascists” whose naturalization certif-

icates were about to be revoked? 

Carlo Rezzaghi breached diplomatic code, granted. But what was the nature of his 

followers’ commitment to fascism? Migliore is right to say that “‘fascism’ — as both an or-

ganizational entity and a political philosophy — not only had different levels of commit-

ment within Italian–Canadian communities but also had different meaning for different 

people.”68 His epistemology, a synthesis of Pirandello and Wittgenstein, is haphazardly rel-

ativist.xv Of fascism, Migliore writes: 

From my perspective, concepts (including “fascism”) and symbols of any 
kind are human constructions that have no meaning in-and-of themselves. It 
is people who give meaning to concepts and symbols in specific contexts, and 
these meanings are open to interpretation. I also argue that meaning, because 
it involves interpretation, renders our concepts and symbols much more 
vague, ambiguous, variable, and prone to change than we may intend.69 

 

                                                        
xv See Sam Migliore’s Mal’uocchiu: Ambiguity, Evil Eye, and the Language of Distress (Toronto: 
University of Toronto Press, 1997). John DeRoche describes Sam Migliore’s epistemology this way: 
“Migliore regards all linguistic constructions as suspect in an empirical sense, which places him in 
abundant company within latter-day social inquiry. [For him] all claims — including RCMP field 
reports, for instance — are interpretations (even assuming that the claims are sincere), and are open 
to re-interpretation (even by sincere persons). The superficial concreteness of an account tends to 
mask its inevitable ambiguity. That’s why [Migliore] is a huge fan of Pirandello and the later Witt-
genstein, perspectives that he discusses in Mal’uocchiu. Obviously, he would not say that we should 
abandon research (historical or anthropological), but he exercises caution in formulating his own 
claims, by recognizing the complexity of agendas behind human action and the constraints within 
which they are executed.” John DeRoche, note to author, March 24, 2016. 
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Vague and ambiguous, yes. Incomprehensible, no. People’s adherence to value systems is 

prone to syncretism and revision. Mussolini is a prime example. The founder of fascism was 

in power a decade before he codified The Doctrine of Fascism (1932), a creed he privately 

disavowed in later, darker years. After World War I, Mussolini’s fascism was an amalgam 

of futurism and irredentism; before the Great Depression, it was typified by social and eco-

nomic conservatism. In 1934 he vaunted corporatism; in 1936, imperialism.70 Mussolini’s 

fascism changed, but no one doubted he was fascist from the March on Rome (1922) to the 

lynching of his corpse in Milan’s Piazza Loreto (1945). To understand the nature of an in-

dividual’s commitment to a value system, one must pin him down at specific moments in 

time. It is the work of a historian, or of a scholar curious about history. 

One measure of commitment to a cause is the amount of money a man is willing to 

invest in it — how much skin does he put in the game? For some in Sydney, the answer was 

a lot. Dominic Nardocchio shouldered the bad debt Rezzaghi left behind; Peter Favretto 

poured a small fortune into the casa d’Italia, as did the Martinellos and the Spagnolettis, 

whose names appear with his on the mortgage.xvi More telling than cash contributions was 

their willingness to go down with the ship. By the spring of 1939, fascism was moribund in 

Sydney. “The [official] opening of the Case d’Italia [sic] was a decided failure.”71 According 

to RCMP Deputy Commissioner Dann: 

Instead of the 800 or 900 people who were expected to attend the opening 
ceremony [on May 18, 1939], there were only about 40 persons present and 
the discussion became rather noisy with many people expressing dissatisfac-
tion at the handling of Italian affairs in Sydney.72  

 
                                                        
xvi The mortgage on the property, which was adjacent to St. Nicholas Italian church, was worth 
$1,500, around $25,000 in 2016 Canadian dollars. Deed, November 14, 1938: Registered March 13, 
1939, Book 369, page 707, Registry of Deeds, Sydney Nova Scotia, RG 117 Vol. 2096, File 7415. 
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Such was the disarray that Consul De Simone stopped by local RCMP headquarters to in-

quire into the whereabouts of Rezzaghi. (Imagine: one of Italy’s chief diplomats stooped to 

asking the Mounties to help get his man.) De Simone should have asked Peter Favretto, 

who was in contact with Rezzaghi. Favretto assumed the duties of consular agent after 

Rezzaghi went AWOL. Dominic Nardocchio served as the fascio’s political secretary; 

Frank Martinello was his assistant.xvii The three men spent their time fielding complaints 

from Italians in the Pier, who demanded they petition Rome for damages caused by the 

former consul. Instead of girding a small but disciplined fascio for war, the Island leader-

ship fought a rear-guard action against its supposed constituents. 

Nardocchio and Favretto were committed to fascism beyond the bitter end. Long 

after the war, Dominic Nardocchio sang the Duce’s praises on TV and radio, hunted for the 

Mounties’ dossier on him, and speculated about who had betrayed him to authorities.xviii As 

for Peter Favretto, he relocated to Montreal. If Buddy Nardocchio is right, Favretto se-

cured a lucrative liquor distributorship with the help of Montreal mayor and fellow intern-

ee Camille Houde.73 Despite his postwar prosperity, Favretto — who later affixed “es-

quire” to his signature — wouldn’t let go of the past. He badgered the Custodian of Enemy 

Property until 1955 for the pittance of $25.20 in insurance fees, owed to him for the 
                                                        
xvii His interment file reads: “This person [Frank Martinello] is a Canadian citizen by naturalization. 
He is a member of the fascio, and one of the most trusted agents of the former Italian Vice-Consul 
[Rezzaghi], Sydney, Nova Scotia. He exercised considerable influence in the Italian colony located 
in Cape Breton and contributed financially to various fascist enterprises.” Memo: from Norman 
Robertson to Ernest LaPointe, August 12, 1940. Another memo from Robertson to Wood, dated 
August 8, 1940, notes that Martinello is a “bootlegger and smuggler and has not had honest em-
ployment since his arrival in this country.” The Martinello brothers landed their liquor near Monas-
tery, N.S. They used the proceeds from rum-running to fund legitimate enterprises such as Oak 
Hall clothing on Charlotte Street in Sydney. 
xviii Nardocchio suspected that fellow Charlotte Street shoemaker Joe Renzi, who got Nardocchio’s 
government contracts once Nardocchio was in Petawawa, ratted him out to the RCMP. Buddy 
Nardocchio (January 9, 2007), telephone interview. 
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Hankard Street property.xix What with the number of briefs his solicitor filed, Favretto lost 

money on the suit. Then again, it wasn’t $25.20 he was looking for; it was his honor he was 

seeking to vindicate.xx  

 

*** 

 

Even as an old man, Dominic Nardocchio pined for Italy, or rather the idealized paese of 

his youth. Leaving Campobasso dashed Nardocchio’s boyhood dreams. “When I came 

here,” he said of Sydney, “I cried for two years. Because here, I saw no hopes, no way out. 

I was too old when I came here — twelve. And to start to learn a new language [was too 

much].”74 His hopes were to enter military college and follow in the footsteps of his larger-

than-life grandfather. “My grandfather volunteered in the Garibaldi Red Shirts as a 

swordsman and fought with him to free Rome. [Grandfather stayed] with Garibaldi until 

they ousted the Austrians out of northern Italy. He was decorated for valor on the battle-

field. He was a big man — a six-footer.”75 A giant of a man is what Nardocchio hoped to 

be. How could he achieve greatness in Canada? The question made him miserable. “Actual-

ly, I didn’t like the place [Cape Breton],” he said. “Italy was a beautiful place where the 

climate was better and everything. I was young and I didn’t care, you know, I had no ambi-

tion of staying here or making money — I had none of that in my mind. I didn’t like the 

                                                        
xix Peter Favretto recouped the $25.20 ($227.16, adjusted for inflation) owing to him from the Cus-
todian of Enemy Property in October 1955. Letter: from Crowell, Balcom & Co., chartered ac-
countants, to Pater Favretto, October 15, 1955. RG 117 Vol. 296 File 7415. 
xx For a thorough-going treatment of the rights and claims of honor, see “The Rules of Combat.” 
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place, and I wanted to go back. And my father said, ‘I can’t send you back now because, 

after all, I have no money, and it’s wartime.’ So I had to stay.”76  

During the 1920s, Nardocchio, a guitarist, travelled the vaudeville circuit with Emil-

io Pace, a mandolin player. They played Montreal’s Little Italy in 1928. It’s there that Nar-

docchio would have first encountered fascism. Nardocchio returned to Sydney in 1929, es-

tablishing himself as a cobbler and building a reputation as an honest broker in the com-

munity. He idolized the Duce. “Mussolini,” Nardocchio opined, “raised the standard of 

Italy … when he [came] to power. Italians started to do things for the Italians in Italy that 

were never done before. Take the Pontine Marshes — they were made way back from Cae-

sar. He [Mussolini] built three cities on them with irrigation. He did a lot of work. He 

broke down cities and villages and built up buildings.”77 He conquered Ethiopia too, creat-

ing an empire. Mussolini was a military hero, a worthy surrogate for his grandfather. That 

Nardocchio knew Mussolini’s Italy only from the propaganda he read in L’italia nuova 

made no difference to him. After all, he knew his grandfather — one of the Spedizione dei 

Millexxi — only from family legend.  

Dominic Nardocchio’s experience of battle were flights of fancy. Other members of 

the fascio had actually fought in the mountains and on the plains of the Isonzo Front.xxii Pe-

ter Favretto was one of them. Favretto’s daughter, Victoria, regaled me with the story of 

how he, a callow youth, volunteered to scale an escarpment to repair a bank of lights that 

his company had trained on the Austrians for night shelling.78 His comrades having begged 

                                                        
xxi The Expedition of the Thousand: Garibaldi’s crack force, which ousted the Bourbons from the 
throne of The Kingdom of Two Sicilies in 1860. 
xxii The scene of the heaviest fighting in World War I Italy. The Isonzo Front stretched from the Jul-
ian Alps to the Adriatic Sea.  
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off the daredevil mission, Favretto, rosary in hand, braved bullets to fix the angle of light so 

his comrades could return fire on the enemy. Favretto’s gallantry astounded his command-

ing officer. “Pietro, we shall never forget you!”79 he exclaimed. In appreciation, he gave Fa-

vretto leave and the company’s only bicycle to ride home (on the rims; the tires were flat) 

to visit his family in Asolo. For his bravery, Favretto was named to Italy’s prestigious Or-

der of the Knights of Vittorio Veneto (1970).80  

Felice Martinello also served in the Great War. He was a Bersaglieri no less,81 an elite 

regiment whose ranks included Benito Mussolini, then a famed pundit and darling of the 

right. Martinello might have met Mussolini during the war; assuredly, he would have 

known about him. Another veteran, Gordon Gatto, lied to Len Stephenson about the sub-

ject. Stephenson asked Gatto, “Did they [the “English”] think somebody was supporting 

Mussolini?” Gatto answered, “What the hell do we know about Mussolini? … We didn’t 

know who Mussolini was when we came over here.”82 Benito Mussolini founded the Parti-

to Nazionale Fascista (PNF) and contested national elections before Gordon Gatto emi-

grated. Gatto knew who he was; he might have cast a ballot for the PNF. 

Most Italian coal miners in Cape Breton hailed from villages within a ten-kilometer 

radius of Castel Franco and Asolo, a bicycle ride from the front. The Trevisani who emi-

grated to Canada did so just after the near civil war that was the biennio rosso (1919–21). 

They had endured the shame of Caporetto (1917) and exalted after Vittorio Veneto (1918). 

They had heard the empty promises of land reform and watched government after govern-

ment collapse in the postwar period. The Treviso was part of the White Belt, the culturally 

conservative northeast. It was the seat of Patriarch Sarto, later Pope (and Saint) Pius X, 
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scourge of modernity.83 His flock, a few of whom settled in Cape Breton’s coal fields,xxiii 

would have reviled the reds, the antiwar factory workers of Italy’s northwest; they would 

have had little use for the hotheads of the UMWA either. The ex-combattenti were Musso-

lini’s base constituency at home and abroad. Not surprisingly, Peter Favretto led the Veter-

ans of the Great War (the Italian Legion) on the Island. The group was especially strong in 

New Waterford, where he and Gordon Gatto resided.xxiv  

It is too late to plumb the depth of community members’ commitment to fascism. 

The principals are dead. When DeRoche and Stephenson broached the topic, their inter-

viewees grew tight-lipped. Migliore never followed up on the pat answers that his subjects 

doled out to him vis-à-vis politics. As a relativist, he operates (ostensibly) on the premise 

that any definitive meaning of fascism or commitment to it is inconceivable. He is willing to 

concede, however, that texts, though biased, are “rich in communicating feelings, memo-

ries, and how people view reality.” The great weakness of his work is that it does not con-

sider how those outside the Italian–Canadian community might have understood fascism. 

If Migliore were as committed a relativist as he claims to be, he would have taken into con-

sideration the antifascism of the Island’s so-called English. It takes two parties (at least) to 

                                                        
xxiii Fascist and rumrunner Bert Gatto was baptized by Patriarch Sarto. See Migliore, ILCM, 112.  
xxiv Of the twenty-two Cape Breton internees, thirteen of them —59 percent — were Trevisani from 
New Waterford (two came from Dominion, seven from Sydney). The government’s concerns about 
New Waterford were twofold: “Apart from the risk that these [Italian] men might engage in sabo-
tage in the coal mines, there is further danger that their presence there may aggravate an already 
troubled labor situation in the coal field.” Memo: from Norman Robertson to Earnest LaPointe: 
June 20, 1940. The Cape Breton roundup happened in two phases: the ring leaders were swooped 
up on June 10; a second group of Trevisani colliers from New Waterford was taken in to custody 
on June 20 and June 25. 
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trigger a conflict, but Migliore considers only the one. There is only one set of meanings 

that interest him — that of the victims, those of his casa. 

What if he had asked how the Canadian state viewed fascists of Italian extraction on 

the eve of hostilities? Writing on behalf of the Inter-Departmental Committee on Intern-

ment (IDC) on May 29, 1940, Norman Robertson concluded that membership in the Fas-

cist Party was incompatible with Canadian citizenship. “The Fascist Party in Canada is an 

integral part of the Italian Fascist Party,” he informed Justice Minister Ernest LaPointe. 

“[I]ts members subscribe to the same undertakings as members of that Party, and its offic-

ers are appointed by and work under the direction of the Italian Fascist Party which is itself 

an official agency of the Italian government.”84 In addition, “Every member of this Party 

pledges himself to obey implicitly and without question their orders of Il Duce and of his 

representatives. The oath of membership taken by members of the Fascio reads as follows 

(translation): ‘I swear to execute without discussion the orders of Il Duce and to serve with 

all my strength and if necessary with my blood the cause of the Fascist Revolution.’’’85 

Robertson concluded: 

The position of naturalized Canadians who are members of the Fascio is 
anomalous in time of peace — in time of war it is inevitably suspect. For the 
conflict of loyalties between the oath taken on naturalization and the oath of 
membership in the Fascio cannot be honestly reconciled.86  
 
The IDC would have none of Vice Consul Barbogli’s blather that “a good fascist 

makes a good Canadian.”87 This doesn’t mean that the committee was bent on persecuting 

Italian–Canadians. Again, Robertson: 

Despite this fact the Committee [IDC], believing that many naturalized Ca-
nadians, members of the Fascio, are not at heart disloyal to this country, [we] 
do not feel that it would be in the public interest to recommend their imme-
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diate arrest on the outbreak of war on the ground of their membership of the 
Fascio unless this prima facie evidence of disloyalty is reinforced by corrobo-
rative proof from his past conduct that the person in question is likely to act 
in a manner prejudicial to the public safety.88 

 
Historian Angelo Principe argues that the Canadian government did not give members of 

the various fasci fair warning of the danger they faced should Italy enter the war on Ger-

many’s side.89 Maybe so. Or maybe the Canadian government did not send a clear message 

to Italian–Canadians because it was mollifying a dictator who was running hot and cold on 

his alliance with Germany. Mussolini played the peacemaker at Munich (September 1938) 

and declared Italy nonbelligerent after the invasion of Poland (September 1939). Still, the 

Duce was a signatory of the Pact of Steel (May 1939). If he were to enter the war, it would 

be on the side of the Nazis. There is no escaping the fact. Nor could Canadian fascists wish 

away the hostility directed toward them after the Duce aped Hitler’s race laws (July 1938). 

If Mussolini were “to stab the allies in the back,” as he did in June 1940, the consequences 

for fascist sympathizers (and innocent bystanders) would be dire. Nowhere was this truer 

than in Cape Breton.  

Crisis 

Porky MacNeil. Italians in Dominion don’t aspirate the P in Porky, they spit it out like 

curdled milk or chewing tobacco. Tony Basso (†2009) was the first member of the colony 

to cough it up for me. When I asked him who had it in for the Italians during the war, he 

searched his failing memory for what seemed an eternity, and then spat out Porky — 

PORKY MacNeil!90 In a series of phone interviews I conducted in late 2006 and early 2007, 

everybody had an opinion about “Old” Danny Porky, and no one had a kind word to say 
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about him. Joe Vaninetti (†2015) told me that the day after Porky died, in 1961, an old-

timer from the Italian Hall stopped his son, “Young” Danny Porky, outside the Dominion 

post office to inquire if his father had indeed passed away. “Yes,” answered Young Danny, 

a tear in his eye. “Good,” was the questioner’s reply.91  

Vaninetti’s account is apocryphal, but Val Scattolon’s testimony is ironclad. Roma-

no Scattolon, Val’s uncle, was one of Rezzaghi’s “yes men” in Dominion.xxv He did stints in 

Petawawa and Fredericton.xxvi While he was interned, his wife ran the family store and his 

brother Luigi, Val’s father, watched out for them. One evening, Luigi, a cabby, pulled into 

the drive after a day shuttling back and forth to Glace Bay to find Porky MacNeil and his 

toadies accosting Mrs. Scattolon, cussing, refusing to pay for bags full of groceries, and 

threatening to seize the store. Infuriated, Luigi Scattolon pulled a knife and chased MacNeil 

and his brutes down Mitchell Avenue. A man of many appetites, Porky MacNeil had a 

hankering for Italian property.92 According to Condo Baggio, MacNeil was one of “about a 

dozen” locals “that hate[d] foreign people.”93 This Band of Twelve commandeered the Ital-

ian Hall in 1945 and turned it into a legion. That Porky and his crew weren’t arrested for 

grand theft speaks well neither for MacNeil nor for the police nor for Dominion’s citizen-

ry. 

Porky MacNeil was a formidable man. At least his CV reads well — president of 

Local 4520, deputy mayor of Dominion, fire chief, and “one of the best-known baseball 

                                                        
xxv According to security files, Romano Scattolon and Mario Furini were CA Rezzaghi’s eyes and 
ears in Dominion. Peter Favretto kept tabs on Numbers 12 and 16 collieries in New Waterford, and 
Dominic Nardocchio and Mike Martinello watched over Sydney. 
xxvi Most internees were released from Petawawa within a year. Generally, only hard-core fascists 
did extra time at the detention camp outside of Fredericton. See Gabrielle Scardellato, “Images of 
Internment” in Enemies Within, 355–378. 
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men in Cape Breton.”xxvii Porky had sterling assets for a union man in Cape Breton: he was 

good with his fists and possessed a silver tongue. He beat Scabby Jack MacPherson (a miner 

who was “greedy” for extra shifts) senseless and did jail time for the assault, and, in the 

words of Bridgeport resident Peter MacPhee (†2008), “He could have you believing in San-

ta Claus in two minutes.”94 The rap against Porky was that he was a company man, a 

“pimp,” a “Judas.” “You couldn’t trust him,”95 said veteran union rep John Ellsworth.  

During the summer of 1940, Dan T. Porky MacNeil was in league with Local 4520 

officer Bernie Fortune and Adam Crosby, president of the Glace Bay Army and Navy Vet-

erans’ Association, to subjugate Dominion’s Italian colony. Crosby led the movement to 

oust Italian miners from I-B colliery. On behalf of Glace Bay’s Veterans of the Great War, 

he circulated a petition demanding the internment of all Italian immigrants, every man, 

woman, and child.96 Meanwhile, Fortune and Crosby were busy lobbying Dominion town 

council, advocating for making their man, James Sloan, town jailer.97 As leaders of the Band 

of Twelve, they pushed council to vote down a multiparty aid package for unemployed 

Italian miners. The offer was a 40-40-20 split: the federal and provincial governments 

agreed to pick up 80 percent of the cost; the town of Dominion would kick in 20 cents on 

the dollar.98 Council refused the grant. The “aliens,” the minutes of council declared, were 

to fend for themselves: “Providing relief for these families is not the responsibility of the 

Town.”99 How, then, could the municipality justify doling out relief to a number of down-

trodden “English” families, as it did in the summer of 1940?100 Did councilors cave to anti-

                                                        
xxvii Porky MacNeil is like Sheldon Currie’s character Ump in Down the Coaltown Road: both are 
union men, baseball men, and bigots. But Porky MacNeil, as his son, Stephen, confessed, was a phi-
landerer; Ump is a cuckold. Ump plunges ignominiously off a cliff; Porky received an imperial trib-
ute in his Cape Breton Post obituary. Sheldon MacNeil (January, 2007), telephone interview. 
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Italian sentiment or did it share the community’s ire? There is one telltale sign of public 

sentiment. In February 1941, Dominion’s arch Italophobe, Porky MacNeil, scored a lop-

sided victory in council elections.101 Those who marked their ballot for Danny Porky sent a 

poison-pen letter to the Italians of Dominion. Their message: revenge. 

 

Who is the enemy? This is a question we will consider in “Prominent Citizens.” But who in 

the summer of 1940 was worthy of the name? Were Cape Breton’s fascists a force to be 

reckoned with, a group to be feared? There were Blackshirts in Cape Breton, not many 

(twenty-two card-carrying Fascists Petawawa bound and maybe forty hangers-on, less than 

1 percent of the population of the colony) but they were conspicuous, painfully so for the 

vast majority of Italian Cape Bretoners who were ambivalent about Mussolini’s Italy. In 

this respect, the ledes of the antifascist Steelworker jibe with the files of the RCMP. Con-

sider the reportage of Chester Fairbanks, a frequent contributor to The Steelworker. In an 

exposé, printed on November 12, 1938, Fairbanks accused Peter Favretto of being a Black-

shirt and a bootlegger. Fairbanks started with a jab, an ad hominem attack: 

Mr. “Big Peter,” that big-bellied porpoise of New Waterford. ... He couldn’t 
speak an intelligent English sentence without babbling all over himself.102  
 

Then he landed a nativist uppercut:  

For years he [Favretto] kept himself and his family (his children are taught in 
Italy) alive by breaking our Canadian laws.103  

 
Then he threw a haymaker, a charge of treason:  
 

This pot-bellied babbler is going ... to bring us a new era from the land of his 
hero [Mussolini]. How he too would gloat to see the red blood of many of 
our Cape Bretoners as his hero did when thousands died on the plains of 
Ethiopia.104  
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Yes, this is yellow journalism. But the security files corroborate Favretto’s fascist bona 

fides — and Favretto was an ornery bootlegger, to boot.  

Fairbanks took a similar tack with Bert Gatto. In the same Steelworker piece, he 

fired a fusillade in the guise of citizen journalism. Reading it, you can almost see spittle is-

suing from Fairbanks’ lips as he stabs paper with pen: 

[Bert Gatto] is a stalwart ... in the liquor traffic. ... Have you noticed his hob-
by? He is a camera fiend. Quite an innocent hobby you would say, yes, but 
not so with this black-shirted fascist. The pictures he has taken (and they are 
many) have for him a more sinister motive. His films have depicted every 
type of activity and every significant place in the Island. … Does that make 
you feel pleasant, Mr. Editor, and you, Dear Reader? To know that a Fascist 
like that is ‘shooting’ scenes for the purpose of sending them to Fascist army 
headquarters. Perhaps Mr. Gatto’s camera might conceivably help someday 
the course of a bomb or other means of destruction.105 

 
Bert Gatto was a camera buff and a bootlegger. As for the charge of spying, this seems to be 

the conjuration of Mr. Fairbanks’s febrile imagination. The security files seldom mention 

Gatto, owner of the Citizens Club, a New Waterford tavern. They do not suggest that he 

engaged in espionage during his rum-running forays along South Bar. It is the nature of 

media, however, that perception is reality. Which is why members of the Italian Hall ap-

pealed to Mayor Stephenson to intervene on their behalf against The Steelworker. External 

Affairs and the RCMP never entertained the idea that Cape Breton’s fascio constituted any 

part of a fifth column. But the miners who took the hobo train from Dominion to 1-B col-

liery every day weren’t aware of this. They read The Steelworker, listened to the news on 

the wireless, and saw enemies in their midst. This much is true: Dominic Nardocchio did 

lead several Blackshirt marches in Sydney, and Gemma Bertoncello’s son did sport a Balilla 
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uniform in downtown Glace Bay.106 In the wake of the Anschluss (March 1938) and the an-

nexation of the Sudetenland (March 1939), these were provocative acts.  

How best to understand the crisis of Island fascism? First, one has to define the term 

crisis. For my purposes, I use the schematic that Theodore Rabb created to circumscribe the 

“general crisis” of the seventeenth century.107 Rabb employs a medical model that is flexible 

enough to apply cross-culturally and trans-temporally. To meet the crisis threshold, Rabb 

argues, historical plot points must converge with velocity and pivot irrevocably. Crises 

strike like a heart attack. “A crisis,” he claims, “must be short lived.” More so, “it ought to 

be distinct, both from what precedes and from what succeeds [it].”108 To wit: 

Whatever follows this stage always represents the final outcome of the pa-
thology, and in fact the phrase most closely associated with the entire se-
quence is ‘the crisis has passed.’ At that point, the outcome becomes clear: 
the patient either recovers or dies.109 

 
Cause is critical. Rabb surveyed the upheaval of the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries and 

pinned down the crisis to the decades 1640–1660, during which time the question of au-

thority (religious, political, and philosophical) was decided. The struggle between nobility 

and monarchy, between religion and science, ceased after the Peace of Westphalia (1648) 

with the ascendancy of the Crown, the state, and science. I contend that Cape Breton’s Ital-

ian community underwent a crisis of affiliation in the run-up to war. The crisis began in 

1938 with the release of the pathogen, the virulent fascism of CA Rezzaghi, into the body 

politic. Rezzaghi didn’t deal in the niceties of citizenship. Unlike the vice consul, he didn’t 

claim that one could be a “good fascist” and a “good Canadian.” The “crazy man” de-

manded that people take sides. He overwhelmed the colony with an impossible choice, then 

he bolted. He left behind a community under siege.  
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On June 10, 1940, worker solidarity, neighborliness, public decency — it all buckled 

and cracked. Native-born coal miners turned on their Italian fellows. The payback was en-

tirely out of proportion to the threat. If the worst innuendo is true, grown men, “English” 

men — coal miners and union brothers — ambushed and beat Italian children on the way 

to school.110 Classes were staggered for the kids’ safety’s sake. The Hall all but shuttered, 

and President Sanvido hid the Blackshirts’ black shirts between the joists in the wall.111 The 

lights dimmed. Community leadership changed too. The rum-running Martinello brothers 

did not resettle in Cape Breton after their internment. They landed in Hamilton with their 

nest egg from the liquor trade and stayed put. Peter Favretto was run out of New Water-

ford on VE Day, after the Durham brothers beat him senseless with a ketchup bottle.112 The 

community eventually pried the Hall from the hands of Porky MacNeil. In 1947, Mayor 

Stephenson secured the Italian vote with the promise of its return. It was a pyrrhic victory 

in a bleak year, the year of the last great miners’ strike. Hall membership was smaller and 

the minutes were in English. (Its love letters were no longer mellifluous or secret.) The 

adoption of the English language, a by-product of cultural assimilation, was accelerated by 

the crisis. For fear of provocation, Italian Cape Bretoners stopped speaking the mother 

tongue on the street and at home during the war. Many of them pulled up stakes: few Eng-

lish miners would work with them, and the local economy was beginning its Bataan death 

march.  

There is a Gothic dimension to the crisis that also requires an accounting. The local 

fascist gangsters were better at bootlegging than they were at goose-stepping. They did, 

however, commit several death-dealing transgressions: they were “greedy” and they preyed 
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on the weakness of the locals for alcohol. As I will show in Part Three of this dissertation, 

the coal-town abhorrence of greed stems from poverty. The Italians (and my people too, 

the Poles) were often considered to be greedy miners because they tended to work for a 

piece rate, which was riskier (you weren’t assured of a pay packet) but more lucrative (hard 

work meant a thick pay packet). The English, on the other hand, worked mostly for a safe 

set hourly wage. My Polish grandfather and his brothers considered English miners to be 

lazy. No doubt, more than a few Italian colliers also thought the English were lazy miners. 

Immigrant coal miners had an entrepreneurial bent. So too did immigrant bootleggers. Lis-

ten to what the “Anti-Enemy” had to say about Joey Blanchie in The Steelworker. His beef 

was not so much with Blanchie patron of fascism but with Blanchie dispenser of patronage. 

“There is,” the Anti-Enemy informed wary readers, “a signor Blanch [sic] from out Re-

serve… [who] … never earned an honest cent in his life. He always worked the booze rack-

et. Still does — with a government license, too. Nobody can get a job on the flying field be-

fore signor Blanch says he is O.K.”113  

Economies of scarcity create honor cultures, the social relations of which are zero 

sum, typically: I get mine if I take yours. (“Signor Blanch,” Reserve Mines’ wealthiest boot-

legger, could only prosper at the expense of rival dealers the “Big” MacKinnons.)114 The 

Italian bootlegger was an entrepreneur filling a market niche, the locals’ insatiable thirst for 

brew. Factor into this the Italians’ more liberal attitudes toward drink and their scorn for 

state regulation and you arrive at a scenario like this: Dominic Mancini,xxviii king of the 

                                                        
xxviii Peter Mancini maintains that were it not for his friendship with Nova Scotia premier and Cana-
da’s wartime defense minister Angus L. MacDonald (1890–1954), his grandfather Dominic Mancini 
would have been interned alongside Cape Breton’s other Italian rumrunners. Peter Mancini (Febru-
ary 7, 2007), personal interview. 
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Cape Breton rumrunners, arranged the marriage of his son Pietro to the liquor inspector’s 

daughter, Isabelle Morrison — a wise business move during prohibition but one that infur-

iated the cantankerous working class.115 It inspired envy, a trait bred in the bone of Capers, 

and a taste for vengeance. Envy was the starter fluid that ignited Cape Breton’s fascist crisis. 

