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ABSTRACT

This thesis examines the ecological changes in the land that took place with the
European colonization of Nova Scotia over a three hundred year period (1600-1900).
Publio accounts of Nova Scotia’s landscape are studied to determine what kind of
environment these nawcomers first encounterad and how the natural history features
of the land changed with settlement. The diverse cultural responses to landscape are
examined and categorised into distinct patterns of responses to nature. Narratives are
also used to determine natural history patterns and the transformations that came with
agriculture, lumbering, the fisheries and fur trade. Central to this story are the tensions
between two different cultures colliding -- Micmac and European-- and the ties to the
land that both united and divided them. Ecological consequences of both ways of
living in nature -- the hunter and the cultivator -- are examined.

This thesis makes a contribution to our collective understanding of the central role of
nature i~ Nova Scotia's past cultural history. Three centuries of discourse over the
fand reveal an intense interest in this subject and serve to expand our vision of the
natural world and the role of humans in it.



Chapter One
NATURE AS CONSTRUCT

Here is a part of the earth more in its natural state than any country
which has long been possessed by a civilised race.
------- Titus Smith on Nova Scotia, 1834 1
Surveyor, Writer & Botanist

The meeting of people and the land lies at the heart of the North American expetience.
How nature was lived with and worked, talked about and transformed constituted an
extraordinarily important part of the experience of earlier generations encountering
Nova Scotia as a new, mysterious and wild land. One common denominator for all --
from Micmac Indian to European explorer to new world settler -- was the shared
involvement with the natural environment amid its range of weather, forests, wildlife,
soils, rivers, valleys and harbours. Geography influenced destiny, nature molded
culture, culture transformed nature. Land was both subject and object, an agent of
historical processes as well as the field of human action.2 The idea that the physical
world was something to know, enjoy and control was equally applicable to Indians and
to Europeans. For the newcomers, trying to decipher the lay of this land and its natural
attributes became a consuming undertaking driven by curiosity, nurtured by need and
propelled by greed. It was an interest in nature that combined a fascination with the
strange forms of life in the new world, an intense interest in exploiting untapped
resources and a desire to be able to live well off the fruits of the land. Its legacy
centuries later is the Nova Scotia environment we know today marked by a
transformation of land and life.

But hundreds of years later we can only ask what kind of land did these Europeans
first encounter? How was that land’s natural history different from todays? What role
did ecology play in the cultural history of Nova Scotia? How did past peoples respond
to and transform the landscapes we now know?

1 Smith, Titus. “Lectufe on Minerology." Halifax Mechanics Insitute, March 5, 1834 (PANS VF v.183 #9
:2)
2 Wilson, Alexander. The Culture of Nature. Toronto: Between The Lines, 1991:14



The intent of this thesis is to address these questions by exploring the ecological
changes in the land that came with European contact and colonization in Nova
Scotia from 1600 to 1900. It is a story of different cultures colliding -- Micmac and
European -- and the ties to the land that both united and divided them. It is also the
story of human action deliberately and unintentionally transforming a landscape in
unforeseen ways in a place where nature formed a central subject of discourse.

From John de Crevecoeur to George Perkins Marsh through to Frederick Jackson
Turner, historians, sociologists, political thinkers, and more general commentators
have recognized -- from various vantage points -- the shaping influence of the
settlement process on the land and North American people. At the end of the 20th
century, this story of the ‘taming of the land’ still lies within the bounds of living
memory in Nova Scotia. Some rural families continue to live on land cleared by their
pioneer ancestors. These were the colonists who triggered a cultural and ecological
revolution in the land. The many narratives written on Nova Scotia as a ‘new land’
serve to reveal the changes that took place and support a historical framework in
which the cultural history of nature is as significant as the ecological history of culture.

How can we construct such an ecological history of Nova Scotia? This thesis will rely
on written accounts of the land to reveal the interaction between culture and nature
centuries ago. Trees, animals, plants, fishes, rivers and weather fiqure prominently in
these narratives which describe the natural history of the province as well as the
ecological changes taking place. A vast body of descriptive records will be drawn
upon to explore these dual currents -- nature and culture -- some of which reflect the
good observation skills of a naturalist, the understanding of an ecologist and the
perspective of an historian. The reports -- some brief, others long and detailed -- come
from Micmacs, early explorers, Jesuit priests, colonists, fishermen, travellers, colonial
surveyors, naturalists, sportsmen, government officials, agricuituralists and forest
rangers. Most early Micmac accounts were speeches interpreted and recorded by
French priests. The validity of all accounts from all sources will be considered.
Corroborating observations repeatedly surtacing among a wide variety of sources will
serve to substantiate claims made including the accuracy of environmental
observations presented and the cultural perspectives and ulterior motives colouring



the way these informants wrote about the land.

Point of view forms the subtext for all written accounts of Nova Scotia and, as we shall
see, provides a structured pattern of specific responses to the land. A blind man
describing an elephant by holding its trunk would be an appropriate metaphor for
some of the perceptions of Nova Scotia as a land based on the observations of one
small area. But together such fragmented accounts combine to paint a broader
ecological picture. Bias is inherent in many accounts. Explorers, priests and colonial
representatives reporting back to higher authorities felt a need to astutely portray what
they witnessed to justify their work and imperial interest in this area. For those with a
love of the land or an interest in encouraging colonization efforts, stretching the truth to
positively portray Nova Scotia was not uncommon. It wasn't so much outright
deception as slight distortion. French fur-trader and explorer Nicholas Denys' accounts
of Nova Scotia’s climate, written in 1672, bear this out. Having spent 35 years in Nova
Scotia until his return to France in 1671 he was very familiar with this land and
passionately intent on dispelling distorted rumcurs spread by cod fishermen. The
widely held idea that Nova Scotia’s ‘horrible’ climate consisted of nine months of
winter and three months of fog » had originated from these fishermen working on
fishing banks or coastal shorelines from April to September. In his book Coasts of
North America (Acadia) Denys deliberately drew a more favourable picture:

The winter is agreeable in that it is never rainy nor filled with mists, nor
hoar-frosts. It is a cold which 1s always dry and with a bright sun. One
never sees a little cloud in the sky. . .One goes from eight to fifteen days,
and even three weeks, without seeing it snow, during which time it is
always good weather .4

Like many other early accounts of the land this obscures as much as it reveals. The
information is partially true but it does:'t provide the whole picture. What Denys
omitted would later frustrate the English who knew these French reports and
sometimes found them to be more favourable than their experience of Nova Scotia's
environment and landscape. Gaps bestween portrayal and reality could be significant.

