
CROSSING THE STRAITS! 

Extracts from the Journal of the Rev. Father Osborne S.S.J.E. 

Jan. 17-20, 18831 

[Note – These notes are left almost as they were written in a journal at the time, portions being omitted. 

With his present knowledge, some things would be put differently, but the writer was an entire stranger 

to the locality when he wrote.] 

 

Wednesday Jan. 17 

10 a.m. – My train left St. John at 7:55 a.m.  I write en route to Amherst – very slow travelling, train full.  

2 p.m. – I am in Nova Scotia, and getting near Amherst.  Asked the conductor just now if it was right to 

change at Amherst for P.E.I. “Oh yes, mail goes from there.” “By sleigh?” Yes, forty miles, you going? 

Must wrap up well.” “Must I hire a sleigh for myself?” “Oh no, mail sleigh.”  The he looked oddly. “Going 

to cross the straits?” “Yes.” “Oh, are you to pay two-and-a half dollars, and work your passage? Strap 

round you and pull the boat.” Then the jolly fay fellow laughed. “Yes, I have to go in anyway.” “Oh, all 

right. You’ll know more about it when you have been across.”  Then he laughed again. This is cheering! 

Perhaps however, the fellow is a small stockholder, and does not believe in anything but railway 

travelling. He thinks the crossing will be good as there is very little snow.  

There does not seem to be any more than six or eight inches of snow anywhere. We had two feet at 

Utica N.Y. last month. 

The country seems level and somewhat monotonous, but in the distance, there are some hills. The 

fences are mostly snake fences, with some posts and rails, and another fence I have not seen – the long 

beams are placed on one another lengthwise, with stakes driven in on either side where the ends meet, 

to keep them up, said stakes being joined by a heavy piece of wood at the top. Four bullocks and one 

horse pass, drawing a sled of hay big as a haystack. 

7 p.m. Port Elgin – We reached Amherst safely, and went the Lamy’s Hotel for dinner.  

After dinner and half hours waiting, we start in two sleighs, each containing four men. My fur cap and 

ear lappets are useful now. Beyond my cheeks and nose, I was not at all cold. We came 21 miles to this 

place, in three hours, arriving at 6:20 p.m.      

The sleighing was, for the most part, very smooth but here and there jolty. For one strip of the road 

there was a series of frozen drifts, and the motion was like going over waves, the sleigh creaking and 

groaning like a ship. 

Father O’Brien, the Archbishop-elect of Halifax is expected with Bishop McIntyre and some other Roman 

Priests, on their way to Halifax for the Archbishop’s consecration. 

They came in while I was writing, and we exchanged courteous greetings. The crossing has been very 

good today, but from all they say it seems to be hard work and very exciting. There is a lady here with a 
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little girl, going over with us to-morrow, returning home after spending Christmas in Halifax. The little 

girl sits with admiration and expectation in her eyes, anticipating the crossing to-morrow. It has come 

over very cloudy, and there seems some prospect of a storm, and therefore no crossing. 

Thursday Jan. 18 – At Cape Tormentine – At 8 p.m. we started from Port Elgin in a better sleigh than the 

former one. That was a common wood one, and we sat piled up with Her Majesty’s mails. This is a good 

double seated one for passengers only. Driver, and a gentleman passenger sat in front. Mrs. ----- and I 

behind, with the little girl, aged seven, between us.2 

Very cloudy so we did not have the benefit of the moon. It was, however, fairly light. About half way we 

stopped to water the horses and make some changes. Mrs. ----- complaining of the cold, the driver 

wrapped her in his fur cloak. On starting again she sat in front with the little girl. This gave the driver not 

much room, and on two occasions he was pitched right into the snow by the jolting of the sleigh over a 

drift. The horse, fortunately, did not run off, but stopped when called to, so no harm happened, and the 

driver “John” took it all as a matter of course.  A cold and dull drive. 

Reached Cape Tormentine at 11:15 p.m. in a snow storm. 

Our greeting was in some ways a noisy one. 