Ritchie Polegato admitted as much: 

See, there was three … fellas …bootlegging. They had control of the whole 
thing …. If you want to get a drink of beer, that’s the only place you can get 
it. … It was like a small mafia, more or less, on a small scale but they had 
control. They were in with the inspector. … You see there was the jealousy, 
and they did a lot of damage.116  
 

The reader will encounter envy throughout “Gothic Folkways in Postindustrial Cape Bre-

ton.” It is the blight of the coal towns. At the surface level, “The “Fascist [military] Men-

ace”117 explains the onslaught against the Italian community in 1940. But deeper in the 

group psyche, I believe, is fear and loathing of the upstart “other” who profits on the mis-

ery of the folk.xxix  

It is no surprise that the cruelest attacks against Italian miners occurred at 1-B col-

liery in New Aberdeen, Glace Bay.118 Its miners were the most bellicose during the Coal 

Wars and the Great War (local hero John Bernard Croak worked in the pit and won the 

Victoria Cross). Residents of No. 2, as it’s often called, have always been the embodiment 

of the phrase “Rather fight than eat.” They were the original McLachlanites. And prodi-

gious drinkers, as we will see in Chapter 10, “Ash.” Had the better angels of human nature 

prevailed, the Italophobia that rent the coal fields might not have won the day. Alas, the 

paranoia that the crisis represents metastasized. Sixty years after Cape Breton’s fascist crisis, 

                                                        
xxix As in the idealized, italicized folk of Ian McKay’s Quest of the Folk.  
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John Morgan, son of New Aberdeen, latest in line of rather-fight-than-eat leaders, became 

mayor of the CBRM. Sixty years later, the Seymours were tearing up the streets of New 

Aberdeen, peddling cocaine faster than any bootlegger could ever unload a boatload of 

rum. The crisis had passed. The patient was rolling in his grave. 

Coda 

Sam Migliore does something peculiar in “War Wounds.” He begins his chapter on the in-

ternment crisis with anecdotes about … himself. His intro is an excursion into identity 

politics: 

In 1989, during a casual conversation with a new male acquaintance, I hap-
pened to mention that I was of Sicilian background. The man surprised me 
by stopping to say: “I thought you were white!” From what I know of the 
man, I don’t believe that he meant the statement in a derogatory way. His 
statement, however, did raise questions in my mind as to my place in Canadi-
an society. Having light hair, fair skin, and blue eyes does not necessarily 
make me “white.”119  
 

He continues in this vein, sharing other instances of humiliation from his youth: 

As a child, I emigrated to Canada with my parents from Sicily. Before I had a 
chance to learn English, several boys my age wanted to fight with me because 
I was “strange.” My Grade 8 teacher suggested that I take a two-year school 
diploma program, so I could join the other Italian boys as a construction 
worker or machine-shop operator. He didn’t think I could complete a regu-
lar high school program, let alone go to university.120  
 

Migliore conflates his personal shame in 1970s Hamilton with the collective grief of intern-

ees in 1940s Petawawa. He confuses his pain for theirs and so creates a conflict of interest. 

This might explain why his work largely ignores counterarguments to his. The summary of 

which is that the internment of 600 Italian–Canadian males was a measured response to a 

perceived threat from a cadre of mostly card-carrying fascists with links to Rome.121  
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The irony of the Migliore paradox is that it is easy to solve, if you want to solve it. It 

took me only a month to gather the security files and to question the principals about the 

accuracy of the documents. This is not a boast. Simply, I wasn’t hampered by the emotional 

constraints that mar Migliore’s research. For me, Cape Breton’s internment crisis was a 

puzzle to be solved by positivist historical methods. My approach was instrumentalist. For 

Sam Migliore, the how of “How could Italian Cape Bretoners be treated so badly during 

the war?” was a moral quandary: How could the locals sink so low!? It would never occur 

to him that members of the colony might have helped unleash the whirlwind. The conse-

quence is that Migliore let the Band of Twelve get off scot-free. I learned enough about the 

ringleaders of this group — the bullyboy tactics of Porky MacNeilxxx and the revanchist 

politics of Bernie Fortune122 and Adam Crosby — to conclude that something indefinably 

wicked came to the streets of Gothic Cape Breton in the summer of 1940. The stony silence 

elicited by my cold calls and schmoozing tells me this. Then there’s subtext. The way Val 

Scattolon put his hand on my shoulder Vito Corleone-style and said, “You’re not going to 

say anything that’s going to hurt us as friends, are you?” as I entered the Italian Hall to lec-

ture sent a frisson up my spine.xxxi When he followed this with, “You’re not going to name 

names, right?” I knew I was in trouble. Hush hush was his message.  

I put an end to the Shhhhh an hour later. On that frosty Good King Wenceslaus 

evening, I gave my talk on Carlo Rezzaghi at the Italian Hall. There had been a buzz from 

                                                        
xxx One week after Germany invaded Poland and two days before Canada declared war on Germa-
ny, President Porky MacNeil called a special meeting of Local 4520, wherein it was resolved that 
“all Germans [working in 1-B] were to sign a paper stating their allegiance to Canada during the 
war and failing to do so they would be put in a detention camp.” The union local’s zeal for war in 
these early hours defies explanation, as does its harassment of collier Charles Worth, whose name 
appears in its bad books that evening. Minutes, Local 4520, UMWA, September 8, 1939. 
xxxi Dominion Italian Hall, February 22, 2007. 
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the outset. It started when Enzo Antonello entered through the main door. “Enzo is here,” 

people murmured. “Enzo is here.” Apparently, Enzo hadn’t attended an event at the Hall 

in a while. Perhaps he had fallen out with his friends? I don’t know. What most of us in at-

tendance did know was that “something bad”xxxii had happened in Enzo’s parents’ kitchen 

during the RCMP roundup of June 1940. I had phoned Antonello two or three times dur-

ing the fall to find out what it was. He squirmed. He bit his tongue. He said nothing. By 

Christmas, I quit calling. Why harass the man?  

But there he was, seated up front with the white-whiskered venerables (women and 

nonmembers sat to the side or to the rear). He folded his arms tightly across his chest and 

listened intently, as did all those whose families had suffered during the war. Antonello 

didn’t blink when I named the names of Italian rumrunners and Old Danny Porky. He 

didn’t shift when I pointed to the spot where Rezzaghi pulled his dagger on Hall members 

sixty-nine years before. He was a sphinx. I can’t say the same for Hall president Leo Carri-

gan. Carrigan had been into his cups at the Sandbar before the event, I was told. He lit into 

me during the post-talk Q&A. “This was supposed to be a members-only talk!” he fumed. 

On this account, he was (mostly) right.xxxiii “How did you get the minutes of our meet-

ings?” he barked. 

“They’re public record,” I replied. “They’re at the Beaton Institute.”  

                                                        
xxxii Cape Bretoners, especially old-schoolers, are masters of understatement as well as hyperbole. In 
Caper-speak, something bad means an atrocity. 
xxxiii In Cape Breton, when you have bad news you go first to the house of the afflicted family. That 
is why I wanted to debut my “Local Fascist Gangsters” material at the Dominion Italian Hall. Hall 
president Carrigan wanted the event to be a members-only affair. Seeing that I was eventually going 
to have to name names, I thought it best to invite all those interested — of Italian descent or not — 
to the event. Carrigan was angered by the turnout of the “English,” mainly history buffs, at the talk. 
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With each question, he tottered closer to the rostrum. Halfway through his interro-

gation, I panicked. Jesus! There’s going to be a fight. I dropped an f-bomb in response to 

one bromide of his. My alpha response to his alpha threat startled everyone — myself in-

cluded. Carrigan hurled one final question at me: “What are people going to think?” (By 

people, he meant outsiders, the Mcs and Macs who fill the Hall for its famous chicken din-

ners.)123 He sounded wounded. I found my bearings. I answered him with a question of my 

own: “Is anything I said here tonight untrue?” The venerables turned to Enzo Antonello 

for his verdict. He didn’t budge. The answer was no. Carrigan skulked back to his seat. To 

my relief, the Q&A petered out quickly. As I was packing up my gear, Enzo came over and 

shook my hand with one of those bone-crunching grips reserved for brawny men. He 

looked at me wearily and said, “You can’t deny the Holocaust.” With that, he headed out 

the door to crunch the snow beneath his feet, which was deep and crisp and even.  
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Photo 15: Carlo “Charlie” Rezzaghi and his wife, Therèse, pose for a publicity shot at an 

Alfa Romeo car show near San Francisco (1953).  
Source: Alfa Romeo Web bulletin board.   



 
 

 144 

 
Photo 16: Italian Cape Breton Internees at Petawawa (ca 1941). From left to right: Mario 

Furini, Bert Gatto, unknown, Felice Martinello, and Michele Rannie. 
Photo courtesy of the Beaton Institute. 
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Photo 17: UMWA Local 4520 stalwarts: front row left, Adam Crosby, back row center, 

Bernie Fortune. 
Source: Len Stephenson’s Miners’ Memorial Monument Souvenir Booklet (1989). 
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5 

The Ballad of Leonard Dean 

 

IT WAS A QUESTION OF SAFETY. This is how the New Aberdeen housewife, 

writing under the handle of “Anxious Mother,” explained the obstinate refusal of 

Anglo–Celtic miners at 1-B colliery to work with Italian miners in 1940.i “Please, 

dear public,” she implored readers of The Steelworker, “if you feel like condemning 

the miners for refusing to work with the foreigners”1: 

remember that we have been told through the medium of the press, 
that all firearms and ammunition have been taken away from the for-
eigners, and yet the same foreigners are permitted to go in the mine 
with a can containing about two pounds of our explosives which, if 
used in the mine, can be carried out of the mine and used at any time, 
and for any purpose.2  
 

There is a problem with Anxious Mother’s argument. Theoretically, the “foreign-

ers” slogging at 1-B could have smuggled explosives from the mine and used them to 

sabotage the steel plant or the airfield or Sydney harbor. What her missive doesn’t 

mention is that of a workforce of 750, there were only eleven foreigners employed at 

                                                        
i “Immediately after the declaration of war, Canadian-born miners at colliery No. 1-B in 
Glace Bay, No. 10 in Reserve Mines and No. 16 in New Waterford refused to go under-
ground with Italian men they had worked beside for decades. At its height, the work stop-
page saw 1,200 men not going underground and a coal supply hugely important to the Al-
lied war effort drying up. It was estimated at the time that production was set back by 
50,000 tonnes.” Aaron Beswick, “Forgiveness in Dominion,” The Chronicle Herald, April 
13, 2014, http://thechronicleherald.ca/novascotia/1200352-forgiveness-in-dominion (ac-
cessed May 20, 2016). The wild cats ended in most collieries by July 1940. However, despite 
assurances from the RCMP that the mine was safe and the promise from mayor and UM-
WA District 26 chief Dan Willie Morrison to set aside the best jobs for “Britishers,” strikes 
at 1-B colliery continued into August 1940. The end result: Italian miners were out of work 
until Eastertime 1941.  
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1-B, and several of them were Poles, whose homeland was the first to be trammeled 

in the Nazi Blitzkrieg of September 1939.3 

If there was a fifth column worming its way under 1-B, it would have 

amounted to about a half dozen or so haggard, frightened men. The safety issue was 

bunk. The ousting of Italians from the pit was a xenophobic jobs grab. Had the pub-

lic forgotten the hard times before the war? wondered Anxious Mother: 

It would have been a great help if the mothers of Britishers had taken 
a census a year ago [1939] of all aliens between the ages of eighteen 
and thirty [who] were unemployed in and around Glace Bay. I believe 
if we had these figures and compared the men with our own unem-
ployed youth, the mothers of Britishers would not have taken things 
as quietly as they have done the past few years.4  
 

In essence, the “dagos”5 had been taking more than their fair share of work from the 

Sons of the Empire. The Italians weren’t a national security threat; they were worse 

— they were greedy.  

They had flouted local mores. Specifically, Italian Cape Bretoners had bro-

ken two laws of social intercourse, which we will take up in the finale of the disser-

tation. The first is the principle of negative egalitarianism, a variant of tall poppyii 

syndrome. “We were all the same,” is a refrain I heard in many of the interviews I 

did for “Gothic Folkways in Postindustrial Cape Breton.” The sentiment is this: we 

were all poor; we all worked in the pit; we all played hockey and ball together. The 

internment crisis undermines the myth. As one old “English” miner put it in 2014, 

“In spite of all the talk of ‘brotherhood’ and ‘democracy’ and everything else, those 

                                                        
ii In a word, begrudgery. Collins English Dictionary defines tall poppy syndrome as the 
“tendency to disparage any person who has achieved great prominence or wealth.” 
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[Italian] men were out of work.”6 All the talk of union solidarity was, in his view, so 

much “crap.”7 What irked your average “mooky”iii  wasn’t so much that Joey 

Blanchie was a fascist sympathizer but that he was well-heeled and that he pulled the 

patronage strings at the Reserve Mines airfield. (The irony here is that the Canadian 

military employed out-of-work Italian miners in the autumn of 1940 and the winter 

of ’41 to fortify what is now the J.A. Douglas McCurdy airport from enemy at-

tack.8) 

The locals had the same gripe with Peter Favretto. What nettled Steelworker 

readers about “Big Peter” was that he was “largely instrumental in the appointment 

of the present matron of New Waterford hospital.”9 According to the weekly, “he 

was awarded the contract – we understand after much dubious devices – of supply-

ing that institution with its necessary supplies. This, notwithstanding the fact that 

the the contract was a cost-plus basis.”10 In other words, Favretto had the brass to be 

blatantly prosperous. As we will see with Irving Schwartz, displays of wealth in 

Gothic Cape Breton can be the source of opprobrium and are best avoided by all 

but parvenus. Similarly, discretion and social distance are what keep the Pax Cape 

Bretoniana between a doctor like Ian and his lessers. (All of this plays out in the next 

chapter, “The Golden Rule.”) Cape Breton’s elites have learned to defer to the 

“brotherhood” of the working class. This is, in part, because they are related to the 

                                                        
iii Mooky: Italian slang for generic Anglo–Celt. It’s the flip side of the locals’ pejoratives, 
dago and wop. Aaron Beswick, “Forgiveness in Dominion,” The Chronicle Herald, April 
13, 2014, http://thechronicleherald.ca/novascotia/1200352-forgiveness-in-dominion (ac-
cessed May 20, 2016). 
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hoi polloi. The upstart Italians had few blood ties to the Gaels or the Britishers.iv 

Nor did they know enough to doff their hats (figuratively) to the hegemonic group, 

the native-born miners. As a community they were doubly “other”: they were afflu-

ent and they were come-from-aways. 

To add insult to injury, the Italian miners had “stolen” jobs from the poor. 

They had committed the Sheriff of Nottingham infraction of coalfield social rela-

tions, law number two. As such, their ill-gotten gains were ripe pickings for 1-B’s 

Robin Hoods. With all this talk of thievery, we should pause to preview one of the 

motifs of Part Three of this work, which is encapsulated by the words of Leonard 

Dean. Dean, who lives in the scrubland of Broughton, once confessed to my father 

that of his two sons-in-law, one was a hard-working provider but the other was 

“too lazy to steal”11 for his hard-up wife and kids. What this suggests is that in the 

hierarchy of Island virtues, theft is middling. It’s not as prized as industry but it’s 

preferable to sloth. It is not a vice, as such. When my otherwise law-abiding mother 

worked at the Cape Breton Hospital, she would occasionally steal record albums 

from said mental institution for her audiophile son, me. At the same time, our 

neighbor, who was comfortably middle class, was trying to sell my dad a toilet that 

“fell off the truck” on the way to Thompson and Sutherland.12 Did I feel guilty 

when I dropped the needle on the hot wax Ma brought home? I suppose so. But the 

hospital could afford to replace the records, and I got to hear the latest Bob Seeger 

and Meatloaf and Supertramp albums for free! As for our neighbor’s toilet business, 
                                                        
iv Intermarriage between Mediterranean and Eastern-European immigrants and Anglo–
Celtic Cape Bretoners did not begin in earnest until after World War II. It was largely a se-
cond-generation immigrant phenomenon.  
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it was considered the gambit of an off-beat entrepreneur. No biggie. Besides, we 

didn’t need an extra toilet. 

These are isolated incidents, surely. To which I would commend the reader 

to inspect the shrink-wrapped Lululemon gear, Beats headphones, and Sons of Anar-

chy merchandise on sale every Sunday at the bustling flea market that rotates be-

tween the Coxheath arena and the Joan Harris pavilion. The bazaar abounds with 

contraband, name brands at bargain basement prices. They sell like hotcakes. No 

one complains. Why? To borrow the logic of sociologist Raymond Williams: steal-

ing from a corporate monolith or the government is part of a “residual”13 culture of 

reiving that landed with the Highlanders. It’s doesn’t differ much from looting and 

torching company stores.14 During the late 1930s, the Gaels and their fellow British-

ers perceived the Italian colony to be raiders from a rival olive-skinned clan. To an 

extent, the mookies used the pretext of war to wreak vengeance on the dagos. How 

blessed are the poor, for theirs is the Sala Italiana. This is the dark beatitude of 

Gothic Cape Breton. 
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6 

The Golden Rule 

 

ART IS AT THE GARAGE having his car serviced. He’s shooting the breeze with 

his mechanic, talking up his Cuban vacation. As he’s jawing away, another custom-

er, the Stranger, elbows his way into the confab.  

“Must be nice,” blurts the Stranger.i 

“What?” snaps Art. 

“To go to Cuba as often as you do.” 

“How do you know how often I go to Cuba?” asks Art. “It’s really none of 

your business.” 

 “It’s common knowledge,” says the Stranger. “And you go without your 

wife quite often.” 

“Yes, I do,” says Art. “I have friends in Cuba. My wife has only a certain 

amount of vacation, and I have more than she does.” 

The Stranger shoots Art a dirty look. Art shoots back, “If your chain ever 

gets long enough, maybe I’ll take you with me.”ii 

Enough said. 

*** 

                                                        
i For privacy’s sake, I depict interviewees who wish to remain anonymous solely by gender 
and number, according to their order of appearance in a chapter. Anonymous sources have 
been given fake, usually single, names like “Art.” Some interviewees have had their material 
allotted to several fictional characters. They appear in the notes as “composite” subjects. 
Male 1 (April 12, 2014), personal interview. 
ii The Cuban tale is a verbatim account of events, as recounted by Male 1. 
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This vignette, the Cuban tale, illustrates a number of Gothic folkways, which I will 

explore in this chapter and throughout Part III. My present concern, however, is the 

insinuation, the jibe the Stranger makes, that because Art is moneyed he can cheat 

on his wife during his Caribbean vacays. The moral of the story, from the Stranger’s 

vantage, is that wealth equals license. This is not the view of one churl at an auto-

body shop near Scotchtown. No less a figure than David C. Dingwall, the erstwhile 

“King of the Maritimes,”1 was happy to remind fellow pols and constituents alike 

that he believed in the golden rule: [which is,] “he who has the gold makes the 

rules.”2 If you’re bringing “bags of money”iii to the Island, as Dingwall did during 

the nineties, you can install your cronies at the Bay Plex, skirt the rules of tender for 

construction contracts, and dispense plum jobs the way a lord doles out bread to his 

vassals.3 

In audio playback, Art’s delivery of the line “Must be nice” is stiletto sharp. 

His pronunciation of “nice” as “noice” grates the ear, purposefully. As a conversa-

tion starter, “Must be nice” is an ice pick; it’s an indictment wrapped in a rhetorical 

question. To the Stranger, Art’s worst transgression — worse than alleged marital 

infidelity — is that of being “big feeling,”4 arrogant. I knew him when he had nut-

tin, townies say of businessmen like Art, now he tinks he’s sumtin, but he’s not. This 

outlook rankles Art: “Guy’s working his butt off. He works eighty hours a week. 

And he happens to be successful. Now you’re knocking him because he’s got a little. 
                                                        
iii Minister Dingwall used to boast about the “bags of money” the federal Liberals brought 
to the Island … until austerity budgeting forced him to utter the fateful words “There are 
no more bags of money” to angry miners during the 1997 election campaign. 
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He worked for every fucking thing he got. That attitude drives me insane. I hate it.”5 

His buddy, a thriving fisherman, keeps a low profile and drives a dilapidated Ford 

Ranger to assure his neighbors that he does not think he is “sumtin.” “When are you 

getting rid of this piss-ass truck?” Art inquires.6 His friend’s response: “I’d like to, 

but do you see the size of this town? If I start buying stuff, all of a sudden every-

body’s pissed at me. I’ve got a pretty good life, but I don’t like to flaunt it. So I’m 

not going to go out and buy a new truck.”7  

In the catalogue of social pathology, envy is the area’s deadliest disease. The 

former director of the Cape Breton Miners’ Museum, Tom Miller, was surprised 

when a social scientist from Ontario pointed this out to him. In Gothic Cape Bre-

ton, envy is more than a keeping-up-with-the-Joneses phenomenon. “In most com-

munities, when you see your neighbor buying something, like a new car, you want 

to buy that one too or get a better one yourself.”8 The come-from-away witnessed 

something different on the Island. As Miller paraphrases him, “Around here, if your 

neighbor gets a new car, you don’t want to get a better one than he has; you want to 

take that one from him.”9 The theory, which Miller thinks is “strange,” fits neatly 

with Dingwall’s version of the golden rule. If the game is rigged, as many in Gothic 

Cape Breton believe it is, then why not steal what you want? Say what you will 

about the corrosiveness of this ethos, but it is cogent. 

Envy impels the Stranger to get up in Art’s grill; gossip is what he uses to 

knock him down a peg. In sociological terms, the Stranger spends his cultural capi-

tal, innuendo, to level his relationship with his superior.10 What’s more, since it is 



 
 

 160 

assumed that social relations on the Island are tilted, he is by the rules of honor 

obliged to insult Art.11 A sense of entitlement works for those at the base as well as 

at the apex of power. In postindustrial Cape Breton, Jigger and Buddy are as “enti-

tled to their entitlements” as Dave Dingwall is.12 An area high-school teacher and 

minister in the Savage government (1993–1997), John MacEachern, picked up a Jig-

ger and Buddy joke on the hustings, which makes this very point. As MacEachern 

tells it, Jigger and Buddy are sitting on St. Paul’s fence on Commercial Street, Glace 

Bay, yakking. Jigger says to Buddy: 

Are you aware that Christ has come back to Earth? He went up to St. 
Joseph’s Hospital. He’s going from room to room touching people, 
healing them. They’re getting up and leaving. You can actually see 
them, coming from the hospital, healed. By the way, there he is, right 
over there! Come on over and meet him. No! No! No! says Buddy. 
Don’t let him touch me. I’m on compensation.13  
 

Buddy: too lazy to work, but not to grift. This is fine with most local politicians, 

who, as we’ll see, can tuck Buddy’s vote neatly into their pocket so long as Buddy 

gets his workers’ comp. The rationale is ruthlessly utilitarian: don’t bite the hand 

that feeds you, unless it stops feeding you.  

But how is this Gothic? In the Cuban tale, the protagonists engage in alpha-

male posturing. No punches are thrown, although the Stranger does bare his teeth, 

flashing a “derisive grin.”14 Art lashes back, taking a poke at the Stranger’s virility. 

The set-to ends in a draw. Why the bother? Because precedence is at stake.15 As far 

as the Stranger is concerned, if he can’t afford to take a Cuban vacation then Art 

shouldn’t be allowed to enjoy one either. He is going to rob Art of his joy. His mo-

tive is spite. And spite, the product of a poverty mentality, is pernicious. In the ruins 
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of one-horse towns, where jobs and hope are scarce, honor is often the last thing the 

Stranger has to fight for. Nance Ackerman, the Mohawk filmmaker who shot Cot-

tonland in Glace Bay, likens the area to the struggling native reserves of northern 

Ontario.16 On one street corner, “you have Tim Hortons or the Royal Bank or the 

beautiful Savoy theatre,” she says, while on the other, “you have drug deals going 

on.”17  It’s chiaroscuro, a postapocalyptic townscape. Something vampirific has 

sunken its teeth into Cape Breton’s neck. “Something,” Ackerman observes, “has 

really drained the life out of that place: hope has drained, industry has drained, life, 

culture — everything has come out of it.”18 The place is dead. 

 

Scalpel or Hatchet? 

On one level, the Cuban tale is the story of a gaffe: the Stranger wanders into Art’s 

orbit and boorishness ensues. The Stranger is more than uncouth, though. His inten-

sion is to puff himself up by cutting Art down. By impugning his honor, the 

Stranger attempts to steal his symbolic capital.19 This is a tort. Thievery, however, is 

not necessarily considered to be immoral in Cape Breton. Because the difference be-

tween a gaffe and a tort — between folkways and mores — is so shadowy on the Is-

land, I will have to recast the terms of debate.20 In a narrow sense, a Gothic folkway 

is an inverted social norm whose transgressiveness benefits the subversives who 

adopt it. That is, wrongdoing is espoused as a positive good. For example, during its 

construction and operation, outside officials of AECL (Atomic Energy of Canada 

Limited) were appalled by the rampant larceny at the Glace Bay heavy-water plant.21 
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Tradesmen boosted copper wire and expensive tools nonchalantly, regarding the 

theft of government property merely as a “permanent loan.”22 The rate of theft 

should have come as no surprise to the suits from Ottawa. In an area where it is 

common to razz a man for being “too lazy to steal,” purloining a handsaw from the 

machine shop is often met with praise, not derision.  

Most Gothic behavior falls outside the ambit of scarcity-driven thievery or 

shysterism. Instead, arcane plots and crude calculation inform the strategies that Ca-

pers use to get along with each other. A broader reading of the term Gothic folk-

way, one that encapsulates local history, is needed. Here the insights of Gothic stud-

ies are helpful. Academics in the field long ago reached the consensus that the Goth-

ic hinges on historical and biographical narrative. As evidenced in “Stolid Convic-

tion,” Gothicists consider submerged psychological trauma to be the nexus between 

terror and horror — repression is the shallow grave that neurotics and lunatics bury 

their broken taboos in. So it is with Cape Breton’s Gothic folkways: the untreated 

suffering of mining history shapes its current mores. In industrial Cape Breton 

(1900–1967), the main sources of trauma were death or dismemberment in the pit, 

violence on the picket line, and chronic poverty. There appears to be a connection 

between the long-term effects of “standing the gaffe” and impulse control. This, at 

least, is the case that I will make in the nocturne that ends Part III, “Ash.” The most 

blatant example of this is the tradition of substance abuse, which stretches from the 

rumrunners of the 1920s to the pill pushers of today. Honor-based cultures like 

Cape Breton’s tend to be prone to impulse-control problems, whether their people 
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work in coal mines or not.23 Needless to say, the specter of the pithead still informs 

the myriad details of everyday life.  

At a forum held in April 2014 to discuss the implications of the One Nova 

Scotia (Ivany) report for the CBRM, Mayor Cecil Clarke cautioned attendees to “at-

tack the [Island’s] problems, not the people.”24 That Cape Breton’s problems are 

very like the mainland’s and that the Ivany report is circumspect in its criticism seem 

to have been lost on the mayor. More likely, Mayor Clarke was playing the populist 

card by standing up for that amorphous bloc, “the people.” No doubt, the people 

are beleaguered. But are they so rubbed raw that they are incapable of introspection? 

Cape Breton’s greatest tragedy is that it never produced a self-critical elite. The Steel 

City Players used to poke fun at the shortcomings of Islanders, but that was back in 

the seventies.25 The Coady tradition of StFX is one of self-help, not self-critique.26 

CBU in its various iterations only began graduating classes after the rot in the body 

politic had set in. By then, the storm-the-barricades politics of J.B. McLachlan had 

hypertrophied into the knee-jerk defensiveness of Jake Campbell, Steve Drake, and 

others.iv Cape Bretoners became expert at shaking their fists at their off-Island op-

pressors, real and imagined. What they lacked — and still want for — is the sur-

geon’s skill, which is to coolly diagnose the tumor and cut it out with a scalpel.  

Island nationalists may consider “Gothic Folkways” to be a hatchet job. Its 

concern is not the salutary elements of Cape Breton culture — the benefit dances 

that manifest with the spontaneity of flash mobs, the resiliency of the families of mi-

                                                        
iv Campbell and Drake were presidents of UMWA District 26 during the eighties and nine-
ties. 
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grant oil-patch workers — but with its pathological ones. It may be galling for an 

expat to pronounce part of the Island “dead.” But, keep in mind, the coal and steel 

industries have been moribund for twenty years. The once-and-future Donkin mine 

will be a lean high-tech operation; the days of 12,000 men toiling in the pits and rais-

ing the red banner will never come again.27 As for Sydney Steel (Sysco), the Open 

Hearth Park is a cemetery for the Tar Ponds. Industry in Cape Breton was given a 

stage-four diagnosis as early as 1960, with the findings of the Rand Commission.28 

The creation of DEVCO was a palliative care measure that prolonged the life of the 

patient for forty years. This is impressive, until you realize that its mission (as well 

as that of its successor, ECBC29) was to heal the economy. It failed. It wasn’t for lack 

of resources, the antibiotics of tax dollars, and the economic development agencies 

to administer them. Were statist economic policies to blame? To an extent. As much 

a cause were the folkways that are the subject of this chapter.  

 

Prominent Citizens 

The impulse-control spectrum of the CBRM spans from the frugality of the elites to 

the extravaganzas of the underclass. The model for elite self-restraint is the late Ir-

ving Schwartz (1929–2010).30 One of the few moguls the area has ever produced, 

Schwartz’s penny-pinching approach to car purchases makes Art’s fishing buddy 

seem profligate. According to Harv, a wheeler-dealer from Coxheath, “Irving al-

ways drove a black Chev, until Canada started making Toyotas. Then he started 

driving black unnoticeable Camrys.”31 Why the Camry and not a Mercedes? Ac-
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cording to Harv, Irving Schwartz believed that appearing “obviously well-off was a 

very bad thing, because people resent it.”32 He went out of his way to be nonde-

script. Irving “lived in a nice bungalow up by St. Rita’s Hospital,” remembers 

Harv.33 “There was nothing remarkable about his lifestyle. He didn’t fly his own 

plane, even though he had a flying license.”34 He was leery of offending his custom-

ers, whom Harv likens to Rob Ford populists. “Who is the enemy in Rob Ford’s 

books? The elites — they are the enemy.”35  

To those who are given much on the Island, much is expected. First and 

foremost are the chieftains, the political power players. They must never lord it over 

the clan. No one understood this better than the Laird of Lake Ainslie, Allan J. 

MacEachen.36 His riding split between Tories and Liberals, MacEachen understood 

that fluffing his plumage in public was bad politics. The story goes that Allan J., as 

Capers call him, “would arrive at a local restaurant and order a sandwich and a cup 

of hot water. Then he would reach into his pocket and pull out a package with his 

tea bag and put it into his hot water,”37 letting it steep before washing his sandwich 

down with it. The point of the display was to show his fellow diners that he, the son 

of an Inverness coalmining family, had not forgotten his roots. The act seems a par-

ody of Gaelic thriftiness. What Allan J. was performing was the beau geste that Ca-

pers demand. Irving Schwartz was also skilled in the art of magnanimity. When he 

saw a salesman struggling to close a sale, he would wade into the negotiation. 