3 Murdoch, Beamish. The History of Nova Scotia. Halitax: James Barnes, 1866 Vol, 2:97

4 Denys, Nicolas. Coasts of North America (Acadie). 1672. Toronto: Champlain Society, 1908. New York:
Greenwood Press, 1968: 395



The accuracy of names used to identify plants and animals is another factor to
consider in constructing an ecological history since it is necessary to know the past
names commonly used for certain species. Loup-servier meant lynx. The world ‘fir' had
double meanings referring both to conifers collectively (pines, hemlocks, spruces) or
to the individual balsam fir tree. Maples were sometimes called sycamore trees. White
birch were also known as Canoe birch. Yellow birch were sometimes called Black
birch. Moose were commonly referred to as elk or deer. Caribou were also known as
reindeer. Baccalos was another word for cod. Animals were frequently referred to as
being members of the furred, feathered or finned tribes depending on whether they
were fur-bearers, birds or fish.

Constructing an historical sense of the land must also rely on past government reports
and legislative acts. Surveyors such as Charles Morris and Titus Smith crisscrossed
the province in the 18th and 19th centuries to research the state of the forests, rivers,
soils, fish and harbours. The findings of these reports often instigated legislative acts to
protect trees and wildlife. Such laws were cultural indicators of a changing ecology
matked by deforestation and declining animal, bird and fish populations.

All of these early written accounts of Nova Scotia will be considered within cultural and
ecological contexts. Biological processes will serve as a means to interpret what
descriptive records depict. This will involve ccnsidering ecosystems as a whole -- that
is how a collective entity of plants and animals interact with one another and their
physical environment -- and what change does to it. Ecological processes such as
forest succession, microclimate change, erosion and pollution will come into play.
Plant succession -- the gradual and predictable series of changes in species
composition of a community, from the time of colonization of an empty space to the
maturing of the final, stable community -- wiil be particularly useful for measuring
change in Nova Scotia's forests. Cultural contexts will include an examination of the
differences between Micmac and European subsistence patterns and how these
opposing ways of living in an environment had far reaching ecological impact. But
equally important are the cultural responses to nature manifested in attitudes, actions
and beliefs.
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ldeas about a landscape versus the actual reality of it continue to be as divergent

today as they were in the past. In the 1990s a powerful image exists of Nova Scotia as
a pristine land of ‘unspoiled forests, clear rivers and miles of empty beaches's while
the human imprint on this landscape reveals another story. Although three quarters of
the province is covered in forests, less than 1% of these woodlands are over 100 years
old -- the legacy of the longest record of forest exploitation in North America.s Many
species have long disappeared - the caribou, wolf, walrus and passenger pigeon and
the once limitless cod, exploited for five hundred years, is now commercially extinct,
overfished by the 1990s and a rnere shadow of their former numbers. The salmon are
now extinct on 13 Nova Scotia rivers as a result of acid rain.7 Pollution and abusive
forestry and agriculture practices have caused environmental degradation. Harmony
and order in ecosystems are matched by disturbance and chaos from both natural
and human causes with change and renewal the constant fabric of life. Yet, today as
in the past, many people perceir 2 Nova Scotia to be an unsullied wilderness -- wild
and empty. In the mid-19th century these same perceptions were equally as distorted
as by that time the old growth pine was gone, the beaver decimated, the fish scarcer
and the moose over-hunted. Behind these environmental facts of a ‘wounded’ land is
a body of discourse centuries old that depicts human interaction, struggle and
adjustment with the natural world.

Nature, has to a large extent, defined the experience of Nova Scotia for diverse groups
of people. In 1828 Joseph Howe, noted Nova Scotian politician and journalist, put it
this way: "Nova Scotia has no proud Palaces to court the view -- no Cathedral, nor
Tower, to be gazed and wondered at -- her attractions are those of nature..” s Yet , as
we shall see, nature in this land was equally an attractant and repellent. The absence
of old European culture in a landscape was, in the eyes of early explorers, what
separated civilised and ‘savage’ lands -- which initially meant wild or untamed.
European fisherman Peter Martyr, thus made these distinctions when he described
Cape Breton in 1516: “In all this newe lande is neyther [neither] citie or castell [castle]

5 National Geographic Society, The Making ot Atlantic Canada . October 1993

6 Sustainable Development Strategy for Nova Scotia. N.S.Round Table on Environment & Economy:
1992:33

7 Walton, Watt, “The Impact of Habitat Damage on Atlantic Salmon Catches.” Canadian Special Pubication
of Fisheries and Aquatic Sciences 105, Fishereis and Oceans, 1989

8 Parks, M.G.ed. Joseph Howe: Western and Eastern Rambles, Travel Sketches of Nova Scotia, 1828 ,
Toronto: Univ. of Toronto Press, 1973:96
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but they [the Indians] live in companies Iyke [like] herds of beastes."s Without the
cultural framework of towns and farmlands, humans were tne equivalent of animals in
the eyes of some old world visitors. The sense of desolation early Europeans felt in
encountering a land dominated by nature and devoid of familiar culture was often
expressed by a variety of descriptive words such as ‘desert’ and 'barren’ to describe
endless forests. The inhospitability of this environment was, of course, a matter of
perspective. For the Micmac this land was home and a place of sweet repose where
was found “all our riches and all our conveniences among ourselves”.1o0 The riches of
the land was what would bring Europeans to stay and this marked a turning point.
Before this time, despite an active cod-fishery taking place, there were few written
accounts of the land. With the 1606 establishment of Port Royal as a fur trading base,
the French began to write books and comprehensive documents on Nova Scotia or
Acadie as the English did after them. In these accounts distinct attitudes towards this
‘new land’ emerged.