On arriving we went into a small parlor where the landlord’s daughter waited on Mrs.----- and the little 

girl. Others in the house dropped in to look at the newcomers and, as one or two of them had been 

drinking, it was a rather odd scene.  

After some time Mrs. ----- got a room with a fire for herself, and Mr. ----- and I had another room 

between us. This room had three beds, and the driver of the sleigh who acted pretty much as host, 

apologetically said it would be necessary to put two other men into the third bed. We suggested that he 

come himself, and he said he would. However, by the banging of the door the latch got fast, and, though 

several tried the door during the night no one came in and we had the room to ourselves. 

Got up about 7:30 to find a driving snow-storm and no chance of crossing the Straits to-day. Not a 

cheerful prospect, the staying in this house for perhaps two or three days until crossing is safe. The 

landlord was profuse in his apologies this morning for the way in which he greeted me last night. Wants 

me, as a token I forgive to preach to the men here to-night or this afternoon. 

10:30 a.m. Captain Irving thinks he cannot cross, though the snow has stopped and it is fine at 11 a.m.  

While the wind is in the present quarter, N.E., there is so much “lolly” on the other side that we could 

not land. Lolly is a mixture of snow, small ice, and water and it may be 10 feet thick and extend a mile 

from shore, Can’t walk on it nor row or sail through it, must wait till the wind shifts to drive it down the 

Straits. People are civil here and the men seem a sturdy respectable looking set of fellows. The house 

stands at the point of land near the light house. The sea is frozen right up to the shore. It reminds me of 

pictures of glaciers I have seen. The shape of the waves seem to be preserved and there are great drifts 

of snow. We cannot see more than half a mile. All is a barren marsh and the scene is wild and desolate 
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beyond description. We are 40 miles from a station, and there is no town near, only the village of 

Bayfield two miles off. 

It seems a wonder that no one starts a better hotel. They say it would not pay, as there is no custom 

here through the greatest part of the year. It is only busy just at this season, when this being the nearest 

point to the Island, the mails arrive and depart. 

Passengers from the Island arrive and depart at once going on to Amherst without delay; but those 

going to the Island have to sleep here to be ready for an early start. Unless the boats leave before 8 a.m. 

it would be better to keep at Port Elgin and start at 5 a.m. and drive the 18 miles in the early morning, 

that is, for anyone who is particular about quietness and company. However, I dare say we shall get on 

all right. 

2 p.m. – Landlord came later, backed by several of the men to really ask for a service and a few words 

this afternoon; so at half past three we are to gather in the kitchen and I am to preach. God help us all. 

The men, I find, are mostly farmers who only take to this ice-boat work in the winter time. Some are 

very good looking fellows.  

6 p.m. – The service was really a success. The idea quite took among the young men. I got out a lot of 

Mission Hymn Books and we had a rehearsal in their room. The people of the house threw themselves 

heartily into it, clearing out the large kitchen where we all had our meals. 

One young man wanted full Church service but as only two Prayer Books could be heard of besides my 

own, it did not seem possible.  

About thirty men were present, and behind them the landlady, her daughter, servant, and our other 

fellow travellers. We sang “Jesu, lover of my soul,” heartily enough, followed by the General Confession 

and some prayers. I hen spoke for about 25 minutes on Joshua’s question to the Angel, “Art thou for us, 

or for our adversaries,” the working-man’s question to the parson, who may rightly give the Angel’s 

answer. All were very attentive. 

The young men borrowed some Hymn books and are now singing in their own room.  

Friday Jan. 19 – 12 o’clock noon – We have had varied experiences and are still detained here. They will 

have to do without me at Charlottetown to-night and tomorrow; it is even possible that I may not get 

there for Sunday. Mr. Archibald, Superintendent of the P.E.I. Railway, who is travelling with us, says that 

if we get over anytime tomorrow he will order a special engine for us to run down to Charlottetown.  

Last evening I sat together with the men and we told one another stories for an hour or so. About nine 

they turned in and I followed not long after. 

