INTERVIEW WITH MR. JAMES O’BRIEN  
I’m speaking with Mr. James E. O’Brien.  He was the station master a few years back for the railway in Rothesay.   So, you weren’t really the station master, what were you involved in? 
I was the caretaker there.  But I did the station master’s work there.  Different ones would call me the station master but I’d say I’m not the station master I’m the caretaker.  And they’d say, oh you’re the station master. 

What did they do at the station back then?  It was a gathering place? 

In the old days? 

Yes.  Didn’t they have church services there or something? 

A what? 


A church service there? 

Oh, not that I know of.   They had boxing matches there I guess. 

They did? 

Yes.  They’d take the stove out, the big pot belly stove was in the station then and the boys at night would come down there and say come on get that stove out of here but that was a great old time.  No trouble, just fun you know.   They told me that had lots of fun there at nights you know boxing fights and things there. 

A lot of people went out on the train in the morning didn’t they?  For business to get to Saint John. 

Oh yes.  The suburban trains.  They’re all off now.  You can’t even get a car to take you out to Rothesay, no bus or anything.  Irving started there and he quit there, it didn’t pay him.  They all had their own cars.  No only did they have a car but some even had two or three cars and everybody in the family had a car.  But the only time that they’d want you was in a bad storm and they’d get a little nervous driving.  Then they’d want a taxi. 

Do you remember the Indians, Nelly Francis getting on that train? 

Oh yes. 

What was she like?

Oh, terrible.  She was a nuisance.  She’d get to drinking you know.  One conductor there, I don’t know if it was Sullivan, she went to get on the train and he knew she was drinking because he smelled it on her, so he called the police and said take her off, take her off, I’m not moving the train out if she’s on here.  So, the cops would take her out and would tell her you can’t go today Nelly, you’re too loaded, your drinking and you’re not being a nuisance on the train.  Try tomorrow.  And she had a pass you know, for life there.  She was walking the track one day and she found a broken rail and she notified the railway.  That’s the way I understood it, and when she did they turned around and gave her a life pass to travel back and forth.  But then she spoiled it by being a drunk.  Coming in she was alright she was sober coming in but going out she was bad.  She’d have her bottle there I guess. 

I see.  What went on on the train?  Where did the trains go to?  Sussex and Hampton? 

Well, they went east but they made connection with Halifax and Newfoundland.  I don’t think too many in Newfoundland but the boys in college and the girls’ college Netherwood there, they had all girls there but now they’re mixing with the boys there that were all at the boys’ college.  But that was a fairly tough time when they were leaving, going on their vacation and closing up.  But, when they were graduating, their parents went down to see the graduation and that car would then take them up.  
Oh and they’d take the train. 

But otherwise, when they have a short spell you know, maybe a couple weeks or three weeks or something, they’d go by train and the parents would pay for their ticket.   They’d come down and they’d have hold of their luggage and want checks for the baggage.  So, I used to take them out  beforehand and the school would tell me what they’d want and what tickets and where they were going.  So, that would be alright.  Then before train time, it would be the day they were going to go or the day before, they’d call up there.  One of the girls said they were going to Newcastle but would you make that ticket out to Truro or some other place, New Glasgow.  Holy mackerel, we’d have to change their luggage, all the baggage.  Well they said, send back the baggage checks and I hate to ask you to do it.  I’d say it’s a damn nuisance this time of the year and I said I’ve got my hands full and I’m all alone here.  So they’d come down with their luggage and teddy bears and this and that, toys and stuff, and all this damn stuff, and extra coats.  One of them would come in and say will you give me another ticket, another baggage check.  So I had to make a list out here for the baggage checks, not their names but just the baggage checks and the date was on it, and this girl would say the change so I’d change the ticket and baggage checks, destroy them and make out new ones and I’d say where’s your ticket number, I want to see your ticket number.  She said I showed it to you.  I said, I know you did, you showed it to me 20 minutes ago.  I can’t remember all the numbers, there were six or seven figures on the numbers.  
I said, I’ve got to mark down on this thing here but here’s a list of them and I don’t know which is yours unless I see your baggage check, let me see it.  So she said here it is.  I said is that baggage going on this train and the place would be full with luggage all over the floor, you had to step over it to get passed it. 

The train carried milk or something didn’t it? 

Oh yes, the milk train.  I ran on those trains for a while. 