‘Nature as wealth’ is the conceptual frame of reference behind many of the early
writings on Nova Scotia. Resources were diligently researched as explorers and
fishermen combed the harbours and coves of the province. Lists were made of what
the country had to offer: its fish, harbours, forests, wildlife, fertile valleys. Fish above all
dominated this inventory and for over a century Europeans were interested in little
else.

After John Cabot'’s trip to these north Atlantic waters in 1497 word quickly spread on
the great abundance of cod to be caught. Each year hundreds of European ships
came to fish seasonally off Newfoundland and Cape Breton where it had been said
that ‘cod could be captured simply by lowering wicker baskets over the side of a
boat.'t1 For centuries this type of fishing took place and still the cod and salmon

9 Martyr Peter of Angleria. The Decades of the New Worlde or West India. 1516 London: Richard
Eden.1555. Citation in Richard Brown's A History of Cape Breton, 1869:14

10 Micmac elder of the Miramichi band, speaking to a group of Frenchmen, with Chrestien LeClercq
interpreting. LeClercq, Chrestien. New Relations of Gaspesia. 1691. Toronto: Champlain Society,
1968:104-106

11 Letter from Raimondo de Soncino at London to the Duke of Milan, December, 18th, 1497
(Milan,1866). Translated from Italian by Charles Dean (Boston, 1884) Reprinted in The Nothmen,
Columbus and Cabot. ed. Edward Bourne and Julius Olsen, Charels Scribner's Son, New York,

1906:426-429. Source: Dunfield, R.W. The Atlantic Salmon in the History of North America. Halifax:
Federal Dept. of Fisheries and Oceans, 1985: 12




flourished. In the early 1600s the Governor of Acadia remarked that the sea wa57
‘paved with salmon’ and other species; at times, fish were so plentiful that they
impeded the passage of ships.12 Governor Cornwallis would write of Halifax in 1749,
the day after his arrival: “The coasts are as rich as ever they have been represented;
we caught fish every day since we came within 50 leagues of the coast. The harbour
itself is full of fish of all kinds.”13 Thomas Henry, reporting on the fisheries in 1883,
stated: “The cod fishery, the herring fishery, the mackerel fishery, and probably all the
great sea fisheries are inexhaustible. Nothing we can do can seriously affect the
numbers of fish. Any attempt to regulate these fisheries seems consequently to be
useless."4 For old world eyes, the abundance of wealth in nature was at times beyond
belief. Resources were the engine that drove European involvement with the land and
settlements were a means to harness them.

The plenitude of nature engendered other attitudes towards Nova Scotia. This was the
metaphor of the ‘garden of plenty’ or ‘nature as the promised land'. For some
Christian Europeans, Nova served to symbolize a land free from scarcity and full of all
the necessities of life which the bible had promised. This was the case for Parisian
lawyer, Marc Lescarbot. He spent a year at Port Royal in 1606 and wrote of his
adventures in The History of New France . His descriptions of sailing into Annapolis
Basin and first laying eyes on the Annapolis valley is the most direct reference to Nova
Scotia as the promised land:

It was unto us a thing marvellous to see the fair distance and the
largeness of it, and the mountains and hills that environed it, and |
wondered how so fair a place did remain desert, being all filled with
woods, seeing that so many folk. . . might make good of this land . . .

... it is like unto the land which God promised to his people: “The Lord
they God bringeth thee into a good land, a land of brooks of water, of
fountains and depths that spring out of valleys and hills; a land wherein
thou shalt eat bread without scarceness, thou shall not lack for

12 H,P.Biggar, The Precursors of Jacques Cartier, Publications of the Canadian Archives, No.5 (Ottawa:
Government Printing Bureau, 1911) P.X1V (citation: Dunfield's: The Atlantic Salmon in the History of
North America . 1985: 12 )

13 Akins Thomas, History of Halitax City. 1895. Halifax: Nova Scotia Historical Society,1973:12-13

14 Graham, T. The Fish Gate, London: Faber and Faber, 1943:109




anything.15

Through all colonial writings the Annapolis valley was seen as the ‘Eden’ of Nova
Scotia. For early explorers this vias particularly true since its naturally occurring
meadows provided a visual bisak 1.1 a landscape where everywhere it was wooded.
But most importantly fertile valleys symbolized land where Europeans could replicate
their agrarian way of life. The concept of Nova Scotia as a ‘garden of plenty’ providing
divine deliverance is again vividly expressed in an account of Port Royal written by
Scotsmen, Richard Guthrie in 1629:

[There are] fruitful valleys adorned and enriched with trees of all sorts. . .
goodly oakes, high firres, tale beich and birch of incredible bignes, plaine
trees, Elme, the woods are full of laurall store of ewe, and great variety of
fruit trees, chestnut, pears, apples, cherries, and all other fruits. willow,
hazel, sallow. . . . Gooseberries of the collour of ripe graps, Rose berries,
and infinit store yet unknowen by us . . And in the woods deere [moose] of
infinit bignes. . . besids other beasts apparralled with rich furres, most
sweet and pleasant midowes [meadows)] yeelding a variety of flowers and
hearbs Roses of most fragrant Smell. . . herbs in aboundance, and those
verry medicinable, Salsaparilla in infinit aboundance and admirable
bignes,. . . The land is most fertile . . . We eat lobsters as bige as little
children, plenty of salmons. . . birds of strange and diverse kinds,. . . the
Lord has brought us through the seas, and given us our lott in a pleasant

Land.16

As much as fertile valleys were revered, forests were reviled. ‘Nature as enemy’ is the
attitude behind much of the writing on forests -- unless, of course, woodlands were
viewed in the terms of resource and exploitable wealth. Attitudes to the forests came
down from medieval times. The forests were wild areas, alien to humans and in need
of felling, firing, grazing and cultivating so they could become civilised abodes. Patrick
Campbell, seeing the spruce-fir forest bordering the Bay of Fundy in 1791, reacted
stronger than most when he described 'this miserable spruce’ as being “fit to be
inhabited only by wild beasts."17 Woodlands were dark and horrible places where

15'Leéc'arbot. Maro. l:llﬁlmLNmEr_ame 1607, Toronto: Champlain Society, 1911. New York:
Greenwood Press,1968: V.2: 312,314, Note: first paragraph varies slightly in translation in the
Greenwood Press edition but meaning is the same.

