Cassidy Lake Service Remarks

By Peter Cassidy, August 10, 2008
125 years ago, this little country church first opened its doors as the Clover Hill Methodist Church. 66 years later, in 1949, it was renamed the Francis Edward Cassidy Memorial Church in memory of its founder. For the past 30 years or so, we’ve been working at piecing together the Cassidy family history, especially the events around this church and life here at Cassidy Lake in the early 1800s. It’s an interesting picture.

Genealogy research is like studying the Bible. It’s a great puzzle of which many of the pieces are missing. But the scant picture we have is compelling and we want to know more, so we dig in looking for clues as to who our ancestors really were. Names and dates are a start, but it’s the story that’s the most interesting.
Whenever I work on the history of William and Jane, I’m reminded of the passage in Genesis 12 where God says to Abram, “Go from your country and your kindred and your father’s house to the land that I will show you. I will make of you a great nation, and I will bless you, and make your name great, so that you will be a blessing.”

William and Jane left Ireland in 1819 departing for a far-off land; not unlike Abram and Sara’s departure for the promised land. Unlike Abram and Sarah who were advanced in years, William and Jane were newly weds. He was 22, she was 21. 
Like Abraham, William never wrote any books or even letters that we can find. He certainly could have. It’s clear that he was literate and we believe he received a reasonable schooling growing up in Ireland.

Why did they leave Ireland? The conventional wisdom is that life was very difficult for the Irish under their English masters, so they were escaping poverty and oppression. While that’s probably a good description of the general situation in Ireland, it’s a generalization that we’re confident does not apply to William and Jane.

Think about it for a minute. If you’re trying to escape the tyranny of your English overlords, the last place you would emigrate to is an English colony, especially one where they are still trying to subdue the recently conquered Acadian French. Instead you would go to a place like the Boston or New York, where freedom reigned and the English yoke had been thrown off. William and Jane were genuine Irish folk, but they were certainly not running from the English. It’s safe to say they accepted the political situation with their English masters. Reinforcing this is the fact that they were Protestants rather than Catholic. In William’s time, the Protestant Church of Ireland was the official state religion and many Irish families were members.
The important conclusion from all this is that our Cassidy ancestors were practical, adaptable people. They were more interested in making a life than defending an ideology. 
The Port in County Donegal where William and Jane grew up was not a great economic center; quite the opposite. It was a small, rather run down fishing village.
While we’re confident William’s parents were not land owners which would put them in the upper class, they did live in a small but decent cottage. In addition, they were not penniless when they arrived in Saint John in September 1819 since shortly after arriving they purchased a piece of property at the head of King Street. Not rich, not poor, they were solid working class folk. 

We learn a lot about William by studying his property transactions. My brother, Brian, spend many hours at the Provincial Archives in Fredericton studying land transactions around Cassidy Lake. Here we find an industrious person willing to take a risk and make serious investments. In 1825, at the age of 28, William acquired 150 acres here at Cassidy Lake. Through a series of transactions over the next 27 years, he expanded the property four-fold to 596 acres. 

For William, owning a lot of property was not the goal. It was simply a means to an end. By 1872, 14 years before he died, William had disposed of all his property. The largest parcel, 250 acres, went to Francis Edward. That land is still in the family today. Why would William dispose of his property so soon? Our suspicion is that this was his “pension fund” and the deal with Francis Edward was, you get the property at a good price, but you have to take care of Jane and me until we die; which turned out to be 18 years later.
On the spiritual side, we know that William and Jane were very serious about their faith which brings us to this church. 
They gave up the Anglican faith they brought with them from Ireland and became Methodists. That was probably because the Methodists were more active in the Sussex and Cassidy Lake area, and they did what was practical. That’s not to imply they were cavalier about their religion. William received a Society Ticket in 1831 at the age of 34. You did not get a Society Ticket by hanging around the fringes of the Methodist church.
125 years ago, in 1883, Francis Edward built this church. But what about William? Where was he? While William, at 86, was getting on in years, he was still going strong. In fact he did the clapboarding during construction. No small task for an 86-year old. Our suspicion is that the building of the church was a bit like David and Solomon and the Temple in Jerusalem. Solomon built the temple, but it was David that made all the preparations, without which it could not have happened. William almost certainly had a lot to say about the plans for this church. It was to be on property that he originally assembled, and it would be based on relations with Methodist Circuit Riders that he originally cultivated. But William was a gracious individual and let a younger generation get the credit and take responsibility for its future.

So ends chapter one of the story of the little white church at Cassidy Lake.

In our story we find people that are adaptable to the situation at hand, who are energetic and industrious in providing for their needs and for those of the community. They are also a people of faith who want to make a difference in the world, not on some grand stage, not for the personal glory, but quietly in the local community. 
Like Abraham and Sarah, William and Jane were blessed and were a blessing to those they came in contact with. When you look at the genealogy record of their descendants you find their character traits continuing. We are indebted to those who have gone before us. The story they created is who we are, and who we are says a lot about who the next generation will be.
- End -
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