“What’s the difficulty?” he would ask. If the customers were chafing, say, at the 

price of a bedroom set, he would direct his salesman to throw in the mattress for 
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free and to post a memo to this effect on his desk.38 Irving Schwartz, the note de-

clared, was a man of his word. None of this was any skin off his nose. It was a good-

news story that the new box-spring owners could cluck about to friends and family. 

There was a time when you could measure the social distance between the 

elites and their inferiors by the seating chart in churches. According to Kay McInnis, 

congregations in Protestant churches tended to sort themselves out by the thread 

count of their clothes: a miner in his pit jacket sat at the back of the church, a barris-

ter in a tailored suit sat up front. There was no need to place RESERVE SEATING 

signs on the aisles. The front pews were for “prominent citizens.” Churchgoers 

sorted themselves out in other configurations too: at Saint Joseph’s in Reserve Mines 

old men sat on the left, young men sat in the middle, and women sat on the right, 

while at Immaculate Conception in Dominion, parishioners congregated on one or 

the other side of the church, depending on which side of Cadigan Brook they lived. 

This is according to Kay’s husband, Gordon, whose memories of Saint Joseph’s go 

back to the forties, and to Kay’s friend Martha, who’s been active at Immaculate 

Conception since the sixties. A devout Anglican, Kay recalls that “the only time I 

ever sat in the front was when I was a student nurse” at the General Hospital. Dur-

ing the fifties, if “you were working on Sunday, and if you were off between 11 and 

2, you were allowed to go to church.”39 Relieved from duty shortly after 10, Kay 

would make a mad dash to attend the 11 o’clock service. “You’d go to the nursing 

residence, change your clothes, and run downtown to Brookside — and I mean run! 

— because the last bell would be ringing when we got there. So when we got there 
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the only seats left would be right up front.”40 Kay sat up front reluctantly. “The 

churches were full in those days.” A hundred pairs of eyes would be trained on her. 

It wasn’t to her taste. To this day, Kay prefers sitting in the rear. “If I’m not in the 

sanctuary,” she says, “I’m in the back seat.”41  

When I ask her who was the quintessential prominent citizen, Kay answers in 

a shot: Dr. J.B. Tompkins (1920–2004). The “Doctor of the Deeps,” J.B. Tompkins 

birthed and buried practically everyone born in Gothic Cape Breton between the 

1920s and the 1960s.42 He seems to have leapt from the pages of Hugh McClellan’s 

novel Each Man’s Son (1951). A cross between the driven Dr. Daniel Ainsley and 

the kindly Dr. Dougald MacKenzie, Tompkins was legend for his prodigious work 

ethic. Like MacLellan, the son of a doctor, J.B. Tompkins was patrician: he lived on 

Chapel Hill, the bastion of Glace Bay’s Catholic professionals, and sported a white 

mane worthy of a Parisian intellectual. What endeared him to so many was his no-

blesse oblige. “Dr. Tompkins mingled with the common man,” says Kay, a sparrow 

of a woman and a native Newfoundlander.43 “He was happier with common people 

than he would be with people of equal status; and everybody called him J.B.”44 “J.B. 

knew everybody,” she gushes. “Not only did he know their name, he knew their 

birthdates, and their addresses, and their phone number right off the top of his 

head.”45 More important, “If he went to church, he wouldn’t sit in any special place 

reserved for him.” J.B. sat with the “common man.”  

Another doctor, Ian, spends more time in church than J.B. Tompkins ever 

did. Retired, Ian attends Mass daily with his wife, Elaine. They have no children. Ian 



 
 

 168 

belongs to the baby boomer/Vatican II cohort of StFX graduates. He writes poetry 

fitfully, invests in New Dawn hopefully, and dines at Mike’s Lunch faithfully. His 

former patients revere him but keep their distance. They suspect that Ian is a “dou-

ble agent,” a Caper of questionable allegiance.46 It’s not his pedigree that’s off-

putting: his father worked at 1-B and fought in the war; his mother bore eight chil-

dren. His clan married well and stayed on the Island. Ian’s CB credentials ought to 

be sterling. But to his shame, he has lived in London, reads Mavis Gallant, and can 

distinguish Chianti from cabernet. Worse, he is acquainted with the skeletons in his 

patients’ closets. He may sit alongside the common man in church, but he is an out-

sider. Ian and Elaine’s social circle is small. It includes teachers who golf nine holes 

at Lingan and who make Costco runs to Halifax. Few of his old patients travel to 

the mainland, and if they do it’s for medical tests. Ian takes long walks, alone. His 

eyes narrow when he says the word discrete. He still harps on Linden MacIntyre for 

publishing that “indiscrete” novel.47 “A roman à clef,” he frowns.48 Worse than 

changing the bishop’s name and face is “naming names.”49 Ian warns me against it. 

“Don’t be scandalous,”50 he tells me.  

What qualifies as scandal in Gothic Cape Breton? The answer comes in the 

form of a joke. It’s a chestnut that Sydney barrister Robert Sampson, himself a 

prominent citizen, likes to tell. It goes like this: 

A tourist went into a restaurant in Halifax and wanted to have lobster. 
So he walked over to where the lobsters were kept. He noticed that 
there were two tanks. One had a lid on it and the other one didn’t. 
The tourist went to the maître d’ and asked, what’s going on? Why 
does one tank have a lid on top and the other one doesn’t? The maître 
d’ said that the one with the lid was to stop the lobsters from climbing 
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out. What about the tank without a lid on top? Oh, those lobsters are 
from Cape Breton. If one tries to crawl out, the others will pull it back 
in.51  

 

Pity the fool who thinks he can leave his brothers to boil in despair. Misery de-

mands company. In the old days, “We were all the same,” Art marvels. “Nobody 

was different than anybody else.”52 This is wishful thinking. Like many colliers, 

Art’s father Louie hated the pit. “He would come home from work on Friday and 

moan all weekend because he had to go to back to work on Monday.”53 Louie want-

ed out, and he made it out. He retired and opened a corner store. Art’s path was 

similar. He worked in the mines for twenty years, until Prince shut down in 2001, 

then he started a contracting outfit. He climbed out of the pot, which is why the 

Stranger is determined to pull him back into the boil.  

Resentment runs up and down the social hierarchy. Though the greatest fric-

tion occurs horizontally between the two groups at the base, pensioners and income 

assistance (IA) recipients. The fixed-income crowd practically cohabits at Tim Hor-

tons. The relationship between them is frosty. Many seniors view the ranks of in-

come-assistance recipients as the undeserving poor. “Look at that!” exclaims the 

blue-haired lady of the girl dressed in pajamas and a hoodie ordering a tea. “They’re 

on welfare. You’d think they’d go home and make a goddamn cup of tea instead of 

coming in here for one. Why spend $1.50 on a cup of tea when you can go home and 

make one for 5 cents?”54 The sight of a welfare mother and a bio dad, doing the 

business math of reproduction over a Double Double, galls Mickey. A codger who 

used to drive for Municipal Ready Mix, he lowers the brim of his Habs ball cap and 
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mutters, “She’s pregnant again. That’s so she can get a fatter child-tax credit every 

month or baby bonus.”55 He knows the score: “Once you have three kids, you get 

$1,500 a month. If you only have two kids, you only get $900 a month. If you want 

to get more money, have another kid.”56 Wayne, a taxi dispatcher, sums up the con-

ventional wisdom of the Silent Generation. “The young girls get on social assistance, 

have kids, get a low rental, and live happily ever after. That’s basically it: drink, play 

bingo, VLTs. They don’t want nothing. I’m sixty-seven and I’m still working, eh. 

These guys wouldn’t even think about going to work. There’s no work ethic at 

all.”57  

 

*** 

 

Envy worms its way into intimate occasions and grand pageants. Filthy lucre can 

even ruin a girls’ night out. Ask Lisa Reid, Glace Bay expat. She and her husband, 

Jamie, moved heaven and earth to keep their shuttle-bus company afloat so that she 

could be close to home. When the bottom fell out of their van and their business, 

she and Jamie and the kids moved to Calgary. In the winter of 2014, Lisa flew home 

for a visit. She decided to treat her BFFs from STREAM to a night out in Sydney. 

When she pulled a $20 bill from her wallet to pay for the order, her friends winced. 

“Put your put dirty Alberta money away,” they hissed.58 The twenty, Lisa protest-

ed, was from her mom. It didn’t matter. In their eyes, Lisa was high and mighty. The 

acrimony of a spoiled wing night, though, is nothing compared to the excesses of 
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prom season. In the nineties, the poorest families of Glace Bay shunned GBHS’s 

prom-dress recycling program. “It would be the kids who could afford to buy the 

more expensive gowns that would actually come and get the secondhand gowns,” 

Frances recalls.59 “The people who had least were the ones who had to have the most 

expensive gowns and the most expensive parties.”60 That’s the case today, too. Hai-

ley, a twentysomething who owns a salon (more on Hailey’s salon in the nocturne 

“Fire”), attended a grad party last summer fit for reality TV. The family hired a DJ 

and had a dance floor built in the backyard for the soirée. Hailey was not amused. 

“Is the party for you or your children?”61 she huffs. “Graduation is just a competi-

tion between parents. I don’t even believe it’s for the kids anymore.”62 Frances is 

gentler. “People want to be proud of their children. They want their children to 

have the best of everything, even if they can’t afford it.”63 

PROUD PEOPLE: that’s what the road signs on the way in to Glace Bay tell 

motorists. How proud? Proud enough to drive a native son, a prime minister’s re-

gional lieutenant, from the Little Theatre at UCCB, up Main Street, and out of of-

fice. As Gus observes, it takes a certain kind of man to shrug his shoulders before a 

mob of angry miners and declare of DEVCO, “She’s over, boys.”64 What kind of 

man? A man soon to be in need of an escape route and an armed escort — David C. 

Dingwall.65 Once an insider in the Liberal riding association, Gus sees the electoral 

shellacking of David Dingwall (1997) as an abject lesson in the politics of Cutting 

Off Your Nose to Spite Your Face. In his view, Dingwall had the temerity, or “huge 

balls,” to think he could “take on the miners” and win.66 The miners had other ideas. 
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“We’ll fix Dave. We’ll show him. They showed him, all right.” Gus rolls his eyes. 

“They elected Michelle Dockrill, a semi-illiterate medical secretary.”67 The miners, 

he believes, were willing to take “a highly placed Liberal cabinet minister and turf 

him on his rear end, to disenfranchise this entire area of Canada for someone who 

didn’t know whether her arse was punched or bored.”68 The day after the election, 

Gus ran into a number of them on Union Street. “What the hell did you guys just 

do?” he asked. “We just wanted to put a scare into him,” they answered. “We never 

thought for a second she would win.”69  

Art doesn’t buy Gus’s theory. “I know a lot of people believe that the miners 

[voted] him out, but the miners alone weren’t enough [to do it].”70 His point: there 

can’t have been more than 1,000 working coal miners on the Island. Dingwall bled 

7,422 votes from his previous election total.71 Truth is, there never was much good-

will for David Dingwall on the Island. To this day, he is dogged by allegations that 

he squeaked into Parliament in 1980 by means of a smear campaign. To those who’d 

listen, his surrogates would whisper that the sitting MP, Father Andy Hogan, was a 

drunk, absent from the campaign because he was in detox.72 Party workers would 

later grumble about the petulance of the man the Liberal Rat Pack dubbed “little 

Napoleon.”73 According to Rita, a fiery septuagenarian who worked in his campaign 

office, Dingwall was stingy. After his first election, Rita went to see her new Mem-

ber of Parliament about getting grant work. Dingwall, she tells me, lifted a stack of 

files from his desk and bleated, “Rita, do you see these files? They’re all looking for 

work.”74 There’d be no pay-off job for her. Her blood up, she snorted, “Last year 
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this office was empty. There was no stack of files then.”75 (Rita’s husband, Wilf, an 

old CCFer, informs me sotto voce that the Tories always looked after their workers 

better than the Liberals did.) A lifelong Liberal, Rita never got a Christmas card 

from the office of David C. Dingwall, MP.  

 Successful politicians hide their iron fist in a velvet glove. David Dingwall 

was all metal, no cloth. According to John MacEachern, “Dave believed that if you 

have a hammer, everything is a nail.”76 On one occasion the nail was the province of 

Nova Scotia’s highways budget. Eager to shower largesse on the Island, he proposed 

to his counterparts in Halifax that they co-fund the development of the Fleur-de-lis 

Trail. When the cash-strapped Savage government demurred, then ACOA Minister 

Dingwall threatened to withhold federal transfers to Nova Scotia. The province 

knuckled under. Highways minister Ritchie Mann pulled money from a Cumber-

land County roads project and put it into the Trail. The shakedown worked, briefly. 

Dingwall got to do what Island politicians live and breathe for — to make a splashy 

announcement for his pet project.  

Then came a furor in Cumberland County and complaints from Premier Sav-

age.77 The prime minister was loath to go toe-to-toe with a fellow Liberal. Chrétien 

backpedaled. The feds found new money for Cumberland County; both projects 

would go ahead. The tables were turned: Ritchie Mann made the splashy funding 

announcement; David Dingwall sat at the back of the room and glowered. “Dave 

left too many bodies in the ditch,” notes MacEachern.78 By contrast, the Laird of 

Lake Ainslie was never caught with dirt on his kid gloves. MacEachen didn’t even 
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mind cooking up deals with Tories. One cordon bleu effort of his was convincing 

Dartmouth Mayor Rollie Thornhill to move the Coast Guard College from his city 

to Port Hawkesbury in exchange for monies to build the Burnside Industrial Park.79 

Both parties got what they wanted, and the public was spared the sight of political 

sausage-making. If politics is like food service, the best hosts are polite and nearly 

invisible. Allan J. was a superb maître d’.  

Try another metaphor: instead of food service, think of politics as a Renais-

sance court. David Dingwall was Machiavelli and Allan MacEachen, Castiglione. 

Dingwall was the prince80 who rules by fear, not love; Allan J. was the courtier81 

whose appearance is effortless grace. David Dingwall’s ambition was to become Al-

lan J. He even studied elocution with a West End actress, who taught him how to 

deliver the bell tones of Canada’s first deputy prime minister.v Dingwall became an 

expert impersonator. “Close your eyes and you’ll swear Allan J. is right there in the 

room,” his aides would say when he was mimicking MacEachen.82 Imitation is infe-

rior to emulation, however. By the time David Dingwall landed on Parliament Hill, 

Allan MacEachen had become the “Celtic Sphinx.”83 Allan J. seldom spoke at cabi-

net. He preferred to pull the levers from behind the curtain. Dingwall never ac-

quired the savvy. Perhaps it was because he had tasted electoral defeat in 1958, but 

                                                        
v The actress in question is Faith Ward, who was a fixture at the Neptune Theatre in Halifax 
during the eighties and nineties. 
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Allan J. believed that it was the politician’s duty “to obey” his constituents.84 David 

Dingwall would throw scraps to them, but obedience — forget it. He was king.vi  

Allan J. MacEachen was elitist in the platonic sense, an economist trained at 

MIT, groomed by luminaries such as future Secretary of State George Schultz. Da-

vid Dingwall had elitist pretensions but arriviste sensibilities. He was the son of a 

school janitor from South Bar. Perhaps it was the lowly circumstances of his birth or 

the flinty intellectual aggression of Dal Law School that sharpened the chip on his 

shoulder to a tip. Regardless, when he could no longer deliver bread and circuses to 

the “Tim Hortons crowd,”85 they revolted. We will soon meet another son of a jani-

tor, another barrister whose sense of destiny was as keen as David Dingwall’s. He 

never suffered the electoral Waterloo that Dingwall did, though. He was “a man of 

the people”: John Morgan.  

 

Common Knowledge 

“What do you think, Mar’?”86 Art asks his server. Marilin, who’s been staring holes 

through two tradesmen, painters, across the empty bar, hesitates.  

“Marilin?” 

Again, no answer. She taps his leg and gives him her shush-it look.  

“I have to go,” she murmurs. Then she bolts. 

                                                        
vi From Maclean’s 1995 profile of Dingwall: “Last summer [1994], the travelling variety 
show The Cape Breton Summertime Review could always count on a few laughs with its 
tribute to Dingwall — sung to the melody of Davy Crockett — and its chorus of ‘Davy, 
Davy Dingwall, King of the Maritimes.’”  
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The next day she confesses. “Artie” — she rolls the R in Artie in her thick 

Cuban accent — “I have to tell you something.”  

 “Go ahead,” he says. 

“I don’t know if they do this in Canada … but in Cuba everybody watches 

everybody. You understand?”  

Art replies with a question of his own: “You wouldn’t answer me because 

you didn’t want the others to hear your honest opinion?”  

“Yes,” she says, grimly. “I don’t know them. I don’t know who they are.”87  

He shifts his gaze from Marilin to the painters. Conspirators, really? Art stirs 

the question in his drink. 

 

*** 

 

Marilin is a “very dear friend of mine,”88 Art tells me. She is socializing with him on 

her downtime when the painters set her on edge. If the Stranger is reading this, he’s 

probably thinking, Dear friend, my arse! That Marilin, she’s one of his conchitas. 

Who is going to dissuade him? No one. Who is going to prove that Art is a sun-and-

sand roué? No one. What are we left with? Common knowledge; communal hear-

say. Where did the Stranger first hear of Art’s Caribbean vacays? Maybe from a 

friend who works with Art’s wife. How does he know that Art is a letch? Perhaps 

he’s spied him having drinks with easy women at Governor’s. This, at least, would 

be firsthand information. We don’t know what the Stranger knows about Art’s mar-
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riage. What my fifty-one years of being a complete member researcher (CMR) in 

Gothic Cape Breton has taught me is that “common knowledge” — gossip — is the 

coin of the realm.89 It is debased currency, but as cultural capital it is every bit as 

valuable as ECBC money used to be.  

Granted, Cuba’s regime is communist and Canada’s is a liberal democracy. 

What unites Cuba and Cape Breton is that they are relatively impoverished island 

societies. Scarcity-driven economies are governed by what anthropologist George 

M. Foster termed the ethos of the “limited good.”90 As Julius Ruff defines it, the 

limited good is the:  

belief that all of the desirable material and nonmaterial goods are pre-
sent in fixed amounts. Included in this limited treasury fostered by 
material scarcity are land, wealth, health, friendship and love, manli-
ness and honor, respect and status, power and influence, security and 
safety.91 
 

Where material resources are scarcest, the competition for non-material ones is 

fiercest. Consequently, it is Bourdieu’s notions of capital as much as Marx’s that 

count in Gothic Cape Breton. The costliest purchase is honor. According to Julian 

Pitt-Rivers, “honor is the value of a person in his own eyes, but also in the eyes of 

his society. Conversely, shame is the public refutation of his claim to pride; it is his 

loss of status within the community.”92 It’s a zero-sum equation: the elevation of 

one person’s status requires the diminution of another’s. “Honor and shame are the 

constant preoccupation of individuals in small scale, exclusive societies, where face-

to-face, personal, as opposed to anonymous relations are of paramount im-

portance.”93 Surveillance counts. If you catch your neighbor violating community 
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standards, you call him out on it. The human intelligence gathering of Gothic Cape 

Bretoners is every bit as good as the drone flights of the NSA. In the coal towns, as 

in Cuba, everybody watches everybody.  

Housewives no longer trade gossip as they hang out the wash; husbands 

don’t size each other up on rake rides to the coalface. This doesn’t mean that the 

tradition of surveilling one’s neighbor has vanished. Quite the opposite. Advances in 

technology have made the locals better spies than their parents were. More than 

once, chatter interrupts an interview of mine, as news cuts through the static of a po-

lice scanner. “It’s an 807!” Gordon McInnis breaks in, as I’m quizzing Kay. “What’s 

an 807?” I ask. “Somebody’s dead,” he chirps.94 The widespread use of police scan-

ners in Gothic Cape Breton dates to the eighties. The advent of night-vision goggle 

espionage is more recent. It coincides with the landing of hard drugs off the coast 

during the aughts. Tanya, a Commercial Street bank teller, informs me that wharf 

rats use military-grade night-vision goggles to spy on drug dealers and fishermen 

who are in cahoots. According to her: 

There was a shooting at Christmastime in No. 2. It was some kind of 
family feud. Around the same time there was a lobster boat that was 
set on fire and vandalized in Glace Bay harbor. That night another 
boat in Ingonish was set on fire. It’s one of those things you colloqui-
ally hear is related to the drug trade.95  
 

Why do people spy? “Honestly,” she says, “I think people have nothing better to 

do.”96 Harbor spies enjoy pitting fishermen against each other. They’ll approach a 

lobsterman and say, “Hey, buddy, I just saw so-and-so’s boat out there, and he 

moved your traps, or poached your traps, or pulled up your traps.”97 The intel 
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needn’t be true. The point is to rile the lobsterman so that he’ll confront the alleged 

vandal or thief. If the ruse works, the lobstermen end up tussling. If the fight gets 

bloody, the police arrive and make arrests.  

The best intel remains low-tech human intelligence, gathered by blue-haired 

ladies. “We’re like the Cheshire Cat,” purrs Rita. “We smile on the outside, but in-

side we’re sizing you up.”98 I used to think Rita was paranoid until Colleen told me 

her own story. A pharmacist, Colleen knew “everybody in Glace Bay or somebody 

in every family.”99 Then, at the end of the nineties, she was stricken as if by a Biblical 

plague. Within months, she was a diagnosed with cancer and served divorce papers. 

Through it all, she remained a trooper. Colleen “whizzed”100 through chemo, got 

back out on the links, and made a new single life for herself. Her problem was that 

no one would let her forget her troubles. Years later, she still couldn’t go to town 

without being accosted. “I could see something in their eyes when I would go to the 

grocery store,” she recalls. “I’d meet five or six people and they would be looking 

into my eyes with a sad look, asking me how I was doing.”101 The shoppers’ motives 

were selfish, Wilf maintains. “They were wondering if she would mention the di-

vorce, drop a little tidbit for them. They weren’t that concerned about her health.”102 

Whatever their motives, Colleen tired of the scrutiny. “I needed the bad parts of my 

past behind me.”103 So she left the Bay for good. Hard-luck stories like Colleen’s 

sometimes cause the opposite reaction. When neighbors hear that you’re ill or in 

trouble with the law, “they won’t come near your house.”104 As Wilf points out, 

“They shy away because they don’t know how to handle it. They don’t know how 
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to express their feelings. It’s not deliberate. They don’t know how to be sociable.” 

He pauses. “Don’t they know it’s their Christian duty to visit the sick and bury the 

dead?”105  

 

*** 

 

“I try not to think about death,” says Wayne. “I don’t buy the newspaper. I try to 

avoid the obituaries.”106 How does he deal with the gloom? “I try to keep a positive 

attitude, to tell you the truth. I’m always doing work.”107 Being a part-time property 

manager buoys his spirits. There’s one hitch. The company house he rents out is 

“right across from the graveyard in No. __,”108 a quarter as gloomy as Rue Morgue 

Avenue.109 I don’t ask him how he gets along with his neighbors, the dead of 

________ cemetery. I do ask him about No. __ generally. He brings me up to speed:  

No. __ is pretty well owned by X now. He used to be the ______, eh. 
They always said that X buried June Hibbs up there. That’s what they 
claim. I like X, though. He’s a good guy. He owns forty units in No. 
__.110  

 

Who is “X”? Because X wasn’t arrested in the murder of June Hibbs (1976), I can’t 

say. This won’t daunt my Glace Bay readers. Anybody born there before Trudeau-

mania (1968) will tell you that X buried June Hibbs behind Seaview Manor or in a 

bog on Reserve Street or some liminal space in town. It’s common knowledge that 

John Hibbs, a town policeman, was having an affair with June’s sister, Diane Camp-

bell.111 If legend is true, June confronted the lovers; they murdered her; and X, who 
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was cliquish with the police, disposed of her body. John Hibbs and Diane Campbell 

were both tried for June Hibbs’ murder. Diane Campbell was convicted of man-

slaughter. John Hibbs walked. In 2011, forensic anthropologists dug for June Hibbs’ 

bones on the Seaview Manor complex. They didn’t find them. Maybe they should 

have dug up ________, where X used to bury __________________. It’s not far from 

Wayne’s company house.  

Wherever June Hibbs’ remains are, her ghost haunts the vicinity of Seaview 

Manor. A sentinel on the cliffs of South Street beach, the Manor stands watch over 

the North Atlantic: five kilometers south of it is Port Morien; 100 meters to the east, 

just across South Street, is the Glace Bay General Hospital. There, several years ago, 

one of the policemen involved in the Hibbs murder made a delirious deathbed con-

fession. Among other crimes, he admitted to emptying the shelves at Sears of TVs 

and microwave ovens. This is according to Blaise, who used to work on the town.112 

So concerned were the police that he might scream blue murder about June Hibbs, 

they posted a guard outside his door to dissuade visitors and staff from listening in. 

Blaise, who is breathing oxygen from a canister on Commercial Street (two packs a 

day for forty years will do that to you), is usually a reliable source. Sitting on his 

scooter, sucking a candy, he regales me with stories of skulduggery at Seaview Man-

or. Remember how Liberal staff at the Manor tilted the 2000 election to Dave Wil-

son?113 They led “retarded”114 residents behind the voting curtain and told them 

where to mark their ballot. This is hardly news. The vote-rigging story is lore. Still, 

as Blaise rides off, I am left to wonder how much truth and how much blarney are 
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left in his lungs before he too wheezes his terminal breath across the street from the 

Manor. 

 

*** 

 

Terror, as we’ve discussed, has about it “an intangible atmosphere of spiritual psy-

chic dread.”115 It’s akin to waking to the sound of tremors during the violet hour. Is 

it morning or evening? Is it the sound of lovers moaning or of a husband thrashing 

his wife that you’re hearing? You’re uncertain. Uncertainty (the shadow of doubt) is 

the handmaiden of paranoia. Paranoia, as David Punter reminds us, is the charnel 

ground “to which the Gothic constantly, and hauntedly, returns.”116 The size of 

communities in Gothic Cape Breton makes them breeding grounds for paranoia: 

they’re too small to remain anonymous in and too large to know what every shady 

customer is up to. Whenever anything out of the ordinary happens, people notice. 

When a twitchy fellow with a mullet, carrying a flip phone, plunges his pocketknife 

into a telephone pole, Wilf notices: “He’s not from around here.”117 When punks egg 

Wilf’s kitchen window, Spook notices: “One fella was short, the other fella taller.” 

Wilf notices when Spook locks his mother in her house Norman Bates-style: 

“Spook gets a needle twice a month … and a check.”118 Mrs. J. notices when Wilf’s 

grandson visits during the summer: “Who’s your boarder, Wilf?”119 Never mind that 

this colliery district hasn’t seen a boarding house since the thirties.  
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Wilf, Spook, and Mrs. J. — three neighbors, three spies — each on alert when 

squad cars, their cherry tops blazing, arrive at Sin City on Saturday night. Lester 

Flatt lives for Saturday night. Not the Lester Flatt,120 the legendary bluegrass player, 

but the drug lord whose dealers make a killing at low-rental complexes on weekends 

and check days. Most towns in Gothic Cape Breton have a Lester Flatt. He’s arche-

typal: a sixty-year-old male who drives a 4 x 4; who lives in a bungalow with deco-

rative wooden butterflies on the lawn; whose home has a chain-link fence; and who 

owns a snazzy satellite dish. Otherwise, Lester is a cipher. He’s on the lam. Don’t 

ask Art what he thinks of Lester Flatt. The thought of him makes the veins in his 

neck pop: “Lester Flatt is scum of the earth. If he dropped dead tomorrow, I’d clap 

my hands.”121 According to one Plummer Avenue spectator, New Waterford’s 

Lester Flatt has an uncle who likes to boast that “there isn’t a prescription drug in 

this town sold on the street without going through Lester.”122 Flatt is brazen. As one 

officer who’s been shadowing him for years notes, “He’s very, very smart. We can’t 

catch him.”123 Flatt supplements his drug revenues with payouts from insurance 

scams. He lends money to addicts to buy hovels, then has arsonists torch them for 

large profit.124 Since his name is not on the deed, insurance companies don’t flag him. 

(It doesn’t hurt that he has claims adjustors on his payroll.)125 Flatt forks over some 

scratch to the “homeowner” but keeps the lion’s share of the settlement. When his 

arsonists set fire to a building, “they make sure to burn it to the ground. There’s 

nothing left. You can’t even say what caused the fire in the first place,” reports the 

investigator, giving the devil his due.126 
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Everybody has a few gold coins of gossip rattling around in his pockets. 

Gold nuggets are rarer. The dirtier the business, the less chance anyone will speak 

about it. When, for instance, Cecil Mills told his mother that he witnessed what he 

believed was a crew lowering June Hibbs’ corpse into a shaft in August 1976, she 

freaked: “You could be killed over this!” Mills’ “parents made [him] swear to keep 

quiet.” 127 A code of omertà protects the monsters of Gothic Cape Breton. If my 

law-enforcement source is as credible as I believe he is, Plummer Avenue’s Flatt is in 

league with the Hells Angels.128 And if Art has heard it right, Flatt has taken to 

pimping girls for drugs. “Talk to anybody who’s willing to speak openly and no-

body’s got a good word to say for Lester.”129 But who is going to make a peep? Im-

agine yourself standing on Plummer Avenue. On one corner, Gervy Miller is 

marching for his son, Clayton. His placard reads: 26 YEARS POLICE MUR-

DERED CLAYTON.vii On the other corner, one of Lester’s “bum boys,”130 a 

tweaker who’d “steal your eyeballs and come back for the holes,” is pushing pills 

outside A-One Pizza.131 What are you going to do, call the police? If Gervy Miller is 

correct, they’re more dangerous than Flatt’s dealers. So you lower your head and 

keep walking. When citizens are at the heel of criminals who break the law with im-

punity and fearful of the authorities who enforce the law arbitrarily, civil society 

crumbles. By these standards, civil society in New Waterford — throughout Gothic 

Cape Breton — has been quaking for years.  