Woke at 6:30 Beautiful morning, clear and cold. Went out to see the sun rise. It was a most beautiful 

sight. Away to the north the low black line of the Island, to which we look with longing eves. Between 

us, another Island, the expanse of frozen sea with here and there lines of deep blue water. I did not see 

the first of the sun, but as he came up the changing light was beautiful indeed, the rosy bands of light 

shifting and changing into brilliant gold, the various tints touching the frozen waves and hummocks of 

ice until the sea looked like a sea of gold and rubies. It was a rare sight and made one think of the 



description of the sun rising at the Righi, [Resurrection?] though this, no doubt is not to be compared 

with that. Rev.XV.2., describes it: “A sea of glass mingled with fire.”  

Breakfast over, all packed for the start. The men walked on to prepare the boats, while we bid a glad 

farewell to the house and inmates and got into the sleigh. 

We started in the glorious sunshine, the sleigh moving easily over the ice after the first jolting start We 

went down the shore with a rush as if we were going really to sea; but afterwards it was hard to realize 

that we were not on dry land, the board ice, as this near the land is called being so very firm and thick. In 

some places it is over-shot – that is, several sheets have rushed up on one another. In this way the 

hummocks and great heaps we see are formed.  

Arrived at the boat, about a mile from land, there was a great consultation going on, and to our infinite 

disappointment, we were told we could not go. It seemed so strange with such a brilliant sky overhead. 

It seems the wind is in the wrong quarter; and though the captain started hoping to cross, in coming to 

the edge he saw that the tide, and other matters he understood, made it impossible. We should be out 

the whole day, and it was almost certain we could not land, on account of the aforesaid “lolly.” 

Returning sadly, we find by telegraph that the boats that started on the other side, coming this way, had 

been compelled to put back. This decides it, though we cherish a vague hope that we may start in the 

middle of the day. 

Before taking our coats off, Mr. ----- and I started to walk to the light-house, about half a mile off. We 

tried the bank and a field first, but finally decided it was best to get down on the frozen sea, and in this 

way we got along very well, avoiding the deep drifts. 

At the light-house we found, not a lonely man as I supposed, but a bright looking woman with two little 

girls. Her husband works as book-keeper in a store, there being no light-house duty in the winter, when 

navigation is stopped. After a little talk with her as to the life etc., we clambered up the light-house 

ladders to the lantern, and through a tiny door to the gallery running round. 

The lantern is a four-light revolving light, worked by clock-work with heavy weights. 

From the gallery we could see the Island clearly and the Straits between. The ice in the middle has 

shifted with the tide, and there is more beautiful blue water to be seen than before. It all looks so calm 

and still that it is hard to believe we cannot cross. However, there come the sleighs bringing back the 

mail bags from the boat and the men have given it up as hopeless. Alas I was to preach in Charlottetown 

tonight.  

A pleasant walk back got us to the house by 11 a.m.  

I find we are in New Brunswick, having crossed the line out of Nova Scotia some two miles off. Amherst, 

where we left the railway in in Nova Scotia.  A party of three men arrived here this morning with the 

mails intending to accompany us; probably our numbers will be increased tonight. We were more 

fortunate than these men; for we left Amherst at 3 p.m. and arrived here at 11 p.m., while they, leaving 

a day later, after the snow-storm found the roads so bad that, leaving at the same hour they only 

reached here at 7:30 a.m., being nearly 17 hours on the way. They spent the night dragging the sleigh 

through the drifts, and arrived quite tired out. Today will give them a rest before the ice journey, which, 

from all accounts, must be pretty severe. I saw the boats to-day. They are boats of peculiar construction, 



adapted for the work, coppered, and fitted with steel runners underneath, something like a double keel, 

the runners being 12 or 18 inches apart. They do not use sails at all, then ice being never clear or smooth 

enough to allow of them, and there being much getting in and out of the water at times. As soon as we 

returned this morning, I was requested to have services again to-day; but to let be in the evening, 

instead of the afternoon and they would aske the neighbours to come in.  

