
Chapter 4 

“Little” Neil MacDonald & Elizabeth O’Brien 

John Neil MacDonald’s Parents 

 

The next generation back is “Little” Neil MacDonald married to 
Elizabeth O’Brien. 

Little Neil was born C 1823 in the area known as Judique on the Cape 
Breton Side. Elizabeth O’Brien was born C 1823 in Little Tracadie NS.  

I say approximately for their births because different dates show for 
them on different documents which is not unusual for the time. A 
birthday today is when we get a gift, a more definite time. Not so much 
back in another era when things were less often written down & more 
often just spoken about. 

John Neil’ had 4 brothers & 3 sisters. (1) 

For me, there are some amazing stories surrounding “Little Neil” & 
Elizabeth O’Brien. 

I’ll begin with Elizabeth who passed away, 11 June 1870 @ c. age 47. 
“Little” Neil & Elizabeth lived in Auld’s Cove. Elizabeth’s brother George, 
living  in nearby Little Tracdie lost 5 children, ages 3, 5, 11, 12 & 13 to 
Scarlet Fever between the 7th & 13th March, 1870. (2) I have no doubt she 
helped her brother during this crisis, only to catch the disease herself & 
die a few months later, leaving Little Neil a widower with a younger 
family. He never remarried. 

Elizabeth’s father, John O’Brien was married to Ann Strahan. “The Story 
of Auld’s Cove” dates their marriage as 1820 with Ann passing away 
that same year. Just as my mother did, baby Elizabeth O’Brien went to 
live with her widowed Grandmother Elizabeth Strahan & her uncle, 
William Strahan in Auld’s Cove. The Strahan property was adjacent to 
Little Neil’s parents, so Little Neil & Elizabeth didn’t have to travel far 
to meet & marry.   
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Elizabeth’s father, John O’Brien was the son of Michael O’Brien. In 1784, 
Michael O’Brien received a grant of 100 acres from the crown. His land 
was a portion of the Hierlihy Grant given to members of the Nova Scotia 
Volunteers upon the disbandment of that regiment. Qualification for the 
grant were 10 years of Military service to the British Crown. Michael 
was a private, age 30 at the time of his land grant in Little Tracadie. 
Heirlihy’s regiment saw active service in the American Revolution, 
later removing to Nova Scotia, providing defence duties here & on PEI 
as a deterrent to any possible invasion or incursions on British held 
North America. Michael’s land grant passed to his son, John O’Brien in 
1819. On John’s passing in 1864, the land passed to his son George. Little 
Neil & Elizabeth along with her step brother John & sister Ann are 
signatories to this transfer in 1864.  

I don’t believe “Little Neil”s name had anything to do with his physical 
stature. His father was Neil. There was another Neil in Auld’s Cove at 
the time known as “Big Neil”. So handles got applied to distinguish all 
these Neils. When the Scots followed their naming pattern and a child 
was due to be called Neil, John or Mary, a nickname was often added for 
distingsion. 

The Ship Katie  

As with Catherine O’Brien’s family, tradition had many families 
spending summer months in places like Gloucester Mass. or Portsmouth 
NH working for wages on shore or sailing from those ports for the 
various fishing banks. I recently read that it wasn’t unusual to have 60% 
of the population gone in the summer months.  

On April 2, 1876, the schooner Katie sailed from Mulgrave heading for 
Gloucester. On board were Little Neil’s Daughter, Ann (Mrs. John 
O’Brien) & 3 grandsons, John age 6, Neil age 5 & 2 year old Alex O’Brien.  
Also on board was Little Neil’s brother-in law, Edward Ryan married to 
his sister Ann. The gear belonging to Little Neil’s sons William & Neil 
was also on board but the boys went to Sunday morning Mass with their 
plan to take the next vessel heading to Gloucester if necessary.    
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On April 4, all on board the Katie were lost when the vessel  sunk in a 
gale off Sable Island. Imagine the shock to Little Neil ! (3) 

Son Neil who missed fate on the Katie, was lost a few years later when 
the schooner Nathan Philips out of Gloucester went down on the 
Gloucester Banks, 7 Oct. 1876.  

In the little cemetery across the road from St. Lawrence’s church, 
perhaps the largest memorial stone is for William MacDonald & his wife 
Ella. 

The loss of family lives on the Katie was enough to make 25 year old 
William quit the sea. In 1878, the family gave him 50 acres of their 
property to start his life ashore. Eventually, William moved to 
Mulgrave, becoming a very successful merchant. In 1917, William gave 
his 50 acres in Auld’s Cove to his brother John Neil.  

William married Ella Grant in 1896 at age 43. Without children of his 
own, William contributed towards the support & education of his 
nephews. Having had the privilege of reviewing his 1932 will, I can say 
he gave the entirety of his substantial estate towards the support of the 
Diocese of Antigonish & towards missionary & educational church 
endeavours across the country. In a way, the size of his monument 
reflects the magnitude of his generosity towards causes he considered 
worthy. Be sure to view his memorial. He was a very astute & generous 
business man from a bustling Mulgrave. 

We’ve touched on Little Neil’s children, William, John Neil, Ann & Neil. 
For the others, Isabella died single at only 36. George lost his first wife, 
Christina MacDonald after only 9 years in 1891 & remarried, remaining 
in the area throughout his days. Ambrose & Elizabeth Jane (sis) 
remained home unmarried, carrying for Little Neil , their farm & 
enjoying the company of nearby family members. Upon Ambrose’s 
passing in 1931, without direct heirs, he donated the property to St. 
Lawrence Church in Mulgrave. (4)  
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If you enter the road leading to the Cove Motel, you’ll cross a small 
stream flowing towards the pond. Where the stream enters the pond, 
marks one of the corners of the original Neil MacDonald property in 
Auld’s Cove encompassing much of the commercial area around the pond 
today.  

By coincidence, later family members, including William C’s wife 
Margaret lived on land fronting the pond, the site of the original 200 
acre Neil MacDonald property.  
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