 

                                                        
vii The Gothic mystery surrounding the death of Clayton Miller (June 4, 1990) gets a full air-
ing in Chapter 8, “Ghost.” 
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The Rules of Combat 

What does the Texarkana rancher have in common with the Afghan mujahid? Herd 

animals and guns. Belonging, as they do, to cultures of honor, they must be ready at 

the drop of a hat to protect their “reputation for probity or strength or both — by 

resort to violence.”132 Honor cultures thrive in the borderlands: 

where (1) the individual is at economic risk from his fellows and (2) 
the state is weak or nonexistent and thus cannot prevent or punish 
theft of property. And those two conditions normally occur together: 
herding is, for example, the main viable form of agriculture in remote 
areas, far from government enforcement mechanisms.133  
 

Honor is foremost the concern of pastoralists suspicious of both the bandits in the 

hills and the gendarmes in the valley. “Herdsmen,” write Nisbett and Cohen, “con-

stantly face the possibility of loss of their entire wealth — through loss of their 

herds. Thus a stance of aggressiveness and willingness to commit murder or mayhem 

is useful in announcing their determination to protect their animals at all cost.”134 

Lest we forget, the backlanders who poured over Kelly’s Mountain into the coal-

fields at the turn of the twentieth century were only three or four generations re-

moved from the reiving of the graynes, otherwise known as clan warfare.viii They 

were a self-described “breed of manly men,”ix highlanders who were more than will-

ing to “take and give a rap on the mug”135 if honor was at stake.  

What is honor’s essence? Philosopher Alexander Welsh, who has written an 

                                                        
viii The highland Scots of northern Nova Scotia and Cape Breton are kith of the clans that 
left Scotland in the wake of Culloden (1745) and sailed to Cape Fear, North Carolina, 
whence they moved to the highland interior of the colony, near Grandfather Mountain. See 
Duane Meyer, The Highland Scots of North Carolina, 1732–1776 (Chapel Hill: University 
of North Carolina Press, 1961), 69-101; see also Colin Woodard, American Nations: A His-
tory of the Eleven Rival Regional Cultures of North America (New York: Viking, 2011). 
ix The motto of the Cape Breton Highlanders. 
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incisive monograph on just that question, grapples with its meaning in the postmod-

ern context. “In contemporary English usage, self-respect,” he contends, “is the best 

term going for the internal sense of honor and [the] inner persuasion that one is 

honorable.”136 Like Pitt-Rivers, he understands self-respect as a mirroring process: 

honor, which is “the value of a person in his own eyes,” requires that his peers see 

him in the same light. Self-respect, Welsh avers, “cannot exist within a set of human 

beings numbering but one, who could have no idea of what to look for.”137 Con-

versely, “respectability is the characteristic of a person who needs other people in 

order to grasp his identity and whose conscience is a kind of interiorized notion of 

others, since these fulfill for him the role of witness and judge.”138 To be worthy of 

respect, one must embody the values that one’s peers espouse. “Man is man through 

men; God alone is God through himself”139 — so runs the Berber proverb. In the 

words of Jürgen Habermas, “No one can construct an identity independently of the 

identifications that others make of him.”140  

According to Frank Henderson Stewart, an anthropologist whose expertise is 

Bedouin culture, honor functions on two axes: the vertical and the horizontal. 

 As a peer, each participant claims his “honor right,” which is “the right to be 

treated as a full or equal member of the honor group,” regardless of rank.141 For in-

stance, as members of parliament, backbenchers are, theoretically, every bit as hon-

orable as cabinet ministers or the prime minister. This is honor on the horizontal 

axis. We know that there are hierarchies within groups, so that while all parliamen-

tarians are honorable, only cabinet members get to ride in chauffeured limousines, 
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and, as prima inter pares, the term “right honorable” (italics, mine) is reserved for 

the prime minister. This is honor on the vertical axis. Stewart defines vertical honor 

as “the right to special respect enjoyed by those who are superior, whether by virtue 

of their abilities, their rank, their services to the community, their sex, their kin rela-

tionship, their office, or anything else.”142 Affiliation confers a modicum of symbolic 

capital to each member of the group. Like copper or bronze, honor can be bur-

nished or tarnished, amassed or lost. As such, honor groups are intensely competi-

tive. “It is the nature of honor,” writes classist M.I. Finley, “that it must be exclu-

sive, or at least hierarchic. When everyone attains equal honor, then there is no hon-

or for anyone. Of necessity, therefore, the world of Odysseus was fiercely competi-

tive, as each hero strove to outdo the others.”143 The logic is crudely acquisitive. 

Covetousness — envy — is the psychological default wherever the difference 

between feast and famine is slim. Combatants pay lip service to the rules, but fair 

play is a losing hand in the feuds and rivalries of clansmen. As Pierre Bourdieu ob-

serves of Berber marketplace ethics: 

To sell short weight, to deceive anyone as to the quantity, quality or 
kind of goods, to cheat at gambling, to bear false witness: these [are] 
actions to which no dishonor [is] attached, provided that one [is] deal-
ing with strangers, that is to say, with people toward whom one [has] 
no duties of honor. On such an occasion, the rules of conduct [re-
quire] only that one should outwit one’s opponent.144  
 

Codes of honor tend to resemble reciprocal altruism; the more strands of DNA we 

share, the more likely I am to give you meat and drink.145 “Membership of a certain 

clan or lineage imposes on its members certain well-defined obligations and respon-

sibilities toward one another,” notes ethnographer Ahmed Abou-Zeid of the Bedou-
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ins.146 “The higher the status of the kin-group in the community, the more rigorous 

and binding are these obligations and responsibilities.”147 A man, particularly a pa-

triarch, is obliged “to help the needy, to defend the weak and to protect and support 

the oppressed within his own lineage and to a lesser degree his clan. Failing to com-

ply with these binding duties brings shame on him and on his immediate beit,”148 

those who dwell in his tent, namely, his family and his allies.  

Since “a reputation for strength is of the essence in the culture of honor, the 

individual who insults someone must be forced to retract; if the instigator refuses, he 

must be punished with violence or even death.”149 However, the aggrieved party 

typically calculates the rank of his challenger before reacting to a jibe. “Is this rogue 

worthy of my wrath?” the honorable man asks himself. After all, to acknowledge 

the insult of a subaltern elevates the accuser’s status and lowers his own. Is the better 

man willing to abase himself thus? The answer will likely be no. A superior is not 

bound to take up the challenge of a subordinate. “A man is answerable for his honor 

only to his social equals, that is to say, to those with whom he can conceptually 

compete.”150 The rule is simple: pick on somebody your own size. If the town drunk 

insults you, pay him no bother. If the boss yells at you, take it like a man. If buddy 

calls your wife a slut, punch his lights out. 

Every honor group has its code. In the same way, every honor group has its 

foil. In the case of Cape Breton, the elements of its honor culture were cooked in the 

crucible of the Coal Wars (1909–1925). In the great strikes that convulsed the Island, 

the miners of Cape Breton grafted the ideology of Marx onto the traditions of the 



 
 

 189 

feud. As this editorial from a 1922 edition of the Maritime Labor Herald suggests, 

the militant hybrid it birthed owes its inspiration as much to the Battle of Culloden 

(1745) as it does to the Russian Revolution (1917):  

The miners of Cape Breton are not slave-spirited. They come from 
fighting Scotch ancestors, where the clan spirit was strong, where the 
burnt cross dipped in blood was carried by the runner and roused the 
clansman to the fray.151  
 

The enemy would change throughout the twentieth century: first there was BESCO 

(1920), then DOSCO (1928), then there was Hawker Siddeley (1957), and, finally, 

DEVCO (1967). The narrative remained the same. Songwriter Kenzie MacNeil ex-

presses the themes of oppression and resistance brilliantly in his cri de coeur, “The 

Island”: 

And the sweat on the back is no joy to behold, 
In the heat of the steel plant or mining the coal; 
And the foreign-owned companies force us to fight, 
For our survival and for our rights.152  
 

Never mind that the miners and steel workers were employees of munificent Crown 

corporations when The Steel City Players debuted the anthem in 1977 — now as 

then, the enemy is always the enemy. Whether he is a robber baron from Boston or 

a “bigwig” from Halifax, he is to be resisted at every turn.  

Defiance, the virtue of a subjugated people, is the font of Cape Breton honor. 

In the final verse of “The Island,” MacNeil digs deep on life under heel. In basso 

profundo he sings:  

Oh, and the companies come and the companies go, 
And the way of the world we may never know.153 
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Cape Bretoners, the song goes, are at the mercy of vulture capitalists whose schemes 

are beyond their ken. They are exiles, “drawn to the cities of America”: 

We’ll follow the footsteps of those on their way, 
And still ask for the right to leave or to stay.154 

 
Who asks for “the right to leave or to stay”? An honorable man seizes the right. 

There is an air of defeat, a “slave-spirited” quality about this couplet. Among the 

Berbers, when a superior challenges a subordinate, honor asks “nothing from the 

offended person except that he agrees to play the game.”155 According to Bourdieu: 

To draw back from the challenge is the only blamable attitude. At the 
same time, the offended person need not triumph over the offender in 
order to be rehabilitated in the eyes of public opinion. A defeated per-
son who has done his duty is not blamed; indeed, although he is de-
feated according to the laws of combat, he is the victor according to 
the laws of honor.156  
 

But could a people “as proud as there’s been” ever admit that their opponent (skulk-

ing in Purdy’s Wharf or Province House) has bested them? To cry no más is to con-

cede that you’ve been KO’d fair and square. This is antithetical to Island tradition. 

Cape Breton has fought “Kid Strike and Kid Hard Times and Old Kid Every-

thing.”157 The battered prizefighter, it stands for the count.  

Honor groups define themselves in opposition to each other. Social psy-

chologists describe this phenomenon as “outgroup homogeneity bias”; x critical the-

orists call it “othering.” I am content to stick with old-fashioned stereotyping and 

self-mythologizing as my analytical reference points. Regardless, over the last centu-

                                                        
x The view shared by members of one’s in-group that they are diverse in characteristics 
while members of other outgroups are indistinguishable in characteristics. This delusion, 
which appears to be hardwired in the mind, is the source of tribalism. See, for instance, Bri-
an Mullen and Li-Tze Hu (1989), “Perceptions of Ingroup and Outgroup Variability: A 
Meta-Analytic Integration,” Basic and Applied Social Psychology No.10 (1989), 3: 233–252.  
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ry Cape Bretoners have created their own mythos. Its origin story is the arrival on 

its shores of tillers, fishers, and shovellers: 

Oh, and we come from the countries all over the world, 
To hack at the forest, to plough the land down; 
Fisherman, farmers and sailors all come, 
To clear for the future this pioneer ground.158  
 

Capers toil; such is their lot. The ideal hacker and ploughman is the collier, the Job-

like “working man” who, in Rita MacNeil’s dirge, “go[es] down underground.”159 

The descent is hellish and will likely be the death of him. But he will live on, if only 

in music. The working man attains his apotheosis in Leon Dubinsky’s hymn, “We 

Rise Again”:  

We rise again, 
In the faces of our children, 
We rise again, 
In the voices of our song, 
We rise again, 
In the waves out on the ocean, 
And then, we rise again.160  

 

Myths have limits. In a Gethsemane moment, the cherubic Aselin Debison raised 

her voice and brought low a crowd of 4,000 with her rendition of “The Island.” It 

was a divine supplication that the gods did not deign to answer. Nor did they heed 

the words of Edna Budden, the rally’s co-organizer. “Cape Bretoners are proud, 

hardworking people,” she assured the assembled faithful and the mandarins in Ot-

tawa. “We are not looking for a handout. We are looking for a hand up.”161 She 

thundered, “I ask the families of Cape Breton to remember this: by yourself you can 
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move a stone, together we can move a mountain.”162 Budden was no Moses. A year 

after the Bay Plex rally, Prince Mine closed.  

Cape Bretoners are as capable as any group of mouthing their folksongs. As 

people are wont to do, they uphold the honor ethic more often in the breach of it. 

This is not to say that the Island’s anthems don’t have incantatory power or that the 

word Halifax isn’t a shibboleth that evokes feelings of anger, when local unem-

ployment or poverty are discussed. We should take our stereotypes with a pinch of 

salt, but we should chew on them. Granted, the folk no longer march down Com-

mercial Street wearing kilts and playing bagpipes, and the Gaelic language is on life 

support. Which is to say, the history of Cape Breton is more than outtakes from 

Braveheart (1995). Still, I am skeptical of claims that a united creole society emerged 

on the Island after World War II.163 As David Frank has shown, the base population, 

which has changed little in ninety-plus years, is Scottish: 

In 1921 the resident of the mining community was most likely to be 
Scottish and Catholic. In the six principal settlements there were 
16,471 residents of Scottish origin, 44.78 percent of the total popula-
tion. In none of the towns was the proportion of Scottish people less 
than 41 percent and in some it was greater than 50 percent.164  
 

In other words, the pudding that the ethnic minorities of the area were mixed into 

still tastes like haggis. As for labor’s wars, they are no longer lethal: the Whitney 

Pier riot (1923) and the battle of Waterford Lake (1925) are vague community mem-

ories.165 Still, even as lore they have the power to inspire. In 1997, supporters of the 

Cape Breton Island Building and Construction Trades Council torched a seniors’ 

high-rise to protest the employment of scab labor.166 In 2002, in the midst of a li-
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censing dispute, clam fishers blockaded Glace Bay harbor.167 As recently as 2013, 

plumbers and pipe fitters occupied the Sydney River bridge, the refurbishment of 

which had been contracted to out-of-province workers.168 The strikers of postindus-

trial Cape Breton are paper tigers compared to the labor lions of the twenties, but 

they hail from the same lineage.  

 

*** 

 

It’s a question of the gaze: how does my rival see me? How do I see myself? Status 

seeking, which is what honor’s game is, is a nonstop staring match. The resultant 

paranoia invariably blurs the contestants’ gaze. The sclerosis of the Island/mainland 

rivalry is on full display in “The Barbarian.”169 The song, another Kenzie MacNeil 

classic, is a two-parter: first it etches the mainland gaze in acid, then it offers a ri-

poste. A foot-stomping chorus opens “The Barbarian” with a salvo: Cape Bretoners 

are “hairy and scary”170 monsters. Drunken louts sums up the view from Citadel 

Hill: 

Well drinkin’ and fightin’ is all that I do. 
And I don’t belong to a club or clique. 
And I’ll lift no finger to work each day, 
Except to pick my nose in public.171 

 
Murderous rage fits the bill as well: 
 

Well the Mounted Police they give me no peace, 
Whenever I get in the law’s way. 
Cause I’m down from the hill and I’m ready to kill  
Anyone crossing the Causeway.172 
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Contempt cuts both ways. Cape Bretoners view mainlanders — especially the deni-

zens of Mordor, Halifax — as bandits who steal the fruits of their labor: 

But how much tax goes to Halifax 
And how much of it comes back? 
And how much coal and how much steel 
Left on the westbound train track?173 

 
As we have seen in “Local Fascist Gangsters,” greed is the primal sin of out-

siders. What distinguishes the mainlander is his disdain. For him a Cape Bretoner is 

no better than the downstairs help: 

Call a man a barbarian, 
Tell him he needs to have culture. 
Then make him your own beast of burden, 
And claim the spoils of the vulture.174 
 

Vultures and barbarians, picking over the carcass of dead industry — that is Gothic. 

Ironically, Cape Bretoners have appropriated the designation “barbarian,” reclaim-

ing the epithet as a badge of honor.175 Other oppressed groups have done the same. 

African-Americans use the N-word with each other as a term of endearment. Gays 

and lesbians have made the word “queer” a symbol of defiance and a mark of dis-

tinction. “I’m a Cape Breton barbarian,” the pub crowd chants. Which is to say, 

“I’m a hick and proud of it. So, there! Deal with it.” I wonder, though, how much 

wounded pride lies beneath the bravado? 

You could argue that I’m making too much out of one folk song, and you 

would have a point. That said, as recently as 1999, Jane Purves ran a Close a Steel 

Plant/Open a Hospital Bed election campaign in South End Halifax that vaulted her 

into the legislature. This is not to mention the landslide victories that John Morgan 
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ran up in 2004 and 2008 on platforms whose main plank was to brawl with Halifax 

over transfer payments. The bitterness with which Gothic Cape Bretoners view the 

mainland helps explain life on the sly for the area’s prominent citizens. Ian, for in-

stance, is twitchy because he is bicultural: he was born and raised near the pithead 

but his cultural formation took place off Island. Has he betrayed the blue-collar 

egalitarianism of mining culture for the bourgeois individualism of the mainland? Is 

he a Caper pure laine? For all the common man knows, Ian the humble parishioner 

is a turncoat. Wealth, associated as it is with greed, is a mainland vice; poverty, main-

ly the humble Roman Catholic sort, is an Island virtue.xi Displays of urbanity are 

affronts to honor, reminders of the riches that have “left on the westbound train 

track.”176 Irving Schwartz acquired “the ways of the world,”177 but it was his artless 

customers who footed the bill for his grand tour. The Camry and the bungalow — 

they were tokens of respect for the working class. The prominent citizen is trapped 

between rival honor groups: the bigwigs from the mainland and the common men 

from CB. True, he occasionally flashes his X ring, but only when he’s wearing a 

sweater vest. As for that swanky home of his, he built it on the Mira, not in town. 

Yes, he’s gentry, but his parents aren’t. The least he can do is be discrete with his 

cash. 

 

*** 

 
                                                        
xi The Church’s exaltation of the working poor, which dates to Leo XIII’s encyclical Rerum 
Novarum (1891), provided the theological framework of the Antigonish Movement. It in-
forms Catholic social-justice teaching to this day. 
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When David Dingwall said, “He who has the gold makes the rules,” he was only cit-

ing custom. In 1923 Dawn Fraser sized up the fight in his ballad, “The Case of Jim 

McLachlan”: 

I have said that the world was ruled by gold, 
And it was for it that goods were sold — 
Food and clothing and everything 
Was bought for gold, and gold was king; 
So the workers were given a little. Why? 
If they didn’t have food of course they’d die; 
And if the working class was dead, 
How would the capitalist class be fed?178  
 

In honor cultures, the safeguard for material and symbolic resources (i.e., “gold”) is 

might, not right. Since there is no disinterested third party to validate claims and ti-

tles, only force can keep one man from stealing another man’s property. Hence, the 

raison d’être of the common man is to crack the bigwig’s safe and to abscond with a 

few shiny bricks. Looting and burning the “pluck me” stores (1925) is a textbook 

example of Marxist revolt and of raiding the enemy’s flock.179 

Even when the coal miners became the coal masters — when chieftains 

MacEachen and Dingwall wielded power in Ottawa — the raiding parties back 

home continued to plunder. Miners stole so many pairs of vice grips, the joke goes, 

that housewives used to use them for clothespins.180 Wayne, who drove for Atomic 

Energy, remembers the halcyon days of robbery at the heavy-water plant. “I’d be 

going out with a tractor load [of contraband] every day,” he tells me.181 “I don’t 

think anybody who worked for AECL went to Canadian Tire, ever. If you wanted 

a piece of stainless pipe or something,” machinists would make it for you with com-

pany parts on company time. At close of business, “You’d fit it in a lunch can or 
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hide it up your arm or down your pants leg” 182 and head out the front gate. The se-

curity guards (an acquiescent lot) looked the other way. If you wanted to steal a big 

piece of equipment, you’d hide it “at the end of the fence where the water was or 

put it up there over the fence in the parking lot.”183 Come nightfall you’d return in a 

truck and cart away the goods. “That’s just the way it is with government,”184 

Wayne assures me. 

Thievery is a time-honored tradition, a Gothic folkway. Forage peacefully 

when you can, feed predatorily when you must. The only shame comes from being 

“too lazy to steal,” which is how many seniors view IA recipients. Their resentment 

toward the welfare class stems from a lost sense of superiority. Once, seniors were 

higher in the pecking order. Now, thanks to fixed incomes, they are mostly on the 

same level. To their chagrin, their out-group has become their peer group. The 

common man holds pride of place in myth, but he is a dinosaur. If you want to see 

him in his natural habitat, you must take your grandchildren to the Miners’ Muse-

um. Even in his heyday, the common man was marked with the brand, barbarian. 

Titans like Allan J. and J.B. Tompkins understood the tetchiness this bred in him. 

Though of higher status, they paid him more than ritual respect. “Honor,” they un-

derstood, “cannot be exclusively hierarchic because it confers identity through 

membership in a group. To be excluded from the group is to be dishonored entirely, 

and for that reason it is often said that honor does not admit of degree.”185 All 

clansmen, high and low, are brothers. The great chieftains — MacEachen and 
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Tompkins — were secure enough in their status that they could afford to relinquish 

its trappings.  

In the dramaturgy of honor, it is Lisa Reid’s friends and the graduation par-

tygoers who must sweat the spectacle, because they are vying for precedence. Wav-

ing a twenty-dollar bill or dressing your daughter in a wallet-busting prom dress is 

the provocative display of a status symbol. Since we are speaking of honor rites, we 

should turn again to Alexander Welsh. Although he hedges in this case, he makes a 

vital point: 

It may well be that honor is of most concern to the young, who are 
discovering an identity, and to the old, who are concerned with pre-
serving theirs. The middle-aged are often more devoted to profit, ma-
terial well-being, or the support of the families (motives sometimes 
scoffed at by persons of honor).186  
 

If sport is the ritualization of warfare187 and warfare is the arena in which honor is 

forged, then Cape Bretoners have trained young warriors on the rugby pitch, in 

boxing rings, on hockey rinks, and on baseball diamonds for a century.188 It is a 

measure of Island pugilism (and poverty) that historically it has had an outsized 

presence in the armed forces.189 As chieftain, David Dingwall was middling. He pro-

vided “assistance when it [was] needed.”190 For this he was rewarded with “service 

when it [was] required”;191 namely, votes. His undoing was his gracelessness.xii He 

failed to see that while “it is possible, even healthy, to respect one’s superiors,” it is 

equally necessary “for [superiors] to respect their inferiors.” Respect inspires defer-

ence and something more valuable even than gold: loyalty. Like an early Roman 
                                                        
xii John MacEachern praises Allan J. MacEachen for his “charm and guile,” two qualities he 
believes David Dingwall is sorely lacking. John MacEachern (March 29, 2014), telephone 
interview. 
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king whose head is lopped off when the harvest fails, the king of the Maritimes was 

sent packing when manna from Ottawa ceased to flow.192  
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Photographs 

 
Photo 18: The Canso Causeway, winter crossing (2010).  
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Photo 19: Glace Bay Heavy Water Plant under construction (1968).  
Photo courtesy of the Beaton Institute.  
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Photo 20: The placards on the telephone poles, leading into Glace Bay, spell out L-
O-V-E (2013). This is thought to have been a tribute to Sergeant Jimmy MacNeil, 
who was killed by an IED in Afghanistan in 2010. 
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Photo 21: South Street Beach, Glace Bay (January, 2012).  
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7 

Monster  

 

I’ll trade you ten of your cities for Marion Bridge 

And the pleasure it brings 

— Allister MacGillivray, “Song for the Mira”1 
 

 

AS HE’S FILLING THE HOCKEY BAG with dead weight, Tom Barrett has a 

brain wave. “Do you want to have a look at her?”2 he asks Rambo, alias for Robert 

Edwin Matheson. Matheson, who as Barrett’s building superintendent and drug 

dealer is used to such ravings, is nonetheless repelled by the offer to view Laura Jes-

some’s corpse.  

“I don’t want to see nobody dead,” he balks. “No. No. That’s all right.”3  

Unfazed by Matheson’s ingratitude, Barrett resumes his work. He finishes 

stuffing the bag with stones, stones he’s pulled from the rock wall of Matheson’s 

home. Now it’s time to move the body from the trunk of the car, Matheson’s car. 

(Tom Barrett is a mooch, among other things.) There’s a problem, though. Barrett 

“broke [his] back”4 a few weeks before, when, high as a kite, he fell asleep behind 

the wheel of Matheson’s truck and crashed it.5 He’s going to need his help to dump 

Jessome’s remains into the river. A bodybuilder, Matheson could easily handle the 

weight, but he has no intention of assisting Barrett. 

“Help me,” pleads Barrett.6 
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 “No,” says Matheson.i 

 “I can’t lift it [the hockey bag],” yelps Barrett. 

“You lifted it into the car,” grunts Matheson. “You can lift it out of the car.” 

 “It’s my back,” moans Barrett.  

 “I don’t give a fuck about your back,” snaps Matheson. “This is not my do-

ings here.” 

“Not my doings” — with these words, uttered on Marion Bridge in the mid-

dle of the night in the chill of May, Robert Matheson puts his foot down. Tom Bar-

rett may be the most dangerous man alive in Cape Breton, but the dead have the 

power to haunt. Matheson won’t touch Laura Jessome’s tiny broken body. In fact, 

he won’t even whisper her name. The sudden onset of necrophobia affects him more 

than his “paranoia” about what Barrett “might do to [him].”7 Rambo has his limits. 

Tom Barrett will have to go it alone, and he does. He hauls the hockey bag across 

the bridge and heaves Laura Jessome into the Mira.  

 

Tom Barrett watched by himself as Laura Jessome plunged into the Mira (2012). He 

was alone, as he should have been. A monster may be sympathetic, as is Mary Shel-

ley’s forlorn creature, or he may be exotic, as is Bram Stoker’s Carpathian aristocrat, 

but he is always solitary.ii Satan may have his minions and Manson may have his 

“family,”8 but they exist to do their masters’ bidding, nothing more. Monsters are 

prodigies of darkness, soloists performing bloody arias; their accompanists are hacks 

                                                        
i The dialogue in this vignette comes directly from Robert Matheson’s confession to police. 
ii Mary Shelley, Frankenstein (1818), and Bram Stoker, Dracula (1897). 
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who saw away in the orchestra pit. According to one such hack, John Wayne 

Hynes, the confessed bagman in the Brett MacKinnon murder (2006), Barrett killed 

MacKinnon while he, Hynes, was out getting “more baking soda [for the two of 

them] to cook some more crack.”9 Barrett had been on a Natural Born Killers10 

(1994) high for days before he murdered MacKinnon. He left her body to rot in his 

upstairs bedroom; that is, until the stench of her remains and the fear that his DIY 

home-alarm system might fail during a police raid got the better of him.11  

The way Hynes tells it, Barrett dragooned him into lifting a rolled-up carpet 

containing MacKinnon’s body into the trunk of Shawn Chislett’siii Chevy Corsica 

for disposal.12 Unhappy with Hynes’s driving skills — he thought Hynes was “all 

over the road”13 — Barrett took the wheel. (To be fair to Hynes, his unhinged copi-

lot was brandishing a gun.) When they arrived at the burial site, near Cameron 

Bowl, Barrett and Hynes lugged the body into the woods.iv Satisfied that “no one 

would find [the corpse], and, if they did, it wouldn’t be for a long time,”14 Barrett 

dismissed Hynes, who returned to the car and waited. Tom Barrett was alone with 

Brett MacKinnon. How did he spend the moment? By basking in the “adrenaline 

rush”15 he felt when he strangled MacKinnon? 

 

*** 

 

                                                        
iii Chislett is a second stringer on the deep bench of New Aberdeen’s squad of cocaine deal-
ers. 
iv MacKinnon’s remains were found near the garbage dump in No.11, Glace Bay. Whether 
Barrett himself moved her body there from the baseball field, a distance of 1.5 kilometers, is 
a mystery.  
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The first time Captain High Liner laid eyes on Tom Barrett, Barrett was fixing to 

kill a man.v “There was a guy on [a] roof patching a hole,”16 a carpenter, the Captain 

tells me. Out of nowhere a truck pulls up. In it was Barrett. High Liner, who looks 

like fantasy novelist George R.R. Martin, gestures past the steeple of St. John’s 

Church. He coughs and continues: 

Tom jumped out of the truck with a hammer in his hand, running 
through the yard. And the guy up on the roof scuttled down and ran 
through the field. Tom ran after him with the hammer. The guy got 
away. Apparently, it was all over the fact that the guy owed him forty 
dollars — forty lousy bucks.17 

 
The visual is seared into the Captain’s memory: 

You could just see the rage in his [Tom Barrett’s] face. His face was 
red. His eyes were, like, wide open. My God! If he had’ve got the guy, 
I’m sure he would’ve pummeled him to death.18 
 

High Liner believes that Tom Barrett was “on a toot, ran out of money, and said, 

‘Oh, that fucker owes me forty bucks! I’m going to collect.’”19 He’s a “serious”20 

crack addict, Barrett. The Captain remembers seeing him lock himself “in the house 

for days, smoking, smoking, smoking, smoking.”21 So is it cocaine that turned Tom 

Barrett into a monster? High Liner doesn’t buy the drugs-made-me-do-it excuse. 

“You can’t just blame the drugs,” he maintains. “A lot of people do drugs, but they 

don’t kill people.”22 “Barrett is a fucking psychopath! He’s crazy — a scary, scary, 

scary person.”23 High Liner is simpering. “When we were kids,” he says, “you might 

do a little mescaline, a little acid. But I don’t remember anybody doing crack. A few 

lines of coke here and there, but acid was the thing.”24 “Now it’s the crack, eh. They 

                                                        
v Captain High Liner and, later, Jezebel the Nun are composite characters created to safe-
guard the privacy of my sources. 
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go crazy on that shit. It turns them into little monsters.”25  

What is a monster? Gothicists often cite poet and aphorist Alexander Pope’s 

(1688–1744) definition of the term in their analyses. “Vice,” writes Pope in his Essay 

on Man (1734):  

 … is a monster of so frightful mien 
As to be hated needs but to be seen[.]26 
 

A monster, then, is the embodiment of vice. For Pope and other Georgian era 

(1714–1830) aesthetes, “the word ‘monster’ signified ugliness, irrationality, and un-

naturalness.”27 How a man becomes a monster — how Dr. Jekyll metamorphoses 

into Mr. Hyde — is the larger question with which Gothicists grapple. The answer 

they give usually entails a discussion of atavism, or “the recurrence … of certain 

‘primitive’ traits, physical or psychological, which presumably match those of an 

ancestral form.”28 Henry Jekyll, for instance, is on intimate terms with his inner 

primate, the id. He feels it tugging at the hem of his good breading, the ego: 

I learned to recognize the thorough and primitive duality of man; I 
saw that, of the two natures that contended in the field of my con-
sciousness, even if I could rightly be said to be either, it was only be-
cause I was radically both.29  
 

Jekyll is a Gothic villain, a romantic figure. He is one of the “outcasts and rebels” 

who, in the words of Fred Botting, are “condemned to roam the borders of social 

worlds, bearers of a dark truth or horrible knowledge.”30 Gothic villains are Prome-

thean figures, men who play dice with Fate and lose. They are grand in the Nie-

tzschean sense — they accept madness as the price of freedom.  