16 Griffiths, N. and Reid, J. * New Evidence on New Scotland, 1629." William and Mary Quarterly, Vol.
XLIX, July 1992:503,504,505

17 Campbell, Patrick. Trave ] 3
1792. London. Toronto: Champlaln Sociely #231937 101
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there were dangers from wild animals. The word wilderness was almost synonymous

with forest; etymolagically, it was the place of wild beasts. 18 In Nova Scotia, wrote one
traveller, “Trees looked as tho' not one had been cut down here since creation”.19 The
weight of eons and uncontrolled, wild nature symbolized a crushing presence for
some Europeans encountering this ‘new land’ which at first sight was marked by “a
dark, thick, and almost impenetrable forest indented on all sides with the waters of the
sea.” 20 On the positive side, the boredom of forests could be cheered up by a break in
the monotonous pattern of trees. “The gloomy wilderness is cheered by the lake, the
rivulet and the dashing waterfall” wrote one Nova Scotian.2! The biggest interruption
in these endless tracts of forest would, of course, be future pockets of cultivated land
that would make the “wilderness blossom as a rose”, 22

In this sense forests held the promise of transformation. For most settlets this couldn't
happen fast enough. Too slow was the conversion of this “miserable sullen
wilderness"23 into agricultural lands. Farming was crucial to the progress of
settlement. Impediments to cultivation were detested. Agriculture stood to land as did
cooking to raw meat. It converted nature into culture.24 Descriptive accounts spoke of
“subduing the forest, conquering the woods and multiplying the resources of human
sustenance."25 As one observer noted: “[Nova Scotia] would. . . grow better and better
every day, in propotrtion as the Woods are cut down, and the Country cleared and
improved.”26 The cleared patch, the cultivated ground neatly fenced off, became a
symbol of order and civilization. This engendered a conquering relationship to nature.
To the very first English pioneers coming to Nova in the mid-1700s the forbidding and

18 Williams, Michael. Americans and Their Forests. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1989:10
19 Hale, Robert. “Journal of a Yoyage Made to Nova Scotia in1731." Halifax: Report of the Board ot
Trustees of the Public Archives of Nova Scotia, 1968: 227

20 Hollingsworth, S. The Present State of Nova Scotia with a Briet Account of Canada and the British_
Islands on the Coast of North America, Edinburgh: William Creech,1787:69

21 Gesner, Abraham. The industrial Resources of Nova Scotia. Halifax: A.W. MacKinlay,1849:56

22 |bid:47

23 A Traveller. The Acadian Recorder. March 1st, 1823, Hallfax: Report of the Trustees of the Public
Archives of Nova Scotla in the year 1939: 24

24 Thomas Keith, Man and the Natural World. New York: Pantheon Books, 1983:15

26 A Traveller. Acadian Recorder. March 1st, 1823 : 24

26 Anonymous, A Genyine Account of Nova Scotia: confaining, A description of its Situation, Alr, Climate,
Soil and its Produce: also Rivers, Bays, Harbours and Fish. London, 1750: 4
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repulsive nature of the forests was further amplified, for a brief time, by the fact that

Indians seemed to appear from behind trees to attack and then disappear back into
the woods. The terror of the forest was also reinforced by the killing and maiming of
livestock by wild animals. But the forest also had a symbolic meaning. It was the dark
and sinister symbol of man's evil, where humans were beyond the reach of
redemption and where even a civilised person could revert to savagery if left too long.
Clearing, therefore, became a form of redemption. To fell the forest was almost to enter
the kingdom of heaven on earth, as the making of new land seemed to demonstrate
the direct casual relationship between moral effort, sobriety, frugality, and industry and
material reward.2? When Joseph Howe spoke of settlers transforming the still unfelled
forests of Nova Scotia into an “unbroken prospect of smiling and peaceful
cultivation”28 the symbol of a virtuous mission was strongly encoded in the message of
triumphant settlement .Yet one cannot deny the power of basic instinctual human
needs and the greatest of these is the fight for survival. Cleared land, for Europeans,
meant ‘habitat’ or place from which to draw sustenance. Micmacs, as well, valued
clearings and spent a good deal of time in naturally occuring meadow lands

bordering rivers, estuaries and streams where plenty of fish and other foods were
found. However, the ardour with which settlers attacked forests went far beyond
sustenance needs and left an ecological legacy still felt today.

The idea of ‘nature as enemy’ was not represented solely in writings about Nova
Scotia’s forests. It also was very evident in accounts on climate. In this perspective the
harshness of winter, the lateness of spring and ubiquitous fogs hanging over coastal
fishing banks embodied nature as foe. Sixteenth century cod fishermen were the first
to brand this climate as hostile and inhospitable by word-of-mouth accounts. Written
descriptions of this sort would also originate from English travellers or militia men
posted for a season or two at Nova Scotia’s naval bases in Halifax or Louisbourg.
Accustomed to a milder British climate and dressed improperly for such cold climes,
these visitors were unprepared for the province's more rigorous, weather. This
contrasted with the French, who took heed of Micmac ways of living in the land and
adapted useful strategies for winter clothing and general subsistence. Dispatched from

27 Williams, Michael, Americans and their Forests.: 11-13
28 Parks, M.G. ed._Josaph Howe : Western and Eastern Rambles. 1828:143
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Virginia, English Admiral Knowles arrived in Louisbourg in April of 1746 to relieve the

garrison, for a one year period, on a mission to deter the French from recapturing the
fort. His descriptions of Nova Scotia's winters are the most hair-raising on record:

