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Introduction

In March 2020, the last remaining underground coal mine in Atlantic Can-
ada was closed. Located in Donkin, Nova Scotia, on Cape Breton Island, the  
mine was owned by Kameron Collieries, a subsidiary of the United States–based 
Cline Group, which also runs coal operations in Alberta, Illinois, and West 
Virginia, among other ventures. Originally constructed in the early 1980s by 
the Cape Breton Development Corporation, a federal Crown corporation, but 
abandoned due to falling coal prices, the Donkin Mine was reopened by Kam-
eron Collieries in 2017, with Nova Scotia Power slated as one of its primary 
customers. Three years later, as coal prices declined and thirteen reported rock 
falls triggered concerns over safety, the facility was shut down. The decision, 
which left 150 miners without work, came and went without significant popu-
lar concern.1 This muted response would have seemed unimaginable to many 
Cape Bretoners in the early twentieth century, for whom the entire economic 
foundation of the island’s existence was predicated upon the coal and steel 
industries. Indeed, it was precisely this sort of dependence and disruption that 
prompted community mobilizations in the 1960s to demand the nationaliza-
tion of both cornerstone industries.2 Coal had been mined on the island since 
the early eighteenth century, while steel started production in the first years 
of the twentieth century. The absence of widespread concern surrounding 
the disappearance of the Donkin Mine suggests that a particular moment  
in the island’s history, one shaped deeply by carbon, class, and capitalism, was 
drawing to a close.

Other indications that the island is passing from an industrial to a deindus-
trial moment are not hard to find. Demographics tell part of the story. Between 
1996 and 2016, the island’s population contracted from 158,260 to 134,124 
people, or roughly 15 percent. Underway since the 1970s as Cape Bretoners  
sought better job prospects in manufacturing in Ontario and, until very 
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recently, the oil patch in Alberta, this demographic decline has slowed  
in recent years due to the immigration of international students to Sydney, 
who now make up about 60 percent of the enrolment at the local university.3 
Over roughly the same period, the number of children in public schools in 
the Cape Breton Victoria Regional Centre for Education—the island’s largest 
school district—has declined by nearly 70 percent, from 41, 286 (1970) to 
12,680 (2016) students.4 Not surprisingly, permanent school closures have 
proliferated. While resilient communities remain on the island, they are often 
beset by challenges related to economic marginalization, including domestic 
violence and opioid addiction, as suggested by the 2006 documentary Cotton-
land and the critically acclaimed 2018 feature film Werewolf.5 In the realm of 
culture, the experiences of labour that once set the pace of everyday life in 
the industrial zones have largely slipped into memory, oral history, artistic 
expression, and even kitsch. In the centre of Sydney, for example—once the 
island’s “steel city”—an eighty-acre park occupies the site of the former steel 
plant. The product of a prolonged local struggle for environmental remedi-
ation, the park features historical plaques and public art that tell a particular 
version of the steel story. Bordering the park, many streetscapes are char-
acterized by abandoned houses and crumbling infrastructure, especially in 
some of Sydney’s oldest working-class neighbourhoods such as Whitney Pier. 
Meanwhile, across town, a vibrant theatre community often puts working-
class stories on the stage to the delight of locals and tourists alike. During the 
COVID-19 pandemic, one health advisory featured a retro image of a miner’s 
pit helmet and the message “Wash your hands like a Cape Breton coal miner 
coming home for dinner.” The end of industry, in other words, has a “half-
life.”6 No longer dominant, its residue is manifested in a wide range of social 
forms—and it lasts.

It was precisely this sense of being situated at the end of an identifiable 
historical period—the industrial one—that prompted the two of us to wonder, 
How might current scholarship help us understand the era that was—now that 
its broad contours are clear to us? Eric Hobsbawm famously limited his study 
of the twentieth century to the period from the start of World War I to the 
collapse of the Soviet Union (1914–91)—thereby positing a “short” twentieth 
century marked off by politics as an “age of extremes.” We have taken a some-
what different approach to the century—one that centres industrialization/
deindustrialization as a broad organizing principle.7 This approach stretches 
our sense for the century outside a neat temporal framework and thus 
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focuses our attention on deep trends that took hold on the island in the 
early to mid-nineteenth century and matured over the next 125 years. That’s 
our long twentieth century. This approach—moving from a short to a long 
century—owes much to the work of Giovani Arrighi, who argued in 1994 that 
capital accumulation during the 1970s and 1980s was causing unprecedented 
geographical shifts in productive forces, work, and prosperity. For Arrighi, 
whose long twentieth century begins with the emergence of American cap-
italist economic power into a global force, this historical period is based on 
the combined growth of industrial capitalism and a state apparatus designed 
to protect and enforce rights to property, commerce, and profit.8 Edward 
Ross Dickinson expands on this approach in his recent book, The World in 
the Long Twentieth Century: An Interpretive History, writing that “the period 
from the mid-nineteenth century to the beginning of the twenty-first is the 
period in which human societies were re-shaped, in an often chaotic pro-
cess but in coherent ways by [ecological, technological, and social] forces.”9 
Broadly speaking, this was certainly the case for Cape Breton Island. Our 
contributors describe, in two discrete sections, the emergence, dominance, 
and retreat of a particular social and economic order—that of modernist 
industrial capitalism. And critically, they show how the interplay of the state, 
cultures, and transnational connections shaped how people navigated these 
heavy pressures, both individually and collectively.

An island about twice the size of the province of Prince Edward Island, 
Cape Breton extends outward into the Gulf of St. Lawrence, where that 
waterway opens into the North Atlantic, a lobster claw–shaped appendage 
to the Nova Scotia mainland. To casual observers, the island is perhaps best 
known for the Cabot Trail, located in the Cape Breton Highlands National 
Park, and the Celtic Colours International Festival. Both are marquee tour-
ist experiences—although a significant golf economy, centred largely on  
the island’s west coast, where fishing, farming, and coal mining once domin-
ated, is fast expanding.10 As their names suggest—with words like “Highlands” 
and “Celtic” prominently included—these attractions have capitalized on the 
island’s real and imagined Scottish past and parlayed it into highly success-
ful visitor experiences with international “brand recognition.” As the local 
newspaper boasted, “New York City-based magazine ‘Travel + Leisure’ . .  . 
ranks Cape Breton as No. 8 on a list of the world’s top island destinations.”11 
Yet matching other places in Canada and around the world where “heritage” 
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and tourism are combined, this public-facing representation of the island 
masks a more complex and intriguing history.

For the roughly 6,300 Mi’kmaw people who live on the island, Cape Breton 
is and has always been Unama’ki—one of the seven traditional districts of 
Mi’kma’ki and historically the seat of the Mi’kmaw Grand Council or Sante 
Mawiomi. Present in the Atlantic region from about 10,600 BCE, the Mi’kmaw 
first encountered Europeans on a sustained basis in the late fifteenth century, 
when Basque fishermen—who likely named the island “Cap Breton”—became 
a regular presence in coastal waters. As the European reconnaissance of the 
western hemisphere expanded in subsequent decades, an Atlantic world took 
shape—drawing Unama’ki/Cape Breton more deeply into a zone of colonial 
exchange that in time spanned the globe. French imperial dreams found con-
crete expression on the island beginning in 1713 with the establishment of the 
French-fortified town of Louisbourg. As the eighteenth century shaded into 
the nineteenth, the wider Atlantic system was reconfigured. The Seven Years 
War ended the formal French presence on the island and elsewhere, while 
the American Revolutionary War, the French Revolution, and the Napoleonic 
Wars reconfigured other empires, notably the British, and redirected global 
commerce and emigration. By then, French-speaking settlers had returned, 
and for them, the island became the local site of a broader Acadian diaspora. 
Tens of thousands of Scottish migrants followed between 1815 and 1838. Look-
ing out from their coastal and rural settlements, the island appeared to be a 
new world version of the landscape they had left behind: not Unama’ki or 
Acadie but Ceap Breatainn. Within a single generation of Scottish settlement, 
however, a process of industrialization began on the island—signalling, from 
our vantage point, the start of the long twentieth century.12

As the chapters that follow illustrate, the people and places linked to these 
deep histories were drawn into this modernizing orbit in various ways, bring-
ing with them and transmitting forward through subsequent generations 
particular presences and expectations. Put simply, Unama’ki, Acadie, and 
Ceap Breatainn persisted, albeit in modified and divergent ways. To borrow 
from Margaret Conrad and James K. Hiller, the island has been made and 
remade, imagined and reimagined, over time.13

This multilayered understanding of the island throws into stark relief the 
instability of the conceptual category of “Cape Breton Island.” The generations 
of historians and archaeologists linked to the Fortress of Louisbourg National 
Historic Site—itself a product of the island’s turn to tourism in the face of 
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industrial collapse—understood this notion especially well. Early scholarship 
from this group, which included A. J. B. Johnston, Christopher Moore, Ken 
Donovan, and Sandy Balcom, placed a strong emphasis on the social history 
of French officials, soldiers, and fishing families while positioning the rise and 
fall of the fortress within a broader colony to nation narrative—one suitable 
for a national historic site under construction beginning in the 1960s amid 
the rise of policies of biculturalism that recognized the persistence of French-
speaking cultures within Canada.14

Over time, this broad scholarly emphasis within the Cape Breton Field 
Unit of Parks Canada shifted from a nationalist to an Atlantic world frame-
work, tracking one of the key trends reshaping the study of the colonial era in 
the region generally.15 As a result, the complexities of transatlantic influences, 
French-Indigenous relations, gender and identity dynamics, and slavery have 
come to the fore and thus challenged the relevance of the singular bounded 
category of “Île Royale” in the past and its value as a device to organize histor-
ical interpretation in the present. Historian Anne Marie Lane Jonah’s careful 
comparative consideration of the lives of the Guinea-born slave Marie Mar-
guerite Rose and Acadian Jeanne Dugas—both of whom lived and worked 
at Louisbourg—underscores this point well. Their experiences, Lane Jonah 
concludes, “demonstrate the complexity of the community and the inad-
equacy of the ‘two founding nations’ narrative. Historians have pushed their 
research beyond the most readily available records, such as official corres-
pondence, to be able to go past the traditional political history engrained 
with power, wealth, and gender biases.”16 The specific interpretive dilemmas 
presented by the category-stretching lives of Rose and Dugas are emblematic 
of the challenges of conceptualizing “pre-Confederation” Atlantic Canadian 
history generally. Where and how should the “geographic . . . and temporal 
lines of inquiry . . . be drawn?” asks Jerry Bannister in “Atlantic Canada in an  
Atlantic World?”17

Robert Morgan was attuned to the different ways people defined their island 
home historically and the difficulties this presented for the historian drawn 
to the analytical category of “Cape Breton Island.” A highly influential writer, 
archivist, and popular historian, Morgan’s two-volume, empirically driven 
Rise Again! argues that the island’s history represented a progressive effort at 
identity creation. The title of the book—as local readers understood—said 
it all. “Rise Again” is also the title of a song written in 1984 by Sydney-born 
songwriter Leon Dubinsky for the Rise and Follies of Cape Breton Island, a 
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musical theatre review that emerged in response to the island’s economic 
difficulties.18 Popularized by the Rankin Family, the song offers a rousing 
call for Cape Bretoners to overcome adversity; it is—arguably—the island’s 
unofficial anthem. For Morgan, then, the history of Cape Breton Island was 
best explained as the incremental realization of a common, collective sense of 
self, a narrative in which the multiethnic, multicultural, multiclass residents 
came to embody a shared spirit as “Cape Bretoners” distinct and apart from 
Canadians, Maritimers, or Mainlanders.19

Elements of this perspective were first advanced by Ken Donovan in 
“Reflections on Cape Breton Culture,” which was published in 1990 as part 
of a collection of essays titled The Island.20 In that essay, Donovan argued that 
since the 1960s, a generalized, shared sense of being a “Cape Bretoner” had 
emerged on the island, one fashioned out of a widely shared Anglo-Celtic 
ancestry, common experiences of hardship, and determination to remain  
on an island that had rarely made life easy for anybody, whatever one’s back-
ground. Viewed broadly, both Morgan and Donovan were on to something: a 
meaningful collective Cape Breton identity did emerge in the 1960s and found 
expression in a wide range of forms, notably the community responses to the 
collapse of industry at the same time.21 Traditional music, art and craft, and 
literature carried some of this sensibility forward. Ronald Caplan’s superlative 
oral history project, Cape Breton’s Magazine, which ran from 1972 to 1999, 
provides an excellent tangible example of this lingering effect. Yet as our work 
on the end of the steel industry reveals, that collective sensibility was highly 
contingent on the economic crisis of the time and had limited reach outside 
the predominantly white population of the industrial communities. Moreover, 
without a common dependence on a shared way of life—coal or steel, for 
example—or an easily identified external enemy, that sensibility has changed 
over time, just as earlier attachments to and understandings of the island have 
done. “We take too readily to heart those interpretations which flatter our-
selves,” Cape Breton historian Don MacGillivray wrote in 1985 while reflecting 
on the art of Ellison Robertson, “declining to deal with or make room for those 
which are more deeply questioning and ultimately more honest.”22

How then to explain or “make room” for the ways in which the island 
has been made and remade, imagined and reimagined over time? Variations 
of this question face all historians as they engage with their scholarly and 
political preconceptions, various historiographical traditions, and the inter-
pretive potential of the evidence they have amassed. Our approach is rooted 
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in large measure in the broad historiographical traditions in which we have 
been socialized as scholars—deindustrialization, labour and working class, 
and regional history. Part of the answer also lies in the scope of the individ-
ual chapters that follow. Our “call for papers” for this collection was wide 
open—anything that focused on the island was welcome. To our surprise and 
delight, most of the submissions touched upon the broad sway of industrial 
capitalism in some way. Had the contributors engaged with environmental 
history, for example, our parameters would have shifted toward the Anthropo-
cene and incorporated longer chronologies of time, geology, evolution, and 
energy regimes—a framework that Claire Campbell has written about in the 
context of Atlantic Canada.23 As our earlier reference to Eric Hobsbawm sug-
gests, we have found an older set of conceptual categories derived from the 
British Marxist tradition to be especially useful in navigating the intricacies 
presented by the chapters in this collection: notions of emergent, residual, 
and dominant cultures. Raymond Williams effectively describes the first 
two of these concepts in his 1977 Marxism and Literature: “The ‘residual’ . . . 
has been effectively formed in the past, but it is still active in the cultural 
process . . . as an effective element of the present. . . . By ‘emergent,’ I mean 
first that new meanings and values, new practices, new relationships and kinds 
of relationships are continually being created. But it is exceptionally difficult 
to distinguish between those which are really elements of some new phase 
of the dominant culture .  .  . and those which are substantively alternative 
or oppositional to it.”24 “Dominant” culture, contrarily, is composed of both 
emergent and residual elements. This approach owes a debt to the Gram-
scian notion of cultural hegemony—the commonsensical support for the 
status quo produced by the dominance of a given group in society.25 It is 
not, however, all-encompassing. Williams reminds us, “It is a fact about the 
modes of domination that they select from and consequently exclude the full  
range of human practice.”26 Dominant culture is defined by the prevailing set 
of social and economic relations; it can be challenged or made absent from 
the private or metaphysical spheres, for example, or also through individual 
and collective action based on alternative or oppositional visions of the future. 
Indeed, it is from within such places that challenges to the dominant mode 
frequently emerge.

Sometimes the interplay of emergent, residual, and dominant cultures 
can be glimpsed just by walking the streetscapes in the contemporary post-
industrial zones of Cape Breton Island. Plummer and Ross Avenues in New 
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Waterford, named for Dominion Coal Company managers, now traverse a 
town without a single remaining colliery. Disco Street and Vulcan Avenue in 
Sydney, signalling the iron and steel industry, now lead toward a community 
green space instead of the hulking integrated steel mill. Located in the city’s 
historically working-class Ashby neighbourhood, Cornwallis Street, originally 
named after the colonial founder of Halifax, was recently renamed “Legacy 
Street” at the behest of Mi’kmaw activists. Cornwallis, of course, was respon-
sible for the “scalping proclamation” that the British colonial government 
enacted against the Mi’kmaq population of the region.27 On a clear day, it is 
possible to stand on the former Cornwallis Street and see the Mi’kmaw com-
munity of Membertou, which was once located on Sydney Harbour before 
being moved by the state to its current location in 1926. Over the past three 
decades, Membertou has emerged as a consequential local and regional actor 
by consistently challenging the authority of municipal, provincial, and federal 
authorities over its day-to-day operations. Persistent treaty memories rooted 
in the eighteenth century, Indigenous language revitalization, and creative 
leadership have provided the grit upon which the community’s resurgence has 
found traction. Viewed broadly, the contrast between these places is striking: 
as the fortunes of former blue-collar areas such as New Waterford and parts of 
Ashby have waned, the political and economic presence of Membertou—once 
derided as an impediment to modern life—has surged. Here as elsewhere the 
industrial moment—as Fred Burrill has noted—was also a settler moment.28 
That relationship is now changing in a drastic fashion: as the dominant  
ebbs, the residual and emergent cultures flow forward.

This sense of the past has helped us frame Cape Breton in the long twenti-
eth century. Our thinking is represented well by the image on the book’s cover, 
which in our imagination evokes the changing Cape Breton landscape and 
the idea of generational change. In a vintage car, the driver and his passen-
ger, maybe retirees, surveil the legacies of the long twentieth century as they 
travel to the Cabot Trail and reflect upon the changes they have witnessed 
over the decades—both formations and legacies. Inside this volume, our 
contributors describe, in two discrete parts, the emergence, dominance, and 
retreat of a particular social and economic order—that of modernist industrial 
capitalism. In part 1, “Formations,” the chapters explore the changing fabric of 
Cape Breton’s economy and culture after the industrial boom of the 1860s. This 
includes how settler and Indigenous cultures were affected by and responded 
to these massive changes. In part 2, “Legacies,” we delve more deeply into the 
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role of the state in both cementing the industrial order and preparing for its 
change from a dominant into a residual culture form. This transition occurs 
within the context of the global industrial crisis of the late twentieth century, 
the concurrent turn to the tourist economy, and the ongoing deindustrial-
ization of the island, all of which continue to impact the lives of residents.

There is a rich and illuminating body of scholarship dedicated to Cape 
Breton’s industrial past, and this collection is indebted to it. Part and parcel 
of the broader social history revolution of the late 1960s and 1970s that drew 
attention to neglected peoples and regions, Del Muise, Michael Earle, Don 
MacGillivray, Ian McKay, and David Frank wrote extensively about the ori-
gins of Cape Breton’s working class, the character of class conflict, and the 
dynamics of labour politics—specifically its distinctive radical expressions. 
Frank’s magisterial biography of coal miner and communist James Bryson 
McLachlan, who championed the cause of the coal miners for more than three 
decades in the early twentieth century, is perhaps the best-known example  
of the scholarship.29 In contrast, scholars studying rural Cape Breton chal-
lenged the sometimes too-neat Marxian explanations of nineteenth-century 
urbanization and proletarianization of rural populations. Rather than existing 
simply as a population of rural agrarians whose class positions were determin-
istically shaped by the rapid growth of coal and steel—according to authors 
such as Rusty Bitterman and Danny Samson—settler residents of rural Cape 
Breton experienced a more complicated process of class formation. In this 
sense, they crafted their own worlds and impacted the way in which the state 
of Nova Scotia came to respond to social, economic, and cultural transition. 
As Danny Samson argues, “The making of modernity in rural Nova Scotia 
was a fragmented and contested process and . . . distinct class interests led 
and defined a series of debates on the future direction of social development 
in the province. . . . While capitalist modernity emerged within the country-
side, it did not do so naturally, inevitably, or unopposed.”30 Meanwhile, rural 
Cape Breton in the early and mid-nineteenth century was also defined by 
the ongoing dispossession of Indigenous lands, as European settlers squatted 
upon and were thereafter assigned legal rights to Mi’kmaq territory.31

While this collection represents an addition to this existing literature, 
there are several ways in which framing the island’s history through the long 
twentieth century signals a departure from the guiding debates of earlier 
scholarship. The first generation of historians who focused on Cape Breton 
Island were profoundly influenced by the social history turn of the “Acadiensis 
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School.”32 Naturally, the underdevelopment thesis featured heavily in these 
works—frequently focusing on political economy and the myriad ways that 
Canadian regionalism had promoted growth in the “centre” as opposed to 
the “periphery.” Rather than relitigating this debate, our authors recognize 
regional inequality as a baseline and employ the notion as a way of approach-
ing other national and transnational considerations. Moreover, earlier works 
focused extensively on both immigration and the intellectual influence of 
organized labour and radical politics on the island’s nascent working class and 
its culture. Our authors expand upon this in a variety of ways; one positions 
economic development within the context of a cultural Anglosphere, while 
others explore the influence of Black nationalism and rights-based discourse 
on Cape Breton culture and identity. This collection also seeks explicitly to 
centre the experiences of communities and cultures that have been under-
represented in the writing of twentieth-century Cape Breton history. Cer-
tainly, the literature on the island’s history has not been bereft of excellent 
work on race, gender, class, and ethnicity—but it is our goal to centre these 
histories alongside those that explore regional political economy or the white 
working class, which have both traditionally garnered the lion’s share of schol-
arly attention. In this sense, our authors bring to the foreground stories of 
Black steelworkers and their families in Whitney Pier, the cultural activities 
of the Acadian ethnic minority, and the experiences of the Mi’kmaw people 
in the industrial zones through the long twentieth century.

Our two guiding parts are meant to convey a sense of modernist industrial 
capitalism’s influence as a broad field of force and activity beginning in the 
mid-nineteenth century and the range of accommodations and adaptations 
that emerged as its power waned after World War II. Don Nerbas anchors 
part 1 with his discussion of the Cape Breton economy during the 1860s, when 
a boom in the coal industry marked a period of rapid expansion. In contrast 
to earlier literature, which signalled the end of the monopoly of the General 
Mining Association (GMA) as launching a period of free-market growth, 
Nerbas argues cogently that industrial development during the period was, 
in fact, predicated upon a deeply engrained set of colonial understandings 
of economic activity. For our purposes, this effectively connects the emer-
gent forces of industrial capitalism in Canada to the residual influences of 
the traditional staples economy and the early coal industry that preceded  
it. The reach of empire can also be detected in the analysis provided by John G. 
Reid, which provides a bottom-up examination of leisure in an industrializing 
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context; cricket, in his study, is explored as a space wherein gender, class, 
and racial identities were challenged and asserted in early twentieth-century 
Cape Breton.

Claudine Bonner, Ronald Labelle, and Martha Walls each take a closer 
look at the ways in which the dominance of industrial capitalism affected, was 
understood, and was challenged by three distinctive groups in Cape Breton. 
Bonner examines the formation of the St. Philips African Orthodox Church 
and the Universal Negro Improvement Association Hall in the working-class 
neighbourhood of Whitney Pier to reveal assertions of collective Black identity 
in the industrial city of Sydney. Labelle focuses on Acadian communities and 
identities in Industrial Cape Breton beginning in the nineteenth century 
and reflects on the bittersweet nature of Acadian national identity. Despite 
the strong efforts of the community, much of the cultural heritage of Acadian 
groups in the island’s industrial communities was subject to assimilation. 
Walls’s chapter describes the ways in which Indigenous peoples, especially 
women, were singled out as specific barriers to “progress” as the industrial 
era matured. Central to her study is the notorious expropriation of the King’s 
Road Reserve in Sydney, which was later renamed Membertou.

David Frank’s contribution introduces part 2 by considering the case of 
C. B. Wade, research director for District 26 of the United Mineworkers. By 
addressing the emergence of industrial legality in the 1940s and 1950s, his 
study provides a bridge between the collection’s two sections. Wade grappled 
intellectually and politically with the consequences of modernist industrial 
capitalism while working within a labour movement that was increasingly 
satisfied to accommodate the dominant culture. In the context of the Cold 
War, Wade’s marginalization suggests the frustration of the radical culture that 
the coal miners had developed over many decades. This foreshadows some 
of the challenges examined in later chapters. Ken Donovan’s contribution 
contextualizes Cape Breton’s history during the mid-twentieth century in 
terms of global conflict. In tracing the transatlantic experiences of a Dutch 
war bride, Donovan reflects upon the conditions of poverty in the wartime 
Netherlands and in Ingonish, Cape Breton, and considers how one woman’s 
experience conformed to or challenged expectations of rural women on the 
island. Donovan’s sensitive portrayal also reminds us that, despite the broad 
sway of modern industrial life emanating from Cape Breton County and 
elsewhere, communities “down north” retained distinctive patterns of life, 
labour, and loss. Not everyone was on the move to Sydney, Halifax, Toronto, 



https://​doi​.org/​10​.15215/​aupress/​9781771994040​.01

14  Introduction

Fort McMurray, or the “Boston states.” Indeed, history looks different from 
the countryside.33

Like Bonner, Labelle, and Walls, Heather Sparling examines how a distinct-
ive population on the island handled the protracted socio-economic changes 
of the twentieth century in cultural terms. Focusing on Cape Breton’s Gaelic 
community, Sparling highlights the roles that cultural workers played in the 
collection, preservation, and transmission of Gaelic song through informal 
and formal networks of association and across time and space. In this way, 
Sparling suggests, cultural workers—who came from inside and outside the 
island’s Gaelic communities—looked both backward to a historical moment 
when Gaelic song and language was a lived reality in rural and (to a lesser 
extent) urban life on the island and forward to a period when the same cultural 
expressions provided the basis for a burgeoning tourist industry that placed 
a high price on authenticity. In the next chapters of the collection, Lachlan 
MacKinnon, Will Langford, Anne-Louise Semple, and Del Muise offer con-
trasting views of the island’s economic transition in the latter years of the 
“long twentieth century.” MacKinnon’s chapter focuses on the industrial econ-
omy in decline, homing in on a moment of conflict in the Cape Breton coal 
mines—the 1981 coal strike. In this account, MacKinnon reveals the changing 
nature of work in the deindustrializing coal mines, generational differences 
affecting miners and their union, and the significant pressures faced by the 
island’s storied industrial working class in the twilight of the long twenti-
eth century. Langford’s piece interrogates the actions of the “development  
state” in Cape Breton after the 1960s—specifically, efforts to expand aqua
culture in the Bras d’Or Lake. Importantly, he reflects upon the different mean-
ings that these efforts held for Indigenous and settler communities, noting 
moments of conflict and acquiescence between the two groups. Muise and 
Semple explore this economic transition in the context of the island’s annual 
Celtic Colours festival, reflecting upon this annual event as a tool of a par-
ticular mode of state- and arts-led economic development.

Thinking about Cape Breton’s history in the long twentieth century pre-
sents an opportunity to reflect upon the significance of this collection for 
the field more broadly. The ways in which people on the island engaged  
in their economic practices and social world-building were heavily depend-
ent upon which island they imagined themselves to inhabit. Cape Breton 
Island, Unama’ki, Île Royale, Ceap Breatainn—each came with its own set 
of social understandings and relationships. Of course, this is true of any 
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settler colonial place; in all of these relations, there exist the underpinning 
violence of the structural displacement of Indigenous peoples, the importation 
and growth of industrial capitalism, and the gendered and racial dimensions 
of life in twentieth-century Canada. Further to this, the collection reveals 
how various groups dealt with the rise and fall of the industrial order. Indus-
trialization prompted a historical moment wherein life for many residents  
on the island was shaped around the political economy of coal and steel. With 
the structural system of modernist industrial capitalism in full retreat, the 
remaining residents of Cape Breton have turned their collective attention to 
what lies ahead.

In doing so they remind us of the various ways that capitalism is rou-
tinely reformulated and reconstructed in available spaces over time. If one 
form of modernist capitalism has subsided, alternatives are constantly 
surfacing—whether in the form of successful Indigenous communities, tech-
driven knowledge and service economies, speculative bubbles in the (rela-
tively) inexpensive local housing market in the aftermath of the COVID-19 
global pandemic, or the much-touted tourist economy. Likewise, the challen-
ges facing us all as we collectively shift closer to a global environmental crisis 
are coming to bear on daily life on the island. Rising global temperatures and 
sea levels have produced high rates of coastal erosion, which threaten small 
communities, local economies, and national historic sites and parks. Weather 
patterns continue to dramatically shift. Between 2016 and 2022, Cape Breton 
experienced two extreme weather events—a major flood that destroyed a por-
tion of a neighbourhood in Sydney’s south end and Hurricane Fiona, which 
left many islanders without electricity for more than a week and crippled 
infrastructure for much longer. Whatever the shape of Cape Breton’s his-
tory in the twenty-first century, it will require the formulation of new identi-
ties, solidarities, and practicalities that rise to meet these challenges. Whether 
or not these things also contain the seeds of their own destruction, they will 
also certainly produce their own tensions and oppositional impulses—which 
may spur new opportunities to “Rise Again.” Historians and other scholars, 
too, are part of this process, not least because we may identify the formations 
and legacies that proved valuable in the past and may provide support for 
whatever reconstructions inevitably follow.
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Notes

	 1.	 Montgomery-Dupe, “Donkin Mine Closes.” As of September 2022, limited 
production has resumed at the Donkin Mine, although the longer-term future 
of the mine remains precarious.

	 2.	 As Andrew Parnaby writes elsewhere, this was particularly visible in the response 
in Sydney, NS, to “Black Friday” on 13 October 1967, when DOSCO threatened to 
close the Sydney Steel Works. See Parnaby, “Roots, Region, and Resistance,” 5–31.

	 3.	 See Statistics Canada, “Population Estimates,” https://​www150​.statcan​.gc​.ca/​
t1/​tbl1/​en/​tv​.action​?pid​=​1710013701. A “viability study” commissioned by 
the Cape Breton Regional Municipality in 2019, which addressed population 
decline in the former industrial zones of the island, was especially dire. See 
Thornton, “CBRM Viability Study,” 12; Ayers, “CBRM Faces ‘Brutal Reality’ 
Unless Population Decline Stemmed.”

	 4.	 Cape Breton Victoria Regional Centre for Education (CBVRCE), “Business 
Plan, 2005/2006,” 3; CBVRCE, “Long Range Outlook, 2023,” 2.

	 5.	 Ackerman, “Cottonland”; Brody, “‘Werewolf ’ Burrows.”
	 6.	 Linkon, Half-Life, 3.
	 7.	 Hobsbawm, Age of Extremes, 4.
	 8.	 Arrighi, Long Twentieth Century, 32.
	 9.	 Dickinson, World in the Long, 4.
	 10.	 MacDonald, “Cape Breton’s Cabot Cliffs Named Best New Golf Course in 

North America.”
	 11.	 SaltWire Network, “Cape Breton Island Rated No. 1 in Canada, Eighth 

Worldwide.”
	 12.	 Broad themes are expertly summarized in Conrad and Hiller, Atlantic 

Canada, 1–89. A sampling of more specific studies includes Harvey, “Scottish 
Immigration to Cape Breton,” 31; Upton, Micmacs and Colonists, 81–95; 
Reid, Six Crucial Decades, 61–93; Hornsby, Nineteenth-Century Cape Breton; 
Wicken, Mi’kmaq Treaties on Trial; Reid, “Pax Britannica or Pax Indigena?,” 
669–92; Sable and Francis, Language of This Land, Mi’kma’ki; Reid, “Scots, 
Settler Colonization, and Indigenous Displacement,” 178–96; Conrad, At the 
Ocean’s Edge.

	 13.	 Conrad and Hiller, Atlantic Canada, 2.
	 14.	 The reflections of the researchers and scholars who participated in the 

reconstruction provide a good place to start. See Donovan et al., “Forum,” 390–426.
	 15.	 Bannister, “Atlantic Canada in an Atlantic World?”; Kennedy, “L’Acadie 

prend sa place dans le monde atlantique,” 147–56; Johnston, “Land & Sea & 
Louisbourg,” 209–45.
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	 16.	 Lane Jonah, “Everywoman’s Biography,” 157. See also Lane Jonah and 
Dunham, “Life in a French Atlantic Fishing Village,” 63–90; Lane Jonah, 
“Small Pleasures,” 119–37; and Lane Jonah et al., “A Necessary Luxury,” 
329–44.

	 17.	 Bannister, “Atlantic Canada in an Atlantic World?,” 4.
	 18.	 MacNeil, “Spirit in the Face of Decline.”
	 19.	 Morgan, Rise Again!
	 20.	 Donovan, “Reflections on Cape Breton Culture,” 1–29.
	 21.	 Parnaby, “Roots, Region, and Resistance.”
	 22.	 MacGillivray, foreword, 1.
	 23.	 Campbell, “Privileges and Entanglements,” 114–37.
	 24.	 Williams, Marxism and Literature, 125.
	 25.	 Jackson Lears, “Concept of Cultural Hegemony,” 568.
	 26.	 Williams, Marxism and Literature, 125.
	 27.	 Ayers, “Cornwallis Street in Sydney,” https://​www​.cbc​.ca/​news/​canada/​nova​

-scotia/​cornwallis​-street​-in​-sydney​-a​-step​-closer​-to​-getting​-a​-new​-name​-1​
.5650650. On Cornwallis, see Reid, “Three Lives of Edward Cornwallis.”

	 28.	 Burrill, “Settler Order Framework,” 173–97.
	 29.	 Frank, J. B. McLachlan.
	 30.	 Samson, Spirit of Industry and Improvement, 5–6.
	 31.	 Bitterman, “Hierarchy of the Soil,” 43–44.
	 32.	 Muise, “Organizing Historical Memory,” 50–60.
	 33.	 Burrill, Away; Beattie, Obligation and Opportunity; Lionais et al., 

“Dependence on Interprovincial Migrant Labour.” “History looks different 
from the countryside” is the tagline for Danny Samson’s scholarly blog 
Rural Colonial Nova Scotia. See danieljosephsamson​.com. See also Samson, 
Contested Countryside.
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1	 Empire, Colonial Enterprise,  
and Speculation
Cape Breton’s Coal Boom of the 1860s

Don Nerbas

During the 1860s, Cape Breton Island’s Sydney coalfield experienced an 
industrial revolution. The Nova Scotia government negotiated an end to the 
monopoly held by the London-based General Mining Association (GMA) 
in 1858, as Cape Breton’s coal trade entered a new and unprecedented phase 
of expansion. The Reciprocity Treaty of 1854 opened the burgeoning United 
States market to Nova Scotia’s coal, and the American Civil War buoyed that 
demand during the 1860s. In 1864 a correspondent for the Halifax Evening 
Express described the transformation that resulted on the island:

When I visited the various localities along the Southern coast of Cape 
Breton, between Arichat and the Great Bras d’Or entrance some ten 
years ago, I had no idea that within the time that has since intervened 
so many enterprises would have sprung up. At that time Cow Bay, and 
Glace Bay, were inhabited only by a few persons who obtained a scanty 
livelihood by the hybrid occupation of farming a little and fishing less. 
At present there are two extensive Coal Mining Companies at Cow Bay 
with hundreds of men employed the whole year round.1

Historians have deemed this period in the history of Cape Breton coal as one 
of “cyclonic” development,2 “a wholly new era of coalmining capitalism,”3 and 
“an ultra competitive phase in the coal industry.”4 In so doing, they posit a dra-
matic shift away from imperially conferred monopoly and toward a liberal era 
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of competition and growing dependence upon American capital and markets, 
less connected to the British Empire than before. In recent years, however, 
Canadian historians such as Kurt Korneski and Andrew Smith have returned 
to consider empire and its evolution and role in shaping a distinctive form of 
capitalism in northern North America. This chapter builds upon this renewed 
engagement with empire and seeks to illuminate the distinctive imperial and 
transnational dimensions that have shaped Cape Breton’s political economy 
of coal. What follows is a historical reconstruction of Cape Breton’s coal  
boom of the 1860s, its aftermath, and the broader political economy in which it  
was situated.5

Engaging with the work of James Belich and John Darwin, this chap-
ter locates the Sydney coalfield (figure 1.1) in an evolving and expanding 
“Angloworld” and “British world-system” and demonstrates how the Sydney 
coalfield was shaped by the social and economic configurations that developed 
in the region under the British Empire.6 Established mercantile and polit-
ical elites powerfully shaped Cape Breton’s coal trade. They captured valu-
able coal lands and inserted them into international networks of exchange 
and investment, pursuing accumulation strategies in trade and finance that 
reinforced Cape Breton’s colonial role as a resource hinterland. Investment 
in coal represented for these elites a new commodity to trade and profit from  

Figure 1.1. The Maritimes, showing the location of the Sydney coalfield. Source: 
Richard Brown, The Coal Fields and Coal Trade of the Island of Cape Breton (1871), 
front matter.
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in a familiar seafaring world. But coal mining involved the mobilization 
of credit and infrastructure expenditures that exceeded what was typically 
required to participate in the region’s traditional staples trades. As the 
mineral-fueled economy emerged during the age of steam power, coal proved 
particularly susceptible to speculation and the exaggerated hopes of invest-
ors in Halifax and London, who supplied capital for what were increasingly 
becoming imprudent investments in coal.

The end of the GMA’s monopoly unleashed a spate of speculation and 
promotion that brought into stark relief the Sydney coalfield’s place in an 
Angloworld that confirmed the region’s connections to the British Empire 
and an “empire effect”–sustained investment under volatile economic condi-
tions following the abrogation of the Reciprocity Treaty in 1866.7 In his analy-
sis of the expansion of the Angloworld, Belich has argued that speculation 
and promotion resulted in fixed investments and engendered economic and 
political commitments—a “boom mentality”—that spurred growth.8 While 
Belich tended to associate this phenomenon in the North American context 
with the settlement of “newland” areas in the continental interior and West, 
Cape Breton’s coal boom of the 1860s suggests the need for a more textured 
framework to account for the timing of this expansionism in North America.9 
Located in the Gulf of St. Lawrence off the northeastern tip of mainland Nova 
Scotia and for centuries the site of European mercantile investment, Cape 
Breton was an industrial frontier powerfully shaped by established hierarchies 
of colonial society.10

Imperial Origins

Relative proximity to Europe and the presence of abundant cod stocks drew 
Cape Breton Island into the orbit of European mercantilism, which turned 
its attention to the island’s coal resources as early as the seventeenth century.11 
With the construction of Fortress Louisbourg, begun in 1720, France anchored 
its commercial presence in the Atlantic region on Cape Breton Island (Île Roy-
ale). Exposed coal was dug from the cliffs at Cow Bay to supply the fortress and 
passing ships.12 But the fortress was captured by the British for a second time in 
1758—a prelude to the British conquest of Canada—and subsequently reduced 
to rubble. Under British rule, coal production was restricted in an effort to 
limit prospective economic competition from North America. Established as 
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an independent British colony for Loyalists fleeing the American Revolution 
in 1784, Cape Breton was reannexed into Nova Scotia in 1820.13

Coal production on the island was expanded in the decades to come 
under the sanction of royal prerogative. The debts owed by the Duke of York 
to the jewellers Rundell, Bridges, and Rundell of London had reached very 
substantial sums by 1825. In order to recover what they were owed, Rundell, 
Bridges, and Rundell looked to a lease originally granted to the duke by his 
father, King George III, in 1788, which gave rights to Nova Scotia’s unworked 
mineral resources for sixty years. After coal was added to the list of resources 
named in it, the duke’s brother, King George IV, authorized the lease, and 
the duke then conveyed it to his creditors to pay down his debts and obtain 
much-needed income. Rundell, Bridges, and Rundell formed the GMA to 
work the Nova Scotia lease and pursue mining ventures in South America. 
By 1828 the GMA secured an agreement with the Nova Scotia government for 
leases on the valuable Sydney and Pictou coal properties—upon which the 
duke had lacked claim—until 1886. The company also used its influence to 
have Sydney Mines and Pictou declared free ports, thus opening those ports 
to direct trade with the United States. The GMA’s strategy was to sell coal to 
the nearby urban markets of the American northeast. With this monopoly 
over Nova Scotia’s mineral resources thus established, Cape Breton coal was 
put to service to pay down the debts of British royalty.14

This project depended on the export of capital, technology, and skilled 
labour from Britain.15 English mining engineer Richard Brown oversaw oper-
ations at Sydney Mines, where a deep shaft was sunk, a railway and shipping 
wharf built, steam-driven equipment set up, and company houses erected for 
skilled colliers from northern England and South Wales. During the 1830s, 
the bituminous coal from Sydney Mines captured a significant market in the 
United States before anthracite coal came into general use. Sydney coal was  
sold by American coal dealers “under the name of Liverpool orrell” and  
was considered “a favourite fuel at the time in New York and Boston.”16 How-
ever, in 1842 the US government increased the duty on imported coal to 
“protect the emerging coal industry in Pennsylvania.” The cost advantage 
of the Sydney coalfield’s proximity to tidewater was reduced, and American 
consumers developed a preference for the cleaner burning anthracite in their 
homes. As a result, the use of Cape Breton coal was mostly restricted to the 
regional market, principally the colonial capitals of Halifax and St. John’s, 
Newfoundland.17 The GMA had not fully realized its grand ambitions by the 
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time the British Parliament dismantled the mercantilist system in the 1840s. 
After that point, the association’s privileges were increasingly vulnerable to the 
onslaught of colonial reformers in Nova Scotia who, having won responsible 
government in 1848, viewed the continuation of the GMA monopoly as a 
hindrance to the colony’s progress and development.18

By the middle years of the nineteenth century, the political power of the 
merchant class in Nova Scotia remained a fundamental fact of the colony’s 
social order.19 As elsewhere in British North America, colonial reformers in 
Nova Scotia had assailed the sinecures of the Tory establishment in Hali-
fax during the 1830s and 1840s. But this conflict was calmed by midcentury. 
As David Sutherland has pointed out, the capital’s merchant elite came to 
recognize that responsible government “allowed for the imposition of elitist 
restraints on . . . the excesses of popular democracy” and that “reform would 
not tamper with the essentials of merchantocracy.” Intermarriage and the 
assimilation of upwardly mobile men into its ranks such as Samuel Cunard 
and William Stairs meant that by the middle years of the century, Halifax’s 
merchant elite had evolved into “an interlocking cousinhood.”20 The presence 
of this merchant class was felt with the arrival of the GMA to the Sydney coal-
field. The association had appointed Cunard as its business agent in 1834 in a 
move designed to capture colonial support for a company whose “monopoly 
was resented by local capitalists.”21 By the 1860s Cunard’s sons had inherited 
control of the Halifax agency and exercised managerial oversight over the 
GMA’s mines.

Cape Breton’s most important nineteenth-century merchant likely was 
Thomas Dickson Archibald (1813–90). Born of a prominent family from Col-
chester County, as a young man Archibald worked in the GMA’s Pictou office 
before moving to Sydney Mines in 1832. He became a senior partner in the 
mercantile firm of Archibald and Company in North Sydney, where the coal 
pier for the Sydney Mines was situated.22 E. P. Archbold (ca. 1813–98) was a 
later arrival. Born in Cork County, Ireland, Archbold operated as a merchant 
in Halifax before relocating to Sydney, where he handled “a very large stock” 
of dry goods and groceries.23 These men were among the most prominent 
merchants operating from Sydney Harbour. They arrived in Cape Breton 
with commercial and political connections to mainland Nova Scotia that gave 
them access to credit, goods, and market information. The timing of their 
arrival also coincided with the mass migration of Scottish Gaels from the 
western islands and Highlands of Scotland to Cape Breton.24 Merchants such 
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as Archibald and Archbold constituted an English-speaking and predomin-
antly Protestant merchant class that exercised influence over and stood apart 
from much of the fast-expanding rural, settler population.25

The road to prominence did not strictly require commercial success, 
however. John Bourinot (1814–84) was born on the Channel Island of Jersey. 
He migrated to Cape Breton in the 1830s, when he was in his twenties, and 
operated for a time as a ship chandler. In Arichat, where Jersey merchants 
had commanded the fishery since Cape Breton’s transfer to British control 
in the 1760s, Bourinot married Margaret Jane Marshall, the daughter of an 
ex-reformer assemblyman for Sydney County, John George Marshall, who 
had been appointed chief justice of the Court of Common Pleas for Cape 
Breton in 1823. As one of his biographers has noted, Bourinot’s marriage into 
this prominent Loyalist family “aided his rise to prominence in the colony.”26 
In the 1840s he served as justice of the peace and as surveyor of shipping at 
Sydney in the 1850s before being elected in 1858 to the House of Assembly as 
a Conservative member for Cape Breton County. He was also appointed vice 
consul for the French government—as the French Atlantic fleet commonly 
called at Sydney for coal, mail, and other supplies.27

This colonial elite was imbricated with the British Empire and its Atlan-
tic economy, which had oriented the Maritime region to outside trade with 
Britain, the American northeast, and the Caribbean. The coming age of steam 
offered new possibilities. E. P. Archbold, John Bourinot, T. D. Archibald, and 
the GMA’s mine manager at Sydney Mines, Richard Brown, were among the 
leading citizens of the area to endorse an 1851 plan—ultimately unrealized—to 
make Sydney Harbour the terminus for the proposed European and North 
American Railway. Coal was central to this vision: steamships could maximize 
their cargoes by refuelling at Sydney; overseas journeys from Europe could be 
shortened; and the movement of mail and goods within the Atlantic economy 
could be accelerated with the motive power of Cape Breton coal.28 For these 
men, the island’s future lay primarily in its ability to serve as a hub within 
the Atlantic world and gateway to North America, coal-fueled progress that 
would reinforce the island’s traditional Atlantic orientation.

However, merchants in Cape Breton as well as Halifax lacked the state 
power to formulate their own trade policies within this economy. That author-
ity ultimately resided in London, and the Reciprocity Treaty of 1854 reflected 
this. The British government negotiated the Reciprocity Treaty principally in 
response to pressure from the Canadas and to allay tensions with the United 
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States over the North American fisheries. Because of its dependence upon 
the fisheries, Nova Scotia opposed a treaty that would cede fishing rights to 
American vessels. But ultimately the colony’s political leaders had no power 
to protect exclusive fishing rights and were forced to accept the treaty, with 
the hope that its provisions for free trade in agricultural commodities and 
minerals would offer some form of compensation.29 The Reciprocity Treaty 
revealed the limited ability of Nova Scotia merchants and politicians to  
shape their own trade opportunities in the face of more powerful forces within 
the British world-system—in Britain itself, the United States, and the United 
Province of Canada.30

After Monopoly

The Reciprocity Treaty nonetheless opened Cape Breton to the burgeoning 
urban-industrial economy of the American northeast and its demand for 
coal, especially gas coal. The GMA was quick to respond to the new oppor-
tunities associated with the treaty. In November 1854 the company’s Sydney 
Mines office issued a call for tenders from carpenters and masons for the con-
struction of twenty-four “workmen’s houses” at the site of the Lingan Mines, 
whose coal, due to its low sulphur content, had “been found very suitable for 
the manufacture of gas” (figure 1.2).31 By the following summer, the barque 
Norfolk arrived from Newcastle “with a valuable Cargo of Machinery, Bricks 
&c,” a “large portion of which” was to supply the new works at Lingan. “There 
is much present bustle and activity at Lingan consequent upon the erection 
of houses, &c, there,” reported the Cape Breton News.32 In 1855 the GMA sold 
5,032 tons of Lingan coal, and the government commenced weekly mail ser-
vice from Sydney.33

Richard Brown’s brother-in-law, Charles Barrington, served as resident 
manager at Lingan. And Brown’s teenaged son, R. H. Brown, joined Barring-
ton there. “Uncle Charles desired me to write you for some hay,” he wrote to 
his father in July 1856, “as he has none for the horses, please do send some as 
soon as possible.” His letter continued, “We have been shipping constantly 
since you were here, and the total shipped up to the present date amounts to 
2007 Chald[ron]s of Large Coal, and 98 Chald[ron]s of Slack. There are at 
present in the Harbour the Brigantine ‘Chimborazo’ of Boston + the ‘Charles’ 
of Cornwallis[,] the former bound for Philadelphia + the latter for New York.”34 
Manhattan’s expanding population and demand for gaslight—to illuminate 



https://​doi​.org/​10​.15215/​aupress/​9781771994040​.01

30  Don Nerbas

streets, factories, and homes—created an especially important market for 
Lingan coal. Two Manhattan gaslight companies, the Manhattan Gas Light 
Company and the New York Gas Light Company, consumed most of the coal 
mined at Lingan by the 1860s, if not earlier (see figure 1.3).35

The Reciprocity Treaty also helped create the conditions for ending the 
GMA’s monopoly, as coal production on Cape Breton Island underwent an 
unprecedented expansion, reaching an annual output of 127,000 tons by 1857 
(see figure 1.4). On coal policy, Liberals and Conservatives broadly coalesced 
around a growth agenda based on the expectation of increased returns to be 
generated by the trade’s growth. The GMA’s economic position, in the end, 
was not directly challenged when the termination of its monopoly was finally 
negotiated in 1858: the GMA retained its operating mines, secured claims to 
coal properties it wanted for future development, and won a favourable roy-
alty schedule. This resolution was perhaps unremarkable given that a former 
GMA solicitor, J. W. Johnston, headed the Nova Scotia government when the 
negotiations were completed.36

After the termination of the GMA monopoly, men of the colonial 
merchant-political class such as Bourinot, Archibald, and Archbold assumed 

Figure 1.2. Cape Breton coal mines: E = Sydney Mines; H = Lingan;  
I = International; K = Glace Bay; L = Caledonia; M = Block House; N = Gowrie. 
Source: Detail, Map of the Island of Cape Breton Compiled from Recent Surveys 
(1868), Edward Weller, lithographer, map 909, Beaton Institute, Cape Breton 
University, Sydney, Nova Scotia.
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new leadership roles in the development and promotion of the coal trade. 
They transformed coal resources into capital investments. Meanwhile, the 
diminishing availability of farmland on the island was creating an abun-
dance of labour available for coal mining, as members of “backland” farming 
households fully entered the capitalist labour market or sought temporary 
wage work to supplement farm incomes.37

Following the termination of the GMA monopoly, John Bourinot’s son, 
Marshall, was the first individual to acquire a coal lease in Cape Breton, 
encompassing the site near “the old French workings” from the Louisbourg 
era at Cow Bay.38 John Young of Lingan also had his eye on the site and applied 
for the lease on 5 June 1858. Though Young’s application was made eight days 
before Bourinot’s, Bourinot was ultimately awarded the lease on 10 January 
1859. Young petitioned the government for redress. The Committee on Crown 
Property found in the summer of 1860 that Young had indeed been mis-
treated through “inadvertence” by the department, but it expressed reluctance  
to interfere on his behalf, since Bourinot had “incurred considerable expense 
in the working of the mine.”39 The committee had, four years earlier, ruled 
against another petition from Young: his application in 1854 for a grant of 
land at Lingan, which he alleged had been in his possession for twenty years  
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Figure 1.3. Destination of coal shipped from the Lingan Mines, July 1860 to 
September 1863. Source: Data from “Lingan Mines Coal Sales, 1860–1863” 
(ledger), 20 D5 (c), MG 14, General Mining Association (GMA) Fonds, Beaton 
Institute, Cape Breton University, Sydney, Nova Scotia.
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and on which he had built a wharf and “other improvements,” had been denied 
in favour of the GMA. The committee refused to overturn this decision.40

Marshall Bourinot was only around nineteen years of age when he acquired 
the lease for the Block House Mines. Given his youth and the apparent favour-
itism his lease application received, he most certainly depended on his father’s 
political connections. “Son of John Bourinot is not of age,” reported the local 
correspondent for the R. G. Dun credit reporting agency in September 1858.41 
John Bourinot offered his son political connections but not capital: “Not good 
at all[,] heavily in debt,” reported the Dun correspondent of John Bourinot, 
“French Consul. no other means of living.”42 But large sums were not required 
to acquire coal property at this early stage. A $20 search licence, a bond with 
“sufficient sureties” to compensate for any damages made to private property 
during the search, and a $50 license to work the mine: these were all the 
expenses required to obtain coal property.43 This system ensured that personal 
and political connections—social and political capital—determined access 
to Crown resources. Men such as John Young, described by the Dun corres-
pondent as “poor . . . and without education or knowledge of bus[iness],” faced 
considerable disadvantages.44 And, indeed, the manner of handling mining 
applications in Cape Breton heightened the potential for local manipulation. 
On the island, the local officer of the Crown Land Department was allowed 
to receive mining applications, and those applications were given priority 
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over those submitted directly to the department in Halifax. This practice, 
according to a House committee in 1864, produced “uncertainty and con-
fusion, besides being liable to abuse.”45 Sydney merchant E. P. Archbold had 
also acquired a coal lease by 1859, “commencing operations at what was then 
known as the Burnt mines” at Little Glace Bay.46 As with the Bourinot case, 
the lease would later be contested by nonelite men, who alleged that Archbold 
had exercised influence over the deputy commissioner’s local surveyor.47 The 
House of Assembly, likewise, decided not to interfere with the capital invest-
ment already made on Archbold’s leasehold, despite evidence that mistakes 
had been made.48

Expansion

Given the capital requirements associated with opening and operating the 
mines, new partnerships were required to actually develop them. Only a few 
months after he applied for the Cow Bay lease in 1858, Marshall Bourinot was 
said to be “supported by John Esson of Halifax,” a wealthy merchant.49 The 
inspector of mines reported at the end of 1859 that the colliery “opened a few 
months ago”: a shaft of forty feet had been sunk, a steam engine imported, 
and a considerable quantity of coal banked for shipment in the spring.50 This 
development coincided with Bourinot’s acquisition of credit in the United 
States from Robert Belloni, a New York coal dealer who was recasting his 
business activities after the failure of a Pennsylvania coal company with which 
he had been associated.51 Belloni soon entered into a business partnership 
with Bourinot under the name Bourinot and Company to operate the Block 
House Mines, which in 1861 shipped six thousand tons of coal “to New York 
in American vessels.”52 After another pit was opened and new expenditures 
made on railways, rolling stock, a workshop, a forge, and dwelling houses for  
workers, Belloni bought out Bourinot’s share in the Block House Mines  
for $30,000.53 Supported by an influential backer, Daniel Phoenix Ingraham, 
a New York Supreme Court justice, Belloni succeeded in capturing the busi-
ness of the Manhattan Gas Light Company and generating “a good prof[it]” 
from coal sales.54

With the demand for coal rising during the American Civil War, the Block 
House Mines was a property that could attract investment and upon which 
Robert Belloni could secure credit. Belloni’s purchase of the Block House 
Mines was, for instance, executed with a cash payment of only $500. The rest 
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was to be paid in two $2,000 installments of negotiable paper, followed by 
yearly installments of $5,000.55 These notes were accepted by the Bourinots 
and conveyed to the Bank of Nova Scotia.56 In June 1864 Belloni formed a new 
company, the Block House Mining Company, with a reported capital of $1 mil-
lion. He also moved from New York City to Cow Bay to manage the mines.57 
The number of men and boys who worked at Block House grew to 557; “no 
less than 60 buildings, comprising Superintendent’s dwelling, engine house, 
warehouses, shops, and miners’ houses” were erected; and the output of coal 
more than quadrupled from the previous year, exceeding seventy thousand 
tons.58 The firm appeared to occupy a strong position, supplying “the Man-
hattan Gas Co with the principal coal they use for NYork City.”59 But despite 
its success in linking Cape Breton coal to New York’s gaslight industry, much 
of the company’s working capital would appear to come from Halifax and in 
particular from men associated with the Bank of Nova Scotia.

Just south of the Block House Mines, also at Cow Bay, the Gowrie Mines 
had been a thriving enterprise since opening in 1862. T. D. Archibald was the 
most influential merchant and shipowner operating from Sydney Harbour as 
well as a member of the colony’s Legislative Council since 1854. In partnership 
with cousin Blowers Archibald in the firm Archibald and Company, T. D. 
Archibald oversaw a shipyard at North Sydney and operated fishing stations 
on the island.60 As a member of Nova Scotia’s upper house, Archibald had 
taken “a great interest in the arrangements made in 1857–58 to terminate the 
monopoly of the General Mining Association.”61 His ability to acquire a well-
known coal property, the site of “an old French pit,” was undoubtedly due 
to his power and prominence.62 In the first year of the Gowrie Mines’ oper-
ation, Archibald and Company spent $28,800 on infrastructure, including a 
wharf, a railroad and rolling stock, and housing.63 The firm also commenced 
construction of a breakwater to protect its wharf and ships loading coal.64 
In 1863, the breakwater was completed, an additional $63,260 was spent on 
infrastructure, and more than fifteen thousand tons of coal were raised and 
shipped from the mine. During the course of the year, an average of 120 men 
and 20 boys were employed. “The coal from the mine bears a good character in 
the market,” reported the mine inspector’s report, “being considered valuable 
for gas, steam, and manufacturing purposes.”65 Another $33,450 was invested 
the following year, and output nearly doubled.66 Commanding a large shipping 
fleet and apparently drawing mostly upon his own capital, T. D. Archibald 
attained a self-sufficiency and business autonomy in the coal trade unmatched 
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by the other large operators. A bustling mining village had emerged at Cow 
Bay within only a few years.

At Little Glace Bay, Sydney merchant E.  P. Archbold had “laid out a 
good deal,” not long after the GMA monopoly ended, but the “nature of the 
Shipping place” was not promising.67 And like Marshall Bourinot, Archbold 
relied on a Halifax partner, James A. Moren, a major shipowner.68 The report 
on coal mines issued by the commissioner of Crown lands and inspector 
of mines in February 1862 suggested that Archbold’s operations were crude 
and underdeveloped: the coal seam was not fully worked—“causing a waste 
of two or three feet of the best portion of the vein, left on the floor”—and 
drainage and ventilation were “imperfect.”69 In January the local R. G. Dun 
correspondent reported that Archbold had recently partnered with a group 
from Massachusetts, composed of Joseph Converse, James W. Emery, Estes 
Howe, Gardiner C. Hubbard, and W. B. Parrott. They paid him $75,000 for 
a half share in the mine, and the Glace Bay Mining Company was formed to 
contain this new partnership.70 Halifax men, including J. R. Lithgow, were 
also interested in the new company.71 This capital transformed the works. 
The largest expenditure in 1862—$32,500—went toward the construction of 
a new harbour. “The value of this deposite of coal depends entirely upon 
having a suitable place for vessels to lay and load the coal,” wrote Archbold.72 
By the spring of 1863, the improvements to the Little Glace Bay Harbour had 
been completed.73 R. J. Uniacke captured the renovated state of the harbour  
in 1864:

About three years previous to my visit . . . I crossed over a small marshy 
brook, running into a silent bay, upon a pole bridge about a hundred 
yards long. . . . But now I found this little brook widened to a great 
extent. Twelve or thirteen large vessels, Barques, brigs and schooners 
occupied its basin as a secure dock or harbour, whilst they received 
their freight of superior coal, by a succession of cars, rolling along  
from the neighbouring pit.74

Coal sales from the mines had tripled in 1863 and tripled again in 1864, 
reaching 72,077 tons.75 The company had by 1864 erected 48 buildings on the  
site, including “29 dwelling houses, comprising 65 tenements,” as well as 
“stores, offices, shops, engine houses,” and a schoolhouse.76 With these invest-
ments made, Archbold sought to monopolize the trade of this burgeoning 
mining town.77
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The Glace Bay Mining Company at Little Glace Bay and the Block House 
and Gowrie Mines at Cow Bay accounted for 40 percent of all of Cape Breton’s 
coal sales from 1860 to 1869. The GMA’s Lingan Mines made up 13 percent 
of all sales during the same period. And Sydney Mines remained not only 
the GMA’s largest producer but also the island’s largest producer, responsible 
for 37 percent of Cape Breton’s coal sales. These four operators, then, were 
responsible for 90 percent of Cape Breton’s coal sales (figure 1.5). Though 
many more small operators established mines during the decade, the colonial 
social structure decisively shaped the Sydney coalfield’s transition to com-
petitive capitalism, concentrating the area’s productive coal properties in the 
hands of a few prominent men.

And they enjoyed large profits too. Even with heavy investment, wrote  
C. Ochiltree MacDonald in 1909, the Glace Bay Mining Company “declared 
dividends of 25 percent. on capital, doubled that capital and paid 15 percent, 
added again one-half making a $600,000 stock list and then paid 12½ per-
cent.”78 The Block House Mines generated $60,000 in profit in 1860 and 
cleared over $200,000 during a two-year period straddling the end of the 

Others (17 separate mining areas)

Gowrie

Block House

Glace Bay Lingan

Sydney

38%

9%

9%

17%

14% 13%

Figure 1.5. Total percentage of Cape Breton coal sales, 1860–69. Source: Data 
from Richard Brown, The Coal Fields and Coal Trade of the Island of Cape Breton 
(1871), 161 (table 5).
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Reciprocity Treaty.79 As for the GMA, having drawn on the police power 
of the state to defeat a strike at Sydney Mines in 1864, it paid out dividends 
totalling 35 percent to its shareholders in 1866.80 This economic bounty was 
accompanied by a wider investment frenzy, as Cape Breton coal was in high 
demand for the production of manufactured gas that illuminated the streets 
of Manhattan and briefly reached new urban markets such as Washington, 
DC, and Baltimore.

Positioned within a remarkably transnational political economy ori-
ented toward Atlantic trade, this was indeed an economic “golden age” in the  
Maritime region before Confederation with Canada.

Crisis

But this political economy was soon thrown into crisis. The end of the Amer-
ican Civil War led to the abrogation of the Reciprocity Treaty and the impos-
ition of a $1.25 per ton duty on coal entering the United States, a consequence 
of the rising influence of industrial capital within the United States as well as 
American resentment toward Britain’s somewhat sympathetic attitude toward 
the southern Confederacy.81 This change in commercial policy spelled a dra-
matic worsening of market prospects for Cape Breton coal operators, since by 
1866 most of their output was destined for the American market.

But coal mining required a large investment of immovable capital—the 
sinking of mine shafts and the construction of railways, buildings, and 
wharves—and once invested, this capital could not be put to another pur-
pose.82 As a result, operators could not easily exit the market, as profits turned 
into losses. Charles J. Campbell followed a trajectory not unfamiliar among 
prominent Cape Breton merchants in the nineteenth century. Born in the Isle 
of Skye, he had arrived in Baddeck from Halifax in 1840 as a merchant’s clerk. 
By 1859 he was a merchant shipbuilder, a member of the House of Assembly 
and owner of one-fifth of Baddeck’s assessable property.83 His foray into coal 
mining in the early 1860s appeared promising and absorbed the “greater part 
of his cap[ital],” but once the boom ended, he appears to have been saddled 
with a mine from which he could not extract his capital.84 Meanwhile, the 
Massachusetts businessmen in the Glace Bay Mining Company withdrew 
from the enterprise in 1865, opened the nearby Caledonia Colliery, and by 
the early 1870s were reporting a paid-in capital of $600,000.85 And a group of 
New York capitalists had formed the International Coal Company in 1864 and 
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subsequently invested considerable sums, including in the construction of a 
thirteen-mile railway to connect their mine at Bridgeport with Sydney Har-
bour.86 These new capital investments in mining infrastructure could not be 
reversed or put to another use as the prospects of the coal trade deteriorated.

