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[This article will give you a glimpse of the history of the churches in Middle River Victoria County.] 



 

Middle River is a small Cape Breton community located on the Cabot Trail west of 

Baddeck. Just over 200 years ago (in 1806) the first immigrants (the Scots) arrived 

and for many years, others followed. The first settlers from Scotland to take up 

land were, along with their families: Rodrick (Rory) Mackenzie, Kenneth MacLeod 

Senior, Peter Campbell, and Donald MacRae. 

Most of these settlers were Gaelic speaking faithful Presbyterians. Some of these 

families were forced to leave but others came as willing adventurers in search of 

land and independence. They struggled to survive in the harsh climate and 

endured many hardships. However, they persevered, employed many of the First 

Nations survival skills and gradually adapted to their environment. Farming, 

logging and fishing were the modes of employment and the community grew. At 

one time the population of Middle River was close to 1,000 inhabitants. Later, 

many of these staunch Presbyterians decided to join the Reverend Norman 

Macleod’s migration to New Zealand and Australia. Today many of their ancestors 

come to Middle River looking for their roots and visiting homesteads of their 

forefathers. 

 

Middle River continues to reinvent itself but retain its Scottish roots.  

Time moves on, changes occur and the community survives. We still have our 

own Elementary School, two churches (United and Presbyterian), Fire Station and 

Community Hall.  



 

Middle River’s Iconic Churches: 

When speaking of Middle River the first comment often made is “are you familiar 

with the two churches”. The churches have become somewhat of an icon of the 

Middle River Community. 

The first church in Middle River was Presbyterian and was built in the early 

1830’s. 

 

Reverend Alexander Farquharson, Senior came in 1933 to minister to 

approximately sixty families in the community. Rev. Farquharson was the first 

missionary to come to Cape Breton from Scotland. The church was located on 

what later became the upper level of the middle river cemetery. Rev. Farquharson 

Senior is buried where the front steps of that church was located. His grave is 

easily found as it is marked with an unusual table-like tombstone found in that 

section of the cemetery. 

 



The second church was built in 1877 and is still in use today. It is located across 

the road from the cemetery on part of the two hundred acre grant of land owned 

by Rev. Farquharson Senior.  

 

 

In 1925, due to hard feelings stirred up in a Union vote, the minority (who voted 

for union) decided it was necessary to have their own church. They dismantled 

and moved a Methodist church from Margaree which was no longer in use (The 

Methodists being one of the three denominations uniting to form the “United 

Church”).  The move took place in the summer of 1925 and the church was 

reassembled on a lot adjoining that of the Presbyterian Church.  

 



The first manse was built in the early 1860’s by the community and is located on 

the MacIntyre Road and is now owned by Cathy and John Kennedy. 

 

 

The second manse was built in 1911, south of the new church on the same side of 

the road. It is still standing today and is privately owned. 

 

 

Cemeteries 

The Middle River Cemetery is located in a lush green valley along the Cabot Trail. 

The older section of the cemetery is situated on what was the original Kenneth 

MacLeod property on which a small lot was set apart for the cemetery and a 

meeting house.  



There is an upper and lower section which is located directly across from the 

Farquharson Presbyterian Church and borders the west side road.  

 

                 

 

 

The first burial was Angus MacKay in 1820 he died in Washabuckt and his remains 

were brought by boat to Nyanza and up to Middle River as the cemetery was the 

only Protestant Cemetery in the area. A stone erected in his memory stands in the 

lower level of the cemetery. 

 



In 1950 an adjoining lot to the south was purchased from Mrs. John MacLennan 

with the first burial in the new part being that of the late Dan D MacRae from 

Nyanza in 1953. 

In 1984 a third lot the full width of both the old and new sections combined was 

donated by Daniel and Murdock MacLennan. This lot is on the riverside and 

extends along and beyond the old and new sections.  

The cemetery was and continues to be kept up by the annual “Cemetery Day”  

 

when the residents of the area gather to donate their time to improving the 

appearance. The residents of Middle River and area are very proud of their 

cemetery and feel a great deal of gratitude to those who work to maintain its 

appearance. 

 

 

 

 

The information contained in this article was referenced from Middle River: Past and Present, History 

of a Cape Breton Community 1806-1985. A book created by the Middle River Historical Society 