The frosts begin to cease about the middle of May, which are succeeded
by fogs. These last to the end of July or the beginning of August, with the
intermission, perhaps, of one or two fair days in a fortnight. The cost ot
fuel last year was 6000 pounds [$12,000.], notwithstanding the number of
houses that were pulled down and burat...Many of the troops have been
frozen to death and the sentries, though relieved every half hour,
frequently lose their fingers and toes. Some have lost their limbs by
mortification in a few hours. There is no such thing as using any kind of
exercise to keep themselves warm, the snow in many places laying 10,
12 and 16 feet deep, and when it ceases snowing the whole island is
covered with a sheet of ice. Nothing is more common than for one guard
to dig the other out of the guard room before they can relieve them...the
drift snow sometimes covering houses entirely. . . Our miseries and
distresses, occasioned by the severity of the weather, | really want words
to describe. Nature seems never to have designed this place a residence
for man. The severity of the winters, and the want and misery | fornsee
people in these parts must be exposed to, makes me despair of any
enterprise succeeding in Acadia or Nova Scotia."29

Just as the concept of 'nature as enemy' was very strong in colonial writings, so too
was the idea of ‘nature as wonder’. Here was a ‘new land’ with a myriad of unusual,
even exotic trees, plants, birds, and wildlife and the response to this was one of
intense curiosity. Observation was key to understanding the surrounding community of
diverse and profuse creatures which shared the land. No animals impressed more
than the beaver. Descriptions of its great building skills as ingenious architects of
dams and waterproof houses with air passages, multi-floored rooms, escape exits,
and food storage zones took up pages upon pages of space in books documenting
the natural history of the land. Aside from the profits to be made in the trade of its fur,
beavers reached a mythic status because its cleverness seemed close to that of
humans. By reason of its complex social organization and intelligent control over its
environment , Micmacs considered beavers to have sense and to form a separate
‘nation’. Denys, similarly struck by the beaver's amazing feats, wrote in awe of this new

28 Knowléé, Admiral, Written account addressed to the Duke of New Castle. 1746. Citation in Beamish

Murdoch's History of Nova Scotia, Vol.2, 1866: 97-98
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world animal in 1671:

All the animals of which industry has been the most vaunted. . .are only. . .
that is to say beasts, in comparison with the Beaver. . . | know well that
there are many men, even skilled in many things, who would be greatly
embarrassed if it were necessary for them to build their dwellings for
themselves, especially if they had to take so many and important
precautions for the preservation of their life as the Beavers must take in
regard to their breathing, their food, the water, and the care to corceal
themselves from the knowledge of the hunters. . .| leave you to judge
whether that instinct which is attributed to the [beaver] is very different. . .

from [human) reason and good sense.30

Intense curiosity about the creatures and plants of the ‘new land’ was also matched by
intense confusion. The idea of ‘nature as wonder' thereby constituted these two sides
of the same coin. Here was a land with many mysteries. How could you tell where the
good soil was when the land was covered in trees? Why were codfish plentiful in one
area one year and not the next? Why was the winter so long and the spring late? Why
was Nova Scotia colder than Europe when it had a more southerly latitude than Britain
and much of France? What were the bones of the huge animal (woolly mammoth)
found in Cape Breton? What was the geology, or underlying bedrocks, of a land
blanketed in forests? With so many puzzles imaginative conclusions were sometimes
made. When moose were overhunted and scarce in the 1820s, some Micmac
believed they had changed into whales and retreated to the sea, from whence they
would later returned to repopulate the province. This idea was substantiated by the
presence of moose footsteps by the shore and the finding of a dead moose with
seaweed in its the stomach.31 Europeans also held similar ideas on the
transformation of species. Before north-south bitd migration was understood in the
mid-1800s, some people believed that birds disappeared in the fall to winter in the
depths of the ocean before returning in the spring. But despite such ignorance
Europeans and Indians were astute observers of nature. By the late 1700s a
considerable body of natural history information had began to coalesce launching the
passionate study of nature that blossomed into a rigorous, mainstream pursuit during

30 Denys. 1672:367,369

31 Wallis, Wilson, D. and Wallis, Ruth Sawtell. The Micmacs Indians of Eastern Canada. Minneapolis:
University of Minnisota Press 1955:107 See also: Daer of Nova Scotia, by D.W.Benson & G.D.
Dodds,1877:21
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the 19th century Victorian age.

The pursuit of natural history became a serious business. Nova Scotia, like all ‘new
world' lands, was a puzzle to sort out. To be able to develop the colony meant
knowing what its resources were and in this capacity the study of natural history was
invaluable. Colonists were also concerned with studying nature for non-utilitarian
purposes simply to know and classify their biological environment for the sake of
knowledge and for the satisfaction of imposing some pattern on their surroundings.
Interest in wild birds and animals was also powertfully stimulated by the desire of
hunters and fowlers to catch them.32 Likewise interest in soils and vegetation was
propelled by the need to successfully farm. Life sciences were still in their infancy as
the professions of medicine, geology, botany, zoology and geology did not arise until
the latter half of the 19th century. This meant educated laymen became experts of
which Nova Scotia produced a considerable number of extraordinarily gifted
individuals. They were naturalists, farmers, sportsmen and government officials all
working to extend the knowledge of the land by observation, research and publication
of their findings in books , periodicals or addresses before various learned societies
including Nova Scotia Institute of Natural Science established in 1862. Natural history,
in short, equated growth of scientific knowledge with the accumulation of information.
And the drive behind it was, in part, to understand the land so it could be better
controlled. However the study of nature was also associated with aesthetic
appreciation and religious feelings with nature seen as the hai.diwork of God and its
patterns and operations disclosing the creator's wisdom, power and goodness.33 This
perspective, passionately held by many naturalists, was seriously threatened by the
development of Charles Darwin's 'theory of evolution through natural selection' where
god appeared absent. But nevertheless an interest in natural history -- classifying
flora and fauna, identifying geology, looking for ecological patterns at work -- was a
dominant theme in many 19th-century Nova Scotian accounts of the land. They
reflected a mode of interaction with the environment that was seeded in practicality
but born of the idea of ‘nature as wonder' with its twin sides, curiosity and confusion.