The resultant competitive pressures were made worse by the scarcity of 
vessels available to transport coal. American sail tonnage during the Civil 
War had been restricted to North Atlantic trading “through fear of capture 
by Confederate cruisers further to the south.”87 The war’s conclusion put an 
end to this abundance of ships.88 R. H. Brown wrote to his father, Richard 
Brown, whom he had succeeded as the GMA manager at Sydney Mines in 
1864, about the ensuing difficulties. When the market for coal improved  
in 1871–73, R. H. Brown often had to “bank out” coal for lack of ships to 
transport it to market.89 This want of vessels also made it difficult to predict 
shipping costs. To obtain scarce business, the Glace Bay Mining Company and 
other operators secured considerable American purchases in 1870 by agreeing 
to deliver coal at a fixed price, which meant they assumed the risk of delivery. 
This made it easier for agents to make contracts with consumers, but it could 
also result in significant losses to operators.90

These limitations were made apparent as the Block House Mines and other 
operators sold coal at a loss to retain and win customers.91 This pressure forced 
the GMA to discount its coal, and the company’s board also championed the 
implementation of cost-saving measures at the mines.92 But the continued 
dependence of the GMA’s mines at Pictou and Lingan upon the American 
market damaged the company’s overall profitability. Dividend payments were 
suspended, and by the end of 1869, £20 GMA shares were being quoted at 
only £8 on the London stock exchange.93 Richard Brown, who sat on the 
GMA’s board in London, had advised his son to purchase shares in 1866 but 
three years later despaired of that advice. He wrote his son at Sydney Mines, 
“The purchase of the G.M.A. shares was an unfortunate speculation for which 
I blame myself but they were paying so well that I thought you could not  
do better.”94

Although the GMA faced intense competition, it commanded choice loca-
tions on the Sydney coalfield and mainland Nova Scotia and had developed a 
sound capital stock. Its new competitors, on the other hand, generally occu-
pied less valuable coal properties and financed their expansion on borrowed 
money. Their position was worse. Robert Belloni along with his brother, Louis 
J. Belloni, and nephew, Louis J. Belloni Jr., relied upon Halifax creditors to 
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sustain the Block House Mines. Though the Dun correspondent in New York 
reported in 1870 that “the trade generally lack confidence in the family of this 
name,” the Bellonis managed to sell stock in “Provincial Markets,” especially 
in Halifax, and bonds to the Bank of Nova Scotia. They also borrowed money 
from Bank of Nova Scotia director William Hare and commission merchant 
J. C. Allison. The Bellonis’ unscrupulous business methods, together with 
the company’s inability to sell coal in the American market at a profit, led 
to the temporary closure of the Block House Mines in 1871 and serious legal 
wrangling with their Halifax investors. J. C. Allison held personal debts of the 
Bellonis amounting to $50,000 and was verging on bankruptcy by 1871. And 
William Hare, who had countersigned $47,000 in Belloni notes, was forced 
to declare bankruptcy that year. The directors were by this time “quarrelling 
among themselves.” By the summer of 1873, the old company was defunct, 
and a new edition of the Block House Mining Company was organized by 
the beginning of 1874. Robert Belloni took $100,000 in stock, which he was 
likely holding for Judge Ingraham and his nephew, Louis J. Belloni Jr. The 
Dun correspondent concluded that the reorganized “company appear[s] to 
have got 100m$ from Nova Scotia people’s money, which is probably its active 
capital.” The Bellonis “made money out of negotiating the stock” and used this 
fresh capital to invest in mills in Paterson, New Jersey. Within a few months, 
the Halifax shareholders offered to sell their shares to Robert Belloni for a 
refund of their money. They wanted out. But Belloni—who probably lacked 
the money—refused the offer.95

Money could thus be made from the promotion of failing enterprises. 
And, indeed, speculative capital and promotion took command. After selling 
his share in the Block House Mines to Robert Belloni, Marshall Bourinot 
aggressively speculated in prospective coal properties. At the height of the 
boom, in 1865, Bourinot wrote to the president of the Bank of Nova Scotia in 
Halifax, M. B. Almon, to borrow against his landed investments: “By holding 
this property a few months longer I will get a much larger sum.”96 Having 
apparently “spent all his money” on prospective coal properties, the death 
of the New York investor interested in his holdings and the abrogation of  
the Reciprocity Treaty ruined Bourinot’s business prospects.97 Meanwhile, the 
New York promoters of a mine at Cow Bay claimed a fully paid-up capital 
of $500,000, with the majority of shares reportedly held in Nova Scotia. The 
president of this enterprise, Edward S. Sherman, was described by the Dun 
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correspondent as “shrewd” and “a trifle too sharp.” His coal company, in fact, 
appeared a fraud.98

The case of the Glasgow and Cape Breton Coal and Railway Company and 
its interrelated companies was even more spectacular, hinting at the capacity 
of the “empire effect” to channel London capital into the colonies. It was  
part of an ambitious initiative led by Frederick Newton Gisborne (1824–92). 
An English engineer, he had been responsible for laying the first submarine 
telegraph line in North America and was the originator of the idea of a trans-
atlantic cable, activities in the 1850s that brought him into association with 
New York paper manufacturer Cyrus W. Field and the British consul in New 
York, Edward Mortimer Archibald, T. D. Archibald’s nephew. In 1865 he 
became the Nova Scotia government’s London agent of mines and minerals. 
A visit to Nova Scotia in 1869 would convince him of the potential of the 
Sydney coalfield. In earnest, he gathered English capitalists to invest in Cape 
Breton coal.99 “I had, until 1871,” later commented Gisborne, “been new to coal 
mining and therefore had commenced work . . . under the advice from the 
Government Inspector of Mines.”100 Nova Scotia coal promoters had indeed 
been actively encouraging British investment in Cape Breton mining areas, 
which was deemed superior to the “skeleton capital” of American specula-
tors.101 And a number of entrepreneurs from Cape Breton, including Robert 
Belloni, sought to attract capital from the city of London.102

Through these imperial public-private channels and working with 
Thomas P. Baker, chief inspector of machinery at the Chatham Dockyard, 
Gisborne connected the Sydney coalfield directly to capital from the city 
of London. In 1871, he convinced the London stockbroker Thomas Fenn to 
lend him the money required to secure coal properties bonded to him. As a 
consequence of this evolving business relationship, soon Fenn and another 
London stockbroker, E. F. Satterthwaite, were the largest shareholders of a 
company operating on the Sydney coalfield, the Lorway Coal Company.103 
Gisborne worked with Baker and Fenn through the Coal Area Association, 
whose offices were opened in London in March 1871, to promote their inter-
related ventures on the Sydney coalfield.104

These included a mine at Schooner Pond located at the terminus of the 
prospective Glasgow and Cape Breton Coal and Railway Company line. Gis-
borne had purchased the Schooner Pond property for $40,000 from a Nova 
Scotia foundry owner, reported to have “been speculating with others in  
Coal + Gold mining.”105 Gisborne thereafter sold the mine to the Schooner 
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Pond Coal Company, which was a part of the Coal Area Association, and 
negotiated a right to a quarter of its profits (after the payment of a 15 percent 
dividend to shareholders). The Schooner Pond and Glasgow and Cape Breton 
companies apparently had the same board of directors, which included Baker 
and Satterthwaite, and formed part of Gisborne’s broader vision.106

This vision was for a railway that would run through various coal areas and 
connect them to shipping facilities at Sydney and Louisbourg, whose ice-free 
harbour would serve to ship coal during the winter months. In order to raise 
capital for the scheme, Fenn was paid a lump sum of £500 “as commission for 
placing the Glasgow and Cape Breton prospectus before his clients” as well 
as “2s. per share for 2,990 afterwards taken through him.”107 The company 
also received coal lands from the Nova Scotia government to subsidize the 
construction of its railway and commenced the development of mining oper-
ations in the inland reserve area.108 An advertisement in the London Times, 
meanwhile, promised profits of 25 percent on Schooner Pond Coal Company 
shares once its operations were in full swing.109

The temporary resurgence in the island’s coal trade in the early 1870s—and 
perhaps also concerns within Britain about rising coal prices and the exhaus-
tion of domestic supplies—provided Gisborne with momentum.110 The Lon-
don chairman of the Glasgow and Cape Breton Coal and Railway Company, 
expecting the removal of the American duty on coal, advanced plans to build 
a railway to Louisbourg.111 Yet Gisborne’s financial position was poor, and 
the move to make the Coal Area Association a limited liability company in 
January 1872 suggested that he recognized the mounting risk.112 By the spring 
the Glasgow and Cape Breton Coal and Railway Company was already run-
ning out of money.113 And though lowered, the American duty on coal was 
not removed. By August the Glasgow and Cape Breton Coal and Railway 
Company, with its capital spent, was forced to borrow.114

That autumn, however, the railway from Schooner Pond to Sydney was 
completed. Thomas Fenn presented to the London Times a bright picture 
in March 1873; the Glasgow and Cape Breton, Lorway, and Schooner Pond 
companies were operating a total of five collieries on the railway line, which 
traversed an area where “there is not a foot of ground where a pit might not 
be sunk on a workable seam of coal.” Fenn praised the “high reputation” of 
the coal, suggesting that “with English coal at its present price,” a larger export 
trade might be developed.115 The following week, a letter from an unnamed 
correspondent in Sydney was quoted in the London Times:
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Almost every coal area in the island is being taken up. You are aware 
that the duty has been reduced to half a dollar (by the United States 
Government . . .), and that this year it will be done away with entirely. 
Coal property is, therefore, rising amazingly in value, and the remark-
able circumstances is that now all our companies are English! We send 
coal not only to the States, West Indies, Brazil, Canada, and other 
Colonies, but also to Great Britain and the East Indies, at remunerating 
prices. There is an extraordinary demand everywhere for Cape Breton 
coal. Several Englishmen are resident in Sydney, and I wish with all my 
heart that more would come along. Scotchmen, with their energy and 
skill, would make fortunes fast.116

Presenting the Sydney coalfield as an emerging mecca of successful imperial 
investment, this account exceeded even Fenn’s bombast.

In the fall of 1873, the three companies—Glasgow and Cape Breton, Lor-
way, and Schooner Pond—agreed to amalgamate into the Cape Breton Com-
pany.117 Though more capital was sought through this new promotion, the 
company was in liquidation by 1875. Richard Brown, who had decades of 
experience in Cape Breton, had viewed Gisborne’s efforts critically from the 
outset, concluding in July 1871 that “there was not much coal of any value” 
in the areas he held.118 “The Shares of [Gisborne’s] Company £5 paid are 
selling for £7,” noted Brown in September 1871. “Somebody will lose money  
by them[,] that’s certain.”119 And lose they did. Some investors sought to 
recoup their losses through the courts, claiming that Fenn and others had  
bilked them of their money.120 But nonetheless, as Satterthwaite’s attorney 
noted in court, “£400,000 in actual money had been spent on the machinery 
and works to develope the properties of the companies.”121 Brown, who rec-
ognized that Gisborne’s Glasgow and Cape Breton had indeed been “puffed 
up in the London papers,” marvelled at “how easy it is to gull the English 
capitalists!”122

Large-scale investment together with coal’s association with steam tech-
nology created considerable scope for promotion and speculation, sustained 
by a “boom mentality” that captured imperial investment.123 But although 
a spike in international coal prices had briefly improved the prospects and 
profitability of Cape Breton coal in 1871–73, by 1875 the trade was in crisis.124 
The collapse of the coal trade not only ruined investments but also contributed 
to a broader social crisis in the newly created mining villages.125
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Conclusion

Investment in coal was often a destructive engine of development. It created 
a whole new built environment in Cape Breton but one that proved increas-
ingly unprofitable during the 1870s and ultimately ruinous for many. The 
conditions in the international Atlantic economy that provided the basis for  
the coal boom of the 1860s were fleeting. During the 1870s, US railway and coal 
companies were colluding to control the markets of the eastern United States, 
offering rebates on freights from the Pennsylvania coalfields.126 Reliant upon the 
transportation regime of “wood, wind, and water” to access their major mar-
kets and operating as individual firms, Cape Breton coal operators could not 
match competitors who behaved as vertically integrated units within an increas-
ingly protected national economy. Ultimately, the productive capacities built 
up on the Sydney coalfield in the 1860s and 1870s would be reconstituted and 
redirected in the 1880s by new companies operating under Canada’s National 
Policy, which offered some tariff protection to domestic coal operators and 
enabled Cape Breton producers to capture the St. Lawrence market, particu-
larly Montreal.127 This reorientation was an aspect of “Canada’s transformation 
into a separate northern economy with a tariff wall to guard its railways, trade, 
finance and infant industry.” The development of this national economy, with 
Montreal as its “natural” metropolis, signalled, as John Darwin has observed, 
an evolution in the British world-system and was deeply interconnected with 
the emergence of a “Britannic nationalism” in Canada.128 Though Nova Scotia 
politicians—with fond memories of the reciprocity era—cheered on Henry 
Melville Whitney’s ambitions to re-establish Cape Breton coal in American 
markets under the Dominion Coal Company in the 1890s, the future of Cape 
Breton coal rested on its deeper integration into the east-west axis of a Canadian 
political economy, symptomatic of what Sven Beckert has recently described as 
the “territorialization of industrial capitalism” after 1870.129

Coal was a particular type of commodity, especially prone to financial 
speculation during the age of steam power. Its production was costlier than 
traditional forms of staples production that had dominated the regional econ-
omy, such as timber and fish production, and required a greater proportion 
of fixed and immovable capital. The result was heightened reliance on finance 
and considerable scope for speculation and promotion.130 This study speaks 
to an aspect of the history of coal and empire that has been understated in 
such influential studies as those by Kenneth Pomeranz and E. A. Wrigley that 
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address coal’s place in the global history of capitalism.131 Although these stud-
ies offer compelling accounts of coal as a dynamic source of energy that sus-
tained the Industrial Revolution and facilitated the rise of Britain, a somewhat 
different story of capitalist modernity is visible in Cape Breton. Even though 
the ongoing transition to an energy-intensive mineral-based economy was a 
transformation that underlay the boom of the 1860s, the political economy of 
coal on Cape Breton Island was far from being governed by the demand for 
energy alone. Rather, it was shaped by Cape Breton’s place within the British 
world-system as a resource hinterland on the margins of empire and emerging 
industrial nation-states during the age of steam power. Combining elements 
that Belich has attributed to “oldlands” and “newlands” of the North Amer-
ican Angloworld, Cape Breton’s coal boom of the 1860s reveals the advance of  
an investment and industrial frontier, promoted by colonial elites and realized 
in nodes of cyclonic, and often ruinous, expansion. Mediated by colonial 
institutions, networks, and business practices, this episode of colonial boost-
erism set in motion a sequence of developments that would culminate in the  
making of what was purportedly Canada’s largest industrial corporation, 
the British Empire Steel Corporation, a half century later, which delivered  
to the Sydney coalfield another round of financial ruination.132
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2	 “The Grand Old Game”
The Complex History of Cricket in  
Cape Breton, 1863 to 1914

John G. Reid

Arichat, Bridgeport, Dominion, Florence, Glace Bay, Inverness, New Aber-
deen, New Waterford, North Sydney, Port Hawkesbury, Sydney, Sydney 
Mines, Whitney Pier—some of these places are large, some small, some are 
in effect portions of larger communities. But what they all have in common 
is that they are places in Cape Breton where cricket was played as an active 
sport at some point—and in most cases for an extended period—during the 
years going up to 1914. The list is undoubtedly incomplete because a lack of 
documentation is one of the major obstacles to any comprehensive portrayal 
of the complex history of Cape Breton cricket, and yet it gives some sense of 
the geographical reach of the sport. The names of the clubs, similarly, give 
an impression of the social diversity involved. Some of the clubs simply bore 
the name of a city, town, or village—the Sydney Cricket Club, the Arichat 
Cricket Club, the Bridgeport Cricket Club, and so on—but others were more 
descriptive. In Sydney, not only did clubs bear titles such as the Phoenix 
Club, the Ramblers, the Micmacs,1 the Rustics, and the Undefeatables, but 
they also had such counterparts elsewhere as the Renwick Club of Glace Bay 
and the Ramblers of North Sydney. At least six junior clubs existed at various 
times in Sydney alone, and among them the League of the Cross Juniors 
exemplified the way in which Cape Breton cricket—unlike the situation in 
some parts of mainland Nova Scotia—was far from being an overwhelmingly 
Protestant sport.
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Workplace clubs were also conspicuous, examples being the Dominion 
Iron and Steel Club (along with the Dominion Iron and Steel Juniors), the 
Steel Workers Cricket Club, the Open Hearth Cricket Club, Dominion #1 
Colliery, Dominion #2 Colliery, and the Intercolonial Railway Club. Not  
quite in the same category was the Whitney Pier Cricket Club, which of course 
bore the name of its neighbourhood in Sydney rather than that of a place of 
work, but nevertheless its membership consisted largely of steelworkers 
of African descent and more immediately of Caribbean origin. The Sydney 
Firemen’s Club, meanwhile, was also not strictly speaking a workplace team, 
since it represented a volunteer fire department, but it too had its place in the 
configuration of Cape Breton’s earliest codified team sport (with the possible 
exception of curling) and in the spectrum of social diversity that characterized 
it so strikingly. The diversity, it must be said, does not seem to have extended to 
gender. Cricket was an overwhelmingly male sport, and—unlike in mainland 
Nova Scotian locations such as Truro or Weymouth, where women’s teams 
can be documented—in Cape Breton, there appears to be no surviving evi-
dence of even limited forms of women’s participation. Otherwise, however, 
this was a sport that to a significant degree crossed—though of course it could  
not and did not fully transcend—the boundaries of social class, race, eth-
nicity, and religion.

But interesting as all this may be, why does it really matter? Reconstruct-
ing the history of cricket in Cape Breton and in other parts of what became 
Atlantic Canada—or Canada more widely—has the addictive fascination  
of bringing to light a story that has been long forgotten. Popular memory of 
Cape Breton cricket has long faded, and even the historiography of Canadian 
cricket tends to tell a story of a sport that was allegedly an imperial sport 
played by a social elite, beloved of recent English immigrants but quickly 
falling into a deserved obscurity.2 Yet in any area of sports history, context is 
everything. Without the ability to fit into a broader societal framework, even 
the most rousing story of a sport or pastime lacks any real grounding. So 
what is the context that gives meaning to Cape Breton’s profound and long-
lasting association with the sport of cricket? At the deepest level, the history of 
sports—like, say, the history of religion or the history of education—explores 
a broad element of the human experience that in some form or other has char-
acterized every human society that has ever existed. Not only are we physical 
creatures whose bodies demand to be exercised, but also sporting contests 
offer opportunities to negotiate social differences, whether through serious 
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and even hostile contention or through the building of bridges via friendly 
competition and the socialization that accompanies it.

Cricket, in particular, has a large international historiography that reflects 
its ability to provide a unique global perspective on the distinctive expressions 
of sport in many divergent societies. Cricket originated in the south of Eng-
land and reached an advanced stage of codification by the end of the eight-
eenth century, but even before that time, it had long been diffused to North 
America, and it was undoubtedly carried in a rudimentary form to the Mari-
time colonies by Planters and Loyalists. Yet this is only one of many examples 
of the diffusion of cricket in contexts that have become globalized and con-
tinue to evolve to the present day. Historians in recent years have explored 
this phenomenon extensively. For example, Benjamin Sacks has shown how 
in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, Samoans adopted and trans-
formed cricket as a way of preserving Indigenous sporting customs in the 
face of the disapproval of religious missionaries.3 In the 1980s, refugees from  
the Soviet invasion of Afghanistan began to play cricket in Pakistan, and  
some thirty years later, the Afghanistan national team made its first appearance 
in the Cricket World Cup, representing a sense of national identity despite 
civil conflict.4 In Kenya, meanwhile, the ongoing efforts of the club known as 
the Maasai Cricket Warriors to combat the social costs of HIV/AIDS as well 
as environmental and cultural challenges have attracted global attention.5 
And of course cricket today is also one of North America’s fastest-growing 
sports, largely as a result of the efforts of players of South Asian origin. Cricket 
in Cape Breton, therefore, can be examined within the framework of our 
understanding of a sport that offers diverse international perspectives along 
with sophisticated historical literature spanning a number of centuries. The 
idea that at one time prevailed even among some historians that cricket in 
Canada was somehow an exotic sport reserved largely for the social elite and 
for English migrants is a prime example of the kind of mythology that cannot 
survive the application of an informed analysis. And in Cape Breton, cricket 
both reflected and influenced the ways in which industrialization transformed 
island society and reconfigured social affinities and differences.

However, the first documentation of the organization of a cricket club in 
Sydney—not necessarily, of course, the first club to be formed—might, if taken 
in isolation, give at least partial support to the notion of cricket as a sport for 
the social elite. On 1 June 1863, according to the Cape Breton News, the Sydney 
Cricket Club held an organization meeting. With a membership consisting of 
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“twenty-six gentlemen,” the club proceeded to elect officers and cocaptains of 
the team. Seven of the nine individuals mentioned by the newspaper can be 
identified from census records, and three were lawyers. Among the lawyers 
was one of the two cocaptains, Newton MacKay, while the other cocaptain was 
Edmund Outram, described in a later census simply as a “gentleman.” The 
meeting was chaired by Frederick Wiley, a printer by trade who was one of 
three out of the seven who had been born in England. Of the others, MacKay 
had been born in Scotland, and the remaining three in Nova Scotia. At least 
two of those, John Burchell and Murray Dodd, had both parents born in Nova 
Scotia—census records of the time made no consistent distinction between 
Cape Breton and Nova Scotia, despite the years during which the colony  
of Cape Breton had existed autonomously. The newly elected club president, 
Charles Crewe-Read, was a retired militia colonel and one of three who was 
an adherent of the Church of England. Two were members of the Presby-
terian Church of the Lower Provinces, and two were Methodists.6 Readers 
of the Cape Breton News were already well aware of the extended reach of 
cricket within the British Empire, as the newspaper had reported in the pre-
vious year on the exploits of an English touring team in Australia,7 but the 
composition of the Sydney Cricket Club (the Sydney in Cape Breton, that 
is) helped define how the sport functioned closer to home. It was an associ-
ation of the locally respectable, formed in the context of the coal boom of the 
1860s and the imperial orientation that went with it, although the complex 
stratifications of social class that would later emerge from heavy industrial-
ization were not yet evident. By the early twentieth century, the presence of 
rival industrialists James Henry Plummer and James Ross as honorary club 
presidents—a position in which they were joined by other local worthies such 
as Church of England archdeacon David Smith, Bridgeport medical doctor 
Marcus Dodd (younger brother of Murray Dodd), and North Sydney cable 
station manager W. E. Earle—showed that this was an associativity that more 
fully embraced the upper ranks of the new industrial order.8

The association of the Sydney Cricket Club with a social elite was an ele-
ment of its character that never entirely disappeared, even though the team 
itself became significantly diversified, especially in the early twentieth century. 
In this regard, the club initially stood closer to the Wanderers of Halifax than 
to the clubs in towns such as Digby and Yarmouth, where doctors and law-
yers were regularly outnumbered by skilled artisans, retail clerks, and other 
members of the middle ranges of a highly localized society.9 Murray Dodd, 
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who became a judge and a prominent Conservative politician, was just one 
of the early members to retain a lasting association with the Sydney club. 
Cricket did tend to run in families, and one of the most successful Sydney 
batsmen of the turn-of-the-century years was Noel Crewe-Read, a veteran of 
the Spanish-American War of 1898 and son of the 1863 club president.10 Thus, 
when naval vessels from cricket-playing countries visited Sydney, a match 
with the Sydney Cricket Club was a standard element of the entertainment 
provided for the visitors. The practice began at least as early as August 1871, 
when James Hill—a Sydney schoolteacher and diarist—recorded the visit of 
the naval gun vessel Philomel and noted that “Philomel’s men and town people 
[were] playing cricket.”11 The tradition then ranged from the steam frigate 
USS Powhatan in 1883 to the ten-thousand-ton British cruiser Cumberland in 
1913; the encounter with officers and cadets of the Cumberland drew a crowd 
of some two thousand, and the Sydney Daily Post—headlining its front-page 
report “Fine Exhibition of the Grand Old Game”—took the attendance as a 
sure sign of a bright future for the sport in Cape Breton.12 It was a confirmation 
of the comment in the rival Sydney Daily Record a few years earlier—reporting, 
also on its front page, on a practice session held by the Sydney Cricket Club 
in adverse weather conditions and making an implied comparison with the 
still-new sport of baseball—that “to watch these players fielding in pools of 
water ankle deep gives one an idea of the strong hold that the grand old game 
has upon its devotees, and is the clearest indication that though games may 
come and go, yet cricket, as far as Sydney is concerned, will go on forever.”13

It was also true that insofar as the Sydney Cricket Club retained elements of 
its socially elite status, the relationship with the sport of baseball was at times 
a troubled one. The histories of baseball and cricket, here and elsewhere, are 
sufficiently intertwined through club connections and the many nineteenth-
century players who participated in both sports, so it is not extravagant to 
regard them in this era simply as variant disciplines of a single bat-and-ball 
family of sports; nevertheless, tensions could exist.14 A “short but merry game” 
of cricket in 1902 between Sydney players and the crew of the personal steam 
yacht of the industrialist James Ross gave rise in the Sydney Daily Record to a 
snobbish comment on the shortcomings of “the cheap and garish attractions 
of baseball.”15 More substantive was a bitter quarrel that originated in 1911, 
flared up again in late 1912, and smouldered on into 1913, when the cricket 
club made improvements to the grounds at Victoria Park and, while refusing 
to allow local baseball players to take advantage of the facilities, allegedly 
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attempted to undercut fundraising efforts by the baseball club. No less a fig-
ure than the mayor of Sydney, the prominent lawyer A. D. Gunn, reportedly 
declared of the cricket club that “this interference . . . has got to stop or the 
first thing they know the park commissioners will take their crease and turn 
it into a baseball field.”16 Even within cricket itself, moreover, also in 1913, the 
Sydney Cricket Club incurred class-related and racially influenced tensions 
with the team known at the time as the “West India XI of the steel plant”—the 
forerunner of the Whitney Pier Cricket Club—when the West India players 
declined to play a match on the basis that the manner of the Sydney club’s 
invitation had shown disrespect. The matter was sarcastically reported in an 
item in the Sydney Daily Post, noting that “the southern gentlemen complain 
that they did not receive a formal challenge, and don’t care to indulge unless all 
of the preliminaries are attended to in society fashion.”17 Eventually rearranged 
for the following weekend, the match turned out to be an ill-tempered affair, 
left unfinished amid allegations of time-wasting levelled against the West India 
club.18 Thus, Cape Breton cricket in the early twentieth century carried over 

Figure 2.1. Sydney Cricket Club, 1912–13. Source: Item no. 85-135-15835, Beaton 
Institute, Cape Breton University, Sydney, Nova Scotia.
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certain elements of the social elitism of the Sydney Cricket Club and showed 
fault lines that clearly reflected social divisions.19

Yet the Sydney Cricket Club was only one part of a much more complex 
cricket culture, a culture that ultimately brought about substantial changes 
even to the club itself. As in many parts of the Nova Scotia mainland, rural 
and small-town cricket flourished in a number of centres. One of them was 
North Sydney, where a club was organized in 1874, although the North Sydney 
Herald pointed out that it was in reality a renewal of an older club. The news-
paper provided no details of players or officials but did commend the benefits 
of “such manly out-door sports” to the young men of the town: “The time 
spent on the cricket-field if it may be the loss of a half-dollar or so to the hard 
working plodding mechanic is in reality a gain to him.”20 By 1887, a rivalry had 
developed between North Sydney and Sydney as contenders for the trophy 
known as the Burchell Cup.21 Also playing by that time were the cricketers of 
Port Hawkesbury, although almost no detailed evidence of the composition 
of the club has survived. In September 1885, the Colonial Standard of Pictou 
reported that “a cricket match has been arranged between the ‘Black and 
Tans’ of Hawkesbury and the ‘Stump Guards’ of Mulgrave.” The only players 
named were an unspecified member of the Bourinot family and a local med-
ical doctor, P. A. Macdonald. Some five years later, an item in the “Hawkesbury 
Happenings” column of the Enterprise of New Glasgow expressed regret that 
adult cricket had succumbed to the attractions of baseball but placed its hopes 
in a newly formed “juvenile ‘cricket club.’”22

The nearby Arichat Cricket Club, however, is better documented, at least 
for the 1880s. The sport was new to Arichat when first played in 1883, and a 
newspaper report indicated that six members of the team had previously not 
even seen it played. Nevertheless, of the eleven club members who can be 
identified—all of playing age with the two possible exceptions of J. Edward 
Carbonnell and Edmund Power Flynn, both of whom were older than the 
others and may have been club officials—all except the English-born Car-
bonnell were Nova Scotia born. With the further exception of Flynn (whose 
parents were Irish born), all had at least one parent born in Nova Scotia. 
While the team also had two additional players, unrecorded in the census 
and likely of English origin, who were employed by the cable station in  
Canso and presumably travelled by water to play their cricket in Arichat, 
the club represented no mere importation of an exotic sport. In terms of 
religion, the four Roman Catholics narrowly predominated, as did the five 
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Irish in self-identified ethnic origin, while occupations were decidedly in 
the middling range: retail merchant, bookkeeper, surveyor, telegraphist,  
and the like. Thus, it was a small-town club highly comparable to such clubs 
in mainland Nova Scotia, even though of more recent foundation, except for 
a distinctively Cape Breton leaning toward Roman Catholics and, in this case 
(though not necessarily elsewhere in Cape Breton), Irish-descended Roman 
Catholics. Noteworthy in the latter group was David Hearn, who played for 
Arichat in 1883 and would later become a lawyer, Crown prosecutor, cricketer, 
and cricket umpire in Sydney. His kinsman James Hearn was already by 1883 
a lawyer and cricketer in Sydney, and James’s son William would become a 
prominent merchant and captain of the Sydney Cricket Club. Thus, although 
the Hearn family conformed to the existing social profile of the Sydney club in 
occupational terms, they did introduce a new element of Irish Catholicism.23

Yet the opening of the Sydney steel plant in 1901 was a turning point in 
many areas of life in Industrial Cape Breton, and not least in terms of sport. 
While it is entirely likely that coal miners played cricket long before the turn 
of the century, as they did in substantial numbers in both Cumberland and 
Pictou Counties, the era from 1901 to the eve of World War I saw an unpreced-
ented expansion of the sport among miners, steelworkers, and related skilled 
trades. As early as August 1901, a Sydney team played and clearly but not 
one-sidedly defeated the Dominion Iron and Steel Company (DISCO) club. 
Among the DISCO players was John Elvey, an English-born machinist who 
over the ensuing decade would play for the Open Hearth club and other steel 
plant teams—and ultimately for the Sydney Cricket Club. A further indication 
of gradually increasing diversity in the Sydney team was the appearance of 
the Tobin brothers. From a Sydney family in which both parents were Nova 
Scotia born (though they had at least one Irish-born grandparent) and their 
father, James Tobin, still listed as a steel plant labourer in 1901 at the age of 
sixty-five, the younger brother Charles was an accomplished batsman who—as 
a locomotive fireman and later a locomotive engineer—played also for the 
Intercolonial Railway team. The older brother, William Tobin, meanwhile, 
was a fast bowler of sufficient hostility, and a cricket report in the Record 
in 1904 referred to him as “‘Billy’ Tobin, the famous bowler.”24 Intermittent 
recruitment of both miners and steelworkers from the United Kingdom at 
times replenished the ranks of cricketers, and prior to one match in July 1903, 
an item in the Record deemed it worthy of mention that the Steel Plant team 
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to face the Sydney Cricket Club—unsuccessfully for the steelworkers, as it 
turned out—would have “almost a team of Englishmen.”25

But there was no shortage of home-grown players. On 1 August 1904, 
at the Provincial Workmen’s Association picnic held at Glace Bay, a match 
between the cricket teams from Dominion #1 Colliery and Dominion #2 
Colliery ended early because of a dispute over umpiring. Of the twenty-
two players on the field, however, fifteen can be identified. All except one 
were Nova Scotia born, the exception being Gilbert Darroch, a miner whose 
family had emigrated from Scotland when he was eight years old. Although  
the Dominion #1 team included Harry Dodd, son of the local physician Mar-
cus Dodd and nephew of Murray Dodd, not surprisingly, the other players 
were miners or other colliery workers such as pit drivers and a machinist. The 
only religious denominations represented were Roman Catholics (ten) and 
Presbyterians (five), while in terms of stated ethnic origin, two were Irish, 
Harry Dodd was English, Pat Gouthro was French, and the remainder Scot-
tish. Two—Archie McInnis and James McKillop—gave their mother tongue 
as Gaelic.26 Many of the same players also played for the Bridgeport or New 
Aberdeen clubs—here, as in Pictou County, the miners’ club could readily be 
seen and felt as a community club.27 Also a centre of coal miners’ cricket was 
the Florence colliery, near Sydney Mines. It was a convention in both cricket 
and baseball clubs to base intraclub matches on an arbitrary distinction, most 
often married versus single players, but revealingly, for the cricketers at the 
#4 colliery at Florence, it was underground workers versus bankheaders.28 
Although in 1903 the schedule for the recently formed Cape Breton Cricket 
League included only the Sydney Cricket Club, the Sydney Fire Department, 
the Steel Workers Club, and the Phoenix Club of Sydney, by 1907 the league 
had been joined by clubs from—among others—New Aberdeen, Dominion, 
and Bridgeport, and on 1 July of that year, the Record devoted a substantial part 
of its front page to reporting on five league matches as it observed that “local 
interest in the grand old game of cricket is growing apace.”29 Growing pains 
emerged in the following season, when a dispute arose over possible poaching 
of players by New Aberdeen at the expense of Dominion and Bridgeport, but 
it still seemed to a writer in the Record that “cricket in local circles is surely 
king this season.”30

The Sydney Cricket Club, as well as playing in the local league and at one 
point fielding both an A and a B team, was also increasingly pursuing oppor-
tunities to play off the island. The 1908 version of what the Post ironically 
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termed the “Cricketers Deep Sea Tour,” for example, took the players to 
matches in Charlottetown and Pictou County.31 The club also in some respects 
continued its traditional role as the socially elite cricket club of the island, 
and during the summer of 1909, it played a series of friendly matches with 
teams from the Royal Canadian Regiment (RCR) and the Royal Canadian 
Engineers. The opening match with the RCR on 22 July 1909 at Victoria Park 
had a festive air, as it attracted “a large attendance of the local enthusiasts of 
the grand old national game.”32 At one level, for the Sydney Cricket Club to 
entertain a visiting military team was normal enough, especially as a number 
of the RCR players would also have been members of the Halifax Garrison 
team that played in the Nova Scotia Cricket League. The difference in the 
summer of 1909 was that the same players, when not playing cricket, were 
training their guns on striking miners who no doubt included cricketers from 
the Cape Breton League. The New Aberdeen club, for one, was forced to with-
draw temporarily from the league—as the Record reported blandly, “the strike 
at the mines prevented the Aberdeen team from playing.”33 New Aberdeen 
did resume its league schedule and on 7 August 1909 played a home match 
with Sydney Mines on the same day as the Sydney club played the latest of its 
engagements with the RCR, but the comments on the matter that may have 
been made by striking miners have remained undocumented.34 However, the 
affair offered yet another indication of how sport—in this case, Cape Breton 
cricket—can reflect and exemplify the fracturing within any society where 
it is played.

In a different sense, however, the rapid evolution of Cape Breton cricket 
during the industrializing years gave evidence of social integration. In early 
July 1906, the Sydney Cricket Club arranged a preseason, intraclub match 
between the “Gentlemen of the Professions” and the “Non-professions,” per-
haps based loosely on the long-established English encounters between the 
Gentlemen and the Players. The Gentlemen of the Professions had a predict-
able enough lineup of lawyers, doctors, and clergy, along with an engineer, a 
bank clerk, and the merchant William Hearn, by now a long-serving but still 
elegant batsman as well as being the club’s wicket-keeper. The Non-professions 
included, of course, William Tobin, as well as the Intercolonial Railway (ICR) 
train dispatcher James Murray and three of the four cricket-playing Men-
zies brothers—three watchmakers and a tinsmith—who were the sons of the 
Sydney watchmaker and jeweller John Menzies.35 An important difference 
was that for the Gentlemen, the Sydney club tended to be their sole cricket 
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allegiance, while the Non-professions also played for other teams, whether the 
Steel Works, the ICR team, or (since Richard, or “Dick,” Menzies was the fire 
chief) the Sydney Firemen. Nevertheless, with this modest degree of diversity, 
the Sydney Cricket Club entered the Nova Scotia Cricket League. The league 
had begun in 1906 as an essentially localized circuit, including three teams 
from Halifax and one from Windsor.36 In the following year, the strength of 
cricket on the Pictou coalfield was shown when the newly entered Westville 
club took the championship by winning every game. Interest in the fielding of 
a Sydney team in the league, as with suggestions of a play-off series between 
the Nova Scotia champions and the winners of the Cape Breton League, 
initially went nowhere, but the Sydney club did play friendly matches against 
Nova Scotia Cricket League clubs before finally entering the league in 1910.37

The route to a first league championship in 1912 included following the lead 
of other Nova Scotia Cricket League (NSCL) teams by hiring a professional 
player-coach in 1911—a Mr. J. Gardiner, who had reportedly “played in the 
game in England, Scotland, Ireland, India, and Malta”38—and also through 
further diversification via the integration of African-descended players from 
the Steel Workers Club. In 1911, William Knight became the first—a 1910 immi-
grant from the Caribbean who was described in a later census as a labourer in 
the open hearths.39 By the time of the Sydney club’s dramatic and unexpected 
defeat of Stellarton on 17 August 1912—“seldom, if ever, has such a scene of 
enthusiasm been witnessed in local sporting circles,” commented the reporter 
for the Post—one of the opening batsmen was Alfred Prescott, another steel 
plant worker from the Caribbean, and the winning catch was taken by Gerald 
Suett, who was also the Steel Workers’ captain. Given that William Hearn, now 
forty-two years old and a player for the Sydney Cricket Club since the 1880s, 
was still the wicket-keeper, the shift from exclusive gentlemen’s club to prag-
matic and successful competitor in the pre-eminent league in the Maritimes 
was evident.40 The 1913 league season finished inconclusively, as the Garrison 
club was unable to fulfill its scheduled commitments,41 but then in 1914, Syd-
ney had two clubs in the competition, with the entry into the league of the 
Whitney Pier Cricket Club. That season too went uncompleted because of  
the outbreak of World War I in August, but not before the Sydney and Whit-
ney Pier clubs had met in a match attended by “a large number of citizens.”42

No matches were played in the Nova Scotia Cricket League after the dec-
laration of war on 4 August 1914, and the formal abandonment of the season 
was announced just over a week later. “Owing to difficulty in obtaining men 
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on the part of the clubs,” the explanation went, “it has been thought best to 
cancel all the fixtures.”43 No doubt unanticipatedly at the time, the interruption 
also brought an end in a larger sense to the lengthy era during which cricket 
had been a major—at its height, the pre-eminent—organized team sport in 
Cape Breton and beyond. But why so? Cricket did not stop entirely in 1914, 
as efforts were made to revive the sport intermittently after the war. A league 
including the Sydney, Sydney Mines, and Whitney Pier clubs operated at one 
point during the 1920s, amid plans being made to incorporate this competi-
tion into a new and expanded version of the Nova Scotia Cricket League.44 
Travelling in 1924 for a series of encounters with Halifax clubs, the Whitney 
Pier team could reportedly draw “a large crowd of cricket enthusiasts” to a 
match with the Halifax West Indians.45 Yet by that time, there was an air of 
marginality about cricket that contrasted with its mainstream status in Cape 
Breton sporting culture up until 1914. As a playground sport or on streets and 
in fields, informal versions continued to be played by young people far into the 
twentieth century, as Don MacVicar recalled from growing up in Glace Bay 
and playing with his brother and other neighbourhood friends “some kind of 
cricket—in the field, with three tin cans, a ball about the size of a baseball”; 
likewise, Debbie MacIsaac recalled that in Scotchtown, cricket was played by 
many elementary-age children as recently as during the late 1960s and that 
“it just seemed to be handed down by the older kids.”46 But in a larger sense, 
the sport had long declined. A tempting though simplistic explanation is to 
observe that it had been superseded by baseball. It was true that there had 
been debates in the Sydney press, notably in the spring of 1913—reflecting 
wider debates elsewhere—as to the relative merits of baseball and cricket as 
regards speed of play and attractiveness to spectators. To one correspond-
ent of the Record in May 1913, who signed simply as “Ball Fan,” the reality  
was that “cricket is a grand old game, emphasis on old; baseball is new, empha-
sis on new, and is the game of today.”47

Others, however, would have been surprised by any prediction of cricket’s 
decline. As recently as in 1901, an item in the same newspaper noted that 
“whatever dispute there may be among the older athletes regarding the pre-
dominance of cricket or baseball, there is no doubt that with the youngsters 
cricket is ‘the game.’”48 A column in the Record in May 1914 observed similarly 
that “cricket appears to have still a strong hold in the sport life of Sydney and 
no summer sport is likely to supercede [sic] or take its place in the commun-
ity.” The item emphasized the interest among “young lads,” and another piece 
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in the Post a few weeks later likewise identified “a sign of the times” in that “in 
all sections of the city the youth are now daily to be seen playing the grand old 
national game.”49 Yet there were other, contrasting signs of the times. Media 
coverage of baseball was one factor, as in an era when daily newspapers were 
hungry for copy, the Associated Press fed daily baseball news and scores to 
readers on a scale with which intermittent reporting of test matches in Eng-
land, Australia, or South Africa—or indeed of Philadelphia cricket—could not 
compete. The baseball coverage continued to flow, moreover, as the United 
States maintained its neutral status while major cricket-playing countries saw 
their sporting activities curtailed by the war.

Closer to home, much as baseball continued to struggle in Cape Bre-
ton and in mainland Nova Scotia to make the transition to semiprofessional 
competitions, cricket as a sport had yet to reach a stable model of organiza-
tion. Overt professionalism was confined to the hiring of professional player-
coaches by major clubs—such as Gardiner in Sydney—although in Pictou 
County and elsewhere other forms of compensation for players may well have 
been practised. When the provincial champions from Westville were invited 
to visit Sydney in 1908, it was unclear whether their nonnegotiable demand 
for a payment of $50 represented a fee or coverage of expenses, but certainly 
in English cricket at the time payment of alleged expenses was a major covert 
form of professionalism. Even beyond the matter of payment, participation in 
a provincial league had to be paid for somehow involving travel costs and the 
supply of equipment. The organization of the clubs, however, was essentially 
noncommercial, and in Sydney, even the charging of a modest admission 
fee to spectators was impeded—despite occasional hopeful requests for vol-
untary contributions—by the reality that the field in Victoria Park was on 
public property.50 Finally, the formation of the Nova Scotia Cricket League 
itself—and its counterpart in southwestern Nova Scotia, the Bay of Fundy 
Cricket League—may have undermined the sport by eroding more traditional 
local cricket cultures only for the intervention of World War I to ensure that 
any transition to a sustainable business model on a larger scale remained 
incomplete. The war itself undoubtedly also had a major impact, and an  
item in the Sydney Post in 1927 noted that many of the active players of the Syd-
ney Cricket Club had enlisted in 1914 and had been either killed or wounded 
or had never returned to Sydney—“and so the local club was virtually put 
out of business.”51 In any event, with the exception of a decreasing number of 
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hold-outs that notably included Whitney Pier, Stellarton, and Truro, the years 
following World War I brought an end to cricket as a major sport in the region.

During its long active period, however, Cape Breton cricket was historic-
ally significant in a number of respects. It was, first of all, a settler sport. With 
settler colonialism a relatively new phenomenon in the Cape Breton of the 
nineteenth century and Indigenous dispossession carried out largely through 
environmental degradation and displacement, outdoor sports and pastimes 
had an important role in normalizing settlement by representing the devo-
tion of space to activities that—for the settlers—were healthy and harmless. 
Cricket in Cape Breton, as in most areas of mainland Nova Scotia outside of 
Halifax, was unique as a summer team sport up until the very late years of the 
nineteenth century and so took a role not only in the social and cultural life 
of settler communities but also in forging social linkages that created wider 
networks and involved women as well as men. When the Arichat Cricket Club 
visited North Sydney in August 1883, it was for a “friendly encounter” and one 
for which “a number of their lady friends” accompanied the Arichat players.52 
All of this was important in the consolidation of settler society, although  
none of it was especially unusual or uniquely characteristic of Cape Breton— 
the same can just as well be observed for, say, Digby or Yarmouth Coun-
ties.53 More singular is the role of cricket in a rapidly industrializing society 
of mobile populations in the Industrial Cape Breton of the early twentieth 
century. The fault lines of class and race and ethnicity were all too clear in 
the formation of clubs and in the sometimes troubled relationship of the 
Sydney Cricket Club with groups that did not fall within the bounds of its 
traditionally cozy status as a gentlemen’s club. Yet cricket also, however imper-
fectly, reflected and perhaps advanced the building of social bridges and even 
hesitant attempts at sport integration. Unlike in Pictou County, where the 
more socially elite forms of cricket in the towns of Pictou and New Glasgow 
declined markedly as they were overshadowed by the teams from mining 
communities large and small, the Sydney Cricket Club consistently shared 
the playing surface with teams from Sydney Mines and North Sydney on the  
one side to Bridgeport and New Aberdeen on the other. No doubt the experi-
ence on all sides was sometimes uncomfortable, and certainly there were times 
when it was fractious. But cricket in Cape Breton, and in the Maritimes more 
generally, was always a sport within which social differences were negotiated 
directly. Thus, pre-1914 cricket history in Cape Breton had its own distinctive 
patterns yet all the while fulfilling the more general role of sport history as a 
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sensitive barometer of social and cultural trajectories during an era of pro-
found industrially influenced change for the island.
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of Digby.”

	 10.	 Fold3, “Noel Crewe-Reid,” https://​www​.fold3​.com/​page/​631465802​_noel​
_crewe​_read.

	 11.	 Entry of 12 August 1871, MG 2.2.7.5, Memorandum Book, 9 March 
1871–21 May 1872, Hill Family Fonds, Beaton Institute, Cape Breton 
University.

	 12.	 “Fine Exhibition of the Grand Old Game,” Sydney Daily Post (hereafter Post), 
19 June 1913, 1; see also “Sydney Lost Cricket Game Yesterday,” Record, 19 June 
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1913, 6. On the visit of the Powhatan, see “Local Items,” North Sydney Herald, 
10 October 1883, 2.

	 13.	 “Dominion Day Cricket Match,” Record, 3 July 1906, 1.
	 14.	 On the relationship between cricket and baseball, see especially Howell, 

Northern Sandlots, 28–36. Among prominent Nova Scotian players who 
went back and forth between the two codes was Harry Saunders of Pictou 
County (both Westville and Stellarton) during the early years of the 
twentieth century; see “Sporting Notes,” Free Lance, 22 June 1910, 12; and 
unattributed newspaper clipping, n.d., MG9, vol. 122A, 200–202, James W. 
Power Scrapbook, Nova Scotia Archives. On a similar phenomenon in New 
England, see Fauske, “‘Team That Carried Everything,’” esp. 6.

	 15.	 “Cricket Redivivus,” Record, 20 August 1902, 1.
	 16.	 “No Baseball on Cricket Grounds,” Record, 9 May 1911, 1; “Is Baseball Fit 

Game for Gentlemen?,” Post, 23 September 1912, 8; “Baseball Meeting Was 
Very Largely Attended,” Record, 1 May 1913, 6. On the early years of baseball 
in Cape Breton, see Howell, Northern Sandlots, 133–34.

	 17.	 “The Ayes and Bees Today,” Post, 2 August 1913, 12.
	 18.	 “Today’s Cricket Match Unfinished,” Post, 11 August 1913, 5. These tensions 

no doubt also reflected the perceived threat to “whiteness” that proceeded, 
as shown in chapter 5 by Martha Walls in this volume, from the increasing 
diversity of Whitney Pier’s Indigenous, Caribbean, and other residents.

	 19.	 On Caribbean migration to Cape Breton and the role of cricket in the community, 
see Bonner, “Industrial Island,” esp. 46–47. On social institutions and cohesion in 
that community, see also chapter 3 by Claudine Bonner in this volume.

	 20.	 “A Word for Our Sports,” North Sydney Herald, 9 September 1874, 2.
	 21.	 “Cricket,” North Sydney Herald, 7 September 1887, 3.
	 22.	 “Port Mulgrave,” Colonial Standard (Pictou), 8 September 1885, 2; 

“Hawkesbury Happenings,” Enterprise (New Glasgow), 26 July 1890, 3.
	 23.	 For listings of members of the Arichat Cricket Club, see “Cricket—Canso vs. 

Arichat,” North Sydney Herald, 8 August 1883, 3; “Arichat Items,” North Sydney 
Herald, 15 August 1883, 2; “Local Items,” North Sydney Herald, 29 August 1883, 
3; “Correspondence,” North Sydney Herald, 7 September 1887, 2.

	 24.	 “Saturday a Day of Sport,” Record, 15 August 1904, 1; “Sports and 
Amusements,” Record, 9 August 1909, 6.

	 25.	 “City and General,” Record, 30 July 1903, 3. A report of the match was carried 
out a few days later: “First Match of Cricket League,” Record, 3 August 1903, 5.

	 26.	 “P.W.A. Picnic Great Success,” Record, 2 August 1904, 5.
	 27.	 On Pictou County clubs, see Reid, “Home of Cricket,” 40–41, 44–45; on 

the convergence of class and community, in this instance involving power 
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dynamics in local governance, see also Frank, “Company Town/Labour 
Town,” 177–96.

	 28.	 “Cricket Club at Florence,” Post, 17 July 1913, 10.
	 29.	 “C. B. Senior Cricket League,” Record, 11 August 1903, 1; “Cape Breton County 

Cricket League,” Record, 20 June 1907, 1; “The Game of Cricket,” Record, 1 July 
1907, 1, 8.

	 30.	 “Saturday’s Cricket Games,” Record, 29 June 1908, 1; “Cricket Games,” Record, 
3 August 1908, 8.

	 31.	 “The Cricketers Deep Sea Tour,” Post, 14 August 1908, 1.
	 32.	 “News of Local and General Interest,” Post, 23 July 1909, 5.
	 33.	 “Sports and Amusements,” Record, 26 July 1909, 6; on the military 

intervention of 1909, see Frank, J. B. McLachlan, 99–101. There were also 
implications for the Garrison cricketers, with a series of postponed games in 
the internal Garrison league attributed to “many of the troops being away to 
Glace Bay and Inverness”; “Wanderers Defeated Stellarton,” Halifax Chronicle, 
23 August 1909, 6. In the following year, the composite Garrison team had to 
postpone a match in Sydney because of players being similarly “upon active 
service” in Springhill; “1st Cricket Game at Victoria Park,” Post, 16 July 1910, 1.

	 34.	 “Sports and Amusements,” Record, 7 August 1909, 6.
	 35.	 “Four Games of Cricket,” Record, 6 July 1906, 1.
	 36.	 See “Cricket in Nova Scotia,” American Cricketer, 1 June 1907, 112.
	 37.	 “Big Cricket Tournament,” Post, 8 September 1906, 1; “Outlook for Cricket 

Season,” Record, 14 June 1907, 1.
	 38.	 “Cricket Prospects are Very Bright,” Post, 25 May 1911, 1; “Provincial Cricket,” 

Standard (Glace Bay), 5 June 1911, 5.
	 39.	 For Knight’s employee record, see DISCO Human Resources File 34-38594, 

Beaton Institute, Cape Breton University; see also the death record at Nova 
Scotia Archives, “Nova Scotia Births, Marriages, and Deaths,” https://​www​
.novascotiagenealogy​.com/​ItemView​.aspx​?ImageFile​=​1961​-5503​&​Event​=​death​
&​ID​=​433485. As Claudine Bonner points out in a chapter in this volume, 
the census description of “labourer” would frequently reflect the hiring on 
a racialized basis of Caribbean workers for low-paying work when in reality 
they were highly skilled.

	 40.	 “Sensational Cricket Win for Sydney,” Post, 19 August 1912, 1.
	 41.	 “Cricket League Will Likely Blow Up,” Daily Echo (Halifax), 16 September 1913, 12.
	 42.	 “Sydney Wins First League Cricket Game,” Post, 13 July 1914, 1. For a 

discussion of this match in a different context, see Reid and Reid, “Diffusion 
and Discursive Stabilization,” 98–99.

	 43.	 “No More Cricket,” Daily Echo, 13 August 1914, 12.
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	 44.	 Canon George A. Francis, “History of the Black Population at Whitney Pier,” 
MG 7 C 1, Beaton Institute, Cape Breton University; Bonner, “Industrial 
Island,” 46; “Local Cricketers in First Practice Use New Wickets,” Record, 
23 June 1924, 1.

	 45.	 “West Indians of Sydney Defeated Local Cricketers,” Evening Mail (Halifax), 
27 June 1924, 7; “Local Cricketers in First Practice Use New Wickets,” Record, 
23 June 1924, 1.

	 46.	 Ann Mosher MacVicar and Don MacVicar, email communication to the author, 
19 November 2021; Debbie MacIsaac, email communication to the author, 
17 December 2018. I sincerely thank these and other correspondents who have 
shared with me their valuable recollections of children’s informal cricket.

	 47.	 “Baseball Is the Game of the Present Time,” Record, 6 May 1913, 6.
	 48.	 “The Future for Cricket,” Record, 4 June 1901, 6.
	 49.	 “Annual Meeting of Cricket Club,” Record, 27 May 1914, 6; “Interest in 

Cricket,” Post, 24 June 1914, 5.
	 50.	 See, for example, “The Local Cricketers Are Making Big Preparations,” Post, 

4 August 1908, 1.
	 51.	 “Cricket in Sydney Will Be Revived,” Post, 4 August 1927, 5.
	 52.	 “Local Items,” North Sydney Herald, 22 August 1883, 3; “Local Items,” North 

Sydney Herald, 29 August 1883, 3.
	 53.	 See Reid, “Cricketers of Digby and Yarmouth Counties”; see also Reid, “Sport, 

Environment, and Appropriation,” 242–54.
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3	 Bridging Religion and Black Nationalism
The Founding of St. Philips African Orthodox 
Church and the Universal Negro Improvement 
Association Hall in Whitney Pier, 1900–1930

Claudine Bonner

The community of Whitney Pier in Sydney, Nova Scotia, is a by-product  
of the arrival and settlement of immigrant labourers, many drawn to work in 
the Dominion Iron and Steel Company (DISCO), opened in 1901 by indus-
trialist Henry Melville Whitney. Among these workers were men from estab-
lished African Nova Scotian communities, African Americans from industrial 
centres in the United States, and men who came from the British West Indies.1 
They arrived and either settled on the company grounds or sought housing 
nearby just outside the gates of the coke ovens.2 They built a vibrant com-
munity with a rich set of associated institutions. Membership in some of 
these institutions kept this community closely tied to Africa and its dias-
pora. The most prominent examples were the local affiliates of Marcus Mosiah 
Garvey’s Universal Negro Improvement Association (UNIA) and Sydney’s  
St. Philip’s African Orthodox Church, the only Canadian branch of this 
church. Both organizations were headquartered in New York City with mem-
berships throughout the diaspora.

The last decade has provided scholarship underscoring how the UNIA 
not only maintained a strong presence in the lives of many Blacks in Canada 
but also served as a means of social cohesion.3 The organization provided 
opportunities for maintaining and passing on the culture while also creating 
diasporic networks in the first decades of the twentieth century. Historian 
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Carla Marano has provided extensive evidence of the breadth of the organ-
ization across Canada, drawing on the records of the UNIA both nationally 
and transnationally.4 Marano and other scholars have highlighted the ways 
in which the organization existed within a social space that transcended 
national boundaries and upheld the main tenets of Garvey’s philosophies 
on race, which underscored the importance of self-help, mutual aid, and 
economic development for Blacks, both on the African continent and in  
the diaspora.

This chapter seeks to add to the growing literature on the UNIA’s role  
in Canada by exploring its presence in the Whitney Pier community and its 
relationship to the founding of St. Phillip’s African Orthodox Church.5 By 
exploring these social institutions within the Whitney Pier community, this 
chapter demonstrates the ways in which Garvey’s ideology, as representative of 
a type of Black nationalism, was expressed in the particular context of the Pier 
and helped Black residents produce spaces for themselves within a context of 
domination and objectification.6

In the early decades of the twentieth century, people of African descent 
in the diaspora experienced a series of changes in racial consciousness. These 
were represented in art, literature, politics, and religious activities, calling for 
changes in the working and living conditions of Black citizens. Building on 
the impetus of turn-of-the-century political movements like Sylvester Wil-
liams’s African Association, which sought to protect the rights of and promote 
solidarity among Blacks living under British imperial rule, several groups and 
conferences led by African and African diasporic activists and intellectuals 
arose in the early decades of the twentieth century. Among them was Garvey’s 
Pan-Africanist movement.

The Universal Negro Improvement and Conservation Association (UNIA) 
and African Communities (Imperial) League (ACL) were both founded in 
1914 by Jamaican-born Garvey.7 The UNIA was founded as a benevolent fra-
ternal organization for African-descended peoples, while the ACL was the 
commercial and political wing of the organization.8

Garvey was a self-educated man who had worked as a journalist and 
printer in Central America, Jamaica, and Britain. In 1916, he moved to Har-
lem, New York, where he established headquarters for his new organization. 
The goal of the UNIA was to “unite all the negro peoples of the world into 
one great body.”9 This message was readily received by Black Americans, who 
were struggling to define themselves beyond the negative perceptions of white 
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America. As many made their way back to America after World War I, they 
found themselves returning to a country that was ill-prepared to treat them 
as equals and instead sometimes met them with violence. Not only was their 
citizenship challenged, but for these men, their very manhood was in ques-
tion. While many still experienced some forms of racism in Europe, they 
were ill prepared to return to the status quo at home. Many were ready for a 
race-conscious ideology and Black nationalism.10

While there are many understandings of the Black nationalist ideology, 
for the most part, it embodies a search for political, economic, and cultural 
autonomy from whiteness.11 Brown and Shaw also highlight that the complex-
ity of Black nationalism means it is multidimensional and “comprised of many 
schools of thought.” Therefore, they contend that there may be different ways 
in which Black nationalism presents itself.12 As a Black nationalist, Garvey 
was committed to instilling racial pride. He believed that Blacks needed to be 
self-sufficient because the system of white racism was too entrenched within 
American society. He advocated the formation of or settlement in a nation of 
Africans for Africans. He believed strongly in the “confraternity among the 
race; to promote the spirit of pride and love.”13

According to historian Robert Hill, the political ideology at the heart of 
Garveyism was born out of a “fiercely proud and independent peasantry” 
from living in the postemancipation Caribbean, coming together with  
the unbridled optimism of America.14 Garvey was emboldened by America, 
where he saw endless possibilities for political and economic success. His 
message was clearly needed when the UNIA came into being, as evidenced 
by the rapid growth of the organization in the United States, the Caribbean, 
Latin America, Africa, and Canada. This growth was aided by the increasing 
migration of African-descended people throughout the Americas and beyond. 
Black workers made their way up and out of the Caribbean Basin by ship, 
travelled throughout North America on trains, and made their way out of the 
South by various means as part of a transnational workforce responding to 
opportunity. As they moved throughout the Americas, these migrants took 
the UNIA and Garvey’s message with them. This was the birth of Garveyism, 
a Pan-Africanist philosophy that was to become a global mass political move-
ment of mostly poor and working-class Blacks, collaborating across borders 
to achieve a vision of social, political, and economic freedom. The UNIA had 
established seven hundred branches in thirty-eight states by the early 1920s. 
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While chapters existed in larger urban areas such as New York, Chicago, and 
Los Angeles, Garvey’s message also reached small towns across the country.15

Garvey was the publisher and editor of the Negro World weekly newspaper, 
which was mostly in English with some Spanish and French pages. The pub-
lication circulated the globe, calling on Black people everywhere to take a 
stance and challenge their oppression. Through the pages of the Negro World, 
readers could see they were not alone—the United Fruit Company worker 
in Guatemala could see that they had the same struggles as their brethren on 
the sugarcane plantations in Cuba and even those in the Canadian steel plants 
and coal mines. With the Negro World, Garvey called on Black people to work 
toward the liberation of Africa and the acquisition of political and economic 
power. People responded because they could identify with each other through 
the mutuality of race and their status as second-class citizens. They saw the 
UNIA as a place where they were celebrated and could find means to fulfill 
their hopes and dreams.16 Garvey set up a Liberty Hall in Harlem in 1917, and 
over the next five years, the organization grew to encompass over a million 
members in Liberty Halls across three continents.17

According to historian Tony Martin, Garvey envisioned a network of Black 
“business enterprises established by UNIA branches all over the world .  .  . 
linked, according to Garvey’s grand design, into a worldwide system of 
Pan-African economic cooperation.”18 Throughout the years of its existence, 
branches of the UNIA worked actively to accomplish this, purchasing prop-
erties and creating businesses, striving for economic freedom.

The UNIA in Canada

There were thirty-two UNIA halls established throughout Canada. 
Among them, twelve were in Nova Scotia, with three on the island of Cape  
Breton. These three halls were established in Whitney Pier, Glace Bay, and 
New Waterford, all communities with Caribbean migrants.19 Marano points 
out that people from the Caribbean often joined the UNIA because of their 
frustration over their low-paying jobs. Historian Winston James points to 
the “rigorous gatekeeping on the basis of race,” often encountered by skilled 
workers from the Caribbean, as the impetus for turning to Black nationalism.20 
In Sydney, the Caribbean migrants tended to be hired as labourers, relegated 
mostly to low-status and low-paying positions in the steel company. Most were 
employed in the blast furnace, the dirtiest and most dangerous part of the 
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steel-making process, and forced to live in the most basic accommodations.21 
They were also not allowed to join labour unions until years later. A separate 
meeting space for ethnic workers (which most likely did not include Blacks 
from the US or the Caribbean) was not created until the early 1920s.22 This 
suggests a context that needed an organization such as Garvey’s, one that 
sought to address the needs of Black workers. At the 1920 UNIA International 
Convention in Harlem, St. Vincent native George Creese, a shoemaker by 
trade, was present as a member of the Canadian delegation. Creese was an 
active member of the UNIA in New Aberdeen (Glace Bay), Nova Scotia, and 
even served as UNIA high commissioner of Canada. At this convention, 
Creese provided the international audience with insight into the lives of Black  
Cape Bretoners:

We have many [Black] skilled mechanics, printers, carpenters, masons, 
photographers, engineers, riveters, but they cannot get employment 
at their trades. Hence they have to seek work in the steel plants as 
labourers, as bricklayers, and as firemen. . . . A system exists there of 
collecting a poll tax, everyone being required to pay $10 for police  
protection, good streets, etc. If the tax is not paid, the police call at  
the house and take the individual to jail. This practice applies only  
to the colored people. . . . Housing conditions, too, are deplorable in 
Eastern Canada and in Nova Scotia. Rents are excessively high.23

Creese’s vivid picture of life for Black community members in the 1920s 
echoes the issues raised by Winston James about the lack of access skilled 
tradespeople from the Caribbean had in the workforce. Discussion of the  
poll tax and its impact on the Black community is also interesting. In its early 
years, the city of Sydney, incorporated in 1904, was very reliant on its poll taxes. 
The taxes were collected by the local constables, and the city charter provided 
a warrant to the officers, which allowed for the seizure of property in cases of 
delinquent payment. When individuals were unable to provide the monetary 
value of this property to pay their taxes, the warrant allowed for the arrest 
of their person.24 While the charter made no reference to race, the financial 
circumstances of the Black residents in Sydney may have meant that paying 
the poll tax was not always within their means and could have resulted in 
their arrests for nonpayment. This quote is our only evidence to date, since the 
records for the Sydney Police during this period are believed to have been lost 
in one of several fires in the city in the first decades of the twentieth century.
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At the 1921 UNIA convention, the Canadian delegates “spoke very encour-
agingly of that country as a good field for the association, declaring there was 
little or no opposition to the movement [coming to Sydney] the chief difficulty 
being the serious economic conditions existing.”25 Black Canadians provided 
clear evidence of their financial situations.26

In addition to labour and other economic woes being voiced by the Black 
community, the racial climate would have also been trying. On 28 March 
1917, the SS Southland sailed out of Halifax harbour with over four thousand 
troops, including members of what would become known as Canada’s first  
and only Black battalion. Their departure marked the end of a three-year 
struggle on the part of African Canadian communities across the country, 
who had sought inclusion in the Canadian Expeditionary Force. The history 
of this group demonstrates the courage and determination of African Can-
adians to serve their country, despite the harmful effects of racial discrimina-
tion and the long-standing prejudices that prevailed regarding Black courage, 
industry, and patriotism. At the outbreak of World War I, Black men were 
routinely turned away from recruiting stations across the country, although 
no official legislation denied their enlistment. According to historian James 
Walker, this was in keeping with the general sentiments surrounding the con-
cept of “race” during this period.27 For nearly two years, Canadian Blacks and 
other visible minorities petitioned the government, seeking to enlist in the 
armed forces as part of their national duty. Many also saw their enlistment as 
a means of being seen and treated as men in contexts where they were con-
sidered second-class citizens.28 Among this group were many of the recently 
arrived Caribbean migrants residing in Whitney Pier.

Across Canada, over four hundred Black men enlisted and served in mil-
itary units. However, several stories abound about Black men willing to take 
up arms but being rebuffed. For example, a group of approximately fifty Black 
men from Sydney, both Canadian and West Indian, attempted to enlist some-
time in 1916 but were told they were not wanted in a “white man’s war.”29 A 
statement from Major General W. Gwatkin, then chief of the general staff, 
provides evidence of the racial attitudes that prevailed in the Canadian mil-
itary at the time. He wrote in a memo dated April 1916,

Nothing is to be gained by blinking facts. The civilized negro is vain 
and imitative; in Canada he is not being impelled to enlist by a high 
sense of duty; in the trenches he is not likely to make a good fighter; 
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and the average white man will not associate with him on terms of 
equality. Not a single commanding officer in Military District No. 2 
is willing to accept a coloured platoon as part of his battalion; and it 
would be humiliating to the coloured men themselves to serve in a 
battalion where they were not wanted.30

In the face of such adamant refusal, their hopes were not easily met. To 
gain access to the military, they would have to openly challenge the govern-
ment to enforce their civil rights.31 Extensive pressure was placed on both the 
military and the country’s government by members of the clergy, educators, 
and community leaders. A long series of letters and petitions survive, reveal-
ing the determination of African Canadians to demonstrate their loyalty to 
Canada and to the Crown. The fact that Canada was struggling to meet the 
year-end goal of half a million volunteers in 1916 would have likely contrib-
uted to the change of heart in terms of enlisting Black soldiers. “The need for 
more men was acute, especially as enlistment figures fell . . . and recruiting 
officers reached out to find men where they could.”32 The long wait and per-
haps the negative experiences of being denied by the military made it difficult  
for the new No. 2 to find men, and the unit was faced with the same issues 
of diminishing volunteer numbers, even with the Borden government hav-
ing passed the 1917 Military Service Act, a law mandating conscription. 
Records suggest that with the passage of this act, Canadian military com-
manders were concerned with not being able to recruit enough Black men 
for the unit, in contrast to a year prior, when Black men were routinely 
turned away.33 Conscription forced several Black men from the Sydney Black 
community to enlist, even though they had previously been refused access  
to the military.34

The No. 2 Construction Battalion received authorization on 5 July 1916 
and recruited men from across the nation. During this period, the January 
1917 issue of the Atlantic Advocate posted a strong letter urging “every colored 
man and woman” to “take a pardonable pride in the battalion.” The letter also 
“appeals to patriotism” and urges those wishing to “shape the future of the 
race” to join the No. 2.35 The men of the battalion joined in the recruitment 
efforts, as noted in the Advocate, which described concerts being put on by 
the coloured band of the No. 2. At strength, the battalion was made up of  
605 men of all ranks from across Canada, the Caribbean, and the United 
States and 19 officers, under the command of Lieutenant Colonel Daniel H. 
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Sutherland, with the sole Black officer being their captain and chaplain, Rev-
erend William A. White.36

The struggles of the unit would continue on the other side of the Atlan-
tic as well. As members of the Canadian Expeditionary Force, most Black 
Canadians had not been permitted to bear arms nor to serve in integrated 
units. Upon arrival in Europe, the limited size of the No. 2 resulted in it being 
relegated to serving as a labour company attached to the Forestry Corps. 
With just over six hundred men, the Canadian unit was understrength for 
a battalion but overstrength for a company. The only viable solution was to 
redesignate the unit, which meant a reduction in rank for Sutherland to major 
so he could remain with his unit. While stationed in France, the unit was used 
to perform logging duties, build roads, and restore buildings, among other 
construction jobs.37 Though the No. 2 Construction Battalion worked side by 
side with white units, they had to remain segregated in their non-working 
activities. They endured multiple slights in their time overseas, many of which 
were stark reminders of the realities of a racialized social order both there 
and in Canada.38 As Walker made clear, “Throughout the ranks of the Allies, 
with the partial exception of the French, non-white soldiers and workers were 
humiliated, restricted, and exploited. It was simply not their war.”39 These mil-
itary experiences stood in contrast to the many positive interactions between 
Black soldiers and the civilian populations in many European spaces, which 
were unlike the everyday experiences of racial subjugation to which they 
returned in North America.

Returning after the war were men like Harold Best, who had arrived in 
Canada in July 1917 from Barbados and had joined the Nova Scotia Regiment 
in May 1918.40 The Canada to which he returned was in many ways quite dif-
ferent from the one he had left. With the men having gone off to war, many 
communities had called upon women and workers of colour, including even 
more Caribbean migrants, to take on their jobs in the factories, the mines, 
and elsewhere. Black employees gained access to spaces of employment that 
had previously been closed to them.41

As Walker notes, the experience of these men in World War I provides 
evidence for the racial sentiments in Canada during this period. Once again, 
the stereotypes of the period erased logic and evidence. The dissatisfaction 
Blacks felt with conditions at home in Great Britain, Canada, and the US 
after World War I made the Garvey movement very appealing globally.42 In 
Sydney, the Liberty Hall opened on Lingan Road in 1919, with a membership 
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of about 250.43 Grenadian-born Alvinus Calder became its first president. 
Marano notes, “The Negro World reported that ‘down in Sydney more than 
half the Negro population’ claims membership to the UNIA and they ‘labor 
with the most indefatigable determination to see the realization of the highest 
hopes—a free and redeemed Negro race.’”44

As perhaps the clearest depiction of the presence of the UNIA in Sydney, 
in 1921, the local Sydney Post shared a photograph depicting members of the 
UNIA marching band on Laurier Street in Whitney Pier, followed by mem-
bers of the Black Cross Nurses (BCN) in uniform as well as others carrying 
banners proclaiming, “Africa for the Africans.” The photograph also depicts 
a large group of Black onlookers.45 The UNIA band appears to have been 
an active part of the community, playing at parades, funerals, and political 
meetings, sometimes with the West Indian band, which was also active.46 As 
one community member, whose father was a member of the band, recalled, 
“They played for parades, and anything that required music, these men  
were available.”47

While they remembered the bands, community members also recalled 
the BCN in Whitney Pier. One woman noted, “The Black Cross Nurses was 
an organization very similar to your community workers, where they had 
people from the community who would, when women had their babies . . . go 
into the home and cook and clean and help look after the other children . . . 
it was a support for other women in the communities.” Community elder 
Beryl Braithwaite also remembered the nurses as mainly midwives who had 
been going around the community for years and years, going into women’s 
homes and helping with childcare and housework.48 BCN, as an auxiliary of 
the UNIA, was expected to “carry on a system of relief and . . . attend to the 
sick of the Division to which the public Auxiliary is attached.”49 Once they 
were formally chartered, each UNIA division would have had its own BCN. 
The BCN became a formalized professional body with specialized training.