At 6 p.m. we had a rehearsal, and at 7:30 service. The rehearsal was very good. The men cam from all 

parts of the house and began to sing at once.  I taught them a new tune – new to them – “Sun of my 

Soul.” They have good ears and picked it up very soon, and we sang it at the service capitally. 

The service was well attended, all the men being there and a few neighbours, Sermon on the shipwreck 

of St. Paul. 

These fellows from the Island seem to me to be a steady, respectable set. It is too bad there is not some 

better provision for them when they are detained on this side. They ought at least to have a good room 

with some tables and benches in it, and proper accommodation to dry their clothes. Some books and 

papers ought to be provided for them. If a man does not want to drink or play cards, there is nothing for 

him to no and no place to sit. One of them said to-day, “This is not a good place for a working man to 

have to spend his time in” and from what I saw I believe his words. 

(Since writing the above, I have heard that the proposed railway will make a great change. It is to be 

hoped it will be made soon.) 

Monday, Jan. 22nd – In Charlottetown D.G.!  I have a great deal to write now, and must try and take up 

my story where I left it on Friday night.  

Bright and early I got up to see the sun rise and to learn our hopes of getting off. As I was up before the 

sun and it was a brilliant morning, the sight was even more beautiful than yesterday. All were up in good 

time and in good spirits too, as the Captain had decided we would go.  

At 8:30 a.m., we were really off after good-byes all round. 

The start was a curious scene. Sleighs piled up with mailbags and passengers, luggage, horses steaming, 

groups of men around in fur caps and fur coats, except the crews of the boats, who, for the most part, 

wore no coats, only vests and shirts or brown cardigan jackets. We started – a party of forty-two men, 

one boy, and a lady and a little girl. We had to leave a young woman who came this morning, with two 

other passengers, and much baggage behind. The boats would take no more, and those who had waited 

the longest must have first chance. 

After the drive over the board ice, all the boats were loaded, and we were ready to go at the word. Mrs. 

----- and little girl went in the Captain’s boat. I went with his son. We had five boats in all, ours being the 

heaviest with ten men including myself. Of course, Mrs. ----- and little girl were packed in with bags, for 

coats and hot bricks, not to move until we got over to the other side. I could have gone the same way if I 

had liked, and had paid a little extra; but am I not a man among my brethren? My place was third on the 

left of the boat, between two men passengers who had both crossed before. The man next behind me 

had a brother on the other side of our boat, who jokingly said that he did not think that his brother had 

ever followed a clergyman before – better for him if he had! Every man has a strong strap passed over 



his shoulder and under his arm. By this he pulls the boat along and is himself kept safe in case of 

accident; so with one hand on the boat we are to run along.  

It is curious as we stand waiting, to see the huge fields of ice drifting majestically past us, the great 

hummocks standing out sharp against the blue sky from ten to twenty feet high. The Captain and to men 

stand on heaps, watching for our chance. At last a huge ice field, a mile or more along – “Now boys if we 

are to take this field we must go” – and with a rush we are off. There are about ten or twelve feet of 

water with floating ice and slush between us and the solid field and as the boat crashes down into this I 

supposed all would get on board, and accordingly got in. But the men rushed on, stepping on the 

floating blocks, shouting and heaving, and in two minutes we were on the solid ice in front. We were 

now fairly off and settled down to our work, the boats were formed in line, the Captain leading and our 

boat second. The stem of each boat was kept close to the stern of the boat in front, so that we looked 

like some enormous reptile winding its way along over the silent snow. The work was heavy, for the 

snow on the ice-field was fully eighteen inches deep, and through this we had to plod dragging our boats 

with their burdens. 

Very little was said by anyone, so that the stillness in the quite morning air was striking. We were son 

warm, and in fact too warm. In half an hour from starting every man had an icicle from each end of his 

moustache, while I had a little circle of them around the edge of my fur cap.  The men made me put my 

boots under my trousers and tie the trousers down. By this means all snow was prevented from getting 

into the tops of my boots, and if I happened to slip into water the thick trousers I wore would throw it 

off. I got over thus quite dry. 