Was Tom Barrett ever so free? Coming from a family of relatively affluent 
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lobstermen and having a “very good relationship with his parents”31 did not stop 

him from amassing a lengthy juvenile criminal record.32 And this was before he and 

Lowell Campbell shot up Rita’s Kwik Way in River Ryan (May, 1996), an armed 

robbery that netted the twenty-one-year-old Barrett ten years in the federal peniten-

tiary.33 He had had “problems with alcohol,” Barrett admitted in court, “but [he] 

stopped drinking and alcohol [was] no longer a problem.”34 There’s truth to this. By 

the time he had done his time, cocaine, not alcohol, was Tom Barrett’s drug of 

choice. He now owned a fishing boat of his own whose proceeds subsidized his 

drug habit, and he employed a crew that included the notorious drug dealer Donnie 

Seymour.vi  

 

*** 

 

Literary critic Robert Mighall contends that history and the Gothic are conjoined 

twins. According to him, “The Gothic is a process, not an essence; a rhetoric rather 

than a store of universal symbols; an attitude to the past and the present, not a free-

floating fantasy world. Epochs, institutions, places, and people are Gothicized, have 

                                                        
vi During the nineties, the Seymour brothers of New Aberdeen — Kenny, Earl, and Donnie 
— ran Eastside Vancouver’s most lucrative crack cocaine ring. Their reign lasted until 2001, 
when Donnie and Kenny were convicted in the beating death of Michael Bath. Earl was 
gunned down in Victory Square, Vancouver, in 2008. The rise and fall of the Seymour 
brothers merits a dissertation of its own, if not cinematic treatment by the Coen brothers. 
See “Big Crack Ring, a Family Affair Court Told,” Rave News, 
http://www.rave.ca/sp/news_info/144461/all/, June 12, 2001(accessed January 20, 2016), 
and “Police Link Victim to Cocaine Ring,” Canada.Com, February 17, 2008,  
http://www.canada.com/story.html?id=9ab2cabf-30d1-4141-8d90-310fc29d339a (accessed 
January 20, 2016). 
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the Gothic thrust upon them. That which is Gothicized,” he believes, “depends on 

history and the stories it needs to tell itself.”35 In Mighall’s view, it is human beings 

and tangible things in their environment that are Gothicized. Of course, the terror 

and horror evinced by Gothic art pale in comparison to the banality of evil in every-

day life. The artist who captures fear in representative form cages it, domesticates it 

the way a trainer brings a tiger to heel. In this respect, Gothic art is a petting zoo. 

Watching True Blood or reading Twilight is a safe way for the adult viewer to bandy 

about thorny questions concerning his sexual identity or for the teen reader to 

“hang out” with her rude libido.vii If we need to, we can banish the ghastliest night-

mares from our television set with the click of a remote, and we can slam shut the 

cover of a spine-tingling novel. To really see the “frightful mien” of vice, you must 

gaze into the eyes of mortal man, the criminal and the debauchee — theirs is the 

mask of the monster. The “pale and dwarfish” Edward Hyde or, say, Max Schreck’s 

sallow Nosferartuviii (1922), are toys of the imagination compared to Tom Barrett, a 

monster who stares daggers through and slathers spittle on police.ix  

                                                        
vii True Blood is the camp-vamp television series that ran on HBO from 2008 to 2014. 
Tween sensations during the late-aughts, Stephanie Meyer’s Twilight novels and films 
chronicle the travails of Bella Swan and her vampire paramour, Edward Cullen. Victoria 
Nelson deftly places in context the recent bubble-gumming of the Gothic in her mono-
graph, Gothicka: Vampire Heroes, Human Gods, and the New Supernatural (Cambridge 
Mass: Harvard University Press, 2012). 
viii  Nosferartu: A Symphony of Horror, dir. F.W. Morneau (1922; Jofa-Atelier Berlin-
Johannisthal, Berlin). 
ix “Halifax police allege that Barrett tried to damage video-surveillance equipment with a 
chair and a computer by dousing it with water, threatening to kill OPP Sgt. Baldo Nuccio 
and spitting on him.” “Police Confident They Have Woman’s Killer,” The Chronicle Her-
ald, February 1, 2013,  
http://thechronicleherald.ca/novascotia/602181-police-confident-they-have-women-s-killer  
(accessed January 20, 2016). 
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The notion that physical deformity is the outward sign of depravity is uni-

versal, as is the reverse, that physical beauty is the mark of virtue.36 The high water-

mark for this construct was the late-nineteenth century, when theorists working in 

the “new” social sciences used then cutting-edge disciplines like phrenology and eu-

genics to identify “criminaloids.” Though his work would be considered quackery 

today, in its time Cesare Lombroso’s (1835–1909) theory of the reo nato, the born 

criminal, was conventional wisdom.37 (In Gothic Cape Breton, the reo nato is sin-

gled out from childhood with appellations such as “Little Jeezer” or “Anti-

Christer.”) We needn’t swig Lombroso’s potion, as Bram Stoker did, to entertain 

the idea that vice and physiognomy are linked. Indeed, it is difficult to look at pho-

tographs of Tom Barrett and company and not to find evidence of disfiguration and 

deformity. Take one of the alleged co-conspirators in the Laura Jessome homicide, 

Augustine “Gussie” Deruelle. According to Jezebel the Nun:  

Gussie [Deruelle] was a really handsome young man until he had a 
horrific motorcycle accident that left his face disfigured. After that he 
wasn’t ever the same. He was put on pain medications because of the 
surgeries and for the pins the doctors put in his face.”38  

 
Jezebel, who is Anne of Green Gables dolled up as a crackhead, pines for the young 

man lost in the wreckage. Gussie “had women chasing after him left, right, and cen-

ter. After the accident,” she laments, “he never came back to the Gussie he was. His 

self-esteem was down, and he would just follow along with these guys [Barrett and 
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Matheson].”39 Deruelle sank into addiction and pill pushing to pay for his addiction. 

He degenerated into a Renfield type, doing the bidding of coal-town vampires.x  

Robert Matheson is another story. From his glistening bald head to his swol-

len chest and biceps — his “guns” — the Rambo you see oiled up on his pool deck is 

a phallus of a man. His body is tattooed like a yakuza’s: SHAWNA, the name of his 

ex, Shawna Wilson, is emblazoned on his right pec; AL CAPONE adorns his lower 

left arm; a playboy bunny sits above his pubis; and a giant cobra covers his back. 

Jezebel informs me that Matheson fuels his muscle growth with steroids, which he 

buys for his own use and sells on the side to gym rats. His musculature, then, is 

“unnatural,” an emblem of vice. Like his winter tan, it’s fake. Even his vehicles are 

overblown: until his arrest in 2012, he drove a canary-colored Humvee.xi Beyond the 

image, what do we know about Robert Matheson? He is the son of the late town 

councillor Sonny Matheson and the nephew of disgraced MLA Reeves Matheson.40 

As such, he is the scion of a family of “prominent citizens,” albeit on the cusp.  

Before his set-to with Tom Barrett on Marion Bridge, the nadir of Mathe-

son’s career was February 21, 2008. On that day, he and several confederates were 

arrested at the Big Stop in Lincoln, New Brunswick. They were caught red-handed 

with 4.5 kilos of marijuana and $16,000 in a bungled handoff with a supplier from 

Quebec.41 For this he got two years in the penitentiary. Illuminating is the correc-

tion Shawna Wilson made to The Daily Gleaner’s Web page report of his arrest. Us-

ing the nom de plume Wife of One, she railed: 
                                                        
x Renfield is an insect-eating lunatic and sycophant of Count Dracula in Bram Stoker’s nov-
el. 
xi Matheson must have missed Irving Schwartz’s memo on tactful displays of wealth. 
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just to set the record straight...troy matheson is not roberts broth-
er..he is his cousin..and the reason he was found not guilty was be-
cause he ratted on them all.42  
 

According to her, Troy Matheson, who was scooped up with Rambo, traded family 

loyalty for prosecutorial immunity. When an online reader objected to her use of 

the word rat, Wilson fired back: 

RATTING is the perfect word...because if u are dirty enough to give 
information then u should be called something dirty..and how much 
dirter can u get but a rat[?]43 
 

Good question. If there is to be honor among thieves, snitching ought to be verbo-

ten. 

 

Just beneath his throat, near his clavicle, Robert Matheson has the letters O-M-E-R-

T-A tattooed in cursive.44 The message is clear: do not snitch on your criminal asso-

ciates to the police. Did Matheson have cousin Troy in mind when he had himself 

inked thus? Whether or not Troy Matheson ratted out his cousin, a scan of the Web 

will tell you that Rambo was up to his knees in vermin. For instance, it is “common 

knowledge” that Robert Matheson’s gofer, a thug named Puppy Breath, is a paid 

police informant.45 Jezebel the Nun says he is a tire slasher too, who beats up delin-

quent junkies. Puppy Breath “never worked an honest day in his life,” she asserts.46 

Rumor has it, Puppy Breath ratted out Harold Caines to the police for selling illegal 

cigarettes. Caines, a washed-up welterweight, took to Facebook to expose Puppy 

Breath, in turn. The war of words escalated until Robert Matheson and Puppy 

Breath decided to end it with bullets, or so says Caines. Late on November 9, 2009, 
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someone fired three shots through Harold Caines’ front window. “One of the shots 

went through the living room wall,” he told the Post, “ricocheted off the wall in my 

son’s room and fell on the floor.”47 As Sharon Montgomery-Dupe reported: “Caines 

claims he’s been tipping off police about criminal activity in the area but is turned 

away because he has a criminal record.”48 No one trusts a rat. “Even though I am a 

criminal,” Caines professed, “I have good qualities too.” No doubt. “But because I 

am known as a criminal, the police feel I am no better than the other criminals and 

will not listen to me.”49 Also true.  

Rats aren’t to be trusted, but they have their uses. As early as January 2009, 

Tom Barrett was the prime suspect in the murder of Brett MacKinnon. Yet the po-

lice could not apprehend him, in part because potential witnesses were terrified of 

reprisals. As one investigator told me, “Tom Barrett is a stone-cold killer. If he says 

he’s gonna kill ya, he’s gonna kill ya.”50 It was only after he was arrested (June 2012) 

for the rape and attempted murder of a third woman that the caged birds sang. The 

police swooped in on Matheson, Deruelle, and Hynes, threatened them with hard 

time, and pleaded them down in exchange for their testimony against Barrett — a 

classic Law & Order maneuver. For all his bluster about omertà, Rambo ratted out 

Tom Barrett. Does this mean there is no honor among thieves? Not necessarily. 

Tom Barrett might have been an associate of Matheson’s, but he wasn’t immediate 

family or clan. What’s more, Robert Matheson is fabled for his ruthless self-interest. 

If legend is true, he had the Seymours’ bid to reclaim their drug turf snuffed out 

mercenarily.51 On December 30, 2005, another one of his gofers, Nelson MacPhee, 
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gunned down Kenny and Donnie Seymour in their East Street home while Coach’s 

Corner droned on the TV.52 Kenny died within minutes; Donnie languished for 

years. Donnie Seymour wasted away until Christmastime 2012. He hobbled with a 

cane, peddled coke, and plotted his revenge as shrapnel consumed his liver.53 When 

he died, his “organs were jelly.”54  

 

*** 

 

Robert Matheson was released from prison for his part in disposing the remains of 

Laura Jessome in March 2015. He was living in Dominion, last tell. “Rob’s on wel-

fare,” his enemies gloated. Jezebel, though, is certain he’ll be back on top soon. 

“He’ll call in a few favors,” she says, her sandpaper voice crackling. “He’s all buff 

from being locked up and lifting weights all day. He’s at the gym now, selling ster-

oids.”55 Or he’s polishing his dome. I ask the Nun whether she believes Robert 

Matheson is evil. “Yes!” she shakes. “Rob pounded the piss out of Shawna Wilson 

on a regular basis. I seen [sic] her with black eyes myself.”56 But is he a monster? 

“Well,” Jezebel pauses to consider, “he’s not a killer.”57 This is what separates Ram-

bo from Barrett in her eyes: murder. Tom Barrett’s fate before the court has yet to 

be decided, so from a legal perspective he deserves the presumption of innocence.xii 

                                                        
xii “Monster” was drafted in the spring of 2015, so its material is dated. Tom Barrett was 
found guilty of the murder of Brett MacKinnon in March 2016. CBC News Nova Scotia, 
Thomas Barrett guilty of murdering Brett MacKinnon, 
http://www.cbc.ca/news/canada/nova-scotia/tom-barrett-verdict-murder-brett-
mackinnon-1.3497899 (accessed May 28, 2016). He is scheduled to be tried for the murder 
of Laura Jessome in the autumn of 2016. 
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In the court of public opinion, however, he has already been convicted and sen-

tenced — to death. In fact, his fellow inmates tried to execute him in 2014. To cele-

brate the summer solstice, five inmates in the Burnside lockup jumped him, stabbing 

him forty times.58 They were, I suppose, honor bound to do so: the power imbalance 

between Barrett, a burly man, a hardened criminal, and his victims, waif-like girls, 

was an affront to their sense of justice. Also, taking out a convict as notorious as 

Barrett would cement their reputation for toughness among their peers in the prison 

population. What Barrett’s assailants didn’t bargain on was his preternatural resili-

ence. Rushed to the Victoria General Hospital and put into an induced coma, Tom 

Barrett survived what should have been lethal wounds. The devil takes care of his 

own. 
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Photographs 

 

Photo 22: Tom Barrett in custody (ca 2015).  
Source: CBC Nova Scotia. 
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Photo 23: Robert Edwin Matheson, alias Rambo, poolside (ca 2010).  
Source: Frank Magazine. 
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Photo 24: Gussie Deruelle: mugshot (2012).  
Source: Cape Breton Post. 

 
 

  



 
 

 227 

 
 

Photo 25: Glace Bay Regional Police search for the remains of Brett MacKinnon 
(2008). Source: Cape Breton Post.
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8 

Ghost 

 

“Had Goodman Brown fallen asleep in the forest and only dreamed a wild dream of 
a witch-meeting?”1 

— Nathaniel Hawthorne, Young Goodman Brown (1835) 

 

GHOSTS, AS ANTHROPOLOGIST Owen Davies defines them, are “the mani-

festation of the souls of the dead before the living.”2 Davies, whose monograph The 

Haunted spans 500 years of British social history, notes that during the Early Mod-

ern era (1500–1750), “souls were often also described as spirits,” whose numbers in-

cluded “fairies, devils, and angels.”3 For my purposes, I include vivid memories of 

the deceased as a type of ghostly apparition. Ghosts, remarks Davies, are specters, 

stranded “on the border of two defined states of existence”4 — life and death. The 

archetypal ghost is, like Hamlet’s father, a “perturbed spirit.”5 He is a “restless 

sleeper,” as Julia Briggs describes him in her study of the Victorian ghost story, 

Night Visitors:  

If a ghost walks, it is because its owner has not been buried with due 
ceremony, because he has to atone for some great sin, or perhaps to 
warn, or provide information concealed during life — the existence of 
a second will or buried treasure, for instance. The dead seldom return 
merely to reassure fond relatives that they are not lost but gone be-
fore, or to dictate their latest symphony. Thus the behavior of the tra-
ditional ghost resembles that of a restless sleeper whose bed is uncom-
fortable or who is troubled by guilt or an unfulfilled obligation.6  
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Literary historian Michael Newton observes that the “essential structure of the 

ghost story, from the 1840s onward, can be read as the account of an intrusion into a 

space.”7 Such intrusions bring “the unassimilable, the fact of death, abruptly into 

view.”8 The ghost crisscrosses the spirit and material worlds, returning over and 

over to caution, threaten, chide, and even to touch the living. “[It] is through the 

sense of touch that the worst form of haunting comes,”9 insisted novelist Dorothy 

Scarborough (1878-1935). “Seeing a supernatural visitant is terrible, hearing him is 

direful, smelling him is loathsome, but having him touch you is the climax of hor-

ror.”10 Of course, if there is no such thing as ghosts, then Scarborough’s conjecture 

is so much idle chatter. 

“No man who doesn’t believe in a ghost ever sees one,” quipped George 

Bernard Shaw (1856-1950).11 The reverse is also true: no one who has seen a ghost 

remains a skeptic. It is futile for the doubter and the believer to discuss the subject. 

The experience of the numinous or the paranormal is ineffable. To see a ghost or to 

witness, as I have, a forerunner is an occurrence that does not square with reason. 

What Saul saw on the road to Damascus was a divine light; what his traveling com-

panion saw was a lunatic raving at the heat waves arising from the sand — they were 

both right. A similar incongruity of perception occurs when forensic experts and 

supporters of the Miller family view photos of the deceased Clayton Miller, lying on 

a gurney in the New Waterford Consolidated Hospital. What Dr. John Stevens, the 

attending physician at the hospital, saw when he examined Clayton Miller’s body 

was a “normal” skull and “no fractures and no gross bruising evident on the 
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body.”12 Dr. Joseph Roach, the town coroner, also examined the body on May 6, 

1990. “He noted no serious injuries, broken bones, major abrasions, or major lacera-

tions.”13 Foul play was ruled out. This is not what devotees of justice for Clayton 

Miller see when they log on to the eponymous Facebook page, which has more 

“likes” than New Waterford has citizens.14 What they see is a battered body: bruised 

eyes, a split upper lip, an ear gashed.15 They see a right arm twisted above the ear, a 

left arm bent behind the back, and a head swiveled to the left, telltale signs of death 

by choke hold. What’s more, they see that Clayton’s stomach, face, and sweater are 

covered in coal patch, a tar-like substance not found in the brook where his body 

was discovered but in a municipal shed nearby, a building that the New Waterford 

police (NWP) had access to, the place where, they believe, police hid his corpse.16  

 

*** 

 

In a trenchant report issued in April 2015, Nova Scotia’s chief medical examiner 

(ME), Dr. Matthew Bowes, slammed shut the Clayton Miller case. In keeping with 

consensus, he endorsed past findings that “the deceased [had] neither killed himself 

nor been killed.” 17 The gash above his ear that nurse Kathleen Dwyer spotted under 

ultraviolet light was Clayton’s earflap folded over.18 The bruises on his body were 

livor mortis, the pooling of blood postmortem.19 His dislocated elbows and missing 

teeth weren’t signs of violence but of natural decomposition.20 Bowes rebutted every 

one of the Millers’ expert’s claims. Clayton Miller was “so drunk,” he wrote, that 
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“he was ‘almost at the stage of passing out’” when the NWP raided the Nest on May 

4, 1990.21 Like his fellow revelers, Clayton fled when he heard the cry, “Cops!” Un-

like them, he returned to the party spot. He was in search of his cap, which had 

flown off his head in the scramble. He stumbled into the brook and collapsed into 

an icy death slumber. Bowes’s conclusion: “[I]t is most likely that Clayton Miller 

died of hypothermia, with alcohol intoxication as a contributing factor. The manner 

of death is accident. There is no evidence that he was beaten or strangled.”22 If Clay-

ton Miller truthers think the Bowes report or its companion piece, the SiRT (Serious 

Incident Response Team) report (April 2015), is the final wordi on the matter, they 

are mistaken. The thirst of the Millerites (the Miller family’s most avid supporters) 

for justice for Clayton — “J4C,” they call itii — remains unquenchable. Their fervor 

rivals that of a death cult. But, as the saying goes, even paranoids have enemies. Be-

sides, Bowes himself was troubled by the “inadequate investigation of the death sce-

ne.”23 If Briggs’ theory holds true, Clayton Miller’s ghost walks because his burial 

lacked “due ceremony.”  

The death scene was, in fact, an unholy mess, a Gothic memento mori. The 

NWP arrived at the Nest before Gervy and Maureen Miller on May 6, 1990. Ser-

geant Tom Dwyer tended to Clayton while Constable Wayne Crowe called an am-

                                                        
i Clayton Miller: The Final Word was a smallish Facebook group dedicated to debunking the 
wildest conspiracy theories surrounding the teen’s death. It called out the J4C crowd for its 
threats of violence against police. After the furor caused by the Bowes report subsided, the 
group moved on to the discussion of other cold cases. It now goes by the name CB-NS 
Criminal Case Discussion. https://www.facebook.com/groups/555211197954775/ (accessed 
January 26, 2016). 
ii The catchphrase “J4C” has been printed on bumper stickers and emblazoned on sweaters, 
hoodies, and T-shirts that are everywhere in Gothic Cape Breton. The Millerites are skilled 
in marketing and the use of social media. 
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bulance and waited for the Mounties’ identification unit to show. According to 

Dwyer, when the Millers arrived, he “ran up the bank” and tried “to restrain Mr. 

Miller.”iii Gervy Miller was “in a rage” and bulled his way out of Dwyer and neigh-

bor Neil MacNeil’s clutches.24 According to the sergeant, the bereft father:  

slid down the bank with me behind him and ran over and pulled his 
son out of the brook and held him in his arms. I tried to separate him 
and his son and all three of us were rolling around. I then got up and 
put my raincoat on the father and son.25  
 

By then curious onlookers were beginning to mill about. Sergeant Dwyer removed 

the body immediately.  

As Ottawa Citizen reporter Gary Dimmock points out, “The police did not 

cordon off the scene, nor did they take a single photograph of the body before it was 

removed.”26 They stayed a grand total of fifteen minutes, then left with the boy’s 

remains. Dimmock rightly assumes that:  

the preservation of the scene of death and subsequent documentation 
is the foundation of any investigation. Even in cases of suicide, New 
Waterford police are required to document the scene before moving 
the body. It is a standard practice for all police departments.27  
 

The Bowes report claims that the confusion surrounding the cause of death (the first 

autopsy [1990] determined that Clayton Miller dry-drowned; the second [1993] that 

he died of hypothermia) could have been avoided if the coroner, Dr. Ikejiani, had 

properly studied the death scene:  

It was always the duty of the medical examiner to identify the posi-
tion of the mouth and nose with respect to the water. When the medi-
cal examiner failed to demonstrate leadership on this point, no amount 

                                                        
iii ME Michael Bowes, “A Report Concerning the Death of Clayton Miller,” (hereafter, 
Bowes Report) Nova Scotia Medical Examiner’s Office, April 10, 2015, 19. The Millers hot-
ly dispute Dwyer’s testimony. 
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of the police investigation could make up for this fundamental defi-
ciency.28  

 

What was Ikejiani to do? No one summoned him to the death scene. There wasn’t 

one for him to reconnoiter, anyway. When RCMP photographer Corporal Jerry 

Tucker arrived, there was nothing for him to shoot except stills of Clayton’s hat. He 

couldn’t photograph the deceased in the water because the deceased was gone. Ike-

jiani had no visual guide with which to appraise the submersion of Clayton Miller’s 

mouth in the brook. The NWP tainted the investigation the moment they spirited 

away Miller’s remains. In so doing, they were the authors of the scorn heaped upon 

them by many in the community. 

Police procedure was awful throughout the affair. Among their blunders, the 

NWP sent Clayton Miller’s clothing to be dry-cleaned without first taking soil and 

fiber samples from it, and they let months pass before they recorded their notes on 

the investigation.29 They also made the PR blunder of having four of their fourteen 

officers attend the initial autopsy (May 7, 1990). Nothing suggests police interfer-

ence like having 28 percent of the force staring over the pathologist’s shoulder.30 To 

further fan the flames, arsonists torched one of the town ambulances, as well as the 

Corvette owned by NWP Constable Darren Drinovz. To this day, Drinovz’s two 

appearances at the Nest on Saturday, May 5, fuel JFK-type conspiracy theories.31 As 

for the gutted ambulance, the Millers are convinced that Clayton, near death, was in 

it after the raid.32  



 
 

 237 

The author of the SiRT report, Ronald MacDonald, bristles that “in spite of 

all the evidence ... [that] Clayton Miller was not beaten by anyone, comments to the 

contrary have continued over the years from supporters of the theory that Clayton 

Miller was murdered. Media reports have made similar comments. Currently, social 

media is flooded with comparable mentions.”33 Should this surprise him? The 

“compound hearsay” that bedevils MacDonald is but the flow of “common 

knowledge.”34 Gossip is the current that lights up New Waterford. MacDonald can 

be forgiven his ignorance of how cultural capital functions in Gothic Cape Breton, 

but his glossing over the history of NWP violence is another matter. It is well doc-

umented in the notes of Sergeant Ed McNeill, the retired Sydney policeman who 

investigated the town’s force for the Nova Scotia Police Commission (NSPC) in 

1990. The SiRT report touches on McNeill’s work,35 but it makes no mention of the 

many allegations of police brutality he was chasing down in the months after Clay-

ton Miller’s death. McNeill’s investigation puts the hearsay surrounding the case in 

perspective. The SiRT report does a disservice to the historical record by eliding the 

gruesome tales he has to tell.  

 

*** 

 
Victim 1 was afraid. iv Where in New Waterford could he go with a complaint of po-

                                                        
iv The source for this section is the private investigative notes of the late Sergeant Ed Mac-
Neill (hereafter, MacNeill Notes), which were provided to me by the Miller family. I have 
shielded the victims, the doctors who treated them, and the police officers who allegedly 
beat them or otherwise abused their authority by replacing their surnames with numbers. 
Those names are known only by me and my supervisor.  
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lice brutality — to the police? Hardly. It was safer to take it to Ed McNeill. In a 

statement to McNeill, Victim 1 claimed that he was standing in Citizen 1’s yard 

when “[police] drove in and grabbed me right away and started yelling at me and 

telling me I was the [drunk] driver of the car that was parked in Citizen 1’s yard.”36 

Victim 1 denied it. “There were no keys in the ignition,” he said, “and nobody be-

hind the wheel.”37 The arresting officers “slammed me over the hood of the car that 

was in the yard, put handcuffs on me, then they drug [sic] me to a police car and 

fired me on the floor in the back. I wasn’t fully in the car when they slammed the 

door on my foot.”38 They hurried him to the police station. There, they beat him: 

“Officer 1 grabbed me by the throat. At the same time Officer 2 struck me on the 

back of the head three or four times saying, ‘You fucking asshole! I've been waiting 

for you.’”39 Officers 1 and 2 “whacked me off a few walls while taking me into a 

small room.”40 Once inside, Officer 3, who was waiting, “drove his elbow up by the 

side of my neck pinning me up against the wall.”41 The assault intensified: 

Officer 1 then struck me in the face with an open hand. At that time 
Officer 2 hit me also with an open hand in the face and then struck me 
in the chest. Then he put his hand on the upper part of my arm and 
started twisting the skin on my arm.42 

 
Officer 3 made Victim 1 an offer: take the Breathalyzer test or face another beating. 

What about his right to a phone call? He’d get one after he took the Breathalyzer. 

Victim 1 submitted. His testimony does not say whether he passed or failed the test. 

It does say that his sister picked him up from the station and took him to the hospi-

tal, where Doctor 1 treated him.  
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Suffice it to say, the doctors at the New Waterford Consolidated Hospital 

were aware of the NWP’s penchant for rough justice. Two cases of it crop up in Ed 

McNeill’s investigative notes. In the first, Doctor 2 tells McNeill of “two young 

men [who] came in to hospital,”43 likely in July 1990. They were a mess. One of 

them “required twelve sutures to his hand.”44 Later, “the same person [Victim 2] was 

brought back by New Waterford Police as the sutures were torn out. He was more 

intoxicated at this time and abusive to police; they were abusive to him also.”45 Doc-

tor 2 redid his stitches. Afterward, the doctor “heard someone hollering from the 

parking lot, ‘Doctor 2, help me, help me.’”46 He went to the window to see what was 

happening. He “saw the police and Victim 2 against the side of the police car. [So he] 

went downstairs and outside to help.” When he arrived, “the police car drove off 

with the patient in it.”47  

Victim 3’s case is different — the NWP put him in the hospital. The note 

reads: Doctor 3 “attended Victim 3 at the New Waterford Hospital and admitted 

him; his stay was four days.”48 “This fellow is badly crippled.”49 Doctor 3 consid-

ered filing a complaint against the police, but he did “not wish to be seen as interfer-

ing.”50 He phoned Chief Doug Crowe to “voice his displeasure at the treatment Vic-

tim 3 received.”51 A mover and shaker, Doctor 3 got results: the constable (Officer 4) 

who beat the cripple was suspended. A come-from-away, Doctor 2 fared worse with 

authorities. McNeill met with him at his office in December 1990 to discuss Victim 

2’s case. Victim 2, he learned, did “not wish to lay a complaint” because he was 

“afraid the police [would] harass him further.”52 The doctor was worried “both for 
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himself and Victim 2.”53 Apparently, he had had “a visit from a retired member of 

the NWPD, who wanted to know what we [Ed McNeill and his assistant] were do-

ing at [his] office.”54 Doctor 2 told the cop nothing. 

The private notes of Sergeant Ed McNeill reveal more and less about his in-

vestigation than partisans would care to read. As the first academic to study them, I 

found no evidence that implicates the NWP in Miller’s death. I did find a great deal 

of evidence of misconduct among the now-defunct police department. McNeill’s 

notes are oblique, inconclusive. On November 8, 1990, for instance, he interviewed 

four girls who were at the party the night of the raid: several of them summoned up 

memories of murder while under hypnosis; another failed a polygraph test concern-

ing her account of events. That’s not much to go on. The notes contain tantalizing 

fragments concerning Officer 5, “who was at the breaking point during the [fatality] 

inquiry,”55 and about Officer 6 [hereafter Constable Wolf], whom Victim 1 saw “at 

the top of the bank holding a portable radio,” even though he was supposed to be at 

the station desk.56 The problem for the reader is that the notes are too terse to deci-

pher. 

The majority of McNeill’s notes deal with allegations of police brutality. The 

incidences outlined above are the best documented, but by no means are they the 

only ones. All told, I found twelve such allegations. By the time McNeill’s investiga-

tion caught fire, near Christmas, sordid tales of constables breaking young men’s 

arms and spraying mace in their eyes were piling up faster than snow. This must 

have troubled Chief Crowe, who was spying on McNeill. According to a friend of 



 
 

 241 

Victim 1, the chief nodded and winked that “the Police Commission keeps me in-

formed” of Sergeant McNeill’s activity.57 The haste with which Crowe suspended 

Officer 4 suggests that McNeill’s presence was a threat to the NWP. But how much 

of one? On Monday, January 14, 1991, Ed McNeill met with the deputy minister of 

justice, presumably in Halifax, to discuss, among other matters, the “suspension of 

[the police] force.”58 The very next morning he was back in New Waterford, where 

he “met with [Chief Doug] Crowe, [Inspector] Tom Dwyer, [and] Bernie White 

(town clerk).”59 Did he warn them that the department was about to be shut down, 

as the Millers contend? The notes do not say.  