Tell me about that.  What did you do? 

Oh, I was not in the milk car I was in the express car.  But, the milk car was there and the farmers would all come down in the morning with 8-gallon cans and they pick those up into the car and a box in there, there were big racks that ran there and they’d fill the underneath place.  They you had an upper rack and those 8-gallons of milk cans. 
Yeah, you’d be pretty strong. 

Well, those farmers, they were husky and they’d put them up, they used to give a hand to put it up there but they’d be there early in the morning.  Most of them out there, a lot of the milk was brought through Sussex there and the car was on the siding and getting towards train time, they’d take a load of siding and stick it on the train but they partly filled it.  But into Saint John, they were filled and sometimes there were two cars on there and the dairy would come down to pick up the milk.  Now they put it all into a truck there, a big tank and just dump it in and it’s all mixed together. 

How many trains went on there about?  Were there a bunch? 

Oh yes.  In the morning, well I forget the numbers now. 

There was an 8:15 train. 

13 and 14 and 19 and 20.  Then there was, not counting the suburban trains, they came in at 9 in the morning and they’d go out at night at quarter after 5 and another one at quarter after six and 8:20.  Then at night, the night trip there, the train left for Halifax and it carried a load up.   I can’t think of that.  There were quite a few, in Saint John, they had a valley train too that you could come in so many days I week, I think it was 3 or 4 days a week or so.  But it took things on it like pigs or beef sometimes, crates of beef and that came in on some of the other trains too into Saint John and would go to the market.   But it appeared to be about every hour there was a train coming or going.  Then in the afternoon, there was another train that came in there, I forget what time it came in now and what time it went out. 

Well that’s ok.  They were quite frequent though, the trains? 

Oh yes, they were.  Well, they’re all cut off now, not going.  And the Valley Line, I don’t know, I think that’s taken up.  I was up there one day and I saw the line there where all the tracks were lifted and all the ties are gone.  I don’t think they run over it.  There wasn’t much on the line outside some of the farmers and then I think there was a mill, a saw mill there.  They liked to see the railway running, that was the best way for them to ship there stuff out you know. 

How long were you involved in the railways in Rothesay?  How many years? 

Well, let’s see.  Oh about 13.  

That’s an awful long time. 

Yes, yes. 

Who were some of the people that road the train every day besides Nelly Francis? 

Oh yes. 

Did John Brock go in everyday? 

On the train? 

Yes. 

Well, I don’t know whether they did.  I used to see them trains if they stopped at Rothesay I’d see them.  But I didn’t notice him there.  
Where did you live when you stayed in Rothesay? 

Well, I lived right in the station first.  Most of the time, until I decided to quit or retire there.   Then we moved out in Fleming…run….

Station House? 

No, the hotel there.  Shadow Lawn.  She ran that.  She was a nice woman.  She said I hear you’re leaving here and I said yes I am.  Do you have a flat and she said yeah, I have got a flat.  Then she said if you want it but first have a look at it and take your wife over.  So we went over, I was in there before but just a few minutes giving the fellow that worked for Mrs. Fleming a hand, he had to move a counter or there and needed another man at the end of it so I saw it then but I didn’t go all through the house then.  

So you stayed where, at Shadow Lawn?

No, I never stayed in there.  Across the street from the station, right next door to Dr. King. 

Oh I see.

Yes, I could see him out my back yard there Dr. King’s place.  

I see.  So, Fleming had owned it and rented it or let you have it? 

Yes, I paid rent for it.  It was nice because I didn’t want to go to town. 

Did you stay there for a long time after that? 

Let me see, how long was I there.  We were there plenty. 

???????????????????? cannot hear ????????????????????

No, but I mean when we moved into Mrs. Fleming’s house there. 

Quite a few though.  You’ve stayed in Rothesay for quite a while. 


Yes, I did. 

Maybe 20 years? 

No, not that long. 

13? 

-----Someone talking answering in the background but cannot make it out --------
So, you’ve been there for quite a while.  What’s your favorite things about Rothesay? 

Favorite things. 


Which church did you go to? 

Mother of Perpetual Heath. 


A catholic church? 

Yes. 

And, where did you hang out?  Who were your friends?  Or was everybody your friend? 

Well, that’s hard to say.  I wouldn’t say everybody. 

I heard you got along with the bulk of them. 