According to historian Natanya Duncan,

Within the auxiliary, careful instruction was provided to each member, 
in most cases by either a trained nurse or doctor. At the end of courses 
that lasted from six months to a year, a graduation ceremony was held 
and diploma issued prior to the donning of either the all-white uni-
form worn in public events or the green and white uniform worn while 
at work, which each member had to purchase personally.50
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In Toronto, the BCN was a popular auxiliary, and its members were 
required to take the St. John’s Ambulance course in first aid.51 It is not known 
if the Nova Scotia BCN required its membership to complete St. John’s Ambu-
lance training as well. Active in a period when nursing schools were not 
admitting women of colour, BCNs served an important role in the Black com-
munity, creating both a practical and a representational space. For example, 
during a period when there would have been limited public health services, 
they ensured that Black women in the community had access to pre- and 
postnatal care and education. This photograph and the oral history both tell 
us there were BCNs in Nova Scotia. According to Marano, the New Aberdeen 
Division organized a BCN in 1921.52 Garveyites from the different Atlantic 
communities travelled readily to meetings and events at others. As Braithwaite 
noted, “They would come to Sydney if there was special meetings . . . they 
had a UNIA in New Waterford also and they would come to meetings here 
in Sydney.”53 Marano describes a tight-knit community in Glace Bay, centred 
around the UNIA Hall, but visits between community halls for meetings and 
social events suggest a dedicated Caribbean community across Cape Breton. 
The Negro World provides extensive examples of events in which all three Cape 
Breton divisions actively took part. Some include a special Easter service put 
on by the New Aberdeen Division in May 1922, with members from the other 
two in attendance; a private convention held for all three divisions in Glace 
Bay in 1933; and all three divisions attending an Empire Day picnic held in 
Glace Bay in May 1935.54

According to the Nova Scotia Gleaner, the Whitney Pier UNIA Hall had 
thirty-one financial members on the books as of their meeting on 15 Sep-
tember 1929.55 The issue of “financial members” versus others is something 
Marano raises. She notes the existence of a two-tiered system of membership 
in the UNIA, with active members who paid dues and regular members who 
attended events and volunteered their time.56 The organization was still clearly 
an active part of the community’s social life, with the UNIA band playing most 
events and members of the community joining in celebration at their annual 
picnics, participating in boat cruises chartered by the UNIA, and attending 
UNIA parades. The Liberty Hall was at the centre of many of the events and 
held dances, dramatic events, musicals, and athletic activities.57 Braithwaite 
remembers, “Our entertainment was at the UNIA Hall, which was on Lingan 
Road. They would have dances and concerts. We held beauty contests and they 
had their meetings there also in the UNIA.”58
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St. Philip’s African Orthodox Church, Sydney, Nova Scotia

St. Philip’s African Orthodox Church is the only church of this denomination 
in Canada. It is part of a larger network of churches that arose out of New York 
City in the 1920s that were dedicated to a belief that Black Episcopalians should 
have their own denomination. The church focuses on apostolic succession, 
with Peter the Apostle as its first bishop. According to Braithwaite, the church 
came about partly because “the coloured people used to go to the churches 
down the Pier, and remarks were passed that they didn’t want Blacks in their 
church, so they had to find some place of their own.”59 Most Black families in 
Whitney Pier have been members of St. Philip’s, although that membership 
appears to be fluid for some. For example, Elizabeth Beaton noticed that some 
of the Caribbean names appearing in the records of Holy Redeemer Catholic 
Parish Church also appear in the records of the Victoria Methodist Church.60 
To explain this, perhaps we only need to think of the Black church and what it 
has come to represent in the Americas. According to African American hist-
ory and religion scholar Evelyn Brooks Higginbotham, there were many roles 
played by the church in Black community life. It served as “an agent of social 
control, forum of discussion and debate, promoter of education and economic 
cooperation, and arena for the development and assertion of leadership.”61 Per-
haps in cases where people’s names showed up in more than one congregation, 
multiple churches served multiple functions in their lives—spiritual as well as 
social. Embracing Black nationalist religious ideology, the church also provided 
its membership with a brotherhood that spanned the globe.

To understand the formation of St. Philip’s, we need to take a look at the 
history of the formation of the African Orthodox Church (AOC) in Har-
lem, which is closely affiliated with the history of the UNIA. This church was 
founded by George Alexander McGuire, who, like Garvey, had been born in 
the British West Indies. McGuire was born in Antigua in 1866 and lived there 
until he completed his studies at the theological seminary in 1894. He then 
made his way to the United States, where he worked for several years as an 
ordained Episcopal priest, mainly to Black congregants. In 1910, he received 
his medical degree in Boston, after which he served as a Protestant Episcopal 
minister until 1913, when he returned home to Antigua and worked as both a 
family doctor and a minister. In his years in the Episcopal Church, McGuire 
had been disheartened by the racism he saw, and on his return to the US,  
he became involved with other independent Black Episcopal clergy who were 
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also dissatisfied with the church. They were disappointed at the subordinate 
role of Black congregants, and West Indian ministers recognized that they 
had received better treatment in the West Indian Anglican church. With this 
realization, McGuire began to articulate his belief in the importance of and 
need for separate spaces for Black adherents to worship.62

Garvey and McGuire became acquainted in 1918 on McGuire’s return to 
America, and McGuire became involved with the UNIA, rising very quickly 
through the ranks. Both men held similar views in terms of racial pride 
and self-determination, and both thought the church should work to dispel 
notions of Black inferiority and advance the cause of the Negro in America. 
Garvey named McGuire chaplain general of the UNIA. In this role, McGuire 
directed the other clergy within the UNIA as they saw to the spiritual needs 
of the membership.63

McGuire sought ways of establishing an independent Black church, which 
he was able to do on 9 November 1919, when he resigned from the Reformed 
Episcopal Church and founded the Church of the Good Shepherd as an 
independent Episcopal church. McGuire’s resignation was necessary because 
his standing in the UNIA was now in conflict with the fact that the Reformed 
Episcopal Church possessed a mostly white membership and leadership. The 
need for a Black church meant he needed to separate from the Reformed 
Church.64 His new church was renamed the African Orthodox Church in 
1921. Perhaps this was to indicate its connections to the UNIA and the greater 
cause of Black nationalism.65

In his role as chaplain general of the UNIA, McGuire continued working 
toward the formation of the independent orthodox church, expecting that it 
would become the church of the UNIA. For example, he authored the UNIA’s 
Universal Negro Ritual, modelled after the Book of Common Prayer, as well as 
the Universal Negro Catechism. These were foundational texts for the UNIA, 
serving to guide the order of services and to educate the membership on the 
history, purpose, and theology of the UNIA.66 However, in 1921 when McGuire 
was elected bishop of the Independent Episcopal Church, while both the elec-
tion and the formation of the AOC were noted in the Negro World, there was 
a clear statement made disassociating the UNIA from the AOC. The editorial 
clarified the position of the UNIA, indicating that they favoured all churches 
but adopted none as the UNIA church.67 Despite this, McGuire continued 
in his dual roles as the spiritual leader of the UNIA and as the bishop of the 
new AOC. He continued his quest to build a church to unite all Negros in a 
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spiritual space they could call their own. He founded, edited, and published 
the journal of the AOC, the Negro Churchman, which kept him in direct 
contact with his growing flock. McGuire was apparently unsatisfied with his 
status and sought consecration from the Russian Orthodox Church, which 
refused his request, since the AOC would not allow itself to become part of 
the Russian Orthodox Church. He next approached the American Catholic 
Church, and Archbishop Joseph Rene Villate agreed to consecrate McGuire. A 
ceremony subsequently took place on 29 September 1921, at the Church of Our 
Lady of Good Death in Chicago.68 McGuire was enthroned as bishop of the 
new AOC the following day in New York City.69 Again, the Negro World both 
acknowledged the events and made clear that the UNIA endorsed the AOC 
only as much as it endorsed all of the other churches with which its members 
were affiliated and pointed out that Bishop McGuire had resigned from his 
position as chaplain general upon his election to the episcopate.70 There were 
issues between McGuire and Garvey, evidenced by the Negro World going as 
far as warning readers that any suggestion of a different relationship between 
the AOC and the UNIA was deception on the part of the speaker.71

In a speech given in New York on 18 December 1921, Garvey referred to 
an incident of particular relevance to this discussion. According to Garvey, 
McGuire had accused him of sending telegrams when he had not, saying,

I did not send telegrams about the doctor [McGuire] to Sydney, N.S. 
It was after an appeal was made to me from Nova Scotia by the High 
Commissioner, Hon. G. D. Creese, of the Dominion of Canada, that 
through skillful designs they had changed the Liberty Hall of Sydney, 
N.S. into some orthodox church and that orthodox church had taken 
away the lease of the building of the UNIA, and that there was great 
confusion and the people wanted to know whether we were first for the 
orthodox church or for the Universal Negro Improvement Association, 
and I sent a telegram to Sydney N.S., that we had nothing to do with 
McGuire’s church, and that those people who desired to go to him 
could go, but those who stuck by the association would receive the 
protection of the UNIA. What else could you expect me to do?72

This speech highlights a public and slanderous rift between the two men 
at this juncture. The rift would be short-lived, with McGuire being reinstated 
as chaplain general in 1924 after making public apologies. Perhaps this 
public severing of relations had been done to emphasize the distinctions 
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between the two organizations. Perhaps Garvey had made a public show of 
his rift with McGuire to assuage the clerics of other UNIA denominations, 
who were believed to be at odds with McGuire.73 The speech notably indi-
cates that Garvey was directly in touch with the Whitney Pier community  
and that theirs was a known division of the UNIA. It also raises questions about 
McGuire’s process in terms of establishing St. Philip’s in the Pier—when the 
church was formed and whether or not the members thought they were join-
ing a UNIA church. Did that shape people’s willingness to join? Did McGuire 
knowingly push this agenda, or did he believe this new church was going to 
become a part of the UNIA? As noted by Marano, “While the AOC was never 
the official church or an auxiliary of the UNIA, the two organizations were 
linked together in time, doctrine, and even membership, especially in Sydney,  
Nova Scotia.”74

In June 1921, responding to a request from Black steelworkers in Sydney,75 
Reverend William Earnest Robertson had been sent from New York by Rev-
erend McGuire to lay the groundwork for the creation of a church in Whitney 
Pier.76 Almost all the interviewed members of the community noted that the 
request for a minister or a church arose because of the racism the people in 
Whitney Pier were experiencing at the time. Robertson remained in the Pier 
for almost a year, during which he dealt with obstruction from some of the 
community who were uninterested in the creation of a Black church. This 
obstruction included direct attacks on Reverend Robertson, his place of resi-
dence, and the temporary location of the new church.77 Upon his departure 
in 1922, plans had been made for a new church, and Reverend Robertson 
was succeeded by Reverend Arthur Stanley Trotman as leader of the new  
St. Philips African Orthodox Church.78 Trotman was truly a part of the com-
munity, a Barbadian steelworker who had left the community to study and was 
returning as their religious leader. In the first issue of the Negro Churchman, 
McGuire stated that the church had “extended its missions through several 
states, into Canada, Cuba, and Hayti.” Bishop McGuire also reported that there 
were already “10 Priests, 4 Deacons, 2 Sub-deacons and several Deaconesses, 
Catechists and Seminarians in training.”79 St. Philip’s had thus become another 
connection between this community and the broader diaspora.

In its beginning years, St. Philip’s held its services first in St. Mark’s Pres-
byterian Church on Henry Street, then in a building on Victoria Road, and 
next in a building on the corner of Lingan Road and Tupper Street, a location 
that appears to have been the home of then-minister Archpriest Philips.80 In 
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1923, Bishop McGuire went on a pilgrimage to the churches in New England 
and then visited Sydney, Nova Scotia’s St. Philip’s African Orthodox Church. 
On 10 September 1924, Reverend Arthur Stanley Trotman was consecrated 
at the Church of the Good Shephard by Reverends McGuire and Robertson, 
becoming St. Philip’s first bishop. Bishop Trotman remained there only a short 
while after his consecration and was succeeded by Archpriest Dixon Egbert 
Philips in December 1925. At this point, the congregation agreed to purchase 
land on Hankard Street from William Fitzgerald, then-mayor of Sydney, 
on which to erect a permanent church.81 Payments were made to Fitzgerald 
by church trustees through the Royal Bank of Canada, and church records  
note the continued payments on the lot over the next few years.82

The building housing St. Philip’s once stood “just inside gate number four” 
of the steel plant and had served as a storage shed. The building was sold 
to the St. Philip’s congregation after Dr. Alvinus Calder, a Grenadian-born 
physician trained at Queen’s University, and others approached the officials 
at the steel plant and negotiated its purchase.83 As part of the agreement, the 
community had to arrange for the building to be moved from its location on 
the grounds of the steel company to the newly purchased lot. The member-
ship, including then Reverend Philips, “put wooden rollers like poles on the 
tracks . . . and they literally hauled that building over the tracks to where it is 
present day. . . . Reverend Philips, he was up front and he had a big harness 
on his shoulders and he was pulling.”84 St. Philip’s almost immediately became 
the heart of the community.

Many aspects of the social lives of the Caribbean community in Whitney 
Pier were centred on St. Philip’s. Community members recall annual church  
picnics (e.g., their annual Dominion Day picnic) and pie socials. The  
church often went on excursions, sometimes venturing as far as New Camp-
bellton or Louisbourg on the old lake boats. They would pack big baskets of 
food and make a day of it. The West Indian band and UNIA band would often 
play music on the boats as they travelled.85 While little found in the church 
records speaks to the economic climate the community existed in, the trans-
national connections of the St. Philip’s community allow some understanding 
of community needs to be drawn from the pages of the Negro Churchman. 
Through these pages, we gain insight into the ways the mother church worked 
to aid its member families, making use of its connections to congregations and 
parishioners throughout the diaspora. For example, in 1923–24, the following 
item was published in the Negro Churchman:
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The Church building in which St. Philips congregation meets has been 
offered them [sic] for purchase and consideration is now being given to 
the matter. This would not be a difficult matter were it not for the local 
economic stagnation. One or two persons in New York having learnt 
of Bishop Trotman’s need of actual supplies for the body have sent him 
and Mrs. Trotman donations. ‘The worst is ahead’ he writes. People are 
starving in Sydney. Any reader of the Churchman may send the Bishop 
a Dollar through us.86

Church congregations and individuals from New York to Massachusetts 
responded to this editorial plea.87 At the end of the year, Bishop expressed his 
thanks to congregations in New York as well as in Massachusetts for having sent 
donations, enabling Christmas aid from the church for members of the com-
munity.88 In the next issue, the Negro Churchman published a letter of gratitude 
from Bishop Trotman, again thanking all churches and persons who had helped 
St. Philip’s in her time of need, and informed the readership that the steel plant 
was in the process of negotiating wages and starting two mills, employing five 
hundred men, while a few of the mines were working halftime.89

This was a difficult time throughout the Maritimes, with an economic 
decline that had started in 1920 ravaging various industries. Perhaps most rel-
evant to the population under discussion, the Nova Scotia steel industry was 
barely surviving. Trying to survive in a tough economic climate, the British 
Empire Steel and Coal Corporation (BESCO) resulted from the merger of the 
two major steel and coal corporations in the province and Halifax Shipyards. 
The merger did not improve the lives of the workers as hoped, and labour 
conflict was constant during the period. The item noted in the Churchman 
in terms of labour negotiation and reduced work is just a small peek into the 
turmoil of the period in this region, as BESCO struggled to survive amid a 
drop in steel production, increased worker dissatisfaction, and an overall 
economic recession.90 However, it does raise interesting questions as to the 
experiences Black industrial workers had during this period. Membership in 
this transnational group was clearly a benefit, providing a means of survival 
for this community within a struggling industrial community.

St. Philip’s mirrored the UNIA in terms of its creation of new social spaces and 
places for support for these Caribbean immigrants and their families, and individ-
uals holding membership or leadership positions in either organization often held 
membership in both. This has perhaps fueled the continued confusion about the 
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affiliation of the AOC and UNIA. However, both the role of raising race conscious-
ness and the work toward the advancement of members of the Black community 
made them equally attractive in the context of racism and discrimination.

The networks within the African diaspora in the Americas have been exten-
sive. The advent of improved travel by ship or train created even wider networks. 
The Black nationalist UNIA served to underscore the diasporic connections from 
one context to the next, while the Negro World highlighted similarities between 
communities and peoples. By travelling from their homelands to Sydney to work 
in the steel business, the members of the Whitney Pier Caribbean community had 
expanded this network of African diasporic peoples in the Americas.

In this chapter, I have explored the ways in which Black nationalist dis-
courses of the early twentieth century impacted life in Whitney Pier by 
introducing the UNIA and AOC into the Black community. I examined the 
relationship between Garvey and McGuire and how they shaped the UNIA 
and AOC. Both organizations could be examined as they are on the surface: 
a church and a fraternal organization. However, what makes them worthy 
of discussion is how they connect this small Caribbean community in Nova 
Scotia to the broader Black nationalist movements of the early twentieth cen-
tury. This connection outlines some of the ways in which both the UNIA 
and AOC worked to unite people across continents into singular notions of 
racial pride and community. Both movements were actively sought out by the 
Whitney Pier community, indicating the importance they attached to their 
racial identity and the racial politics of the period.
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4	 An Invisible Minority
Acadians in Industrial Cape Breton

Ronald Labelle

Looking at Industrial Cape Breton today, one would never guess that Acadians 
were the first European settlers to take root in the area and that they once had 
an important presence in some of the districts that make up the present-day 
Cape Breton Regional Municipality. Why did their culture decline there while 
it thrived in other parts of the Maritimes? In order to answer this important 
question, it is necessary to review the three-hundred-year history of Acadian 
presence in the region, a history that encompasses four distinct periods.

The story begins in 1749, during the final years of the Île Royale colony, 
when hundreds of Acadian refugees from the British-occupied mainland 
founded the community of Baie-des-Espagnols, thus becoming the first Euro-
pean settlers in what is now Sydney. At that time, smaller groups of Acadians 
also settled at coastal locations like Mordienne (present-day Port Morien) and 
L’Indienne (present-day Lingan). These were short-lived settlements, as all the 
Acadians either fled the colony or were rounded up and deported to France 
when Louisbourg fell to the British in 1758, bringing the first period to a close.

Following a return to peace in 1763, some Acadians trickled back to  
the area by way of Saint-Pierre-et-Miquelon. Over one thousand displaced 
Acadians had taken refuge on the French islands after the British conquest, 
and at least two hundred chose to return to British territory in 1767.1 Members 
of the Lejeune family, who had first settled at Baie-des-Espagnols in 1749, 
obtained lands at Little Bras d’Or, and several of their relatives soon joined 
them.2 During the following decades, dozens of Acadian families migrated 
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from Prince Edward Island (PEI) to Cape Breton and some obtained land 
grants at nearby Frenchvale. Most notably, three Gautreau brothers who 
had kinship ties to the Lejeune family made the voyage from PEI. Their 
descendants changed their family name first to Gouthro and finally to 
Guthro, while the name Lejeune was translated to Young, as descendants of 
the original Frenchvale and Little Bras d’Or settlers gradually adopted the  
English language.

The controversial French diplomat Arthur de Gobineau provided one 
nineteenth-century description of Frenchvale.3 In 1861, he visited the com-
munity he called “le village français,” and in his book entitled Voyage à Terre-
Neuve, he mentioned that the Acadian identity in Frenchvale was in the 
process of disappearing, as the descendants of Francophone settlers mixed 
in with the surrounding population.4 In 1892, J. G. Bourinot published a study 
of Cape Breton history that included another description of Frenchvale. He 
stated that it had been a flourishing Acadian agricultural settlement until 
the young men left for the coal mines, while the women left to seek work  
in the United States. Bourinot described Little Bras d’Or as consisting of Acad-
ians who had returned from Saint-Pierre-et-Miquelon and who were later 
joined by families from Richmond County as well as by a number of refugees 
from the French Revolution.5 The author commented, “English is now the 
prevalent tongue everywhere, save in a few Acadian families where a patois 
of English and French is still spoken.”6

At the dawn of the twentieth century, as the second era of Acadian pres-
ence in Eastern Cape Breton was coming to a close, historian Philéas-F. Bour-
geois wrote a report on the status of the French language there. He presented 
it at the 1900 Convention nationale acadienne held in Arichat, where he 
observed that in Cape Breton County, the French language had disappeared 
from Louisbourg, Miré (Mira), Catalogne (Catalone), Lorambec (Lorraine), 
and Mainadieu, while the language was still spoken in Frenchvale.7

Moving to Industrial Cape Breton

Like Cape Bretoners of Scottish origin who were attracted by work oppor-
tunities in the Boston area during the late nineteenth and early twentieth 
centuries, Acadians from Cape Breton and elsewhere were leaving in large 
numbers for the industrial towns of Massachusetts. Many Acadians from 
the Chéticamp area sought to escape their exploitation at the hands of fish 
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merchants by joining the emigration movement, settling in the Boston suburb 
of Cambridge, where they could find work in brickyards and other indus-
tries.8 Others, however, preferred to remain closer to home. They took advan-
tage of new work opportunities in the expanding coal industry. The dawn  
of the twentieth century saw a resurgence of the Acadian presence in Eastern 
Cape Breton, when the Dominion Coal Company opened large collieries  
in Glace Bay, Reserve Mines, Dominion, and what would become New Water-
ford. Some Acadians from Chéticamp briefly worked in the coal mines at 
Inverness, where two collieries opened in 1903, before making the move to the 
Glace Bay area. Other migrants had obtained work experience in the gypsum 
mine established in Chéticamp in 1907. It operated sporadically until it was 
abandoned in 1939.9

Canada census returns from 1901 and 1911 indicate that the subdistrict 
of Glace Bay, which included the future communities of Reserve Mines and 
Dominion, saw a massive influx of new residents in the first decade of the 
twentieth century. Among the 1,173 individuals living in the Glace Bay area 
listed as having a “French” origin in the 1911 census, many had migrated 
from Frenchvale or Little Bras d’Or, while at least 400 were Acadians newly 
arrived from Inverness County. In addition, Glace Bay was home to some 
coal miners of Belgian origin who lived in a section of the town known as the  
“French Block.”10

In Sydney, the steel plant established in 1899 does not seem to have initially 
attracted many Acadian workers. Of the 3,231 employees named in the records 
for the years 1900–1910, no more than a few dozen are likely to have been 
Acadian.11 However, not all Acadian migrants were seeking employment in 
steel or coal, as many skilled carpenters moved to the Sydney and Glace Bay 
areas to take part in the construction boom that accompanied industrializa-
tion. Their presence in the region explains why a hipped roof form developed 
earlier in the Chéticamp area in order to prevent damage from “suète” winds 
of one hundred kilometres per hour or more became a common architectural 
feature in homes all over the area. Other Acadian migrants were skilled in 
various trades, such as blacksmithing.12

Much of the available information about early twentieth-century migra-
tions from the Chéticamp area to Industrial Cape Breton is contained in a 
collection of oral interviews carried out by the author between 2013 and 2019. 
Informal open-ended interviews were conducted during that period with 
members of the Acadian minority population living in New Waterford and 
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Sydney.13 The interviews paint a picture of a time when migrants were attracted 
to the area by a diversity of employment opportunities. While men generally 
moved to Industrial Cape Breton to work as miners or tradesmen, many 
young women from Chéticamp joined the migratory movement, seeking 
employment as domestics in private homes.

Joseph Jean Chiasson, born in 1893 in Saint-Joseph-du-Moine, Inverness 
County, is one of the rare Acadian migrants to have produced written mem-
oirs. In a French-language entry dated April 29, 1943, he recalls his move to 
Glace Bay in early 1901:

As there were a number of neighbours going to the mines in the area of 
Glace Bay I decided to undertake the trip. I could hardly speak English. 
Arriving in Caledonia Mines it was very difficult to get work on the 
surface. If it had not been that my sister Évangéline was in service at 
the manager’s home, it would have been impossible. In the month of 
August, as several of my friends were in the mines, I decided to join 
them in order to make more money. The autumn was very dry, which 
made the water very unhealthy and all our Acadians, 22 in number, fell 
sick with the fever.14

This quote provides a glimpse into a work environment where a French-
speaking Acadian had few employment prospects unless an intermediary 
could act on his behalf. Chiasson eventually settled in New Waterford, where 
he raised his family and was active in local organizations.15 As the coal indus-
try expanded during the first decade of the twentieth century, the migra-
tory movement quickly increased. One notable individual who moved from 
Chéticamp to Glace Bay was Jean Deveaux, a coal miner who settled with his 
wife in the Passchendaele district of Glace Bay in 1910. He had learned many 
Acadian folktales during his youth in Chéticamp, and thanks to the work of 
Gérald Aucoin, instructor at Xavier Junior College, his tales were collected 
and published posthumously in 1980 by the Canadian Museum of Man (now 
Museum of Canadian History) under the title L’oiseau de la verité.16

An Acadian Community in New Waterford

The largest population increase in the New Waterford area happened dur-
ing the second decade of the twentieth century. The community was just 
beginning to take shape when Acadian migrants arrived to seek work either 
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at the Dominion No. 12 Colliery, opened in 1908, or at one of four others 
opened between 1909 and 1914.17 Why did they choose New Waterford over 
the other coal towns in Industrial Cape Breton? One reason may be that 
it was a new town where they could have a better opportunity to express 
their culture. Some informants stated that the Acadians who settled in New 
Waterford encountered less anti-French prejudice than in Reserve Mines, in 
particular. In a 1984 interview, Hubert Muise, whose parents had moved from 
Chéticamp to Reserve Mines in 1907 before relocating to New Waterford in 
1914, recounted that in the former town, conditions were difficult for French-
speaking people who had to endure the resentment of many English-speaking 
residents.18

Richard Chiasson’s grandfather had a similar experience, moving to 
Reserve Mines at the beginning of the twentieth century and later settling 
permanently in New Waterford. Having previously been a farmer, he main-
tained a small herd of dairy cows in New Waterford and raised hogs and 
chickens.19 Several informants mentioned that by producing much of their 
own food, Acadians in New Waterford were able to cope well during labour 
disputes in the mines. Being partly self-sufficient may have empowered them 
at times when strike action was required.

With the rapid influx of Acadians and other Roman Catholics in the New 
Waterford area, a hall was built in 1907 to hold church services. The parish of 
Mount Carmel was established five years later, and many of the newly arriv-
ing Acadians chose to live in the eastern section of the community, close to 
the new church. Joe Aucoin told of how his father dismantled his house in 
Chéticamp and moved it to New Waterford, reassembling it on a small lot 
situated between two houses occupied by Acadian families.20 Part of the rea-
son for the clustering of Acadians was the fact that they were able to support 
each other in times of need. Joseph Muise, for example, stated that when an 
Acadian family began building a home, ten or twelve men would gather to 
make a cement foundation, and the day would end with a fricot, a traditional 
chicken-based stew, accompanied by baked beans and homemade bread.21

In New Waterford, there were various options available for Acadians who 
did not want to work underground. Some sought construction work or com-
bined various occupations with small farming, while others opened corner 
grocery stores where the local population could be served in French. Never-
theless, many Acadians were attracted to work opportunities in “the pit,” and 
Joseph Muise, a miner from 1946 to 1968, remembered that during those years, 
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there could be as many as fifty French-speaking men working along the same 
wall underground.22 The fact that no informant mentioned ethnic or lan-
guage conflicts underground suggests that a degree of solidarity existed among  
the men who laboured under similar work conditions.

Acadians Become Organized (1905–13)

Acadians in Industrial Cape Breton needed to mobilize in order to create 
the social cohesion necessary to maintain their identity. They quickly rallied 
around the banner of the new Société l’Assomption, a fraternal benefit society 
founded in 1903 by Acadians living in Waltham, Massachusetts, and relocated 
to Moncton, New Brunswick, ten years later. One of the main activities of 
the Société l’Assomption was to offer scholarships to Acadian students; it 
also provided its members with insurance services.23 Over two hundred local 
chapters of the Société l’Assomption were founded in the Maritimes and New 
England between 1903 and 1933. Three of the earliest ones were in Industrial 
Cape Breton: the G.-M. LeBlanc chapter established in Glace Bay in 1905, the 
Bras d’Or chapter in Sydney in 1906, and the Père Fiset chapter in Reserve 
Mines in 1907. Eventually, nine other chapters were created in the Acadian 
districts of Inverness and Richmond Counties.24

Although the Acadian community in the Sydney area would struggle to 
maintain its cohesion throughout the twentieth century, there was much 
optimism surrounding the early years of the Société l’Assomption. At the 
1910 annual meeting of the chapter located in the Whitney Pier district of 
Sydney, Secretary Jean H. LeBlanc spoke about the means that were necessary 
in order to preserve the language and religious faith inherited from Acadian  
ancestors: “Des moyens qu’on doit employer pour conserver intactes notre foi 
et la belle langue de nos aieux.”25 Acadians in Whitney Pier were members of 
Holy Redeemer Roman Catholic parish where a Francophone assistant priest 
provided French-language services.26 That same year, a delegate from Glace 
Bay was the first to represent Industrial Cape Breton at the Société l’Assomp-
tion’s annual convention held at Church Point, Nova Scotia.27

At numerous meetings and gatherings, speakers not only exhorted mem-
bers to preserve their language and their religious faith but also weighed in 
on social and political issues. For example, at the 1914 annual meeting of the 
Glace Bay chapter, conseiller-général A. J. Doucet encouraged members to 
give to the scholarship fund, saying it was one of the best ways to combat the 
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enemies that threatened Acadian society: socialism and anti-Catholic organ-
izations: “Un des meilleurs moyens de combattre l’ennemi qui nous entoure: 
le socialisme et les sociétés enemies de l’Église.”28 The Roman Catholic Church 
played a predominant role in the Assomption movement, hence the insistence 
on opposing socialist or communist tendencies.

Each local chapter chose a name with either religious or patriotic conno-
tations. The fact that the Reserve Mines branch was named after Father Fiset 
shows the strong ties that existed between the Acadian coal mining families 
and their home community of Chéticamp: Father Pierre Fiset was parish priest 
at Chéticamp from 1875 until his death in 1909 and played an important role 
in the construction of the massive stone church there in 1892–93.29 Bilingual 
parish priest Ronald MacDonald was sympathetic to the Acadian cause and 
served on the board of the Reserve Mines chapter of the Société l’Assomption 
as “directeur-spirituel” between 1906 and 1911.30

Although French-language culture had a brief presence in early twentieth-
century Reserve Mines, the Société l’Assomption was very active in the 
community at that time. In 1911, the society’s members founded a French-
language drama group named La petite Soeur and presented an evening of 
original plays at the King’s Theatre in Glace Bay. They seem to have reached 
out to non-Acadians as well, as a report on the event mentions the attend-
ance of Italians, Belgians, and English-speaking residents: “Français, Anglais, 
Italiens et Belges, tous s’y étaient rendus pour nous encourager et applauder à  
nos succès.”31 While many residents of Belgian origin spoke French, there 
seems to have been little contact between them and the Acadians in the area, 
as we found no other examples of interaction between the two groups.

Newly arrived Acadians in New Waterford founded the Saint-Grégoire 
chapter of the Société l’Assomption on 5 September 1910, three years before 
the town’s incorporation.32 While the society was an all-male organization  
at the outset, women’s chapters came into existence beginning in 1912. By the 
following year, Glace Bay, Reserve Mines, Sydney, and New Waterford all had 
established women’s chapters. These were the first women’s chapters founded 
in all of Nova Scotia, an illustration of the way the local population was well 
connected to the wider Acadian diaspora.33

On 15 August 1912, a rare event brought together members of all four local 
chapters of the Société l’Assomption. On the feast day of Notre-Dame-de-
l’Assomption, patron saint of Acadians, a train excursion brought them on a 
pilgrimage to the historic site of Louisbourg.34 It was customary for the Société 
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l’Assomption to organize community picnics on the Feast of the Assumption 
each year, but the 1912 celebration was an especially elaborate event that united 
Acadians from all over Industrial Cape Breton.

In their ongoing activities, members of Acadian organizations continu-
ously tried to strike a balance between lobbying for local causes and participat-
ing in collective actions. In 1922, for example, Société l’Assomption members 
in Industrial Cape Breton joined with Acadians everywhere in contributing 
funds for the construction of the commemorative church at the historic site 
of Grand-Pré, Nova Scotia.35

The French Language in New Waterford (1918–50)

French-language education was always a priority for the Société l’Assomption. 
Beginning in 1912, six students from Industrial Cape Breton received scholar-
ships to pursue their education in French, including three young women who 
went to study at the convent administered by the Filles de Jésus congregation in 
Chéticamp during the 1920s.36 Apart from offering scholarships to Acadian stu-
dents, the society also contributed generously to Mount Carmel parish church.37

In New Waterford, the first Mount Carmel School opened in 1912 with 
approximately two hundred pupils, and the question of including French-
language education there was first raised at a school board meeting in 1917.38 
The following year, a committee representing French-speaking parents again 
addressed the board, as revealed in the minutes of the 8 March 1918 meeting:

Mr. R. F. Bourque addressed the Board and said that they would like 
very well if the Board would consider with favor the advisability of 
starting a French class in the schools. He said that a considerable 
number of children were going out of town each year to study French 
in other schools and by having a French class in the schools of the town 
the parents of these children would be saved the trouble and expense of 
sending their children away.39

The board agreed in principle that a room could be set aside for the teach-
ing of French up to the fifth grade. However, the first formal French class did 
not begin at Mount Carmel until the Sisters of Charity took over the school’s 
administration in 1921.40 In the meantime, members of the Société l’Assomp-
tion obtained teaching materials and offered children two French classes a 
week in their newly opened hall.41
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The provisions to offer French-language instruction in New Water-
ford were inadequate from the start, as a large number of Francophone 
children were crowded into a single classroom. Acadian families were 
to experience constant frustration over the following years, as the local 
school board repeatedly refused requests to expand the French-language 
program. In July of 1923, for example, a delegation from the New Waterford 
chapter of the Société l’Assomption attempted unsuccessfully to secure the  
appointment of a second teacher, as ninety pupils were expected to enrol 
during the coming year.42

Overcrowding in the French class at Mount Carmel School often led to 
the resignation of the teacher in charge, forcing the board to scramble to find  
a replacement.43 Several members of the Sisters of Charity were Acadian nuns, 
and they eventually took over teaching duties. This brought more stability 
to the French class, though the problem of overcrowding remained. Finally, 
in 1948, Francophone pupils at Mount Carmel School were placed into two 
separate classes, one for grades 1 to 3, and the other for grades 4 to 6. Despite 
this change, many Acadian parents saw the French program as a dead end. 
Being obliged to pursue their studies in English beginning in grade 7, Acadian 
students never became fully competent in their first language and could not 
aspire to go on to higher education in French.

One strategy New Waterford parents used to transmit language skills was 
to send their children to spend summer holidays with relatives in Chéticamp. 
The attachment of New Waterford Acadians to their home community of 
Chéticamp is best expressed by Richard Chiasson, born in New Waterford 
in 1949: “Acadians who were born in New Waterford or who were brought 
up in New Waterford, their heart is still in Chéticamp” (“Les Acadiens qui 
sont nés à New Waterford, qui ont été élevés à New Waterford, leur coeur 
est encore à Chéticamp”).44 Chiasson, a former teacher, explained language 
assimilation this way:

The parents who came from Chéticamp can be classified in three 
groups. There were those who spoke to their children in French and 
wanted them to answer in French. Other parents from Chéticamp 
spoke to their children in French but let them answer in English. Then 
there is the third group, those who would switch to English when their 
kids started answering them in English. And those children ended up 
losing their language.45
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Migration patterns saw Acadians leave rural communities for both Indus-
trial Cape Breton and towns in the United States around the turn of the twen-
tieth century, and a triangular network of contacts was established between 
Chéticamp, New Waterford, and the Boston area, where the town of Waltham 
had become the main New England destination for Acadian migrants. Those 
who moved to Massachusetts often returned to Chéticamp to visit relatives 
during the summer, and New Waterford Acadians made sure their visits to the 
home community coincided with the arrivals from New England.46

Given the attachment of Acadians in Industrial Cape Breton to their roots 
in Chéticamp, it is not surprising that many of them chose to relocate there in 
retirement. The decision to leave their adopted home was not always an easy 
one. Interestingly, several informants mentioned that the men were usually 
those who felt drawn back to Chéticamp for their retirement years, while their 
wives would have preferred to remain in Sydney or New Waterford.47

Acadian Resilience in the Mid-twentieth Century

In the midcentury, at a time when Acadian organizations in the Maritimes 
were in general decline, the New Waterford branches of the Société l’Assomp-
tion remained active, raising money to help needy families at times of ill-
ness and awarding prizes to pupils enrolled in French classes. The men’s and 
women’s chapters worked together to organize dinners, dances, and musical 
evenings and celebrate yearly festivities marking both La Chandeleur, the 
traditional Acadian Candlemas celebration held on February 2, and Mardi 
Gras, the feast preceding the beginning of Lent.48

They also marked the August 15 patriotic holiday each year with a pro-
cession including an image of Our Lady of Assumption, accompanied by a 
large banner representing the Société l’Assomption, as well as a costumed  
Évangéline.49 Although Évangéline was a fictional heroine created by Amer-
ican poet Henry Wadsworth Longfellow,50 the character had become a power-
ful symbol of Acadian identity not only in the Maritimes, where a statue of 
Évangéline was the centrepiece at the Grand-Pré commemorative site, but 
also in Louisiana and in New England.51

In the early 1960s, local leader Joseph Boudreau was closely involved in 
plans to create a new Acadian social organization in New Waterford. At that 
time, the board of the Société l’Assomption hoped an organization focused 
on social activities would attract more young members.52 In October 1962, the  
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name “Cercle Évangéline” was chosen to represent the new organization.  
The following year, the Acadian community took part in the fiftieth-
anniversary celebrations of the town of New Waterford. These included an 
Acadian Day, where a fricot dinner was served at the Salle l’Assomption.53 The 
hall in New Waterford was renovated in 1964, and at the time of its reopening, 
the Cape Breton Post highlighted some of the activities of the organization: 
“Over the years the organization has contributed to the preservation of French 
hymns and songs by sponsoring choral and dance groups. A scholarship pro-
gram has been an important part of the society’s work and numerous residents 
of Acadian descent have been aided in securing a higher education through 
support of the Assumption Society.”54

During the 1960s and 1970s, there were occasions when controversial 
issues were raised at meetings of the Cercle Évangéline. In February 1963, for 
example, a discussion dealt with efforts undertaken since the 1950s to convince 
the Diocese of Antigonish to create a French-language parish in New Water-
ford. A committee had brought up the matter with Msgr. William Power, who 
promised to study the question and provide a speedy response.55 Joseph Bou-
dreau recalled in 1989 that the committee heard nothing but empty promises 
from the bishop and finally gave up the campaign at the end of 1965. At that 
time, the diocese effectively put an end to the debate by deciding to enlarge 
the overcrowded Mount Carmel church rather than subdividing the parish.56

Acadians in Cape Breton eventually felt a need to have their own organ-
ization, one that would concentrate on causes rooted on the island, and so 
the Société Saint-Pierre was born in 1947. This organization, though based 
in Chéticamp, has included board members from both New Waterford and 
Sydney and one of its most active local participants was steel plant worker 
Tassien Boudreau, who arranged the entry of an Acadian-themed float in the 
parade marking Sydney’s 175th anniversary in 1960.57 The float included a large 
illustration of Notre-Dame-de-l’Assomption as well as a costumed participant 
representing Évangéline.58

Activists like Tassien Boudreau faced great odds in their fight to resist the 
tide of language assimilation. In 1950, the Société l’Assomption appointed 
Henri P. LeBlanc of Moncton to carry out a survey of Nova Scotian Acadian 
communities.59 His report painted a very pessimistic picture of the situation. 
In Reserve Mines, the author stated that the Acadian minority was rapidly 
becoming anglicized, while in Sydney, at least 75 percent of the town’s Acadians 
had stopped speaking French. LeBlanc added that even in families where both 
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parents were Acadian, children were losing the language.60 The majority of the 
town’s Acadians had little opportunity to use their first language, although a 
number of French-speaking families lived in the Shipyard neighbourhood of 
Sydney, where they sometimes gathered informally.61

In the mid-twentieth century, the Acadian nationalist movement was 
closely tied to the Roman Catholic Church, and the report produced in 1950 
deplored the lack of a French-language Catholic parish in the area. It men-
tioned that there were currently no Francophone priests in any parish in 
Cape Breton County, despite the fact Little Bras d’Or, Sydney, Glace Bay, and 
New Waterford were each home to over one thousand French Catholics. In 
the latter community, Henri P. LeBlanc estimated that Acadians made up  
a majority of the members of Mount Carmel parish.62 LeBlanc established a 
parallel between the Acadian and Italian minorities in Sydney, both commun-
ities being made up of working-class families that, in his opinion, would not 
have the financial means to support their own parish. This remark shows how 
Acadians and other working-class minority groups faced similar difficulties.

As in New Waterford, where the Cercle Évangéline was established so 
that francophones could continue to gather after the closure of the Société 
l’Assomption’s local branches, members of the Sydney branch founded the 
Club Champlain in 1959. While the Société l’Assomption had met in Whitney 
Pier during its early decades, the Club Champlain chose to situate its hall on 
Ferry Road, closer to Sydney’s downtown core. Unlike in New Waterford, 
there was no option available for French-language schooling in Sydney, and 
so in addition to hosting events to mark Acadian holidays, the Club Cham-
plain offered Saturday afternoon French classes taught by volunteers. Despite 
the good intentions of organizers, language classes and Acadian events had a 
brief existence at the Club Champlain, and the hall was handed over to private 
ownership in 1974, simply becoming known as the “French Club,” with little 
to distinguish it from other social gathering places.63

While Acadian organizations in Sydney itself were led by a handful of 
dedicated individuals who had little public support, New Waterford Acadians 
were better connected to their community. For example, in 1958, the men’s and 
women’s branches of the Société l’Assomption joined with the local chapter 
of the Knights of Columbus in a lobbying effort, asking that a proposed new 
hospital be managed by Roman Catholic nuns.64

The pastor of Mount Carmel parish at that time was a prominent Acadian, 
Msgr. Georges Landry. Originally from Isle Madame, he had served as bishop 
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of the Diocese of Hearst in Northern Ontario but was demoted after having 
supported the progressive archbishop of Montreal, Msgr. Joseph Charbon-
neau, in his unsuccessful defence of striking asbestos workers in 1949, a major 
conflict that pitted the Quebec labour movement against Maurice Duplessis’s 
provincial government.65 When the strike movement was crushed, Charbon-
neau and his allies were gradually ousted from positions of authority in the 
church, and Msgr. Landry returned to Cape Breton, where he was active in  
the Société l’Assomption and the Société Saint-Pierre. When he became pas-
tor at Mount Carmel in 1957, the position had never been held by a French-
speaking priest, although a bilingual priest had sometimes served as assistant.66

The activities of the Société l’Assomption sometimes went beyond mat-
ters related to French-language services and Acadian culture. For example, 
at the annual regional meeting held in 1961, an alarm was raised about the 
recent layoff of 120 employees by the Dominion Steel Corporation, and  
the executive was asked to look for ways of supporting the workers.67 As 
leaders in the society’s local branches were often involved in trade unions 
and the co-op movement, whenever pressing issues needed to be resolved, 
Acadian members could rely on networks of support reaching beyond the 
Société l’Assomption itself.

In 1955, the annual Feast of the Assumption took on added importance 
in New Waterford because of commemorations marking the two-hundredth 
anniversary of the Acadian Deportation. Mount Carmel parishioners organ-
ized a pageant that included a salute to the Acadian flag, a speech by former 
New Waterford mayor Patrick Muise, and two plays put on in French by 
local residents, the first being an original work inspired by the tragic history 
of Acadia and the second being directly based on H. W. Longfellow’s classic 
poem, Évangéline.68

Among the eight local chapters of the Société l’Assomption that continued 
to function on Cape Breton Island during the mid-twentieth century, five 
were in Industrial Cape Breton, and by the 1960s, New Waterford had the 
only active women’s chapter in all of eastern Nova Scotia.69 When the society 
closed its local branches to give way to new provincial Acadian organiza-
tions in 1967, the New Waterford chapter simply transferred its assets to the  
Cercle Évangéline.70
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A Rapid Decline in the 1960s and 1970s

Beginning in January 1968, a major change happened in the running of the 
Cercle Évangéline’s affairs. While all records pertaining to both the Société 
l’Assomption and the Cercle Évangéline had previously been written entirely 
in French, English gradually came into use, indicating that even members of 
the local population who were committed to the promotion of Acadian culture 
were becoming anglicized.

In the late 1960s and into the 1970s, the Cercle Évangéline was making 
heroic efforts to save what was left of Acadian culture in an increasingly angli-
cized community. It continued to fund the Société Saint-Pierre’s charitable 
causes and sent representatives to provincial meetings of the new Fédération 
des Acadiens de la Nouvelle-Écosse (FANE), founded in 1968. It also tried 
to save what was left of French education in New Waterford by contributing 
financially to a pilot project in French at Mount Carmel School in 1971.71 By 
the 1980s, the Cercle Évangéline was usually referred to in English as the 
“French Club,” but its activities had little to do with language and culture.  
The organization continued to function simply as a Roman Catholic com-
munity organization before finally becoming moribund.72

While the FANE initially showed little interest in Industrial Cape Breton, 
the Nova Scotia government included the region in its Tribunal on Bilingual 
Higher Education that toured the province in 1969, hearing briefs from inter-
ested parties. Two briefs were submitted by Acadians from Sydney, while three 
came from New Waterford. Members of the Cercle Évangéline began their 
brief by stating that they were French Acadians in their heart and soul and that 
they would remain so until they died: “Acadiens français nous le sommes de 
coeur et d’âme: Nous le serons et nous espérons y mourir.”73 Joseph Boudreau 
presented a brief in his own name, recounting his inability to ensure that his 
children become truly bilingual because of a lack of educational opportun-
ities. In his judgment, the tribunal had arrived twenty-five years too late.74 
Finally, the one submitted by Sister Ermine d’Entremont of New Waterford 
explained that adults in the community remained attached to their French 
culture but that young people preferred to mix with their English-speaking 
neighbours out of fear of being accused of forming a “ghetto.”75

In 1969, the federal government adopted the Official Languages Act, giving 
the French language equal footing with English, and two years later, the Can-
adian secretary of state began a program of financial assistance for educational 
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institutions serving members of official language minority groups.76 Ironically, 
this happened at the exact time when the French program that had existed 
for fifty years at Mount Carmel School was being abolished, the Acadian 
population in New Waterford having become anglicized to the point where 
it was no longer viable.77

In 1972, the FANE helped carry out a survey among families of French 
origin in Sydney and New Waterford. Many of the 342 respondents told of 
how they had been pressured to hide their Acadian identity in order to be 
accepted by the Anglophone population. Some stressed the necessity to speak 
English at workplaces such as the Sydney Steel Plant as the main reason for 
their failure to retain the French language. One striking example of the pres-
sure to assimilate was provided by an Acadian by the name of Lelièvre, who 
recounted his first day at school in Glace Bay, when his teacher informed him 
that his name would henceforth be “Rabbit” (the word lièvre being French for 
hare). Upon his return home, the boy’s mother reacted angrily to the news 
and insisted that her son’s name not be translated into English.78

By 1972, many Acadians had simply accepted to blend into their English-
speaking environment, to the point where some individuals who had a 
French-language upbringing pretended never to have spoken the language.79 
In many cases, Acadians who had suffered discrimination because of their 
French accent chose to raise their children in English so they would not be 
subjected to the same abuse as their parents. Some parents were even directly 
pressured by school officials to abandon their language. In one example, the 
parents of a child who was experiencing learning difficulties were told by 
school administrators in Sydney to stop speaking French to their children 
at home. Living in such a toxic environment, many children grew up in the 
1950s and 1960s with a stigma associated with the French language and never 
acquired the ability to communicate in their mother tongue.80

The scars caused by discrimination have had lasting effects on many indi-
viduals, and the harm done to Acadians by schools in Industrial Cape Bre-
ton has never been acknowledged. Even today, Acadians in Industrial Cape  
Breton hesitate to discuss language discrimination, as in the following quote: 
“You made sure that you didn’t have a French accent. That was kind of  
like . . . you didn’t want to be . . . you know. . . . So that was one of the things 
too, that was strong. Although you didn’t . . . I don’t remember being shunned 
or anything because you were Acadian.”81
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A New Awakening in the 1980s

A new era began for Acadians in Industrial Cape Breton in the 1980s. Until 
then, efforts to promote the French language had been led by members of 
Acadian community organizations, but new allies were arriving on the scene 
with the expansion of French instruction at the University College of Cape 
Breton (UCCB) and at the Canadian Coast Guard College. The decentraliz-
ation of federal government departments also brought more francophones 
to the Sydney area.82 While working-class Acadians from the Chéticamp-
Margaree area had dominated the French-speaking community in Industrial 
Cape Breton since the beginning of the twentieth century, many newly arrived 
francophones were highly educated professionals who were keen on obtaining 
French-language educational services.

The first sign of a reawakening of French culture in Industrial Cape Breton 
was the establishment of a cultural organization called En français by UCCB 
professors in 1980. The club organized Acadian musical evenings at the Cedars 
Club in Sydney as well as French-language events on the UCCB campus. It 
helped make French culture visible by participating in UCCB theatre festivals 
and in the 1985 Sydney Bicentennial.83

Local francophones were encouraged in 1981 when the province of Nova 
Scotia adopted Bill No. 65, stating that public funds would be made available 
for instruction to be carried out in the French language “in a school section 
in which there is a sufficient number of children whose first language learned 
and still understood is French.”84 Interested parents began to organize, and in 
1983, the creation of the Committee for French Education (Comité pour l’édu-
cation française) formalized the process, with Dr. Laurent Lavoie as president. 
In January 1984, this group held public meetings in Sydney, Reserve Mines, 
Glace Bay, and New Waterford.

Much of the discussion on the topic of French education was centred on 
the merits of French immersion programs. An early French immersion pro-
gram established by the provincial education department as a pilot project at 
Woodill School in Sydney in 1978 faced resistance from some of the teach-
ers who shared the school.85 Several members of the local school board also 
expressed their opposition to the program. As a result, at a time when early 
immersion programs were being established in school districts all around 
the province, the Cape Breton School Board decided to go in the opposite 
direction. The Sydney area eventually became the only one in the province 
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where no French immersion program was offered before grade 7, a situation 
that has continued to the present day.

In the 1980s, many Acadian parents in the Sydney area thought the best 
plan of action would be to lobby for a comprehensive French immersion pro-
gram, believing it was unrealistic to ask for the creation of an entirely French 
school. Nevertheless, members of the Committee for French Education argued 
in favour of the French school option, believing that students could only truly 
become fluent in the language if they studied in a French-speaking environ-
ment. In early 1984, the committee hired a researcher who carried out an 
“Acadian school study,” canvassing francophone families everywhere in Indus-
trial Cape Breton. When the results were tabulated, the committee came to a 
figure of 666 families whose children could be eligible for minority-language 
education rights.86

In October of 1984, the Committee for French Education presented the 
Cape Breton District School Board with a seventy-five-page brief outlining 
in detail the need for a French-language school. School board representa-
tives refused to act on the report, and committee members then began to 
explore the possibility of taking legal action.87 The following year, the school 
board carried out a preliminary survey of its own.88 It sponsored a newspaper 
advertisement in April 1986 asking parents who were in favour of enrolling 
their children in a French school to call its offices in order to have their eli-
gibility verified through an interview before school board officials. Given the 
intimidating aspect of the process, the response was predictably low, with only 
ninety-seven children being judged eligible. Based on those results, the board 
tabled the question.89 This led the Cape Breton Post to publish an editorial 
criticizing the school board for “treating the parents group with neglect, if 
not outright disdain, rather than cooperation.”90

The Committee for French Education finally began formal court pro-
ceedings in December 1986, asking not only for the establishment of an Acad-
ian school in the Sydney area but also for the creation of a separate school 
board for the province’s French schools.91 The matter was becoming politically 
charged, as both provincial opposition Liberal leader Vince MacLean and 
New Democratic Party (NDP) leader Alexa McDonough spoke out in favour 
of the campaign.92 Given the questionable results of the survey carried out by 
the school board in 1986, the provincial education minister hired Dr. Brian 
Joseph, sociology professor at UCCB, to complete a new independent study.93 
Results made public in April 1987 showed that 430 children in the Sydney area 
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would, in effect, qualify for French-language instruction. As the school board 
once again refused to act, the Committee for French Education sought an 
injunction from the Nova Scotia Supreme Court in order to resolve the matter. 
The committee now had a strong legal argument with which to challenge the 
board, given that minority-language rights were enshrined in the Canadian 
Charter of Rights and Freedoms. Finally, in February 1988, Justice Doane Hal-
lett ordered the Cape Breton District School Board to begin offering French-
language instruction from grades primary to 8 beginning in September.94

The next hurdle to overcome involved the choice of a suitable location 
for the school. The school board proposed using a section of the underutil-
ized Breton Education Centre in New Waterford. This location was strongly 
opposed by the Committee for French Education, who argued that most of 
the pupils would have to travel twenty kilometres to attend the school.95 The 
fact that the proposal to situate the school in New Waterford met with little 
local support shows the extent to which the Acadian community there had 
declined. After fighting for French-language education for half a century, from 
1918 until the late 1960s, the Acadians of New Waterford finally abandoned 
the cause. Twenty years later, when the opportunity to achieve their long-time 
goal finally arose, it was simply too late, as the French language had all but 
disappeared in the community.

The province’s Supreme Court was again called upon to resolve the dispute, 
and when in March 1988, Justice Hallett instructed school board officials to 
find a site other than New Waterford for the new school, the Cape Breton 
District School Board once again appealed the decision.96 The extraordinary 
measures taken by the board to prevent access to French-language instruc-
tion in the Sydney area were unprecedented anywhere in Canada, and the 
conflict then began to attract the attention of the national media. Nowhere 
else in the country had a school board fought so adamantly against the pro-
visions of the Canadian Charter of Rights and Freedoms regarding minority- 
language education.

In April 1988, the school board ruled that the cost of renovating a school 
building in Sydney would be prohibitive. This led the Committee for French 
Education to undertake contempt-of-court proceedings. The province then 
stepped in to settle the matter by offering to cover the renovation costs for a 
school on Mira Road on the outskirts of Sydney.97 Having no choice but to 
accept this offer, the board put up one final hurdle, setting up a last-minute 
registration process and questioning whether the school would have enough 
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pupils to open. The tardiness of the planning process made it virtually impos-
sible for a new school to be ready within weeks, and the board obtained 
the right to put a halt to the project, arguing that the number of pupils  
was insufficient.98

After repeatedly opposing requests for a French-language school, the Cape 
Breton District School Board then sought a legal argument to put an end to 
the process. By that time, national attention was being centred on the dis-
pute and francophone minorities throughout the country were interested in 
the outcome. A Globe and Mail editorial entitled “A School for Sydney” was 
published on September 2. It concluded with the following: “The import-
ance of this school goes far beyond 50 pupils. It has great significance for the 
community as a whole, a recognition that the language of the Acadians has 
a working future in the province. Education Minister Ronald Giffin and the 
Cape Breton board should give the Sydney school the green light.”99

The Committee for French Education appealed the decision not to go 
ahead with the school project and won a unanimous verdict from the Nova 
Scotia Supreme Court Appeal Division on 30 March 1989. The Sydney-based 
Committee for French Education had successfully taken on not only the 
regional school board but also the provincial government. They had also 
convinced many skeptical Acadian families that the time had finally come 
for French-language education in their community.100

Being forced to act upon the decision quickly, school board officials made 
space available in Cornwallis School in Sydney for French instruction from  
the primary level to grade 8. Such was their reluctance to permit the estab-
lishment of French instruction that the school board neglected to offer 
employment contracts to the three new teachers hired for the program, and 
the process was only completed the day before the beginning of classes in 
September 1989, following an urgent reminder from the coordinator of the 
French program.101

Despite its humble beginnings, the establishment of a French education 
program at Cornwallis School marked a victory for francophone families, but 
it was only one step in the long fight for minority-language rights. In other 
areas in the Maritimes, francophones were provided with new schools for their 
children and enrolments grew quickly.102 In Sydney, however, the process was 
slowed down by the fact that families had to make do with temporary facilities 
until enrolments warranted the construction of an independent school.
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Laying the Foundation for a New Acadian Community 
(1990–­ )

With support from the FANE, parents began a new campaign in 1991, seek-
ing to obtain an entirely French school that would have the visibility necessary 
to attract francophones from the entire Sydney area. Their request included 
the addition of a community centre, inspired by a model first developed in 
Fredericton, New Brunswick, that brought French-language education and 
francophone community services together under the same roof.103

At the same time as parents were lobbying for the construction of a new 
school and community centre, they were able to establish a direct line of 
communication between Cornwallis School and provincial education officials. 
On a national level, they provided an example of how francophones living 
in minority areas could obtain a level of control over their schools. It was in 
part thanks to their efforts that in 1996, the provincial government agreed to 
put all French schools under the umbrella of a new French-language school 
board, the Conseil scolaire acadien provincial (CSAP). The plan included a 
gradual transition from Nova Scotia’s bilingual “Acadian” school program  
to an entirely French-language system.104

That same year, French classes were moved from Cornwallis School to 
a former vocational school in downtown Sydney. Plans were made for the 
expansion and renovation of the building, and the Centre scolaire commun-
autaire Étoile de l’Acadie was officially opened in April 1999 by Sheila Copps, 
minister of Canadian heritage. At the official opening of the new facility, Nova 
Scotia Education and Culture Minister Wayne Gaudet declared, “This event 
will be remembered as a great day for the Acadian community in Industrial 
Cape Breton. The opening of the Centre scolaire communautaire Étoile de 
l’Acadie will help ensure the Acadian star continues to shine in Cape Breton.”105

The school was planned to accommodate approximately 150 pupils from 
grades primary to 12, with room for expansion. Over the years, the num-
ber of pupils has constantly increased, reaching a total of three hundred by 
2020. A closer look at statistics, however, paints a less optimistic picture. The  
numbers are highest at the elementary and middle school level, while  
the majority of pupils choose to transfer to English-language institutions after 
completing grades 7 or 8. In 2022, for example, only three twelfth graders 
remained at Étoile de l’Acadie. This puts in doubt the success of efforts to build 
a strong attachment to francophone identity among students. Gisèle Belliveau, 
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a long-time teacher and principal at Étoile-de-l’Acadie, believes that a school 
alone cannot produce a vibrant francophone culture.106 For the past twenty 
years, the Centre communautaire Étoile de l’Acadie has complemented the 
school’s activities, serving as a gathering place for francophones in the Sydney 
area, but its efforts have met with limited success, as the cultural activities 
taking place there generally attract few participants.

Despite attempts to build a new francophone community in Industrial 
Cape Breton, Acadian culture still has very little visibility there, and con-
trary to the wishes expressed by Wayne Gaudet in 1999, the “Acadian star” 
does not shine in the Sydney area. The process of language assimilation that 
took place during most of the twentieth century has resulted in a situation 
where the remnants of an Acadian community have all but disappeared in 
Industrial Cape Breton. The renewal of Acadian communities in the Mari-
times after their complete destruction in the mid-eighteenth century is rightly 
celebrated as the victory of a proud people who refused to lose their identity. 
But it is often forgotten that the success stories are largely confined to Eastern 
and Northern New Brunswick and to a lesser extent to the small pockets of 
francophone presence that persist today in Nova Scotia and Prince Edward 
Island. Industrial Cape Breton provides us with a prime example of an area 
of Acadian settlement that suffered a steep decline rather than a renewal. It 
highlights how the obstacles faced by members of a minority-language group 
living in an uncooperative environment can sometimes be unsurmountable.

Recognizing the fact that few signs remain of three centuries of Acad-
ian presence in Industrial Cape Breton, it is obvious that the lack of French 
schooling played a determining role in bringing about this negative outcome. 
One can only conclude that Joseph Boudreau was right to declare, in his 1969 
brief to the Tribunal on Bilingual Higher Education, that the province of Nova 
Scotia had awakened to the need for French-language schooling twenty-five 
years too late. There was a potential to build a strong bilingual commun-
ity in Industrial Cape Breton during the first half of the twentieth century, 
particularly in New Waterford, where French-speaking families were denied 
language rights for three generations. The battle for minority education rights 
was finally won thanks to the tireless efforts of a group of determined parents, 
but the descendants of the Acadian settlers in the area were no longer able to 
taste the victory, having lost their language and much of their cultural heritage. 
The outcome was unfortunate not only for the Acadian community but also 
for Industrial Cape Breton itself, as the area would have reaped enormous 
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economic and social benefits by becoming Nova Scotia’s only bilingual  
urban centre.
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5	 The Disposition of the Ladies
Mi’kmaw Women and the Removal of 
Kun’tewiktuk / King’s Road Reserve, Sydney, 
Nova Scotia

Martha Walls

In 1926, following a decades-long process, a small Mi’kmaw reserve on King’s 
Road in Sydney, Nova Scotia—a place Mi’kmaq knew as Kun’tewiktuk—was 
relocated outside of city limits. Removal of this community was precipitated 
at the start of the twentieth century by petitions from prominent Sydney 
residents who were supported by the Department of Indian Affairs (DIA), the  
federal agency responsible for Indigenous peoples and their territories.  
The plan to relocate Kun’tewiktuk was initially frustrated by the Indian Act, 
federal legislation first passed in 1876 that created a web of laws around 
Indigenous peoples and their lands and that included the stipulation that any 
surrender of reserve land had to first be approved by a majority of men aged 
twenty-one or older in an “Indian band.” Not only did adult Mi’kmaw men at 
Kun’tewiktuk oppose surrender, but because all Mi’kmaq in Nova Scotia were 
regarded under law as belonging to a single “band,” any surrender at King’s 
Road would have required consent of all adult male Mi’kmaq, approval that 
was not sought by the DIA.1 The federal government’s solution to Mi’kmaq 
unwillingness to surrender their land at Kun’tewiktuk (and also a response to 
a similar intransigence of residents of urban reserves elsewhere in Canada)  
was the 1911 addition of Section 49A to the Indian Act. Section 49A, which 
allowed the federal Exchequer Court to ascertain if relocation of an urban 
reserve was ostensibly in the “best interests” of both its Indigenous inhabitants 
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of an urban reserve and the wider (non-Indigenous) population of a city, was 
an important turning point in the case of King’s Road. The amendment offered 
a way around Indian Act rules on surrender and made possible the relocation 
of urban reserves even if the majority of male band members refused surren-
der. King’s Road would be the first reserve in Canada to be subjected to Section 
49A; the inaugural Exchequer Court hearing under its auspices was held in 
Sydney in September 1915 and concluded with a ruling that mandated the 
relocation of the Mi’kmaq at Kun’tewiktuk.

The 375-page transcript of the Exchequer Court proceedings offers insight 
into the decision to relocate the King’s Road community. In addition to con-
firming a national twentieth-century discourse that highlighted the alleged 
incompatibility of Indigenous peoples with modern urban spaces, the hearings 
reveal how central were unflattering characterizations of Indigenous women 
to the court’s decision to force the removal of Mi’kmaq from Kun’tewiktuk. 
It reveals that an influential settler population in Sydney, Nova Scotia, no 
less than those in other North American jurisdictions, perceived Indigenous 
peoples, and especially Indigenous women, as a particular impediment to 
urban “progress” and industrial development.

Testimony from the King’s Road Exchequer Court hearing offers an oppor-
tunity to explore wider colonial processes that accompanied the removals 
of urban Indigenous peoples. Cities around the world as particular sites of 
colonialism have recently become objects of enquiry2 with an underlying 
recognition being that settler towns and cities, built as they were on occupied 
Indigenous lands and along Indigenous waterways, were “not so much set-
tled as ‘resettled.’”3 While research surrounding urban colonialism in North 
America has focused on Western cities, notably Vancouver and Victoria, in 
the nineteenth century,4 the King’s Road relocation reveals that the uprooting 
of urban Indigenous peoples was part of an enduring continental colonial 
project that stretched to the east coast and well into the twentieth century.