What they do tell us is that McNeill was summoned back to Halifax immedi-

ately after the meeting. He logged his last phone call, with Maureen Miller, on Fri-

day, January 19. On Monday, January 21, he was out of a job. The Clayton Miller 

file was handed over to the RCMP. Chief Crowe had a mole in the NSPC who 

briefed him on McNeill’s activity; this we know from Victim 1’s friend. As for Ber-

nie White, his brother Brian was a member of the NWP; he was on duty the night of 

the raid. The town clerk should have recused himself from all matters pertaining to 

the NWP. He did the opposite. We know that Bernie White met privately with 

Commission Chief David Perrier in the summer of 1990: his aim, to remove a pesky 

employee from the Miller case.60 White and Crowe were meddling in the investiga-

tion. Thus, it is not unreasonable to suggest that they (and perhaps Mayor Marsh, 

who also met with Perrier that summer) pushed for Ed McNeill’s ouster from the 

case. 
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*** 

 

The phone rang early on Saturday morning, 7:30 a.m. The Millers were asleep, so 

Mrs. Pinkv left a message. The answering machine woke Gervy Miller, who trundled 

out of bed to see who had called. The voicemail baffled and annoyed him. It did the 

same to his wife, Maureen, when he relayed it to her. “If this is a joke,” she said, “it’s 

not funny.”61 The phone rang again. It wasn’t Mrs. Pink, but the message was the 

same. The phone kept ringing throughout the morning. By noon it was non-stop, 

always with the same bombshell news: Constable Wolf had confessed to killing 

Clayton Miller. According to the Millers, Mrs. Pink “had gotten a phone call from 

Mrs. Blonde, who had been at the French Club the night before.”62 When she en-

tered the hall, “everybody was talking about it; you’re talking about hundreds of 

people at a dance.”63 What was the buzz about? Constable Wolf had been to see his 

doctor, who told him that his kidney cancer had returned, that his days were num-

bered, and that he should get his affairs in order. Wolf had a come-to-Jesus moment; 

he wasn’t going to meet his maker racked with guilt. He decided to unburden him-

self. “He told his family members [about his crime]. Maybe,” the Millers suspect, “a 

couple of them went and told somebody, and it just snowballed.”64 The story has a 

kicker: “A week later, Wolf’s doctor called him back into the office and told him, 

‘I’m sorry. I was reading the wrong x-rays. I was reading the x-rays from when you 

had cancer the first time.’” 65 The doctor mistook Wolf’s old diseased x-rays for new 
                                                        
v “Mrs. Pink” is a pseudonym. The color-based surnames in this section are all pseudonyms.  
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remission-stage images; he coaxed a deathbed confession from a healthy man. Con-

stable Wolf recanted his confession, but the damage was done — his admission was 

common knowledge.  

The French Club rumor is rich in irony, but is it true? No one has traced the 

story to its sources, Wolf and his doctor. What with doctor-patient confidentiality, 

no one is likely to. What is certain is that Constable Wolf haunts the Millers. In 

2014, a week or so before Halloween, I visited them. I sat at their kitchen table, and 

they told me a horror story. Wolf, they said, had been “kicked out of the RCMP be-

cause of what he had apparently done to a native girl [near Saint John,] New Bruns-

wick.”66 What did he do to her? “We don’t know if it has to do with rape or mur-

der,” Gervy Miller apprised me, “but it does have to do with a gun.”67 How did they 

happen upon this crumb? Wolf’s ex-wife and his former mother-in-law (not dispas-

sionate sources) fed it to them. In their telling, the constable fled the rap in New 

Brunswick. “He ended up working security for a while at the call center and at the 

Coast Guard College.”68 The Millers painted him as a man on the edge. “According 

to one of the professors at the college,” Maureen Miller hinted, “he was on medica-

tion for his nerves.”69 Yet soon enough, for reasons that are plain on Plummer Ave-

nue but unprintable here, he landed a job with the NWP. The murk surrounding 

Constable Wolf is thicker than the fog on the moors. Still, how could he have mur-

dered Clayton Miller? ME Bowes is emphatic: “the seven doctors who reviewed the 

case over the years … all concluded [that] there was no evidence of a beating.”70 And 

“If [Clayton Miller] wasn’t beaten, then many of the rumors and conjecture [regard-
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ing police violence] become of no importance.”71  

What if the killer left no mark? Pathologist Louis Roh sees this as a possibil-

ity. Roh reviewed the case for the Millers in 1998. He found that “Compression of 

the neck (a.k.a. Choke Hold and/or Carotid Sleeper) is a more likely explanation for 

his death since these may not leave any marks on the skin or damage to the internal 

organs.”72 Roh concluded that: 

[the] presence of lacerations on his right leg and left neck may have 
been indications of a struggle. The body was probably then placed in 
the stream after the police and Clayton’s two friends passed through 
the area on May 5, 1990.73 
 

Roh’s critics argue that his analysis is slipshod; others suggest that he is a shill who 

provided the Millers with the report they paid him for. What Roh offers is a COD 

that subverts the conventional wisdom, which is No Visible Injuries Equal No 

Murder. The chokehold is a phantom killer. Many in the Miller camp allege that the 

NWP used the technique liberally. In a complaint lodged with the NSPC in 1990, 

Victim 4, a teen, testified that Constable Orange applied a chokehold on him.74 Or-

ange, he claimed, “slammed me on the trunk, and cuffed me, and began choking me. 

I couldn’t breathe or scream and finally, they had to pull his hand off my throat.”75 

Victim 4’s complaint failed before the Police Commission. Then again, all but one of 

the thirteen complaints launched against the NWP met the same fate that year. The 

good news is that Victim 4 made it out of lockup alive with “bruises on [his] wrist 

and all over [his] neck and throat.”76 The bad news, the Millerites believe, is that 

Constable Wolf choked out Clayton and no one was the wiser. 

The Millers are adamant that Clayton ran into Cousins 1 and 2 on his way to 



 
 

 245 

the Nest, and they beat him nearly to death. Then the NWP happened upon the bat-

tered youth. This is where the Millers’ Grand Conspiracy Theory (GCT) begins. 

The hypothesis unspools like this: 

They [the NWP] may have beaten him [Clayton Miller] some at that 
point. It is then suggested that members of the NWP realized how se-
riously injured he was, and decided that instead of obtaining medical 
help for him, they would kill him to cover up their mistake, and then 
dump his body early in the morning of May 6. One version addition-
ally suggests Clayton was taken to the hospital, but when it was real-
ized he was too ill to survive, the police removed him from the hospi-
tal.77  

 
The GCT can only work if (1) you ignore the findings of a host of pathologists, who 

are sure that no violence was visited about Clayton Miller’s bodyvi and (2) you ac-

cept that ER personnel “would agree to the release of a critically ill person”78 to po-

licemen in the middle of the night. Set aside the first point. Why would doctors and 

nurses ditch their Hippocratic oath to bail out the police? The Millers argue that 

New Waterford’s doctors and police have been covering up each other’s crimes for 

decades.vii Gervy Miller has even floated the idea that a coven of New Waterford 

doctors was in on the fix. Gervy claims that Doctor 4 once approached Doctor 2 

with a form and said, “Take this home with you and fill it out and bring $5,000 with 

you the next shift.”79 When Doctor 2 asked him, “What’s this all about?” Doctor 4 

answered, “From this point on you’re a member of the club and you can get away 

with anything up to and including murder.”80  

                                                        
vi Dr. Roach’s Medical Examiner’s Report is ambiguous. It concludes that the cause of death 
was a “combination of a fall, while possibly under the influence of alcohol, with the body 
winding up in a pool of water.” Yet it describes the manner of Clayton Miller’s death as 
“violent,” a point the Millers and their supporters always hammer home.  
vii This does not fit with Ed McNeill’s notes, which, as we have seen, show concerned doc-
tors informing him of the crimes of the NWP. 
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Needless to say, no one in authority has ever been willing to explain the 

machinations of the club to the Millers. None of the ambulance drivers who might 

have transported Clayton back and forth from the police station to the hospital and 

points unknown has been willing to speak to them either. “We never had any luck 

getting these people to talk to us,”81 Gervy admits. “You’d think that one person 

would come to us with some answers that might be of help.”82 The simplest re-

sponse to this is that no one has come forward with incriminating evidence because 

no one has any. A cover-up involving the police and hospital staff would involve 

dozens of personnel and require great discipline to keep under wraps, especially in a 

town hot-wired for gossip. If somebody had something of portent to say, it’s likely 

it would have slipped from somebody’s lips. The GCT is simply too heavy to sup-

port its own weight. Assuming the police murdered Clayton Miller, it would have 

been easier for them to pin the crime on Cousins 1 and 2, sociopaths with rap sheets 

lengthier than War and Peace. Or, they could have dumped his body off the coast or 

buried it in a landfill. If no one can find June Hibbs’s corpse, no one need find Clay-

ton Miller’s.  

 

*** 

 

“It is the haunted who haunt,” writes Elizabeth Bowen.83 “Troubled by guilt or an 

unfulfilled obligation,” 84 they cannot rest in peace. Who in the strange, sad case of 

Clayton Miller is the ghost? If the Millers are correct — if, as Gervy’s sign shrieks, 
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POLICE KILLED CLAYTON — then their son is the spirit crying out for venge-

ance. Maureen and Gervy have seen his ghost: it set the living-room Christmas lights 

ablaze one afternoon, as Gervy watched; it snapped Maureen’s bra strap (a trick 

Clayton used to play on her) and busted its hooks while she was grocery shopping.85 

If Bowes and MacDonald are correct, and Ockham’s razor still applies, then the 

Millers are “the haunted who haunt” New Waterford. As much as justice for Clay-

ton, it is the struggle against The Powers That Be that animates the Millerites. Clay-

ton’s Aunt Mary has described their sense of oppression this way: 

All our lives we were brought up to almost bow down to anybody in 
a position of [authority]: policemen, doctors, lawyers, nurses. It’s like 
there’s two levels of society. And [the lower] one should really pay re-
spect to the [higher one]. We’ve had too many years of it. We forgot 
the fact that we’re all equal, that we’re all the same.86  
 

The class struggle used to be straightforward: labor, which was local and virtuous, 

battled capital, which was external and nefarious. But in Cape Breton’s Gothic era, 

foreign-born industrialists and Ottawa-based mandarins decamped the island. The 

ruling class has come to consist of homegrown professionals who, like Ian, might be 

“double agents.” As evidenced in “The Rules of Combat,” these days the Common 

Man reserves his fear and loathing for the “prominent citizen.”  

Every blue moon the fault lines in the local class structure buckle and conflict 

erupts. Such was the case in New Waterford, which was buffeted by a mini-uprising 

on May 25, 1991. On that Saturday night, “a beer bash turned ugly and an angry 

crowd turned on police.”87 It started as a fight inside the town rink that spilled out 

into the parking lot. “When police arrived,” Herald reporter Malcolm Dunlap 
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wrote, “the crowd redirected its anger toward the officers.”88 They began to rock the 

police cruiser and shout, “Miller killers!” and “Kid killers!” at the officers locked 

inside.89 Reinforcements arrived “just after 1 a.m. because of the disturbance and by 

the time the incident ended thirty minutes later, seven police officers were trying to 

control the crowd of more than 100 beer bash patrons.”90 At one point, a rioter 

pulled the track pants of Officer 3 down to his knees, to the delight of the crowd.91 

It was payback for the beatings the NWP had been meting out with impunity. Dun-

lap explained to his readers that: 

[many] townspeople still have questions about the Miller case and ten-
sions can run high in dealings with police. There is a widespread feel-
ing in the town that the police use excessive force, although the 
RCMP investigation into police brutality in this coal town [recently 
exonerated the force].92  

 
The police arrested eight rioters, but the rebels had made their point — the police 

would not cow them. As popular protest, the Beer Bash riot is to Gothic Cape Bre-

ton what the Battle of Waterford Lake is to Coal War Cape Breton, and Clayton 

Miller is to his era what William Davis is to his: a martyr. 

As a Gothic tale, the death of Clayton Miller is reminiscent of Nathaniel 

Hawthorne’s Young Goodman Brown. The Nest is Salem’s forest: enter it and you 

will be haunted by questions. Did Goodman Brown traipse into a black Sabbath? 

Was Clayton Miller beaten and strangled? Although the timeline is fuzzy, Cousins 1 

and 2, whose convictions include manslaughter, were in the vicinity of the party, 

and they did put the boots to a “fucking little prick”93 whom they chased through 

the brambles. SiRT expunges their criminal records from its report, but there is no 
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disguising their murderous intent. The researcher’s quandary is that the cousins’ tes-

timony is locked in a vault and Ron MacDonald has the only key. SiRT also side-

steps the systemic violence of the police. The NWP committed crimes, but did they 

commit this crime? Were they in league with hospital staff? My research has turned 

up no credible evidence for the GCT. People still believe it, of course. Mrs. Pink 

told me, “I was doing up my dishes at 10 to 1 in the morning, and I heard Constable 

Wolf on the scanner say, ‘Go back and get the young fella’s sneaker.’”94 She thought 

he was referring to Clayton. He wasn’t. This didn’t stop her from spreading the 

news. “Little towns are clannish, right. They tell stories.”95 They listen for stories 

too. “Every second home here’s got a scanner,” she says. “If they say they don’t, 

they’re telling you a big white lie.”96 Big white lies — they’re everywhere in New 

Waterford.  

This much is true: the first call that Gervy Miller made to police, shortly after 

the witching hour on the night of the raid, was not in regard to Clayton. He called 

to complain about a dog whose howling was keeping him awake.97 Some say that 

animals can detect the presence of ghosts and that beasts and ghosts communicate 

with each other.98 Unlike humans, “both animal and ghost (and monster) possess 

one thing in common: they are generally without language.”99 “The silent ghost 

[that] appears to have lost its words in the act of dying”100 is presumably moaning in 

a higher register, which is audible to the braying beast. If you have ever seen a ghost, 

you would say that the dog tormenting Gervy Miller was transmitting to him Clay-

ton’s SOS. Twenty minutes after his first call, Gervy was back on the phone with 
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police. His son, he told them, was missing. Could they help find him?  
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Photographs 

 

Photo 26: Clayton Miller’s remains. New Waterford Consolidated Hospital (June 6, 

1990). Photo courtesy of Maureen Miller. 
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Photo 27: Clayton Miller’s remains, tarred with a substance resembling coal patch. 

New Waterford Consolidated Hospital (June 6, 1990). Photo courtesy of Maureen 

Miller. 
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Photo 28: Maureen and Gervy Miller lead a JFC march, New Waterford (May, 
2016). Photo courtesy of Maureen Miller. 
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Photo 29: Justice for Clayton Miller, J4C. Facebook banner image.  
Photo courtesy of Maureen Miller. 
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9 

Fire 

 

Burning burning burning burning 

— T.S. Eliot, The Waste Land1 

 

HELL ISN’T OTHER PEOPLE.2 Hell is a room full of mirrors — you are its lone 

occupant and yours is its sole reflection. Evangelicals locate hell with scriptural GPS; 

mystics travel through it via the desiccated heart.3 For dwellers of the “Unreal 

City,”4 hell is the prison of self. As one of the shape-shifting narrators of T.S. Eliot’s 

The Waste Land grieves: 

… I have heard the key 
Turn in the door once and turn once only 
We think of the key, each in his prison 
Thinking of the key, each confirms a prison5 
 

The appetites of self may be as urbane as Augustine’s during his Carthaginian idyll6 

or as oily as those of “the young man carbuncular,”7 but they are equally match and 

tinder. The porcelain-like outer membrane of mind, the self, functions in a constant 

nervous state, oscillating between desire and aversion.i The friction of sense objects 

on sense organs rubs the mind raw. Says the Buddha in “The Fire Sermon”: 

                                                        
i The tug of war between desire and aversion is at the heart of the Buddhist teachings on the 
eight worldly dharmas (concerns): of pleasure and pain, loss and gain, ignominy and fame, 
praise and blame. See Pema Chödrön, “Eight Worldly Dharmas,” in When Things Fall 
Apart: Heart Advice for Difficult Times (Boston: Shambhala Press, 2005), 56–63. 
ii In Tibetan Buddhism, a mahasiddha is a Vajrayana practitioner of the highest realization, a 
fully realized being. His or her appearance in the human realm is an extremely rare occur-
rence. 
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The eye, O priests, is on fire; forms are on fire; eye-consciousness is 
on fire; impressions received by the eye are on fire; and whatever sen-
sation, pleasant, unpleasant, or indifferent, originates in dependence 
on impressions received by the eye, that also is on fire.8 
 

The same is true for the nose, the tongue, the ears, and the skin. Even the sixth sense, 

which in Indo-Tibetan philosophy is mind (discursive thought, chiefly), is ablaze. 

The self, mistaken by its seeming singularity, permanence, and independence, and 

puffed up with its own importance, feeds on the fuel of desire.9 So it burns. So we 

suffer. Alone. 

Hell, then, is solipsism. Not of the Cartesian sort, but of neurosis or mad-

ness. This egocentricity is not the monopoly of the selfie-stick-wielding Instagram-

mer with his buff chest or her breast implants. No, the barista who cuts herself and 

her hipster boyfriend suffer from it too; theirs is narcissism in reverse, depression. 

The malaise of (post) modernity is, in fact, antique.10 Tiresias witnesses it as (s)he 

walks “among the lowest of the dead at Thebes.”11 (S)he beholds it as the typist 

“smooth[s] her hair with automatic hand” and “[puts] a record on the gramo-

phone”12 post-coitus or post-rape (whatever passes for “lovemaking” between her 

and carbuncular). The Buddha names it as a demon, Mara, and Dylan diagnoses it as 

“The Disease of Conceit.”13 The Bhutanese lama, Dzongsar Khyentse Rinpoche, 

boils down the condition thus: 

It is because we see ourselves as separate from other things that we de-
sire them, or are repulsed by them. This is the teaching of the Second 
Noble Truth, which teaches that the cause of suffering is craving or 
thirst (tanha). Because we divide the world into subject and object, me 
and everything else, we continually grasp for things we think are sepa-
rate from ourselves to make us happy. But nothing ever satisfies us for 
long.14  
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This leeching alienation — sin — is the human stain. There is scant place in the so-

cial sciences for sin as a heuristic device. Academics tend to be determinists who 

center their analyses of human behavior around social conditioning or genetic pre-

disposition. I have no quarrel with this, though I prize free will more highly than 

many students of my cohort. This has to do with my Roman Catholic schooling, I 

suppose, and my affinity for doleful, Sanskrit-reading poets like Eliot. It has to do, 

too, with the nature of my project, which is Gothic ethnography. Gothicists don’t 

flinch at sin. As David Punter observes, “the most prevalent theme of Gothic fic-

tion”15 is the ancestral curse, whose source is the sins of fathers. To approach the ar-

son epidemic, the hellfire that has razed so many buildings in post-industrial Cape 

Breton, one must sift through the char of the arsonists and their victims.  

 

*** 

 

“Lloyd had issues. He was on medication. He was a slow person.”16 The Fireman 

ashes his cigarette. “Every ten years he’d come off his medication and go burn places 

for excitement, for the thrill.” His moustache twitches. “One year, he burnt, like, 

twelve or fifteen places. He burnt six or seven on Commercial Street; he burnt Saint 

Mary’s church, the back of the Savoy, Detcheverry’s. He burnt his mum and dad’s 

living room. He set the legion on fire.”17 The police nabbed him, eventually. It was a 

circus, the Fireman says. “He failed the polygraph; he failed the psychological; he 

did the funky chicken.” The funky chicken? “He went down and started flopping 
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on the floor.” 18 (The Fireman flaps his arms like a frenzied roasting bird, for empha-

sis.) “They took him to the hospital and he went through all the jigs and reels.”19 It 

worked. The charges were stayed. “Ten years later, he started again. He burnt the 

store across the street from his apartment on ________ Street. He burnt his sister’s 

apartment. He burnt his apartment. He burnt the legion twice.”20 Exhausted by the 

litany, the Fireman stops and fumbles for another cigarette. “We got him for the one 

on ________ Street,”21 he says, flicking his Zippo. Lloyd had his rituals. “After he’d 

start the fire he’d go jerk off somewhere.”22 The Fireman takes a drag, then gets up 

from his desk to inspect the cindered snow outside. “There’s a guy in Sydney,” he 

continues, “he burnt a place near the Casino. We caught him sitting on top of a fire 

hydrant. It was up his ass.”23  

Imagine the Guy in Sydney, bathed in the neon light of Centre 200, so 

aroused by the pyre he built that he had to complete the ritual by performing anal 

sex on a fire hydrant. The Fireman says the Guy has been caught with his pants 

down elsewhere enacting his version of “The Fire Sermon.” How does one make 

sense of behavior like this? A doctor might turn to the DSM (Diagnostic and Statis-

tical Manual of Mental Disorders) to study pyrophilia.24 A Bible thumper might rat-

a-tat-tat the pages of Leviticus or Deuteronomy, bemoan the lust of sinners and 

thunder about their doom. Or as I have chosen to do (it’s a route similar to Eliot’s in 

The Waste Land), one might consult a mahasiddha.ii The torment our fetishists expe-

rience, a Tibetan master like Chögyam Trungpa Rinpoche (1939-1987) would say, is 
                                                        
ii In Tibetan Buddhism, a mahasiddha is a Vajrayana practitioner of the highest realization, a 
fully realized being. His or her appearance in the human realm is an extremely rare occur-
rence. 
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akin to the suffering of a preta, a hungry ghost. One needn’t be physically dead to 

be a hungry ghost; one need only live in a state of mental impoverishment. As 

Trungpa Rinpoche writes in The Myth of Freedom (1971): 

The poverty mentality is traditionally symbolized by a hungry ghost 
who has a tiny mouth, the size of the eye of a needle, a thin neck and 
throat, skinny arms and legs, and a gigantic belly. His mouth and neck 
are too small to let enough food pass through them to fill his immense 
belly, so he is always hungry. And the struggle to satisfy his hunger is 
very painful since it is so hard to swallow what he eats. Food, of 
course, symbolizes anything you may want — friendship, wealth, 
clothes, sex, power, whatever.25 
  

The hungry ghost is an addict. We may curse or pity Lloyd and the Guy in Sydney 

for needing to torch buildings to attain sexual release. But are their compulsions 

substantively different from the housewife whose answer to ennui is to fill her closet 

with shoes and call it “retail therapy” or from the glad-handing politician who can 

only frown when the klieg lights dim? 

 

*** 

 

The addicts scurry when the police arrive. They’re insects. That’s how the postal 

workers, who witnessed the big drug bust, describe them to Tanya. “They were like 

earwigs. All of the druggies came out of the woodwork,”26 she exclaims. “They tried 

to run away — up the street, down the street, out of their apartments.”27 One junkie 

even “tried to climb up the Jell-O tree to get away from the cops.”28 (Give him an A 

for effort and an F for execution.) The women handling Tanya’s parcels don’t see 

the pathos or humor of the botched escape. They are vehement. “They are so tired 
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of this kind of thing happening in Glace Bay,”29 she says, tiredly. As much as she’s a 

Big Town booster, Tanya admits she’s avoided pushing her stroller past the Com-

mercial Street Tims during her two maternity leaves. The crowd outside the coffee 

shop frightens her. “They’re so skinny and they’ve got really bad teeth. Their hair is 

stringy or greasy or fried.”30 Their complexions are ruddy from alcohol or waxen 

from pills. They are older than their years. “It breaks my heart,” she says, “to drive 

down Union Street or up to the low rentals on Highland Street. You see them” — 

them being the welfare mothers scoffed at by Mickey and Wayne — “out at, like, 

nine o’clock, heading to or from downtown Glace Bay. They’ve got babies in 

strollers, or grocery bags. It’s just like, wow, they don’t have a chance, right?”31  

Dr. Tom Crawford understood addicts. He understood them in part because 

he treated them at the area’s methadone clinic. His empathy ran deep. The medical 

witness for Cottonland, Crawford was unequivocal: “Addicts do not abuse drugs 

and alcohol, they need them. After you are addicted, you will compulsively fix the 

way you feel, despite the consequences.”32 “There’s an analogy between the depend-

ent economy [of the Island] and a drug-dependent person,”33 he told Nance Acker-

man. “Unfortunately, we have the genetic load here, more than perhaps other peo-

ple.”34 The Scots, the Irish, the Eastern Europeans who peopled the coal towns were, 

in his view, predisposed toward alcoholism and, later, to other forms of substance 

abuse, opioids and such. It’s that simple, he said. “When you throw in the increased 

availability and socioeconomic problems, we were a sitting duck. That stuff [Oxy-
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Contin] speeding up the east coast [in the mid-nineties], it didn’t take long to catch 

on.”35  

Crawford also understood addicts because he himself was one. Ackerman 

sensed this was the case during the Cottonland shoot. (He didn’t tell her so outright, 

and it bothered her.) He said, “I have a good relationship with addicts because of my 

own life experience; basically, they’re ‘my addicts.’”36 Crawford was possessive of 

his own. He claimed “he was clean or that he wasn’t drinking,”37 she remembers. 

“But I knew something was up. There were so many people dying and so many 

people coming to him with [stories of addicted] family members. He felt that he 

was, like he said in the film, ‘slapping the alligators off his ass.’”38 One sank its teeth 

into him in 2012. He died that December. He was fifty-eight. “I had not thought 

death had undone so many,”39 sighs Eliot’s witness at the sight of zombified clerks, 

lurching into London’s financial district for work in the morning. Eliot’s witness 

would heave the same sigh were he to read Tom Crawford’s obit or attend the wake 

of one of the Commercial Street earwigs: so many undone. 

 

*** 

 

“Last year [2013] we had 105 suspicious deaths … that we know of.”40 The Fireman 

kills the engine, and we march toward the vacant lot. “A lot of them are drugs, a lot 

of them are hangings, a lot of them are suicides with guns.”41 Now, “some deaths are 

due to illness, but a lot of them are boyfriend-girlfriend fatalities or spouses 
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fighting.”42 We arrive at the corner of ________ and ________ in Bridgeport. We 

survey the ruins of a foundation that are protruding through the brown snow. “See 

this?” he asks. (This is where their house was.) “We had a husband and wife splitting 

up. He shows up here and, basically, says, ‘She’s not having my house.’ And she’s 

here.”43 Here, in these ruins. “The next thing you know, he burns it.”44 Theirs was a 

“Fort McMoney”45 divorce: “If he’s out there working in Alberta, sometimes she’s 

playing around here. Sometimes he’s playing around out there too.”46 It gets messy. 

Long story short: “Police arrive. Fire arrive. He has a .22 and he shoots her.”47 The 

cops wrestle him to the ground, and she dies en route to the hospital. The Fireman 

turns his gaze to Connaught Avenue, toward the wind turbine that towers over the 

vestiges of 1-B colliery. He drifts into a weird reverie. There was another guy, he 

remembers. This one — the 1-B Guy — drove his car up onto his lawn, rolled his 

window down, and bayed at his ex: “‘This is what you did to me! This’ll get you!’ 

He’s inside with a can of gas. He lights it on fire. It blows, it burns.”48 A beat. “We 

show up,” he says, homing in. “We put the fire out. And there’s the body in the 

car.”49 The 1-B Guy is carbon. 

A murder, a suicide. A gun, a can of gas. What do these infernal tableaux re-

veal: codependency, love curdled? At bottom, what they show is “fear in a handful 

of dust.”50 For what was at stake was more than a house, it was the idea of home; it 

was more than a marriage, but notions of fidelity, self-respect, dignity, and so forth 

— reifications. All the precious things the couples clung to slipped from their grasp. 
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The sad irony, the sage would say, is that the baubles they killed for never truly ex-

isted in the first place. How is that?  

[B]ecause all our emotions and all our perceptions are assembled — 
they are the product of two or more things coming together. When 
any two components or more come together, a new phenomenon 
emerges — nails and wood become a table; water and leaves become 
tea; fear, devotion, and a savior become God. This end product 
doesn’t have an existence independent of its parts. … Meanwhile, the 
parts have undergone a change. Just by meeting, their character has 
changed and, together, they have become something else — they are 
“compounded.”51  

 

Compounded things are impermanent.52 Contingent by nature, they are empty of 

essence in themselves.iii They are “unreal,” to borrow Eliot’s word, and yet they 

“appear,” to borrow Nagarjuna’s (ca 150–ca 250 CE).iv “Whatever appears,” ob-

serves Khenpo Karl Brunnhölzl, “is not really different from dream appearances, 

which appear, but are not really there. Therefore, ‘appearance’ in Buddhism does 

not mean really or solidly existing. It simply means appearing like a movie, a rain-

bow, a dream, or an illusion.”53 Our suffering begins when we mistake the dream of 

love or the nightmare of hatred to be more than mental flotsam and jetsam. What the 

Bridgeport murderer fired his .22 at was Love with a capital L. What the 1-B Guy 

did by self-immolating was to uphold his manliness, to hammer flat his dented hon-

                                                        
iii Western scholars in the humanities and social sciences would benefit from a basic under-
standing of Indo-Tibetan phenomenology and psychology, if only to serve as a foil to the 
assumptions of modernist and post-structuralist thinking. A pithy and challenging exposi-
tion of the twofold emptiness of self and other is Khenpo Tsultrim Gyamtso’s Progressive 
Stages of Meditation on Emptiness (Auckland, NZ: Palpung Zhyisil Chokyi Ghatsal Trust, 
2001). 
iv Nagarjuna was the founder of the Madhaymaka school of Mahayana Buddhism. He and 
thinkers like his disciple Chandrakirti (ca 650 CE) are to Buddhist thought what Augustine 
and Aquinas are to Christian theology; that is, indispensable.  
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or. “It is far harder to kill a phantom than a reality,”54 in Virginia Woolf’s estima-

tion. And yet this is what our arsonists did, according to the Buddha — they set fire 

to phantoms.  

 

*** 

 

“The biggest percentage of fires that are lit are for profit and fraud,”55 notes the 

Fireman. “Then you have things like anger or revenge.”56 The fire that razed Hai-

ley’s Hair & Nails was a hybrid: money was part of the motive, but so was revenge. 

You see, when Hailey, Vince’s protégée, opened a shop of her own only blocks 

away from Vince’s, she took a lot of clients with her. Which is understandable, be-

cause Hailey is everything Vince is not — young, pretty, personable. Vince’s wife 

and business partner, Judy, didn’t care for Hailey when Hailey worked for him, but 

she came to detest the girl when a number of Vince’s most loyal patrons made the 

switch to Hailey’s. Things were tense between the icon and the insurgent from the 

get-go. “Vince used to stare holes through me if I drove by, and Judy would turn 

her head away. Silence speaks louder than words,”57 snips Hailey. After Thanksgiv-

ing, Vince posted a pink Day-Glo sign in his shop window. Notched into the bristol 

board with a Sharpie were these fighting words: THAT GIRL UP THE STREET 

CAN’T CUT HAIR. As far as Vince and Judy were concerned, the hair war was on. 

Who was Hailey to think she could steal their business? Hailey didn’t have time to 

ponder the question. She was busy primping blue-haired ladies for Christmas and 
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buzzing twentysomethings home from the oil patch for the holidays. Hailey made 

big money in December; Vince, not so much. 

So she wasn’t thrown when a friend phoned during a blizzard to alert her 

that flames were shooting from her salon. The fire was Vince’s doing, she was sure. 