Yes.  I didn’t get into sports or much like that you know or go around playing cards or something there.  I was busy a lot there with people used to come in after hours you see. 

At the station house you mean? 

Yes.  Some people lived across on the peninsula and they’d say I was here last night but I guess I was late coming.  So I’d say what time did you come?  Oh about quarter after six or so and I’d say yes  you were.  Then I’d say why didn’t you ring the bell. And he said, no I don’t believe in putting a man to work if his time is up, that’s your time.  No, he said, I’ll come when you’re on duty.  Well, I said, I’d make an exception for people over on the peninsula because you have to travel in and go on a ferry and get on the ferry and get over here so if they go by any reasonable time and if they wanted to come down.  But sometimes it happened that I’d go out and lock up about half a dozen doors and I’d just go upstairs and the first thing you’d know that fellow comes.  So I’d go down again. 
So you were kept busy? 

Yeah, there were about six doors or so to get in and get the stuff again, leave again and start upstairs and another fellow would come.  So I’d go down again.  That kind of got under my skin at times but I didn’t say anything about it.  But, I could understand it because it was difficult for them to get back and forth. 

What did you do as the station master?  What were your duties? 

Well, you sold tickets and you handled express. 

The baggage? 

No, no baggage.  Well, the baggage was only when those in college were all leaving and they’d take their luggage then with them. 

What else did you do?  You looked after the property.  What where the tickets like? 

Well, there were all kinds of tickets. 

What kinds of tickets?

They were into a case with a key on it there, a lock to open it and some of those short runs were just a wee ticket, just small and the other ticket was longer.  

What time periods could they buy a ticket for?  Could they buy a ticket for a month or did you have to buy it every time you went? 

Mostly every time they went, yeah.  I didn’t have any tickets for the suburbans, I think they must have all went by car for most of them. 
Tell me about well off people in Rothesay used to get their chauffeurs to drive them down to the station I guess.  Is that correct? 

Well, of course I didn’t notice them.  They’d come down there and then disappear again and I wouldn’t know how they got down there but normally they walked or ran down. 

Someone in the background – dad, do you remember who that man was that passed away at that station that day? 

Oh, I can’t think of his name.  Yeah, he came in there and he wanted to ship a rocking chair or something like that, a chair and he had it in a crate.  I said why don’t I give you a hand with that there.  Well, he took one end and I took one end and maybe I walked faster or too fast for him because he seemed to be kind of feeble I noticed after.  Then he came in and he dropped to the floor, out.  

So what did you do? 

Well, I tried to get a doctor.  But a fellow came in that I knew there Sinclair, he used to be the golf professional there, he came in.  When he saw the man on the floor, he  held the door.  And I thought what a thing to do and I wanted someone to give me a hand.  My daughter was upstairs and she came down with a blanket and a pillow and we put the blanket over him and the pillow under his head.  Then, some doctor there, what did they call him? 

Dr. Peters? 

No, I don’t think so.  He came in and looked at him and said I can’t do anything for him.  I said you mean he’s gone?  And he said yes, he’s gone. 

He died? 

Yes.  So he said who is he?  I said, I don’t know.  I’d never seen him before or I don’t think I did.  Then somebody else came along and said oh that’s Mr. so and so, he used to be the bank manager down at the Bank of Montreal or something and his wife was away at the time and she came back of course sooner or later and she said did you see his watch?  I said, I didn’t see any watch, no.  But she said he had a good watch that he had at the house and he was going to get it repaired or something there and she said I can’t find it, did he have it on him?  Of course, I don’t know I didn’t searched his clothes so I don’t know if he had it on him or not but I didn’t see any watch, of course I wasn’t looking for any.  So, she called me later on and he did take the watch into the jeweler and the jeweler had it.  She said it’s ok, it’s fine.  But I thought someone must’ve taken his watch.  But she said it’s alright he had been up to the jeweler and left it there for repairs. 

What did you wear?  Did you have a costume?  

No, just old clothes.  
That’s pretty good.  That’s a perfect job when you don’t have to wear any certain type of attire. 

Yeah, well most of them there they all had those shields you know, they put elastic on that go over your head and they wore them a lot of them. 
Kind of like what a bookie would where?  A sun visor like? 

Yeah, like a sun visor on it.  I don’t know if they still wear the cap or hat they’d just put the sun visor on you know.   They’d go out doors with them on and they’d leave them on then.  But a lot of them wore them there. 