The King’s Road case is also important for its formative place in the crea-
tion of Section 49A of the Indian Act. The twentieth-century displacement of 
urban reserves, like older processes of colonization, was, as Louise Johnson 
makes clear, accomplished largely by bureaucratic means.5 The removal of 
the reserve at Kun’tewiktuk was realized by a legal and judicial mechanism 
in the form of the creation of Section 49A and the Exchequer Court hearings. 
Fuelled by prominent and powerful settler men in Sydney, this bureaucratic 
process was a watershed moment in Canadian Indigenous policy.
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Finally, the transcript of the 1915 Exchequer Court proceedings in Sydney 
provides a powerful lens through which to view how settlers’ concepts of 
Indigenous femininity informed colonial processes in cities. While scholars 
such as Geoffrey York and William Wicken have explored the King’s Road 
removal, they do not consider how intrinsic gender was to the process.6 No 
Mi’kmaw women from King’s Road testified before the Exchequer Court. In 
a way that symbolizes the tendencies of colonial power to simultaneously 
ignore and co-opt Indigenous women, representations of King’s Road’s women 
made in their absence were central to court proceedings.7 Of the thirty-four 
witnesses called to testify, fifteen, or 44 percent, commented specifically on 
the women of King’s Road; additional testimony addressed gendered matters 
of community life associated with women, such as child rearing and upkeep of 
domestic spaces. In many ways, the King’s Road case confirms the observa-
tions of such scholars as Louise Johnson (1994), Jean Barman (2006), Joan 
Sangster (2005), Jarvis Brownlie (2005), and Penelope Edmonds (2010), who 
have emphasized that negative, racialized representations of Indigenous fem-
ininity shaped colonial processes.8 However, the King’s Road Reserve case 
adds a layer to this analysis, revealing that the colonial state’s adoption of 
negative, gendered ideas was deliberate. The Exchequer Court judge in Syd-
ney heard starkly divergent characterizations of Mi’kmaw women. Advocates 
for relocation advanced well-worn racist and sexist tropes that emphasized 
the moral and physical depravity of Mi’kmaw women, while defenders  
of the King’s Road community championed women as respectable and hard-
working. In his ruling, though, the central Canadian judge, who depended on 
local informants, blatantly ignored the latter and crafted a decision in support 
of relocation based on the negative characterizations of Mi’kmaw women. In 
this way, his ruling confirms Sarah Carter’s observation that stereotypes of 
Indigenous women were “deliberately propagated by officials of the state” and 
reveals the extraordinary power of racialized concepts of gender in the for-
mation of twentieth-century policy related to Indigenous peoples in Canada.9

The King’s Road Reserve was situated on a main thoroughfare on the 
south side of Sydney. Kun’tewiktuk was part of the larger unceded Mi’kmaw 
territory of Mi’kma’ki, which enveloped the Maritime provinces and stretched 
into eastern Quebec and included Unama’ki, the Mi’kmaw name for Cape 
Breton Island.10 Located on Sydney Harbour, Kun’tewiktuk offered access to 
oceanic resources, which were mainstays of Unama’ki Mi’kmaq. Unama’ki’s 
five designated reserves of Potlotek (Chapel Island), Wagmatcook (Middle 
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River), Malagawatch, Whycocomagh, and Eskasoni were all situated on  
the saltwater Bras d’Or Lake or other waterways. Until the second half of the 
nineteenth century, Kun’tewiktuk was not formally designated a reserve but 
was used in seasonal cycles.

Changing circumstances for Mi’kmaq led to a year-round settlement at 
Kun’tewiktuk. Over the nineteenth century, lifeways in Unama’ki were trans-
formed. As customary lands and resources and access to both were dimin-
ished by settler encroachment and colonial laws, Mi’kmaq found new ways 
to create a degree of economic stability; they acted as guides for sport hunt-
ers, sold handcrafts to local markets, and worked for wages.11 These adapta-
tions prompted some Mi’kmaq to settle more permanently at Kun’tewiktuk, 
where proximity to Sydney allowed for sales of handcrafted items, particularly 
baskets, to households and businesses in the town. The site also provided 
access to wages as men from Kun’tewiktuk found employment with lum-
bering operations, on the railway, and in an expanding industrial sector and 
women worked in Sydney as domestic servants.12 Over time, Mi’kmaq increas-
ingly lived year round at Kun’tewiktuk, and in 1882, its population was large 
enough that Ottawa designated 2.07 acres there as the King’s Road Reserve.13 
It was geographically the smallest reserve in Unama’ki and the only one in an  
urban centre.14

Many Kun’tewiktuk Mi’kmaq hailed from Eskasoni, which was forty kilo-
metres away and accessible by canoe and a small portage between East Bay and 
Sydney River. At 2,800 acres, Eskasoni was geographically the largest reserve 
in Nova Scotia and held special political and spiritual importance as the seat 
of the Mi’kmaq Sante Mawiomi, or the Grand Council, an institution, headed 
by a grand chief, that remained important to the twentieth-century Mi’kmaq.15 
As King’s Road emerged as a reserve in its own right and as its population 
rivalled and even surpassed that of Eskasoni (in 1910, the DIA counted  
117 Mi’kmaq at Eskasoni, compared to Sydney’s 127), strong ties continued 
to link the two reserves.16 Political connections were particularly important, 
so much so that when King’s Road elected its first Indian Act chief in 1902, 
the DIA was concerned that an elected chief operating so close to the orbit  
of the powerful grand chief would not be recognized by reserve residents. 
This concern was unfounded, as Mi’kmaq accepted the elected chief as a 
“headman” whose authority was secondary to that of the greatly esteemed 
grand chief.
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Significantly, the urban location that endeared Kun’tewiktuk to the 
Mi’kmaq also led outsiders to covet reserve land. By the turn of the twen-
tieth century, land at King’s Road was attracting attention for its potential 
use as a residential area in the rapidly expanding industrial city. Sydney had 
seen its population increase from approximately ten thousand in 1901 to 
nearly seventeen thousand by 1915, urban growth that challenged the city’s 
infrastructure and placed pressure on sewage systems, electrification, and  
water services as well as on residential areas.17 As Sydney residents sought new 
places to build homes, the picturesque harbourside King’s Road Reserve, touted 
by one witness to the Exchequer Court as the “playgrounds of the city,” came 
to be regarded as prime residential real estate.18 As non-Indigenous residents 
of Sydney eyed the King’s Road Reserve, they recognized it as a parcel of land 
that might readily, and with state backing, be claimed by them. In a scenario 
echoing Jean Barman’s description of non-Indigenous actors seeking reserve 
land in Vancouver, Sydney’s prominent politicians and businessmen—men 
whose interests rested in “profit . . . and the formation of urban space in their 
own image”—clamoured for the land on which the King’s Road Reserve stood.19 
Their vision of King’s Road’s future did not include Mi’kmaq.

These business interests found support in DIA officials, who agreed that 
reserve land at King’s Road should be put to other purposes and the Mi’kmaq 
settled elsewhere. The DIA’s interest in both the profit obtainable by selling 
reserve land and its support for moving Mi’kmaq out of cities was made clear 
by DIA decisions with respect to Mi’kmaq land in the Sydney area and else-
where. Just six years after King’s Road was established, the DIA sold 0.66 acres 
of the reserve to make way for railway tracks.20 The DIA was also reluctant to 
support new urban reserves in industrial Sydney, as evidenced by its refusal in 
the first decade of the twentieth century to grant an urban tract to a settlement 
of around fifty Mi’kmaq in nearby North Sydney. Characterized by the DIA 
as “an indolent lot,” the Mi’kmaq at North Sydney were considered illegal 
squatters on land owned by the Dominion Iron and Steel Company. Mi’kmaq 
in North Sydney, like the community at Kun’tewiktuk, chose that site so they 
could better access urban opportunities. The DIA, though, opposed the crea-
tion of a reserve at North Sydney. It not only refused to purchase reserve  
land there but also, in 1910, prohibited Mi’kmaq from North Sydney from 
moving to King’s Road.21 Instead, the DIA stated its preference for moving 
Mi’kmaq from both King’s Road and North Sydney to outside city limits.22 
Legal technicalities led to a different trajectory for North Sydney. Although 
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the North Sydney Mi’kmaq, like residents of King’s Road, “persist[ed] in their 
intention to remain where they are,”23 they had little legal footing given that 
they were perceived to have settled “illegally” on nonreserve land. Unlike 
residents at King’s Road who, for a time, had the backing of an Indian Act 
provision that demanded a land surrender before reserve land could be sold, 
the reserveless Mi’kmaq at North Sydney had little legal recourse when the 
DIA compelled them around 1910 to leave the site.24 As Sarah Brennan has 
argued, the 1910 dispersal of the North Sydney Mi’kmaq (who were sent 
to other Mi’kmaw communities) “set the tone for what was to come at  
King’s Road.”25

While the DIA refused to create an urban reserve near Sydney and proved 
willing to displace local Mi’kmaq, it was also committed in the early twentieth 
century to generating revenue by selling reserve land identified as “surplus” 
and “unused.” Duncan Campbell Scott, the deputy superintendent general 
of the DIA and “principal architect” of Canadian “Indian” policy from 1913 
to 1932, was particularly committed to reducing the number of Nova Sco-
tia reserves through sale and to relocating Mi’kmaq as sales occurred.26 In 
early 1918, Scott undertook a survey of Nova Scotia’s reserves, instructing 
Nova Scotia Indian superintendent A. J. Boyd to forward to the DIA “specific 
information . . . with a view of determining the salability of each particular 
reserve.”27 Later that year, Scott clarified that he would consider selling not 
only uninhabited reserves but also “reserves on which Indians reside, but of 
which they are not making sufficient use.”28 The definition of what constituted 
“sufficient use” rested with the DIA.

Attitudes of Sydney’s non-Indigenous residents who lobbied for Mi’kmaw 
relocation aligned with the DIA’s interest in both removing Indigenous peoples 
from cities and dispensing with reserve lands. Echoing arguments that would 
become familiar as Indigenous communities butted against expanding cities 
across Canada, settler residents of Sydney complained that the potential of 
the land on which the King’s Road Reserve stood would not be realized so 
long as it was occupied by a culturally moribund population that impeded 
modern “progress.” As numerous scholars have observed, Indigenous peoples 
and cities were at this time viewed as an “impossible contradiction”;29 they 
were “incongruous”30 and “mutually exclusive.”31

Leading the charge to remove Mi’kmaq from King’s Road was Sydney 
lawyer Joseph A. Gillies, an occasional member of Parliament for the Nova 
Scotia riding of Richmond.32 Gillies owned property adjacent to the King’s 
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Road Reserve and, from the late 1880s, used his political leverage to seek 
the relocation of his Mi’kmaw neighbours, whom he regarded as a “great 
nuisance.”33 Gillies’s cause was amplified in the Sydney Daily Post, the local 
newspaper that he had purchased in 1901. Gillies, like relocation advocates 
in other Canadian cities, was clearly motivated by self-interest.34 His involve-
ment with the King’s Road Reserve was initially piqued by concerns about 
the value of his own property that abutted the reserve. Gillies’s personal stake 
in relocation grew as Ottawa purchased from him another piece of land—a 
tract outside the city that, for a time, was to become home to the King’s Road 
Mi’kmaq.35 A prominent resident of Sydney with ties to the federal govern-
ment, Gillies transformed his self-interest into a wider campaign for Mi’kmaw 
removal that found resonance with Sydney property owners, political allies, 
real estate agents, and the city’s mayor and council, which in early 1915 passed 
a resolution demanding that “the Government of Canada .  .  . immediately 
take necessary steps for the removal of the Indians from their present location 
upon the King’s Road.”36 From the outset, DIA officials supported Gillies’s 
crusade and worked to secure a land surrender from the Mi’kmaq. James 
Smart, the deputy minister of the Department of the Interior, which was the 
administrative home of the DIA in 1899, endorsed the King’s Road Reserve 
relocation and urged, “If anything can be done to relieve the situation I  
see no reason why it should not be done. I can well understand the annoyance 
caused by these Indians hanging around [Gillies’s] premises all the time.”37 A 
decided lack of local support for the small reserve,38 coupled with the DIA’s 
stark receptiveness to Gillies’s agitation, resulted in repeated DIA efforts to 
convince the King’s Road Mi’kmaq to relocate outside of the city. Despite 
this pressure, the Mi’kmaq, like Indigenous peoples in other cities, refused 
to leave.39 Mi’kmaw resistance was initially taken up by Grand Chief John 
Denny, from nearby Eskasoni, the seat of the Sante Mawiomi. In November 
1899, after consulting with “my people,” Chief Denny advised Ottawa that 
the Mi’kmaq would concede to relocation only if the reserve was replaced by 
an urban tract “within one mile” of the existing one.40 When Ottawa refused 
this request, the grand chief retracted his conditional support for removal and 
returned to the DIA an unsigned land surrender.41

Mi’kmaq refusal to endorse surrender was a blow to relocation as the 
Indian Act made clear that any land surrender required the signed consent of 
a majority of a band’s male residents aged twenty-one or older.42 For its part, 
the King’s Road community seems to have regarded the matter as closed, 
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for in 1910, it petitioned Ottawa for much-needed additional housing on the 
reserve.43 However, the relocation lobby continued, and Gillies urged Ottawa 
to amend the Indian Act “to enable the Department to . . . readily deal with a 
case of this kind.”44 Whether a response to this particular request or to similar 
demands emanating from other Canadian cities, in 1911 Ottawa added Sec-
tion 49A to the Indian Act, allowing for the forced removal of urban reserves 
when a “band” refused to surrender. A move in keeping with Ottawa’s early 
twentieth-century commitment to strengthening its assimilative capacities 
in the face of mounting criticisms, Section 49A allowed that when cities of 
eight thousand or more residents petitioned for the removal of a reserve, said 
reserve could be forced to move if an Exchequer Court ruled that relocation 
was in the best interests of both reserve residents and the wider city.45

Following the Indian Act amendment, the DIA secretary advised the 
Mi’kmaq that he did “not consider it advisable to resort to this [Section 49A]” 
but that in the absence of their willingness to sign a surrender, the DIA would 
do just that.46 Much to Ottawa’s chagrin, the Mi’kmaq “refused absolutely to 
entertain any proposition looking to disturb them in their present situation 
within the city limits.”47 A series of Indian Act chiefs and councillors, the first 
of which had been elected at King’s Road in 1902, led Mi’kmaw opposition to 
relocation.48 In light of sustained resistance, the King’s Road Reserve earned 
the dubious distinction of being the first—but not the last—reserve in a Can-
adian city to be subject to Section 49 of the Indian Act and an Exchequer 
Court hearing that would determine its fate.

The Exchequer Court hearing, held in Sydney from 20 to 24 September 
1915, was presided over by Judge Louis Arthur Audette, a federal judge from 
Quebec whose career spanned 1912 to 193149 and who, on several occasions, 
was called upon to adjudicate federal cases involving Mi’kmaq.50 Appointed 
by Audette to represent the Mi’kmaq and to present the case for preserving 
the King’s Road Reserve was George A. Rowlings, a prominent Conserv-
ative lawyer and two-time federal candidate from Guysborough County, 
Nova Scotia.51 To make the case for relocation, Audette appointed none other 
than Joseph A. Gillies, the man who had waged a decades-long campaign 
to remove Mi’kmaq from King’s Road. Before and throughout the five-day 
proceedings, Gillies’s Sydney Daily Post publicly built his case for relocation. 
Leading up to the hearing, Gillies ran an editorial arguing for the necessity of 
“cleaning up” an unnamed city neighbourhood that was rife with “unsanitary 
conditions and open immorality”52—a scenario that laid the groundwork for 
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a prorelocation perspective. The Sydney Daily Post reported court testimony 
in an overtly partisan way. For instance, on 20 September, the first day of the 
hearing, Gillies’s paper outlined what would become his paternalistic position 
in court: that “the removal of the reservation to a more suitable locality had 
become imperative not so much from the point of view of the section of the 
city concerned as an act of justice to the Micmac residents themselves.”53

As per the new Section 49A of the Indian Act, the court’s mandated task 
to consider equally the interests of both the “public” (meaning non-Mi’kmaw 
residents of Sydney) and the “Indians of the band” (the Mi’kmaq of Kun’tewik-
tuk) gave to its proceedings a veneer of impartiality.54 The thinness of this 
veneer, though, is revealed by the court’s lengthy transcript. While the trial 
was intended to represent the interests of both sides in the case, it was heavily 
stacked against the Mi’kmaq. The hearings also illuminated how negative 
conceptions of Indigenous femininity shaped the ultimate decision of the 
federal court and the fate of Kun’tewiktuk.

The roster of called witnesses revealed stark bias against the Mi’kmaq  
(see table 5.1). Of the total thirty-four witnesses who appeared before Judge 
Audette, twenty-six (76.5 percent) were called in support of relocation; of 
them, most were in fact holders of land near or adjacent to the reserve or 
real estate agents who were interested in land sales. Rowlings identified the 
self-interest of Gillies’s witness roster and complained that it “consists wholly 
of land dealers and speculators .  .  . and people living in the vicinity of the 
Reserve, who naturally have their views in regard to their personal dealings 
in the matter.”55 These witnesses also tended to be strangers to the community, 
many admitting under oath that they had little familiarity with the Mi’kmaq. 
For example, when asked, “Have you ever been on the reserve?” witness John 
Midgley, who owned property near the reserve, testified, “No, I have not, just 
passing by.”56 Another witness, Supreme Court Judge Walter Crowe, com-
mented, “I have not been on the Reservation since over fifteen years ago, 
probably.”57 Such revelations prompted Judge Audette to critique witnesses’ 
obvious self-interest and lack of expertise and to remind Gillies that it was his 
responsibility to “defend the public’s interest and not his own,” something one 
is “very likely to lose sight of, when [one has oneself] as a client.”58

In contrast to the large number of witnesses called to support the cause  
of relocation, only eight witnesses (23.5 percent) endorsed the maintenance of 
the King’s Road Reserve. Just three of these witnesses (8.8 percent)—elected 
chief Joe Christmas, his son Ben (who would be elected chief in 1919), and 



https://​doi​.org/​10​.15215/​aupress/​9781771994040​.01

136  Martha Walls

former chief Joe Julien—lived in the community. The remaining five witnesses 
were interested parties who, through their jobs as service providers, their 
work for the DIA, or their affiliations with the Roman Catholic Church, had 
considerable familiarity with the King’s Road community. This imbalance 
ensured that Mi’kmaw voices were underrepresented and that testimony 
endorsing the sale and relocation of the King’s Road Reserve monopolized the  
court’s proceedings.

Analyses of the identities of the witnesses who appeared before the court 
reveal another serious imbalance: not a single Mi’kmaw woman was called 
to testify before the court (see table 5.2).

Despite the fact that women composed an important constituency in the 
community, roughly half of the King’s Road population, their absence from 
the witness stand should come as no surprise.59 Although Mi’kmaw women, 
like Indigenous women across the country, were not silent on political mat-
ters, often taking pen to paper to write of their concerns to state officials or 
engaging in political “acts of refutation,” which included the refusal to vacate 
land, they were, in 1915, both on and off reserve, excluded from the male-
dominated world of formal politics.60 In rules laid out by the Indian Act, 
women could not participate in land surrenders, a process involving men of 
age twenty-one or older. Moreover, like non-Indigenous women, Mi’kmaw 
women could not vote or hold office provincially or federally. Women were 
additionally barred from voting in band elections and from serving as chiefs 
or councillors, an exclusion that held until 1951.61 Although the King’s Road 
debate coincided with a first-wave feminist movement that called for greater 
political equality for women, the exclusion of Indigenous women from the 
campaigns waged by Euro-Canadian feminists ensured that the political mar-
ginalization of Indigenous women remained largely unchecked in this era.62

Table 5.1. Composition of witnesses for the King’s Road Exchequer Court 
hearing

Witnesses Number Percentage

Total 34 100

Support relocation 26 76.5

Oppose relocation 8 23.5

Non-Mi’kmaq 31 91.2

Mi’kmaw 3 8.8
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Despite their immediate exclusion from the Exchequer Court proceed-
ings, women of the King’s Road Reserve—or rather, nameless representations 
of them—were central to the arguments made by both sides. Such a focus 
emerged from Gillies’s questioning, which from the outset invoked images of 
Mi’kmaw women. Emphasis on the women of King’s Road might also have 
been expected given the central place that Indigenous women had long held 
in federal Indigenous policy and in the public’s interest in those policies. 
Ottawa had always viewed Indigenous women as requiring particular refor-
mation.63 Of special concern was the perceived sexual autonomy of Indigenous 
women, which was blamed for subverting the modesty and subordination 
that marked middle-class ideals about women’s sexuality. Indigenous 
women were, even more than other marginalized and stigmatized groups  
of women, essentialized as being promiscuous. Their alleged immorality  
was regarded not just as a personal moral failing but as a threat to the 
stability of a patriarchal Euro-Canadian society.64 Consequently, Canadian 
Indigenous policy of the late nineteenth century, an era in which the ideology 
of separate spheres idealized women as chaste wives and mothers, was fixated 
on erasing Indigenous women’s autonomy and subordinating their sexuality as 
well as their economic, social, and political roles to men. This policy was also 
to work on another level; once assimilated, it was anticipated that Indigenous 
women would further the assimilative agenda of the state by encouraging their 
spouses and children to do the same. Enduring concerns about Indigenous 
women, combined with widespread critiques of an assimilative federal policy 
perceived as failing, sharpened Canadians’ worries about Indigenous women.

An almost neurotic interest in Indigenous women’s sexuality led to height-
ened surveillance and reform initiatives. Among these was the vigorous imple-
mentation of a nationwide field matron program (including at Kun’tewiktuk), 

Table 5.2. Gender of witnesses for the King’s Road Exchequer Court 
hearing

Witnesses Number Percentage

Total 34 100

Non-Mi’kmaw men 29 85.3

Non-Mi’kmaw women 2 5.9

Mi’kmaw men 3 8.8

Mi’kmaw women 0 0
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which saw “respectable white women” dispatched by the DIA to serve as 
watchdogs and to support assimilation by “encourag[ing] the Indian women 
and girls to make their homes more like those of white people.”65 This same era 
featured a national social reform movement aimed at remedying a perceived 
crisis in families that was blamed largely upon the alleged deterioration of 
sexual morality among urban women and girls.66 Indigenous women occu-
pied a disproportionate level of concern67 and evoked particular anxieties in 
nervous colonial cities where real and imagined sexual relationships between 
Indigenous women and non-Indigenous men raised concerns about moral 
propriety, venereal disease, urban health, and cross-racial miscegenation.68 
Thus feared, urban Indigenous women were particularly susceptible to sur-
veillance and control by police who interpreted city laws and statutes.69 Such 
anxieties clearly informed Sydney residents who took the Exchequer Court 
stand in support of the King’s Road Reserve relocation.

Mi’kmaw women emerged in Judge Audette’s court in various and con-
flicting ways, evoked very differently by the two sides in the case. Collect-
ively, witnesses called by Gillies who supported the sale and relocation of 
the reserve endorsed stereotypes that underscored the rationale of gendered 
Canadian Indigenous policy of the early twentieth century—that is, that 
Mi’kmaw women were morally depraved and, having failed to be transformed 
by earlier assimilative policies, remained devoid of the vestiges of respectable 
middle-class femininity. Gillies and his prorelocation witnesses drew on these 
unflattering stereotypes, and their testimonies fixated on Mi’kmaw women’s 
sexuality: women of King’s Road were depicted as intemperate, immoral, and 
lascivious. This characterization overtly served Gillies’s aims, for it not only 
portrayed Mi’kmaw women as being endangered by their proximity to Sydney 
and rescuable by their removal from it but also cast them as figures whose 
immorality threatened surrounding neighbourhoods. By emphasizing that 
relocation would benefit both residents of King’s Road, especially women, and 
protect the wider city of Sydney, this characterization fulfilled the Exchequer 
Court’s mandate.

Sydney was a multinational place where aspirations to “whiteness” were 
undercut by the presence of not only Indigenous people but also non-Anglo-
Saxon immigrants, many of whom had settled in Whitney Pier, a working-
class neighbourhood near the city’s steel plant and coke ovens. The presence of 
undesirable others and fears about cross-racial miscegenation sharpened criti-
cisms of Mi’kmaw women. One of the sustained lines of argument made by 
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Gillies’s witnesses was that the urban location of the reserve exposed morally 
susceptible Mi’kmaw women to the corrupting influences of foreigners—most 
particularly, “the negroes” who worked in nearby coke ovens.70 Gillies’s wit-
nesses advanced that this foreign element posed two interrelated threats: First, 
allegedly, the foreigners had a tendency to illegally ply Mi’kmaw women 
with alcohol and, in the process, break both the city ban on the sale of alco-
hol and the Indian Act regulations that criminalized the sale of alcohol to 
Indigenous people. Second, Gillies’s witnesses proposed that once tempted by  
drink, Mi’kmaw women were inclined to engage in illicit sexual behaviour.

In his opening salvo before the court, Gillies seized on this dual danger facing 
Mi’kmaw women who lived on King’s Road near Sydney’s “undesirable . . . 
foreign element.”71 Gillies testified that the women of King’s Road were in 
a “very debauched” condition. Not only did they frequently secure alcohol 
and become “staggering drunk,” but, he alleged, in this state, they would “on 
many occasions” go with “negroes and disreputable characters . . . into the 
woods.”72 Gillies’s meaning was (quite deliberately) only very thinly veiled— 
he was clearly suggesting that these were illicit sexual liaisons between Mi’kmaw 
women and unscrupulous foreign men. Witness Robert McLean, a real estate 
agent who had gained his expertise in the reserve via a single visit made ten 
years earlier, presented a similarly sensational scenario. When asked by Gil-
lies to describe the women’s “character when they are drunk and under the 
influence,” McLean claimed that “the bad ones are bad immorally. . . . I mean 
they will go with anybody, sleep with them, and have sexual intercourse.”73 The 
conclusion to be drawn from these sordid allegations—allegations that were 
admittedly not based on first-hand knowledge—was that the proximity of  
the reserve to the city of Sydney exposed morally susceptible Mi’kmaw 
women to vice and morally susceptible men to Mi’kmaw women. Only the 
removal of the community to a remote location would alleviate this two- 
pronged danger.

Gillies’s witnesses exploited the caricature of the drunken squaw—a term 
used with abandon on the witness stand. As Adele Perry has argued, the use 
of the derisive term squaw excluded Indigenous women from the realm of 
respectable womanhood and, in so doing, justified their exclusion from Euro-
Canadian cities that valued the uplifting presence of Anglo-Saxon women.74 
While a “squaw” was at once a person to be pitied, witnesses also made clear 
that inebriated Mi’kmaw women posed a threat to surrounding neighbour-
hoods. Witness John Parker, for example, testified that his family had been 



https://​doi​.org/​10​.15215/​aupress/​9781771994040​.01

140  Martha Walls

occasionally “molested at night” by drunken Mi’kmaw women.75 Under 
cross-examination by Rowlings, Parker admitted that by the term molested, 
he actually meant “disturbed.”76 Parker’s intent was obvious; his use of the 
word molested evoked the dangerous sexuality of Mi’kmaw women and clearly 
presented them as a threat to Sydney.

While Rowlings criticized Parker’s testimony as misleading, other wit-
nesses reinforced the theme that the women of the King’s Road Reserve posed 
a threat to the city of Sydney. For example, real estate agent Henry Frowde 
alleged that residents of Sydney felt imperilled by the “disposition of the ladies” 
there, that they were in “dread of being in the vicinity of the Indians.”77 Dem-
onstrating the depth of the townspeople’s alleged fear, Frowde proposed, “If 
I say to a little girl ‘I will send for the Indians,’ she will run.”78 In this manner, 
the reserve, and its women in particular, were depicted as a menace to the city. 
As the discourse surrounding the drunken squaw suggests, there was a fine 
line between Mi’kmaw women being the victims of urban vice and danger 
and their being the cause of it.

In other ways, Gillies’s witnesses presented the reserve as a threat to the 
city of Sydney, and they linked this threat back to the character of Mi’kmaw 
women and their many shortcomings, notably as homemakers. Gillies’s wit-
nesses emphasized that they believed that the small reserve, home to 123 
people in 1915, was too congested, particularly given the absence of water 
and sewerage services. The population density of the reserve and its access to 
services were, in and of themselves, not the problem—after all, other Sydney 
neighbourhoods, such as Whitney Pier, were even more densely populated 
and also underserved by city water and sewerage. At issue was the way that 
people lived: the homes were said to be ramshackle and basic protocols of 
hygiene overlooked. These conditions made the reserve not only an eyesore 
but also, more sinisterly, a public health menace. Such concerns clearly bor-
rowed from—and fuelled—nationwide anxieties about public health and 
moral hygiene that existed from the 1880s through to the end of World War I.79 
Nationally, many marginalized people living in impoverished conditions bore 
the brunt of such concerns, but at King’s Road, blame for this state of affairs 
was placed firmly on the shoulders of women who, as disorderly “squaws,” had 
by nature no regard for tidiness or sanitation. Historian Kristin Burnett makes 
clear the link between concerns over reserve hygiene and Indigenous women, 
noting that a federal public health program founded on Canadian reserves in 
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1915 featured nurses whose main tasks were to tie “household management 
and childcare practices to ill health and high infant mortality rates.”80

The appearances of women at King’s Road were offered as proof of their 
alleged failure to create a clean and hygienic community and were some-
thing upon which several of Gillies’s witnesses commented. Real estate agent 
Henry Frowde, recounting one of his rare visits to the reserve, testified that 
while there, he “found the women sitting around the doorsteps with their hair 
hanging down their backs and dressed more or less disheveled.”81 Such alleged 
inattention to personal grooming was linked to a more sinister carelessness: 
Mi’kmaw women were said to have rejected even the most rudimentary prac-
tices of hygiene. Witnesses contended that women of the reserve routinely 
threw their “slop pails” of “household waste . . . out of their backdoor which 
is at somebody else’s front door.”82 The consequence of such “carelessness,” it 
was alleged, was the creation on the reserve of a noxious sludge in which “chil-
dren wallowed,” a critique that marked the women’s maternal capabilities for 
criticism.83 Worse still was the accusation that Mi’kmaw women compounded 
this mess by responding “to the cause of nature” anywhere they pleased.84  
Said one witness, “At their doors . . . the women in particular . . . go outside . . . 
and squat down [to urinate].”85 Other witnesses likewise contended that 
“squaws and younger children” relieved themselves along the railway track 
that ran near the reserve.86 These allegations about the toileting practices of 
women not only denigrated their respectable femininity in a dramatic way but 
also threw their very humanity into question. In addition, these tales offered 
further evidence of the health risk posed by a “filthy” community.87 Virtually 
every one of Gillies’s witnesses, including the many who acknowledged they 
had never set foot on the reserve, described in vivid detail the alleged 
stench of the King’s Road community. Not only was this odour said to devalue 
properties near the reserve, but it also led to assertions that the reserve was a 
dangerous breeding ground for contagious diseases.88

Mi’kmaw women’s supposed shortcomings as housekeepers, combined 
with their reputedly unhygienic and disorderly natures, created in the 
testimony an image of the King’s Road Reserve as a public health menace. 
Gillies’s questioning—which picked up threads of stories published in his 
newspaper—guided testimony in this direction, as he was committed to dem-
onstrating the veracity of his own opinion that the reserve was “certainly 
very dangerous to the public health.”89 The portrayal of the King’s Road 
Reserve as a filthy breeding ground for deadly disease perfectly served the 
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prorelocation argument, for it made clear that relocation would, by freeing 
Sydney of a public health menace, be in the city’s best interest—a burden of 
proof demanded of the Exchequer Court proceedings. The collective depiction 
of Mi’kmaw women offered by Gillies’s prorelocation witnesses, then, drew 
on long-standing stereotypes of Indigenous women as sexually immoral and 
as poor homemakers to present this segment of the community as threats to 
themselves and to the wider city. The sole solution to this two-part problem, 
Gillies’s witnesses contended, was the sale of the reserve and the relocation 
of its residents.

This portrayal did not go uncontested, however. Rowlings’s witnesses 
who opposed relocation questioned the very premise that Mi’kmaw women 
were inherently immoral and unkempt and instead championed the female 
residents of King’s Road as industrious workers who, in their well-maintained 
homes and through their paid employment, offered important support to 
their families. These witnesses confirm Penelope Edmond’s observation that 
urban colonial spaces were “mixed, uneasy, and transformative” places where 
derision and fear of Indigenous peoples existed alongside both dissenting per-
spectives and an at times grudging recognition of the need for their labour.90 
Presenting Mi’kmaw women in this alternative way, Rowlings suggested that 
the Mi’kmaq were good neighbours whose continued presence in the city 
would benefit the people of Sydney as well as the reserve residents whose 
own economic well-being depended on the maintenance of their King’s  
Road location.

Witnesses subpoenaed by George Rowlings in support of the community 
offered very different accounts of the women living at Kun’tewiktuk. As indi-
viduals with close ties to the reserve and its residents, these witnesses offered 
a far less salacious—and doubtless a far more realistic—portrayal of Mi’kmaw 
women. Rowlings’s witnesses rejected the notion that Mi’kmaw women 
were morally bereft, intemperate, and in need of intervention. Instead, their  
testimony emphasized that female residents were law-abiding, diligent work-
ers who made valuable economic contributions to their community. Their key 
argument against the sale and relocation of the reserve was that removal from 
the city bounds would undermine the city-based occupations that supported 
men and women in the community.

The antirelocation witnesses resoundingly challenged the stereotypical 
depictions of women proffered by those called to the stand by Gillies. Those 
who supported the maintenance of the reserve discredited the drunken squaw 
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caricature offered by Gillies’s witnesses. When Sydney’s stipendiary magistrate 
Daniel Cameron, a man who since 1905 had heard many cases involving pub-
lic intoxication, appeared before the court, Gillies attempted to draw from 
him testimony that confirmed the propensity of Mi’kmaw women to drink. 
Cameron, however, rebuffed this questioning, asserting that when it came to 
alcohol-related infractions, “the record of the Indians is a good one.”91 Further-
more, Cameron undermined Gillies’s drunken squaw character by emphasiz-
ing that only one Mi’kmaw woman had come before him for drunkenness in 
his seven years as a stipendiary magistrate. Far from being morally depraved, 
Cameron described this woman as a law-abiding, dedicated employee who, 
on occasion only, suffered a “weakness for taking drinks.”92 Other witnesses 
affirmed Cameron’s testimony, including the only two women to appear  
on the stand. These women, both non-Mi’kmaq former day school teachers on  
the reserve, emphasized the peaceful tenor of reserve life and denied ever 
having witnessed any public drunkenness.93

Rowlings’s witnesses also challenged the assertion that the women of King’s 
Road were inept in their domestic responsibilities. Former Indian agent and 
physician to King’s Road Dr. Duncan McIntyre insisted that the women of 
the reserve were “clean in their habits and paid . . . attention to cleaning their 
houses and that kind of thing.”94 Although McIntyre patronizingly attributed 
this attentive cleanliness to DIA guidance and the work of the reserve’s fed-
eral day school teachers, who successfully “[taught] them how to keep their 
houses neat and clean,” he nevertheless denied that Mi’kmaw women were 
slovenly and unhygienic.95

Rowlings’s witnesses denied that the reserve was mired in filth. Although 
they acknowledged that its sewage service was not up to the most modern 
standards due to the DIA having begun but never completed the installation 
of a sewage system there, Sydney health officer John Knox McLeod was quick 
to point out that in this condition, the reserve was no different than other 
underserviced areas of the city.96 Blame for the lack of sewerage services was 
not placed on the Mi’kmaq but rested with the failure of the DIA to fulfill its 
responsibilities to the community. Parish priest Donald McAdam, for one, 
was clear that any issues with sanitation on the reserve would be easily recti-
fied “with a little more generosity and care on the part of the Department [of 
Indian Affairs].”97

Rowlings’s witnesses undermined Gillies’s fearmongering about the reserve 
being a hotbed of dangerous contagions. McLeod testified that apart from a 
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single case of typhoid, there had been “no cases reported” of any disease 
on the reserve.98 Former Indian agent Duncan McIntyre and his successor, 
Cecil Sparrow, physicians both, confirmed this claim. McIntyre insisted that 
Mi’kmaq were no more prone to contagious diseases such as tuberculosis 
than any other “class of people.”99 Both agent-doctors agreed that “there  
has not been any sickness to speak of, no epidemics of any kind, no infectious 
disease of any kind such as Scarlet Fever and the usual infectious diseases as 
Measles, children’s diseases of any kind to speak of.”100 Such statements were 
confirmed by the parish priest, Donald McAdam, who noted that in the fifteen 
years in which he had served the community, he had seen no epidemics among 
them. Collectively, Rowlings’s witnesses emphasized that Mi’kmaw women 
were temperate, law-abiding residents of a clean and disease-free community. 
According to this testimony, the city of Sydney was in no way imperilled by the 
presence of women on the King’s Road Reserve or, indeed, by the reserve itself.

Finally, Rowlings’s witnesses revealed the centrality of women to the 
reserve’s financial circumstances by emphasizing the important economic 
roles the women of King’s Road played and linking their abilities to fulfill 
those roles to their community’s urban location. Much like Mi’kmaw women 
of earlier decades identified by Andrew Parnaby, women at King’s Road manu-
factured baskets and other items for sale in Sydney.101 In addition, by the turn 
of the century, many women at King’s Road had, like their male counterparts, 
entered the world of the waged economy made possible by their proximity to 
the city.102 According to the testimony of Chief Joseph Christmas, “pretty near 
all” of the women from King’s Road worked for wages in Sydney.103 Somewhat 
ironically, in light of their alleged slovenliness, the many Mi’kmaw women who 
worked for wages did so as domestics hired to clean homes and businesses in 
Sydney. A line of employment shared with immigrant and other marginalized 
women, such work was also one type for which Mi’kmaw women, like other 
Indigenous women in Canada, were specifically groomed by federal policy 
and programs such as the field matron program and residential schools.104

The wages earned by women at King’s Road were important to their fam-
ilies. While domestics’ wages were low, so were the earnings of labouring 
Mi’kmaw men. As a result, households at King’s Road, like working-class 
households elsewhere, probably depended on two (or more) incomes to 
make ends meet. It is also likely that by the turn of the twentieth century, the 
waged work of women at King’s Road had grown relatively more important 
to families’ survival as men’s wage-earning prospects diminished.105 In his 
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testimony before the court, Chief Joseph Christmas explained how his own 
once lucrative business manufacturing pick handles for use in Cape Breton 
coal mines and oars for boats had, in recent years, been undermined by the 
factory production of these two commodities.106 As male lines of work such 
as this were undercut, it seems likely that women’s paid labour became rela-
tively more important to households at King’s Road. If this is the case, it may 
be that gender divisions of labour at King’s Road stood in contrast to a wider 
Unama’ki trend identified by Andrew Parnaby whereby Mi’kmaw men of the 
late nineteenth century earned “the lion’s share of family income.”107 Regard-
less, it is clear that female labour formed an important part of the domestic 
economy at King’s Road, something that was stressed by Rowlings’s witnesses, 
who were adamant that women’s access to work in Sydney in and of itself 
justified the maintenance of the King’s Road Reserve. Without fail, Rowlings’s 
witnesses stressed that the removal of the Mi’kmaq from King’s Road to a site 
farther from the city would severely imperil women’s (and men’s) abilities 
to earn incomes. As the Indian agent emphasized on the witness stand, for 
Mi’kmaw wage workers, the location of the King’s Road Reserve “could not 
be improved upon.”108

The descriptions of women that emerge from the two sides of the King’s 
Road case are very different. Joseph Gillies’s prorelocation faction—men with 
plenty of interest in reserve land but little connection to, or respect for, the 
community—drew on age-old stereotypes that unflatteringly cast Mi’kmaw 
women as morally susceptible and dangerous. In contrast, Rowlings’s 
witnesses—individuals who had knowledge of and sometimes close ties to 
the King’s Road community—revealed that Mi’kmaw women, far from being 
conduits of urban vices, were law-abiding, diligent workers who brought sta-
bility to their community by carving out important—if modest—employment 
niches in the expanding industrial city of Sydney. There is no doubt that 
Rowlings’s case against the King’s Road Reserve relocation offered a vision of 
Mi’kmaw women that was truer to the reality of women’s daily life on King’s 
Road in the opening decades of the twentieth century. Despite the convincing 
argument that relocation of the community would bring tremendous hard-
ship to families who depended on its proximity to urban-based employment, 
however, Justice Audette ruled that “having regard to the interest of the public 
and the Indians located on the small Sydney Reserve . . . the said Indians shall 
be removed from such Reserve.”109
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Audette’s assertion that “the Reserve retards . . . the development of that 
part of the city” closely adhered to a wider sentiment asserting that Indigen-
ous people were anathema to urban progress.110 In making this case, though, 
he drew heavily on the exchanges about Mi’kmaw women that had figured 
so prominently in the hearings. Audette specifically noted the importance of 
moving the Mi’kmaq “to another place outside the limits of the city of Syd-
ney,” where they would be “away from the liquor shops and the undesirable 
foreigners settled at the Coke Ovens”—the foreigners with whom Mi’kmaw 
women were accused of having sexual relations.111 He also emphasized that 
relocation was warranted because “the Indians have not been always consider-
ate and mindful of their neighbours in respect of cleanliness”—a remark that 
clearly reflected commentary about Mi’kmaw women’s substandard clean-
liness and that ignored refutation of these claims by Rowlings’s witnesses.112 
Audette’s ruling entirely disregarded the importance of being close to Sydney 
for work purposes. His final judgment that “what the Indian may lose from 
the convenience of close neighborhood to his place of labour . . . will be offset 
by the advantage of a large plot of territory” dismissed the testimony that 
identified Mi’kmaw women’s domestic work as being important to residents 
of the community.113 Ironically, the waged labour and white work that the 
DIA promoted in the early twentieth century as a solution to the poverty of 
Indigenous people and an antidote to their Indian characters were entirely 
disregarded by the Exchequer Court.

The proceedings of Audette’s court were in no way impartial. The hearings, 
like the Indian Act amendment that allowed for them, were intended not to 
objectively explore the relocation issue but, rather, to create a legal mechan-
ism to overcome the Mi’kmaq’s refusal to surrender their Sydney reserve. Ian 
Bushnell, in his study of Canada’s federal court, reveals that Audette stood 
accused of “moulding law to agree with his conception of justice.” In the 
King’s Road case, his conception of justice clearly favoured non-Mi’kmaw 
residents of Sydney and was one in which “racism dominated.”114 In weigh-
ing the evidence, Audette chose to accept Gillies’s rationale to make Gillies’s 
private interests seem public. Audette gave no weight to testimony that dis-
puted Gillies’s racist, sexist, and colonialist logic. In making a decision about 
what was in the public interest, Audette was overwhelmingly influenced by 
the negative stereotypes of Indigenous femininity that were proffered in his 
court. Despite pointed and convincing refutations of these stereotypes by 
witnesses who best knew the reserve and its residents, the Exchequer Court 
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perpetuated these characterizations and used them to present the King’s Road 
Reserve as a moral and physical threat to public health, citizen morality, and 
urban progress in Sydney.

Judge Audette’s ruling—that relocation was in the best interests of the 
Mi’kmaq and of other Sydney residents—erased the Mi’kmaq’s legal foot-
hold to resistance at Kun’tewiktuk. The Mi’kmaq, however, held on to their 
urban settlement for more than a decade. Preoccupation with World War I 
probably slowed relocation initially,115 but so did wrangling over relocation 
sites and Mi’kmaw refusal to accept relocation on Ottawa’s terms. Following 
the Exchequer Court hearing, the Mi’kmaq petitioned for and against vari-
ous locales being considered for a postrelocation reserve,116 a level of engage-
ment that frustrated the DIA and prompted one official to lament that “the 
Indians . . . are still as unreasonable as they have always been in the past, in this 
connection.”117 Even when, in 1921, their fate seemed sealed as Ottawa bought 
a piece of land slated to be home to the removed Mi’kmaq—a tract owned by 
Gillies118—the purchase of which the Mi’kmaq vehemently opposed, reloca-
tion did not proceed. William Wicken links uncertainty surrounding the  
1921 federal election to a slowdown in the relocation process,119 but surely  
the Mi’kmaq’s opposition to the purchased site also discouraged action. Elected 
chief and councillors did not mince words, declaring that after “inspecting this 
land from one end to the other,” the community would refuse to move there 
except by force.120 It was only in 1924 that Mi’kmaw opposition to relocation 
unravelled. This circumstance, though, was no capitulation; it was, instead, 
a response to deteriorating conditions at King’s Road that were caused by a 
DIA-enacted building moratorium at the site and resultant overcrowding. In 
light of these difficulties, Chief Christmas petitioned for removal.121 A new site, 
one endorsed by Superintendent Boyd for being “far enough from the city 
but not too far,” was chosen.122 Chief Christmas and the Mi’kmaq, desperate 
for more land and better DIA support, grudgingly agreed to move there. By 
late summer of 1925, the construction of homes was underway, and by June of 
1926, the relocation of the King’s Road Mi’kmaq to the site that would become 
known as Membertou was completed.

The relocation of the King’s Road Reserve was the outcome of a long-
running process made possible by the 1911 amendment of the Indian Act, 
which empowered a federal Exchequer Court to decide the fate of urban 
reserves in Canada. The archival record, premised largely on exchanges 
between male DIA officials and Mi’kmaw men who headed the elected council 



https://doi.org/10.15215/aupress/9781771994040.01

148  Martha Walls

at the King’s Road Reserve, is devoid of the perspectives on relocation of the 
women who lived there. Still, Mi’kmaw women ultimately mattered very much 
to the relocation process. Central to the testimony presented to the Exchequer 
Court were the witnesses’ varied characterizations of Mi’kmaw women. Those 
who supported the relocation of the reserve portrayed women as immoral 
and intemperate and as moral and physical threats to both their com-
munity and the wider Sydney environs. In contrast, witnesses who believed 
that the reserve should be maintained depicted the same women as lawful, 
sober, and hard-working assets to their community and to the city of Sydney. 
Judge Audette’s ruling reveals an overwhelming acceptance of the negative 
characterizations of Mi’kmaw women, and this perspective buttressed his 
ruling, which called for the removal of the King’s Road Reserve. The King’s 
Road Exchequer Court hearing, a milestone in Canadian Indigenous policy, 
starkly reveals the pervasive and insidious way in which racialized concepts 
of Indigenous femininity shaped Indigenous policy in Canada well into the 
twentieth century.
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6	 C. B. Wade, Research Director and 
Labour Historian, 1944–50

David Frank

He drove into Glace Bay over dirt roads, through clouds of coal dust, and past 
rows of housing in disrepair. He was coming from the green fields and grey 
towers of Queen’s University in Kingston, Ontario. Now he was answering 
an invitation from one of Canada’s largest unions, District 26 of the United 
Mine Workers of America (UMW), the branch of the international union that 
represented coal miners in Nova Scotia and New Brunswick. In the changing 
world of industrial relations in the 1940s, the miners’ union was one of the 
first in Canada to recognize the need for research staff. The age of industrial 
legality meant that contracts were more complex to negotiate and adminis-
ter, there were more briefs and submissions to prepare, and new laws and 
regulations required constant attention. For many unions, there were also 
political and social objectives associated with the social democratic agenda 
of the times. With the election of a new leadership in 1942, District 26 was 
determined to promote improved conditions in the coal towns and a strategy 
to stabilize the coal industry. These aims pushed the union to document the 
needs of their members and their communities and bring the union’s policies 
to wider public attention.1

Beginning in 1944 and for the next six years, these were the main chal-
lenges facing C. B. Wade as the union’s director of research and education. 
Even before he arrived, the federal government had announced its intention 
to appoint the Royal Commission on Coal, and the union wanted to prepare 
the case for public ownership. Then in 1947, District 26 was out on a long 
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strike against the Dominion Steel and Coal Corporation (DOSCO), the first 
major strike since 1925, and again the union needed to deliver their message 
and win public support. Wade was at the centre of these efforts. Meanwhile, 
he researched and wrote a history of District 26 that has been recognized 
as a pioneering contribution to the field of labour history.2 In the context  
of the present book, this chapter attempts to capture a historical moment in 
the “long twentieth century” when “oppositional” forces represented by the 
miners’ union took a strong stand against the “dominant” culture of modernist 
industrial capitalism. In the process, they often drew on the “residual” energies 
embedded in local labour history to make their case for the needs of the coal 
miners and the long-term future of the local and regional economy.

Across North America in the 1930s and 1940s, hundreds of politically sym-
pathetic intellectuals brought their energy and skills to the union movement. 
For this new stratum of labour staff, the link between knowledge and power 
was not a theoretical concept but part of a struggle to advance the status of 
workers. As Wendy Cuthbertson has pointed out, one of their missions was to 
create “a union world—a union public sphere” that articulated a discourse of 
citizenship rights and placed workers at the centre of postwar reconstruction 
efforts.3 However, this was not a stable context. While the negotiation of com-
promises between labour, capital, and the state gave union staff an increasingly 
central role in the stabilization of labour relations, it also exposed them to 
the successive pressures of wartime mobilization, postwar expectations, and 
a looming Cold War.4

Workers’ Education

Claude Bates Wade’s road to Glace Bay started in upper-middle-class Edward-
ian England. He was born in 1906 near Liverpool, the son of a stationery 
wholesaler who became a manufacturer of fountain pens. He remembered 
a strict family upbringing, and at public school, mischief was punished with 
caning. Wade was expected to enter the family business, but in 1923, he vis-
ited an older uncle in Toronto and decided to remain in Canada. In his first  
years, he went west on the harvest excursions and was also hired out as a 
cowboy. He also picked up the lifelong nickname “Jim,” which was used by 
family and friends.5

Wade’s uncle insisted that the young man further his education and, to 
this end, funded his training in Toronto as a chartered accountant. When 
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Wade completed the programme in 1933, he counted himself fortunate to 
find work at Queen’s University, which administered courses and exams set 
by the Institute of Chartered Accountants. His position there became more 
secure over time, and by 1939–40, he was listed in the annual Calendar of the 
School of Commerce and Administration as an instructor in chartered account-
ancy.6 Wade also began to publish professionally at this time, notably a series 
of articles in Canadian Chartered Accountant. These raised questions about 
accepted methods of calculating profits and evaluating assets as practised by 
major Canadian corporations. None of the findings would be surprising to 
specialists, but Wade highlighted the ways that financial statements could be 
adjusted, if not manipulated, to meet corporate needs.7

Meanwhile, the Workers’ Educational Association (WEA) attracted Wade’s 
interest. This organization was founded in Toronto at the end of World War I 
on a model of collaboration between academic institutions and trade unions. 
By the 1930s, under full-time general secretary Drummond Wren, the asso-
ciation was not only pursuing “education for citizenship” but also providing 
training and assistance to unions. The WEA published research bulletins and  
pamphlets, participated in radio broadcasts, and distributed filmstrips  
and films to study groups.8 There is a reference to Wade’s activity in the Kings-
ton branch as early as November 1939, when Wren refers to “our friend on 
the accounting end,” and Wren later visited with him during an Industrial 
Relations Conference at Queen’s.9 Following that, they were in continual con-
tact, and in 1941, Wade agreed to write a regular page on finance and related 
matters for the WEA’s Labor News.10

During his time in Kingston, Wade interacted with a range of people on 
the political left. According to their daughter’s recollection, her mother con-
sidered Wade to be “only a Bertrand Russell socialist” when they first met. In 
Kingston, however, they both moved further to the left and belonged to a circle 
of intellectuals associated with the WEA and the Fellowship for a Christian 
Social Order as well as the Co-operative Commonwealth Federation and the 
Communist Party, later the Labor-Progressive Party (LPP). One of this group 
was Idele Wilson, a University of British Columbia graduate who had studied 
economic history and labour relations at the University of Toronto and the 
London School of Economics before going to work for the WEA and then as 
research director for the United Electrical Workers.11 Wade’s associates were by 
no means all Communists, but he has stated that he came under the influence 
of faculty who were party members and soon was “with them.” “At the time 
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everybody was in the CCF [Co-operative Commonwealth Federation],” his 
daughter has recalled, “and they were trying to move it to the left.”12

District 26

In the early 1940s, labour politics in District 26 of the United Mine Workers 
took a turn to the left. At a time when many unions were struggling to win rec-
ognition, the miners’ union was already an established organization with col-
lective bargaining rights. These had been achieved at the end of World War I 
and were successfully defended in the labour wars of the 1920s. Under wartime 
conditions, traditions of militancy were reasserted in efforts to reverse the 
wage losses of the past decades. A number of rank-and-file actions, including 
a slowdown strike in 1941, challenged the incumbent union leadership, and in 
1942 new officers were elected. Many came from the ranks of the rival “red” 
union of the 1930s, the Amalgamated Mine Workers of Nova Scotia (AMW), 
whose members had returned to the UMW. The most prominent officers 
were AMW veterans such as Adam Scott as secretary treasurer, John Alex 
MacDonald as international board member, and Tom Ling as vice-president. 
The president, Freeman Jenkins, was a less experienced twenty-eight-year-old 
activist from one of the Glace Bay locals.13

Before Wade, there was, briefly, Eugene Forsey, a McGill University gradu-
ate and Rhodes Scholar who had returned from Oxford in 1929 to lecture  
in politics and economics at McGill. After the university dismissed Forsey in 
1941, primarily due to his political activism on behalf of the CCF, he became 
research director for the new Canadian Congress of Labour (CCL). When 
Forsey came to Glace Bay in 1943 to help prepare a union brief, he recalls 
welcoming the assignment with enthusiasm: “I had a burning desire to be of 
use to workers who, in my judgement, had long been oppressed, exploited, 
and swindled.”14 Forsey articulated the union’s themes clearly: first, that “max-
imum production of Nova Scotia coal is essential in the national interest,” and 
secondly, that “the mine workers must be paid decent wages, whether through 
higher prices, subsidies to private enterprise, or nationalization, with such 
subsidies from public funds as may prove necessary.”15

This was the context in which Wade was recruited. When Drummond 
Wren learned that District 26 was looking for a research director, he recom-
mended Wade as “an outstanding authority on accounting, public and indus-
trial finances.” After receiving an interested response, he informed Wade that 
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President Jenkins wanted to know if he would accept the position.16 Wade has 
also recalled that A. A. MacLeod, one of the most influential organizers for the 
LPP, encouraged him to go to Glace Bay. MacLeod himself was a Cape Bre-
toner by origins and a regular visitor there; he was well aware of the situation 
in District 26 and hoped that the new officers would benefit from experienced 
and politically sympathetic staff.17 By November 1944, Wade was in Glace Bay.

He later summarized his “routine work” in a list of activities: unemploy-
ment insurance cases and old-age pensions; briefs, letters, and resolutions; 
data on cost-of-living and wages; analysis of legislation; clippings on the 
industry, unions, and provincial affairs; information for the Glace Bay Gaz-
ette; and bulletins to board members.18 He also undertook research on social 
security provisions for the coal miners. In 1945, he requested an estimate from 
Sun Life of what would be needed to provide a pension of $30 a month for all 
miners from age sixty. The answer was that a lump sum of $6.5 million would 
cover fifteen hundred men already on pension, plus an annual premium of 
$2.5 million to provide for more than eighty-five hundred men under sixty.19 
Wade also helped sort out the financial arrangements for the Glace Bay Gaz-
ette, the daily newspaper that the union had purchased in 1942.20 In addition, 
he assisted in promoting public libraries in Cape Breton, working on town 
plans for Glace Bay and Sydney, and preparing local radio broadcasts.21

From the beginning, the most urgent task was to prepare for hearings of 
the Royal Commission on Coal, whose scope included questions of produc-
tion and distribution, employment, industrial relations, government assist-
ance, and other conditions affecting the industry’s future.22 A preliminary 
submission went forward in January 1945, signalling that the union planned 
to address issues from the standpoint of regional and national development 
on the grounds that “the fundamental interests of labor are also the basic 
interests of the great majority of Canadians.”23

As part of the preparations, District 26 contracted the country’s leading 
labour lawyer, J. L. Cohen, to prepare the union brief and act as counsel at 
the hearings. Wade assembled information and ideas for Cohen. In March 
1945, for instance, he considered the problem of making a reasonable estimate 
of the coal reserves available for production. Wade underlined the idea that 
“Canada must have the largest possible domestic source of supply to take care of 
any stoppage in the supply of American coal” and that this would require sub-
ventions to assist in transportation. It was also important to continue urging 
industrial expansion and diversification in the Maritimes. Any temptation 
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to limit coal production to regional needs would have to be resisted on the 
grounds that “a vast transfer of population” out of the region was objectionable 
and impracticable. Wade followed up with notes on the wasteful policy of 
extracting the highest quality coal while leaving large reserves of lesser quality 
coal untouched that could be utilized with improved attention to washing and 
treating coal and better burning equipment. The underlying criticism was 
that the coal companies were poor stewards of the resource: “All this, in my 
opinion, is a sign of apathy and lack of interest in expanding the market. It 
is the natural behaviour one would anticipate from a quasi-monopoly oper-
ating in isolation and in a one-industry, one-company area. It is BESCO all  
over again.”24

Later the same month, Wade commented realistically on the idea of “con-
servation” as applied to a nonrenewable resource such as coal: “There can be 
no possible sense in trying to make a coal mine last 150 instead of 100 years. 
To attempt to postpone the inevitable is like trying to grasp the infinite; alright 
for theologians I dare say.” He added, “We should strenuously oppose the 
notion of ‘prolonging the agony’ by stringing out Nova Scotia coal production 
as long as possible.” Although a change in the economic base was ultimately 
inevitable, “conservation” should mean efficient extraction and utilization in 
order to promote the fullest practical use of the resource.25

These were only a few of the elements needed for the full brief, but working 
with Cohen was difficult. The lawyer’s work for other unions and on civil lib-
erties cases was overwhelming. As his biographer has shown, he was nearing 
physical exhaustion and personal collapse. In June one of the union officers 
worried that time was running short. Wade then took on more responsibil-
ity and worked with one of Cohen’s assistants to complete preparations for  
the hearings in Sydney.26 Cohen attended, but it fell to Wade to present and 
defend the seventy-eight-page brief.27

The union submission made a coherent, often eloquent argument for the 
place of the coal industry in plans for postwar social reconstruction and eco-
nomic development. What the coal miners wanted was “a decent standard 
of living firmly based on continuous employment and decent wages, healthy 
social conditions and social amenities, ample cultural facilities and full oppor-
tunities for the advancement of their children.” Moreover, the miners claimed 
a vested interest in the success of the industry: “The fact that the company 
leases the coal and owns and manages the equipment is not the basis for an 
interest and pride greater than ours who spend one-third of our adult lives 
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in the pit and whose food, shelter, wives, children and pleasures are so largely 
dependent on efficient coal production.”

Turning to the question of government assistance, it was in the public 
interest to promote the stability of the industry, both to ensure a reliable 
supply of fuel to the Canadian market and to prevent a massive depopulation 
of communities dependent on coal. Modernization would require mechan-
ization, but new machinery would face less resistance if linked to the open-
ing of new seams, new public works, and new industries. The union also 
argued that higher living standards were essential to attract younger men to go  
into the pits after they returned from the armed forces or finished school, and 
pension plans could offer retirement for coal miners at the age of fifty-five. 
As for industrial relations, the charge was that management refused to accept 
the union as an equal partner and continued to follow outdated policies: “The 
‘Company’ is like the smoke and the soot: an endless, wearying, destructive, 
senseless battle must be fought against an unyielding enemy.” DOSCO and 
its predecessors had earned their reputation for poor management and failed 
leadership over many years, and the logical answer was to bring coal under 
public ownership as a public utility.28

Meanwhile, the union was preparing for an aggressive round of collective 
bargaining. The mood was apparent at the district convention in October 
1946, which called for a wage increase of $2.50 a day, a reduced workweek,  
and a pension fund supported by the coal royalties. When the company 
refused to discuss a pension plan and insisted that any wage increases must 
depend on greater productivity, negotiations broke down. The union reduced 
its wage demand to $1.40 a day, but by February the strike was underway,  
and it lasted through to June. In their hopes for significant gains, the coal 
miners were adding to the high tide of strike activity across the country during 
the immediate postwar years. As Courtney MacIsaac has put it in her study  
of these events, “The coal miners’ expectations and views had solidified 
around the idea of major improvements in status and conditions, and neither 
the employers’ resistance nor the government’s efforts to stave off the conflict 
were succeeding.”29

In helping run the union campaign, Wade’s “strike publicity” included 
leaflets, releases, and widely distributed open letters. There were radio talks 
on the CBC network as well as on Nova Scotia stations and in union towns 
such as Hamilton and Oshawa in Ontario. He was particularly pleased with 
a half-page advertisement, “What Have They Been Telling YOU about US?” 
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that ran in newspapers in British Columbia, Ontario, and Nova Scotia.30 Wade 
also wrote a short leaflet, Robbing the Mines, that drew on the royal commis-
sion evidence to document DOSCO’s failure to reinvest in the coal indus-
try: “It is surely obvious that productivity must fall, sooner or later, when an 
industry already burdened with obsolete and worn-out equipment is robbed  
so efficiently.”31

When the strike ended, there was still an atmosphere of distrust. Members 
approved a settlement that gave them an increase of one dollar a day, and 
another forty cents if production levels increased. But Wade worried that 
the implications of the strike were not understood—that it was more than 
“a matter of dollars and tons of coal that might be earned and that might 
be mined.”32 From this point of view, the strike was not a success. The royal 
commission had failed to support public ownership, and the concerns about 
social conditions had not been adequately addressed. MacIsaac has observed 
that “the long-term goals of industrial democracy were not greatly advanced.”33

Meanwhile, as the largest union in the province, District 26 was also direct-
ing attention to issues of concern to other workers. Although the coal miners 
came under federal jurisdiction, when the Nova Scotia Trade Union Act was 
under revision in 1947, Wade attended the hearings on behalf of the union.  
His presentation outlined a set of principles to promote stable industrial rela-
tions. Employers should recognize the right of workers to union representation 
and “the highest standards of wages and other working conditions attain-
able.” Employees should accept the right of businesses “to plan, direct and 
manage the business so as neither health nor safety are endangered.” And to  
address the “inherent inequality of economic or bargaining strength” between 
workers and employers, governments should “enact labour relations legis-
lation that will, in so far as legislation can, modify this inherent inequality, 
in favour of the worker.” This was a recipe not for social revolution but for 
accommodation, the integration of unions into the evolving labour relations 
system, and it would especially benefit unions with less bargaining power and 
political influence than the coal miners.34

There was much more for unions to do. In an article on the “Unorganized 
in Nova Scotia,” Wade noted that only about 25 percent of the labour force was 
unionized: “They also require a union if they are to become active and influ-
ential as citizens in a way that the casting of a vote on election day can never 
by itself, make possible.” Wade’s discussion went on to single out the twenty-
five thousand “girls and women” whose low wages limited the province’s 
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purchasing power and undermined the standard of living. He reported that 
women workers were employed for average wages as low as thirty-seven cents 
an hour in textile factories and thirty cents an hour at telephone companies. 
“The obvious solution,” he concluded, “is to get these workers organized.”35

In another initiative, Wade prepared a set of questions to submit to C. D. 
Howe, minister of reconstruction and supply. The purpose was to urge Ottawa 
to investigate DOSCO’s failure to expand basic steel production and develop 
an export trade in secondary products. Howe’s predictable response was that 
“it is not considered a function of the Crown to compel a privately owned 
corporation to expand its operations beyond a point considered financially 
and economically sound by that corporation’s management.” Wade assem-
bled Howe’s replies in a press release, which was distributed with a covering 
statement signed by Jenkins: “In wartime the Crown was willing to ‘compel’ 
corporations to do all kinds of things. But apparently it is quite unwilling in 
any way to interfere with private industry when a great social problem such 
as chronic unemployment in the Maritimes, demands such interference.”36

Some of Wade’s most striking analysis came in a series of articles published 
in the Glace Bay Gazette on “Centralization and Unemployment.” Here he 
applied the Marxist concept of the concentration and centralization of capital 
to the conditions of underemployment in the region:

The location of industry follows certain laws of capitalist growth. It  
is ridiculous to blame government for those laws; for they are  
brought into action by capital owners, not government. What can,  
and should, be done is to demand that government restrict the working 
of such of these laws as are harmful. But if one is to demand that 
government de-centralize industry in favour of a more even social and 
economic development of every portion of Canada, then it must be 
clearly understood that one is interfering with the autonomy and profit 
interests of large-scale industry.37

Moreover, Wade did not hesitate to state the political conclusions that followed:

It is essential that the Maritime people recognize that capitalism, by its 
own momentum of growth as it were, leads to centralization. But this 
centralization need not be merely geographic; it inevitably involves also 
a centralization of ownership, of control and of funds for investment in 
industry, in every area. Thus, the problem of the Maritimes is not one 
only of centralization of industry in Central Canada; it is also one of 
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centralization of big business control both in Central Canada and Nova 
Scotia itself.38

This kind of language, pointing to capitalism as the essential cause of regional 
disparity, was rarely heard in the political economy of the region prior to  
the popularization of underdevelopment theories in the 1970s.39

During this period, Wade also produced radio programming under the 
title “Labour Leads the Way.” The script for a broadcast on CJCB on 11 June 
1948 demonstrates Wade’s skillful use of radio in the service of local labour 
history. In explaining the origins of Davis Day, the coal miners’ annual day 
of “remembrance and tribute,” the text begins with a narrator reviewing the 
coal miners’ history as a struggle to harness nature and to achieve freedom 
from exploitation. The narrator then introduces a series of events from the 
founding of the Provincial Workmen’s Association on 1 September 1879 to 
the 1925 strike and the shooting of William Davis by company police on  
11 June that year. The script is punctuated with cues for music and comments 
by witnesses to the history. A concluding statement by Jenkins is given in full 
(as written by Wade):

For at least 100 years many working people have dreamed of creating 
the kind of social and economic institution in which the man working 
for himself will know he is working also for the common good; and 
when he works for the common good he will know he is working for 
himself. So, just as we have built machines and mastered nature with 
them, we must now build a society which we control. . . . In this way 
we can carry on the work and bring true the dreams, of those we now 
remember.40

The Dismissal

There had been anxieties about Wade from the start. As early as December 
1944, Silby Barrett (the former international board member for District 26 and 
now a key figure in the leadership of the Canadian Congress of Labour) wrote 
to UMW international president John L. Lewis about Wade: “He has been 
very active since taking his position with the District in regard to Commun-
ist Activities. I think that something should be done about it or later on we 
may have more trouble than what we anticipate.”41 Wade’s presumed politics 
also seemed to be general knowledge at Dominion Steel and Coal. In a 1968 
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interview, the company’s former director of public relations stated that Wade 
was a Communist and “under observation all the time he was here.”42 This was 
also the opinion of the Catholic Church in the mining districts, where even 
sympathetic clergy at the time of the 1947 strike were certain, as Peter Ludlow 
puts it, “that the leaders of those miners were communists (especially, so the 
priests argued, the researcher C. B. Wade).”43

Although no individual surveillance file was located, there were references 
to Wade in more general intelligence reports on “communist” or “subversive” 
activities in District 26.44 In retrospect, they seem scanty. No notice was taken 
of his appointment, and his name does not seem to appear until February 1945, 
when Communist organizers from Halifax arrived to discourage the union 
from going out on a wartime strike. After the 1947 strike, Wade attracted 
more attention. In March 1948, a Royal Canadian Mounted Police (RCMP) 
officer in Glace Bay stated that he was having “increasing influence” with the 
union leadership but that “thus far Wade has stuck to straight Trade Union 
and Worker-Political subjects, with no mention of Communism.” Shortly 
after that, “Professor Wade” was identified in a police report as a member  
of the LPP and described as “the intellectual force behind the Union.” A 
rumour that attempts would be made to have him removed from office at 
the union convention in August 1948 proved exaggerated. President Jenkins 
assured delegates that Wade was a valued employee and that there had been 
no criticism of him from the executive board.45

Things changed on the morning of Saturday, 20 May 1950, when Jenkins 
called Wade into his office and asked for his resignation. When Wade refused, 
Jenkins told him that he was dismissed, effective immediately. Within hours, 
his office door was padlocked. A Canadian Press dispatch went out across 
the country, stating that Jenkins had said the dismissal was “part of a show-
down for the removal of Communist influence,” although Jenkins later denied 
making any statement to the press.46 At UMW headquarters in Washington, 
secretary treasurer Thomas L. Kennedy made a handwritten note: “Wade is 
supposed to be a Communist or fellow traveller. Jenkins told me over the 
phone last Friday that he fired him. He should have done it a long time ago.”47

When the district executive board met a few days later, Vice-President 
Ling introduced a motion calling for Wade to be reinstated. For his part, 
Jenkins claimed that “he never found fault with Jim Wade’s work” and that 
he defended him at conventions and before the international union: “I always 
stood up for him as long as he was keeping with the organization.” Ling then 
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revised his motion to state that “because this Board has no knowledge of any 
activities on the part of C. B. Wade detrimental to the interest of UMW of A, 
the Board disapprove of his dismissal and ask for his re-instatement.” Jenkins 
added that he could not say that Wade was a Communist, but he said, “I have 
lost confidence in him and I know that he was not working in the interest of 
the Union.” Nonetheless, Ling’s motion was adopted by a vote of seven to two.48

As Michael Earle has noted, “blatant red-baiting” had not been popular 
among the coal miners, but Jenkins was clearly feeling the pressure of the 
deepening Cold War, which was coming to full force with the expulsion of 
several left-led unions from the Trades and Labour Congress and the Can-
adian Congress of Labour. The most dramatic example came in the spring of 
1949, when the striking “Communist-dominated” Canadian Seamen’s Union 
(CSU) was broken by the collaboration of shipping companies and govern-
ment authorities and replaced by the Seafarers’ International Union (SIU). 
When DOSCO ore carriers arrived at the Sydney steel plant with “scab” SIU 
crews, union solidarities were severely tested. District 26 had already donated 
$1,000 to the CSU, and the secretary treasurer, Adam Scott, went on local 
radio to denounce the SIU crews as strikebreakers. There were tense scenes 
at the docks until the leader of the steelworkers union local, under pressure 
from union headquarters, announced that they would not interfere with 
the unloading of the ships.49 With Jenkins reluctant to support the CSU, his 
credentials as a militant leader were in question. This, in turn, encouraged 
former AMW secretary treasurer Robert Stewart to challenge Jenkins for the 
presidency, as he had also done in 1946.50

This was the immediate context for Wade’s removal. Jenkins had come to 
office “from the pits” with a reputation as “a fighter,” Wade recalled, but “his 
position got to him, as happens often with union leaders.” Wade was not alone 
in believing that his dismissal was part of a deal by Jenkins to win support 
from the Catholic Church in return for getting rid of the alleged “red” in  
his office.51 Was Jenkins further provoked by word of the discussions at a 
meeting on 14 May, where Cape Breton LPP members gathered to hear the 
visiting A. A. MacLeod discuss the situation? According to the police report 
of the meeting, MacLeod told members that the party wanted to see Jenkins 
defeated and replaced by Stewart.52 The announcement of Wade’s removal 
was followed the next day by the declaration that Stewart was not eligible for 
office, and in this, Jenkins was supported by the UMW international office.53
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After the district board called for his reinstatement, Wade appealed to 
the union membership. His dismissal, he said, was contrary to the district 
constitution, which stated that suspensions were subject to approval by the 
executive board. Jenkins was attempting to use charges against him, said 
Wade, in order to demonstrate that he was sufficiently “anti-red” to continue 
in office as president.54 Meanwhile, in Steelworker and Miner, the local weekly 
edited by M. A. Mackenzie, Wade was described as “a modest self-effacing 
man whose sole desire was to serve the union and its members well.” Now 
he was the victim of Jenkins’s unscrupulous wishes to advance his ambitions 
by repudiating “the man who has literally carried Jenkins on his back for the 
past five years, the man who wrote every speech Jenkins ever delivered, who 
prepared all the able briefs presented in the name of the union to govern-
ments and other public bodies.”55

Still, the damage was done. Jenkins was returned to office unopposed, 
and the June election saw several leaders associated with the left go down to 
defeat. The Sydney Post-Record described the results as a victory for “safe and 
sane and responsible leadership.”56 The Wade case did not go away, however, 
and was still on the agenda when the executive board met in September. The 
union’s solicitor, Louis Dubinsky, explained that Wade’s lawyer had already 
secured a writ for payment of wages and had initiated a suit for reinstatement 
and damages of $10,000. After further consultations, Wade agreed to submit 
his resignation and accept a cheque of $1,050 for three months’ pay.57

With Wade’s departure, a page was turning. Nonetheless, the union’s need 
for a research director had been established. Wade’s successor, James Morri-
son, held degrees in English and economics from Acadia University. More-
over, as the son of the former District 26 president D. W. Morrison, he must 
have been considered a politically reliable choice for the deradicalization and 
normalization of labour relations in the 1950s.58

The History

Meanwhile, there was the “History of District 26,” literally left behind in 
Wade’s locked office. At the time of his dismissal, Wade identified the manu-
script as one of his major accomplishments: “The first history ever written 
of any Canadian trade union.”59 The project may have had its genesis in 1945, 
when Cohen asked Wade to prepare “a very careful historical account” on 
industrial relations for the use of the royal commission, but neither he nor 
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Cohen was pleased with the result.60 By early 1950, Wade was more satisfied, 
and his research was attracting wider interest.61 The pending completion of the 
manuscript is confirmed by a letter in early 1950 from the steel union veteran 
Forman Waye, who read the manuscript and returned it with several notes.62

As we have it, the “History of District 26” is not in final form. There are 
references to an introduction, bibliography, and appendices that do not appear 
in known versions. The surviving manuscript, about three hundred pages in 
length, consists of twelve well-developed and footnoted chapters covering 
the history of District 26 from 1919 to 1941.63 The dates are a little misleading, 
as by the bottom of the first page of the first chapter, “1919: Recognition,”  
we are already circling back to a discussion of the early origins. The chapter 
uses a methodical approach: a central question—namely, the recognition of 
the UMW in 1919—followed by an account of the events leading to that out-
come and an analysis of the implications. Buried in the middle of the chapter is 
an articulate statement of the purposes of writing this kind of people’s history:

The heroes in our history books are nearly always the generals, the 
“empire builders,” the industrialists and the politicians who associated 
with them. No one would wish to deny to some of these an honourable 
place in our history. But in the coal towns of Nova Scotia, as in scores 
of other industrial towns in Canada, there have lived and died thou-
sands of union men and women who have shown courage and made 
sacrifices far greater than many of our history book heroes were ever 
capable of.64

The chapters continue more or less in the same mode: a major development 
explained through an elaboration of context and story. “Top Wages in 1921” 
is followed by “1922 Wage Cuts: Slow-Down and Strike,” “1923: Steel-Coal 
Strike,” “1924 Strike and Restoration of Autonomy,” and “1925: One Hundred 
and Fifty-Five Days on Strike.” A long chapter (“1925–1926”) on the Royal 
Commission on Coal chaired by Sir Andrew Rae Duncan slows down the 
narrative to explore several issues, including the checkoff, company stores, 
housing, relief societies and workers’ compensation, and safety in the mines, 
all of which are traced back into the nineteenth century. The narrative resumes 
with the crises of the early 1930s and the rivalry between District 26 and a 
new AMW. Other developments of the decade are covered in a chapter on 
Sydney Mines and Stellarton. Another traces the story of the union in the New 
Brunswick coalfield down to 1938, although recognition was not achieved 
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until several years after that. The last chapter introduces the years of wartime 
mobilization and labour regulation.