Actually, it was Vince’s son Kenny’s doing. The salon’s security camera shows Ken-

ny getting out of dad’s Jeep (the license-plate number is visible) and lobbing a Molo-

tov cocktail through Hailey’s plate-glass window. Then, boom! Kenny guns the 

Jeep, barrels over a drift, and vanishes in the dark. “The first few days after the fire I 

was emotional. I’m past that now. I’m just angry,”58 Hailey bleats. She is incredu-

lous as well. “If you really want to hurt me, burn me out the week before Christmas, 

not the slowest week of the year.”59 Perhaps Vince and Judy hadn’t tallied the books 

till New Year’s Day. Surely, though, an arrest was in the offing. Wasn’t Kenny 

caught by surveillance? Yes, he was. But no, no arrest was imminent. Hailey believes 

she knows why. “Vince has family with the police. Do you really think Kenny is 

going to get caught?”60 The experience has toughened her: 

I wouldn’t call the police if my leg was falling off. I think there’s a lot 
of crookedness [on the force]. It’s 2014. Nobody should be doing the 
buddy system. You hear stories from years and years ago; the cops did 
this or covered up that. I feel like that’s what’s going to happen to me. 
A lot of people will not call the police. They say to me: I wouldn’t be 
dealing with the police; I’d have this thing [the arson] taken care of 
myself.61  
 

Vince’s grudge baffles her. “If you ever drove downtown, there’s a pizza shop and a 

hairdresser on every corner. They’re not having fire wars,” she shrugs. Despite eve-

rything, Hailey is resolute. She’s reopened the salon. She’s worried, though. Vince 
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and Judy are “still smoking cigarettes outside and looking up at my shop.”62  

Where was the Stranger when Kenny lit the fuse? He lives for mischief like 

this. Was he lurking behind a drift? If so, he was snickering at Kenny for parking the 

Jeep within eyeshot of a security camera. “Vince, you cheap bastard!” he’d say. 

“Don’t use an amateur for a job like this. Call Phonse. He’s experienced: $5,000 for 

a clean burn.”63 Wherever he was, the Stranger, in spirit anyway, was close by when 

the hair impresario resolved that the only way to beat Hailey was to burn her out. 

The Stranger, as we’ve seen, is the epitome of Cape Breton’s deadliest sin, envy, and 

its handmaiden, theft. Hailey stole Vince’s business; he was going to steal it back, 

even if it meant putting lives at danger. And he would do it on the cheap. That’s the 

way area arsonists, especially firebugs in Glace Bay, approach their work: cavalierly. 

“We’re the busiest fire department in the province of Nova Scotia per capita.”64 The 

Fireman is referring to the Bay, with a mixture of matter-of-factness, municipal 

pride, and disgust. “Right now, we have 200 vacant buildings at risk. Plus, we cover 

over 100 road miles.”65 It’s an arsonist’s paradise. Insurance rates, he explains, are set 

in faraway Ontario. You can buy a derelict house for $10,000, torch it, seek the 

$250,000 maximum payout, settle for $100,000, and walk away with a net $90,000. 

That’s smart investing for the dissolute. It’s a headache for insurance companies. 

One exasperated claims adjustor told him that if his company “gave everybody in 

Glace Bay a deep fryer, that would be less than what they paid out in a year” on set-

tlements: about $4 million.66 There are over eighty suspicious fires in Glace Bay eve-

ry year.67 Jezebel the Nun’s uncle has set a few. “My uncle burned his house down. 
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Not one, but two!”68 she exclaims. “He would drink and get behind on the mort-

gage. He burned one down in ________ and one on ________ Street. He’d get the 

insurance and go buy another one.”69 Easy peasy. 

 

*** 

 

“About five years ago,” the Deacon says, slurping a Double Double, “we had this 

What Are We Going To Do With The Town meeting in the basement of Saint Leo’s 

church.”70 All agreed, “If we were going to save the town, we were going to have 

save the youth.”71 “Fine,” he slurps. “Great,” he slurps. “But how were we going to 

do it?”72  

 “One woman stood up and said, ‘I don’t understand why kids don’t fol-

low the rules. Why don’t they just follow the rules?’”73  

 The Deacon puts his cup down to consider the frost on the window. 

Then he looks me in the eye and answers the lady’s question. “I stood up — I 

thought the crowd were going to stone me — and I pointed out something that was 

blatantly obvious: ‘The kids don’t follow the rules because the adults don’t follow 

the rules.’”74 

“What do you mean by that?”75 she stabbed.  

“You went out for cigarette a half hour ago,”76 he riposted. “Did you go fif-

teen metres from the building? Bet you didn’t. Bet you were smoking on the step.” 

His Irish is up. “Right now, in front of the liquor store, the Royal Bank, the CIBC, 
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there’s people illegally parking. If the kids are seeing us break the rules, what’s that 

tell them?”77 

The Deacon’s words evoke Detective Somerset’s missive in David Fincher’s 

Se7en (1995).78 In the film, Somerset hunts an evil genius, John Doe, who is killing 

sinners in a rain-soaked Gotham. A Manson with morals, Doe is recreating the sev-

en deadly sins by means of sadistic ritual. His murders are a grandiose sermon, a re-

minder to the jaded that the Devil never quitted the City. Somerset, who has 

“foresuffered all”79 in his years on the beat, wants out — out of the investigation, 

out of the Unreal City. He tells his partner, Mills, “I just don’t think I can continue 

to live in a place that embraces and nurtures apathy as if it was virtue.”80 He soldiers 

on: 

Apathy is a solution. I mean, it’s easier to lose yourself in drugs than it 
is to cope with life. It’s easier to steal what you want than it is to earn 
it. It’s easier to beat a child than it is to raise it. Hell, love costs: it 
takes effort and work.81  
 

Apathy snakes through the sewers of Somerset’s City. Apathy courses through the 

veins of many the Commercial Street earwig and respectable retiree. But it is envy 

and pride (the gut sense that the game is rigged and that this justifies theft, violence, 

fire) that are the killing disease in the body politic of the coal towns. These vices 

bring with them a sense of entitlement: “I’m gonna park in the fire lane of the LC 

’cuz everybody does it and nobody cares” or “I’ll torch my house and grab the pay-

out ’cuz I’m broke and they’re rich.” None of this rises to the level of Tom Barrett 

wickedness, but it is insidious. This “conceit,” Dylan warns, “comes right out of 

nowhere.” Then, 
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[It] steps into your room 
Eats your soul 
[Till] over your senses 
You have no control.82  
 

It “turn[s] you into a piece of meat.”83 Dylan, ever the moralist. 

When asked how he could kill innocent people, Fincher’s John Doe fumes: 

the lawyer who “dedicated his life to making money by lying with every breath that 

he could muster”84; the “drug-dealing pederast”85; the “disease-spreading whore”86 

— innocent, really? “Only in a world this shitty,” he sneers: 

could you even try to say these were innocent people and keep a 
straight face. But that’s the point. We see a deadly sin on every street 
corner, in every home, and we tolerate it. We tolerate it because it’s 
common, it’s trivial. We tolerate it morning, noon, and night.87  

 
Sin is pervasive. It falls freely in the filthy rain of Gotham and burns brightly from 

the arson-plagued rookeries of Gothic Cape Breton. 
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 Photographs  
 
 

 
 

Photo 30: Billy D’s Lounge razed to the ground, February, 2016. 
Photo courtesy of John Chant, Glace Bay fire chief.  
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Photo 31: An eleven-unit apartment building on Plummer Avenue in New Water-
ford, better known as the Pill Palace, burns to the ground, February 6, 2016. 

Photo courtesy of John Chant, Glace Bay fire chief.  
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Photo 32: Saint Mary’s Polish Church, Whitney Pier, engulfed in flames, November 

29, 2014. 
Photo courtesy of John Chant, Glace Bay fire chief.  
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Photo 33: Triple parked at the Glace Bay NSLC (August 2015). 
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Photo 34: The men’s room at Tim Hortons on Commercial Street, Glace Bay.  
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Plate 
 

 
 

Plate 13: A hungry ghost encounters a roshi. Japanese scroll (ca 1150). 
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10 

Ash 

 

Blessed are they that mourn 

— Matthew 5:4 

 

Let the dead bury their dead 

— Luke 9:60 

 

HE WAS HERE LAST YEAR on this day, too.1 His sandy-haired head is hanging 

lower than the sun. He is standing by a veteran’s stone, his father’s grave. What can 

we say about his father, John Sr., who is buried here? Most certainly that he was the 

janitor at New Aberdeen School. And that he was a “private” man.2 John Sr. was al-

so a drinker, which helps explain why he was private.i Debbie Cox Reid, neighbor, 

nurse, and family friend, tells me that John Sr. had a “cubby hole” of an office 

“down in the [school] basement … and that he would have, like, drinking buddies in 

there. Everybody in the neighborhood knew who they were. You could smell liquor 

on his breath. You knew he was drinking while he was at work,” she says, “and you 

knew he was drinking when he was driving.”3 Still, John the Janitor “never looked 

like the typical drunk. He wasn’t falling down; his speech was never slurred.”4 There 

was a gentleness about him. “I never heard the man curse — ever,”5 Cox Reid as-
                                                        
i Functional families have semi-permeable boundaries. The boundaries of dysfunctional 
families tend to be walled off or overly porous. See Stephanie Brown and Virginia Lewis, 
The Alcoholic Family in Recovery: A Developmental Model (New York and London: Guil-
ford Press, 1999), 163–165. 
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serts, as if to balance the scale. The boy’s mother is buried here, too. Viola, “Vi” to 

her friends, worked at General Instruments and died young, at forty-three. Paul 

Coombes, the mourner’s best friend, his brother really, claims that cancer killed 

her.6 John Jr. was ten years old when his mother died; his father followed her to the 

grave five years later. He was an orphan by his mid-teens. Now he is the mayor of 

the CBRM. John Morgan has a long day ahead of him. He will have to make the 

rounds of the legions. And there will be liquor — lots of it — on hand. He will have 

to hold a drink wherever he goes, but he has mastered the art of nursing a beer while 

disguising his disdain for it. He will do his duty for the veterans. He has done his 

duty for his parents.  

 

Memory is a queer thing. I asked John Morgan if his father was an alcoholic. He 

thought about it awhile and answered, “I recall some significant alcohol use in our 

broader community, some by my father, but I don’t think it would at all be accurate 

to use the term alcoholic in describing him in any sense.”7 Significant alcohol use. 

Significant — an empty modifier. How much imbibing is that? He went on: “While 

it is true that alcohol was used, as I recall, I don’t think it was a dominant element in 

my family and I doubt the term ‘alcoholic’ would be fair in describing my father.”8 

John Morgan doubts and doesn’t think: his answer is no, but it’s an equivocal, law-

yerly no. Old Lizzy’s answer is different. John Sr., she avowed, wasn’t a “bad man,” 

but he was “a major boozer.”9 “Everyone [in New Aberdeen] drank,”10 she says 

without batting an eyelash. So a “heavy drinker [had to be someone who] would be 



 
 

 284 

someone drunk all day” and “everyone would see him drunk.”11 By Lizzy’s stand-

ard, John Morgan Sr. was a drunk. “Not an embarrassing drunk,” but he “really 

drank heavy”12 once Viola died. Lizzy is assuredly correct about this: everyone 

drank and not only in the Hub. Weekend binge drinking was (and is) so prevalent in 

the coal towns as to be normative. I remember standing in Saint Anne’s cemetery 

with my Cousin Abbie next to the family plot on a blustery day in June.13 We sur-

veyed my Uncle Joey Michalik’s grave (1926–1954), which is adjacent to his parents. 

“After your uncle got killed,” he stammered, “your grandfather started to drink a 

bit.” Drink a bit? This is a Glace Bay euphemism, which means he drank like a fish 

on the weekend but was ready for work on Monday morning. By Lizzy’s measure 

— shameful, constant public displays of inebriation — Joe Michalik was not a 

drunk. Truth be told, most of the Michalik men drank “a bit” and a few were “ma-

jor boozers.” In this regard, the Michaliks were normal.  

Whether John Morgan Sr. was a boozer, there is no doubting that as a wid-

ower he wasted away. His son says as much. “My father was a working-class man 

who was a single father to five children, and for much of my youth he did this while 

suffering from his own ill health and desperately struggling to get his children 

through school and to adulthood.”14 One memory flashes in his mind. “I recall,” 

says John Jr.: 

many early mornings with him sitting by our coal stove smoking a 
cigarette before work (the non-filter personally wrapped type) and 
worrying about how to get us all through. But honestly, for all his 
limitations and weaknesses, he was sober most of the time and headed 
off to work each day working every day even when very sick almost 
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until the day he died. I would say it would be much more accurate to 
say he worked and worried himself to death.15  

 
He worked and worried himself to death: a fitting epitaph for John Morgan Sr. — 

for all who toiled on the last shift or who ran screaming from some Lovecraftianii 

exhibit in their own private Margaret’s Museum. They sought comfort where they 

could: in song, in laughter, in a dozen empties or a bottle of Chât. 

Jolly Miners 

“Everyone can master a grief but he that has it.”16 The great mysteries of love and 

death must be lived through to be understood. The wisdom of sages is thin gruel to 

those who are starved for peace. As Joan Didion writes in her memoir, The Year of 

Magical Thinking (2005): 

Grief turns out to be a place none of us know until we reach it. We 
anticipate (we know) that someone close to us could die, but we do 
not look beyond the few days or weeks that immediately follow such 
an imagined death. We misconstrue the nature of even those few days 
or weeks. We might expect if the death is sudden to feel shock. We do 
not expect this shock to be obliterative, dislocating to both body and 
mind. We might expect that we will be prostrate, inconsolable, crazy 
with loss. We do not expect to be literally crazy, cool customers who 
believe their husband is about to return and need his shoes.17  

 
For the longest while, she could not bear to part with the last few pairs of her late 

husband’s shoes. “I stopped at the door to the room,” she remembers, but she could 

not cross the threshold: 

                                                        
ii In the style of H.P. Lovecraft (1890–1934), progenitor of “weird” fiction, surreal and terri-
fying tales such as “The Call of Cthulhu.” (1928) 
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I could not give away the rest of his shoes.  
I stood there for a moment, then realized why: he would need shoes if 
he was to return. 
The recognition of this thought by no means eradicated the thought. 
I have still not tried to determine (say, by giving away shoes) if the 
thought has lost its power.18  

 
Her mind thawed with the seasons. She came to realize that “[u]ntil now I had been 

able only to grieve, not mourn. Grief was passive. Grief happened. Mourning, the 

act of dealing with grief, required attention.”19 With death, God, not the devil, is in 

the details. To sate our loss, we must savor our sorrow. A sorrow half tasted, a grief 

unobserved, leaves a bitterness on the tongue.  

The five stages of grief, as Elizabeth Kübler-Ross outlines them, make a 

handy schematic, but they come without a calendar.20 There is no way to predict the 

ebb and flow of heartache nor when the swell will end. Yet end it must, because life 

has its own imperatives. Joan Didion’s year of magical thinking ended on New 

Year’s Eve 2004. She was crossing Lexington Avenue when the simple truth hit 

home: “John was dead.”21 Her mate, the literary critic and screenwriter John Grego-

ry Dunne, was gone. She explains her epiphany thus: 

I know why we try to keep the dead alive: we try to keep them alive in 
order to keep them with us.  
I also know that if we are to live ourselves there comes a point at 
which we must relinquish the dead, let them go, keep them dead.  
Let them become the photograph on the table.  
Let them become the name on the trust accounts. 
Let go of them in the water. 
Knowing this does not make it easier to let go of him in water.22  
 

“Let them go, keep them dead.” Didion echoes Jesus, who in Luke 6 tells the griev-

ing son to leave his father’s interment to his family and to follow him at once. If you 
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seek the kingdom of God, the Gospel proclaims, you must be willing to cut the cord 

to the things you cherish most. “No man, having put his hand to the plough, and 

looking back, is fit for the kingdom of God.”23 The business of heaven — freedom, if 

you will — is transacted here, now, not there, then. Thankfully, “there is no emotion 

… [even grief] … that you cannot be rid of,” because, as Dilgo Khyentse Rinpoche 

(1910–1991) assures us, “emotions are simply thoughts and thoughts are just like the 

wind moving through the empty sky. There is nothing to them.”24 You must, alas, 

look unflinchingly at your grief to achieve this insight. And who among us has the 

courage to glance at, let alone to face, our fear? 

 

*** 

 

The sage teaches one way, the troubadour another. In this case, the truth issues from 

the mouths of babes, two school boys from the Hub, who penned the “New Aber-

deen Government Store.”25 The miners of this ditty are brutes, which is probably 

why Don MacGillivray, romanticizer of all things working class, glosses over the 

offending verses in his touchstone essay, “Glace Bay: Images and Impressions.”26 

The “Government Store” is addressed to the: 

 … jolly miners of New Aberdeen 
Who boozers are now and who boozers have been.27  
 

These men, who once had to trudge to town to find Dutch courage, could now pur-

chase it at the corner of Center Avenue and First Street. They could booze it up 
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without leaving the precincts of New Aberdeen. The priorities of the “jolly” miners 

are plain enough to our songsters: 

Though your children be hungry with nothing to eat 
No clothes for their bodies, no shoes on their feet; 
If you have a dollar perhaps you’ll have more 
Then spend it in booze at the government store.28  

 
His children be damned; a drinker must have his drink. Then there is this Sibylline 

prophecy: 

And there by example you quickly can teach 
Your own boys to drink it, you don’t need to preach. 
And when you are gone from this life evermore, 
They’ll take their dad’s place at the government store.29  

 
Well before researchers traced the heritability of the disease or clinicians developed 

family systems theory to chart its etiology, our pimply faced bards were telling us 

what science now confirms: that 25 percent of adult children of alcoholics (ACOAs) 

will themselves become alcoholics,30 a rate four times higher than the general popu-

lation, and that 50 percent of ACOAs will marry alcoholics.31  

It should come as no surprise, then, that the CBRM’s Municipal Alcohol Poli-

cy (MAP) report, 32 released in March 2014, found that over “half the population 

(53.1 percent) aged twenty to thirty-four in Cape Breton reported[ed] heavy drink-

ing compared to the provincial average of 38.5 percent and the national average of 

33.9 percent.”33 The average age at which Nova Scotians first consume alcohol is 

13.4, an “alarming result” since “no amount of alcohol is safe for children and 

youth.”34 The MAP report found instances of drinkers as young as age seven in the 

CBRM. Note the authors:  
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One youth told a story about a time he discovered a seven-year-old 
boy smoking a cigarette and drinking a can of beer in front of his 
community post office. I looked at him and I was like, “How old are 
you?” He said, “I’m seven.” I took his beer and I chugged it and told 
him to put out a cigarette.35  

 
Elsewhere there is a horror story that reads straight out of Dickens: 

[A] father is staggering down the street, swearing and yanking his 
small boy’s hand, yelling at him to keep up. “Stop, dad, you’re hurting 
me!” The little boy says. The father glares at his son. “Shut up, you 
little f---!” [A] teenage boy and his mother stop, shocked at the way 
the man is speaking to his child. As he approaches they can smell al-
cohol on the man’s breath. “That’s no way to speak to a child,” the 
woman says. But the man ignores her, and yanks his little boy down 
the road.36  

 
Following the release of the MAP report, Police Chief Peter MacIsaac told the Post, 

“We have almost 2,000 domestic violence calls a year in this municipality [CBRM] 

— that is way too many — and if you look at a lot of them, alcohol is a really domi-

nant factor. It’s a root cause of a lot of the problems here.”37  

“Samsara,” tweets Dzogchen Ponlop Rinpoche, “is really nothing but hab-

its.”38 The long form of this 140-character bon mot is that our neurotic ticks and 

psychotic tendencies result from our having cycled endlessly through the six realms 

of suffering, lacquering our minds with a hard shell of negative karma.39 Jamgön 

Kongtrül the Great (1813–1899) taught that “beings who arise in this world are ever 

deluded. They are like bees trapped in a vase, circling.”40 The good news is that by 

means of virtue, we can stop “the spinning of a potter’s wheel”41 on which we turn. 

The bad news is that it can take eons to accrue the merit and wisdom needed to 

slow, if not halt, the wheel. Whatever our religious beliefs, we’d be pushed to deny 
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that alcoholism — any addiction — is pernicious, or that the consequences of our 

actions reverberate in ways we can’t fathom. Take this police report: 

It was Christmas. The father and mother are drinking and there is a 
fight. The father — he’s drunk — throws the Christmas tree over the 
front lawn. There’s a 40-ouncer on the table, there’s empty bottles and 
the kids are crying. We had to remove them from the house.42  

 
These children, this family — they are, I venture, revenants from the government 

store. The view in the West of karma and rebirth is that of a crude moral ledger. This 

debits-and-credits approach to morality cannot account for the myriad causes and 

conditions that influence a single action let alone foretell one’s fate. Those who un-

derstand the complex circuitry of karma are few, and they are reluctant to pro-

nounce on past and future lives. Suffice it to say, there is always a reckoning. So, to 

the dad “yanking his little boy down the road” and to the father tossing the Christ-

mas tree out on the lawn, I offer this contemplation: “Samsara is an ocean of suffer-

ing, unendurable, unbearably intense.”43 Or, to paraphrase Jesus, beware the mill-

stone around your neck.44  

 

Stetson 

Stetson was in Montreal to pick up a brick of cocaine. 45 It was Saturday night, so he 

got high. Then things went sideways. “I got mugged by a crackhead with a ki and a 

half of blow on me,”46 he cringes. Stetson was out $30,000 to the Hells Angels. 

“They gave me two options,” he adds. “Neither of them was good.”47 Up till then 

he’d led a tidy double life: by day he was a student at CBU, by night he was a coke 

dealer. Forget Alex MacLean of East Coast Lifestyle48 — during the Morgan era 
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(2000–2012), Stetson was Nova Scotia’s consummate student entrepreneur. “I was 

making quite a bit of money,” he chimes. “Probably $5,000 a week, give or take.”49 

What was he doing with it? “Drugs, partying, just having a good time.”50 Only 

twenty-four years old, Stetson had six distributors on his payroll and “enough mus-

cle behind me to not have to worry about people not paying me.”51 When business 

got messy, he’d call in a “favor”52 from the police. Muscle was cheap. In Cape Bre-

ton you can hire a thug to rearrange a delinquent buyer’s face for a couple of grand. 

Favors were expensive. The most Stetson ever paid for one was $25,000 (he won’t 

say what for). His view of the police: “Most of them aren’t smart enough [to catch a 

crook]. I was practically dealing right in front of them.”53 Arrogant, yes. But Stetson 

has a conscience. He hated lying to his family. “I used to be pretty good at keeping 

two or three lies going at the same time. But I definitely didn’t like doing it. I had to 

go over stories in my head a thousand times to make sure that I didn’t get them 

screwed up.”54  

The Montreal mugging was more than a screwup. As capable as he was, 

there was no way he could raise $30,000 at 30 percent interest fast enough to placate 

the Angels.55 Stetson was a dead man walking. “My drug use got absolutely out of 

control. I was starting to have problems at home. The girlfriend didn’t know any-

thing about this. She knew a little bit about my problem, but she didn’t know how 

bad it was.”56 Indebted to killers (one of his front men is doing life for multiple 

homicides) and lying to his live-in, the plates he was spinning were about to crash. 
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Sure enough, the Angels sent two “patched”iii riders to Sydney to collect. They made 

camp outside his apartment and waited. His girlfriend didn’t know what to make of 

their presence. “She took my car for a drive one night, and these guys [from Mon-

treal] pulled up next to her. They gave her and her friend the look over. They nod-

ded their heads and drove away. This kind of scared the shit out of her.”57 The next 

day, they scared the shit out of him. “If I didn’t get them the money in the next 

couple of hours,” they warned, “I’m going to be in a ditch or, even worse, they’d 

take it out on my girlfriend.”58 His response? To ingest as many drugs and as much 

alcohol as humanly possible. “I wouldn’t be able to think how much drinking I 

did,”59 he says. As for cocaine, “I’d say I did an ounce to an ounce and a half of coke 

over a couple of days.”60 Miraculously, Stetson didn’t OD. He sobered up and made 

a plan. 

He would make a lump-sum payment to the Angels. It would buy him time 

to pay down his debt. To come up with the cash, he would shake down a “friend” 

on the Northside. That was the go-forward, anyway. Stetson lit out like a madman 

on a moonlight mile. It was foot to the floor all the way. He passed one car after an-

other; six in total. As he rounded the curve near Allen’s ice factory, he pulled out to 

pass a seventh. He was clocking 170 kilometers per hour. His heart was pounding 

faster than it did during his cocaine binge. Would it explode? He didn’t have time to 

answer the question — he slammed into an oncoming vehicle, killing the driver. The 

deceased, an eighty-year-old woman, was a friend of the family. Had the police mi-

                                                        
iii High-ranking gang members wear patches on their jackets to signify their elite status. The 
décollage is their stars and bars. 
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randized him properly, Stetson would have done more jail time than he ended up 

doing. “I just wanted to die,”61 he confesses. True to his word, he attempted suicide. 

Stetson contested none of the charges brought against him. He wept as he was taken 

from court. “I expected to be punished for my crime. I deserve everything I got, 

probably more. I got two years [in Springhill]. I’m still kind of serving a life sen-

tence for it. It never goes away. If I got one year or fifty years or 100 years, it still 

doesn’t make it better. Because I got out and she’s still gone.”62  

 

*** 

 

“If you went to a young persons’ party here,” Pastor Dave Sawler tells me, “there’s 

going to be coke at it.”63 Stetson is gone, but his flunkies and rivals are happy to deal 

to teens. It’s Sawler’s mission to lift these kids out of the gutter once they fall. In a 

typical week, about 400 kids pass through the doors of Undercurrent, the youth 

center he runs in Glace Bay. Depression, he contends, is what drives youth toward 

drugs. “You grow up and you get a plan to leave, that’s what people think. Getting 

out of here is the only hope you have. How am I going to get out of Cape Breton?” 

Face it, he says. “If you’re going to be in Glace Bay, where are you going to work? 

You’re going to work at STREAM. You’re going to be the working poor your 

whole life.”64 It’s not a new theme. “The child poverty rate for children under eight-

een [in the CBRM] was 29.3 percent in 2010, which is 40 percent higher than the 

provincial average, and 69 percent higher than the national average.”65 For the 
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youngest cohort (ages zero to six), the child poverty rate in the CBRM is a stagger-

ing 37.1 percent, which mirrors child-poverty rates among Canada’s First Nations.66 

It’s no wonder that Nance Ackerman likens Gothic Cape Breton to a reserve; the 

only escape for many local youths is drugs and drink. 

Youth are a dwindling resource. A Vital Signs report (2013) found that for 

the period “2001-2011, the number of youth fifteen years of age and younger in the 

Cape Breton Regional Municipality (CBRM) dropped 27.5 percent, for an overall 

loss of 5,045 youth.”67 5,045 — that’s the population of Dominion and Reserve 

Mines combined. As for the area’s retirees, “Life expectancy in the municipality is 

about two years shorter than the provincial average and three years less than the na-

tional average.”68 Among the reasons for this: “one in three residents is considered 

obese, while smoking rates continue to exceed both the provincial and national aver-

ages.”69 In brief, the population is older, sicker, and poorer than any urban area in 

the province. The family suffers for it. “Some kids are growing up without parents. 

They’re growing up by themselves,”70 Sawler maintains. The stats support his claim. 

“In 2011, [the] CBRM had more families led by single parents [24.7 percent] and 

fewer led by common-law couples [16.1 percent] than the provincial and national 

averages.”71 This might help explain why the area’s youth crime rate was the second 

highest in Atlantic Canada in 2012.72 Kids are starved for attention, he believes. “If I 

walk in this evening — tonight it’s skateboarding over at the youth center — there’ll 

be four or five younger guys there,”73 he says. “As soon as I get there, all they’ll 
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want to do is to show me a trick they learned. They want to have someone see what 

they did. It’s parental approval they’re looking for.74  

The CBRM is bleeding; it’s losing 1,000 people a year.75 The area’s popula-

tion, which peaked at 131,000 in 1961, is projected to be to a rump of 80,000 by 

2030. It will have plummeted close to 40 percent in eighty years. Beyond the num-

bers, a lot of the human capital as well as the institutions that support civic life are 

decrepit. The unions are a spent force and the co-op movement is a curio. The 

churches are bereft of parishioners and congregants. Sawler’s Lighthouse church is 

an exception; it packs them in. At Lighthouse, rock bands perform the liturgy. Af-

terward, members convert the nave and the chapel into Undercurrent, which has a 

café, foosball, and pool tables. Sawler (Pastor Dave or P. Dave, the kids call him) 

downplays the accolades he’s received for his innovations in youth ministry.76 “I 

don’t think that what we’re doing is radical at all,”77 he claims. “I think we’re doing 

what they [the town’s established churches] were doing twenty or thirty years 

ago.”78 “I’ve never lived in a community where churches have so few things for 

youth and young adults and kids to do,”79 he says. “Right across from where we’re 

sitting [at Tim Hortons on Commercial Street]: 

there used to be a Presbyterian church. Think of a building like Knox 
Hall. We have Saint Anne’s right up the road. All these places had 
things for kids and youth to do. So the percentage of kids involved in 
a church activity (maybe not Sunday services) used to be something 
like 20 or 30 percent. Now it’s, like, 1 percent. It’s not just the spiritu-
al aspect of church but the community part and all the services these 
places provided that are gone. It’s actually a dramatic decrease.80  
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The Deacon believes that the churches’ woes stem from fustiness as much as 

from demographics. “I brought my mandolin to church one day when I was playing 

in the choir,” he recalls, “and it caused a stink, because they thought an organ was 

the only proper instrument to have in a church. I don’t think Jesus played the organ. 