------- cut off ----- Laughing Louis? 

Well I would go out in the woods and he said do you know where laughing Louis lives?  I said no I don’t know.  He said we’ll see it here in a few minutes time.  So, I went in there and he was sitting outside the door of his shack, it was just a tar paper shack you know, well no I guess some wood there too.  But he said oh, not laughing today but he’s always grinning but they called him laughing Louis. 

I guess he used to take himself and throw himself upon the floor and laugh so hard you could hear it from miles away when he thought something was funny. 

Yes. 

He was big wasn’t he?  

What? 

He was a big, big man, burly and strong. 

Yes. 

Scary. 

Well, we one time lived there in the camp there, we lived there two or three seasons and before we left we’d get a big order of groceries and a lot of canned goods.  In the camp, there was well they built like a shop there with shelves and things and they’d have it all piled with canned goods and beans and peas and things. 

Stocking up for the winter? 

No stocking up for the summer.  Laughing Louis got in there,  he said with the cans and stuff around, he said do you want something to eat?  Yeah, yeah so he had a couple of cans, a can of corn and some peas and this and that but they had a lot of canned goods there and he was happy to get that.  He didn’t bother the woods much, I never saw him around much there but if you went to the camp he’d be there you know.  

Where was this camp?

Quite a ways from the house there.  Don’t know where, he asked me if I knew where Louis lived and I said no I don’t.  

Nelly Francis was well know.  She made beautiful baskets and sold them. 

Yeah.  

And they made axe handles. 

Well, the Indians, they’d try to sell you fishing baskets you know, but you couldn’t trust them.  You’d never see the basket.  You’d pay them after you got the basket or you’d never see them again and they’d never come back with the basket.  But they’d tell you they were making baskets. 

Try to take orders?

Yeah, taking orders. 

What was Dominic like, do you remember him. 
Dominic? 

Dominic, the Indian.  

No, I didn’t know him. 

He was a hunchback, I know that.  I guess he was a real character too.  They all lived back to Low Wood I guess, down past the Pugsley property. 

Yeah. 

This is what I’m told by people. 

No, Dominic, I don’t know him. 

Tell me about this lady trying to get into the Grove. 

Well, who was the royalty that came around here sometime? 

Prince of Whales?  Is that who you’re talking about?

It was a long time ago.  It was in the paper you know, not on the radio or television and it was at Rothesay.  There was a Scott that lived across the street from us there in town and the mother said let’s go to Rothesay and see the royalty she said.  And the father said well, everybody’s not allowed in there, you have to have an invitation she said you know.  Oh no, no she said, no, you just go out, everybody welcome.  I couldn’t go anyway, I didn’t have the time to go out there.  But she had a horse and she wanted to take the mother for a drive or something but she didn’t go with her, but anyway, the used to have to start to burn the newspaper underneath the horse to get him to go any further because he didn’t want to move.  They’d light the heat and the horse would have to move but he’d move a couple of feet and then he’d stop.  Anyway, I don’t know, she went on the train with Donnie was it and anyway, little fellow, she went out on the door there were these fellows with suits on and they say card please and she said oh I haven’t got it with me.  Well get the card lady, to get in you’ve got have an invitation.  And Ronnie took his cap off. 

Is that her son? 

Her son, the little fellow, and she threw it in.  And she said, what did you throw your hat in there for?  And she grabbed him by the hand and the both of them
And they got in? 

And they got in.  They got by the other fellow too, there was a second fellow that was supposed to see their pass too.  But they got in and were up at the table with all the invited guests.  

Thank you very much. 

I hope I gave you some useful information. 

You sure did.  You described the tickets and the day passes and the baggage and the trains.  Not too much more I could find out I don’t think. 

No.  It was a bit of a headache there, we had about three hours work to do and we had to do it in two hours, you know.  I should have asked for help.  One time I did get help, they sent a man out and that was a great help because he put the checks on the baggage and took all the baggage out and it was great that way.  I’d handle the people and buying tickets but there was a little hectic there sometimes.    Is that one on this train?  It will go on this train if I get down there but I can’t do more than one thing at a time.  I said I can’t be in here looking after the tickets and be outside loading the baggage on the train there see.  So, I said, if I don’t get it on there it will go the next train.  So don’t go down after you get home looking for it but you’d get it the following day though.  