By any standard, the “History of District 26” was a substantial achieve-
ment, written with a level of authority and commitment that seems to have 
been characteristic of the man. There was only a limited amount of published 
work for him to use, and Wade’s treatment goes well beyond what was avail-
able.65 His research drew on the sources at district headquarters—union files, 
newspaper clippings, and government documents and reports, including the 
extensive evidence from the hearings of the 1925 Duncan Commission. And 
Wade also absorbed details of local history from the union veterans with 
whom he worked.66

The quality of research and analysis is evident in his account of the chain  
of events leading to the shooting of William Davis on 11 June. The confron-
tation is placed in context, and the lasting historical significance of the 1925 
strike is also underlined. Wade stresses the fact that by early June, the strike 
was at a critical point and that the union leadership had decided to adopt more 
aggressive picketing. This led to the shutdown of the power plant at Waterford 
Lake and the loss of power to the mines and the town of New Waterford. This 
development is sometimes described incorrectly as an attempt by the company 
to intimidate the coal miners by cutting off the town’s water supply. But on 
11 June, the coal miners were attempting not to restore water and power service 
but to maintain the 100 percent picketing that would prevent the company 
from trying to resume operations.

For the events of that day, Wade relied especially on two of the board 
members with whom he worked, Thomas Ling (a “leader of the affair”) and 
Douglas MacDonald (a “witness”). They provided details that could come 
only from those with first-hand knowledge—pickets sleeping on a rainy 
night under shelters built of railway ties and a train loaded with company 
police and officials advancing slowly toward the plant, removing obstructions  
from the track as they proceeded. After the force of police and officials recap-
tured the power plant from the union pickets that morning, they rode into 
town on horseback, parading on Plummer Avenue to boast of their victory. Then 
came the legendary march of some eight hundred strikers through the woods 
to the power plant. When the coal miners were met by gunfire, they retaliated 
with sticks, stones, and bare hands. After the shooting subsided, the miners 
managed to rout the police, pulling them off horses, chasing them into the 
woods, and marching captives back into town. In the course of the mayhem, 
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coal miner William Davis was shot and killed by a police bullet, and two other 
men, Gilbert Watson and Jack MacQuarrie, were wounded, casualties of a 
struggle to defend their strike.67

Wade also brought his understanding of industrial relations to bear on the 
larger situation. He introduced the 1925 strike as an example of “how in some 
circumstances the employer’s position is so strong that he can force a union 
into a strike.” Attempts at negotiation and conciliation had failed, in part due 
to uncertainty about the status of the Industrial Disputes Investigation Act 
after a ruling of the Judicial Committee of the Privy Council was announced in 
January.68 The strike started in March, after the company reduced operations 
and cut off credit at company stores. “Let them stay out two months or six 
months, it matters not; eventually they will have to come to us,” BESCO vice-
president J. E. McLurg famously told a reporter. His offhand remark—“They 
can’t stand the gaff ”—conveyed the company attitude. Almost at once, “stand-
ing the gaff ” became a rallying cry for the strike: “There is not a miner who 
has forgotten it. They ‘stood the gaff ’ for one hundred and fifty-five days.”69

By May the hard-pressed union leadership was prepared to accept an 
arbitrated settlement, but the company was now refusing to deal with the 
UMW at all. This impasse was broken by the events at Waterford Lake—an 
outcome reinforced by the looting and burning of company stores, the return 
of troops to the coalfield, the defeat of the provincial government, a temporary 
settlement, and the appointment of a royal commission. Wade concludes that  
the strike had failed in its main objective: “Basically the strike was lost because 
people were poverty stricken and they were hungry and terribly tired. In other 
words, BESCO was willing and able to starve the men and their families into 
submission and the union was unable to prevent this.” And yet there was 
also an achievement worth underlining: “The strike was lost in terms of the 
immediate issue; it was won, in terms of establishing the union: after 1925 all 
serious efforts to destroy the union were abandoned.”70 From this perspective, 
the “reluctant recognition” of 1919 was superseded by a more permanent com-
mitment, supported by the province, to the preservation of union recognition 
and collective bargaining in the coal industry. As Wade’s analysis makes clear, 
this was understood as a necessary compromise that anticipated the state-
supported formula of industrial legality that would be more widely adopted 
across Canada in the 1940s.

There is much more to appreciate in the manuscript. Wade’s training 
equipped him to analyze changes in wages, prices, and profits that were at 
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stake in disputes of the past as well as in his own time, and his familiarity 
with corporate behaviour was useful in understanding the strategies fol-
lowed by the coal companies. Discussing contract proposals at one stage in 
the 1920s, for instance, Wade explained the situation in these terms: “The 
familiar argument, used so persistently over the years by BESCO (and 
afterwards by DOSCO), is merely a demand that the workers submit them-
selves to the ungovernable forces of capitalism; that they permit their wage  
rates to fluctuate with and be determined by the profit needs and expecta-
tions of their employers.”71 Similarly, in a later chapter, he brought a critical 
eye to the history of government intervention: “At least so far as the miner is 
concerned, all the thirty odd boards and commissions that had dealt with his 
wages and working conditions from 1907 to 1943, had based their findings on 
the same principle; wages must be determined, no matter how great the min-
er’s need, by the ability to pay of the individual firm involved.”72 His discussion 
of social conditions noted too that wealth tended to concentrate far from the 
resource hinterlands, leaving the coal districts with few resources for social 
improvements: “Wealthy Canadians tend to congregate in Central Canada 
and pay their local taxes there no matter how much of their wealth may have 
been extracted from East or West.”73 From this perspective, the history of  
the union to date was a long preparation for the transition to a more respon-
sible economics of remuneration and reinvestment based on public ownership 
of the industry.74

There are not many large generalizations in the manuscript, but the author 
knew that the “History of District 26” had a didactic purpose for those who 
would carry on the work of the union. He encouraged readers to reflect on the 
underlying differences between radical and moderate leaders who appeared 
in the pages, represented almost archetypically by J. B. McLachlan and Dan 
Willie Morrison:

The one was guided by the principle: stop fighting only when you 
must; the other by: never fight until you really must. McLachlan was 
motivated by the belief that capitalism must be, could be and was going 
to be, superseded by socialism; Morrison (though no fervent supporter 
of private enterprise) by the belief capitalism was here to stay, if not for 
ever, but at any rate for an indefinite period.

It is easy enough for a third party to say that both went too far  
in their opposite directions. Which was more fundamentally in the 
right the reader will decide for himself.75
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In leaving the reader with this challenge, Wade was content to present himself 
as a witness to the conditions and opportunities of history rather than as an 
authority on strategies of social change. In this, the director of research and 
education was deferring to his constituency. It would be up to the miners’ 
union and its members to determine the course of action ahead.

Epilogue

He waited for me, at the exit from a subway stop in one of the older suburbs in 
Toronto. He was at the wheel of a small white sports car, a dapper gentleman, 
relatively short and square-shouldered. He spoke in what we might call a 
mid-Atlantic accent. We went for lunch, and then to his modest bungalow in 
Scarborough. When I tried to reach him again, I learned that he had suffered 
a stroke and passed away, only a few years after my visit.

After he left Glace Bay in 1950, there was no question of Wade returning 
to Queen’s. The family moved to Toronto, where he worked as a chartered 
accountant and later opened a practice of his own. He continued to do work 
for unions, but most of his practice consisted of small accounts, and he was 
known to be generous with his time for people. The family rarely discussed 
politics, but his daughter recalls that her parents encouraged her to be an 
independent thinker. Her father invited her to debate propositions such as 
“From each according to his ability; to each according to his need” and “Is the 
brotherhood of man really possible in a world of scarcity?”76

When I met Wade in the 1970s, I had the powerful impression of a man 
who had moved on. He had no copy of the District 26 manuscript in his 
possession and had not been active politically for many years. When I visited 
him, though, he mentioned that he and his wife, Christine, were planning to 
attend a new play about the overthrow of the Salvador Allende government 
in Chile in 1973. Indeed, Christine had a long-time interest in theatre, acting, 
for instance, in a Chekhov play and later directing an Ibsen production in 
Toronto’s little theatres of the 1950s. In some productions, Wade had small 
walk-on parts as a butler or servant.77

Our reconnaissance ends here, but there is enough evidence to identify the 
place of C. B. Wade in the history of District 26 and more generally in the field 
of regional history and labour studies. He emerged as a politically engaged 
intellectual who made common cause with organized labour in the hopeful 
period of transition from wartime mobilization to postwar reconstruction. 
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His professional background and his experience with the Workers’ Educa-
tional Association prepared him to answer the call from District 26, where he 
became one of the first members of a cohort of union staff across Canada who 
were navigating the terrain of industrial legality and promoting an expanded 
definition of working-class citizenship.78 Wade was also among the small num-
ber of researchers who made lasting early contributions to labour studies, and 
his historical work can be associated with the activists of the 1940s who were 
discussing the need for a “people’s history” of Canada.79 Once on the ground 
in Glace Bay, Wade was energized by the militancy of the coal miners. His 
responsibilities as research director were always pressing, but he understood 
that the coal miners saw their history as a necessary explanation of the origins 
of current conditions. Consequently, he applied his skills to documenting the 
contradictions between economic exploitation and social progress that were 
so visibly demonstrated in the history of the coal miners. And in step with 
union policy and dominant thinking on the left, he promoted solutions based 
on collective bargaining and social planning.

To be sure, Wade was writing his political economy and labour history at 
a time when coal remained the leading source of energy in Canada. The coal 
miners believed they were well placed to protect the stability of the industry 
and their communities and the future of the province and region. As a labour 
intellectual, Wade was participating in a long war of position, readying union 
members and the public for a better world to come. By the end of the 1940s, 
however, Cold War conditions encouraged unions to set aside, if not repudi-
ate, the more radical implications of their own history and seek a favourable 
accommodation with capital and the state, and Wade fell victim to the asso-
ciated internal politics of the miners’ union.80 Soon it would also be clear that 
King Coal was being displaced more rapidly than anticipated, and by 1960 
the logic of regional underdevelopment led a royal commission to propose 
an orderly reduction of the industry.81 It would fall to another generation of 
activists and intellectuals, and even the next wave of historians, to respond to 
the conundrums of capitalism and underdevelopment in the region. For the 
time being, the dominant culture of modernist industrial capitalism prevailed, 
and the people and communities called into service for the production of 
industrial energy were considered increasingly redundant. Given the legacy 
of residual and oppositional traditions, however, there would continue to be 
resistance, and with it a search for alternative strategies of development.82
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Notes
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revised form with permission.
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	 58.	 Morrison’s 1950 Acadia University MA thesis in economics was titled “A History 

of Labor [sic] Management in the Coal Mining Industry of Nova Scotia.” 
The bibliography cited an interview with Jenkins dated 26 May 1950, which 
apparently took place in the midst of the controversy over Wade’s dismissal.

	 59.	 “Statement Issued by C. B. Wade,” 30 May 1950, RCMP file. The claim that 
there were no previous histories of individual unions may, like all historical 
“firsts,” be difficult to establish.

	 60.	 Cohen to Wade, 12 May 1945; Wade to Cohen, 12 October 1945; Cohen to Wade, 
17 October 1945; with “Notes on Relations between the Dominion Steel and 
Coal Corporation and the Coal Miners,” file 3120, vol. 40, Cohen Fonds, LAC.
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decade as hydroelectricity, oil, and gas replaced coal as the principal sources 
of energy in Canada.

	 82.	 See Parnaby, “Roots, Region, and Resistance,” 5–31; MacKinnon, Closing 
SYSCO.
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7	 “Everybody Was Crying”
Ella Barron, Dutch War Bride in Amsterdam 
and Ingonish, Cape Breton, 1923–2023

Ken Donovan

To mark the seventy-fifth anniversary of the beginning of World War II in 
2014, dozens of books and hundreds and hundreds of articles were written 
about war brides who came to Canada and the United States. This chapter, 
contributing to a larger historiographical effort, examines the life of Ella 
Barron, one of forty-eight thousand war brides who immigrated to Canada 
during and after the end of World War II.1 Between 1942 and 1952, there were 
approximately one million war brides who arrived in Canada and the United 
States. Ella’s story, recounted here, is part of a more ambitious narrative about 
the history of rural war brides’ experiences in North America.2 Moreover, as a 
contribution to a collection that examines Cape Breton in the long twentieth 
century, the story of Ella Barron reveals the transnational aspects of immigra-
tion to the rural parts of the island in the wake of global conflict and reflects the 
profound implications of those experiences on one remarkable woman’s life.

A native of Amsterdam, Cornelia Aletta Anna Iske, known as Nellie in 
Holland and Ella in Canada, was born on 12 December 1923. Coming from 
a working-class family, she was born in the middle of eleven children in her 
family. War is a momentous struggle for combatants, but it also poses sig-
nificant risks and stresses to civilians, especially children and those from the 
poorest social classes.3 The formidable German war machine invaded Holland 
on 10 May 1940, and from then on, Ella and her family struggled to cope with 
the invasion, their loss of freedom, and the precarity associated with stable 
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food and shelter. Ella recalled in our oral history interview that “the Germans 
put us through hell” during the last year of the war.4

Five months after hostilities ended in May 1945, Ella met Alex Barron of 
Ingonish, and they were married in Amsterdam on 24 January 1946. Ella left 
her home, bound for Canada in May of the same year, and arrived at Pier 21 
in Halifax on 15 June.5 Ella travelled to Ingonish, Cape Breton Island, the next 
day, and there she would raise her own family of ten children. There were, 
however, physical and mental difficulties to overcome. Ella spoke Dutch, and 
she was a Protestant in a Roman Catholic community. She only had rudi-
mentary cooking skills; she did not know, for instance, how to bake bread. 
Ella was also a young, urban woman who had to adjust to living in an isolated, 
country village.

This chapter offers an analytical approach to Ella’s life in the Netherlands 
and in Canada. Intersecting with the other chapters in this collection, Ella’s 
story reveals how movement and migration, the rural and urban divide, and 
particular cultures and identities were all essential in framing the Cape Bre-
ton experience during the long twentieth century. These themes will emerge 
as the chapter unfolds through one woman’s view of living through war in 
Holland and peace in postwar Canada. Her experiences were relayed in pri-
mary interviews, conducted with Ella and recorded by the author, on 30 June 
and 1 July 2008, and another interview on 21 January 2020. There was an 
additional interview on 2 January 2016, which was not digitally recorded but  
was recorded by the author through contemporaneous notes. The three digit-
ally recorded interviews are deposited at the Beaton Institute Archives at Cape 
Breton University.

Life in Holland, 1923 to 1939

Ella, the daughter of Christaan Iske and Geraldina Geel, grew up with little 
money. Family life was difficult, especially during the years of the Great 
Depression, a worldwide economic downturn that began in 1929 and lasted 
until the late 1930s. To make matters worse, two of Ella’s siblings died in 
childhood. Fritz, a twin brother, died one day after he was born in 1928. Crib 
death, the sudden and unexplained death of an infant, is often associated with 
difficult living conditions. Modern medicine has reduced the incidence of  
crib death, but it remains a complicated health issue.6 In 1934 another brother, 
five-year-old Adrian, died after he fell out of his crib. The child was taken 
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to the hospital but did not survive the subsequent operation. One can 
imagine the grief felt by Ella and her family, but for her parents, there was 
little time to express their grief over the death of the boys—after all, there were 
other children to feed, clothe, and comfort. To this day, ninety-nine-year-old 
Ella vividly recalls the death of her dear brothers, a testimony to her love  
of family.

Ella’s dad, Christaan, worked as a truck driver and had to be away  
most of the time in order to make a living. “It was hard on the whole family,” 
Ella recalled. She noted that her family life was difficult. Ella’s mother, Ger-
aldina, stayed home and looked after the children. At twelve years of age, Ella 
went to a home economics school in Amsterdam, which she attended from 
1935 to 1936 and where she learned to cook, sew, and iron clothes. Ella, how-
ever, did not like the school. “They tormented me because I was poor and I did 
not always dress properly. We were left out of things because we were poor.”7 
Thinking back on her experience, she reflected, “Sometimes, they treated us 
nice, sometimes not.” Ella left the school in 1936 after completing only one 
year of a two-year program.

After returning home for a brief period, Ella “started out on her own.”8 In 
1937, she moved to Hilversum, twenty kilometres away, to work in a home for 
children, a day school in which girls and a few boys came from single-parent, 
widowed, or divorced families with working parents. Located at Eik Bosser 
Wegt, the school was housed in an attractive building that was still standing 
in 1977 when Ella visited on one of her return trips to the Netherlands.9 The 
children came to the school during the day and returned to their homes at 
night. There were twenty-four children, mostly girls, who attended the school, 
twelve on each side of the house. Ella has pictures of the house with herself 
and sixteen of the children. The children, standing on two large wooden swing 
chairs, supported in the middle by a grand central pole, looked happy and 
carefree. Ella did not look much older than the students.

Ella and another teenager lived with twelve of the girls on one side of the 
duplex and helped care for the children. In the other half of the house, there 
were two girls who helped care for the children on their side of the duplex. 
Besides the caretakers such as Ella, there were teachers who taught the chil-
dren their school work. The school, owned by an elderly Jewish couple, hired 
Kate, a middle-aged woman who lived in a nearby house, to supervise the 
school. Although not paid, Ella worked full time at the school in exchange for 
room and board. Preparing meals, doing laundry, scrubbing floors, weeding 
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the gardens, and attending to the needs of the children were demanding 
chores. Every Monday Ella had to wash the clothes, and it took her all day to  
finish the task. Spinach was a key part of the diet at the school; Ella had  
to clean the greens in a big wash tub, part of cooking for the children.

Sometimes people brought in clothing for Ella and her coworkers. There 
was a seamstress who worked at the house, and she made two blue dresses 
for Ella, but they were hardly flattering. Ella felt shamed because “they looked 
like potato bags”; they had no shape. Throughout her life, Ella was conscious 
of growing up poor and her subsequent demeaning treatment: “I did not 
like it.”10 Children quickly become aware of their status and how they fit into  
the social order in any society when they are coming of age.11

Germans Invade Holland, 10 May 1940

At six o’clock in the morning of 10 May 1940, Ella came downstairs in the 
boarding school as usual to make a pot of porridge for the twenty-four girls 
who attended the day school. The morning was hardly typical because it 
changed Ella’s life. Kate, the school supervisor, came in and stated that Ger-
many had invaded Holland. “I was scared,” recalled Ella. “It was something 
I didn’t expect. That morning, we all got together in the hallway, and it was 
the last day we sang the Dutch national anthem. Everybody was crying.”12 
Ella remembered that hallway only too well because she had to scrub it each 
day. “We were looking after the children, cooking, cleaning, and washing 
their clothes.”

Ella was only seventeen when the expansionism of Nazi Germany trans-
formed into a broader European conflict. After their occupation of Amster-
dam, the Nazis made plans to gather all the Jewish people for slave labour and 
eventual transport to concentration camps as part of the Holocaust. Jewish 
people in Ella’s neighbourhood, as required by the Nazi Party, had to wear the  
Star of David, a yellow patch, symbolizing their identification as Jews.13  
The wearing of the Star of David to isolate Jews had been introduced through-
out Nazi-occupied Europe in August 1941.14 The Jewish owners of the day 
school, knowing that they were in danger, took in three young Jewish sisters 
into the school in late 1941. Ella has a picture of Jatte, Greejte, and Maviejtie 
Sevison. Sitting on the steps of the school overlooking the garden, the beauti-
ful children, ranging in age from four to eight years, were well dressed and 
healthy. Jatte had a coat over her dress, whereas baby Greejte had mittens, 
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and they all wore hats with warm-looking dresses.15 The children, however, 
were eventually taken by the Nazis, as were the Jewish owners of the boarding 
school. One day, the elderly Jewish couple were there, and then they were 
gone. Ella “never saw or heard of them again.”16

Amsterdam during the Holocaust

The Holocaust is well known in the Netherlands, owing in part to the experi-
ences of another young Dutch girl in the capital city of Amsterdam.17 Anne 
Frank, like Ella, was a native of Amsterdam and became internationally 
renowned in the decades following her murder in the death camps. On 1 Sep-
tember 1939, when Anne Frank was ten years old, Nazi Germany invaded 
Poland, and so World War II began. Not long after, in May 1940, the Nazis 
also invaded the Netherlands.18

Five days later, the Dutch army surrendered. It had little or no chance of 
success against the German blitzkrieg. Two of Ella’s brothers served in the 
Dutch army, and they fought against the Germans during the conflict. Ella’s 
oldest brother, Chris (1912–2008), was wounded, but her other brother, Piet, 
survived uninjured.19 Slowly but surely, the Nazis introduced laws and regula-
tions that made Jewish life unbearable. Jewish residents counted for nothing 
under the new discriminatory laws.20 Jews could no longer go to the movies, 
visit parks, or buy goods at non-Jewish shops. The rules meant that more 
and more places became off limits. Anne’s father had to give up his company 
because Jews were no longer allowed to run their own businesses. Jewish 
children had to go to separate schools. By the spring of 1942, Anne’s father 
had started furnishing a hiding place in an extension to his former business 
quarters at Prinsengracht 263. He was helped by some friends and colleagues, 
and before long, four more individuals wanted protection. The hiding place 
was crowded, but Anne remained silent, fearful, and vigilant.21

After the Germans took over the secret annex of the Anne Frank House 
on 4 August 1944, the eight Jewish people in hiding were transported to  
the Netherlands transit camp at Westerbrok, and then the Frank family was sent 
by train to Auschwitz on 3 September 1944. More than one hundred thousand 
Jewish people from the Netherlands had already been sent to the concentra-
tion and extermination camps of Auschwitz and Sobibor.22 The Netherlands 
had the greatest number of Jewish victims in Western Europe in terms of 
percentages and absolute numbers. Approximately 75 percent of the 140,000 
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Jews in the country (104,000) were sent to the concentration camps.23 Adolph 
Eichmann, a German high official and one of the key architects of the Holo-
caust, had organized the deportation of European Jews from his headquarters 
in Berlin.24 Such was the context when Ella met Jewish people, including 
children, in Amsterdam.

In 1944 Ella went back to Amsterdam and worked for the post office deliv-
ering mail, as there were few men left in Holland. Many Dutch men found 
themselves imprisoned, shipped off to Germany for forced labour, or in hid-
ing. Tragedy struck Ella’s family on 24 February 1944 when Ella’s father died 
at forty-eight years of age. After the Germans took control of the trucking 
company that employed her father, he was forced to work alongside the occu-
pying Germans. His job required him to drive a truck to pick up the remains 
of British airmen at night after they were shot down over Holland. A German 
soldier travelled with Ella’s father during the night. The soldier picked up 
the remains of the airmen because Ella’s father was not permitted to get out 
of the truck. As a result of this work, Ella’s father was seriously affected by a 
coal-based fuel substitute that the German military had used during the war. 
Before and during World War II, Germany had developed converted coal as 
feedstock to establish the world’s first successful synthetic liquid fuel indus-
try.25 Ella believed it was the poisonous fumes from the fuel that contributed 
to her father’s heart failure. Ella, who had always been close to her dad, fondly 
remembered a cup and saucer that he had given her on her eighteenth birth-
day. She also recalled delivering mail to his house before he died.26

Ella has a striking photo of herself wearing a postal cap and cloak. The 
stylish cloak, one button secured at the top, is complemented by her cap 
jauntily tilted to the right with her beautiful smile and curly hair flowing down 
around her collar. Happiness, though, can be fleeting, especially in occupied 
countries like Holland. Before a year was over, Ella had quit delivering the  
mail because her shoes wore out and her feet became sore from walking  
the streets. Ella’s mother, meanwhile, was left with two young children, Adrian 
and Johanna, as well as her own elderly mother, all occupying a one-room 
apartment. Ella moved to live with her sister Dien in Amsterdam because 
she lived closer to the hospital, where Ella had started a new job. Besides, her 
mother had no room for Ella, even though she helped her mother as best she 
could with household chores and small tasks.
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Working in the Hospital

After working for the postal service, Ella went to work in a hospital. Ella 
remembered when she started work there because it was shortly before her 
dad died on 23 February 1944. Ella boarded with Mrs. Lobbes for five guil-
ders a month in her house at 74, the second Helmerstraat, near the hospital. 
A lady in her seventies, Mrs. Lobbes had a son who was sick. Operated by 
the Dutch, the hospital was a microcosm of Dutch life at the time, with one-
half of the hospital serving the Germans and the other half the Dutch. The 
German patients were treated much better than the Dutch. Each morning 
at 7:00, Ella had to pass a security checkpoint to enter work. Ella worked in 
the kitchen cleaning vegetables, mostly beets. She also cleaned tulip bulbs, a 
substitute for potatoes. When cooked, Ella thought the bulbs were “not bad,” 
but the seeds were bitter. In 1944, Ella recalled, “We saw German boys in the 
hospital, soldiers fourteen, fifteen, and sixteen years old who were wounded. 
This was an awful time to go through.”27

During the last two years of the war, people in the Netherlands were 
starving because there was little or no food available. After the invasion of 
Normandy in June 1944, the Allied powers began to gradually degrade the 
powerful German war machine in a life-and-death struggle. The Germans, 
in turn, made life more difficult for Dutch civilians because food resources 
were devoted to the German military. To survive, Ella had to smuggle food 
out of the hospital. As she explained, “Sometimes you have to be dishonest.” 
Ella and three of her friends, who worked with her in the hospital, wore skirts, 
and they made a small, square bag that they “each wore under their skirts so 
they could hide tulip bulbs, potatoes, beets, small bottles of yogurt, and other 
scraps of food.” Ella smuggled food to her mother, her two younger siblings, 
and her grandmother. She also helped Mrs. Lobbes, who had a sick son. Since 
Ella and her friends were paid for their work in the hospital, she was able to 
supplement the smuggled food with bread she purchased on the black market. 
On 4 May 1945, Ella and her girlfriends were caught “stealing” from the hos-
pital, and they were promptly fired. Ella has a photo of herself and her three 
friends leaving the hospital and walking in the Dam Square on 4 May 1945. 
The four young women had broad smiles and a jaunt in their steps as they 
walked in the spring sunshine. The smiles were a portent of better times ahead.

The evening of the day that Ella was fired from the hospital, she and 
Mrs. Lobbes heard “an awful racket in the street.” There was a man saying 
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the war would be over tomorrow. The Germans came outside immediately and 
started shooting. The war ended the next morning; it was Ella’s mom’s birth-
day. Young women who had collaborated with the Germans were marched 
out into the street, and their heads were shaved. Ella thought that “it was 
pitiful.” The Dutch civilians knew these collaborators. Ella made her feelings 
clear about the German occupation: “I never wanted anything to do with the 
Germans. They were our enemies. It was nothing strange to see dead bodies 
in the street.”28

The end of the war brought immediate relief in terms of psychological 
stress. The Allies had gained victory, but it “took an awful long time to get 
food.” The winter of 1944–45 was known as the “Hunger Winter” in Hol-
land.29 Amsterdam was the last major city in Holland to be liberated: “We 
were issued rations and food coupons.” Ella remembered going to the store 
and getting canned vegetable soup as part of her rations. “I had never seen it 
before. I stayed with Mrs. Lobbes, and I made my own meals.” Ella became 
sick because she did not dilute the soup: “My stomach was [too] weak to  
eat something like that.”

After the war was over, the Canadians and the Americans came to the Dam 
Square on 7 May, the day of the formal German surrender. The Canadians 
arrived in their tanks. German soldiers were still hiding in buildings in the 
Dam Square, and they killed many people who were waiting for the Allies. “We 
bought flowers and presented them to one Canadian soldier. The poor fellow 
was so surprised, he could say nothing.” Ella recalls seeing an airplane flying 
in distress and on fire, then watching as it crashed into a hotel for Germans. 
“It did not bother me,” she related. Later, upon some reflection, Ella admitted 
that the plane crash had troubled her. After 7 May, life slowly came back to 
normal. The nine o’clock curfew was lifted.

Ella Meets Alex Barron

Before long, Ella started going to dances with her first cousin. There was 
a dance in Amersfoort near Amsterdam in October 1945, where Ella met 
Alex Barron—her future husband. She recalls going into the dance hall: for 
Ella, it was resplendent, almost magical: “The tables, decorated with lovely 
tablecloths, had dishes filled with beautiful fruit. We had not seen fresh fruit, 
especially in the last year of the war. The hall was full of Canadian soldiers 
with music and dancing.” Ella, then twenty-two, recalled, “This tall man came 
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in, and I said to my cousin, ‘Look at that long, skinny fellow.’ He looked at me 
so insulted, and then he came over to sit with us. He understood what I said 
because he had stayed with people in the countryside, and he had learned a 
little Dutch.”

Alex, a member of an antitank regiment, was part of the First Canadian 
Army, which had helped liberate Holland from September 1944 to April 1945. 
The Canadians eventually captured the Scheldt estuary and freed up the port 
of Antwerp for the Allies. The Canadians went on to clear the Germans from 
the northern and western parts of the Netherlands. To this day, Canadians 
are regarded with special fondness in Holland.30 Ella has three photos of Alex 
and his antitank regiment. Alex, well over six feet tall, is shown with six of his 
compatriots in a farmer’s field with a roadside fence and a little girl behind 
them. Three of the soldiers are sitting on a fence and may be Cape Breton-
ers, since they are playing a fiddle, a mandolin, and a guitar. Alex is one of 
four soldiers sitting on the ground in front of the musicians. Another photo 
shows Alex, one of twenty-one soldiers standing and sitting in the same field, 
with a soldier/cook out in front. Yet another photo shows seven officers of 
the antitank regiment, six of them wearing berets and a seventh sporting a 
helmet with goggles.

Ella recollected, “We went home back to Amsterdam. I went to the the-
atre a couple of evenings later with my mother, and Alex was there. We went 
together for a couple of months. Then Alex got word that he was supposed to 
go back to his outfit. In December, Alex asked me to marry him.” Alex, who 
could speak some Dutch by then, explained to Ella that he was a widower 
with three children back in Canada. Alex’s first wife, Doris Williams, had 
died of a blood clot, a complication of childbirth, and they were left with three 
daughters, Millie, Teresa, and Mary, who lived with Alex’s parents, Mike and 
Priscilla (Benny) Barron at Ingonish Harbour.31

Ella and Alex were married on 24 January 1946 before a justice of the peace. 
Mrs. Lobbes baked their wedding cake, and they had a small reception at Ella’s 
relatives’ home. Ella has a picture of Mrs. Lobbes and herself together with 
a small child. In their wedding photo, Ella looked attractive in a pin-striped 
suit. Alex wore his army dress uniform with a beret, shirt, and tie. Another 
wedding photo shows Ella and Alex with Ella’s mom, her sister Dien, and 
another sister and her husband. Nobody was smiling in the photo, doubtless 
because the family realized that they might not see Ella again, or at least not 
for a long time.32
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Ella Departs for Canada

Ella left the Hook of Holland on 31 May 1946, and she and other Dutch war 
brides went to England, where they met even more brides destined for Can-
ada. They stayed there for a week and then boarded the liner Queen Mary for 
Canada. “It was a very emotional time,” noted Ella, “especially for the English 
war brides, many with children who were saying goodbye to their families 
and friends . . . very emotional.”33 Ella and the other war brides travelled in 
cabin class and landed in Halifax at Pier 21 on 15 June 1946. “Most of the Eng-
lish war brides were wearing fur coats, and I remember wondering if there 
was snow in Canada in June.”34 Ella still has among her prized possessions  
her disembarkation card from the Hook of Holland with her passport number 
and her landed immigrant card. Ella was supposed to stay in a Halifax hotel 
on the night of 15 June, but word arrived that the train for North Sydney was 
departing that evening. “I ended up in North Sydney, and I was not feeling 
well. . . . I came a day too early, and so there was nobody there to meet me.” 
After an eighteen-hour train ride from Halifax, Ella looked forward to arriving 
in North Sydney, where Alex was meant to meet her, but he was not there. 
“Here I was expecting our first baby. I couldn’t speak a word of English, and 
I thought my new husband had deserted me. I just wanted to turn around 
and go home.”35 Fortunately for Ella, she had the address of Frances, Alex’s 
sister. “I showed it to a kindly taxi driver, who drove me there, where Alex was 
waiting.” Frances Robinson lived in North Sydney on Lorne Street.36 Ella and 
Alex stayed in a hotel that night and left for Ingonish the next day.

Arriving in Ingonish and Adjusting to Village Life

Ella and Alex departed North Sydney for Ingonish over a bumpy, gravel 
road. There were two ferries to cross—the Ross Ferry and the Englishtown 
Ferry—and after a two-hour journey, they arrived at the base of Smokey 
Mountain. Nothing could have prepared Ella for the “cow path” over  
the mountain and the village world of Ingonish that waited below.

Ella and Alex stayed with Alex’s parents in Ingonish Harbour for the 
summer. Ella noted, “What bothered me the most [was that] we went into a 
strange house.”37 Some of those who greeted Ella had mixed feelings, especially 
Alex’s sisters, Stella and Rade (Rae). They were perhaps wary of their brother’s 
return from Europe with a new bride, whom they had never met and whose 
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experiences were foreign to their own in the small Cape Breton village. This 
would set the tone for Ella’s life in Ingonish.

Ella and Alex lived in his parents’ house for most of the summer, and their 
first baby, Betty, was born in Ingonish Harbour on 22 August 1946. Isabel 
MacDonald, the public health nurse, delivered baby Betty and comforted 
Ella as best she could. Imagine Ella as a young woman, knowing little or no 
English, in a new country, about to deliver her first baby. On 8 November, Ella 
and Alex moved into their house in Ingonish Beach, two miles away. “It was 
the baby and all our belongings in a horse and buggy.” Ella recalled the house 
to her grandson Jordan Nearing, who later relayed, “When Nan first walked 
into the house, she wanted to turn around and go back to Amsterdam. They 
had no power, no water, and no heat. To make things worse, Grandfather had 
purchased the house from his first wife’s father. He had lived there with his 
first wife. This did not make Nan very happy.” Ella continued, “I went in, and 
I could see nothing. It was so dark. I said, ‘I am not going to live here.’ Alex 
said, ‘You may get used to it.’ I was scared to death because the first wife was 
waked in the room. I made him [Alex] take down the partition so I would 
not be so scared.”38 As noted earlier, Alex’s first wife, Doris Williams, had died 
from a blood clot, a complication of childbirth.39 When Alex married Ella, 
he no longer received the widow’s pension, which went to Alex’s parents, the 
guardians of his daughters, for support. The loss of the pension, which would 
have been some money in a financially deprived rural economy, added further 
tension to the family’s life.40

Only twenty-three years old, Ella was a young bride who had lived 
through desperate wartime conditions, but she now faced another daunt-
ing struggle—attempting to adjust to married, family, and village life. The 
transition to the new house was difficult, and the changes continued apace. 
Ella talked about the tensions: “I felt I was not welcome down here [Ingonish 
Beach]. It was a rough time for quite a few years.” Ella explained why life 
was difficult: “I couldn’t cook, bake bread.” Even more daunting, Ella was a 
Protestant. She had been married overseas before a judge. In everyday life, 
Ella had little or no formal religion, but that hardly mattered to the people of 
south Ingonish. Out of respect for her husband, Ella had started training in the 
sacraments and rites of the Catholic faith before she left Holland. Mrs. Lobbes, 
Ella’s landlady, was a Catholic, so she began to explain some of the customs 
of the Roman Catholic religious traditions to Ella. Ella also took a course in 
Catholicism, and the priest who offered the course gave Ella a letter to give 
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to Father Joseph Day, the Ingonish parish priest. Ella was clearly trying to fit 
into the faith of her new neighbours. Certainly, Alex urged this transition in 
the letters he wrote. Alex wrote from England on 6 February 1946, a few weeks 
after leaving Ella for Canada: “Tell me if you are taking instructions yet to be 
a Catholic. I hope you are as you know it means a lot to me and my people.”41 
On 9  March, Alex wrote from Ingonish Harbour: “Elly in your letter of  
Feb 7th you told me you were going to the priest, honey I am glad to hear that 
as I want you to be a Catholic.”42 On 11 March Alex wrote again, “Elly I am so 
happy to know that you are learning to be Catholic. You know it will be better 
for me and you as my people are all Catholic.”43 Canadian policy generally 
favoured soldiers marrying women from the same religious background.

Recovering from War

When Ella arrived in Ingonish in June 1946, the community, like most towns 
and villages in the northern hemisphere, was in a postwar recovery. Practically 
all of the young men in the village had gone to war. With Canadian partici-
pation in the War in Afghanistan, we understand that soldiers in combat 
develop post-traumatic stress disorder. How could it be otherwise? There were 
250,000 casualties on the allied side of the conflict in the Normandy invasion, 
“making Normandy a more costly battle than the infamous First World War 
killing ground at Passchendaele.” The Canadian soldiers played a “major role” 
in five of the most significant battles of the Normandy campaign, resulting in 
18,444 casualties, including 5,021 killed in action.44 Ingonish soldiers paid a 
heavy price in Normandy and in the push to Germany; they were killed, cap-
tured, and wounded. Those casualties were part of the context for Ella’s arrival  
in the postwar community.

World War II was a life-and-death struggle that affected lives throughout 
the world, especially in the northern hemisphere. Alex Barron knew or knew 
of all the Ingonish soldiers who served overseas, most on a first-name basis. 
Such is the nature of small village life. Approximately one hundred individ-
uals from the Ingonishes,45 or with close Ingonish connections, served in the 
Canadian armed forces and merchant marine.46 Chester Dunphy, a member of 
a tank crew, went ashore on D-Day, 6 June 1944. Chester’s tank was disabled, 
but he joined another tank and continued in combat.47 Jim Donovan also 
landed in the Normandy invasion, but he was captured and served the rest 
of the war as a German prisoner of war. He suffered hardships as a prisoner, 
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including being forced to drink boiled grass and potato peelings.48 To this day, 
Jim Donovan is affectionately known as “prisoner Jim,” a mark of distinction 
and respect for him and his descendants in the community.

There were numerous casualties, physical and mental, that affected Ing-
onish soldiers, but this chapter will only note a few. Joe Doucette, a member 
of the Royal Canadian Artillery, Nineteenth Battery, was killed in action in 
Italy on 4 September 1944.49 Only twenty-four years old, his family dearly 
grieved his loss, and they still do, recalled Joe’s brother Bert: “Dad and Mom 
would never accept that Joe died. They would leave the door open each night 
in the hope that he might come home.”50 Christie MacLeod Ross, a native of  
the south side of Smokey Mountain, had five sons who served in the Canadian 
army. They included Jack, Norman, Walter, and Murdock, who lived in North 
Gut, Victoria County.51 Murdock Ross (1917–44), a stretcher bearer, was killed 
on 25 July.52 Wilfrid MacLeod, stepbrother of Murdock, recalled that he only 
lived a few hours after being wounded. Wilfrid (1925–2012), the youngest 
of the five brothers, served overseas and was wounded in the hip defending 
Nijmegen Bridge on Sunday, 3 December 1944. A German bomber flew over 
and strafed the soldiers, killing nine and wounding twenty-eight in a matter of 
seconds. Wilfrid and other members of the battalion were in a field attending 
a church service. Wilfrid, who had seen much action since landing at Juno 
Beach in June 1944, was “kind of glad to get wounded to get out of there for a 
while.”53 Wilfrid spent five weeks in the hospital recovering and carried pieces 
of shrapnel in his body for the rest of his life.

The MacLeods, well liked and respected, were known for their kindness 
and hospitality to people travelling on foot from Ingonish to North Syd-
ney and beyond. People took the path over the mountain at Ingonish Ferry 
because it was only a thirty-minute walk to the MacLeods at Cape Smokey. 
The MacLeods usually offered a cup of tea and tea biscuits for the travellers.54 
Wilfrid MacLeod was a friend of Jim Brewer, a member of the heavy artillery 
who was severely wounded and sent home on the Lady Nelson, a hospital ship. 
Jim arrived in Halifax on 21 April 1945 and remained in Camp Hill Hospital 
until 4 June. Injured in October 1944, Jim had suffered three bayonet wounds 
to his left arm. He also developed asthma and suffered post-traumatic stress 
disorder, and according to his wife, Molly McGean, he was never the same 
after the war.55

Like Jim Brewer, Ella’s husband, Alex, sustained harmful effects from the 
war. Over six feet tall and two hundred pounds, Alex was an able man, and 
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he was soon placed on the front lines as a member of an antitank regiment 
against the German war machine.56 Due to intense shelling, explosions, dust, 
the smell of cordite, and diesel fumes in the tanks, Alex developed debilitat-
ing emphysema, which eventually led to his death in 1989. Alex also endured 
severe post-traumatic stress disorder, especially from witnessing countless 
injuries and deaths. He suffered terribly after the war, often waking at night 
“screaming and losing his breath.”57 When Alex woke up in the night, Ella 
was frightened, but she was always there for her husband, offering comfort 
and support.58

Ingonish residents were not accustomed to immigrants such as Ella com-
ing into the community to live full time. When Ella debarked at Pier 21 from 
the Queen Mary on 15 June 1946, she was the only war bride on the train 
coming to Cape Breton. There was little formal education in the community 
to teach children and adults about the outside world, including war brides. 
Most learning was gained through practical experience, learned from life’s 
lessons. Lillian Devoe, a sixteen-year-old teacher from Little Bras d’Or, had 
come to Ingonish in 1911 to teach in Ingonish Beach. Lillian provided an 
overview of educational standards in the Ingonish area. Besides Lillian, there 
were two other teachers from Margaree in Ingonish: Rebecca Coady (a sister 
of Dr. Moses Coady) taught in the school at Ingonish Ferry and Christine 
Cameron taught in the school near a Catholic church in Ingonish Centre. 
Lillian had sixty students on the school register, but only ten students came 
to school on a regular basis.59 Educational standards gradually improved from 
the 1920s to the 1950s, but not markedly so. The most accomplished students 
went to grade 9 because that was the highest level available.60

Formal education had little value because people were employed in the 
fishery, farming, forestry, mining, and other primary occupations that did not 
require extensive schooling. Young people also had the option of moving away, 
and many did. The population of Ingonish had grown steadily from 176 in 1838 
to 1,266 in 1891. By 1901, the Ingonish population declined to 954 as people 
moved to the coal towns and the steel plants in Sydney Mines and Sydney.61 
The population only increased modestly for the next one hundred years.

The Pace of Village Life

After the war, Alex began to work at various jobs. “I have another job now 
at carpenter work,” Alex wrote to Ella on 26 May 1946. “I make more money 
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six dollars and forty cents a day, that is the same as sixteen guilders.”62 Alex 
eventually got a loan of $500 from Matthew Hawley to buy a small boat and 
began to fish.63 Life as a fisherman, however, could be precarious. There was 
no unemployment insurance in those days, and thus Alex and Ella pur-
chased groceries on credit from Bridget and Tom Shea’s store on the hill. 
“We remained in their books all winter,” noted Ella, “and in the spring the 
first earnings went to pay off the winter bill. It was very hard in those early 
years, you never caught up, and so much depended on a good fishing catch.”64

The Sheas, responsible merchants, were good to the postwar newlyweds, 
as they were to all people in the community. One witness recalled that Bridget 
Shea “carried everybody” on credit during the winter.65 As for the fishery, Alex 
was paid in cash at settlement time. Wages in the fishery were generally low 
and remained so for much of the twentieth century.66 Alex was paid in cash, 
but the payment for his work was reminiscent of the truck system in which 
fishermen received little or no cash after they paid off their debts, usually to 
the fishing proprietor. Ingonish was a remote fishing village that was largely 
a cashless economy, and like most of the maritime communities, it remained 
so until the 1960s.67

Conclusion

Ella Barron eventually overcame the discrimination that she faced as a young 
Dutch war bride. Her strong character, her sense of purpose, the hardships 
she endured during the war, and the passage of time helped protect her 
from the intolerance she faced as an immigrant. Ella had a voice, and she 
was determined to be heard. Over the past fifty years, I have interviewed 
more than 150 people from Ingonish, preserved as digital audio recordings at 
Cape Breton University.68 Of all the individuals interviewed, Ella was among  
the most determined to tell “her story.” She had lived through five years of 
Nazi occupation and the injustices of that regime. Recalling the war years, 
Ella noted, “It took people here a long time to realize what I went through.”69

As time passed, Ella learned how to speak English, and she received all 
of the sacraments of the Roman Catholic faith, including being remarried in 
St. Peter’s Catholic Church in Ingonish.70 Ella has lived long enough to see 
the sectarianism among the Catholic, Presbyterian, United, and Anglican 
Churches in Ingonish and beyond become petty and irrelevant. Throughout 
the Western world—Europe and North America above Mexico—the message 



https://​doi​.org/​10​.15215/​aupress/​9781771994040​.01

204  Ken Donovan

of the Christian churches has fallen on hard times. Churches are closing, 
and buildings are being demolished or repurposed. The Christian churches 
have suffered because of the sexual exploitation of children, misogyny, cor-
ruption, and colonialism, especially the mistreatment of Indigenous people. 
Throughout her life, part of the long twentieth century, Ella has witnessed 
momentous change.

Ella became a member of the community and adapted to the customs of 
her Canadian home. Ella also learned how to cook, especially how to bake 
bread. She experienced indescribable heartache due to the death of a newborn 
child, something that women carry with them for the rest of their lives. Baby 
Aletta Anne, her third child, was born on 4 November 1948 at Buchanan 
Memorial Hospital in Neil’s Harbour, and she died on 31 December 1948.71 
The baby was sick, but Ella stated, “Nobody would help me. I got the blame. 
I couldn’t get anybody to take her to the hospital.”72 The women of the village 
rallied around Ella, at least in spirit, providing empathy and emotional sup-
port, especially those who had experienced miscarriages.73

Ella stood up for and protected her children when they faced discrimina-
tion because of their Dutch ancestry. This was ironic because the Dutch were 
favoured officially by Canadian immigration policy, while other groups of 
immigrants were excluded.74 “I felt sorry for the children in the community,” 
recalled Ella. “It took people a long time here to realize what I went through. It 
was harder on the kids. They used to be beaten. They couldn’t go outside, Betty 
and Alex especially.” For Ella, “the hardest thing was seeing the kids suffer.”75

Ella faced constant challenges, including living with her husband, who had 
a troubled life. Ella recalled patching the boys’ clothing in the evenings, and 
she often “had regrets about getting married.” Alex was a good man, in many 
ways, but he suffered, like many veterans, from post-traumatic stress disorder 
and compromised health. Ella’s major complaint about Alex was that he drank 
too much and that he did not have patience with the children.76

Ella’s working-class background, her demeaning treatment at school, and 
her impoverished life in Amsterdam doubtlessly helped her cope with the 
poverty she faced as a young bride and mother in Ingonish. If it was any 
consolation, most people in the village faced the same difficult economic cir-
cumstances. Beginning in 1973, Ella started to work outside the home doing 
housekeeping duties for five employers over the next ten years. She was able 
to earn additional income for the family and gain independence because  
she now had her own money. Ella’s life embodied the subthemes of this 
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volume, including her movement and migration from the Netherlands to 
Canada and the urban and rural divide between Amsterdam and Ingonish. 
When Ella moved to Ingonish, she recalled, “It was like living on a different 
planet. I was used to the city and getting used to people’s ways and them 
getting used to mine was hard.”77

As for the theme of culture and identities, this is perhaps the most mysti-
fying issue, one faced by all immigrants and migrants throughout the world. 
When Ella’s mother died in 1965, it had been nineteen years since she had left 
the Netherlands. Ella felt an intense longing for home, but she would have to 
wait until 1977 to afford the trip. During the journey, Ella had a marvellous 
time seeing relatives and renewing acquaintances. Alex was afraid that she  
would not return. Ella had “always retained such a love of Holland,” and  
she returned several times and keeps in touch with family to this day. On her 
return voyages to Holland in 1977, 2010, and later, Ella witnessed how Amster-
dam had developed into a large, cosmopolitan city.78 Holland had changed, 
as Ella did herself, and she recognized that her home was in Canada; she was 
Canadian. She had reared nine children in Ingonish, and she had gained the 
admiration and respect of the community. Ella persevered and ultimately 
prevailed, largely due to her strong character and love of family—especially 
her dedication to her children. She did not stray from these objectives.
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8	 Twenty-First-Century Uses for 
Twentieth-Century Nova Scotia Gaelic 
Song Collections
From Language Preservation to Revitalization 
and the Articulation of Cultural Values

Heather Sparling

Hi rì, ho ró, ma thig sibh dlùth
Gun seinn mi duanag dhuibh as ùr:
’S e cainnt nan Gàidheal as iffe cliù
Gu togail iff air òrain.

Hi ri, ho ro, if you come close
That I may sing you a new song
It’s the language of the Gaels of highest prestige
That raises cheer in the song.

“Moladh a’ Bhàird dha Mhuinntir-Dùthcha” (The bard’s 
praise of the nation’s people), by Iain MacMhuirich 
(John Currie) of Blackett’s Lake, Cape Breton

Iain MacMhuirich (John Currie) was born into a long line of elite clan bards 
in Scotland. He composed these lyrics in early twentieth-century Cape Breton, 
at a time when thousands of Gaelic speakers lived on the island and Gaelic-
speaking communities could be found in just about every Canadian province.1 
In fact, Gaelic was the third most spoken language in Canada—after English 
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and French—at the time of Confederation in 1867. By the turn of the twentieth 
century, approximately fifty thousand Gaelic speakers could be found in the 
eastern counties of Nova Scotia alone.2 We might understand Gaelic lan-
guage and culture as having been dominant—in Raymond Williams’s sense of  
the word, as laid out by the coeditors in their introduction to this volume—in 
rural areas of eastern Nova Scotia in the early twentieth century.

Currie’s song is just one of many examples of lyrics created by new world 
bards praising the Gaelic language. Many songs assert its prestige and value. 
It is important not just that the assertion is made that the Gaelic language is 
valuable but that it is made in song, for songs have always formed the back-
bone of Gaelic literature. Bards were once some of the most powerful and elite 
members of Gaelic society, their oral literature documenting clan victories, 
histories, heroes, and lineages.

Sometimes bards also acknowledged the language’s decline, as in “An Té 
a Chaill a Gàidhlig” (The woman who lost her Gaelic), a song by another 
Cape Breton bard, the Bard MacDermitt, which describes an encounter with 
a young woman who moved to Boston and refused to admit that she spoke 
and understood Gaelic, presumably because it would taint her newfound 
(and perhaps hard-won) urban, cosmopolitan identity. These two songs—Iain 
MacMhuirich’s and the Bard MacDermitt’s—can both be found in published 
Gaelic song collections by Calum Macleod and Helen Creighton, respectively.3 
Macleod was a native Gaelic speaker from Scotland who lived in Nova Scotia 
for almost thirty years. Creighton was a nonspeaker from Dartmouth, near 
Halifax. Their Nova Scotia Gaelic song collections are just two among a sig-
nificant number of collections made throughout the twentieth century.

What are we to make of these and many other Nova Scotia Gaelic song 
collections, especially given that most collectors were neither Gaelic speakers 
nor from Nova Scotia? While some came from Scotland and Nova Scotia, 
most came from the United States. Given the sustained efforts to eradicate 
Gaelic in both Scotland and Canada, notably through the education system 
where students were required to speak English and punished for speaking 
Gaelic, why were Gaelic songs collected and published? And what use do 
these collections have today, particularly in Nova Scotia, where the shift from 
a first-language Gaelic community to one consisting primarily of learners is 
almost complete?

When Gaelic-speaking immigrants settled Cape Breton Island and the 
eastern counties of mainland Nova Scotia in the late eighteenth and early 
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nineteenth centuries, they brought their traditional expressions and prac-
tices as well, including song. They transmitted those songs bho ghlùin gu 
glùin—from knee to knee—over generations. They also made new songs, 
songs that gave voice to their experiences, characterized their friends and 
neighbours, and captured key moments in their history. They made songs, 
such as the one quoted above, that assert the value of the Gaelic language, 
song, and culture. For almost as long, those newly created songs have been 
documented, first in print and later on recordings. Those who count them-
selves among the Gaelic community feel fortunate that these documentation 
efforts have preserved an exceptionally rich, deep, and varied song repertoire, 
particularly now that we find ourselves at a time when rigorous efforts to 
revitalize Gaelic are being made after a long period of significant decline. As 
a result of many systemic forces, including urbanization and industrialization, 
Gaelic shifted over the course of the twentieth century from a dominant cul-
ture in Nova Scotia to a residual one (residual in Raymond Williams’s sense 
of the word4): one formed in the past but still an active cultural presence.

This chapter focuses on the history of Gaelic song collecting in Nova Scotia 
from the beginning of the twentieth century to the present.5 Although collect-
ors didn’t actually begin collecting Gaelic songs until the twentieth century, 
their interests were strongly shaped by a nineteenth-century movement that 
linked national and folk cultures and consequently valorized the cultural 
expressions of the masses, discussed further below. The majority of Nova 
Scotia Gaelic song collecting took place from the 1930s to the 1970s, a time 
when the Gaelic language was rapidly declining but was still dominant in rural 
communities. Today, these collections provide a foundation for significant 
efforts to revitalize the language and culture.

Gaelic song documentation is spread over many sources, from books to 
archives to online repositories, making it difficult for someone just starting 
to discover Gaelic song to know where to look, particularly when it comes to 
lesser-known manuscripts, archival collections, and out-of-print books. So 
part of the purpose of this chapter is to provide a history of Gaelic song col-
lecting in Nova Scotia and an annotated guide to existing sources.6 But at a 
time when song collecting has all but ceased in Nova Scotia—largely because 
the majority of the existing repertoire has already been documented—it is also 
worth considering how these collections are being used currently.

Although Gaelic song, music, and dance were practised in Nova Scotia 
from the time the first immigrants arrived from Scotland, we are somewhat 



https://​doi​.org/​10​.15215/​aupress/​9781771994040​.01

218  Heather Sparling

limited in what we know about these practices prior to the twentieth century. 
Recording technologies were neither developed nor readily available until 
the early twentieth century, so we really don’t have an audio-visual record of 
earlier song, music, or dance. Singers and musicians mostly played by ear, and 
music notation was only rarely provided in the few song collections that were 
produced.7 Most Gaelic song books that existed prior to the twentieth century 
came from Scotland rather than Nova Scotia.8 While descriptions of earlier 
song and singing do exist, ethnomusicologists like to say that “writing about 
music is like dancing about architecture.” In other words, verbal descriptions 
are limited in their abilities to depict songs and singing in all their performa-
tive, sonic, and kinesthetic aspects.

A second reason for starting with the twentieth century is that this is the 
point when folklorists (and later ethnomusicologists), particularly from out-
side the area, began collecting, studying, and analyzing Gaelic song, music, 
and dance in Nova Scotia as a scholarly pursuit. Although songs were col-
lected and published prior to the twentieth century, it was not from a folklore 
(or ethnomusicological) perspective. Rather, songs tended to be collected as 
Gaelic literature—poems—rather than as music.9

This chapter will document the history of Gaelic song collecting in Nova 
Scotia, starting with who collected Gaelic songs, how Gaelic songs were docu-
mented, and where they can be found today. From there, I will discuss how 
collections are today being used not only to support language revitalization 
efforts but to shape and articulate Gaelic values of artistic creation, hospitality 
and inclusion, and family lineage and legacy.

Collectors of Gaelic Song

The range and number of Gaelic song collectors active in Nova Scotia dur-
ing the twentieth century is astonishing. There were collectors from Scotland, 
such as John Lorne Campbell and Gordon MacLennan; collectors from Nova 
Scotia, like Helen Creighton and Lilias Toward; and a surprising number of 
American collectors, including Diane Guggenheim and Ralph Rinzler. What 
motivated so many people—almost all of whom were from outside the prov-
ince and non-Gaelic speakers—to collect Gaelic songs in Nova Scotia?

As with nearly all folkloric collecting in the early twentieth century, the 
scholarly interest in Gaelic song in Nova Scotia was initially strongly informed 
by romantic nationalist agendas.10 The German philosopher Johann Gottfried 



https://​doi​.org/​10​.15215/​aupress/​9781771994040​.01

Twenty-First-Century Uses for Twentieth-Century Nova Scotia Gaelic Song Collections  219

Herder (1744–1803) was highly influential in developing what became known 
as romantic nationalism and a valorization of folk cultures.11 He was both 
antimodernist and anti-Enlightenment. He resisted the Enlightenment’s dis-
missal of folk culture as ignorant, and he opposed the trend in the modern 
arts of his day to follow foreign fashions and trends.12 To put it simply, Herder 
argued that each nation-state needed to have its own distinct cultural practices 
rooted in its own distinct language, for Herder believed that it was “the culture 
of the Folk, their tales and music and crafts [that] encapsulated the natural 
‘cultural core’ before it was complicated (and perhaps corrupted) by ‘society.’”13 
In an age marked by struggles for national independence in Europe and its 
colonies (e.g., the French and American Revolutions, the Napoleonic Wars), 
Herder’s ideas provided the means and justification for asserting political 
independence. In Scotland, although it had shared its head of state with Eng-
land since 1603 and joined with England to form the United Kingdom in 1707, 
the tenets of romantic nationalism provided Scots—particularly the Gaelic-
speaking Highlanders—with the means of presenting themselves as culturally 
distinct from England. Archaeologist Simon James has shown how the very 
concept of the Celts, understood today to encompass all Celtic-language-
speaking peoples—namely, Irish, Scottish Gaels, Manx, Cornish, Welsh, and 
Bretons—emerged through romantic nationalism as a means of resisting 
Anglo-Saxon cultural (if not political) dominance.14 In reality, of course, folk 
culture did not so much testify to an older, more authentic nation as it was 
used to construct an idealized version of it.15

Collecting a nation’s distinctive cultural practices became a means of 
validating a nation’s existence and, in areas encompassing more than one eth-
nic identity, sometimes used to fight for political independence (Ireland, for 
example, used cultural nationalism to fight for political independence from 
England). Because Herder placed particular importance on national languages, 
songs—as combinations of language and music—were seen as especially valu-
able cultural markers. Song collection activities proliferated.16 Early song col-
lectors in Canada and the US were interested primarily in offering whether 
“old country” songs still existed in the “new world,” particularly those no longer 
known in their countries of origin.17 For example, Stephanie Conn documents 
American collector MacEdward Leach’s search in Cape Breton for ancient 
Celtic texts such as Fenian lays and “songs that go as far back as Ossian.”18

Later, Canadian and American folklorists became interested in docu-
menting their own nations’ regional cultures, particularly as they began to 
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fear their loss due to increasing urbanization and industrialization, which 
many believed was causing the loss of traditional music-making contexts 
(such as, for example, kitchen parties and ceilidhs) and the loss of minority 
languages in culturally diverse and cosmopolitan cities such as Halifax and 
Sydney. Singers within Scottish song traditions (whether English or Gaelic) 
had always emphasized the importance of transmitting and performing songs 
exactly as they had been learned. It must therefore have been very disturbing 
when recordings revealed how often, in fact, songs exhibited variation and 
change. Today, music scholars and performers are more comfortable with 
the idea that change is constant and that cultural expressions have always 
changed and morphed in response to personal and communal factors, some-
times consciously, sometimes not. But in the early twentieth century, scholars 
clearly interpreted change and variation as cultural decline rather than part of 
a normal, constant cultural process. In response, they began collecting songs, 
among other cultural expressions, in an effort to preserve regional cultures 
before they died out.