32 Thomas, Keith. Man and the Natural World: A History of a_Modern Sensibility. New York: Pantheon
Books, 1983:71

33 Berger, Carl. Science. God and Nature in Victorian Canada. Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1983
Xii
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‘Nature as poverty’ was another common perspective in writings on Nova Scotia.
From this viewpoint the natural offerings of this land were too meagre to entice interest,
provide adequate human sustenance or generate prosperity. Famed Englishman
William Cobbett’s account of his 1783 two-week visit to Nova Scotia, while serving in
the King's Marine Service is a case in point. Before his arrival he had been advised
on how fine, flourishing and plentiful a country Nova Scotia was. Described as a
terrestrial paradise rich in beauties it left Cobbett “perfectly enchanted at the prospect
of his voyage".34 However upon seeing the sight of Halifax he would write:

When | first held the barren, not to say hideous, rocks at the entrance of
the harbour, | began to fear that the master of the vessel had mistaken his
way; for | could perceive nothing of that fertility that my good recruiting
captain had dwelt on with so much delight. Nova Scotia had no charm for
me than that of novelty. Everything | saw was new: bogs, rocks,
mosquitoes and bull-frogs. . . Nova Scotia, New Brunswick, and Canada,
are the horns, the head, the neck, the shins, and the hoof of the ox, and
the United States are the ribs, the sirloin, the kidneys, and the rest of the
body. Nova Scotia and New Brunswick were one great heap of rocks,
covered with fir trees, with here and there a little strip of land capable of
cultivation, by the sides of rivers...In short the most barren, the most

villainous piece of waste land. . .35

Only by the end of the eighteenth century would the preference for a cultivated and
human-dominated landscape be challenged. In Britain, the advent of industrialization,
the rise of mechanistic science, the move to cities, the ease of train and steamship
travel and the immunity from direct involvement in the agricultural process made
landscapes other than the fertile one desirable. Thus landscapes, so detested by
Cobbett, could now be embraced as wild, romantic and picturesque in Europe and
America. This would develop later in Nova Scotia. With anti-modernism sentiments
arising in the 1920s and beyond -- a reaction against wars, economic depression, and
the stress of urban society -- Nova Scotia’s rugged land began to be considered
interesting. As the “rustic” was embraced, the rocky fishing cove of Peggy’s Cove --
now easily accessible by automobiles and roads -- was transformed from a ‘sterile
barren wasteland’ to ‘desirable place’, discovered and made famous by weary
urbanites who painted, photographed and wrote about it. The image of Peggy’s Cove

34 Feitzel, W.éd. The Autobiography of Willi >obbett. London:Eaber and Faber , 1804: 24
35 |bid: 28
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and its fishermen, romanticised by artists, was soon promoted by emerging tourism

interests to arise as the cultural icon and symbolic landscape that dominates the
province today. 3¢ But this is a relatively new historical development in Nova Scotia's
history. For hundreds of years the site of the rocky coast of Nova Scotia’s Atlantic
shore, particularly the large barren lands at the approach of Halifax Harbour, was
equated with deficiency and destitution symbolizing the antithesis of a fertile,
productive landscape. It painfully compared to the greater natural endowments of
other more prosperous, peopled and advanced lands like the nearby New England
states. This instilled in Nova Scotia leaders an intense desire to overcome Nova
Scotia’s laggard status. Reference to the fertile Annapolis valley, as a point of
contrast, was constantly used to redeem the land from its reputation of a sterile
wasteland. This was ‘nature as poverty’ and it was reflected as much in traveller's
accounts of the land as it was in those of prominent Nova Scotians.,

The concept of ‘nature as habitat’” dominated writings on Nova Scotia for almost four
hundred years, but blossomed in the mid-1700s when the British began settlements
efforts. Geography as a key influence, or environmental determinism, was the theme
of many such accounts. What the land had to offer determined where settlements or
townships were set up. It was closely related to the concept of ‘nature as wealth' but
differed in that settlement was the goal, not quick exploitation of a resource followed by
departure. Appraisal of harbours, fishing grounds, soils, forests, rivers and topography
came into play in order to determine where to locate settlements or townships. John
Harris, working as a surveyor, reported his findings to Chief Surveyor Charles Morris
in this 1814 report which is typical of such writings:

With respect to the quality of the land, my sons are of opinion that in
general, tho’ we passed sometimes 4 or 5 miles thro' very indifferent land
in general, yet there is not in any one mile’s distance so much bad land
as not to afford room for one good farm, at least, whereon a man may get
a comfortable liviyhood -- and as for good land, | have travelled in the
direction of my new road more than 20 miles in one continued tract, over
good land for settlement, and the greater part as good, or better than ever
| survey'd in the province, (and seem to extend N. & S. still farther) -- |
reckon the land east of the Liverpool Road, 3/4 good for settlement, and
west of that road it may be said to be at least 2/3 parts good to one of

36 See lan MacKay's article “Among the Fisherfolk: J.F.B. Livesey and the Invention of Peggy's Cove.”
Journal of Canadian Studies, Vol.23, No. 1 & 2, Spring/Summer, 1988,
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bad.. .37

Discourse reflective of the ‘nature as habitat’ approach to the land was evident in
subjects ranging from the need for surveys to the determine if there was any valuable
land left to the need to ‘read’ the vegetation to know the site of good soils. Settlers
were looking for their niche in an enigmatic terrain and good sites meant having better
odds at living well off the land. Ttying to find a niche -- a decent, unsettled, leftover
area -- was also the driving force behind many Micmac petitions to government
administrators as this 1832 speech to legislative officials reveals:

Fathers:

When the French came to us they asked us for land to set up their
wigwam --we gave it freely-- in return they taught us new arts---protected
and cherished us--sent holy men our fathers amongst--who taught us
Christianity--who made books for us--and taught us tv read them--that
was good--and we were grateful.