Our ice-field was not all smooth; in many places the ice was overshot, that is, one sheet over another. 

These were concealed under the snow and before we knew it we might stumble and slip over them. 

Sometimes there were holes ever so deep, into which you might sink in snow and water to your waist. 

We got over our first filed without mishap. The there was a short space of blue water to be crossed to 

the next field. As we neared the edge the word was given “straps off,” and we threw then off into the 

boats. Then accelerating the speed of the boat she crashed down into the water and we all jumped in 

hastily and were soon rowing on. We had to repeat this several times. In some places the water had a 

very thin coating of ice, through which we easily rowed the oars, leaving a mark like a V in the ice on 

either side. Sometimes the ice was just too thick to row in, and then we had to break the way. This was 

done by rolling the boat rapidly and striking the ice in front with an oar or boathook. In one instance two 

of the men got over the bows of the boat, and jumped up and down smashing the ice with their feet. 

This was very curious to see, and looked very dangerous. They kept fast hold of the boat, and kept their 

straps on, and no harm happened. While they did this the others pulled the boat by means of 

boathooks. These hooks were of curious shape, like two spuds put opposite ways. Then hooked spud 

was struck into the ice so as to get a purchase to pull on. It was very funny to see the boats going thus, 

the six hooks in each boat striking rhythmically together. After the first start, our boat was the leading 

boat all the way, so we had the honour and toil of breaking the way for the others. The men were very 

civil to me addressing me as “Reverence,” whenever we came to any hard place it was always, “In with 

your Reverence,” and then I jumped into the boat and they followed Now and then the ice was very 

rough and in great hillocks, and the boats had to be dragged up and down, bumping and crashing. This 

was very thicklish [sic] work for the hillocks were often only piles of loose lumps of ice. And on these we 

had to step. Sometimes they gave way under us and then we had to look very sharp, for we might slip 

under the boat and strain an ankle or break a leg.  Where the ice was thin or indeed where we dragged 



the boat in water, we ourselves stepping on floating lumps, the sensation was very curious when you 

found your footing sinking beneath you. There was nothing for it then but to hold onto the boat and 

jump or step to the next piece. Indeed, we had to keep our eyes open and our wits about us all the time. 

About 12 we halted for ten minutes in the middle of an ice field, and eat the little refreshments we had 

brought with us and took a drink of water from the bung-hole of the little keg with which each boat was 

provided. At this halt the passengers exchanged greetings and experiences, and all paid a visit to Mrs. ---

-- and the little girl, in the captain’s boat. This was the only pause we made, pressing on all the rest of 

the time.      

About one we passed the party going in the opposite direction, about one-quarter of a mile south of us, 

with only one boat. They raised a hat on an oar as a signal, which we returned. Towards the end of our 

journey we had some long stretches of water, on which the boats raced one another. Near the further 

shore we came to what seemed to me to be the most exciting and dangerous of all. This was the thin 

ice, which the day before was “lolly,” and was now about three inches thick. It was glassy on the surface; 

but when broken – and it broke easily – it looked like the almond icing of wedding cake. This was thick 

enough to bear a man, but not enough to bear the boats if they stood still. The boats now kept far apart 

so as to distribute the weight and we started at a run skimming over the thin ice. Oftentimes the boat 

would break in and then we had to lift her if we could, and if not drag her on, crashing and breaking the 

ice as she went, the water flowing over our boots. The men hurried on but kept quite calm, so that it did 

not seem as if there was any real danger and I do not know that there was except that we might have all 

smashed in together and got a ducking. Only one man of our boat got really wet. One of the other boats 

fared much worse. 

The last half mile we rowed in clear water until we reached the beach ice again and then there was one 

strong and heavy pull over bumps and hillocks and we were safe ashore.  

Not ashore exactly for we were still on ice, but a dozen sleighs and a lot of people had come down  to 

meet us, and give the men a warm greeting after their long detention on the other side.  