One of the disciples might’ve played the lyre,” he quips, “but I don’t think they 

were lugging an organ around the Galilee.”81 The Deacon, a multi-instrumentalist 

who jams with Sawler’s evangelicals, likens Island Catholicism to “an old country 

tune in 3/4 time, where everyone sounds the same.”82 For him, “Lighthouse is jazz 

— very free-flowing music.”83 “When I’m at Saint Anne’s,” he says, “I’m one of the 

young ones, but when I’m at Lighthouse I’m one of the old ones. You tell me which 

church is in better shape.”84 Though the Lahey child-porn debacle85 (2009) wounded 

church morale, Catholicism’s downward arc in the Diocese of Antigonish is in line 

with national trends, as is the relative strength of evangelicalism.iv (Lighthouse is os-

tensibly non-denominational, and Sawler’s preaching mixes Baptist, Calvinist, and 

U2 theology.) In Cape Breton, as elsewhere, the era of mediated religion is over. Be-

lievers want to see the light for themselves. In the words of Depeche Mode, they 

want their own “Personal Jesus.”86  

 

*** 

                                                        
iv The influx of South Asian immigrants into the metropolises has kept Canadian Catholi-
cism afloat, although in smaller towns it and mainstream protestant denominations are flag-
ging. Evangelical Christianity is on an uptick, mainly in the suburbs. Aaron Hutchins, 
“What Canadians Really Believe: A Surprising Poll,” Maclean’s, March 26, 2015, 
http://www.macleans.ca/society/life/what-canadians-really-believe/ (accessed April 10, 
2016). 
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With all the structural damage, is the ruin of post-industrial Cape Breton a fait ac-

compli? Son of a steelworker and One Nova Scotia commission chair Ray Ivany 

hedges on the question. When I quiz him about the efficacy of Cape Breton’s eco-

nomic development complex (there are seventeen NGOs vying for tax dollars to 

boost the local economy), Ivany is cautious. “I don’t think Cape Breton is qualita-

tively different from the rest of the province, but we may be quantitatively different 

in terms of the number of agencies and the alphabet soup [of acronyms].”87 The 

ACOA-fication of the economy, he contends, has been bad for the mainland and 

worse for the Island: 

The fracturing and splintering [of economic interests] into smaller and 
smaller groups — a lot of it is driven by the small P politics of scarci-
ty. If you look at economically disadvantaged areas what you see is a 
kind of survival mentality. That is, I’m only sure of the little bit that’s 
on my plate, and to give up what’s on my plate in the hope that if I 
share it with the larger group, I’ll get more; that’s a leap of faith.88  
 

The result has been a zero-sum politics that dovetails with the culture of the feud. 

As discussed above, poverty is honor’s twin. They are embedded deep in the muscle 

memory of Cape Bretoners. The harder the times, the faster they twitch.  

The contention I make — that Cape Breton’s most dynamic entrepreneurs 

are criminals (Stetson springs to mind) — intrigues Ivany. But he doesn’t bite when 

I suggest that the Island has not produced a single mogul of national stature. Still, 

Ivany appreciates the gallows humor of my depiction of the area as the Rust Belt 

with kilts. “You have,” he admits, “a mill-town culture here and the many positives 

associated with that.”89 Nevertheless, “mill towns with absentee owners — especial-

ly the absentee owners of the first fifty years of the twentieth century, who treated 
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their workers pretty shabbily — that culture is not going to produce a lot of entre-

preneurs.”90 In terms of entrepreneurship, he says he’d be shocked “if Cape Breton 

looks different from any other region [including the American Rust Belt] that has 

had the same evolutionary path.”91 He returns to the politics of scarcity: 

Think of how prized a full-time job with benefits still is in Cape Bre-
ton or Nova Scotia. If I’d ever come home and said I’m going to quit 
my full-time job at the Bedford Institute of Oceanography and take 
what little money I’ve got to invest in starting a business, I don’t think 
my family would have reacted all that positively.92  
 

Conservatism (a hoarder’s peevishness, evident throughout the Maritimes) is baked 

into the culture. “The pernicious effects of having those neocolonial absentee [mine 

and steel plant] owners profoundly shaped the last quarter century of Island histo-

ry,”93 Ivany muses. “The die was cast in the first quarter of the twentieth century.”94 

It was then that the Island’s one-horse towns arose. We now stand in the ash of their 

dead industries. 

Roy 

“The sorry part of life,” Roy says haltingly, “is [that] there’s things … ingrained in 

your brain indelibly, and you’ll never forget them, and you try your best to under-

stand them, and you try your best to forgive. But it’s hard.”95  

What things? How indelibly?  

His eyes well up. 

“My father [Jackie, a miner] was brought up a very rough road,”96 he says, 

running his hand through his thinning gray hair. “His father [Roy’s grandfather] 

was a brutal man, especially when he was drinking, and that rubbed off on my fa-
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ther. The end result was Dad figured the kids were to be seen, not heard. They were 

to do what they were told to do, the same as he was. His father was physically very 

violent with him and his brothers. They were browbeaten to do all the work because 

their mother had died when they were young. There was eight of us home. My fa-

ther was down and out. He was an alcoholic. There was no income. We lived on 

what me and my younger brother could scrounge, selling papers, selling kindling, 

and working in the bootleg pit.”97  

Roy shifts in his squeaky chair. Should he break the thread of conversation 

or carry on through the muck? He decides to keep marching. “The culture of the 

miner was work hard, drink hard. That’s why there were so many pitiful situations 

in industrial Cape Breton in our day.”98 In his day, miners would “go and pick up 

their pay envelopes. Some of them would go to one of the taxis and say, ‘Here, take 

this to my house.’ And they’d give the taxi driver $20 [the pay envelope] and $2 or 

$3 for delivering it. That [money] would be sent to your house, whether it had one 

kid or eight kids, to do for the week.”99 His jaw tightens. “The rest of the envelope 

went to Iggies Tavern and to the legion and the Big Town tavern and the Midway 

tavern, and so on.”100 “That same guy would land home sometime Sunday afternoon 

or Sunday night, still drunk, and he’s got to sober up because he has to go to work 

tomorrow morning.”101 I haven’t the nerve to ask him, but Roy, I assume, is talking 

about his home, and “that same guy” is his father, Jackie. 

Home was, at best, a cold efficient place. It was no place for kids or dream-

ers. Roy was both. “There were a lot of kids at that time that were like me, that had 
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grand aspirations. I felt that I should be a lawyer or a doctor. At that time, I had the 

marks in school to prove it.”102 But “I never got to go to university. I fed my broth-

ers and sisters.”103 Roy was their surrogate father, the family breadwinner — a pit 

pony. He didn’t get to have a childhood of his own. After high school, Roy spent 

the early sixties in the armed forces. Later, he returned home and opened a business, 

insurance. When that closed, he opened a diner. Now he runs a dollar store. “I’ll be 

sixty-nine in May, and I’m still working,”104 he says with a mixture of pride and res-

ignation. Roy’s been a provider since his youth. He’ll probably die hunched over his 

dusty old calculator, tallying up receipts.  

 

To be human is to be pitched on the horns of a dilemma. So it is with the path from 

suffering to awakening. Our worst, our only problem in life, says the Buddhist nun 

Pema Chödrön, is that we “don’t like the way reality is now and therefore wish it 

would go away fast. But … nothing ever goes away until it has taught us what we 

need to know.”105 There is no escape: 

If we run a hundred miles an hour to the other end of the continent in 
order to get away from the obstacle, we find the very same problem 
waiting for us when we arrive. It just keeps returning with new names, 
forms, and manifestations until we learn whatever it has to teach us 
about where we are separating ourselves from reality, how we are 
pulling back instead of opening up.106  

 
On first glance you see a snake: you panic, you run. But look again: the snake you 

thought you saw is a coil of rope. The same goes for the monster under your bed: 

lift the blankets and there’s nothing there. As vivid as they are, our worst nightmares 

(and our wildest dreams) are chimeras: compounded, impermanent things — ashes 
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to ashes. And yet this kind of reasoning is cold comfort. The terror Roy experienced 

as his father climbed the stairs on Sunday night; the horror he experienced when 

Dad reached for his belt to instill discipline — years of meditation and talk therapy 

can’t erase traumas like these. “Neurosis,” writes Jung, “is the avoidance of legiti-

mate suffering.”107 Tell that to the payday drunk. Death stalks him in the pit; hunger 

haunts him at home; regret disturbs his sleep. Alcohol at least tamps down his anxie-

ty. In lieu of grief counselling or the consolation of philosophy, it will do. 

Alcoholism is a totalitarian disease. From a family systems perspective, the 

“denial of a parent’s alcoholism may become [its] central organizing principle … [to] 

… the detriment of other members’ needs.”108 The strictures of the alcoholic family 

include: 

… the discouragement of direct communication of emotions and en-
couragement of children to adhere to a fixed role inside as well as out-
side the family. As a result, the systems may have an atmosphere of 
unpredictability, unspoken strict rules, and lack of appropriate exam-
ples for children of how to experience and share emotions in a safe 
and appropriate manner.109  

 
Within his family system, Roy’s role was the Hero. The Hero is the child who “at-

tracts positive attention through achievement-related behaviors.”110 He “appear[s] 

confident, overachieving and serious to others,” while at the same time he “feel[s] 

inadequate and guilty inside.”111 Achievement enables him “to feel some level of 

control, provide stability to the system, and draw negative attention away from is-

sues related to the alcoholic parent.”112 He puts himself at risk for depression, anxie-

ty, and addiction, all for the sake of the family. The Hero (and his siblings, who have 

their own roles to play within the system) spends his life propping up a house of 
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cards. Roy has taken the Hero role to the nth degree. He’s a coal-town Horatio Al-

ger and George Bailey,v a fixture of the chamber of commerce and a revered com-

munity benefactor. Once, he came within 100 votes of high office. A knave stole the 

election out from under his feet, but Roy demurred at filing a complaint. He shook 

his opponent’s hand, went back to the shop, and chained himself, metaphorically, to 

his desk.  

 Like most neuroses, Roy’s workaholism may be an adaptation to trauma and 

abuse. In his case, it wasn’t entirely maladaptive. Heroism made him a thrall but also 

a pilgrim on a quest for insight. The way Roy tells the story, the last time Jackie 

drank was on Roy’s wedding day, in 1965. Jackie skipped the 10 a.m. nuptials, the 

evening reception, and the dance at _________ Hall.113 He and a buddy stayed home 

and drank “three quarts of rum, and talked about old times and the army. They sat 

there all day because they couldn’t move.”114 The officiating priest, Father Jimmy, 

was embarrassed for Roy and livid with Jackie. The next day, he thumped on his 

door. “Jackie,” the priest fumed, “I’m coming for you after supper, so get cleaned 

up. We’re going to a meeting. And don’t you dare disappear on me, because if you 

do I’ll hunt you down, and I will find you.”115 Jackie made the meeting and never 

missed one after that. “He died AA.”116 Did he heal? Maybe a little. “Although it 

was rather late in life,” Roy affirms, “my dad actually seen [sic] the light. And he 

helped a lot of people.”117 This is his benediction. Roy the workhorse did the heavy 

lifting, healing-wise, as did his children:  

                                                        
vIt’s a Wonderful Life, dir. Frank Capra (1947; Los Angeles, Liberty Films). 
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All during that time [Jackie’s recovery], my kids taught my father how 
to help somebody. I’d say to them, ‘We’re going to go down to see 
Papa now. Make sure you give him a hug.’ The kids went over to him 
and climbed up in his lap and said, ‘I want me a hug, Papa.’ And he 
went, ‘Whoa! Whoa! Whoa!’ (He didn’t know what to do with them.) 
Eventually, all the grandchildren in the house [convinced him.] Papa 
would get out of his chair for a hug.118  

 
Has reality taught Roy what he needs to know? Well, he didn’t harden his heart to 

his father. And although he and Jackie “never bonded,”119 which was Roy’s wish, 

Roy’s children did coax some tenderness from the old man. What’s more, Roy can 

speak about his father’s alcoholism without rancor or reproach. He can even shed a 

tear over him in front of a stranger.  

Courtiers 

The danger of “things that are ingrained in your brain indelibly” is that if we don’t 

grapple with them as “legitimate suffering,” they become, in the words of Hamlet, 

the “canker of our nature.”120 Minuscule but insidious, they metastasize and rot “the 

pales and forts of reason.”121 For the individual, the end point is madness; for the 

community, it is blight, social atavism. Either way, secrets kill. Novelist Linden 

MacIntyre, who quarries intergenerational family pathology in his Long Stretch tril-

ogy,vi once told me that “there is a pathological furtiveness in human nature.”122 “In 

my experience,” he said: 

                                                        
vi The triptych includes The Long Stretch (1999), The Bishop’s Man (2009), and Why Men 
Lie (2012). 
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when you find people who have come through historically significant 
periods — in war or in conflict — and they don’t want to talk about 
it, there’s something they’re blocking. Because people normally do 
want to place themselves in a saga of survival or historically important 
episodes. So when they block that impulse, it is usually because of 
something they did to get through it.123  

 
Scratch the veneer of civilization, and humans are red in tooth and claw. For Mac-

Intyre, survival most often boils down to sex or treachery: 

Somebody used sexual power to come through a situation, or some-
body betrayed somebody. They bought their way out of something at 
somebody else’s expense, and, therefore, they do not want to discuss 
it. The ravages of the twentieth century have left an awful lot of peo-
ple in that situation.124  
 

In light of the duplicity exhibited in the coal towns during the internment crisis of 

1940, the theory seems prescient.vii However, not all secrets involve Blackshirts and 

barbed wire. As Daniel MacIvor reminds us in Marion Bridge (2002), the most nox-

ious secrets are kept within families.  

In my research, I found no family more furtive than the Morgans of New 

Aberdeen and encountered no figure of historical import more enigmatic than 

Mayor John Morgan. From birth he was set apart. “He was different”125 from his 

family, Debbie Cox Reid recalls. “He was very smart. It’s just, like, he didn’t fit in 

with that family. They were so nonchalant and couldn’t care less about school — 

                                                        
vii See Chapter 4, “Local Fascist Gangsters.” 
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and [his older] brother Wayneviii was selling drugs, know what I mean?”126 “I’m tell-

ing you, Johnny was your typical nerd, [what with] the white shirt and black-

rimmed glasses and the pencil protector.”127 “Poor John,” Paul Coombes says, “was 

always by himself”: 

Even though their father had a full-time job, it just seemed that they 
were poorer than they should have been. … They won $25,000 a year 
and a half before Johnny [Sr.] died. The Lotto 6/49. It was Atlantic 
Lottery then. They bought a car. For some reason, they bought John-
ny a motorbike.ix They wasted it [their winnings]. They could’ve fixed 
up their house. They lived in a company house up on Eighth Street. 
They only had a coal stove; they didn’t have a furnace. They could’ve 
taken that money and installed a furnace. They blew it on toys.128  
 

John Morgan Jr. lived in “his own little world.”129 “When I would go to his home,” 

Debbie says, “he was always in his bedroom by himself. I never seen [sic] him actu-

ally sit down and watch TV with his family. Come to think of it, I never seen [sic] 

his family actually sit down to watch TV.”130 When John Morgan did show himself, 

it was to play chess, a game he’d taught himself by age seven, according to her.131  

John Morgan’s worst fear was that he would turn out like Wayne. “Wayne 

was a bad cat,”132 Coombes half chuckles. “He was always getting into fights, and he 

was drug dealing and stuff like that.”133 This upset John Jr. “Johnny always told me 

                                                        
viii Both Cox Reid and Coombes, who knew the Morgans as well as anyone, maintain that 
Wayne Morgan sold drugs, marijuana mostly, during the late seventies. Other sources of 
mine say the same thing. In a borough as compact as New Aberdeen, Wayne Morgan’s vo-
cation would be common knowledge. How well did people in the district know each other’s 
business? Very well. Life in New Aberdeen, says John Morgan, “was unique in that you 
knew almost everybody in your neighborhood. You knew not just your neighbors but your 
neighbors’ neighbors all the way up and down the street. And since the streets were built on 
a grid pattern, you knew people on the adjacent streets as well as their families and how 
they were related to one another.” John Morgan (March 14, 2016), telephone interview. 
ix To this day, John Morgan rides the Colliery Route on his motorcycle. He takes refuge in 
the roads. In this sense, the 1976 purchase of dirt bike was not a “waste” of money. John 
Morgan (March 14, 2016), telephone interview. 
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the teachers said he was going to turn out the same way as Wayne. Johnny always 

thought he had to prove them [the teachers] wrong.”134 “We kind of looked up to 

Wayne, though,” says Paul, “because he was the kind a guy who attracted women. 

He was a fun kind of guy. People in authority didn’t think so.”135 Debbie agrees. 

“Wayne was such a handsome young man,”136 she gushes. “All the girls just loved 

him!” Unfortunately, “he got involved with the wrong people.”137 In the Morgan 

family system, Wayne, I propose, adopted the role of Scapegoat, alias the Rebel.138 

As Scapegoat, it was his duty to “elicit attention from negative, oppositional or defi-

ant behaviors.”139 Wayne would be the Rebel. John Jr., the Hero.140 Ironically, to as-

sume the Hero’s mantle, John Morgan adopted the Rebel’s pose. “People in authori-

ty were always questioning Johnny,”141 Coombes says. Johnny always fought back. 

He once shot down a substitute chemistry teacher, figuratively, in an OK Corral 

debate. Another time, he butted heads with hockey star and Morrison High teacher 

Bugsy Seward from three o’clock homeroom until after six.142 They argued so long, 

the custodian forgot they were in the building and locked them in for the night.  

The Morgan children were abandoned by their parents in death, if not in 

life. After Viola passed, the eldest daughter, Joanne, carried on as surrogate mother 

to her siblings. The household was chaotic. “Johnny wasn’t used to having structure 

[at home] because his father was sick,”143 Coombes informs me. For a time, John was 

shunted off to live with his older, teetotalling Pentecostal stepbrother, Billy, in On-

tario. “Billy was a holy roller. His wife at the time was from Bangladesh. They were 

kind of strict with Johnny.”144 The youngest Morgans — John Jr. and his sisters 
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Sandrax and Nancy — were from the time of his mother’s death, essentially, or-

phans. How they internalized the related neglect can only be guessed. What is clear 

is that even as an up-and-coming lawyer in Sydney, the future mayor displayed a 

style of grievance befitting victimhood: 

When he was a lawyer, Johnny thought there was favoritism around 
the courts. When it came to assigning cases for the people who can’t 
afford lawyers, he thought you had to be part of some sort of in-
group [to get clients]. He didn’t like the other lawyers. He never 
trusted them. He always thought that they were were out for them-
selves.145  

 
John Morgan viewed local politicians with similar contempt. Not only did he feel 

“that the entire establishment was against him,” but that “the same people always 

run for mayor or get nominated by political parties to run as MLAs or MPs.”146  

Remember the golden rule? In Gothic Cape Breton, the game is rigged by the 

elites. The way John Morgan sees it, it’s the prominent citizens, to whom he refers in 

a sardonic French accent as “courtiers,” who, historically, have loaded the dice. The 

courtiers, he insists, were a tight circle of “federal [and] provincial elected officials 

that were able to dispense money for individual projects. They were … milking the 

system, a system of patronage, over decades.”147 They were often “lawyers, but … 

[frequently] … economic developers. They had few ties or connections to ordinary 

working-class people and really little concern for their welfare.”148 His law practice 

                                                        
x The Morgan siblings have been tragically short-lived. Sandra Morgan died suddenly in De-
cember 2015. She was fifty-three. Sandra Lorraine Morgan, obituary, 
http://www.inmemoriam.ca/view-announcement-531377-sandra-lorraine-morgan.html (ac-
cessed April 20, 2016). Wayne Morgan died in 2010 at the age of fifty-one. Wayne Allister 
“Jake” Morgan, obituary,  
http://www.inmemoriam.ca/view-announcement-196817-wayne-allister-jake-morgan.html 
(accessed April 20, 2016).  
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offered him an entrée into their world, but he refused to take it. Why? Because the 

courtiers “were in a bubble that was, to me, separate from the lives of the working 

people that I was representing when I was mayor.”149 The local elites were not of the 

folk. As Paul Coombes puts it, John Morgan “was on a crusade to save the 

CBRM”150 from the likes of them. “Even though nobody understood what he was 

trying to do,” he declares, Johnny “was going to be the one who solved all [the mu-

nicipality’s] problems.”151 A tall order, that. 

Drums and Guns 

Daniel Bar-Tal and his colleagues have written incisively about collective victim-

hood in the Balkans and the Middle East.152  Their hypothesis also applies to 

postindustrial Cape Breton. They propose that: 

just as individuals experience a sense of victimhood because of per-
sonal experiences, collectives such as ethnic groups may also experi-
ence this sense. It may result from events that harm the members of 
the collective because of their membership, even if not all the group 
members experience the harm directly. Groups can suffer from collec-
tive victimization which, similarly to individual victimization, is not 
based only on an objective experience but also on the social construc-
tion of it.153  
 

The etiology of group victimhood, they argue, follows this path: 

1. individuals experience harm, injury, or suffering caused by another 
person or persons or by institutions;  

2. some of them perceive this harm as undeserved, unfair, and unjust, 
leading them to view themselves as a victim; 

3. some of those who perceive themselves as a victim attempt to gain 
social validation by persuading others (family, friends, authorities, 
etc.) to recognize that the harm occurred and that they are victims; 

4. some of those who assert that they have been victimized receive 
external validation of their claim, thus becoming “official” victims 
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(as a result, they may receive social or institutional support and 
compensation).154  

 
John Morgan Jr. tapped into the wounded pride, the envy, the sense of entitlement, 

that typifies the victim mentality of the coalfield. His base voters were the inveter-

ately malcontented. (They’re Ford Nation, in Harv’s opinion; “knuckle draggers,” 

in Rita’s.) The year before his election the steel plant closed; the year after his elec-

tion Prince mine closed. A pall was cast from one end of Grand Lake Road to the 

other. What the people called for was a white knight, a “Rescuer” in therapeutic lan-

guage.155 John Morgan was eager to pick up his lance to save his people, his humble 

people, who, to paraphrase Eliot,156 expected nothing but their due.  

Chivalrous is one way to describe John Morgan’s approach to governance. 

As mayor he jousted with council over its so-called tea parties157; he dueled with the 

chamber of commerce; he jousted with the Postxi — he threw down the gauntlet to 

all the courtiers. His critics thought him pigheaded. John MacEachern describes the 

former mayor as an “Island separatist” and a “totalitarian”158: 

John Morgan believed that the school boards and the hospitals should 
be under the authority of the municipality. And the university too, by 
the way. The municipal council can’t decide which roads to pave. Im-
agine if they’re going to start making decisions about hospitals.159  

 
MacEachern maintains that Morgan and CBRM chief economic development officer 

                                                        
xi To say that there was bad blood between the mayor and the Cape Breton Post is like say-
ing the Hatfields and McCoys had “issues.” The former mayor told me that his polling 
numbers were “still close to the 80 percent amount even in the spring of the [election] year 
[of 2012]. I knew reporters,” he said, “that were inside the Cape Breton Post. They were 
aware of the polling data [but] they were sitting on the story. They wouldn’t publish it. 
They were publishing everything but that polling data [so as] to ensure that they would get 
a candidate to oppose me.” John Morgan (March 14, 2016), telephone interview. 
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John Whalley “wanted the CBRM to be a province.”160 John Morgan, MacEachern 

says, “always used to say, ‘I was elected to be the mayor of the municipality to make 

these decisions.’ And I would say to John, ‘Well, the people kind of elected me too.’ 

He’d say, ‘But that’s different.’ You see, that’s the narrowness of John Morgan.”161  

From 2003 until 2009, Mayor Morgan’s agenda amounted to one item: a 

lawsuit against the province of Nova Scotia to recoup funding wrongly withheld, in 

his view, from the municipality.162 That federal-provincial transfers are beyond the 

purview of municipalities and that provinces can dispense monies to cities and 

towns however they wish — these first principles of Canadian constitutional law did 

not deter him.163 When I broached the subject with Paul Coombes, he grew defiant: 

“They [the provincial government] weren’t ever going to come to him and negotiate 

because they had all the power.”164 According to him: 

He [the mayor] was hoping that the court would see it differently, but 
in his heart of hearts, and being a lawyer himself, he knew that the le-
gal grounds were shaky. Still, he felt it was important to keep the issue 
in the public. It was to show them [the bigwigs in Halifax] that he was 
going to fight any way he possibly could.165  

 
John Morgan was tilting at windmills. The Nova Scotia Court of Appeal dismissed 

the CBRM’s action, and the Supreme Court refused to hear the appeal (2009). The 

mayor conceded nothing, certainly not the moral high ground.xii “They [the court 

justices] are not tree shakers,” he told the CBC.xiii “They are there because they are, 

for the most part, part of the establishment.”166  

                                                        
xii John Morgan outlines his legal reasoning for the lawsuit in an email he sent to me, which 
is presented in full in Appendix X. 
xiii John Morgan’s annoyance with the CBC rivals his disdain for the Post: “It wasn’t just the 
Cape Breton Post that was generally hostile. … CBC Radio was extremely hostile [to me] 
the entire time [I was mayor].” John Morgan (March 14, 2016), telephone interview. 
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Communications scholar Anita Vangelisti writes that “families with an alcoholic 

parent may keep the parent’s alcoholism secret, in part, so that the parent can main-

tain his or her role as a family authority figure. If a member is overtly acknowledged 

as an alcoholic … his or her family role is often called into question.”167 The obliga-

tion to secrecy can last beyond the grave. Again, Vangelisti:  

Assuming that family members are often willing to sacrifice a great 
deal to maintain the family unit, the chance that they would endure 
potentially harmful or destructive circumstances (i.e., physical or psy-
chological abuse) to keep the family together is quite high. This may 
be particularly true of children, who, as low-status individuals, have 
little power actively to affect their environment. One contribution 
they may make to maintaining the family structure is a passive one: 
withholding information about such things as abuse or neglect from 
particular family members or those outside the family structure.168  

 
This is the “pathological furtiveness” of which Linden MacIntyre speaks. It’s also 

the kind of secrecy that marked the end of Mayor Morgan’s tenure. On Friday,xiv 

August 17, 2012, the mayor issued a press release stating that he would not reoffer 

for the post everyone assumed was his for life.169 Then he vanished. “Why he didn’t 

run the fourth time, I don’t know,”170 Coombes says, still baffled. “He told me he 

needed too much money. I said, ‘No, you don’t. We can do it for $15,000. We’ll put 

a phone line in Glace Bay and one in Sydney. We’ll put your old signs up. That’s all 

                                                        
xiv In politics, Fridays are known as “news dump” days. Whenever a political figure like 
Mayor Morgan has bad news to impart, he does it before the weekend to dampen media 
coverage of it. Morgan denies that this was the case with his retirement notice. He told me 
that till the end he was ready to run. Morgan: “I waited right until the last day, hoping that 
there would be some mechanism by which funding [would materialize for me], but it just 
didn’t happen.” He claims that he had no choice but to withdraw from the race. His reasons 
for quitting, I believe, are more complicated than he suggests. John Morgan (March 14, 
2016), telephone interview. 
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we’ll have to do.”171 Morgan contends self-financing three mayoral campaigns at a 

cost of $100,000 each had bled him dry. “I’d spent everything I could to keep that 

rickety election machine [of mine] going,”172 he says. He was flat broke. Paul 

Coombes might be proud that Johnny “couldn’t be bought”173 by the courtiers. 

Alas, pride doesn’t pay for election-related media buys. 

John Morgan was phobic of failure. “He always worried, even when he won 

by over 80 percent”174 of the vote. “He always worried”175 that he’d lose the fight. 

The mayor’s election flight is a sore spot with many of his supporters. Johnny 

“pissed a lot of people off who worked on his campaigns,” notes Paul. “He didn’t 

call anybody up to say, ‘Look I’m tired. [It’s time to pack it in].’”176 He did nothing 

of the sort. Coombes observes that once the CBRM’s lawsuit washed up on the 

shoals, the regular visits that his quasi foster brother paid to Winniexv and family all 

but ceased. He suggests that Morgan was depressed. If John Morgan styled himself 

the Hero, as I believe he did, he almost certainly felt that he’d failed his meta family, 

the municipality. Perhaps too he was tired of playing the Rescuer, which is without 

fail a thankless task.xvi  

My interview subjects used to ask me if I ever found John Morgan. They’d 

ask me if his Riverdale Drive177 home had been sold. They even wondered if he was 

                                                        
xv Winnie Coombes was Viola Morgan’s best friend and Paul Coombes’s mother. She raised 
John Morgan as one her own after John Morgan Sr.’s death in 1979. 
xvi Morgan adamantly disagrees with me on this point. “[Being mayor] was the only job I 
ever wanted, really,” he affirms. “I would’ve done it and continued to do it in a heartbeat. If 
someone came to me today and said, here’s $100,000, or even if they came to me and said, 
here’s a good job so you can again start financing your campaigns yourself, I would do it in 
a heartbeat.” John Morgan (March 14, 2016), telephone interview. 
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working as a manager at a Sydney call center. I dunno, I’d tell them.xvii “Who is John 

Morgan?” boomed William Osler in his radio ads during the mayor’s first campaign. 

Good question. Whenever I try to answer it, I hear Ryan’s Fancy pounding the 

boards at the legion. They’re singing: 

With drums and guns, and guns and drums,  
The enemy nearly slew ye;  
My darling dear, you look so queer,  
Och, Johnny, I hardly knew ye!178  

 
The restless youth who abandons his “doleful damsel” to fight for glory in far-off 

“Sulloon,” only to stagger home “so low in flesh, so high in bone” — that’s the sto-

ry of John Morgan. It’s not much different from J.B. McLachlan’s story: both men 

charged uphill when they might have done better to burrow beneath the trenches. 

They were all vinegar, no honey. They fought, and no one ate.  

Battle hymns aren’t the only tunes Capers sing. When the war drums aren’t 

beating, I hear a different voice. It’s Pastor Dave’s. He’s telling me about Andrew 

Edwards, one of his Undercurrent kids. Andrew “hid [his addiction] extremely 

well,” 179 he says. “He came from a good home. The week he [died] he told his par-

ents that he’d been fighting addiction for a couple of years.”180 His parents got him 

into rehab right away. As a farewell to all that, Andrew “tried to get high one more 

time.”181 The drugs killed him. Undercurrent’s café is named for him. P. Dave has 

been known to do the flip at the Dan Taylor Memorial Skateboard Park, another 

                                                        
xvii It took me two years, but I located John Morgan in the winter of 2016. He was working, 
teaching paralegals in Sydney. He was trying to make ends meet and support his family. The 
downside of being a self-described maverick is that “courtiers” aren’t going to offer you 
work once your tenure is done. The former mayor would not speak about his family out of 
respect for the dead but was forthcoming in all other respects.  
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monument to Doomed Youth,182 up the street. “So many things in our community 

are memorials to kids who passed away,”183 he muses. It’s another Miners’ Museum, 

I think. When our time is up, Sawler takes a final bite of his donut, wipes the crumbs 

from his soul patch,xviii and says goodbye. He’s off to open the doors to Undercur-

rent. There are kids waiting to get in. It’s bitterly cold. They want to skate. 

  

                                                        
xviii A soul patch is a diamond-shaped tuft of hair that hipsters sport beneath their lower lip.  
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Photographs 
 

 
Photo 35: John and Viola Morgan’s resting place. Saint Mary’s Cemetery, Glace Bay.  

Photo courtesy of Bernie Michalik Sr. 
  



 
 

 316 

 
Photo 36: John (left) and Wayne (right) Morgan (ca 1970). 

Photo courtesy of John Morgan.  
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Photo 37: “We deserve better.” Unused re-elect John Morgan lawn sign.  
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Photo 38: Pastor Dave Sawler in full flight.  
Source: Facebook. 
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