Fathers:

When your fathers came and drove away our French fathers---we were
left alone--our people were sorry, but they were brave---they raised war
cry--and took up the tomahawk against your fathers---Then your fathers
spoke to us--they said, put up the axe --we will protect you--we will
become your fathers. Our fathers and your fathers had long talks around
the Council fire--the hatchets were buried--and we became friends.
Fathers:

They promised to leave us some of our land---but they did not--they
drove us from place to place like wild beasts---that was not just. . . We ask
of you, Fathers, to give us part of that land once our fathers'---whereupon
we may raise our wigvwams without disturbance. . . where is our land?---
we have none. . . 38

It the European drive to find a place in Nova Scotia necessitated displacing Indians it

37 John Hatris to Honbl. Charles Morris. Dec.1814. Halitax: Public Archives of Nova Scotia Report.
Appendix 29, 1937: 39 (FI0 N85 Ar2r)

38 Louis Francis Alguimou, Piel Jacque, Oilver Thoma, Peter Tony, Michael Mitchell. In Legislative
Assembly of Prince Edward Island Journals, 1832:11. Excerpt in Ruth Whitehead's, The Old Man Told
{s:208
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was partially because of the idea ot ‘nature as freedom’ which North America

represented. Here was a wild landscape symbolising new beginnings and the ability
to reinvent your life. An appropriate motto would have been ‘take what you want.’
Conceivably you could do almost anything: create a pleasant farm, steal land from
Indians, cut down as many trees as you wanted, kill any number of moose, build proud
communities or exploit naturai resources for profit. Law enforcement was minimal in
sparsely populated places. The absence of the confinements of old Europe meant you
could cast off class structures and be an equal among equals living in a pioneer
society where land was cheap or free and you could be master of your own domain.
Nova Scotian historian Beamish Murdoch expressed it this way in 1866:

To compensate for the many. . .disadvantages [of settling for] those who
had left the regions of old civilization, a sense of freedom arises not only
from the aspect of the wild natural scenery [of Nova Scotia] . . . but also in
the removal of a thousand conventional shackles that tie down the
human mind. . . Self respect [is] produced in those whose life would be
but a duil vegetation in the cities of the old world. The abundance of fish
in the waters, the profusion of game in the forests, and the plenty of birds
everywhere, all which were to be free from the claims of proprietors or the
penalties of game laws, were obvious advantages. . . g

All things have their consequences --- including the perceived liberty to seize from the
land what you want. The outcome of the ‘nature as freedom’ mindset was the idea of
‘nature as wounded object’ in the historical writings on Nova Scotia. It is widely
thought that concern for the natural environment is a relatively recent phenomenon
when in fact it has a very long history in the form of protest and petition over changes
taking place in the land. By the mid-1800s, and, in fact earlier, many Micmacs,
naturalists, government officials, agriculturalists, foresters and sportsmen were, at
times, appalled by signs of decline in the environment --- fish populations plummeting,
ho pine trees left, miles of burnt scarred land, abused soils made sterile and game
animals in retreat. Many writings detail the ecological transformations taking place. In
1869, sportsman and naturalist, Captain Campbell Hardy addressed ‘“nature as
wounded object” in this philosophical account:

39 Murdéch. Beamish. History of Nova Scotia. Halitax: James Barnes,1866,V.2:233
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In the hands of which class of men does this colony now find itself? And |
fear the unhesitating answer to the impartial stranger and visitor would
be, that in all regarding the preservation of our living natural resources,
we were in the hands of the destroyers. The course of destruction so ably
depicted by the author quoted, is being presented throughout the length
and breadth of Nova Scotia, and the settlers of this province, blind to their
own interests, careless of their children, and utterly regardiess of restraint
imposed by the laws of the country, worse than useless because not
carried out, are bringing about the final [wildlife] depopulation of our large
wild areas of land and water.40

These then are the ranges of cultural responses to nature evident in historical writings
on Nova Scotia's land and its natural history. They span ‘nature’ perceived as: wealth,
the promised land, enemy, wonder, poverty, habitat, freedom and wounded object . All
modes of perception overlap, collide, complement and contradict each other and,
together, form a sense of the diverse approaches to land and place. They frame a
subtext for all other narratives used in this thesis to interpret natural history patterns of
the land, ecological change and human interactions with the environment.

To consider ecological transitions is to analyse what a land was like ‘before and after’
and it raises the question ‘changed in relation to what'? Denys would write in 1671 of
Nova Scotia being a land of patchwork patterns where there were found “mountains,
rocks, marshes, meadows, heaths and good lands."41 Nova Scotia was not one large,
untouched old growth forest as many would like to think today; not a sort of Eden
where the natural scheme of things, proceeding without interruption for thousands of
years, had reached its ultimate perfection. Change was constant. Electrical storms
created fires and hurricanes blew down large tracts of mature forests. The landscape
was characterized by diverse ecosystems in different stages of development. The idea
of the forest being in some pristine state of equilibrium with nature, awaiting the arrival
of the transforming hand of Europeans, has been all too readily accepted as a
benchmark against which to measure change.s2

40 Hardy. Camgbell. Egrest Lite in Acadie. London: Chapman and Hall, 1869: 345
41 Denys, Nicholas. Coasts ot North America or Acadie. 1672:249
42 Williams, Michael. Ametican Forests:49
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A nostalgia for ‘primitive, untouched nature’ initially arose as old growth forests and

abundant wildlife disappeared across North America with the establishment of
settlements, cities and resource industries. Yearning for ‘primitive, untouched nature’
sprung, in part, fromthe ‘nature as wounded object’ concept of the land. Just when
many 19th-century Nova Scotians were bemoaning the state of the province's
wounded and declining environment along comes one of the best selling books in the
English speaking world and it portrays Nova Scotia or Acadie as the 'lost paradise’ in
the psyches of the millions of people who read it.

In 1847, when Henry Wadsworth Longfellow wrote “These are the forests primeval, the
murmuring pines and the hemlocks” in the famous opening lines of the poem
Evangeline, he took us back to that place where one could ideally find unity with
unsullied nature. And that place was Nova Scotia. Or more precisely Acadia. It was
the place of old growth forests where divine creation was perfectly intact. In
Longfellow's view here was the lost paradise. Here was the land where Acadians
lived in a state of grace, a golden age, before their cruel 1755 deportation at Grand
Pre when they were thrown out of this ‘garden of Eden’. This was an Arcadian,
pastoral paradise surrounded by the grandeur of pristine wilderness. a3