Historian Ian McKay argues that a particular form of antimodernism and 
romanticism was at play in Nova Scotia in the early twentieth century, which 
he calls “Innocence”:

Innocence emerged in the period from 1920 to 1950 as a kind of 
mythomoteur, a set of fused and elaborated myths that provided Nova 
Scotians with an overall framework of meaning, a new way of imagin-
ing their community, a new core of a hegemonic liberal common 
sense. . . . Nova Scotia’s heart, its true essence, resided in the primitive, 
the rustic, the unspoiled, the picturesque, the quaint, the unchanging: 
in all those pre-modern things and traditions that seemed outside the 
rapid flow of change in the twentieth century.19

Other provinces might have emphasized identities rooted in scientific discov-
ery, industrial expansion, and cosmopolitanism, but not Nova Scotia, as Muise 
and Semple delineate in their history of Nova Scotia tourism in this book. 
McKay’s conception of Innocence certainly informed many song-collecting 
efforts in Nova Scotia, including those specifically aimed at collecting Gaelic 
song and those that extended into the 1960s.

Celticist Ken Nilsen and ethnomusicologist Stephanie Conn have pro-
vided helpful histories of Gaelic song collecting in Nova Scotia.20 Among the 
first collectors was John Lorne Campbell (1906–96), a fluent Gaelic learner 
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who lived at various points on several islands in the Scottish Hebrides. While 
living on the Isle of Barra, he undertook two research trips to Cape Breton, 
one in 1932 and a second in 1937. He recorded about one hundred songs on 
forty-three wax cylinders,21 the most common recording technology of the 
time. Unfortunately, their soft surfaces, valued for their ability to record sound 
waves as grooves, also meant they could easily be damaged and worn out 
after being played only a few times. They are also subject to mould damage. 
His recordings, which he took back to Scotland with him, are therefore not 
only difficult to access but quite poor in sound quality. Fortunately, Camp-
bell was aware of the physical deterioration of the recordings and had them 
transcribed into musical notation by Seamas Ennis of Ireland. As we would 
expect of an early collector, Campbell’s primary interest was in collecting 
Gaelic songs from Scotland, particularly the Isle of Barra, that had survived 
in Cape Breton. He was not interested in collecting newly composed Cape 
Breton songs, nor was he interested in the songs of communities settled by 
Gaels from elsewhere in Scotland. Sixty of the songs he collected ultimately 
wound up in Songs Remembered in Exile, published more than fifty years after 
his initial field trips. His collection is housed at Canna House in Scotland.

Helen Creighton (1899–1989) of Dartmouth, Nova Scotia, began collecting 
Gaelic songs as early as 1933 when she first visited Cape Breton. However, she 
didn’t have access to a recorder until 1943, so her earliest song-collecting efforts 
were documented via musical transcriptions. Creighton was an extremely 
influential and prolific maritime song collector. She was well known through-
out Canada thanks to her CBC radio show as well as her many books, and she 
helped popularize such songs as “Farewell to Nova Scotia.”22 Although she was 
not a Gaelic speaker, she published Gaelic Songs in Nova Scotia with the assist-
ance of Scottish-born and native Gaelic-speaking scholar C. I. N. MacLeod. 
Creighton’s collections are housed at the Nova Scotia Archives, the Museum 
of History in Ottawa, and the Library of Congress in Washington, DC.

A great deal of Gaelic song collecting took place in the 1940s and 1950s, 
continuing at a reduced rate into the 1960s and 1970s, spearheaded espe-
cially by Americans with no Gaelic fluency. As this book’s editors contend in 
the introduction, the definition of Cape Breton Island keeps changing, and I 
would argue that this period of collecting marks a shift in understanding the 
provincial Gaelic community from a Scottish diaspora preserving old coun-
try songs to one having its own Nova Scotian identity. Collecting activities 
were certainly aided by the creation of new road and tourism infrastructure, 
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including the opening of the Canso Causeway in 1955 and the completion of 
the Trans-Canada Highway, as noted by Muise and Semple in this volume. 
American collectors included Sidney Robertson Cowell (1903–95, collecting 
songs in 1939 and the early 1950s, housed at the Folklife Archives of the 
Smithsonian Institution), Laura Boulton (1899–1980, collecting Cape Breton  
Gaelic songs in 1941, housed at Columbia University, the Library of Con-
gress, and the Indiana University Archives of Traditional Music), MacEdward 
Leach (1897–1967, collecting Gaelic songs in 1949–51, housed at the Memorial 
University of Newfoundland Folklore and Language Archive, the American 
Folklife Centre at the Library of Congress, and at the National Museum of 
History in Ottawa), Diane Hamilton (a pseudonym for Diane Guggenheim, 
1924–91, collecting Gaelic songs in 1954 for the Elektra label and released on 
the LP Nova Scotia Folk Music from Cape Breton, EKL 23, 1954), and Ralph 
Rinzler (1934–94, collecting in 1964 for the Newport Folk Foundation, housed 
at the Ralph Rinzler Folklife Archives and Collections at the Smithsonian 
Institution).

In addition to these American collectors, Scottish-born Celticist Charles 
Dunn (1915–2006) began collecting Cape Breton Gaelic songs and folklore 
in 1941, and Lilias Toward, a Cape Breton lawyer who does not seem to have 
spoken Gaelic, collected local Gaelic and Acadian songs in 1950. A St. Fran-
cis Xavier University graduate student from Tiree in Scotland, Kathleen  
MacKinnon (dates unknown), collected Gaelic songs as part of her thesis 
research in the early 1960s.23 The Museum of Man in Ottawa—now the 
Museum of History—commissioned Gordon MacLennan (1931–92), origin-
ally from Glasgow and a fluent Gaelic speaker, to collect Gaelic expressions 
from across Canada (notably Nova Scotia, Prince Edward Island, Quebec, 
Ontario, and Saskatchewan) from 1968 to 1974, while he was a professor  
of Celtic at the University of Ottawa.24

Unfortunately for the Nova Scotia Gaelic community, most Gaelic song 
collectors housed their field recordings outside of Nova Scotia. Some, like 
Creighton and Campbell, published a portion of their songs (although, in 
the case of Campbell, only decades after his collecting efforts) so that at 
least notated versions were accessible to the communities from which the 
songs were collected, although notated transcriptions are a poor substitute 
for actual audio recordings. Clearly, Gaelic song collecting had been under-
taken for the benefit of outsiders interested in studying a culture that was 
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presumably rapidly disappearing. It was not designed for the benefit of the  
Gaels themselves.

Around the 1970s, a new wave of American scholars began collecting Nova 
Scotian Gaelic songs, but rather than making short collecting excursions as 
earlier collectors had, these scholars actually relocated to Nova Scotia for 
years, often permanently. They also became fluent Gaelic speakers. Their song 
recordings remain in the province and have often been used in Gaelic language 
and cultural revitalization efforts, such as workshops and courses (although 
access to the original field recordings varies). These scholars include John 
Shaw (b. 1944; his collecting activities extended over several years, starting 
in 1964), Seumas Watson (b. 1949–d. 2018; moved to Nova Scotia in 1973), 
and Ken Nilsen (b. 1947–d. 2012; moved to Nova Scotia in 1984). Rosemary 
(Hutchinson) McCormack (birth date unknown), originally from Scotland 
but a long-time resident of Cape Breton, also collected Gaelic cultural materi-
als, producing several commercial releases of Gaelic field recordings (under 
the label B&R Heritage Enterprises).

Some local Gaelic speakers also collected cultural materials, including 
Mother St. Margaret of Scotland (Sister Margaret Beaton, 1893–1975), who  
founded the Beaton Institute (formerly Cape Bretoniana) in 1957 and  
who arranged for many local Gaelic speakers to make recordings for the col-
lection. The Beaton Institute has subsequently received (and continues to 
receive) dozens of personal collections and now houses over four thousand 
video and audio tapes, many of which document Gaelic culture. Sister Mar-
garet MacDonnell (1920–) founded the Cape Breton Gaelic Folklore Collec-
tion at St. Francis Xavier University and published The Emigrant Experience.25

Sources of Nova Scotia Gaelic Song

Published song collections provide one means of accessing Nova Scotia Gaelic 
song repertoire, although they really only represent a fraction of the repertoire 
once known and practised in Nova Scotia.26 Collectors, of course, were often 
selective in their collecting. I have already noted that John Lorne Campbell 
was only interested in collecting Barra songs that had survived in Cape Bre-
ton; he was not interested in songs from any other part of Gaelic-speaking 
Scotland, nor did he make a point of collecting Nova Scotia–composed Gaelic 
songs.27 Helen Creighton noted that she would quietly erase songs she found 
inappropriate.28 Of course, as a non-Gaelic speaker, she wouldn’t really know 
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the difference when it came to Gaelic songs, but her language limitations 
meant that she was constrained to collecting whatever her informants decided 
to share with her. Certainly, collectors could not always get their informants to 
provide what they wanted. Charles Dunn found it difficult to elicit certain 
types of songs, notably satirical songs, from informants.29

Stephanie Conn has also noted that for some not entirely understood rea-
son, the majority of Gaelic song collectors collecting in the mid-twentieth 
century gravitated to the North Shore of Cape Breton, recording many of the 
same singers and even the same songs.30 Since Cape Breton Gaels had settled 
through chain migration such that particular Cape Breton communities were 
strongly associated with specific regions of Scotland (rather than representing 
a mix of Scottish communities), these collectors wound up mostly recording 
songs whose origins were in the Scottish Isles of Lewis and Harris, Protestant 
regions of the Hebrides. As a result, the North Shore singers and their reper-
toire have come to have a disproportionate impact on the documented Gaelic 
song repertoire of Nova Scotia and are now, at a time of cultural revitalization, 
having a significant effect on the repertoire that’s being revived and reintro-
duced to the local Gaelic song community.

Singers themselves were also selective in what they offered to record for 
collectors. We don’t have a lot of information about singers’ selection pro-
cesses, but they would usually only have a few short opportunities to record 
songs for collectors, regardless of the size of their repertoires. This was, in 
some measure, the result of the cost of recording (tape, in the mid-twentieth 
century, was quite expensive and not readily available; collectors came with a 
certain amount of tape, which dictated the extent of their recording activities). 
It was also the result of collectors who made relatively brief collecting trips 
and did not, therefore, have much time to collect large repertoires. And in 
part it was due to collectors’ desires to record a cross section of singers rather 
than focus on a single singer. Later, some collectors focused on eliciting the 
full repertoire of particular singers (John Shaw, for example, documented 
the songs of Lauchie MacLellan of Broad Cove31) in order to provide a better 
understanding of the extent of a single singer’s repertoire.

Collection activities have slowed considerably of late, partly due to the 
precipitous decline in native Gaelic-speaking tradition bearers, partly because 
so much was done in the past, and partly because funding agencies’ priorities 
have changed, making less money available for collecting projects. Atten-
tion is increasingly being turned to ways of making existing collections more 
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accessible, particularly through digital media.32 There is no question that the 
digitization of archival recordings is a necessary and valuable endeavour. 
Magnetic tape disintegrates over time, particularly if it is not kept in a low-
humidity environment with stable temperatures (unfortunately, not the condi-
tion of many basements and attics). But digitization is a time-consuming and 
therefore expensive process, and it does require some specialized equipment 
(such as reel-to-reel players). Moreover, file formats and computer systems 
are constantly changing, and it is even more time-consuming and expensive 
to have to keep updating the file formats of previously digitized materials. 
Archives do use a standard, stable format that is meant to remain viable despite 
other changes to computers, but it is not one that the average person with the 
average computer can easily play. When someone wants to make a collection 
accessible online, they are forced to convert the archival file into a format  
that anyone can access. Another challenge is that digital tools such as websites 
need constant maintenance and updating and are vulnerable to hacking and 
other threats, as we know from the significant damage caused to the Gaelstream 
servers at St. Francis Xavier University in 2018.33 Scholars, archivists, and com-
puter programmers still have much work to do to determine how best to pre-
serve archival collections digitally in a sustainable and financially viable way  
while also making them accessible to the wider public.

Another valuable source of songs, although requiring more effort and time 
to access, is newspapers. Many Nova Scotia newspapers, notably the Casket 
(Antigonish), the Eastern Chronicle (New Glasgow), and the Pictou News, 
published Gaelic columns and songs. Of particular importance is Mac-Talla, 
edited and published by Jonathan G. MacKinnon in Sydney, 1892–1904. The 
entire newspaper was in Gaelic, even the advertisements. It was the longest-
running Gaelic newspaper anywhere in the world. Many songs can be found 
published in its pages as well. Newspapers sometimes published newly com-
posed songs but just as often published local favourites. A growing number 
of these newspapers are being digitized, although it can be challenging to find 
songs in their digitized pages.34 It can also be difficult to research these songs, 
since little contextual information tends to be provided in newspapers, and 
contributors’ and composers’ names are sometimes obscured through the use 
of initials or pseudonyms.35

Manuscript collections of Nova Scotia Gaelic songs also exist. Two of 
the most significant, for example, are the Ridge Manuscripts housed in Spe-
cial Collections in the Angus L. Macdonald Library of St. Francis Xavier 
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University. These manuscripts include a number of compositions by Allan “the 
Ridge” MacDonald (1794–1868) and his son, Alexander (1823–1904) but also 
include songs collected by various family members. Almost half of the Angus 
Stephen Beaton (1888–1967) collection consists of local songs and poetry  
from Scotland popularly sung in Nova Scotia, while the remainder of 
the collection is made up of locally composed Nova Scotia songs. A copy  
of the collection can be accessed through the Beaton Institute.

There are also numerous Gaelic song scrapbooks to be found in archives 
such as the Beaton Institute, usually consisting of songs cut out of newspapers 
or carefully written out (either copied from a newspaper or taken down from 
the singing of family and friends). These scrapbooks not only document songs  
but suggest which songs appealed most to people and indicate which  
songs may have been part of the active repertoire at particular times.

Prior to the digitization of archival collections and the creation of web-
sites and online databases where they can be freely accessed, commercial 
recordings helped make traditional Nova Scotia Gaelic songs more accessible, 
particularly in the 1990s. Although Cape Breton fiddlers had been making 
commercial recordings since the late 1920s and archival recordings of Gaelic 
song began to be made in the 1930s, the earliest commercial recording of 
Nova Scotia Gaelic songs wasn’t made until 1954 with Diane (Guggenheim) 
Hamilton’s LP, Nova Scotia Folk Music from Cape Breton, and not again until 
1976, with The Music of Cape Breton Volume 1: Gaelic Tradition in Cape Bre-
ton, recorded by John Shaw and Rosemary Hutchinson (later McCormack) 
for the UK label Topic Records.36 Both albums featured local “stars” in their 
respective traditions, but none of the singers or musicians was a professional, 
commercial artist.

The growing popularity of Celtic music globally in the late 1980s and 
through the 1990s resulted in several successful Cape Breton recording artists, 
most of whom included at least the occasional Gaelic song on their albums: 
the Rankin Family, the Barra MacNeils, Natalie MacMaster, Ashley MacIsaac, 
and Slàinte Mhath, to name a few. There were also other singers with more 
local profiles who made albums that included Gaelic songs, such as Mary and 
Rita Rankin, Lewis MacKinnon, Neil MacPhee, and Catrìona Parsons. Many 
of these artists had been influenced by John Allan Cameron, the “godfather of 
Celtic music,” who had achieved considerable success nationally as the host 
of The Ceilidh Show, which aired in the 1970s just before Hockey Night in 
Canada on the CBC, and later as the host of The John Allan Cameron Show. 
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While he never achieved much radio play, his TV appearances made him a 
household name and an influential figure in the Cape Breton music scene. 
Although not a fluent Gaelic speaker himself, he did incorporate a number 
of Gaelic songs into his many albums.37 More recent artists have also released 
professional recordings of Gaelic songs, including Còig, Anita MacDonald 
and Ben Miller, Joanne MacIntyre, NicNeil (the MacNeil Sisters), and Fàrsan.

Arguably, the most important Gaelic recording artist in Nova Scotia 
is Mary Jane Lamond. While most other artists recorded the occasional 
Gaelic song, Lamond has recorded Gaelic songs exclusively on her six 
albums (released 1994–2012).38 She is also a fluent learner of the language, 
whereas many Nova Scotian singers who have included Gaelic songs on their  
albums are not fluent, learning their songs phonetically. Her albums vary in 
style, from traditional to contemporary pop rock. She meticulously researches 
all her songs, acquiring some from archival holdings and others from friends 
in the community, and she focuses on Nova Scotia repertoire.39

It is difficult to catalogue all the Nova Scotia albums that incorporate 
Gaelic songs, since a number are self-produced or include only one Gaelic 
song among a number of English songs or instrumental tunes. However, one 
is worth noting: the CBC production Còmhla Cruinn (Gathered Together, 
2002), which contains a variety of Gaelic songs performed by a contemporary 
generation of Gaelic singers. It differs from other recordings that feature either 
historical field recordings or more polished studio productions in that it is 
professionally recorded with clear sound, but the singers are recorded “live 
off the floor” and perform in a traditional, rather than arranged, manner. 
Most of the repertoire consists of milling songs,40 but a variety of genres is 
represented. The CD is accompanied by extensive liner notes about the Gaelic 
song tradition in Nova Scotia.

Although I have focused my attention on cataloguing some of the sig-
nificant and distinctive Gaelic song recordings made in Nova Scotia, it is 
important to recognize that Scottish recordings have also played a role in 
the Nova Scotia Gaelic song scene. Stephanie Conn observes that every year, 
she hears Nova Scotians singing Gaelic songs they acquired from Scottish 
recordings.41 For example, Mary Jane Lamond recorded the song “Seallaibh 
Curraigh Eòghainn” on her album Làn Dùil (Full of hope) in 1999. Lamond 
noted that it likely became known in Cape Breton after a version was released 
on the influential album Music from the Western Isles, a collection of archival 
recordings from the School of Scottish Studies at the University of Edinburgh. 
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That earlier recording was released as an LP in 1971 as part of the Scottish 
Tradition series and rereleased as a CD in 1999. It is also possible to find Nova 
Scotia Gaelic songs on the albums of some Scottish recording artists.

Gaelic song recordings forge and reinforce valuable social connections, 
since listeners often learn songs from recordings and then perform them at 
live song events such as milling frolics or ceilidhs. Moreover, because record-
ings are material objects rather than ephemeral performances, they can tran-
scend the limits of time and geography. Thus recordings reinforce transatlantic 
relationships, with Nova Scotia recordings heard in Scotland and vice versa. 
Moreover, Nova Scotia Gaelic song recordings circulate among speakers and 
learners across North America and beyond. Recording artists will often learn 
songs from archival recordings of singers long gone or record songs by com-
posers still remembered but no longer living, bringing singers (and listeners) 
together regardless of where they live and connecting singers and their audi-
ences with a historical community. Some recording artists even incorporate 
older tradition bearers into their recordings, as Mary Jane Lamond did with 
Margaret MacLean on her album Suas e!, keeping her voice alive after Mar-
garet herself passed away.

Nova Scotia Gaelic Song Compositions

The Nova Scotian Gaelic song repertoire is rich, diverse, and extensive and 
includes thousands of songs.42 Scottish immigrants brought songs with them, 
and many were retained in Nova Scotia, some long after they were forgotten 
in Scotland. But Nova Scotian Gaels did not simply maintain Scottish songs; 
rather, they were actively involved in creating new Gaelic repertoire. John 
Shaw has provided an overview of the early history of Gaelic song composition 
in Nova Scotia and compared it to compositions of the same era in Scotland, 
identifying typical themes, stylistic features, and their development over 
time.43 Many songs explicitly exalt the Gaelic language—like the song with 
which this chapter opens—and call on Gaels to continue using it, asserting 
the power of song to resist language decline.44 Notwithstanding various efforts 
to find “ancient” Gaelic songs in Nova Scotia, many collectors wound up with 
Nova Scotia-made Gaelic songs amid their collections.

With the decline in Gaelic speakers, relatively few Nova Scotia songs are 
part of the active repertoire, and very few Gaelic songs are being created in 
Nova Scotia today. However, singers regularly seek out songs not part of the 
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active repertoire in order to reinvigorate their own repertoires and, by exten-
sion, the community’s. Thus, between the creation of new repertoire and the 
constantly evolving active repertoire, the Nova Scotian Gaelic song corpus 
remains flexible and varying, as healthy traditions do.

Numerous examples of Nova Scotian Gaelic song compositions can be 
found scattered in various published Gaelic song collections and on record-
ings. A few collections dedicated to local compositions and bards have also 
been published, such as McLellan’s Failte Cheap Breatuinn (A Cape Breton 
Welcome), which features the songs of Inverness County bards; Rankin’s Às 
a Bhràighe (From the Braes), featuring the compositions of Allan “the Ridge” 
MacDonald (1794–1868); Smeòrach nan Cnoc ‘s nan Gleann (The Songster of 
the Hills and the Glens); Guthan Prìseil (Precious Voices); and the collected 
works of Malcolm H. Gillis (1856–1929) drawn from the earlier publication by 
the same name offering poetry and songs by a variety of bards from South-
west Margaree. The MacKenzies, a family of bards from central Cape Breton, 
included some of their compositions in the history of their parish, and their 
songs were later compiled in two separate volumes. Margaret MacDonnell 
and Michael Newton have published anthologies of Gaelic songs created in 
North America, including songs made in Nova Scotia.45

Performance and Transmission

As many have observed, Gaelic song permeated the lives of Gaels in Nova Sco-
tia until the mid-twentieth century, at which point socio-economic changes, 
including urbanization and industrialization; the introduction of electricity, 
telephones, and television; improved roads and increasingly accessible cars; 
and increasingly accessible recording technologies and players changed the 
manner, frequency, and venues of social interaction, entertainment, and trans-
mission of news. The Gaelic language was already being actively repressed. 
It was deliberately excluded from educational curricula, and schoolchildren 
were punished for speaking Gaelic instead of English.46 Even a Gaelic accent 
in English was deemed a marker of “backwardness.” The Gaelic language 
declined precipitously as Gaelic communities emptied, their residents moving 
to the island’s urban areas to take advantage of coal and steel industry jobs  
and to off-island industrial centres such as Boston and Detroit. At the same 
time that out-migration reduced the overall number of Gaelic speakers, 
Gaels were absorbing the lessons that Gaelic offered no particular economic 
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advantage and that discriminatory practices meant that it could actually 
inhibit both social and economic opportunities. Gaelic-speaking parents 
deliberately raised English-speaking children in the hopes of ensuring they 
had every advantage possible.

Prior to industrialization and urbanization, throughout the eighteenth, 
nineteenth, and early twentieth centuries, Gaelic singing could be heard 
accompanying all manner of work activities, accompanying dance, in the 
church,47 and at social occasions. Because of the frequency of singing in social 
and family contexts, people were able to learn songs through oral transmis-
sion. Stephanie Conn has written eloquently about the role of memory and 
social interaction in the performance and transmission of Gaelic song in Cape 
Breton.48 She argues that songs and singing are connected to at least three 
different levels of memory: communal memory of heritage (i.e., “This song 
is part of the tradition of my people”), memory of past social events at which 
the song was sung (i.e., “I remember all the times I’ve heard this song and  
who was there”), and individual memory (i.e., “I remember the words  
and melody of this song”). Although a singer may have learned a song orally, 
he or she may also have a collection of material goods—including recordings 
(both amateur and professional), published song collections, scrapbooks of 
lyrics, photographs, and so on—linked to the song. These material objects 
may seem designed to help the singer be exact in his or her learning of a 
song, since the singer can refer to the words in a book or hear the melody on 
a recording. But Conn argues that rather than limit a singer’s individuality in 
performance, these items can provide the historical and cultural context of 
a particular song and of Gaelic song as a whole. Moreover, a performance 
of a traditional song isn’t just about remembering the past. Rather, each per-
formance will influence the future in some way as well. For example, singing 
a song publicly that hasn’t been performed for many years could result in that 
same song being learned by others or requested at future events that might not 
otherwise have included that song. A singer’s individual style of performance 
can affect future performances through imitation or even through rejection. 
To truly “know” a song requires not just reproducing it accurately—whether 
from the memory of a performance, a recording, or a book—but also the 
ability to draw on one’s personal experiences and memories.

Although “traditional” cultures are often represented as being primarily 
oral—and this is true of the characterization of Gaelic song in Nova Scotia as 
well49—Gaelic singers have often made use of published and written records of 
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Gaelic song to assist them in remembering and learning repertoire.50 Michael 
Newton has documented that Gaelic newspapers were known in Canada from 
as early as 1840, and their importance is attested to in numerous Gaelic songs 
that praise newspaper editors and columnists.51 One of the aspects that makes 
Gaelic song and singing so interesting to study and experience is the dynamic 
interplay between the oral and the written. Although no one in the Nova 
Scotian Gaelic community would accept the performance of a song learned 
exclusively from written sources, they do accept that written sources have a 
role to play in the song tradition. Published collections, personal scrapbooks, 
and newspaper song columns do not simply document the lyrics (and some-
times the music), thereby making it easier for a singer to recall them. Rather, 
they document a whole cultural history embedded in songs’ lyrics, they hint 
at the importance and prevalence of singing in Gaelic communities, and they 
signal the songs that people felt were worth preserving.

In traditional Nova Scotian Gaelic culture, songs and singing were not 
taught in formal lessons. Rather, the transmission of songs and singing gen-
erally occurred much more informally through repeated encounters with 
songs and singing in various contexts, supplemented by material objects such 
as books and recordings. One of the pre-eminent contexts for social Gaelic 
singing was the ceilidh.52 “Ceilidh” means “visit,” although it has come to mean 
a party or a concert among English speakers. Ceilidhs were once common, 
although they have declined with the advent of electricity, the telephone, radio, 
television, computers, and the internet. Ceilidhs provided opportunities for 
people to share their news with each other and to make their own entertain-
ment. Everyone at a ceilidh would contribute in some way, such as through 
a story, song, tune, or dance. Often the evening’s progression was quite 
organic, such that one person might tell the history of an ancestor’s arrival 
to the area, which would remind someone of a song, which would inspire a  
tune, and so on.

As recording technologies became more affordable and accessible, starting 
around the 1950s, the Gaels themselves began making their own recordings 
of their songs and expressive culture, often at ceilidhs. While some of these 
house recordings have made their way into archives such as the Beaton Insti-
tute, there are untold numbers still held in private collections. Many have 
been duplicated and shared with friends and family. Some have become quite 
well known within the community. In this way, Nova Scotia Gaels asserted 
agency over their own song tradition, choosing what to record and circulating 
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recordings, maintaining their collections in community as well as of use to 
community.

Value and Use of Collections Today

A great many hours and dollars were spent collecting Gaelic songs in Nova 
Scotia over the twentieth century with the hope of preserving what was per-
ceived to be a dying language and culture. Were they successful? Now that we 
have them, what do we do with them? I would argue that there are two basic 
ways that Gaelic song collections are being used in Nova Scotia today: one is 
pragmatic and instrumental, and the other is ideological.

The pragmatic and instrumental purposes to which Gaelic song collections 
can be put are likely fairly self-evident and unsurprising. Songs offer a valuable 
tool in language learning and cultural transmission. Suzanne Bilello of the 
New York office of UNESCO observes,

The death of a language inevitably leads to the permanent loss of oral 
traditions and expressions. However, it is these oral expressions them-
selves and their performance in public that best help to safeguard a 
language rather than dictionaries, grammars and databases. Languages 
live in songs and stories, riddles and rhymes and so the protection  
of languages and the transmission of oral traditions and expressions go 
hand and hand.53

Bilello’s point is well evidenced in Nova Scotia if we consider how important 
songs are in inspiring people to learn Gaelic. First, songs galvanize people to 
learn the language. New students often describe being inspired to start taking 
Gaelic-language classes after hearing a compelling Gaelic song. Songs are 
also used to engage language learners, to enrich the language classroom, and 
to break up drier lessons pertaining to, say, grammar or involving extensive 
repetition and drilling. Gaelic songs help language learners learn and recall 
vocabulary and grammar while working on their pronunciation, all in a cul-
turally relevant form. Gaelic songs document Gaelic culture, history, and 
genealogy. We can learn more than language and grammar from them: we 
can learn the way that Gaels lived and about their beliefs and values.

More interesting, perhaps, but more difficult to discuss are the ideological 
uses to which Gaelic song collections are put. Gaelic song texts on their 
own mean little. They are significant when understood within their cultural 
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context. But what is that cultural context? Music anthropologist Alan Mer-
riam proposed an elegant and simple framework for understanding music 
cultures as systems involving the interaction of three components: sounds,  
behaviours (or actions), and beliefs.54 The songs themselves are the  
sounds, and behaviours include both the act of song collecting and the prag-
matic acts of using song collections. Gaelic song and Gaelic song collections 
play a significant role in defining and articulating Gaelic values and beliefs not 
only through song lyrics themselves but also through the very existence and 
body of Gaelic song collections. I want to suggest that song collections are used 
to shape and articulate three key Gaelic values that are deemed significant to a 
contemporary Nova Scotian Gaelic identity: the value of artistic creation, the 
value of hospitality and inclusivity, and the value of family lineage and legacy.

The extraordinary depth and breadth of Gaelic song collections symbol-
ize the importance of artistic and literary creativity in Gaelic culture, as does 
the transmission of large numbers of songs over generations: the assumption 
is that only people who value musical and verbal artistry would produce such 
a large number of songs over such a long period of time and across wide 
territories—spanning even oceans. Indeed, the twentieth-century Scottish 
Gaelic literary giant Sorley MacLean was adamant about the significance and 
quality of Gaelic literature: “I am convinced that Scottish Gaelic song is the 
chief artistic glory of the Scots, and of all people of Celtic speech, and one 
of the greatest artistic glories of Europe.”55 Moreover, songs permeated daily  
life. They were not relegated to a few special contexts. Instead, songs accom-
panied almost every form of manual and household labour imaginable while 
also playing a central role at social events such as ceilidhs. Songs were created 
to document major events, honour beloved family members, tease friends, 
articulate religious and spiritual sentiments, and express gratitude for all that 
the song makers and singers had. Not only were songs sung by Gaels at all 
social levels, but they were also created by all manner of Gaels, not just those 
deemed to be skilled bards.56 Puirt-a-beul (mouth music), for example, was 
generally created by average people.57 Milling songs were traditionally extem-
porized on the spot by participants, and only later did their texts become fixed. 
In short, the size of the song repertoire, its duration, its use in daily life, and 
its creation by Gaels from all social echelons are taken as evidence of the value 
given to songs and, by extension, artistic creation.

Second is the value of hospitality and inclusivity. Traditionally, Gaels saw 
generosity and hospitality as critical virtues that families and community 
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members must practice. Visiting formed an important part of Gaelic culture 
historically and is being nurtured again through formal interventions such 
as Gaelic Affairs’ Cum Sìos (“keep down,” a phrase used to invite guests to 
sit and stay awhile) initiative, part of the Bun is Bàrr (“root and branch”) 
mentoring program. The Cum Sìos program is designed to encourage and 
support Gaelic learners to visit Gaelic-speaking elders and fluent speakers in 
the community. Ceilidh culture meant that anyone could visit anyone else at 
any time and expect a warm welcome and a bite to eat. A ceilidh could involve 
a single neighbour, or it could involve a large group of people and turn into a 
party. Ceilidh culture was emphatically inclusive, and reciprocal sharing of 
songs and stories was expected, regardless of the participants’ vocal qualities 
or musical skills. Thus, the sharing of songs was practised by most community 
members with considerable frequency. Although many Gaelic songs are meant 
to be sung solo, many more are meant to be sung communally, with everyone 
present encouraged to join the lead singer on the choruses. By sharing songs 
in social contexts such as ceilidhs, songs were transmitted across communities 
and generations. The significant size of the collected Gaelic song repertoire, 
the quantity of Gaelic song recordings, and the very structure of Gaelic songs 
give evidence of a generous and hospitable culture. Without a spirit of sharing 
and hospitality, it would not have been possible for such a large song repertoire 
to have been retained and collected. Songs and singing continue to be used to 
form and reinforce social bonds and to function as a fundamental element in 
many Gaelic social interactions.

Finally, there is the value of family lineage and legacy. Using patronymics, 
Gaels can often trace their families back multiple generations. Many Nova 
Scotia Gaels are acutely aware of the identity of their Scottish ancestors, when 
they immigrated to Nova Scotia, and where they settled. It is not uncommon to 
find modern Gaels living on the lands or even in the homes of their ancestors. 
Songs help document and preserve family lineages. Some Gaels can name 
bards in their families. Others can identify songs made by a family ancestor. 
Yet others know songs that tell of a family ancestor. In other situations, Gaels 
will sing a song learned from a family member, perhaps one passed down 
through the family. It is as important to acknowledge a song’s lineage as it is 
to acknowledge an individual’s family lineage by identifying its source and 
history. Gaelic learners will often make a point of learning songs from the 
communities of their ancestors, since these will typically represent community 
dialects as well as local references. Songs, by virtue of their intangibility, easily 
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travel across time and place and, in so doing, help connect people of today 
with their pasts, both locally and abroad.

These three values—artistry/creativity, hospitality, and honouring family 
and musical lineages—are key qualities of a contemporary Nova Scotian 
Gaelic identity. Songs are used to teach learners about what it means to be  
a Gael, and they also serve to shape, articulate, and enact these values. These 
values are articulated in song texts. But more importantly, these values  
are rooted in the very existence of a large body of songs and the act of sing-
ing them in culturally relevant contexts. As music educator Christopher  
Small argues,

The act of musicking establishes in the place where it is happening a set 
of relationships, and it is in those relationships that the meaning of the 
act lies. They are to be found not only between those organized sounds 
which are conventionally thought of as being the stuff of musical 
meaning but also between the people who are taking part, in whatever 
capacity, in the performance; and they model, or stand as metaphor for, 
ideal relationships as the participants in the performance imagine them 
to be: relationships between person and person, between individual 
and society, between humanity and the natural world and even perhaps 
the supernatural world.58

Both singing and the act of song collecting can be understood as “musicking,” 
in Small’s conception of the term, enacting relationships and values that Gaels 
idealize as central to a Nova Scotian Gaelic identity.

Conclusions

The twentieth century was a century of song collecting in Nova Scotia, echo-
ing a global movement that sought to preserve fragile traditions from the 
onslaught of capitalism, urbanization, globalization, and modernization. Ian 
McKay argues that most Nova Scotia folk collectors were middle-class urban-
ites who had rather classist views of the folk from whom they collected. They 
saw the folk as unwitting carriers of tradition. The middle-class collectors 
believed themselves to be uniquely capable of recognizing the value of the 
folk’s traditions and of preserving them. But what this history of Gaelic song 
collecting reveals is that the profile, methods, and aims of collectors changed 
over time and that collectors could never be characterized homogenously. 
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There were collectors who spoke no Gaelic, and there were fluent Gaelic-
speaking collectors. There were collectors who made short collecting trips 
from the US and Scotland, and there were collectors who came from Nova 
Scotia or who moved permanently to the province. Moreover, those early 
collections—no matter how problematic the methods or framing of their 
creators—are now being used by members of the Nova Scotia Gaelic commun-
ity themselves to strengthen traditional culture and language. It is unfortunate 
that efforts to make these collections more broadly available are difficult to 
fund. Although Gaelic song books were published in significant numbers from 
the 1960s to the 1980s, and although digitization projects proliferated in the 
1990s and early 2000s, it can be challenging to find funding for digitization 
projects today.

Historically, Gaels were subject to extensive, long-term, and pervasive 
marginalization, disenfranchisement, and colonization, first in Scotland, then 
in Nova Scotia.59 Gaels were negatively characterized as poor, uneducated, and 
savage, marked by the Gaelic language and by a Gaelic accent in English, lead-
ing many Gaels to stop transmitting Gaelic to their children. And yet extensive 
collecting activities in the twentieth century documented and preserved an 
exceptionally rich, deep, and varied song repertoire. Ironically, most urges 
to document Gaelic language and culture did not come from respect or the 
desire to preserve them. Rather, the collectors saw the Gaels as a vanishing 
culture, naturally failing in competition with the supposedly superior Anglo-
Saxon culture and English language. Happily, regardless of their motives, their 
collections now provide a strong foundation for revitalization.

Notes

	 1.	 Thanks to Michael Newton for suggesting this song. It can be found in a 
collection of Nova Scotia Gaelic verse: Macleod, Bàrdachd à Albainn Nuaidh.

	 2.	 Dembling, “Gaelic in Canada.”
	 3.	 Macleod, Bàrdachd à Albainn Nuaidh; Creighton and MacLeod, Gaelic Songs 

in Nova Scotia.
	 4.	 Williams, Marxism and Literature, 125.
	 5.	 While Gaelic communities could be found across Canada at one time,  

there are few studies of Gaelic song, music, and dance outside of Nova Scotia, 
although folklorist Margaret Bennett has made a point of studying other 
areas. See Bennett, “Codroy Valley Milling Frolic”; Bennett, Last Stronghold; 
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Bennett, “Gaelic Song in Eastern Canada”; Bennett, Oatmeal and the 
Catechism. But also see MacPherson, “Like a Peeling on the Water.” I resist 
limiting this discussion to Cape Breton even though the island is typically 
seen as the heart of the Nova Scotia Gaeltacht (Gaelic community), since 
significant and related Gaelic communities also existed in the eastern regions 
of the Nova Scotia mainland.

	 6.	 A useful tool is the recently released Nova Scotia Gaelic Song Index (https://​
dasg​.ac​.uk/​LIL/), which provides metadata about more than six thousand Gaelic 
songs known in Nova Scotia, with information about where each can be found.

	 7.	 For one exception, see Blakely, “Music in Nova Scotia,” who writes, “The 
first music to be published in Nova Scotia was The Nova Scotia Songster 
in February 1836. This selection of Scotch, English, Irish, Love, Naval and 
Comic Songs had been published at Pictou by James Dawson, an enterprising 
merchant there, and father of Sir William Dawson, famous as the principal 
of McGill University. In 1831, James Dawson had decided to publish a new 
selection of Church Music of about 350 pages. ‘The Harmonium: A Collection 
of Sacred Music adapted for the use of churches in British North America’ 
appeared in 1836 or 1837 and proved sufficiently popular for a new enlarged 
third edition to be published in 1849 by James Dawson & Sons” (226–27).

	 8.	 For example, research into the nineteenth-century Nova Scotia bookselling 
business of James Dawson reveals booklists featuring many Scottish (rather 
than Nova Scotia) song publications clearly aimed at his Scottish immigrant 
customers. MacDonald and Vogan, “James Dawson of Pictou.”

	 9.	 Take, as an example, Alexander MacLean Sinclair (1840–1924), who was  
an avid collector of Gaelic songs from both Scotland and Nova Scotia.  
However, he collected songs as texts. He published many volumes of Gaelic 
poetry, including Clàrsach na Coille (Harp of the Forest, self-published in 
1881), which is perhaps the earliest published collection to include  
Nova Scotia Gaelic song compositions. He also published many song  
texts in east coast newspapers containing Gaelic columns. See Kenneth E.  
Nilsen’s biography of Alexander MacLean Sinclair in Dictionary of Canadian 
Biography, accessed 17 January 2024, http://www.biographi.ca/en/bio/
sinclair_alexander_maclean_15E.html; Michael Linkletter, “The Alexander 
Maclean Sinclair Papers in Nova Scotia Archives,” Scotia: Interdisciplinary 
Journal of Scottish Studies 27 (2003), reprinted by Nova Scotia Archives 
with permission of the author and the publisher, accessed 17 January 2024, 
https://archives.novascotia.ca/gaelic/linkletter/. At best, however, these  
songs would be accompanied by the name of the tune to which they would  
be sung.

https://dasg.ac.uk/LIL/
https://dasg.ac.uk/LIL/
http://www.biographi.ca/en/bio/sinclair_alexander_maclean_15E.html
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	 10.	 Two useful studies analyzing the relationship between romantic nationalism 
and music are Bohlman, Music of European Nationalism; and Gelbart, 
Invention of “Folk Music” and “Art Music.”

	 11.	 Much has been published on Herder and romantic nationalism. I suggest 
Wilson’s article “Herder, Folklore and Romantic Nationalism” as an 
introduction to the topic from a folklore perspective.

	 12.	 McKay, Quest of the Folk, 10.
	 13.	 McKay, 11.
	 14.	 James, Atlantic Celts, 218.
	 15.	 McKay, Quest of the Folk, 15.
	 16.	 See Bohlman, Music of European Nationalism, esp. chap. 3.
	 17.	 McKay, “He Is More Picturesque,” 20; McKay, Quest of the Folk; Filene, 

Romancing the Folk, esp. chap. 1.
	 18.	 Letter from Duncan Emrich, chief of the folklore section of the Library 

of Congress, to his superior, Harold Spivacke, proposing support for 
MacEdward Leach’s collecting activities in Nova Scotia, 22 June 1949 (cited  
in MacEdward Leach and the Songs of Atlantic Canada website, https://​mmap​
.mun​.ca/​folk​-songs​-of​-atlantic​-canada/​pages/​leachsfieldwork). See Conn, 
“Carn Mor de Chlachan Beaga,” 191.

	 19.	 McKay, Quest of the Folk, 30.
	 20.	 Nilsen, “Living Celtic Speech”; Conn, “Carn Mor de Chlachan Beaga.”
	 21.	 Campbell, Songs Remembered in Exile, 2–3.
	 22.	 Helen Creighton Folklore Society, “Farewell to Nova Scotia / the Nova Scotia 

Song,” https://​www​.helencreighton​.org/​collection/​farewell​-to​-nova​-scotia​
-the​-nova​-scotia​-song/. For a critical analysis of Creighton’s radio show, see 
Webb, “Cultural Intervention.”

	 23.	 MacKinnon, “Short Study of the History and Traditions.”
	 24.	 Falzett, “Scottish Gaelic Oral Tradition.”
	 25.	 MacDonell, Emigrant Experience.
	 26.	 Published song collections include, for example, McLellan, Failte Cheap 

Breatuinn; Gillis and Nicholson, Smeòrach nan Cnoc ‘s nan Gleann (1939); 
Creighton and MacLeod, Gaelic Songs in Nova Scotia; Fergusson, Fad 
Air Falbh As Innse Gall; MacDonell, Emigrant Experience; MacKenzie, 
MacKenzies’ History of Christmas Island Parish; Campbell, Songs Remembered 
in Exile; Shaw, Brìgh an Òrain; Rankin, As a’ Bhràighe; Landin, Guthan Prìseil.

	 27.	 Campbell, Songs Remembered in Exile, 3.
	 28.	 McKay, Quest of the Folk, 115. See also Creighton, Life in Folklore, 162. 

For a critical analysis of Creighton’s collecting, see McKay, “He Is More 
Picturesque.”
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	 29.	 Newton, “Interview with Prof Charles Dunn,” https://​virtualgael​.word 
press​.com/​2018/​01/​04/​interview​-with​-prof​-charles​-dunn​-of​-harvard​-in​
-2002/.

	 30.	 Conn, “Carn Mor de Chlachan Beaga,” 236–38.
	 31.	 Shaw, Brìgh an Òrain.
	 32.	 John Shaw’s collection is available online through St. Francis Xavier 

University (http://​gaelstream​.stfx​.ca/). MacEdward Leach’s is also online, 
hosted by Memorial University (https://​mmap​.mun​.ca/​folk​-songs​-of​
-atlantic​-canada), and Charles Dunn’s collection was recently made available 
online through Harvard University, where he was a professor (http://​www​
.celtic​.fas​.harvard​.edu/​hcFolklore​_Dunn​.shtml). The Beaton Institute at 
Cape Breton University also hosts a small selection of Gaelic songs as part 
of its virtual exhibit, “Music: Cape Breton’s Diversity in Unity” (http://​
beatoninstitutemusic​.ca/), and a growing number through its virtual archives 
(https://​beatoninstitute​.com/), notably through the “Stòras Gàidhlig Cheap 
Breatuinn” link. “An Drochaid Eadarainn” (“The Bridge between Us,” http://​
www​.androchaid​.ca/, hosted by the Highland Village) is a different kind of 
resource that encourages community members to upload their own personal 
Gaelic collections and to use those of others, particularly for teaching 
and learning purposes. The Nova Scotia Gaelic Song Index can be used to 
locate songs in various collections, whether in audio archives, commercial 
recordings, published books, newspapers, or archival manuscripts (https://​
dasg​.ac​.uk/​LIL/). The index is hosted by the Digital Archive of Scottish Gaelic 
(DASG), which also recently digitized a collection of recordings made by  
C. I. N. MacLeod, most of which were made in Nova Scotia (https://dasg.ac 
.uk/about/history/en).

	 33.	 Gaelstream was impacted when the computing systems of St. Francis Xavier 
University were hacked in late 2018, and it appears that some content is now 
missing, although efforts are underway to locate and restore it.

	 34.	 A digitized version of Mac-Talla is available from Sabhal Mòr Ostaig (https://​
leabharlann​.smo​.uhi​.ac​.uk/​archive/​mactalla/​?lang​=​en) and DASG (https://​
dasg​.ac​.uk/). Various other historical Nova Scotia newspapers, including 
several Gaelic language papers, are available online through Nova Scotia 
Archives (https://​novascotia​.ca/​archives/​newspapers/).

	 35.	 The Nova Scotia Gaelic Song Index documents, for example, more than 
thirteen hundred songs in the pages of Mac-Talla. Whenever possible, it 
provides basic contextual information.

	 36.	 Volume 2 features instrumental music. McKinnon, “Fiddling to Fortune.”
	 37.	 McDonald, “John Allan Cameron.”

https://virtualgael.wordpress.com/2018/01/04/interview-with-prof-charles-dunn-of-harvard-in-2002/
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	 38.	 Lamond’s albums include Bho Thìr Nan Craobh / From the Land of the Trees; 
Suas e!; Làn Dùil; Òrain Ghàidhlig / Gaelic Songs of Cape Breton; Stòras; and, 
with Wendy MacIsaac, Seinn.

	 39.	 One might reasonably ask why an artist might choose to record and release 
songs in a language such as Gaelic, understood by so few people in the 
world. The answer to that question is complicated and beyond the scope of 
this chapter. However, it is a topic I’ve addressed in more detail elsewhere: 
Sparling, “One Foot on Either Side of the Chasm,” http://​www​.shimajournal​
.org/​issues/​v1n1/​f.​%20Sparling​%20Shima​%20v1n1​.pdf. It is also a topic 
addressed from a number of perspectives in Berger and Carroll, Global 
Pop, Local Language. Lamond’s first album, Bho Thìr Nan Craobh (From the 
Land of Trees, 1994) was produced by B&R Heritage Enterprises, headed 
by Rosemary McCormack. B&R Heritage Enterprises went on to produce 
a number of albums featuring Gaelic song, including A Tribute to the 
North Shore Gaelic Singers (1996), Òr Cheap Breatuinn (Cape Breton Gold, 
1997), and Tàlant nam Bàrd (Talent of the Bards, 1998), all of which consist 
exclusively of Gaelic song. B&R Heritage Enterprises also produced Tìr Mo 
Ghràidh (The Land I Love, n.d.), featuring various forms of Gaelic expressive 
culture including fiddling, storytelling, and song, and Nollaig Chrìdheil:  
A Holiday Selection of Gaelic Songs, Music and Stories (1995).

	 40.	 Milling songs, known as waulking songs in Scotland and as òrain luaidh in 
Gaelic, are one of the important genres of Gaelic song in Nova Scotia. Milling 
frolics are collective labour events at which, historically, women gathered to 
beat woven cloth in order to fluff and “full” wool fibres to preshrink it while 
making it warmer and more weather resistant. The participants took turns 
leading songs to accompany the repetitive and time-consuming work, with 
the group joining on choruses. Although there is no longer any material need 
to hold milling frolics, they continue to be held in Nova Scotia as a primary 
Gaelic cultural and social activity. They now include both men and women, 
and just about any song can be made into a milling song so long as there’s a 
chorus that the group can collectively sing. For more on milling frolics, see 
Sparling, “Taking the Piss Out.”

	 41.	 Conn, “Carn Mor de Chlachan Beaga,” 218.
	 42.	 The Nova Scotia Gaelic Song Index, noted earlier, has indexed more than 

six thousand Gaelic songs known in Nova Scotia, a mix primarily of songs 
originally from Scotland and songs newly composed in Nova Scotia.

	 43.	 Shaw, “Brief Beginnings.” For a much earlier article drawing attention to 
Canadian Gaelic songwriters and describing their basic characteristics, see 
Fraser, “Gaelic Folk-Songs of Canada.”
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	 44.	 Newton, Seanchaidh na Coille, 376.
	 45.	 McLellan, Failte Cheap Breatuinn; Rankin, As a’ Bhràighe; Gillis  

and Nicholson, Smeòrach nan Cnoc ‘s nan Gleann (2004); Landin, Guthan 
Prìseil; MacKenzie, MacKenzies’ History of Christmas Island Parish; 
MacKenzie, MacKenzie, and MacKenzie, Eairdsidh Sheumais Agus a Dhà 
Mhac; MacKenzie and MacNeil, Mar a b’ àbhaist ‘s a’ Ghleann; MacDonell, 
Emigrant Experience; Newton, Seanchaidh na Coille.

Note also that folklorist Tom McKean’s excellent ethnographic study of 
a Skye bard recently active describes the bard’s role and creative processes 
and, although not about a Canadian bard, might offer insight into the Nova 
Scotian bardic tradition and compositional process: Hebridean Song-Maker; 
see also McKean, “Gaelic Songmaker’s Response”; McKean, “Satire and the 
Exchange of Song.”

	 46.	 For a helpful overview of Gaelic education in Nova Scotia, see McEwan, 
“Gaelic Education in Nova Scotia Schools,” https://​gaelic​.co/​ns​-gaelic​
-education/.

	 47.	 There was a unique song tradition in the Gaelic Protestant churches of Nova 
Scotia that originated and is still practiced in Scotland. It involves “lining 
out” the psalms. A precentor would start a psalm, singing the opening words 
alone while the congregation figured out which psalm he was singing and to 
what tune. The congregation would then join in, singing the subsequent lines 
in slow, highly elaborated, and idiosyncratic ways, resulting in a distinctive 
heterophonic texture. Unfortunately, this practice has received little scholarly 
attention on either side of the Atlantic, although see Cowell, “Connection 
between the Precenting of Psalms”; Knudsen, “Ornamental Hymn/Psalm 
Singing”; Porter, “Northwest European Heterophony Type”; and Miller, “Oral 
Tradition Psalmody.”

	 48.	 Conn, “Fitting between Present and Past.”
	 49.	 Dunn, Highland Settler, 37; Campbell, Songs Remembered in Exile, 1; Rankin, 

As a’ Bhràighe, 5.
	 50.	 Heather Sparling, “Transmission Processes in Cape Breton Gaelic Song 

Culture.”
	 51.	 Newton, Seanchaidh na Coille, 376–80.
	 52.	 MacDonald, “Cape Breton Ceilidh”; see also Shaw, Brìgh an Òrain, 14–15.
	 53.	 Bilello, “Statement on the Occasion.” Thanks to Tiber Falzett for bringing my 

attention to Bilello’s statement.
	 54.	 Merriam, Anthropology of Music, 32–33.
	 55.	 MacLean, “Old Songs and New Poetry,” 106.
	 56.	 Newton, Seanchaidh na Coille, 13.
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	 57.	 Sparling, Reeling Roosters and Dancing Ducks, 153.
	 58.	 Small, Musicking, 13.
	 59.	 Dorian, Language Death; Wardhaugh, Languages in Competition; MacKinnon, 

Gaelic; Newton, Seanchaidh na Coille, 32–40.
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9	 Industrial Crisis and the Cape Breton 
Coal Miners� at the End of the Long 
Twentieth Century, 1981–86

Lachlan MacKinnon

At the end of March 2020, Kameron Collieries announced the closure of 
the Donkin Mine—the last operating coal mine on Cape Breton Island. The 
American firm had been in crisis since the death of coal baron Chris Cline 
in a helicopter crash the previous summer, and executives blamed geological 
conditions for the decision.1 Indeed, the mine had been plagued by eleven 
rockfall incidents since the fall of 2017, raising safety concerns among miners, 
their families, and other community members.2 Compounding the circum-
stances of the decision were the tremendous fluctuations in financial markets 
and travel disruptions prompted by the COVID-19 pandemic, which affected 
Canadian and American travel through the spring of that year. With the deci-
sion, 140 workers were laid off from the coal mine once again—a situation 
that continues cyclically, as the troubled mine seems to periodically begin 
operations, only to close again after several months.3

The trouble facing the Donkin Mine, however, is the last gasp of a once 
robust coal industry on the island that employed tens of thousands of Cape 
Bretoners from the mid-nineteenth century onward. The community had 
faced the prospect of closure before; indeed, in 1967 when the private firm 
Dominion Steel and Coal Corporation (DOSCO) announced its planned 
shutdown of the mines, the federal government stepped in with the establish-
ment of the Cape Breton Development Corporation (DEVCO) to take over 
DOSCO’s coal holdings. Likewise, when DEVCO drew to a close in the year 
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2001, thousands of Cape Breton miners found themselves on layoff notice. 
The Donkin interlude, with its handful of working miners, surface employees, 
American engineers, and Cline Group executives, began when the site was 
acquired in 2005 by Xstrata Coal, who readied the mine for operations before 
sale to Kameron in December 2014.

If there is one thing that a comparison of the two closure announcements 
reveals—DEVCO in 2000 and the Donkin Mine in 2020—it is the veracity of 
historian Jackie Clarke’s argument that workers’ voices are made invisible by 
the vicissitudes of deindustrialization.4 In 2000, the closure of the DEVCO 
collieries was met with anger among miners and protests among union lead-
ers that the company was unable to facilitate a private sale. The Globe and 
Mail still featured first-hand accounts from Cape Bretoners, such as that of 
Richard Atwood, who told the gathered Canadian media, “I feel pretty bitter. 
Mining’s been in my family as long as I can remember, with my grandfather. 
My father was killed in the mine.”5 The United Mine Workers of America 
(UMWA) registered their discontent as its representative Bob Burchill called 
upon federal politicians to help arrange a sale to a private firm.6 While media 
reports of the Donkin closure include some workers’ responses, conspicuously 
absent are the collective voices of the miners, offered through their union rep-
resentation. Indeed, Donkin Mine—the last continuously operating colliery 
in Cape Breton—was not a unionized colliery, a surprising fact on an island 
with such a strong historical connection to the Canadian labour movement. 
This inauspicious end comes at the tail end of the “long twentieth century”—
shaped by the growth and retraction of economic and cultural reliance on the 
extraction of coal and the production of steel.

Recent circumstances at Donkin aside, the UMWA has a long history in 
Cape Breton. In the early twentieth century, the institution was shepherded 
into the Sydney coal field by famed organizers such as J. B. McLachlan, who 
believed in the radical organization of workers as a bulwark against the 
machinations of global capitalism.7 The labour wars of the 1920s revealed a 
split between grassroots radicals like McLachlan and the conservative wing 
of the UMWA, characterized by the governance of President John L. Lewis. 
National labour legislation in Canada bolstered the position of the miners’ 
union in the aftermath of World War II, and by the 1950s, legalistic unionism 
had become firmly entrenched as the dominant mechanism for industrial 
relations in Canada.8 While many of the Cape Breton miners maintained  
their radical outlook, this was increasingly out of step with the position of their 
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union by the mid-twentieth century. As Michael Earle and Herb Gamberg 
argue, the bureaucratic institutionalization of the UMWA combined with 
the attachment to the CCF after 1938 produced a period of moderation and 
lessened class struggle among the Cape Breton miners.9

Throughout the long 1950s and the shocks that preceded the creation of 
DEVCO and the Sydney Steel Corporation (SYSCO) in 1967, the United Mine 
Workers was an ever-present institution in the Cape Breton pits. Represent-
atives from the UMWA were featured prominently every 11 June, celebrating 
Davis Day in the coal communities to commemorate the murder of striking 
coal miner William Davis in 1925. Cape Breton was a working-class island, and 
the labour orientation of its miners and steelworkers was well known through-
out Canada. How is it that in such a place, the last remaining mine to close 
would be a nonunion pit with a significant portion of its workforce composed 
largely of fly-in American miners?10 In Cape Breton, as in deindustrializing 
pit towns across North America and Europe, the miners’ union and the rank 
and file struggled to reckon with the scale of the industrial crisis they faced. 
In this context, many of the old intraunion conflicts that characterized the 
relationship between District 26 and the UMWA international headquarters 
in Virginia surfaced once again.

In this chapter, two significant conflicts that erupted in the Sydney coalfield 
between 1981 and 1984 are examined for what they reveal about the contested 
nature of unionized miners’ responses to the industrial crisis and the contra-
dictions of capitalism facing Cape Breton at the end of the twentieth century. 
The first section explores a bitter miners’ strike that erupted between July 
and October of 1981—the first in the DEVCO pits since nationalization. This 
conflict revealed generational and political fault lines within the member
ship. A slate of young miners, hired during the resurgence of coal during the 
1970s, found themselves at odds with earlier generations of miners and their 
union around issues of pay and contract benefits. Seeking a 60 percent pay 
increase, the miners struck; though they would ultimately return to work 
in October short of the amount they sought, the frictions raised during the 
1981 strike continued to percolate. In the second section, the consequences 
of the 1981 strike are traced to 1982–84, when a group of Cape Breton miners 
embarked upon an effort to break ties with the United Mine Workers and 
affiliate instead with the Confederation of Canadian Unions (CCU) as the 
Canadian Mineworkers Union (CMU). This effort ultimately failed, but it 
reflects the growing inability of Canadian workers and their organizations to 
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deal with the structural challenges facing their industries. By the 1980s, these 
challenges would erupt into open conflict.

The 1981 Strike at DEVCO

The Cape Breton Development Corporation was born of the economic situa-
tion facing the island’s collieries in the 1960s, a concerted approach to regional 
industrial development, the will of federal cabinet minister Allan MacEachen 
and other Liberals to intervene, and the overwhelming financial reliance of 
thousands of Cape Bretoners on the continued operation of the mines.11 By 
the end of the 1950s, the coal industry was in deep trouble; the Rand Com-
mission of 1959–60 had recommended “a slow phasing out of coal as the main  
source of employment” in Industrial Cape Breton, and the island was pos-
itioned to turn toward the tourist economy envisioned by boosters like for-
mer premier Angus L. Macdonald.12 When DOSCO announced its planned 
withdrawal from coal operations in 1965, the government of Canada moved 
quickly—tasking J. R. Donald to develop another report on the future of the  
island’s industry. The release of this report in 1966 represented one of  
the first explicit documents produced by the federal government in response 
to the looming industrial crisis; rather than prop up the private owners of the 
Cape Breton collieries, the Donald Report recommended the diversification 
of the island’s economy and the slow winding down of coal operations.13 The 
mechanism by which this was to be accomplished was DEVCO—which would 
boast both a Coal Division and an Industrial Development Division.14

For their part, the Cape Breton coal miners expressed a reticence toward 
some of the underlying ideas of the Donald Report in relation to the oper-
ations of the Coal Division. While support for both private subsidy and the 
eventual nationalization of Cape Breton coal was high, Bill “Bull” Marsh— 
the president of UMWA District 26 between 1958 and 1980—expressed con-
cern about the idea that the mines would be wound down under the auspices 
of the federal state.15 These concerns lessened slightly after nationalization, as 
DEVCO remained committed to opening new collieries in the area—including 
the provision of several million dollars to the development of Lingan and 
Phalen mines near New Waterford and the rehabilitation of existing mines 
such as the No. 12 in New Waterford and the No. 26 in Glace Bay.16 Despite 
these commitments, company financials paint a concerning picture; in 1971, 
with the firm drawing down on the funding initially provided by the federal 
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government, new capital injections were necessary while waiting for the Lin-
gan and Phalen projects to take shape. In addition, job losses were mounting 
as the No. 26 Colliery faced production shortfalls due to engineering troubles. 
While nearly 7,500 miners worked for the DEVCO Coal Division at the time 
of nationalization, this had dwindled to 3,696 by the end of 1972.17

Darkening the horizons, a deadly fire erupted in the early morning hours 
at the No. 12 Colliery in New Waterford in March 1973. At 3:15 a.m., a trip 
jumped the tracks and knocked a support pillar askew, collapsing a section 
of the roof. Coal dust from this accident then ignited, and miners scrambled 
to escape the conflagration to the relative safety of the surface. One man, 
twenty-seven-year-old Earl Leadbeater of New Waterford, lost his life in the 
fire. Another, forty-seven-year-old mining engineer Donald McFadgen, suf-
fered a fatal seizure while assessing the situation at the mine later that day. 
The dangers of coal mining, even under the operations of a federal Crown 
corporation, remained clear in Cape Breton—even for the island’s children. 
Ernie Hennick, a mine technician for the Department of Natural Resources, 
remembers that day in 1973 as foundational:

Some memories never fade: my first red two-dollar bill at age three; my 
first tricycle at age five, stolen a week later; my first train set at seven, 
destroyed by my sister a few hours after I opened it on Christmas Day. 
One of my most lasting memories also came at age seven: the memory 
of what it felt like to know that a 27 year old man went to work that  
day in a mine, but was never coming out.

It was March 3, 1973, and my Dad took me out for a drive to New 
Waterford. . . . As a seven-year-old, I was simply in awe of [the mine]. 
Though I had seen it before, it was different that day. I remember the 
Dominion No. 12 Bankhead that day as a monstrous dark building 
emitting a haunting hum. The site was intimidating and scary to this 
tiny boy, and that day was truly dark: it was the day coal miner Earl 
Leadbeater did not return from the depths.18

As a result of this disaster, the company moved quickly. The decision was made 
to seal the No. 12 Colliery so that the fire could not spread; Leadbeater’s body 
was never recovered from the site.

Financially, the disaster at the No. 12 Colliery proved a significant problem 
for DEVCO. As a result of problems with production at the No. 26 in Glace 
Bay, production had been increased at the No. 12 to make up some of the 
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shortfall. As a result of the sealing of the mine, this was no longer a possibility, 
and the firm’s finances were consequently put under further strain—requiring 
more than $3 million in additional funding above the $29 million previously 
allocated for the year.19 Deindustrialization and the slow decline of employ-
ment in Cape Breton’s collieries, despite the promise of future work at Lingan 
and Phalen, appeared to be proceeding unabated.

Intervening in this dismal situation was the beginning of the first oil crisis 
in 1973. “God Bless the Arabs,” exclaimed Bull Marsh in a 1980 interview with 
Maclean’s Magazine. “I love them!”20 His exuberance reflected his belief that 
Cape Breton’s coal operations were saved by the hike in oil and gas prices 
prompted by the October 1973 OPEC oil embargo. This provoked something 
of a renaissance in the Canadian coal economy, with British Columbia and 
Alberta collieries boosting production through the decade.21 Matching Marsh’s 
hope that rumours of the death of coal had been greatly exaggerated, the 
DEVCO Coal Division moved ahead with several hiring waves, bringing 
in young miners to fill out the ranks of the workforce; employment at the 
DEVCO pits actually increased from approximately thirty-five hundred in 
1974 to nearly forty-four hundred in 1979.22

The shifting demographics in the mines, with the majority of new hires 
made in the 1970s composed of young men in their twenties, meant that the 
political equation within the UMWA in Cape Breton was rapidly changing. 
By 1980, a new generation of coal miners had entered the pits—working, 
sometimes, alongside their fathers but without any sense of institutional mal-
aise. Indeed, Steve Drake—hired at Lingan Mine in 1977—describes earning 
more working as a labourer at Wreck Cove in 1976 than he did as a DEVCO 
coal miner in 1977.23 The generational turnover combined with the apparent 
reversal in fortune for the coal industry and the decision by Nova Scotia Power 
Corporation to transition from energy production through imported oil to the 
burning of coal led many rank-and-file miners to believe that the 1981 contract 
negotiations represented an opportunity to push for significant wage gains.24

District 26 president Bull Marsh found himself at odds with a rank and file 
that was increasingly ready to seek significant redress of the issue of low wages. 
Speaking with Cape Breton’s Magazine in 1998, Marsh reflected on some of his 
negotiating tactics while serving the union; to ensure that contacts would pass, 
he would frequently put forward the contract for a vote at a time when the 
miners could use the built-up back pay.25 This would mean frequent contract 
votes at particular times of year—before Christmas, before miners’ vacation 
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period in August—when the coal miners would be more likely to return a 
contract acceptance to avail themselves of the lump-sum increase backdated 
to the end of the previous contract. Such an approach, while engendering 
labour peace within the coalfield, did not necessarily offer the rank and file 
the opportunity to press the employer in areas where they felt further gains 
could be tenable. In 1980, just before the expiration of the contract, Marsh 
took up a position on the Coal Council of Canada and ended his role with the 
UMWA. He was replaced by Ray Holland, another member of the executive, 
to serve the remainder of Marsh’s term.26

Holland, who had started his underground career in 1953 as a horse driver 
in the No. 20 colliery before working the long wall at No. 16, took up this 
position just in time to participate in the next round of contract negotiations. 
Talks had been ongoing since October of 1980 at the expiration of the pre-
vious contract, but the union and DEVCO management were not reaching 
an agreement on the issue of wage increases. The relative placidity of labour 
relations in the Cape Breton mines since World War II effectively meant that 
miners had been indirectly subsidizing the industry by accepting contracts 
without significant cost-of-living increases. Now with fortunes turned, the 
coal miners expected a return on these sacrifices. On 7 July, the miners voted 
down a proposal that would see them achieve a 21 percent pay increase over 
two years by a vote margin of 1,954 to 827. After news of the contract rejection, 
miners at Lingan walked off the job—a rank-and-file action that was quickly 
dismissed as a “misunderstanding” by the UMWA executive who beseeched 
the miners to return to work.27 This walkout reveals the divisions that existed 
between the rank and file and their representation even at this early stage of 
the dispute.