I would not have missed the trip for a good deal. The work was hard but very enjoyable. I only came to 

grief by wrenching my left shoulder a little, I do not think it is very much hurt. The men behaved very 

well, there was no rough language or swearing. Once someone said a rough word, but the Capt. on the 

boat, Captain Irving’s son, at once reproved him for it. I noticed that while the Captain consulted them 

at starting and frequently on the way, when it came to a real difficulty all were silent and waited for him 

to direct, which he did without hesitation. 

A sleigh was waiting for me, ordered by telegram from Charlottetown, in which was driven, first to the 

Hotel and Telegraph Office, and then to the owner’s house. The hotel appeared very respectable, far 

different from that on the other side.  

It was just 4:30 when we reached this house, so that we were eight hours from home to home , about 

seven hours in the boats. This was a long crossing for it was often done in three and a half and four 

hours. We were long, owing to the deep snow on the ice, which made the dragging heavy. The distance 

in a strait line is nine miles; but the route we took, fifteen.  

After changing everything and having dinner, I had a sleigh and drove eleven miles to County Line 

Station, to mee the special train Mr. Archibald had kindly ordered. We were nearly three hours driving, 



owing to the very deep snow; starting at 5:25 we got there a little after eight. This was coldest thing I 

ever felt in my life. The glass was about eight below zero3, and I had been hot and excited all day, so that 

the reaction of sitting in a sleigh made me feel the cold the more. However, we reached the station 

safely, thankful for our safe journey.  

I feel that I have miserably described this journey, but no words could really tell it. The brilliant blue sky 

and sunshine, the spotless purity of the snow, the deep, deep blue of the water, the grace and 

quaintness of the ice-shapes all round, amide a picture that must be seen to be known at all. The utter 

loneliness of our little band, seeing nothing but heaps of ice around, and the sky overhead, was very 

striking. The thrill of excitement as the ice crashes beneath you, and the shout of the men as the boat is 

dragged up from the water on to the ice-field again, are all beyond words. 

The glory of the cold night ride too under a brilliant moon and diamond stars was wonderful. The long 

train of sleighs bearing mails or passengers, winding over the moonlit snow. Looked like and army on 

the march, the bells tinkling sweetly on the still air.  

After all this, it was quite strange to come to the notice board “Railway Crossing,” the first sign of return 

to civilization. After three days of such life at the Capes, and the weird day on the ice, it seemed so 

commonplace to return to Railways – as if one had left them for a year! 

But still I was glad when we were really in the depot. Wed arrived at 9:30 p.m. on Saturday, just three 

days later than I had hoped.  

Mr. Hodgson met me at the station. 

NOTE 

I have allowed these extracts from my Journal to be printed at the request of friends in the Island, who 

had thought that a description of the ice-crossing would interest some who have never made the trip 

and that some of the Islanders would like to know how these things strike a stranger.  

The experience is one which I am glad to have had. It is hardly to be had elsewhere in the world. It will 

always be a pleasant memory to me. There are also many other pleasant memories of my visit to Prince 

Edward Island, which will remain with me, and I have to thank the Islanders for much kindness. 

It may be wondered that I have not written more about the house at Cape Tormentine. I desire to 

record that, except for a somewhat rough greeting on arrival, I was treated with perfect comfort by all 

during the whole of my three days there. 

There is no doubt that there is much at the house that we could wish to see changed. Let those who go 

there, endeavor to keep up a high standard of life, and something may be done. It is not right that any 

man should be encouraged in sin or made a jest of when through intemperance or other sin he has lost 

his own self-respect. 

I would ask the Island men who visit that house not to help the unfortunate landlord downward, but 

rather give him some encouraging word to help him up; and also give the same word to his son, who 

 
3 This is in Fahrenheit. The Celsius equivalent would be -22.  



appeared to have a real desire to make such changes as would alter the whole character of the house, 

and make it a credit to himself and the name he bears. Do to them as you would be done by.  

EDWARD OSBORNE 

S.S.J.E  
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