In reality, the primeval wocds which Longfellow described around Grand Pre didn't
exist during the 18th century as the forests in that area had been decimated by a 1710
fire which swept the country from Gaspereau to Piziquid (Avon River). It is probable
that the extensive forests covering the mountains to the east were destroyed at the
same time. As a result there was a shortage of nearby wood, reflected in the quantity of
cut wood coming from a long distance to supply the Acadians -- as some said from the
east side of the Avon. Only a small patch [of woodlands) at the head of the river
remained. When the English settlers came in 1760 they passed laws for the protection
of the wood then standing. For many years the new growth was small, and consisted of
spruce, fir, white birch, popular and white pine. It is said that in the year previous to the
fire, a cyclone had laid prostrate the forests from Annapolis to East Hants. Over a great
part of this territory, the soil is thin on the mountains, and once the fire started in the
next year nothing could stop the march of flames till it reached the Avon. a4 Obviously

43 See Naomi Griffiths “Longfellow's Evangeline : The Birth and Acceptance of a Legend.” Acadiensis
Vol.11 #1, Spring 1982: 28-41

44 Herbln, John. Pre and The Marshlands. Toronto: William Briggs, 1900:152
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then, in the mid-1700s the area around Grand Pre was not a land of the ‘forest

primeval' which Longfellow so vividiy portrayed one hundred years later.

Not knowing any better, Ametricans would flock to Nova Scotia to see this ‘forest
primeval’ in the late 1800s. Tourism was emerging, Nova Scotia was a quick, easy trip
from Boston and New York, and provincial business interests had advertised boat and
train travel to entice Americans to Evangeline’s land of paradise. Dozens of books
(tourist guides penned by Americans) were written on Acadie and its forest primeval.
Thousands of people made annual pilgrimages from the 1860s to the 1930s to
witness the golden land. Visitors quoted lines from the poem as they looked at the
landscape noting the gap between mythic portrayal and actual reality. Still a mystique
existed. Literary licence had created that place. The idea of nature is as powerful as
the reality of nature. Humanity has long held ideas about a long-lost golden age. In
European culture this has been exemplified by Arcadianism -- the ideal of a simple
humble life lived in close harmony with nature. The word derives from a mythical
region in ancient Greece called Arcady, whose inhabitants supposedly dwelt in an
Eden-like state of innocence, at peace with the earth and its creatures.4s This
concept of Arcadia was soon applied to the new world and gradually descended on
Nova Scotia and New Brunswick.

The name Arcadia first appeared on New World maps in the 1520's when the ltalian
explorer Verranzano visited the Atlantic coast of North America in the name of France.
Arriving in the region of present day Virginia or Maryland, he found beautiful trees and
vegetation so luxuriant that he named the country “Arcadia” marking it on his map over
an elongated east coast. The location of this place name migrated northeastward on
later maps and applied to present-day Nova Scotia and New Brunswick. The name
was still in use in the form Arcadie on maps of 1572 and in a printed work dated 1575.
Then, at the end of the 16th-century, under a coincidental resemblance to native
place-names, there was a period of several years of hesitation between Arcadie,
L'Acadia and La Cadie, ‘Cadie’ is the Micmac world for “a place of abundance' - a
term used by the Micmacs to describe their homeland to Europeans. In 1603
Champlain made exclusive use of the name Arcadie. It is believed that by the mid-
1600s this hame was firmly attached to the area now comprising all of Nova Scotia
and New Brunswick, but the letter “r" was soon dropped and the name became

46 Worster, Donald. Nalu:_e_s_Eg_Q_ume Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1977.365
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Acadie.q4s Later in the 1600s, when under British rule, this land was renamed Nova

Scotia, but it is noteworthy that its original European name would be a merger of the
Micmac's sense of ecological abundance and the European sense of a well endowed
land where one might live in harmony with nature.

These then were the two worlds that encountered each other. The Micmacs who lived
in ecological abundance and the Europeans who sought it . What resulted was the
collision of two ways of living in nature: the hunter-gatherer sustained by regional
ecosystems versus the agrarian-trader sustained by broadening global ecosystems.
With their convergence, the land was transformed.

This was a gradual transformation. It took place over three centuries - 1600 to 1900.
Nova Scotia, like the rest of what is now Atlantic Canada, did not have a steady,
continuous record of colonization -- unlike other areas. Instcad political control over
this land was traded back and forth, during treaty settlements between the rivalling
French and British. This uncertainty disrupted settlement attempts. Hundreds of
shiploads of Europeans had made flecting visits to this part of America that was
nearest to their homelands, but in only one or two small areas had more than a trace of
settlement been left. 47

Before 1749, two groups of Europeans lived in this region. About 6000 people of
British origin lived off the coast Newfoundland and in Nova Scotia on the islainds off
Cape Canso, dependent on the fisheries. Around the Bay of Fundy and in adjacent
districts more that 10,000 Acadians lived on their farms, trading with the rich garrison
at Louisbourg and with coasting New Englanders. Most of the land was wilderness
thinly occupied by Indians - meagre development for an area known by Europeans for
two and a half centuries. The Atlantic region had been prized more for its strategic
value and its fisheries than for its potential for settlement. Colonization efforts were
concentrated elsewhere while this area stood by. 48

The French encouraged development of their lands on the St. Lawrence River and

46 Trudel, Marcel. The Beginnings of New France.1524-1663. Toronto: McCelland and Stewart ,1973:10

47 W. S. MacNutt. The Atlantic Provinces: The Emergence of Colonial Society 1712-1827. Toronto:
McClelland & Stewart, 1965:1

48 Harris, Cole and Warkentin, John. Canada Before Confederation: A Study in Historical Geography.
Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1974:173
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expended much energy on attempting to control the interior of the continent while
British migrants were attracted to the colonies south of present-day Mains.

With the Treaty of Utrecht in 1713 Acadia switched to British sovereignty but France
still held Cape Breton. The English founded Halifax in 1749 to counter the presence of
the French at Fort Louisbourg. Later Halifax would become a base ¢or the British to
tight the American revolution. By mid-eighteenth century the British began to seriously
invest energy into colonisation efforts.

Most ecological change induced by colonization would take place in this period
beginning with the arrival of the Loyalists in 1780s. Previous centuries of European
influence had also left a trail of consequences. For hundreds of years these
newcomers explored Nova Scotia observing and charting the land. So began the
transformation of Terra Incognita into Terra Firma.
















































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