Over the next ten days, UMWA executives met with DEVCO management 
and conciliator judge Nathan Green to try and work out a new agreement.28 
Meanwhile, John “Bunny” Corbett of the Lingan union local and Greg Hicks 
of the No. 26 local approached Ray Holland to discuss rank-and-file percep-
tions of the contract talks. Some of the miners, they assured Holland, were 
deeply unhappy with the first offer; whatever the company put forward would 
have to represent a significant step forward on the issue of wage rates. Things 
moved fast. The union executive met again with management on 16 July and 
reached a tentative agreement that would see approximately $17 added to the 
miners’ daily rate over two years, but when word of the terms found its way 
to the mines, the miners at Lingan again walked out in protest.29 Under the 
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terms of the previous contract, underground labour commanded a daily rate  
of $59.64, machinists and electricians earned $64.29, and the high daily  
rate for face miners was $66.10.30 Steve Drake describes the situation:

If there’s four people in the crowd—and they’re yelling, they can rally 
up forty people pretty quick. And the majority of the guys are just 
standing there and they’re not saying anything because they don’t want 
to get into the fray and get into a, you know, dust-up with all of these 
other guys and they just go “that’s not worth it let’s just walk away.” 
So these guys are walking away—these forty or whatever the number 
might be—they walk out, and once the picket line starts—once the 
UMWA picket line starts in Cape Breton, it doesn’t matter if there’s 
fourteen people, or four hundred people—the miners are never going 
to cross the picket line. It’s just forbidden. They will not do it. So, when 
that started at Lingan Mine, and I’m pretty certain that the first picket 
line was at Lingan mine, it spread through the district, and we were  
on strike.31

When the Lingan miners walked out, they were soon joined by workers from 
other mines throughout the district. Although this was initially unsanctioned 
by the district executive, Holland put out a statement declaring his support of 
the legally striking workers until a contract could be negotiated and accepted. 
With this act, 17 July stands as the first day of a strike that would consume 
District 26 for the next three months. When the vote officially came in, the 
miners rejected this contract by an even larger margin than the first—with a 
final tally of 2,732 against and 303 in favour.32

The notions that generational distinctions between young miners and their 
older colleagues were largely responsible for the events of the 1981 Cape Breton 
coal strike and that the miners reinvigorated demands around remuneration 
are not particularly remarkable. Ian Milligan adroitly traces the impact of 
youth culture and the New Left on the 1960s strike wave elsewhere in Can-
ada, while others have gestured toward the cultural impact of feminism and 
other social movements on young workers’ willingness to ask more of their 
employers.33 The same has been argued in the British context; George Gilles-
pie, deputy director of the Scottish area for the National Coal Board, declared 
in 1978 that industrial discord was caused by young “hotheads” who were 
much unlike the reasonable older miners.34 In Cape Breton, however, these 
actions also emerged during a moment when the tides of deindustrialization 
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in the coal industry appeared to be rolling back. Yes, young workers were 
involved—but so, too, did the demands for higher pay respond to material 
conditions wherein it appeared that circumstances facing the industry had 
shifted. This context, combined with the executive changes in District 26, 
positioned Cape Breton’s miners to believe that significant wage gains were 
not only possible but a likely outcome.

The rejection of the second contract meant that the strike called on 17 July 
when Lingan miners walked out, the first in Cape Breton collieries since 1947, 
would continue into the miners’ vacation period. As a result, further move-
ment between the union and management was slow to develop—though Hol-
land called upon the federal government to intervene in support of the miners. 
Cape Breton’s Liberal members of Parliament David Dingwall and Russell 
MacLellan pledged support for the striking miners and assured Holland that 
they would raise the issue with minister of regional economic expansion 
Pierre De Bané.35 Gerald Regan, the federal minister of labour, soon appointed 
two mediators to meet with the union executive and DEVCO president Steve 
Rankin to find a solution to the work stoppage.

Meanwhile, women in the coal communities began to organize publicly 
in support of the strike. Julie Anderson and Nancy Thomas organized the 
United Miners Wives’ Association and arranged several meetings to create 
public awareness of the terms of the strike. “DEVCO beware, the women  
are here,” read one banner of the nearly three-hundred-strong women’s march 
in Glace Bay on Thursday, 13 August.36 They also sought solidarity across Can-
ada, drawing comparisons between their efforts and those of the wives of strik-
ing Inco workers in Sudbury during their 1978 strike.37 While much of the ire 
of these women was directed at DEVCO, there were signs that all was not well 
in the House of Labour. Despite Holland’s caution that strikers should keep 
their focus on DEVCO, there was increasing concern about the state of the 
district’s finances. The international UMWA had expressed that they would  
be unable to fund strike pay for Cape Breton miners, as a recent American 
strike had depleted the strike fund. As a result, District 26 sent word to allied 
unions and members of the public that they were seeking donations; Local 
1064 of the United Steelworkers of America in Sydney donated $1,000 and 
other local labour groups sent smaller donations.38 Privately, there were con-
cerns from a financial perspective that the strike could not last indefinitely.

As the warm evenings of Cape Breton summer gave way to the chill of 
September, it seemed as though there was no end in sight. Another tentative 
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agreement was presented to the membership at the beginning of the month. 
This contract encompassed a three-year duration—a sticking point for many 
miners who preferred shorter contracts—but offered significant concessions 
on behalf of DEVCO. According to the terms of the tentative agreement, 
miners would be granted an average increase of $30.50 on the daily rate over 
the three years of the contract, supplemented by the addition of an employee 
dental plan and upgrades to other areas of the contract, such as life insurance.39 
Nonetheless, this agreement fell short of the 60 percent increase sought by 
miners, who argued that the extremely high rates of inflation meant that any 
gains shorter of that target would be gobbled up by cost-of-living increases. As 
a result, the miners once again voted down the contract—1,972 votes against 
and 981 in favour.40 That such a contract would be rejected, the third offering 
in as many months, reveals the extent to which the miners believed they were 
bargaining from a position of strength. The idea that the new energy para-
digm would end as quickly as it began, taking with it the high hopes of the 
coal industry and its workers, seemed as alien as that of Cape Breton Island 
without any basic industry at all.

A flurry of activity throughout September reveals the political visibility 
of Cape Breton’s unionized coal miners in ways that were perhaps inaccess-
ible to workers in other deindustrializing industries. Firstly, as the result of 
Allan MacEachen’s position as the finance minister of Canada, Prime Minister 
Pierre Trudeau’s cabinet was scheduled to meet in Ingonish on 8 September. 
Upon arrival at the Sydney airport, ministers and local politicians were met by  
a picket line of striking miners who demanded action on the strike. After a 
brief conversation with external affairs minister Mark McGuigan, the miners 
allowed the politicians to pass through the picket.41 Further, there was a great 
deal of politicking behind the scenes by members of District 26. Holland and 
other members of the executive met several times that month with provincial 
representatives from John Buchanan’s progressive conservative government, 
hoping to gain a more favourable coal price from Nova Scotia Power. They 
also travelled to Ottawa to meet with various ministers, including Pierre 
De Bané.42 Though it was uncertain what effect these efforts had on the overall  
negotiation strategy of DEVCO, it was soon after the return of the District 26 
delegation that DEVCO president Steve Rankin expressed a willingness to 
return to the two-year contract format.43

Once this concession was outlined, miners voted for the fourth and final 
time on a tentative agreement on Thursday, 8 October. Lasting two years 
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from 1 January 1981, this contract offered a retroactive $11-per-day hike on 
the daily rate in the first year, followed by an additional $11 on the daily rate 
in the second year. In addition, it called for the establishment of a contribu-
tory pension plan for DEVCO employees hired after the ratification of the 
contract. After eighty-three days on the picket line, the coal miners accepted 
this agreement—ratifying through a vote of 2,306 in favour and 420 against.44 
Despite these significant gains, the fractures they revealed inside the UMW 
in Cape Breton would not easily heal. While they were not on public display 
for much of the strike, the lack of support from the international and the 
moribund strike fund remained significant issues for miners, who increasingly 
challenged union leadership on this issue. While the strike ended in October, 
the fundamental issues that it raised would once again throw the miners into 
disarray just a year later, when an attempted breakaway from the UMWA 
threatened to tear the district apart.

The CMU Comes to Town: Breaking the UMWA in 
District 26, 1982–­84

On 11 June 1983, the annual Davis Day ceremony was held outside the Savoy 
Theatre in Glace Bay. The ceremony, held to commemorate striking coal miner 
William Davis, who was murdered during the 1925 Cape Breton coal strike, 
had an auspicious guest speaker. Richard Trumka, president of the United 
Mine Workers of America, spoke loudly to those gathered, extolling the vir-
tues of the labour movement and the benefits of international cooperation.45 
Trumka had only recently won election as the union’s president, defeating 
long-serving Sam Church in a tightly contested race in the fall of 1982.46 Echo-
ing former UMWA president John L. Lewis, Trumka’s approach to running 
the union was that of “No backwards steps.”47 In this vein, his visit to Cape 
Breton was no coincidence, nor was it simply to commemorate Davis Day. 
Rather, Trumka’s visit was intended to bolster the union faithful in District 
26 against an ongoing decertification attempt pushed by a breakaway group 
of rank-and-file workers seeking association with the CCU. Indeed, Trumka 
had made his way to Cape Breton several times since 1982; the UMWA was  
in the midst of the first significant challenge to its authority in the district since 
the radical unionist J. B. McLachlan had challenged Lewis during the 1920s.48

Despite the successes of the negotiated contract at the end of the 1981 
strike, the lack of support from the international union had deeply alienated 
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a large number of Cape Breton’s miners. Nearly immediately, there were rum-
blings about the possibility of decertifying the UMWA. Foreshadowing the 
later conflict between the Canadian region and the international United Auto 
Workers in Ontario, disaffected coal miners applied nationalist rhetoric to 
underpin their largest concerns.49 Indeed, dues from District 26 had flowed  
to Virginia since certification in 1922; the lack of an available strike fund to 
draw on, for many miners, was seen as a betrayal that would not have hap-
pened had they been striking within the United States. In January of 1982, 
miner Archie Kennedy, speaking on behalf of what he asserted was a sig-
nificant number of Cape Breton miners, asked John Lang of the CCU for 
assistance in organizing a decertification campaign. Kennedy had heard of 
the CCU after watching an episode of the television program The Fifth Estate 
on the unions organizing in Western Canada.50 In response, the CCU sent 
two veteran organizers to the island—John St. Amand and Susan Vohanka.51

St. Amand officially moved to Cape Breton in the spring of 1982, where he 
began working with miners in New Waterford, Sydney Mines, and Glace Bay 
to lead the decertification efforts. He reflects that two significant problems 
he saw with the UMWA in Cape Breton were the Americanization of the 
union, having failed to respond adequately to local concerns, and a broader 
democratic deficit that meant Canadian workers’ concerns were not taken 
as seriously as threatened closures, bargaining concessions, and other issues 
facing American coal miners.52 He would later reflect that those months of 
uncertainty carved deep scars into the community fabric of the coal towns; 
the decertification effort ended friendships, caused family rifts, and drastically 
increased social frictions of all types.53

For her part, Vohanka viewed the CCU’s role in the intraunion conflict 
as symbolic of a broader Canadian nationalist push that was contemporan-
eously finding purchase elsewhere within the labour movement. An advocate 
for rank-and-file unionism, she believed that the CCU and the CMU were 
vehicles for the return of control into the hands of the coal miners. Further, 
Vohanka believed that the underlying mission of the CCU was rooted in 
social movements; the project of rank-and-file organizing, she wrote, was 
also a feminist project.54 In this sense, the ability of the miners to shape their  
own futures democratically within a new union would also empower their fam-
ilies and communities.

The campaign picked up steam in the summer of 1982 when the CMU 
opened two new organizing offices in Glace Bay, New Waterford, and Sydney 
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Mines.55 On 16 and 18  August, interested miners met to adopt the Can-
adian Mineworkers Union Constitution and elect a slate of officials, with 
Donald MacLellan elected as president.56 MacLellan described the appeal 
of “rank-and-file unionism” in an interview with CJCB in 1984; under the 
UMWA, he believed, the top-down approach was stifling miners’ ability to 
achieve concessions at the bargaining table.57 This message was hammered in 
campaign pamphlets through the fall of 1982. These flyers were distributed to 
miners throughout the district and contained attacks on the supposed anti-
democratic activities of the UMWA and the lack of strike fund and personal 
attacks on both Holland and Marsh.58 On 31 December 1982, having registered 
enough cards, the CMU formally sent an application for certification to the 
Canadian Labour Relations Board and called for a formal vote to be held in 
either February or March.59

The UMWA responded with its own information campaign. In October of 
1982, the international union sent several organizers to Cape Breton to fight 
the decertification effort. They publicized the past successes of the UMWA, 
arguing that the union played a pivotal role in the nationalization of the coal-
field in the 1960s. This included accounts from loyal UMWA members who 
sent in personalized stories; one, taken from miner Stelvio Piovesan of Lingan, 
harkens back to the early years of the union in Cape Breton—describing the 
exploitation of the “company store” system prior to the coming of the United 
Mine Workers.60 Bob Burchell, then the International Teller for the Canadian 
UMWA, gave the three main arguments against decertification: first, the 
election of Trumka and the history of District 26 offered an opportunity for 
growth within the structures of the existing union with a progressive agenda; 
second, District 26 had a strong record at the bargaining table on wages, 
benefits, and health and safety; and third, he rejected the nationalist language 
and tone of both the CCU and the CMU and argued that international labour 
unity was more necessary than ever.61

The vote took place on 9 March 1983. Miners at Lingan were the first to cast 
ballots, and although members of the UMWA executive spoke with the Cape 
Breton Post expressing confidence, the results were very close. In the end, the 
CMU failed to overturn the UMWA. With a 97 percent turnout, the UMWA 
fended off the attempted decertification with a final tally of 1,750 (UMWA) to 
1,393 (CMU). A jubilant Ray Holland spoke to gathered miners, expressing a 
desire to return unity to the Cape Breton labour movement and move on from 
the hurt feelings wrought by both the strike and the decertification vote.62 The 
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intraunion conflict in Cape Breton, however, was far from over. The UMWA 
had come just 357 votes from being thrown out of the Cape Breton coal field, 
and Trumka wanted answers. Likewise, the CMU felt that the close result 
meant that a future attempt at certification was not off the table. Indeed, 
campaigning never really ended and on 18  August; representatives from  
the CMU announced intentions to hold another certification vote in 1984.

Just six days after Trumka gave his rallying speech on Davis Day in June 
of 1983, the international UMWA announced an official inquiry into the 
causes of the disturbances in the Cape Breton coalfield. Clearly, the result of 
the vote had given union representatives pause; it appears that they did not 
expect the closeness of the result. The report, authored by two members of 
the International Executive Board (IEB) and an international staff member, 
found three serious problems with the operations of District 26: financial 
malpractice, the failure to assure the performance of collective bargaining 
agreements, and the denial of democratic procedures to the membership.63 
The report made no mention of the lack of a strike fund during the 1981 
strike or the economic nationalist arguments raised by the CMU and their 
supporters during the certification drive. However, the report did issue a sig-
nificant recommendation—that the entire executive of District 26, including 
President Ray Holland, be removed from their positions immediately and 
placed under the control of an administrator to oversee new elections.64 In 
October, Trumka announced that Bill Evasuk, District 26 IEB member, and 
Dave Michel, District 5 IEB member, would coadminister District 26 pending 
executive elections.65 Of course, this did not go unremarked upon in Cape 
Breton, where many miners still recalled the expulsion of labour leader J. B. 
McLachlan from the UMWA by John L. Lewis in 1923.

This decision threw the on-the-ground UMWA supporters into disarray. 
With the international union in control of the district, an ongoing three-way 
race for District 26 president, and a renewed CMU campaign leading into 
the winter of 1983–84, the results of a second certification campaign were far 
from clear. Complicating matters further was a week-long wildcat strike that 
erupted between 30 September and 7 October 1983; the cause of the walkout 
was the layoff of fifteen wash plant employees. Once these workers walked off 
the job, the entire district refused to cross the impromptu picket—effectively 
shutting down mining for the week.66 In response to both his ousting from 
the District 26 presidency and the events of the wildcat strike, Ray Holland 
announced in mid-November that he would be supporting the ongoing 
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CMU organizing effort and signing a CMU card in protest of the actions of  
the UMWA.67

The chaotic nature of these events had organizers of the CMU feeling 
hopeful about the results of their second card drive. When the union sub-
mitted their second application to the Canadian Labour Relations Board, this 
time on 31 December 1983, Donald MacLellan told reporters from the Cape 
Breton Post that they fully expected a different result—they had been running 
ahead of their previous registrations all year, he asserted, and according to 
their figures, they expected a victory.

The District 26 election in January exposed many of the fault lines created 
by this situation. Supporters of the UMWA accused CMU organizers of work-
ing to undermine the election by throwing their support behind particular 
candidates who they hoped would be ineffectual. The CMU denied these 
allegations, with MacLellan again remarking that miners were free to vote 
for whoever they so chose—noting that the true fight for democracy would 
occur with the CMU certification vote.68 When the results of the vote were 
tallied, John Jake Campbell—a former president of the No. 26 local—emerged 
as president of District 26 along with a full slate of new executive officers.69 
This undercut some of the campaign arguments of the CMU, which criticized 
the UMWA for the situation of direct administrative control and appeared to 
settle some of the ongoing tensions within the district.

In the week leading up to the 7 March 1984 certification vote, the UMWA 
in Cape Breton put on a full-court press to entice members to remain with 
the fold. On Monday, 5 March, the union paid for a full-page advertisement 
in the Cape Breton Post depicting letters of support from nine allied labour 
organizations, including the United Steelworkers of America, the Canadian 
Labour Congress, the Nova Scotia Federation of Labour, and the Cape Bre-
ton District Labour Council, among others.70 Trumka, too, took the time to 
discuss the vote; the changes made in the district as the result of the UMWA 
inquiry, he insisted, were widely popular and ensured that they would win 
“a convincing victory.”71 Indeed, he was proven right. On 7 March 1984, Cape 
Breton coal miners once again voted to reaffirm the hold of the UMWA over 
the Sydney coal field—defeating the attempted breakaway through a vote of 
1,795 (UMWA) to 1,242 (CMU) in a larger margin than the 1983 attempt.72 
With that, the United Mine Workers of America would remain the only union 
representing Cape Breton’s coal miners until the final closure of the DEVCO 
collieries in 2001.
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Conclusion

The early 1980s in the Sydney coal field and the events described in this chap-
ter reveal the contradictions of life and work as a collier on the island at the 
end of the twentieth century. Contextually, the 1970s energy crisis produced 
a historical moment where—despite the planned deindustrialization of the 
island’s coal industry dating back to the 1966 Donald Report—it appeared that 
a reindustrialization of the industry might be possible. New hires being made 
at DEVCO, young men being enticed into work in the pits, and Nova Scotia 
energy production transferring from oil to coal power produced a situation 
where it seemed that big gains in contract bargaining were possible for the 
miners. As a result, they rejected three negotiated contracts during the course 
of the eighty-nine-day strike, ultimately settling on a two-year contract with 
an approximately 50 percent increase over the course of the contract. Despite 
these promising tailwinds, DEVCO’s financials and the overall economic 
situation of the coal industry in Canada signalled a gloomy future. Far from 
representing a new normal and the rebirth of King Coal, the energy crisis of 
the 1970s gave way to the oil glut—wherein the price of crude oil dropped sig-
nificantly each year between 1980 and 1986. DEVCO annual financial reports 
illustrated this trend, describing by 1983 delays in the transition from oil to 
coal power in the province and profits falling short of predictions made just 
a few short years earlier.73 For those young men hired in the 1970s, the strike 
represented less the dawning of a new age and more a temporary bulwark 
against the slow unwinding of the coal industry.

For its part, the attempted CMU raid on UMWA District 26 exposes the 
weakness of the labour movement in responding to these structural challen-
ges. While the 1981 strike in Cape Breton was undertaken from an assumed 
position of strength, the UMWA as an entire institution was fighting a 
rear-guard battle against the dual challenges of technological job losses and 
a transitioning energy regime. When the institution that had represented 
Cape Breton’s miners since the labour wars of the 1920s proved unable—or 
unwilling—to provide strike support in 1981, it provoked a great sense of cog-
nitive dissonance. How was it that such a powerful organization, with its long 
and storied history, could not help the miners? Nationalization provided a  
pat answer; the Americans, “the foreigners,” didn’t care about Canadian unions 
and never had. Of course, as Steven High has noted elsewhere, this notion 
emboldened Canadian workers in other parts of the country and provided 
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them with the necessary tactics to challenge their employers over threatened 
closure. But had the vote gone differently in Cape Breton, would the history 
that unfolded have also gone differently? Probably not. The divisions that 
arose within District 26 during the early 1980s reflected material conditions 
across the entirety of the North American coal industry that had deteriorated 
to the point where the old, once strong institutions could no longer hold. Such 
developments varied by industry along with the material circumstances that 
gave rise to them. Tracing those connections helps understand not only Cape 
Breton but the entire industrial capitalist order at the end of what the editors 
of this collection have referred to as “the long twentieth century.”
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10	 The Great Spawn
Aquaculture and Development on the  
Bras d’Or Lake

Will Langford

Throughout the long twentieth century, mining, milling, fishing, farming, and 
harvesting the woods were essential to livelihoods in Cape Breton. Yet the 
island’s rural and urban economies were precarious from the 1920s. People 
made do, often choosing to migrate or to defend their standard of living, as 
best as they could, through union, cooperative, or Mi’kmaw solidarities. From 
the early 1960s, efforts to shore up the island’s social relations and diversify its 
economic bases were given new strength by the government. Development 
programs involved people in efforts to better their circumstances. Hope, as 
historian Tina Loo has framed it, became a state project.1

This chapter explores the early history of aquaculture on Bras d’Or Lake in 
Cape Breton, situating the alternative fishery within the context of develop-
ment. Mi’kmaw fishers initiated oyster farming in Eskasoni in 1969. The 
practice spread as a way to create jobs and increase incomes in rural places 
along the lake. Mi’kmaw and non-Indigenous fishers were involved, though 
the delivery of development assistance largely emphasized a settler colonial 
distinction between the two groups. Still, until the early 1980s, oyster farm-
ing seemed like a promising way to address unemployment, poverty, and 
dispossession.

The St. Francis Xavier University Extension Department, the Department 
of Indian Affairs and Northern Development (DIAND), and the Cape Breton 
Development Corporation (DEVCO) provided funding and support, while 
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fisheries scientists contributed expertise. In the process, oyster farming was 
informed by two development practices: community development, which 
tried to address local poverty by building peoples’ capacity to carry out self-
directed socio-economic change, and regional development, which promised 
to rectify inequality by increasing economic activity and employment in have-
not areas. I wrap my account of Bras d’Or aquaculture in an analysis of these 
development practices, their sponsors, and their constituents.

Development contains the idea that intentional action can improve the 
lives of human beings by reshaping unfolding economic, social, and cultural 
processes.2 Given its multiplicity, development is best understood according to 
what it sought to accomplish. Development is an important theme of postwar 
Cape Breton history, even if studies of development agencies on the island are 
mostly hidden away in unpublished theses.3 Where much of this scholarship 
focuses on policymaking, my interest is more in the practice and colloquial 
politics of development programs. Focusing on aquaculture also provides a 
bridge between the too-often-distinct Mi’kmaq and settler dimensions of the 
island’s historiography. On the one hand, historians have self-consciously 
noted the absences or marginal presences of Mi’kmaq in their studies, thereby 
emphasizing the exclusion of Mi’kmaq from the industrial economy, from 
working-class culture, and from popular memory and the heritage narra-
tives informing tourism.4 On the other hand, separate historical work directly 
assesses Mi’kmaw political resistance and the detrimental effects of colonial 
administration.5 Yet attention to the history of development allows for analysis 
of some considerable intersections and tensions in the experiences of Mi’kmaq 
and non-Indigenous Cape Bretoners.

Bras d’Or aquaculture emerged from a convergence of three island 
crises—pronounced on-reserve poverty, falling rural incomes, and the uncer-
tain future of the coal and steel industries—and the development initiatives 
seeking to provide responses. Mi’kmaw and settler fishers, fisheries experts, 
university professors, development workers, and government officials were 
determined to make oyster farming feasible. The collaboration was difficult, 
and it was shaped by conflicting interests, environmental limitations, and 
market constraints. The economic impact of aquaculture was slight, but it 
was in dreams of a “great spawn” that the ultimately unrealized promise of 
development was most clear. Development signified more than getting by; it 
held out the democratic promise of greater economic independence within 
capitalist society.
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Aquaculture involves applying agriculture practices to produce finfish, 
shellfish, or plants in the aquatic environment. Though small-scale marine 
farming has a long history in human societies, the emergence of a large indus-
try dominated by big business is a recent process.6 In Canada, state-assisted 
marine science was linked to the promotion and management of commercial 
fisheries from the 1890s. Encouraged by fisheries experts, the Prince Edward 
Island government enclosed Gulf of St. Lawrence oyster grounds in 1912 and 
promoted private oyster cultivation, only for Malpeque disease to ruin the 
scheme.7 Beyond the use of fish hatcheries, aquaculture remained mostly 
an academic pursuit until a 1978 breakthrough, when researchers at the  
St. Andrew’s Biological Station demonstrated how Atlantic salmon could be 
cultivated in steel cages suspended in the Bay of Fundy. From the 1980s, salmon 
farming was commercially viable. An expanded industry producing diverse 
species has since taken shape, albeit not without controversy. To be sure, sup-
porters consider aquaculture an efficient alternative to the sometimes tenuous 
inshore and offshore fisheries.8 Latter-day trends in aquaculture, though, were 
preceded by the kind of start-up marine farming undertaken in Cape Breton.

Bras d’Or Lake is a large estuary at the centre of Cape Breton, fed by six 
rivers and two saltwater channels. Mi’kmaq named the body Pitu’paq (“to 
which all things flow”) and recognized that the lake served as a spawning 
ground for diverse fish species. Mi’kmaw fishing practices were informed by 
the concept of no’maq (“all my relations”), which acknowledged the spiritual 
and worldly interdependence of all things and emphasized taking only what 
was needed. Though never a staple food, mn’tmu’k (oysters) were collected to 
eat and sell as well as for ceremonial purposes. Mi’kmaw harvesters practised 
a modest form of aquaculture by moving oysters to deeper, cooler water and 
waiting for them to mature in “oyster gardens.”9 But as early as the 1930s, with 
settlers and Mi’kmaq drawing on Bras d’Or fisheries, overharvesting prompted 
a decline in naturally occurring shellfish.10 When a group of fishers in Eskasoni 
first envisioned oyster farming, they were concerned about their poor catches. 
But the aquaculture proposal was equally a response to the consequences of 
settler colonialism.

Their lands and resources were encroached upon by arriving settlers  
in the nineteenth century, by the early twentieth century, Mi’kmaq in Cape 
Breton faced increased legal restrictions and political disempowerment 
exerted through the force of the Canadian state and the attendant Indian 
Act.11 For example, as Martha Walls shows in chapter 5, Mi’kmaq who lived 
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near Sydney, where they accessed waged work indirectly produced by the coal 
and steel industries, were coercively relocated to more distant Membertou in 
1926. In political resistance often led during the 1920s to 1940s by Grand Chief 
Gabriel Sylliboy and Ben Christmas, Mi’kmaq challenged colonial policies, 
including hunting and fishing regulations, residential schools, and the sale of 
reserve lands. They viewed eighteenth-century peace and friendship treaties 
as a source of Mi’kmaw rights.12

In Eskasoni, life was profoundly shaped by the consequences of “central-
ization” policy. Department of Indian Affairs officials advocated the consoli-
dation of reserves to cut costs and increase control over Mi’kmaw activities, 
supposedly to speed assimilation. Between 1942 and 1949, the policy was 
carried out through coerced relocation to an enlarged reserve at Eskasoni 
and another on the mainland, at Shubenacadie.13 Mi’kmaq protested through 
letters, petitions, and avoidance. Ben Christmas argued that centralization was 
“a great instrument to beat the Indians into submission” and that the Mi’kmaq 
“did not agitate for it, were not even consulted when the scheme was contem-
plated, and consequently had no choice in the matter.”14 Threats and promises 
pressured over one thousand Mi’kmaq (about half the demographic total) to 
move from twenty-two reserves. Even before the policy was abandoned, its 
detrimental impact on the quality of life was clear. Social and familial rela-
tions were disrupted, more so since a rising number of children were sent  
to residential schools. Housing and services were inadequate. And the selected 
reserves were remote, far from waged labour opportunities and hunting and 
fishing grounds. Outside of some seasonal employment, dependency on social 
assistance became nearly universal in Eskasoni.15

An Eskasoni band council was elected following the formation of five 
distinct bands in Cape Breton, an administrative reshuffling prompted by 
the financial rules in the Indian Act of 1951. The council lobbied for better 
services and housing yet by 1966 questioned “whether education and welfare 
programs, unless complemented by economic considerations, are capable of 
providing a positive environment from which allegedly better generations 
evolve.” Councillors insisted that the root economic sources of poverty be 
addressed.16

The Eskasoni Oyster Farming Association (figure 10.1) was mobilized in this 
context. This was a development partnership between the federal government 
and the Mi’kmaw community of Eskasoni. Instigator Fred Young visited Roy 
Drinnan, a fisheries scientist at an experimental station in Ellerslie, Prince 
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Edward Island. They agreed that oyster culture techniques might be adapted 
to Bras d’Or Lake. At a December 1969 meeting, the association presented 
its plan to fisheries experts, DIAND officials, and members of the Extension 
Department at St. Francis Xavier (St. FX) University.17 Extension workers came 
to support Bras d’Or aquaculture—however, their relationship to the concept 
of development and to Mi’kmaw communities arose from a longer history.

The St. FX Extension Department emerged in response to the Depres-
sion in eastern Nova Scotia in the 1920s. Professor-priests hoped to shore up 
the bases of rural life and counteract the appeal of socialism by fostering a 
Christian economic and social order. From 1930, extension workers roused 
fishers and farmers through mass meetings and local study groups, urging 
them to form consumer cooperatives and credit unions. By building their 
purchasing power, male primary producers might regain their economic 
independence and dignity within capitalism. Women were marginal to 
organizing efforts, and Mi’kmaq were excluded entirely. As co-ops multi-
plied, the Catholic adult education initiative became known as the Antigonish 

Figure 10.1. Eskasoni Oyster Farming Association, ca. 1970. Source: Abbass Studio 
Ltd. Fonds, Abbass Studios C Series, item no. C-3619.1, Beaton Institute, Cape 
Breton University, Sydney, Nova Scotia.
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movement.18 Yet the activism waned during the 1940s. After the war, many 
rural Cape Bretoners judged cooperative institutions as businesses just like 
any others and withdrew their small capital.19

Postwar economic pressures shaped a slow-moving rural crisis. Compe-
tition grew, commodity prices fell, and margins eroded. By the early 1950s, 
small farmers and fishers simply could not produce and market enough to 
secure a decent standard of living. Some responded by finding other sources 
of income or investing in new equipment, land, and livestock. Others moved 
away, helping accelerate rural decline by abandoning farms and fishing villa-
ges.20 In chapter 7, Ken Donovan illustrates some of these rural difficulties in 
Ingonish. Somewhat belatedly, St. FX Extension Department director John 
Chisholm proposed a new program of rural development in 1955. In advice 
that had become commonplace, Chisholm suggested that primary producers 
should not only increase their output and keep up with marketing trends but 
also diversify their production. Under the auspices of Eastern Cooperative 
Services (ECS), new processing and cold storage facilities were created in 
Sydney. But the investment was done without grassroots involvement and 
coincided with a late 1950s recession. Soon near bankruptcy, ECS leaders 
abandoned their attempt to revitalize rural life and instead sought to keep 
the wholesale cooperative solvent.21 Rural extension work in Cape Breton 
had stalled out.

The Antigonish movement retained some dynamism, however, if in a new 
field. Laudatory press reports brought the movement to international atten-
tion in the mid-1930s. And in the late 1940s and early 1950s, hundreds of North 
American missionaries and visitors from the Global South arrived to take 
Extension Department courses. These people subsequently set out to apply 
the principles of community participation, local leadership, and economic 
self-determination. Antigonish movement offshoots emerged in parts of Latin 
America, the Caribbean, Asia, and Africa.22 In 1959, the Coady Institute was 
created at St. FX to meet the international demand for training.

Discernibly, the concept of community development crept into the depart-
ment’s work in the course of its international engagement. Communitarian 
responses to rural poverty were prominent in the postwar decades, though 
often in ways linked to imperial rule. Attempts to promote local economic 
improvement took place within much deeper social relations of domination. 
The very term community development was coined at a conference of Brit-
ish colonial administrators in 1948. Arising out of mass education practices 
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in interwar Africa, community development’s pedagogy insisted that once 
people learned about their common problems and identified their “felt needs,” 
they would use small-scale organization and democratic decision-making to 
carry out cooperative solutions. Practitioners imagined community as a site 
to build the capacities of individuals and as a bulwark of social and cultural 
cohesion. In 1955, the United Nations endorsed the practice.23

By then, support for rural self-activity had spread in the Global South. 
In Puerto Rico, Antigonish movement priest Joseph A. Macdonald trained 
agricultural extension workers each summer from 1945 to 1963. In 1951, the 
Puerto Rican government enhanced extension activities with a “community 
education program” ultimately aimed at redirecting rural people away from 
communism, agitation against land owners, and opposition to American 
imperialism.24 Elsewhere in Latin America, Antigonish movement–inspired 
cooperatives were tolerated where they did not challenge dictatorial rule.25 As 
the United States ramped up its anti-communist intervention in Latin Amer-
ica in the early 1960s, St. FX staff continued to train some of the community 
developers involved. Offering a Cold War perspective on this internation-
alism, one brochure proclaimed that the Coady Institute had “blunted the 
thrust of Communist subversion and shored up the ramparts of free enterprise 
democracy.”26

Given community development’s origins in empire, it is unsurprising that 
extension staff first applied it with Mi’kmaq in Cape Breton, through the 
Mi’kmaq Community Development Program (MCDP). St. FX figures were far 
from alone in this. As anticolonial movements prompted the rediscovery of 
Indigenous poverty in Canada, reformers suggested that community develop-
ment would allow Indigenous peoples to achieve a self-directed adaptation to 
settler society—as opposed to the imposed assimilation of past racist policies. 
However, since community developers presumed that Indigenous peoples 
needed help to help themselves, the practice could be as much neoimperial 
as democratizing.27

Initially prompted by a Membertou band council request for assistance in 
studying reserve conditions, MCDP ran from 1958 to 1970.28 White fieldwork-
ers reproduced the Antigonish movement’s gendered assumptions that women 
should focus on better homemaking and men should consider economic mat-
ters.29 As historian Martha Walls has analyzed, Mi’kmaw women faced the 
added paternalism of social work-style home visits from white fieldworkers, 
who laced their reports with racialized judgments on the alleged character of 
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Mi’kmaw mothers. Nevertheless, Mi’kmaw women co-opted MCDP resour-
ces to organize and take a larger role in community activity. MCDP also came 
to partly intersect with Mi’kmaw political networks, as Sister Kateri, Noel 
Doucette, Joe B. Marshall, and Roy Gould, who worked to revive Micmac 
News in 1965, were among the activists eventually hired as fieldworkers.30 The 
push for local economic improvement became well established in the 1960s.

The idea of development also appealed to the Department of Indian 
Affairs and Northern Development staff. From 1964, MCDP was subcon-
tracted within the DIAND’s own community development program. Propon-
ent Walter Rudnicki believed that community development had a subversive 
edge and would empower Indigenous peoples to seek change; other DIAND 
officials thought self-help would reduce welfare costs and shore up consent 
for the state’s colonial structures. As Indigenous peoples seized on com-
munity development to challenge Indian Agents and some band councils, 
DIAND shut the program down by 1968 (though MCDP funding lasted until 
1970). However, both political resistance and advocacy by social scientists for 
reserve-based industry informed further shifts in policy. DIAND introduced 
economic development funding in the 1970s and devolved many program 
responsibilities to First Nations.31

Insisting that political, economic, and cultural freedom were interdepend-
ent, a younger generation of activists sought to invigorate Mi’kmaw politics 
through new means. In 1968, Cape Breton activists formed Ulnuegg Nego-
nidike (“Indians, we go forward”) to defend Indigenous rights and demand a 
say in the decisions affecting Mi’kmaw lives. The white paper on Indian policy 
provided further impetus for resistance. Under the guise of nondiscrimina-
tion, the federal government proposed to abrogate treaty rights, repeal the 
Indian Act, settle outstanding land claims, and devolve service provisions 
to provinces. Mi’kmaw leaders formed the Union of Nova Scotia Indians 
(UNSI) in 1969 to ensure “one strong voice rather than the weak voices of 
individual bands,” as UNSI president and Potlotek chief Noel Doucette put 
it.32 In 1972, activists from several communities also founded the Nova Scotia 
Native Women’s Association, an implicit response to the male dominance of  
the Union.33 As historian Sarah Nickle stresses, Indigenous feminists 
opposed gender discrimination as well as racism and colonialism, and they 
often called on their political identity as mothers to demand improved com-
munity services.34 For its part, UNSI pursued treaty and land claims research, 
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and it supported cultural revitalization, offered social services, and favoured 
reserve-based economic development.35

Mi’kmaq emphasized their control over that development. Riffing on an 
Antigonish movement phrase, Doucette informed the Extension Department, 
“We now have the leaders among our numbers prepared to be MASTERS 
OF OUR OWN DESTINY.”36 In 1970, UNSI took over community develop-
ment programs on reserves and also held an economic development con-
ference.37 Still, Membertou chief Lawrence Paul warned that overcoming 
poverty was not enough. Rather, the recognition of treaties “will provide the 
guideline toward the first steps on the road to equality and will also be a first  
step towards restoring the Indians’ pride and dignity because they involve 
such things as mineral rights and the reclaiming of lands and a variety of other 
things which vary from province to province.”38 Political rights and economic 
gains were mutually reinforcing.

Oyster farming was therefore launched in a context where Mi’kmaq, 
sharing the vision of Third World nations, saw development as a means of 
advancing their self-determination. Once two workers were trained in 1970, 
Eskasoni fishers implemented a Japanese oyster culture technique. Scallop 
shells were strung along vinyl-coated cables fixed to moveable rafts in Crane 
Cove, which abutted the reserve (figure 10.2). Oyster spats would attach them-
selves to the suspended shells, feed on phytoplankton, and mature at a dis-
tance from predators (such as starfish) on the lake bottom.39

For Eskasoni’s twelve hundred residents, the transformation of the cove 
was a sight to behold. In the pages of Micmac News, Rita Joe captured the 
mood in her poem “Oyster Farming.” In the middle two stanzas, she wrote,

With expectations
We wait.
There by the Sea
The blue of Bras d’Or
Scallops hanging
On pontoons of spruce
We wait.
For the great spawn.

There is a hill
A watching place
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Figure 10.2. Oyster farming, possibly using a Japanese technique, at the Crane 
Cove Oyster farm on the Eskasoni reserve, ca. 1980. Source: Item no. 94-653-
25167, Beaton Institute, Cape Breton University, Sydney, Nova Scotia.
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Where we see our labours
There on Bras d’Or
At long last
An industry
On suspended shells
Farming the sea.40

The sense of emancipatory possibility was palpable.
Eskasoni fishers and Mi’kmaw political leaders saw little alternative but 

to pursue a kind of dependent development. With 96 percent unemployment 
among Mi’kmaq in Nova Scotia, Mi’kmaq did not have access to the capital 
needed for oyster farming or similar ventures.41 Mi’kmaw developers came 
to the same strategy as Indigenous reformers elsewhere in Canada during 
these years: they needed government support if they were going to counter 
poverty and press for inclusion in the presumed socio-economic benefits of 
capitalist society.42

Government funding arrived gradually. Through sustained lobbying for 
assistance, Eskasoni fishers persuaded DIAND authorities that aquaculture 
could be a significant job-producing industry.43 In 1971, the Crane Cove 
Oyster Farm—a DIAND-funded cooperative, owned in trust by the band 
council—was formed at Eskasoni. In other Mi’kmaw communities, federal 
employment programs provided money and organizational support. In 1972, 
Micmac Fisheries Development Cooperative (MFDC) was formed with the 
assistance of the Local Employment Assistance Program (LEAP), a work 
experience initiative targeting “chronically unemployed” and “disadvan-
taged” workers.44 MFDC was an umbrella organization for oyster farming 
co-ops established in Eskasoni, Wagmatcook, Potlotek, and Whycocomagh 
(We’koqma’q). Job-creation grants from the Local Improvement Program 
(LIP) allowed for the start of oyster farming in We’koqma’q and Potlotek.45 
Eventually, in 1974, DIAND and the Department of Regional Economic Expan-
sion announced a funding package to sustain MFDC operations.46 Eskasoni 
fishers also met several times with DEVCO officials. And in an unexpected 
progression from its roots in another island poverty problem, DEVCO soon 
became the development agency most deeply involved in aquaculture on Bras 
d’Or Lake.

The Cape Breton Development Corporation (DEVCO) was a federal 
Crown corporation created during a crescendoing coal and steel crisis. Miners 
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and steelworkers had high hopes for reconstruction after World War II, as 
David Frank explains in chapter 6. Yet Dominion Steel and Coal Corpora-
tion (DOSCO) responded to competitive and transportation challenges, as 
well as coal quality and steel-making limitations, with a strategy of planned 
obsolescence.47 Mine closures and layoffs began in 1953. Workers demanded 
that the government nationalize or help modernize the industries, sharply 
politicizing the future of the industrial economy.48 The federal government 
twice sponsored studies of the situation. In 1960, a royal commission report 
by Justice Ivan Rand argued that government coal subsidies be continued to 
avert community collapse but steps be taken to diversify the regional econ-
omy.49 In 1966, J. R. Donald agreed that Cape Breton was too dependent on 
coal, adding that the industry should be phased out.50 The federal government 
moved in 1967 to nationalize the mines located in Industrial Cape Breton. The 
decision was shaped by Allan J. MacEachen, a Liberal cabinet minister, Cape 
Breton member of Parliament, and St. Francis Xavier University economist 
who believed that regional economic inequality necessitated a state remedy. 
DEVCO was tasked with slowly ending coal mining and creating alternative 
bases of employment on the island.

Development was central to DEVCO’s purpose, and it was something 
that appealed to many who lived in Sydney, North Sydney, Glace Bay, and 
New Waterford. Less than two weeks after DEVCO took over the coal mines, 
DOSCO shocked residents by announcing plans to close the steel mill. At a 
public lecture held in Sydney, Xavier College economist Doris Boyle noted 
rising expectations around the world: “The old economic fatalism—that 
nothing could be done about poverty, unemployment, gross inequalities and 
inequities in income and opportunity—are gone [sic]. Citizens want their 
conditions improved and rapidly and they want to use the power of the state 
to improve living standards.”51 Indeed, on 19 November 1967, about twenty 
thousand Cape Bretoners marched in the Parade of Concern to demand gov-
ernment action. When the provincial government established Sydney Steel 
Corporation (SYSCO) to run the steel mill (a plan that had already been 
in motion), it seemed to the public that regional solidarity had succeeded. 
Historian Andrew Parnaby has argued that the popular mobilization against 
an absentee capitalist foe foregrounded the government’s growing interest in 
countering regional inequalities. Believing that regional development pro-
grams offered an alternative to industrial ruination and community attrition, 
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people invoked the island’s history, culture, and landscape to craft a Cape 
Breton regional identity imbued with moral and political force.52

As part of a newly activist welfare state, regional development programs 
promised to deliver a social right to a decent standard of living no matter 
where citizens lived. They aimed to do so, in Canada as in new nations in the 
Global South, by stimulating economic growth and lessening unemployment 
in disadvantaged regions.53 DEVCO’s initial practice fit within a consensus 
that job creation depended on attracting secondary manufacturing. Industrial 
Estates Limited, a businessmen-run provincial agency created in 1957, used 
financial incentives to entice firms to locate plants in Nova Scotia.54 DEVCO’s 
Industrial Development Division replicated the strategy by reaching incen-
tive deals with nine companies new to Cape Breton in 1968 and 1969 as well 
as aiding six existing operations. But subsidizing off-island capitalists and 
easing deindustrialization with reindustrialization were not reliable develop-
ment strategies. With the onset of a recession, most of the firms DEVCO had 
attracted went bankrupt in 1970 and 1971.

DEVCO’s regional development strategy was put into question, something 
that fit a larger trend. In the early 1970s, disappointment with larger-scale 
modernization projects prompted a transnational re-evaluation of develop-
ment thought.55 For historians and social scientists applying dependency 
theory and neo-Marxist analyses to explain the underdevelopment of the 
Maritimes, better incorporating the poor into capitalist processes was unlikely 
to remedy poverty.56 For Reverend Greg MacLeod, a professor-priest at Xavier 
College, the overproduction of manufactured goods meant “it might not be 
wise for us in Cape Breton to pin too many of our hopes on competing in the 
‘manufactured good’ market.” Detecting a postindustrial future, MacLeod 
favoured social investment in the community and, with allies, went on to 
foster small-business activity through a community development corporation, 
New Dawn Enterprises.57 Among other developers, there was growing support 
for development rooted in small-scale, intermediate technologies adapted to 
local people and environments.58

In late 1971, new president Tom Kent reworked DEVCO’s regional develop-
ment program. He insisted that diversifying the island economy would not 
succeed unless the coal and steel industries continued to provide a solid base 
of employment. Therefore, he overturned DEVCO’s plans to end coal mining, 
instead pursuing targeted modernization measures. In chapter 9, Lachlan 
MacKinnon considers the labour conflicts and mine disasters that marked the 
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subsequent history of DEVCO’s Coal Division. As for alternative employment, 
Kent dismissed using capital incentives to attract “footloose” industries. He 
reasoned that the “only development that is worthwhile is concerned with 
people, with how people live; especially, with how they earn a living.” This 
thinking led Kent to consider rural and urban places and the problems of 
underemployment and joblessness. Suggesting that income would increas-
ingly come in the service sector and through specialized production, Kent 
identified the island with “a slower, gentler style of life,” where authentic 
development would be issued from natural resources, presumed Scottish trad-
itions, and rural roots.59 These values recalled the romantic Scottish pastness 
that shaped Nova Scotian tourism promotion since the 1930s and the Gaelic 
song collecting described by Heather Sparling in chapter 8, and they were 
also felt within the Cape Breton cultural revival that emerged from grassroots 
responses to insecurity in the 1960s.60

Kent’s regional development policy turned toward tourism, fishing, 
forestry, and farming, as well as associated secondary productions—from 
spinning wool to building yachts. DEVCO provided loans and subsidies to 
private businesses, entered public-private partnerships, and started up Crown 
corporation–owned commercial ventures. DEVCO staff also helped primary 
producer associations get started by offering financial and technical assist-
ance. In aquaculture, Kent pictured that DEVCO would deliver development 
assistance to a Bras d’Or Farming Association, itself comprised of oyster 
farming groups formed in lakeside places like Iona, Boisdale, and Baddeck.  
Kent initially suggested that Eskasoni fishers could access support as one com-
munity among others.61 But as DEVCO ramped up its support of aquaculture, 
the corporation omitted reserves. The only relationships DEVCO employees 
had with Crane Cove operations unfolded informally, through exchanges of 
technical and practical information.62

In fact, an exclusionary settler colonial logic tacitly ran through DEV-
CO’s entire regional development program. A couple of further examples 
indicate the pattern of projects overlooking Mi’kmaw communities. In the 
early 1970s, a grassroots handicrafts revival spread on the island. DEVCO 
created Island Crafts to help producers market their goods, but its operation 
remained apart from concurrent handicraft production among Mi’kmaq, 
including at the DIAND-supported Eskasoni Crafts Centre.63 In the tour-
ism sector, the corporation provided funds to the Micmac Festival in 1972 to 
repair the hall in Potlotek.64 But the grant was a token when compared with 
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DEVCO’s extensive investment in accommodations, attractions, and food 
services across the island. Much of the tourism infrastructure came with a 
Scottish theme (providing one foundation for the Celtic Colours International 
Festival, described by Del Muise and Anne-Louise Semple in chapter 11) or 
recalled a French colonial past rather than a Mi’kmaq present. DEVCO 
assisted Cape Breton municipalities, entered fields of provincial responsibility, 
and worked with several federal departments. Yet that collaboration effectively  
stopped when it came to DIAND jurisdiction over Mi’kmaw communities.

In a more discursive sense, characterizations of the poor were applied 
differently to Mi’kmaq and settlers yet with underlying similarities. By 1960, 
as the behavioural analysis of the “culture of poverty” concept was used to 
update older paternalism toward the poor, it became commonplace for those 
surveying Cape Breton to argue that the problem had as much to do with 
psychology as economics. An MCDP report asserted that Mi’kmaq were 
“living aimless, inefficient and what we may call wasted lives” but might 
“move forward with a new self-determination” if they organized with outside 
help.65 Descriptions of Mi’kmaq were distinguished by racialized tropes, but 
other islanders received comparable commentary. Ivan Rand insisted Cape 
Bretoners required a new “outlook and spirit”; J. R. Donald lamented that 
residents had been psychologically conditioned to expect government coal 
subsidies; Douglas Fullerton, an economist on DEVCO’s board, felt islanders 
had a “dependence syndrome” and there lacked “people with steam in their 
boilers—the entrepreneurs who start small enterprises on borrowed money, 
but who work hard to build the business up—creating jobs and wealth.”66

More sympathetically, Kent thought long-time economic exploitation by 
foreign capital had prevented Cape Bretoners from seizing “real opportun-
ities” for entrepreneurialism. That Kent was English born added freight to his 
narrative: his colloquial nickname, the “laird of Cape Breton,” gestured to the 
history of absentee English capitalist control of the coal and steel industries 
as well as the migration of Scottish Highlanders displaced by English imper-
ialism.67 Yet the popular allusion to imperialism ignored settler colonialism. 
And while Kent enhanced the credibility of DEVCO’s regional development 
staff by hiring prominent Cape Bretoners, Mi’kmaw leaders were not among 
them. Development practices sought to increase opportunities to earn a living 
on the island but left settler colonial, racial, and class inequalities as they were.

Bras d’Or oyster farming took shape on multiple fronts. Eskasoni fishers 
spearheaded operations in Crane Cove. Fledgling efforts were undertaken 



https://​doi​.org/​10​.15215/​aupress/​9781771994040​.01

284  Will Langford

under the MFDC umbrella at Wagmatcook, Potlotek, and Whycocomagh 
(We’koqma’q). DEVCO fostered cooperative aquaculture in non-Indigenous 
communities and aided a few privately held farms.

At the outset, DEVCO was assisted by the St. FX Extension Department, 
which therefore had a role in both Mi’kmaq and settler aquaculture. In 1972, 
John Chisholm organized cooperatives for DEVCO’s scheme. Farmers, labour-
ers, and small businessmen packed meetings held in homes, community  
halls, and church basements. Residents along the Bras d’Or had a sense of 
urgency, and they were expectant about a possible new way to earn income. In 
all, about three hundred people were involved in forming a dozen community 
cooperatives. DEVCO officials helped the cooperatives secure the underwater 
leases needed to begin farming. Robin Stuart, a twenty-three-year-old fisheries 
biologist, was hired as the liaison person with the co-ops.68

DEVCO also created a subsidiary, Cape Breton Marine Farming (CBMF), 
in 1972. Based in Baddeck, CBMF assisted production and conducted research. 
Its technicians did a lot of the legwork: they furnished cooperatives with  
aluminum rafts and supplies, oversaw spat collection, monitored hydrographic 
conditions, ran a laboratory, and so on.69 Some labour was contracted out to 
communities, including the production of shell strings during winter months. 
Philip Drinnan, a technician (as well as Roy Drinnan’s son), recalled a scene 
in Washabuck, where people were so keen for a little bit of extra income that 
they packed the community hall “full of wires, stinky shells, women of all ages 
and tea, busily making the strings.”70

DEVCO aimed to make aquaculture profitable. The low price of 
oysters—five to ten cents per choice shellfish—was a considerable constraint. 
Bras d’Or farming had to compete, in part, with wild oyster collection in 
Prince Edward Island and New Brunswick, where fishers supplemented their 
seasonal activity with unemployment insurance payments. The break-even 
analyses conducted by financial staff and consultants pointed away from 
small-scale cooperative production. Profitability appeared to require steeply 
increased cultivation. So CBMF sought to ramp up production to a commer-
cial scale. At the late 1970s peak, there were 1,780 rafts spread among the co-
ops at close-to-shore sites. Annual output reached about two million oysters. 
Yet many oysters did not grow to a marketable size and quality. CBMF workers 
changed strategies, removing juvenile oysters suspended on shells and letting 
them mature on the lake bottom.71



https://​doi​.org/​10​.15215/​aupress/​9781771994040​.01

The Great Spawn  285

Efforts to improve production were linked with marketing. DEVCO offi-
cials believed that reaching gourmet food markets was necessary to improve 
margins, since low-quality shellfish could only be sold to processors at cut 
rates. From its first harvest in 1975, the best oysters were sold to food stores 
and distributors as far away as Toronto and Halifax. There were hopes tourists 
would come to eat Bras d’Or oysters rather than imported American ones.72

CBMF staff also tried to diversify production. Experiments were under-
taken with European flat oysters, Pacific salmon, trout, mussels, clams, and 
seaweed. Apart from mussels, the efforts relied on introducing new species 
to the lake. For example, a fish hatchery was installed, and research was con-
ducted on acclimating trout to salt water and winter temperatures. Though 
a shipment of imported trout was destroyed (unnecessarily, it turned out) 
because of concern over disease, CBMF’s stock grew sufficiently by 1977 that 
it sold fish to a processor in North Sydney. Yet production eventually fell short 
of expectations.73

For their part, Eskasoni fishers equally tried to build up to a commercial 
scale. Using locally available materials, they packed Crane Cove with rafts, 
cables, and boats. Just as Rita Joe’s poetry captured, band manager Albert 
Julian felt that the intensiveness of the operation was essential: it gave local 
Mi’kmaq a purpose and a reason to dream.74 The first crop was harvested in 
November 1973 (figure 10.3). But there were already concerns about the sus-
tainability of the farm. The overstocking of the cove strained the local aquatic 
environment. Lacking food or covered by silt, oysters did not mature at the 
expected rate. The farm, too, remained well short of profitability.75

The scientific dimensions of aquaculture interested federal, provincial, 
and university fisheries scientists. Jacques Cousteau, a well-known advocate 
of marine research, even visited Cape Breton in 1975 to see work overseen by 
Roy Drinnan. Scientists joined industry practitioners to form the Aquaculture 
Association of Nova Scotia in 1977.76

Professors at Xavier College and its successor institution University Col-
lege of Cape Breton (UCCB) also became involved. After meeting with oys-
ter farmers in 1972, science faculty created the Bras d’Or Institute to study 
aquaculture and catalyze development efforts. Chemistry professor Donald F. 
Arseneau argued that the goal was for faculty to stimulate “research, develop-
ment, and enquiry relevant to Cape Breton Island.” The institute hosted work-
shops, offered continuing education and technical assistance, and collected 
studies relevant to the development of the island.77 It also had an institutional 
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twin. Driven by Greg MacLeod, the Tompkins Institute took its name from 
the progenitor of the Antigonish movement and encouraged humanities and 
social science professors to address the social, economic, and philosophical 
dimensions of development.78

Scientific, environmental, and market challenges were not the sum of the 
issues aquaculture stimulated. Political contestation occurred on questions 
of democracy, the beneficiaries of development, and the role of expertise. At 
Crane Cove, a set of conflicts centred on community control and its purpose. 
Despite strong Mi’kmaw participation, the oyster farm was managed by a  
St. FX extension worker, Lawrence Day, and its board was chaired by a white 
store owner, Irving Schwartz. DIAND regularly involved non-Indigenous 

Figure 10.3. Fishers at the Crane Cove Oyster Farm, on the Eskasoni reserve, 
eat from the very first crop of farmed oysters. Source: Micmac News 3, no. 11 
(November 1973): 1.
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people in the management of reserve development projects, justifying the 
practice with reference to business know-how. Signalling a militant critique, a 
circular sent around the Eskasoni reserve in the fall of 1971 raised issues about  
local welfare and a sense of powerlessness. It also demanded, “What  
about the oyster farm?? Who owns it?? How are the workers hired over 
there???? How come the chairman is not an Indian on the Board of Direc-
tors???” The circular announced a meeting and declared, “POWER TO THE 
PEOPLE.”79

The issue came to a head in 1974 thanks to a labour dispute. Fifteen workers 
staged a three-day wildcat strike, and their spokesperson, Charlie J. Dennis, 
presented an ultimatum: either Day is dismissed, or the workers would quit. 
(Joe B. Marshall, Micmac News editor, commented that while Day did fine with 
the oysters, workers did not like his management style.) Additional demands 
included better pay and working conditions, the hiring of a Mi’kmaw man-
ager, and greater Mi’kmaw and worker representation on the board. At an 
emergency meeting, the Eskasoni band council asserted its control over the 
oyster farm. Day and Schwartz were removed from their roles, and a new 
board of six Mi’kmaq and one DIAND official was formed.80

Greater control over the project did not allay all concerns. When DIAND 
cut its funding for austerity reasons in 1975, Marshall questioned the “mere 
token” of development funding, as it was inadequate compensation for the loss 
of Mi’kmaw lifeways and was an instrument of devolution. In 1967, DIAND 
introduced a system of program grants to band councils. By 1972, the depart-
ment had removed all of its personnel from Eskasoni. But while DIAND offi-
cials no longer managed Mi’kmaw affairs directly, they retained the financial 
mechanisms to push their bureaucratic objectives.81 By municipalizing the 
band system, Marshall argued that DIAND would relieve itself of the need to 
address the fundamental issues of Indigenous rights and title. He suggested 
that if the Crane Cove project succeeded, the band would be left to reinvest the  
profits in reserve services. If aquaculture failed to turn a profit, as would be  
the case, DIAND officials could simply discontinue their development funding.82

The alliance between fishers and experts could also be uneasy. At a Bras 
d’Or Institute conference in 1975, the tension was both aired and exemplified. 
Two hundred delegates attended, but just six were working fishers. Charles 
MacPhail of the Seal Island Marine Cooperative noted that, whereas the pres-
ence of officials and experts was underwritten by their employers, fishers who 
attended would lose a day’s pay and also would have to cover the conference 
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fee. MDFC manager Peter Bernard believed that while the discussion was 
constructive, much of it went over the heads of fishers. Moreover, Bernard  
felt that the conference was being used to advertise DEVCO’s work and ignored 
the fact that Mi’kmaq “fathered the concept of oyster farming.” The conference 
resolved to improve communication between scientists and fishers.83

Bernard, a musician and bush pilot from We’koqma’q, went further in  
his attack on DEVCO in the wake of the production and profitability 
problems at Crane Cove. In the pages of Micmac News, he was aggrieved 
that, “not satisfied in dealing with small groups of non-Indians,” DEVCO  
had appropriated the Crane Cove project for promotional purposes. But 
Bernard predicted that any difficulties were bound to be blamed on Mi’kmaq 
and used as a pretext to make future funding conditional on the stewardship 
of experts. Bernard felt that DEVCO’s own undertakings had led to a utopian 
belief in oyster farming, the “exorbitant expenditures and subsequent finan-
cial failures of oyster associations,” and a farming method that, it turned out, 
“cannot and will not produce the choice oyster forecasted.” The upshot was 
Bernard’s belief that other MDFC cooperatives would keep their distance 
from “mass production and pro-establishment thought.” Smaller-scale oyster 
production would foreground the work of “naturally-made professionals” who 
knew the environments in which they lived.84

At one point, Noel Doucette insisted that Bras d’Or was big enough for 
everyone; this may have been wishful thinking. There were multiple conflicts 
over the use of the estuary. Mi’kmaq repeatedly warned that in the absence 
of treatment systems at three reserves, sewage seeping into the lake endan-
gered oyster farming. Concerns were also voiced over the damage inflicted 
to the lake bed by fishing trawlers. Producers were equally alarmed when 
the province agreed to allow insecticide spraying in the major timber lease 
on the island, something that threatened to lead to chemically contamin-
ated run-off. Oyster farmers joined a successful environmental campaign to 
block the spraying. DEVCO’s own efforts to turn Bras d’Or Lake into a tourist 
destination for pleasure boating, too, had the potential to disrupt aquacul-
ture. DEVCO installed boat ramps, published a boating guide, and planned 
a marina. By the late 1970s, the greatest resistance to aquaculture came from 
urbanites who had relocated to the countryside and were upset that their lake 
sightlines were marked by buoys, rafts, and lines.85

Aquaculture created needed employment, but there were limitations. Oys-
ter farming was not labour intensive, and the pattern of work was seasonal. 
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In 1972, Crane Cove employed 390 people during the busy season. In 1974, 
MFDC employed forty people, and DEVCO generated fifty full-time and 
three hundred seasonal aquaculture jobs. Fisheries biologist Ken MacKay 
noted that while employment expectations had been high, experience showed 
that cutting down on labour costs was necessary to be “economical” rela-
tive to markets. He concluded that oyster farming was “not going to be a  
large industry.”86

DEVCO designs for a cooperative-based industry were also vexed. The 
dozen cooperatives ranged in size from about 125 members at Aspy Bay to 
as few as 4 elsewhere. The co-ops were formed several years before CMBF 
was really ready to involve local people in production. And since DEVCO 
provided capital and CMBF most of the labour, perhaps one hundred total 
cooperative members sustained their involvement. Following a period of 
attrition, the co-ops were dissolved about ten years after they had been cre-
ated. Already by 1978, CBMF looked to convey young oysters to individuals 
rather than cooperatives.87 Aquaculture could not completely reinvigorate 
the economies of the reserves and rural communities along the lake, nor 
could it benefit all residents. Occupational pluralism remained essential to  
rural livelihoods.

The efforts to build an oyster farming industry on Bras d’Or Lake  
were considerable in the 1970s. But economic and ecological sustainability were 
elusive. The limited success should not have been curious given the early 
consensus that the prospects of aquaculture were uncertain and unknown. 
Consultants hired by DEVCO in 1972 even warned that oyster culture proto-
types in Asia and Europe had been pursued only on a family farm basis.88 
Nonetheless, the hope that commercial aquaculture was possible led to experi-
ments on a significant scale. In time, scientific, environmental, and market 
limitations or accidents as well as conflicting interests adjusted expectations. 
The curtailed reality was perhaps less remarkable than the sense of disappoint-
ment and anger it generated for Peter Bernard and others. Marine farmers 
expended years of effort and pursued a collaboration with fisheries scientists as  
well as community and regional developers without realizing their antici-
pated designs.

Development invited dismay because it suggested future economic 
improvement, not immediate socio-economic equality. Far from transforming 
capitalist social relations and settler colonialism, development initiatives in 
Cape Breton acted within and often reproduced hierarchies of race, class, 
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gender, and political power. Oyster farming turned to organizing an alterna-
tive fishery and merely reinserting Mi’kmaw and non-Indigenous residents 
into market processes, ostensibly on improved terms.

However, the aquaculture story does demonstrate a distinctive period of 
state-supported optimism in Cape Breton. Development programs sought to 
address urban, rural, and reserve poverty crises: community development, by 
increasing peoples’ capacity to better their local circumstances, and regional 
development, by generating industry and employment in an underdeveloped 
area. Developers believed that people had a right to a decent income and an 
improved ability to shape their own lives. They therefore set out to democ-
ratize liberal society with Cape Breton–specific action. Supported by those 
working for a Crown corporation, a few federal departments, and two public 
universities, oyster farming involved residents in an industry intended to 
lessen poverty in places bordering Bras d’Or Lake.

As the global economic stagnation of the 1970s lapsed into a pronounced 
early 1980s recession, state commitment to the idea of development thinned. 
Community and regional development were gradually abandoned as a means 
of addressing poverty and deepening liberal democracy. Development pro-
grams lingered, but they involved more deferential forms of business incen-
tives and boosterism. Promoters updated their “culture of poverty” analyses to 
argue that the dependency of islanders was issued from an ingrained reliance 
on government programs. They more forcefully restated the idea that what 
individual Cape Bretoners lacked and what they really needed were entrepre-
neurship and innovation.89 Where development turned on “helping people 
help themselves” in the 1960s and 1970s, the consensus from the mid-1980s 
stressed incentivizing those with a bit of self-help aptitude to boost economic 
productivity through small-business endeavour.

In the 1980s, new leadership at DEVCO adopted a fiscally conservative and  
gradually neoliberal approach. They viewed CBMF as costly to maintain  
and also an instance of public sector intervention where private business 
initiative was preferred. In 1984, the corporation began to sell off and privatize 
its development assets, ending its direct involvement in aquaculture. DEVCO 
progressively withdrew from development activities entirely, supplanted by 
the tax incentives and small-business loans of the Enterprise Cape Breton 
Corporation and the Atlantic Canada Opportunities Agency from 1987.90 
DEVCO, or one of its succeeding agencies, later destroyed the corporation’s 
files, erasing a dozen years of CBMF aquaculture research.
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Mi’kmaw oyster farming withered by 1980. And as repeated cuts under-
mined reserve social and economic programs, DIAND funding initia-
tives pushed Mi’kmaq, too, toward small-business promotion. DIAND 
touted community development corporations—an organizational form 
disavowing the bureaucratic direction of the welfare state and devolv-
ing business promotion to select local directors.91 From 1986, Ulnooweg 
Development Corporation tried to incubate Mi’kmaw entrepreneurial-
ism through business training and loans, though one UNSI critic noted 
that since most Mi’kmaq received social assistance, they hardly had the 
equity needed to qualify for a loan. Alternatively, the Eskasoni Economic 
Development Corporation sought to entice investors into joint business 
ventures in the community.92

Oyster farming on Bras d’Or Lake was kept up by a few private oper-
ators, including former CBMF fisheries scientist Robin Stuart. As the price 
improved, something of revival took place in the 1990s, including in Eskasoni 
under the leadership of Charlie Dennis. Yet production was disrupted by the 
Multinucleate Sphere X (MSX) parasite in 2002 and Malpeque disease in 
2007.93 Oyster farming remains a small-scale industry, still commercially and 
ecologically tenuous, and absent the hopes of the “great spawn” that develop-
ment had inspired during the 1970s.
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11	 From Artifact to Living Cultures
Cape Breton’s Tourism History and  
the Emergence of the Celtic Colours 
International Festival

Anne-Louise Semple and Del Muise

The custom of tourism has a long history; however, the reasons behind this 
activity, and its very nature and scale, have evolved significantly over time.1 
Evidence of this can be seen in social and economic indicators that contribute 
to ongoing views of tourism as an important development tool—one that 
carries as many risks and challenges as opportunities.2 In 2017 the UN World 
Tourism Organisation (UNWTO) reported that tourism generated 10 per-
cent of the world’s gross domestic product (GDP). By 2019, global tourism 
trends included travellers seeking “local” experiences that could lead to per-
sonal change, a rise of Instagram users wanting to showcase their adventures,  
and increased awareness of environmentally sustainable travel.3

Such information confirms that tourists have ever-changing goals and 
signals the fact that tourism strategies can be both market driven4 as well as 
place based and community centred.5 As a result of these influences, tourism 
trends, practices, and the scholarship examining them have varied their focus 
from heritage6 to community-based decision-making,7 sustainability,8 and 
most recently experiential and destination tourism.9

With these different approaches in mind, this chapter will focus on the 
changing tourism history of Cape Breton Island during the long twentieth 
century and, in particular, its transition from a heritage and natural beauty 
basis to an experiential style that emphasizes living cultures. To illustrate 
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the latter and consider some of the implications of such a shift, a brief his-
torical examination of the Celtic Colours International Festival (hereafter 
Celtic Colours) will occur. This case study is important because part of the 
festival’s mission is “to promote, celebrate and develop Cape Breton’s living 
Celtic culture.”10 Heralded as “a unique celebration of Cape Breton Island’s 
living traditional culture” by Tourism Nova Scotia,11 it provides considerable 
evidence of the effects of a broader change in tourism approach—one that 
could help inform the next phase of the island’s tourism efforts.

Global Trends and Cape Breton’s Tourism History

Cape Breton Island makes up about 20 percent of Nova Scotia’s land mass 
but a sharply declining portion of its million or so inhabitants; approximately 
135,000 persons lived in Cape Breton in 2015, down from closer to 200,000 
only a few decades earlier. This demographic crisis, which is accelerating, 
informs virtually all discussions of contemporary issues on the island. Most 
Cape Bretoners (about 70 percent) still live in Cape Breton County, primarily 
in the former coal and steel towns surrounding Sydney Harbour, incorporated 
as the Cape Breton Regional Municipality at the turn of the twenty-first cen-
tury.12 This fairly urbanized area surrounding Sydney serves a widely dispersed 
hinterland of largely subsistence farming, fishing, and lumbering commun-
ities still made up primarily of Scottish, Acadian, and Irish/Newfoundlander 
descendants of late eighteenth- and early nineteenth-century migrants to the 
island. The out-migration from rural areas is even more acutely felt than in 
urban places.

For a long time, the rural areas supplied the coal mines and steel mills sur-
rounding Sydney Harbour with workers, thereby creating a symbiotic cultural 
relationship between the urban core and more dispersed rural communities. 
While a large number of other migrant workers came to the coal fields and 
steel mill from Britain, the Caribbean, and continental Europe in the period 
prior to World War I, most came from rural Cape Breton or Newfound-
land. Their dominant culture remained Scottish, Irish, or Acadian; their 
predominant religion, Roman Catholic. In most towns migrants from the 
countryside and their descendants made up over 80 percent of all residents. 
The communal nature of the urban/rural interaction led to cultural transfers, 
particularly in music and those expressive cultures surrounding storytelling 
and language retention. Many of these working migrants had retained Gaelic 
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or French as their first languages—for a generation, at least—and formed 
close bonds with their fellow kinsmen in the urban milieu. These urban areas 
remained hotbeds for “Celtic” culture and music13 throughout the first half 
of the century, though their culture and language seldom travelled much 
beyond the island, except to diasporic communities outside the region, where 
it constituted a bond among migrants.14

Large-scale or mass tourism on the island had been somewhat problematic 
until the mid-twentieth century, as little of the infrastructure necessary for 
expanding the number of visitors was available. The island was always admired 
for its natural beauty, focused on for the so-called primitive authenticity  
of its rural core, and dominated by isolated Scottish and Acadian commun-
ities renowned for their tenacity and handiwork. The northern Highlands 
remained relatively inaccessible and mythic until opened up by investment 
in roads and lodges in the 1930s.15 With its wilderness aesthetic as the core 
product, the Cabot Trail and the Cape Breton Highlands National Park would 
form part of a regional response to imitate development of similar destin-
ations elsewhere.16

Cape Breton’s perceived identity prior to the 1950s tended to be sketched 
out and defined by either outsiders/visitors or off-island natives with nos-
talgic recollections of a mostly rural island life.17 Rural Cape Bretoners were 
invariably characterized as quaint and/or backward; urban dwellers were seen 
as fiercely class conscious.18 Island identity was somewhat confused by the 
fact that so many Cape Bretoners, as the twentieth century wore on, would 
find themselves away from the island, forced to migrate mostly for economic 
opportunity. Their nostalgia for their island communities prompted a cer-
tain amount of expatriate return tourism, though to some extent, the trend 
prior to the 1950s was for cultural products to be distributed among off-island 
expatriate communities.19 In diasporic areas of greater Boston and Detroit, for 
example, likely there were as many occasions to hear Cape Breton musicians, 
who travelled to play regularly at dances and bars there, than might have 
been available at the same time in the Sydney area, at least in the period up 
to the 1950s.

Off the island after World War II, technological advances and economic 
growth led to a more rapid and coordinated expansion of the tourism industry 
around the world.20 Zuelow has suggested that this was driven by both eco-
nomic and political objectives and that it was all the more pervasive due to 
travel by the masses as well as the ability to access almost any location around 
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the globe.21 While it became easier to visit distant and obscure places, factors 
such as tourist motivations, market competition, security considerations, and 
the impact of global events created greater complexity.22

In the case of Cape Breton, tourism to supplement failing industries in the 
Sydney area and as an ultimate replacement for them became a dominant dis-
course following World War II.23 Although initiated prior to the war, the strat-
egy that came to symbolize Nova Scotian tourism and especially depictions 
of Cape Breton was centred on an exaggerated Scottish identity.24 Angus L. 
MacDonald, the premier from 1933 to 1954, interrupted by a stint as a cabinet 
minister in Ottawa during the war, was driven by his own nostalgic beliefs as a 
native Cape Bretoner, though mostly a Halifax-based lawyer following World 
War I. In a speech to the Antigonish Highland Society in 1937, MacDonald 
claimed Nova Scotia and Cape Breton were the “last great stronghold of the 
Gael in America.”25 Reflected in mass media campaigns by a newly propelled 
“promotional state,” the “tartanism” of this period created tourism images 
that, while failing to capture the cultural and ethnic diversity of Nova Scotia, 
established a trope that was hard to dislodge.26 Tourist images of Cape Breton 
had inevitably focused on the scenic splendour of Cape Breton Highlands 
National Park, which MacDonald had championed,27 and paid little attention 
to the bustling steel and coal towns of the Sydney area.28

Automobile tourism provoked dramatic changes throughout the 1950s 
and 1960s, spurred on by the completion of the Canso Causeway in 1955, 
the paving of the Cabot Trail, and the development of the Trans-Canada 
Highway—all of which opened the island to visitors in ways that had been 
problematic earlier.29 Despite this, the tourist season was short and the clien-
tele limited mostly to wealthy outsiders pursuing sea air, salmon, or moose. 
Then the Canadian Centennial in 1967 coincided with an extreme crisis in the 
coal and steel businesses of the industrial heartland. Studies commissioned 
to examine the future of those two industries were pessimistic about their 
futures, most arguing for a repositioning of the island’s economy to feature 
more tourist development. While some hope was held out, after a brief recov-
ery in the 1970s, most projections trended toward abandonment of the early 
twentieth-century reliance on coal- or steel-centred industries in favour of a 
more diversified economy.

Industry-based alternatives to coal and steel proved illusory, and the island 
descended into a quasi-welfare deindustrializing state while the national 
economy moved away from the production of goods to the provision of 
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services. Economic planning for reindustrialization, such as it was, was to 
be taken over by a succession of federal agencies that pursued development 
with various degrees of success. This included the establishment of the Cape  
Breton Development Corporation (DEVCO) in 1967, under which an 
Industrial Development Division (IDD) was charged with developing ser-
vice industries such as tourism.30 The final abandonment of the coal and  
steel industries would only be completed in the 1990s, and this led to a 
renewed concentration on mass tourism as an alternative to heavier indus-
tries.31 A successful and sustainable tourist industry demands more than 
nature and history, however—what was needed was a complex of offerings that 
could draw large numbers of tourists more than once and keep them on the  
island for as long as possible.

One response to the economic collapse and subsequent demographic 
effects on Cape Breton was a new and animated cultural sense of self—one 
that would entail the exploration of relationships between the declining 
industrial core and still culturally vibrant rural hinterlands. The cultural 
performance side of this awakening sense of identity could be somewhat 
nostalgic in its first iterations, but the timing was opportune, as provincial 
and federal governments would soon increase their investment in culture 
significantly.32 Parallel to this, the notion that modernity—experienced in 
rural areas most directly with the arrival of electricity, telephones, and tele-
visions after midcentury—had somehow compromised the future of Celtic 
music and language traditions was countered in the 1970s with a pushback that 
emphasized the rural origins of the island’s musical traditions.33 Their revival 
through community concerts and performances by amateurs, especially the 
inaugural Glendale Concert (1973), which also saw the founding of the Cape 
Breton Fiddlers Association, would prove central to that rebirth.

It was also in this era that the Nova Scotian government formed a new 
Department of Tourism (1970)—the mandate of which was to “develop, assist, 
and promote the industry,” especially for economic and general well-being 
purposes.34 Although the emergence of summer concerts dedicated to the 
fiddling traditions of the island came to the fore independent of this new 
provincial entity, they would quickly prove valuable to its agenda. The tri-
umvirate of Broad Cove, Big Pond, and Glendale outdoor weekend concerts 
was eventually supplemented with a wide variety of more local imitators, all 
providing up-and-coming musicians a chance to perform before live audi-
ences. There would hardly be a summer weekend free of the sounds of fiddlers 
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somewhere on the island by the 1980s. Complementing this was the trad-
ition of community-based square dances sponsored by local organizations 
throughout the island, particularly in the Celtic-dominated western fringes of 
Inverness County.35 This increasingly public display of “Cape Breton culture” 
built the foundations necessary for it to later feature as an integral component 
of the island’s tourism strategy.

With this in mind, evidence indicates that “cultural tourism” featured 
heavily around the world from the 1980s onward—not just in tourist motiva-
tions and planning strategies but also in scholarly examinations of the effects 
of tourism on culture.36 Early iterations of this cultural turn involved the con-
spicuous consumption of heritage by visitors and its increasingly professional 
management by decision-makers.37 As showcasing of heritage artifacts and 
sites became more prevalent, a growing awareness among scholars and tour-
ism managers emerged around the notion that individuals experience heritage 
in distinct ways and seek it out for different reasons.38 Additionally, it appears 
that tourists were progressively motivated to “experience” heritage as a means 
of exploring, clarifying, and at times reconciling elements of their identity.39

This desire for “experience” would come to dominate tourist aspirations 
and the imagination of those responsible for tourism strategies—something 
that persists today. At the core of this is the idea that through first-hand experi-
ence, memory and meaning are enhanced significantly. Using museums and 
heritage sites as an example, this trend has led to an emphasis on experiences 
that are “real,” “natural,” and “authentic” and at the same time involve inter-
active presentation that enables individuals to have a more personal encoun-
ter.40 Market competition to attract experience seekers has led to strategies that 
can help tourists “explore what makes a destination distinctive, authentic, and 
memorable . . . the essence of the destination—its cultural terroir.”41

Against this global backdrop, three intersecting cultural trends would lay 
the groundwork for a further shift in Cape Breton’s tourism history and Celtic 
Colours as part of that. In the late 1970s, a small theatre group associated 
with the University College of Cape Breton,42 which found its first expression 
in local pubs celebrating the new work of local performers, produced the 
theatrical Rise and Follies of Cape Breton Island and its successor, the Cape 
Breton Summertime Revue. The latter lasted into the 1990s, when it was sus-
pended, only to be revived in 2015 as the Cape Breton Summertime Revue: The 
Next Generation. The revues would be a proving ground for many performers 
and acts that subsequently achieved national and international status. Each 
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year always featured at least one fiddler from the island, and productions 
were usually dominated by skits and music that celebrated the survival of 
the island’s culture, many riffing off an interaction between rural and urban 
Cape Bretoners while often poking fun at tourists.43 Members of the Rankin 
Family and Rita MacNeil, as well as notable fiddlers such as Jerry Holland, 
Howie MacDonald, and Natalie McMaster, were featured at various times. 
Thus, key elements of a professionalizing performance culture were present 
by the 1990s—the point at which the preconditions for more tourism based 
on Cape Breton culture started to build.44 These circumstances supported a 
growing number of highly skilled and in-demand performers as well as the 
maintenance of event facilities.

A second precondition for Cape Breton’s evolving tourism approach 
was somewhat more remote. New Canadian content broadcast regulations 
demanded more visibility for Canadian performers. This would eventually 
lead such Cape Breton performers as John Allan Cameron and Rita MacNeil, 
not to mention Anne Murray from Springhill, to prominence, hosting national 
TV shows that regularly featured Cape Breton talent with a celebratory flour-
ish.45 As they gained notoriety, the promotion of Cape Breton’s distinctive per-
formance culture would soon be featured alongside scenic splendour in tourist 
advertising. Indeed, Rita MacNeil’s own TV series (Rita and Friends, 1990–94, 
CTV) was, for a time, cosponsored by the Nova Scotia Tourist Bureau.

Further links between Cape Breton’s culture and tourism efforts appeared 
in the overarching tourist strategy for the island, which was commissioned by 
DEVCO-IDD and completed in 1985. The report suggested that Cape Breton’s 
“unique culture” should be valued equal to the island’s natural beauty, and it 
foregrounded cultural tourism as a major target for future development, pro-
vided that performance spaces, recording studios, and so on were upgraded 
sufficiently.46 By 1990 economic development plans for the island included the 
“Come Home to Cape Breton” campaign, predicated on convincing diasporic 
Cape Bretoners to reexperience first-hand the culture they might now only 
be seeing on television.47 While on tour, the iconic Men of the Deeps choir, 
consisting of former coal miners, distributed pamphlets encouraging tourism 
and even remigration advertisements to its audiences in Ontario.48 This phase 
of Cape Breton’s tourism history, which also saw a growth in relevant govern-
ment and industry groups (e.g., Nova Scotia Tourism Partnership Council, 
established in 1997), inspired a desire to “experience” Cape Breton culture, 
whether visiting for the first time or returning home. It necessitated strong 
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cultural elements, dramatic improvements to existing community establish-
ments, the construction of a number of new spaces, and the upgrading of 
sound systems.

A third precondition behind the island’s change in tourism strategy was 
an international Celtic revival that swept the Western world in the 1990s and  
continues to evolve. The success of major touring shows like Riverdance  
and the Chieftains, along with Celtic consciousness expressed through pol-
itical activism and new commemorative practices, led to a wide variety of 
festivals celebrating the music and culture of all Celtic peoples worldwide. 
Suddenly it was “cool to be Celtic,”49 and soon invitations for many Cape 
Breton performers to participate came flooding in. All across North America 
and throughout Britain and Europe, the Cape Breton fiddle style was recog-
nized as an important variant of the musical traditions of Celts everywhere.

It was in this context of expanded horizons that a greater economic poten-
tial for experiential tourism focused on culture would eventually materialize. 
A trip to the Celtic Connections Festival in Glasgow, Scotland, by Joella Foulds 
and Max MacDonald would see plans for a comparable yet distinctly Cape 
Breton event emerge in response.50 The natural beauties of the Cabot Trail 
remained a powerful draw with an extensive offering of bus tours; how-
ever, the possibilities for a fall season, when the leaf colours were changing 
and the summer visitation had slowed somewhat, presented a real opportun-
ity to expand tourism’s “shoulder season.” All of these preconditions would 
ultimately set the stage for Cape Breton’s Celtic Colours.

Tourism, Festivals, and the Case of Celtic Colours

Worldwide, tourism has proven a valuable economic alternative for areas 
defined as rural and/or isolated where traditional industries such as fishing, 
agriculture, and mining have declined.51 In particular, it has been viewed as 
a sustainable way to diversify a place’s economic base in the face of fiscal and 
demographic crisis.52 As an extension of this and during the expansion of 
cultural tourism, festivals started appearing as a focal point for tourists and 
tourism managers alike in both urban and rural locations.53

One possible reason festivals became so prominent was that they were 
known to help places adapt, rebuild, and be resilient to instability caused by 
globalization and deindustrialization.54 They were also thought to provide 
rural areas with an approach to social regeneration and have been viewed 
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as necessary for the future of communities where the decline of traditional 
industries had caused significant out-migration.55 The fact that festivals  
are influenced by geography while at the same time contributors to new 
geographies means that they are a dynamic tool that can evolve over time as 
industry, consumer choices, and place-based needs take shape.56

In contrast, the rapid development of festivals presented potential 
risks—especially as they can often be introduced strictly as vehicles for com-
modification rather than cultural celebration, retention, or enhancement.57 
Tourism literature confirms such apprehensions are well founded if festivals 
are not developed and managed carefully.58 Indeed, genuine concerns existed 
in Cape Breton when the concept for Celtic Colours was first raised—namely, 
that priority was being placed on “tourist dollars” over cultural preservation.59 
Nevertheless, the island’s socio-economic, cultural, industrial, and tourism 
history presented a relevant backdrop against which a festival had the poten-
tial to be established successfully.

While Celtic Colours was not the first festival on the island, its scope, scale, 
longevity, and eventual emphasis on living cultures as part of an island-wide 
tourism strategy make it pertinent to this examination. Founded by Sydney-
based entertainment producers Joella Foulds and Max MacDonald of Rave 
Entertainment Inc. (also coproducers of the Cape Breton Summertime Revue 
until 1994), it evolved out of a desire to address cultural, socio-economic, 
and professional music needs and opportunities. Focused on culture, it car-
ried aspirations to safeguard Cape Breton’s cultural traditions well into the 
future, following previous fears that they were under threat.60 Although this 
would be appealing to visitors and had the potential to extend the tourist 
season into the autumn, Celtic Colours emerged independent of formal tour-
ism agendas and strategies. Meanwhile, the global Celtic revivalism that was 
occurring at the time and the associated achievements of a new generation 
of young Cape Breton musicians were perhaps auspicious.61 In recognition of 
these considerations and the concerted efforts by locals in rural locations to  
keep Celtic cultural traditions alive, a decentralized format was proposed 
whereby events would take place in communities around Cape Breton over 
a nine-day period, beginning with the Canadian Thanksgiving weekend in 
early October each year.62

While festival development, planning, and financing were underway, the 
Nova Scotian government launched a two-year Celebration of Music pro-
gram that targeted the local music industry as a profitable way forward for 
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tourism and business.63 This came on the back of the highly successful “float-
ing ceilidhs,” which involved provincially funded representatives from tour-
ism, government, and marketing companies touting Cape Breton and Nova 
Scotian entertainers via chartered ferry down the Eastern Seaboard. This early 
campaign gave credence to music-based events set among the island’s natural 
beauty and “friendly people,”64 while the Celebration of Music initiative gave 
Celtic Colours a platform for much-needed start-up funding.

Such funding was contingent, however, on an exchange between the gov-
ernment and a not-for-profit society rather than a private enterprise that was 
the registered status of Rave Entertainment Inc. To enable access to import-
ant resources65 and make the festival possible in the end, a nonprofit, Celtic 
Colours Festival Society, was formed.66 Made up of community leaders from 
across the island, the society was responsible for various policy and finance 
decisions as well as for maintaining a dialogue between the festival and local 
communities in which events were being held.67 Developments such as these 
were part of the festival, gradually being embraced as a key component of 
both local and provincial tourism plans and strategies. It is important to 
acknowledge that this convergence inevitably came with new expectations, 
requirements, tensions, opportunities, benefits, and complexity in general.

The initial year of the festival far exceeded expectations: more than three 
hundred artists performed in twenty-six venues spread across eighteen dif-
ferent locations, and nearly twelve thousand tickets were sold—four thousand 
from off-island. The majority of the smaller community events sold out. The 
overall economic impact was calculated to be $3.5 million.68 The province 
was quick to acknowledge Celtic Colours as a good example of the Year of 
Music program at work,69 the results of which were hailed as a success for 
the provincial government in the Nova Scotia Legislature at the end of Celtic 
Colours’ first year.70 In further complement to this, the Nova Scotia Tourism 
Partnership Council was founded in 1997 with a view to strategically align the 
province’s tourism agenda with the global marketplace—one that, as noted 
earlier, was turning toward forms of experiential tourism.

The notion that the festival celebrated “living cultures”71 first appeared in 
select media reports in 1997 and was then formally showcased by its society 
in the 1998 festival program. The essence of Celtic Colours had always been 
to bring people together to “experience” culture through concerts, workshops, 
community events, and other learning opportunities; however, this soon 
became more explicit in terminology and promotion. As can be confirmed by 
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cobranded advertising between Celtic Colours and Tourism Cape Breton,72 the 
increased emphasis on experiencing living cultures flagged a wider strategic 
and collaborative transition in the island’s overall approach to tourism. This 
was consistent with global shifts away from artifact-based historical tourism 
to more personal interaction with places and their cultures. Central to the 
festival’s ability to enable this was the scheduling of events in places thought 
to allow attendees to experience the “living culture as it exists in rural Cape 
Breton where the music, dance and Gaelic language have been preserved for 
over 200 years.”73

Despite this transition, the original mission statement of the Celtic Colours 
Festival Society further perpetuated tourism images of the natural beauty of 
the island while making a commitment to the promotion and maintenance  
of the Celtic cultures of Cape Breton.74 Meanwhile, those reporting on the fes-
tival wrote of experiencing a thriving, living Cape Breton identity and culture 
that were being generously shared across generations through official festival 
venues and informally in the homes of locals.75 Soon after Celtic Colours’ 
inception, these sentiments would feature in revisions to its mission statement 
and further cement the intention to inspire experiences for tourists and local 
residents alike—that is to say, the current goal of the Celtic Colours Festival 
Society is to “promote, celebrate and develop Cape Breton’s living Celtic cul-
ture and hospitality by producing an international festival during the fall 
colours that builds relationships across Cape Breton Island and beyond.”76

Just five years after Celtic Colours began, Premier John Hamm declared 
it had “quickly become one of Nova Scotia’s biggest attractions.”77 It was felt 
that this represented an effective tourism strategy whereby the spectacle  
of the leaves changing colour in the fall was blended with experiencing “Nova 
Scotia’s Masterpiece” first-hand.78 Rodney MacDonald, a well-regarded and 
highly connected Cape Breton fiddler who was Nova Scotia’s minister of 
tourism, culture, and heritage in 1999 and subsequently premier in 2006, 
cited the festival as having a “multiplier effect” for the economy.79 Continued 
funding for events such as Celtic Colours was therefore seen as important 
to the economies, communities, and tourism industries of both Nova Scotia 
and Cape Breton.80

Within a decade, Celtic Colours would be recognized as one of the world’s 
pre-eminent Celtic festivals, attracting performers and audiences from around 
the world and generating profits for Cape Breton communities when tourism 
would otherwise have come to a halt. These were noteworthy achievements 
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in the face of the near economic crisis felt across the island in the lead-up to 
its introduction. Perhaps unexpectedly, evidence suggests that the explicit 
adoption of an experience-based form of tourism by Celtic Colours, Tourism 
Cape Breton, and the province of Nova Scotia has done more than enhance 
the experiences of visitors; it has also strengthened the cultural identity of 
Cape Bretoners: “Locally, [the Festival] has contributed to Island pride and 
self-confidence, in addition to more tangible benefits, and those contri-
butions have been seen to be widely-distributed in a way that is very con-
sistent with Island values about music and dance, hard work, wealth creation  
and distribution.”81

This brief glimpse of Celtic Colours’ history hints that its communication, 
depiction, promotion, and showcasing of living cultures have led to a series of 
positive outcomes for Cape Breton—its communities, businesses, residents, 
economy, tourism industry, and government. By 2019, a myriad of community 
experiences—breakfasts, suppers, art exhibitions, dance and fiddle lessons, 
and so on—had evolved to form an integral part of the festival. The 2014 
program, for instance, took up most of fifty pages just to list these, including 
in recent years a series of collaborative scholarly conferences hosted by Cape 
Breton University in Sydney, usually around a theme on offer that given year. 
The performances and performers have almost doubled since the early days, 
and the number of ancillary events increases each year. Its overall economic 
impact has been profound for Nova Scotia’s tourism industry in general and 
Cape Breton’s in particular.82 While the festival has not been solely responsible 
for the maturing of the tourism industry of the island or province,83 there 
can be no question that it has been celebrated as a benchmark in experiential 
tourism and acknowledged as a local flagship in a highly competitive and 
ever-evolving global tourism industry.

Conclusion

Since early in the twentieth-century tourism trends and strategies in Cape Bre-
ton have mirrored those encountered globally—growing from leisure activ-
ities for the few to an economically significant industry for the masses. As was 
the case for Nova Scotia as a whole, strategic approaches to tourism during 
this period have by and large been driven by government and government-
funded bodies. Alongside this has been the evolution of a Cape Breton iden-
tity, sometimes misrepresented by outsiders but increasingly valued and 
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expressed from within. The effects of both of these characterizations are evi-
denced in today’s Cape Breton tourist landscape: heritage sites and restored 
properties commemorate the island’s past; transport infrastructure beckons 
visitors to tour a series of “trails,” each with its own historical or nature-based 
connotation; and carefully branded marketing materials contain a variety of  
images that are both real and perceived symbols of the island’s past and present.

When Celtic Colours was founded, it signalled a different sort of response 
to the island’s socio-economic and cultural circumstances, and over time, it 
would become a significant component of the island’s postindustrial tour-
ism strategy. As was occurring elsewhere, it represented a cultural turn in 
tourism—specifically, one that saw festivals as substantial opportunities for 
rural regeneration and resilience while responding to a growing demand  
for direct participation in experiences that enable lasting memories. It is 
important to acknowledge that amid this shift, the image of Nova Scotia and 
Cape Breton had long been institutionalized for the tourist gaze as a place 
of natural beauty. It was difficult to evade being caught in this tension for 
the festival, but linking it to the celebration of the vibrant fall colours gave 
it a new dimension that appealed to the objectives of tourism managers to 
extend the short summer season. While this reimagining was not entirely 
disassociated from past tropes, it focused on enabling the experience of 
living cultures rather than the presentation of a series of artifacts. Further, 
although genuine concerns and risks associated with cultural commodifica-
tion existed, those involved in the festival’s establishment (e.g., Foulds and  
MacDonald, the Celtic Colours Festival Society, participating communities, 
etc.) made a commitment to nurturing culture and human interaction.84 
Celtic Colours therefore represented a turning point in Cape Breton’s tour-
ism history.

The effects of its approach (an experiential style of tourism with the festival 
as a centrepiece) have been witnessed in a variety of ways—not all of which 
might be obvious. For example, although there had been a strong response to 
counter potential cultural loss in the 1970s (i.e., the prospect that Cape Breton 
fiddlers were quickly vanishing) and there were a number of highly talented 
and skilled Cape Breton musicians (e.g., John Allan Cameron, Jerry Hol-
land, John Morris Rankin, and Kinnon Beaton), the island’s musical industry 
remained relatively fragile and dispersed. Part of the motivation behind Celtic 
Colours was to assist in professionalizing the music industry—something it 
has contributed to in ways that continue to have significant impact. This has 
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included the birth of a new generation of fiddlers, the upsurge of a local and 
national music industry, the ability for Cape Breton musicians to make a living 
from their music on the island and globally, and improved facilities across the 
island where professional-calibre performances and recordings can now take 
place throughout the year.

While acknowledging the substantial contributions made by Celtic Colours 
to the professionalization of the island’s music industry, it would be remiss  
not to mention a few other notable developments since the festival’s establish-
ment that have also been influential in this regard. Particularly, the institutions 
behind these interact with the festival in various ways, and together with 
Celtic Colours, they symbolize the collaborative and concerted efforts of Cape 
Breton institutions, individuals, communities, government, and government-
funded entities toward more of a destination tourism approach. For example, 
two institutions that had been languishing somewhat before the inauguration 
of the festival have been totally transformed and revitalized in the past two 
decades. This is not to suggest that Celtic Colours is entirely responsible for 
this, but rather through collaboration, adapting to opportunities and change, 
and strong leadership, the institutions have become equally important com-
ponents of Cape Breton’s present-day tourism strategy. Additionally, their 
resurgence is emblematic of broader signs of hope, prosperity, resilience, and 
cultural identity in Cape Breton.

Firstly, the Gaelic College at Saint Anne (Colaisde na Gaidhlig) has 
evolved into a dynamic and expanding institution fully integrated with the 
festival but also offering a widening variety of other experiences, including 
its own festival held in the spring (Kitchenfest). Meanwhile, Iona’s Baile nan  
Gàidheal / Highland Village, established over fifty years ago, has flourished 
as the newest branch of the Nova Scotia Museum complex to foster a Living 
History Museum dedicated to celebrating and exploring all aspects of the 
Celtic experience in Cape Breton. It has emerged as one of the most suc-
cessful museum attractions in all of Nova Scotia and similarly works closely  
with Celtic Colours as part of providing visitors a chance to experience 
living cultures.

A new institution that offers “hands-on” learning and participation and 
further indicates the changed tourism landscape is the Celtic Music Inter-
pretation Centre. Located in Judique, it was opened in 2006 through funding 
from the local community as well as provincial and federal governments. It 
has a mandate to preserve and protect Celtic music, and it does so through a 
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series of public performances and a lot of back-scene recording and archiving. 
It serves a broad community of performers in southern Inverness County 
and operates year round, including during Celtic Colours, when numerous 
community-based events are hosted by the centre.85 Finally, the role played 
by Cape Breton University in sharing, highlighting, sustaining, and teaching 
the living cultures of Cape Breton must not be underestimated. Its Beaton 
Institute has always had a mandate to preserve the Celtic traditions of Cape 
Breton. Since the 1990s, this mission has become more prominent through 
relocation to dramatically improved accommodations and the provision of 
a focal point for a cultural stream in Cape Breton studies. Additionally, the 
Centre for Cape Breton Studies has morphed into a multidisciplinary series 
of integrated offerings at various levels within the university. New faculty 
and staff offer a range of programs in aspects of the cultural heritage of the 
island, enhancing the understanding and recognition of Cape Breton’s living 
cultures. Certain events are showcased during Celtic Colours that, once more, 
complement the suite of experiences that are on offer.

Returning to Celtic Colours, the economic impact of the festival has been 
well documented over the years; however, perhaps less addressed in reports 
is the way in which this story is indicative of a highly developed “branding” 
of Cape Breton, with the Celtic Colours imprint at the forefront. According to 
Brown, the brand of Cape Breton is a formidable component of the national 
tourism industry and has enabled Cape Breton to be globally competitive.86 
This success has led to highly specialized expertise within Celtic Colours and 
on the island more broadly, around what constitutes effective experiential 
tourism. The fiscal value of such knowledge can be determined through tour-
ism statistics and indicators. In 2018 alone, Nova Scotia had the highest 
tourism revenue ($2.61 billion) on record, despite encountering a modest 
decline in visitation. The majority of this was generated by nonresidents of the 
province—a solid percentage of whom fell under the global trend of travellers 
seeking “local” experiences that could lead to personal change. Cape Breton 
was a major destination contributing to this; recently celebrated as one of the 
best islands in the world to visit by Condé Nast,87 between 2015 and 2018, it 
had the second highest number of hotel room nights sold in the province.88

This is not to suggest that a festival like Celtic Colours and an experiential 
tourism approach offer an economic and/or social panacea, or that the benefits 
of such a strategy always outweigh the risks, or that success represents the 
absence of challenges or issues.89 As has been observed in various industries 
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and sectors around the world, including those that were originally the eco-
nomic backbone of Cape Breton, one small change can result in vulnerability 
and ultimate decline. Celtic Colours was developed at a time when the global 
tourism industry was undergoing a cultural turn that focused on festivals and 
mechanisms that made more personal and memorable experiences possible. 
The global popularization of Celtic culture also played into this. There can 
be no question of the festival’s various achievements; however, it is likely that 
trends within the industry and place-based conditions (e.g., aging population) 
will modify further over time—in both positive and negative ways—and adap-
tation in response to those would be essential to continued success.

For instance, a developing component of both the provincial and Cape 
Breton tourism strategy is to increase engagement with the cruise ship market 
considerably. As a result, the cruise tourism destinations and patterns have 
erupted to produce upward of 153,000 visitors to the port of Sydney in 2019,90 
and the trend is expanding. Similarly, golf tourism, sparked by the develop-
ment of two new “world-class” courses in Inverness, has projected Cape Breton 
into a travellers’ world consciousnesses, which repeatedly raises it to a central 
place in world rankings.91 Such developments are important to Cape Breton’s 
evolving tourism future and involve ongoing consideration as to how they fit 
into a holistic, destination-based agenda as well as the degree to which they 
necessitate the availability of different types of tourism experiences.

As indicated earlier, some of the risk involved with festival- and 
experiential-based tourism is centred on the commodification of culture. 
As has been seen in the pre-1990s-era tourism in Cape Breton, it can also 
lead to questions around how to “reconcile the private reality with the public 
image . . . whereby images eventually usurp the reality.”92 Celtic Colours is not 
responsible for the creation or persistence of such an issue; rather, in keeping 
with MacKinnon, it is vital for tourists and tourism decision-makers alike to 
see the real complexity associated with cultures that are presented through 
festivals and to think both critically and sensitively in their engagement with 
those. Similarly, it will be important for those involved in tourism in Cape 
Breton to continue finding ways of engaging visitors so that such reflection 
can be fostered.

Related to this and in light of Celtic Colours’ emphasis on experiencing 
the island’s living cultures, it is also worth reflecting on the fact that culture 
regularly changes over time and space through diffusion—it is not static and 
can be hybrid in nature.93 Indeed, in a move away from the “tartanism” of 
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the past, Nova Scotia’s Culture Action Plan recognizes the evolution of cul-
ture that occurs through human interaction and new forms of expression, 
acknowledging diversity as a fundamental aspect of Nova Scotian identity. 
To complicate matters further, it is necessary to understand that “there is no 
single Celtic language or culture.”94 When these traits are cross-referenced 
with the definition of “living culture,” the difficulty in delineating between 
“living” and some alternative state becomes clear. It would be equally chal-
lenging to distinguish places on the basis of having a living culture or not, 
since all culture is arguably living and transmitted between generations over 
time in one form or another. These practicalities present Celtic Colours with  
the opportunity to continue exploring Cape Breton’s living cultures as a  
means of reimagining these to their full effect in the future.

As Celtic Colours approaches its twenty-fifth year, it is a powerful symbol 
of Cape Breton’s present-day experiential approach to tourism—particularly 
one that emphasizes living cultures. It aligns well with Nova Scotia’s tour-
ism strategy, which includes “world-class experiences” and aspirations to 
achieve $4 billion in annual tourism revenue by 2024.95 With the relatively 
recent establishment of the Destination Cape Breton Association (DCBA) in 
2011, the island and stakeholders such as the festival are increasingly turn-
ing their attention to destination tourism. A distinct aspect of this strategy 
is the imperative to provide consistently excellent experiences, and as was  
the case for the music industry when Celtic Colours began, this will require an 
exercise of professional development across the island’s tourism sector.96 Tech-
nology and social media are also key features—ones that expand a visitor’s 
ability to “experience” Cape Breton over time and space. In this regard, and 
while acknowledging that there is always room for improvement, perhaps 
much can be learned from Cape Breton’s tourism history and, within that, 
the emergence of Celtic Colours as a hallmark brand.
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	 80.	 There was great anticipation surrounding the potential economic benefits of 

Celtic Colours following a 1994 strategic plan by the Cape Breton Cultural 
Economic Development Authority (CBCEDA) that predicted that it could 
become “an international cultural tourist attraction.” Brown, “Island Tourism 
Marketing,” 27. By the 1990s, Nova Scotia was supporting a variety of music 
festivals across the province to some extent, primarily concentrated in 
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flavour.
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Foulds in Feintuch, In the Blood.
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	 86.	 Brown, “Island Tourism Marketing.”
	 87.	 Condé Nast, “The Best Islands in the World,” https://​www​.cntraveler​.com/​

galleries/​2014​-10​-20/​top​-30​-islands​-in​-the​-world​-readers​-choice​-awards​
-2014.

	 88.	 Tourism Nova Scotia, “2018 Tourism Performance,” https://​tourismns​.ca/​
sites/​default/​files/​2019​-04/​Media​%20Kit​%20​-​%202018​%20Nova​%20Scotia​
%20Tourism​%20Performance​.pdf. There is a high degree of seasonality in the 
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Cape Breton Island has produced a mixed legacy of costs, benefits, challenges, 
and tensions; for a further illustration of this mixed legacy, see chapter 10 in 
this collection.

	 90.	 McNeil, “Record Season for Sydney Port.”
	 91.	 “Three Cape Breton Courses Crack Golf Digest Top 100,” Cape Breton Post, 

12 January 2018.
	 92.	 MacKinnon, Discovering Cape Breton Folklore, 182.
	 93.	 McEwan, “Geography, Culture and Global Change,” 273–89.
	 94.	 Tacla and Johnston, “New Perspectives in Celtic Studies”; Hale and Payton, 

New Directions in Celtic Studies; “More Celtic Areas Represented,” Reporter, 
21 September 1999, 12.

	 95.	 Tourism Nova Scotia, “Tourism Nova Scotia’s Strategy,” https://​tourismns​.ca/​
plans​-and​-reports/​tourism​-nova​-scotias​-strategy.

	 96.	 Two contemporary websites make the point. The Destination Cape Breton 
website highlights experiential elements of the tourist on the island, while the 
recently created World Tourism Institute at Cape Breton University stresses 
the importance of sector-wide professional development. See https://​www​
.cbisland​.com/ and https://​www​.cbu​.ca/​wti/​the​-cape​-breton​-island​-tourism​
-training​-network/.
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Afterword
Cape Breton as Microcosm  
of Capitalist Modernity

Alvin Finkel

The Mi’kmaw region of Unama’ki, the Acadian outpost of Île Royale, the 
partially Gaelic-speaking island of Ceap Breatainn: the names all speak to 
the uniqueness of Cape Breton. And the peoples of this wondrously beautiful 
island have certainly produced unique communities and a sense of belonging 
that the island’s famous bard Rita MacNeil expressed in her song, “Could This 
Be My Island Too?”

The chapters in this broad-based collection speak to that sense of belong-
ing. But they also speak to the ways in which, as Karl Marx put it, people 
“make their own history, but they do not make it as they please; they do not 
make it under self-selected circumstances, but under circumstances existing 
already, given and transmitted from the past.”1 Indeed, because Cape Breton 
in the “long twentieth century” was integrated into the modernizing capital-
ist industrial world, its people, while remaining social actors, found that the 
stage upon which they acted was shaped by external forces over which they 
exercised increasingly limited control. The result is that the economic, social, 
and cultural phenomena that the chapters describe prove to be as much a 
microcosm of the fate of communities across the world engulfed by an increas-
ingly monopolistic and all-reaching capitalist system as emblems of a unique 
society. Economic life, cultural life, and social life within Cape Breton, while 
reflecting the unique efforts of its people to maintain autonomy and dignity, 
have also followed patterns that mimic the impact of modernity wherever 
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it has arrived. So these fine chapters collectively tell a story of industrializa-
tion and modernization that, while focusing on the people of Cape Breton, 
becomes a lens in terms of economics, society, and culture for the broader 
industrial capitalist world that the long twentieth century produced.

This afterword tries to capture some of the ways in which what has hap-
pened to Cape Breton parallel what has happened elsewhere in Canada and 
beyond. The unequal battle between the power of capital, direct and indirect, 
and the efforts of everyday people to preserve their heritages and traditions 
emerged throughout Cape Breton in the Long Twentieth Century. It is a battle 
that is global and has some victories for underdogs, but overall the practices 
and ideology of global capital have remained hegemonic.

Those who have lost most within Cape Breton are the people whose 
history on the island and within today’s Canada dates back over ten thou-
sand years. The Mi’kmaq once composed an egalitarian nation of integrated 
communities across the Atlantic provinces and the Southern Gaspé region 
of Quebec—Mi’kma’ki—that had cooperatively developed seasonal uses of 
land throughout their collective territory. During the seventeenth and eight-
eenth centuries, particularly after the British defeat of their French allies in  
1758, their autonomy and their integration across a wide region were lim-
ited by the efforts of Europeans to take control of the geography and use the 
lands in ways that suited imperial strategies on the one hand and settler goals  
for individual prosperity within an imperial framework on the other.2 Iron-
ically, in Cape Breton, the mainly Scottish settlers who largely displaced the 
Mi’kmaq were themselves, as we note later on, victims of capitalist disposses-
sion. In an imperial capitalist world, where intersecting hierarchies of class, 
race, and religion determined entitlements, some groups of dispossessed 
white people could re-establish rights to land by dispossessing nonwhite, 
non-Christian Indigenous peoples. For the masters of the imperial world, such 
displacement made sense both because they viewed Indigenous people in a 
settlement context as resistant to abandoning traditional land use in favour 
of imperial objectives and because the export of peoples deemed surplus to 
capitalist goals in European homelands reduced social tensions at home.

In Cape Breton, European diseases, followed by settler encroachments— 
about thirty thousand Scottish settlers arrived on the island from 1815 to 
1838—had marginalized a once thriving Mik’maw population whose com-
munities counted only about five hundred souls by the mid-1800s.3 They 
managed to maintain separate, if poverty-stricken, communities despite the 
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encroachments on their lands and livelihoods by blending their traditional 
ways with adaptations to the colonial society that had enveloped them: “Flex-
ible and mobile, Mi’kmaw families were engaged in a mixed economy, in 
which men and women deployed some of their labour, some of the time 
in new ways—working for wages, selling ‘handy work’—while maintaining 
older practices of seasonal family migration and ties to an economically and 
culturally significant locale.”4

Martha Walls’s contribution to this collection, chapter 5, “The Disposition 
of the Ladies: Mi’kmaw Women and the Removal of Kun’tewiktuk / King’s 
Road Reserve, Sydney, Nova Scotia,” illustrates starkly that the land pressures 
on the Mi’kmaq did not let up in the twentieth century. Indigenous people 
continued to be viewed as lesser human beings who could be compelled to 
move to inferior locations if white people wanted that land for expanding 
cities or some other purpose. Walls provides a penetrating glimpse at the 
dominant Euro-Canadian attitudes toward Indigenous women that served to 
rationalize the relocation of Indigenous people outside Sydney’s city limits. 
The King’s Road Exchequer Court hearing in 1915 that determined the fate  
of the King’s Road Reserve gave no voice at all to the Mi’kmaw women whose 
families were threatened with relocation. Instead the court heard twenty-
six supporters of relocation who, between them, stereotyped the women as 
slovenly alcoholics who could only be a bad influence on a white Christian 
community. That many of them worked as domestics cleaning the homes and 
businesses of Euro-Canadians in Sydney could be conveniently ignored. Only 
three Mi’kmaw witnesses and five allies got to speak to the hearing, and they 
refuted the racist, stereotyped, gendered views of the Mi’kmaw women pre-
sented by the vast majority of witnesses. The central Canadian judge brought 
in for the hearing accepted the views of the racists and ruled that the reserve 
had to be relocated outside Sydney’s city limits.

Such relocations occurred across Canada and racist stereotypes of Indigen-
ous women and men were constantly used to rationalize profit-driven Euro-
Canadian efforts to steal Indigenous lands. Those were under threat from the 
moment when settlement replaced the fur trade as the goal of an expanding 
Euro-Canadian presence on the lands that compose today’s Canada. The Euro-
pean view was that Indigenous people merely roamed the lands that they  
had inhabited for millennia but could not claim title to them because  
they supposedly did not use that land for “civilized” purposes. Therefore, 
seizures of their land were considered lawful, though practical considerations 
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often led to guarantees, largely broken in practice, of providing “reserves” of 
land for Indigenous people.5

Well before Confederation, seizures of Indigenous land were common. 
European settlers did not seek Indigenous approval for lands where they 
settled. Local European-settler governments sometimes negotiated treat-
ies that reserved certain lands for Indigenous people. But the government  
of the United Province of Canada (Quebec and Ontario from 1840 to 1867), 
for example, admitted an unwillingness to prevent settlers from encroaching 
upon lands reserved for Indigenous peoples.6 In British Columbia, where 
treaties before Confederation were restricted to Vancouver Island, an onrush 
of Europeans seeking gold in the interior ignored the Indigenous presence on 
the lands, using force to get their way. Once the gold rush was over, settlers 
seeking to ranch or farm kept up the pressure on Indigenous peoples, eager 
to hold on to their traditional lands.7 In the Atlantic colonies, Mi’kmaq and 
Wolastoqiyik (Maliseet) were removed from their territories, which included 
seasonal settlements, to make the best use of local resources and confined to 
a sedentary lifestyle on tiny, unproductive reserves in the 1840s and 1850s.8

Confederation changed little. Though treaties were negotiated across the 
Prairies, they were rarely enforced when Indigenous rights were at stake. 
For example, the Papaschase First Nation peoples, in what is now southwest 
Edmonton, were defrauded of their reserve land in 1888 and are still fighting 
for restitution.9 Their fate was similar to that of Prairie First Nations generally, 
who had to fight the genocidal intentions of the federal government.10

In 1905, the federal government amended the Indian Act, the racist 
legislation that governed the lives of First Nations without their input, to 
give all towns with a population over eight thousand the right to force a 
relocation of reserves that were within their geographical limits or nearby.  
A 1911 amendment to the Indian Act reinforced the perspective of reserves as  
simply impediments to economic development by granting municipalities 
and companies alike the right to expropriate portions of reserves for roads, 
railways, or other public purposes. Such federal legislation eased the task of 
Sydney’s Euro-Canadian population in their effort to force the relocation  
of the King’s Road Reserve. Such forced relocations continued for decades 
in Canada. In 1911, the struggle of the Songhees people of Victoria, who had 
lived within the boundaries of what became that city for four thousand years, 
to retain the reserve that they had once negotiated ended tragically with their 
forced removal east of Esquimalt Harbour.11 Similarly in 1913, Vancouver 
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forced the removal of an ancient Squamish village in the False Creek area, 
which had received reserve status in 1877. Community members moved to 
other Squamish Nation reserves in the area and received no compensation 
until a prolonged struggle led to a land-claims settlement in 2000. Other dis-
placements followed.12 Such immoral removals across Canada continued even 
after World War II, with its stinging message about the genocidal impacts of 
racism. Meanwhile, Indigenous peoples throughout Canada in areas where 
highly profitable hydroelectricity projects were planned were moved with no 
thought to the impact on their traditional economic and cultural pursuits.13

Throughout all of these denials of the rights of often ancient commun-
ities to continue to exist and any other concession toward the rights of self-
determination of peoples, Euro-Canadians insisted that the economic growth 
and profit motive extolled by the Western capitalist world gave them the right 
to roll over “unprogressive” Indigenous people. The latter were characterized 
as backward and lazy, their women trashed as dissolute and slovenly. The 
removal of the Indigenous community from Sydney, within this larger history, 
can be seen as one more tune from a Western imperialist songbook. And the 
resistance of Indigenous peoples and their allies to such inhuman treatment, 
which we witnessed in Sydney, also bore a similar shape across Canada.

Many of those responsible for acting as agents of colonialism and land 
theft against Indigenous Canadians were themselves victims or descendants 
of victims of land theft in Europe before coming to the Americas.

This was precisely the case for many of the Scots-descended migrants to 
Cape Breton. The Highland clearances involved decisions by landlords, who 
once were content with feudal-origin dues, to treat the land that they owned 
and the people on that land as simply factors of capitalist production. The 
grazing of sheep and the maximizing of the productivity of the land argued 
for throwing most tenants off the land, which forced many to emigrate from 
Scotland in order to survive. When economic circumstances in their new 
Cape Breton homes proved dire, they moved again in search of new oppor-
tunities, particularly if they were young, single adults. Those who left the 
island were often later arrivals who were only able to acquire poor land. In a 
society of individualist accumulation of wealth, their lot, relegated to soil of 
questionable value, made moving on seem the most rational choice, particu-
larly when blight threatened them with starvation if they stayed. There were 
no built-in guarantees within Cape Breton society or within other capitalist 
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frameworks that would allow them to bridge times of some crop production 
with times of limited or no crops.

Beginning in the 1840s, chain migrations from Cape Breton, Atlantic Can-
ada, and Quebec to the “Boston states,” then later to Central and Western 
Canada, emerged. The push of poor economic conditions in market econ-
omies and the pull of land or jobs that seemed to offer households better 
possibilities created unplanned exoduses in which those who left first used 
their communications with family and friends left behind to persuade many 
more to follow. Meanwhile, parallel economic circumstances were bringing 
immigrants into British North American colonies, including Quebec and the 
Atlantic colonies, even as many others left these colonies mainly for the United 
States. The classic case was the Irish famine of 1845 and 1846, which resulted 
in a million deaths and two million emigrants in a population of nine million. 
Their deaths were the result of deliberate British policy rather than local crop 
failures as such. While the potato crop upon which the native Irish depended 
had failed miserably both years because of blight, the English and Scots settlers 
who had taken over the best land of Ireland over time produced enough food 
in 1845 and 1846 to easily feed everyone in Ireland. But the British government 
dismissed any idea of requiring or even encouraging the wealthy Irish farmers 
to provide the food needs of the Indigenous majority of the island rather than 
fulfilling demands from paying purchasers outside Ireland.

In 1845, a conservative British government provided relief to the Irish 
farmers who were dependent upon potato crops. But in 1846, when there 
was another crop failure due to blight, a new, liberal government rejected 
direct relief. Its free-enterprise ideology dictated that such social help created 
individual dependence upon the state rather than reinforcing the perspec-
tive that only the compulsion exercised by market forces would encour-
age the propertyless to seek out employers. The only help made available  
was to those who moved into workhouses where food was provided in return 
for work, though the accommodations were brutal and families were split up 
so that children could become servants to well-off families. With millions 
starving but only 130,000 spots available in Irish workhouses, many taken 
by people too weakened by the famine to survive the forced manual work 
of the workhouse, widespread death and immigration were inevitable. The 
application of market ideology proved murderous and arguably genocidal 
against the indigenous Irish.14
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The tragic fate of the indigenous Irish, forced to live on lands where only 
potatoes would grow, and of the Scottish emigrants, forced off their trad-
itional lands so that lords could earn fortunes from sheep, may make the 
fate of the Cape Breton emigrants and their many counterparts throughout 
British North America, forced to move on to survive, seem tame. Long-term 
tenancy as opposed to land ownership was less common in the colonies than 
in Britain, where land ownership was concentrated among four thousand 
aristocrats. But the quality and quantity of land that European immigrants 
might obtain varied and the state offered no guarantees of help to those who 
endured short-term or long-term problems with putting food on the table. 
Those unable to purchase land or make a go of purchased land joined a pro-
letariat of those who could only survive by selling their labour. That was the 
case on the Canadian prairie lands after the Canadian government purchased 
them from their legally invented owners, the Hudson’s Bay Company (HBC), 
in 1869, leaving that company and the Canadian Pacific Railway (CPR) with 
much of the choicest land for free. Though the subsequent homestead laws 
gave ownership of plots of 160 acres to settlers who could convert a certain 
portion of the land to farmland, failure to meet that minimum requirement 
was widespread: in Alberta, from 1905 to 1930, only 54 percent of homestead-
ers managed to secure titles to their lands, while in Saskatchewan from 1911 
to 1931, a mere 43 percent were able to meet the requirements. Most farmers 
who failed to “prove up” had little option but to become urban and industrial 
workers, sometimes, like their Atlantic counterparts, moving far from their 
homes within their region or moving to the United States or another part of 
Canada. Even many who did prove up found that their homesteads would 
not yield a living. They needed to buy land that had been set aside for the 
CPR and HBC, and the credit payments for loans to make such purchases at 
the inflated values set by the companies drove many farmers off the land or 
needing to combine farming with off-farm work.15

While their lot may be viewed as far worse than that of the Cape Breton 
migrants, Irish and Scottish forced emigrants cannot be seen as the worst 
victims of a capitalist land system that, in its different forms, made it impos-
sible for many farmers to survive without moving on. As our discussion of 
the fate of the Mi’kmaq of Cape Breton and other Indigenous people in the 
lands of today’s Canada indicated starkly, the nonwhite conquered peoples of 
the European colonial world were victimized more brutally. Sticking to the 
British imperial world, for example, we see something akin, but ultimately far 



https://​doi​.org/​10​.15215/​aupress/​9781771994040​.01

340  Afterword

worse, in the fate of people throughout India who were subjected to British 
control of their land. The British East India Company, which had been given 
a monopoly over much of British-controlled India, forced farmers to abandon 
millennial agricultural practices that relied on a variety of crops and economic 
arrangements over wide areas for sharing when a particular area suffered crop 
failures. The company replaced such diversity and reciprocity with mono-
culture in each area meant to yield big crops for international markets. The 
results were horrendous. When the rice crop failed in a large area of Bengal 
in 1770, the company, taking the position that the British government would 
take in Ireland in 1846, forbade the export of foodstuffs from unaffected areas 
of Bengal to the famine areas. They did not want to create any expectation 
among their forced servants that they would be fed whether or not they pro-
duced a crop during a given year. The result was ten million deaths among 
an estimated thirty million Bengalis.16 There were so many deaths that the 
company pleaded to Britain for financial aid (for the company, not the famine 
victims) because its profits took a hit from so great a loss of workers. Britain 
responded by giving the company a monopoly of the American tea market, 
which in turn led to the Boston Tea Party in 1773, which helped launch the 
American Revolution.17

The starving Bengalis were given no possibility of immigrating elsewhere, 
either within India or to the Americas. That was a choice only given to white 
people such as the Irish and Scots. Similar circumstances led to ten million 
deaths of Tamils in South India from 1781 to 1783 and another ten million deaths 
in North India in 1783–84 and many millions more deaths in later famines.18 
So while the fate of the desperate Cape Bretoners of the 1840s who felt forced 
to migrate seems mild compared to the fate of the Irish famine emigrants of 
the same decade, even the latter, with its possibility of migration, represents 
a degree of privilege relative to what nonwhite peoples whose lands had been 
invaded by Europeans were forced to accept. That doesn’t denigrate the hard-
ships experienced by Cape Bretoners whose circumstances forced many to 
emigrate and encourage others to follow. Rather, it places their lived experi-
ences within a larger history of capitalist development in which the state and 
capitalists alike placed profits ahead of people’s rights to land tenure or stable 
incomes in their home communities.

The ability to migrate until they could find a degree of prosperity that 
motivated the Scots who came to Cape Breton but often did not stay did 
not exist for Indigenous peoples such as the Mi’kmaq. Both their efforts to 
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maintain their communities and their need to respond to the racism of the 
colonialists forced them to seek collective solutions and to offer resistance  
to colonialist plans that ignored their territorial homelands and their trad-
itions. Such resistance was also fundamental in the lives of Black Cape Bre-
toners, as Claudine Bonner notes in her chapter, “Bridging Religion and Black 
Nationalism: The Founding of St. Philips African Orthodox Church and the 
Universal Negro Improvement Association Hall in Whitney Pier, 1900–1930.” 
The Black community in the Pier included long-time Nova Scotians as well 
as more recent American and Caribbean immigrants. Dominion Steel and 
Coal Company (DOSCO) hired many Blacks but always relegated them to the 
dirtiest jobs in the steel plant. The discrimination that Blacks faced resulted 
in a variety of forms of resistance. Black nurses, prohibited from recognized 
nursing programs, created their own. The creation of a local chapter of the 
Universal Negro Improvement Association (UNIA) was key within that resist-
ance, an affirmation of Black nationalism that linked Cape Breton Blacks with 
the struggles of Black people everywhere to achieve liberation.

Both the discrimination that Cape Breton Blacks faced and the resistance 
of the African-descended population to attacks on them as individuals and 
as a community echoed the experiences of Blacks across Canada through-
out our national history from the colonial period to the present. While the 
geography of Canada did not support the plantation agriculture that made 
slavery widespread in some of the British colonies that formed the United 
States, slavery was legal in both New France and British North America until 
the British Parliament abolished the practice in legislation that took effect in 
1834. There were also free Blacks in Canada, such as the approximately three 
thousand former Anglo-American slaves who fled their masters to serve the 
British cause during the American Revolution and were resettled in Nova 
Scotia after Britain accepted its defeat in that colonial uprising.

But the discriminatory treatment that they received from both the British 
government and the white Loyalists who cared little that they had risked 
their lives for Britain caused about twelve hundred of the Black Loyalists to 
migrate to Sierra Leone. Their embrace of a return to Africa followed the 
same logic as the UNIA movement more than a century later: Blacks could 
expect nothing but abuse from the Europeans of North American who had 
once enslaved them and could only regain their full humanity by returning 
to Africa.19 But the European scramble for colonies in Africa in the latter half 
of the nineteenth century resulted in the imposition of quasi-slavery on most  
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of that continent and the deaths of millions of Africans whom the colonials 
overworked and underfed.20 So while the UNIA’s philosophy of a return to 
Africa might appeal to many North American Blacks conceptually, the real-
ities of European imperialism in Africa made such a return implausible for 
most.

Between the end of slavery in British North America in 1834 and the end 
of slavery in the United States after the Union defeat of the Confederacy in 
1865, an Underground Railroad operated by free Blacks, escaped slaves, and 
white abolitionists brought thousands of American escaped slaves to British 
North America. But everywhere they encountered abusive treatment, and 
many returned to the United States once slavery there had ended, choos-
ing to reunite with their families in their former homes rather than bring  
them to British North America. In British Columbia, for example, many 
Blacks attempting to escape restrictive legislation in California settled on 
Vancouver Island as farmers, ranchers, merchants, bakers, and barbers. But 
an overwhelming majority, finding their white neighbours unbearably racist, 
chose to return to their former country in the hopes that the post–Civil War 
era would be marked by greater equality among the races.21

After Canada became a country, racist politicians discouraged Black immi-
gration. About thirteen hundred African American homesteaders from Okla-
homa, facing the lawlessness of their white neighbours, moved to Alberta and  
Saskatchewan between 1910 and 1912 in an effort to establish homesteads  
and Black communities. Though they proved to be successful farmers, the 
white supremacist leaders of Canada ordered border officials not to allow 
more Blacks to enter the country and sent immigration agents to the US to 
counsel Blacks against thinking that they could escape racism by attempting 
to enter Canada. Canadian governments wanted an all-white country where 
Indigenous people were pushed to the margins and only white people could 
become immigrants.22 In the years that followed, Black and other nonwhite 
minorities faced persistent discrimination, evident in urban “renewal” pro-
grams that resulted in the levelling of Africville in Halifax and parts of China-
towns in a number of cities.23 Such forced relocations had parallels with the 
ongoing removals of Indigenous communities from cities.

Restrictions against Black immigration were only relaxed in the 1960s 
when a combination of labour shortages in Canada and the reluctance of 
Europeans to emigrate as their economies prospered made a whites-only 
immigration policy uneconomical for Canada. Nonwhite immigrants faced 
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a variety of obstacles, and Black organizations in particular played a large role 
in campaigns for human rights commissions. Over time, Black minorities in 
Canadian cities would form a network of organizations to fight formal and 
informal discriminatory practices.24

Apart from Indigenous, Black, and other racialized groups that faced dis-
crimination in Cape Breton and elsewhere in Canada, several chapters in 
this collection deal with discrimination against white Europeans in Cape 
Breton whose cultural backgrounds were shaped in languages other than 
English. Ronald Labelle’s chapter, “An Invisible Minority: Acadians in Indus-
trial Cape Breton,” traces the anglicization of the Acadian minority on the 
island. Most postconquest Acadian arrivals in Cape Breton felt compelled 
to assimilate to English. By the early 1900s, however, as coal mines attracted 
Acadian migration to the island along with some migration from French-
speaking countries, Acadian organizations hoping to defend Acadian culture 
founded French-language schools. Rural towns with significant concentrations  
of French speakers such as Chéticamp resisted assimilation relatively suc-
cessfully, whereas by 1950, in Reserve Mines, for example, at least 75 percent 
of Acadians had given up French for English. Acadian rights organizations 
used the courts to force Sydney to establish a French-language school and 
to pressure the University College of Cape Breton and the Canadian Coast 
Guard College to offer instruction in French. While such changes decelerated 
the loss of French as a first language, the descendants of the original Acadian 
settlers remained anglicized.

The Cape Breton experience of French speakers paralleled the experience 
of French speakers across Canada, specifically outside Quebec and in north-
ern New Brunswick, where French-speaking majorities were in a stronger 
position to protect their language. Before the late 1960s, for example, in Brit-
ish Columbia, public schools offered instruction only in English. French-
speaking parents who wanted their children educated in French had to be 
able to afford private school fees. The first crack in the BC wall of resistance 
to French-language instruction came in 1968, after lobbying by the Fédéra-
tion canadienne-française de la Colombie-Britannique led to the Coquitlam 
school board receiving provincial approval to offer, on an experimental basis, 
a kindergarten program in French to be followed by instruction in French 
for grades 1 to 3.25 Such accommodation to linguistic minorities, as in Cape 
Breton, came too late for the majority of those whose mother tongue was 
French. The 1971 census indicated that 77 percent of British Columbians aged 
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thirty-five to forty-four whose parents were French speakers had been angli-
cized by that year—that is, their home language had become English.26

French-language instruction in public schools was offered only in the ear-
liest school grades in Alberta and Saskatchewan before the 1970s, and as in 
British Columbia and Cape Breton, few employers made any accommodations 
for French speakers.27 In both provinces, while anglicization was disturbingly 
high in all age groups, it had galloped over time. While 42 percent of Alber-
tans with French as their mother tongue over the age of sixty-five had made 
English their home language by 1971, 64 percent in the thirty-five to forty-four 
age bracket had followed that route.28 Rates of anglicization were somewhat 
smaller in provinces east of Saskatchewan but were concerningly high every-
where outside Quebec and New Brunswick. The passage of the Official Lan-
guages Act by the federal government in 1969 and federal and provincial 
programs meant to counter anglicization and persuade Quebec that it was part 
of a bilingual nation-state was supposed to reverse the erosion of the French 
language outside Quebec and the Acadian region of New Brunswick. As in 
Cape Breton, organizations of francophones that fought for greater language 
equality and organized activities for their communities meant to preserve 
French as a mother tongue developed higher profiles.

But they largely failed to achieve their overall objective. La Fédération 
des Francophones hors Quebec reported in 1978 that the Official Languages 
Act and provincial policies encouraging bilingualism were mainly focused on 
giving English speakers working in the public sector some degree of fluency 
in French. They did nothing to help French-speaking minorities maintain 
their culture and language.29 Statistician Charles Castonguay reported in  
1993 that “since 1971, individual Anglicization appears to have continued at the 
same level among Canadian francophones. On the other hand, it is clear that 
they are experiencing a collective assimilation that is unprecedented: today 
French may well be transmitted more regularly as a legacy; but there are too 
few heirs.”30 The 2016 census provided little evidence that the disappearance 
of heirs to the French language was turning around. While 91 percent of 
Quebecers with French as their mother tongue spoke that language at home, 
the figure outside Quebec was 34 percent.31

In short, the fate of French is the same in Cape Breton as in most parts of 
Canada. While Canadians often attempt to portray their country as a mosaic 
rather than the melting pot of the United States, in which home cultures 
and languages are lost and mix together to create one national culture, the 
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fate of the French language outside Quebec and northern New Brunswick 
challenges that comparison. The fates of other languages than English and 
French provide a further challenge to that characterization of Canadian 
“multiculturalism.” That is evident in Heather Sparling’s contribution to this 
collection, “Twenty-First-Century Uses for Twentieth-Century Nova Scotia 
Gaelic Song Collections: From Language Preservation to Revitalization and 
the Articulation of Cultural Values.” Sparling complicates Ian McKay’s analysis 
of folk culture as an effort to idealize a nation’s identity rather than document 
its authentic character. Antimodernism and romanticism are employed to 
challenge science, industrialism, and cosmopolitanism. Sparling contrasts 
the collection by many individuals of different backgrounds of Gaelic songs 
with the historical discrimination in Cape Breton against the Gaelic language 
and the negative characterizations of Gaels that discouraged Gaelic speakers 
from transmitting their language to their children. That has been the fate of 
many languages across Canada, from Indigenous to European, Asian, and 
African dialects.

While folk cultures are now celebrated across Canada in museums, desig-
nated historic sites, scholarly and popular research, and publications, the 
languages that have kept them distinct are threatened intergenerationally. 
“Overall, 72.0% of people with a non-official mother tongue speak a language 
other than their mother tongue at home,” reported the 2016 census.32 While 
most of those people also sometimes use their original language at home, 
18 percent reported that they never do. But the loss of mother tongues alto-
gether was far higher among some groups, who, like the Gaels, have a long 
history in Canada. Only 11.5 percent of Canadians who report Ukrainian des-
cent, for example, claim to be able to speak the language. Among those whose 
mother tongue is Ukrainian, just 32 percent report a good understanding  
of the language, though another 20 percent claim a partial understanding.33 
Like the Gaels of Cape Breton, Ukrainian heritage is celebrated in many ways. 
The ambitious Ukrainian Village reconstruction east of Edmonton is a pri-
mary example. So are the programs in Ukrainian studies at the Universities 
of Manitoba, Saskatchewan, Alberta, and Toronto. But like the Cape Breton 
Gaels, Ukrainian immigrants to Canada, who began arriving in the 1890s, 
found that their language and culture were denigrated by Anglo-Canadians 
and that achieving success in Canada meant not just becoming fluent in Eng-
lish but also abandoning their own scorned language.34
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The 2016 census shows that the retention of the Dutch language has been 
even less encouraging than the retention of Ukrainian. Only 17 percent of 
those claiming Dutch as their maternal language speak it well, while another 
7 percent claim a partial understanding of the language. That puts into per-
spective the experience of Ella Barron, whose Canadian experience is the 
subject of Ken Donovan’s chapter, “‘Everybody Was Crying’: Ella Barron, 
Dutch War Bride in Amsterdam and Ingonish, Cape Breton, 1923–2020.” Born 
into poverty in Holland, Ella’s marriage to a Canadian serviceman led to her 
becoming a war bride and stepmother to his three children in Cape Breton. 
Donovan notes that she faced discrimination as a Dutch-speaking Protestant 
in a Catholic community. While Ella retained some affinity for her homeland, 
and no doubt so did many other immigrants from Holland, the hostility of 
English-speaking Canadians to immigrants speaking their mother tongue 
clearly had an impact on decisions made by Dutch immigrants about whether 
or not to pass on their language to their children in Canada.

The complexities of defining a local culture are often evidenced in the 
efforts of the tourism industry to frame particular cultural stories that will 
be attractive to potential visitors. Anne-Louise Muise Semple and Del Muise 
provide an encouraging story of change over time for Cape Breton in this 
area. In “From Artifact to Living Cultures: Cape Breton’s Tourism History 
and the Emergence of the Celtic Colours International Festival,” they exam-
ine the changing strategy of Cape Breton’s tourist sector, which shifted from 
heritage and nature to an emphasis on experiential tourism. While the focus is 
rather pointedly on the Gaelic and rural culture of the island with other ethnic 
groups and the island’s urban history unrepresented in Celtic Colours, the 
festival does focus on a “showcasing of living cultures” that in turn provides 
tangible economic aid to those who want to preserve those cultures.

It’s a laudable branding exercise despite all that it leaves out. Its emphasis 
on a particular rural culture is more authentic than some other examples in 
Canada of celebrations of rural life that nonetheless have in common the 
exclusion of urban and industrial pasts and presents. For example, white-
collar Calgary, drowning in oil money, continues a long, inauthentic tradition 
of making the Calgary Stampede, a rural-themed event, its annual fair. The 
Calgary Stampede had been planned as an annual event in 1912 by an Amer-
ican promoter just as the ranching economy that had contributed to the city’s 
earlier growth was receding. Its continuation for over a century demonstrates 
the importance to many cities of branding and commodification with no 
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connection to the current realities of the city.35 Edmonton does one better. Its 
annual Klondike Exhibition perpetuates the notion that Edmonton played 
a major role as a supplier to gold seekers during the Klondike gold rush of 
the late 1890s. In fact, though its merchants hoped that their then modest 
prairie town would get traction from adventurers going north, other routes 
northward proved more popular. The gold rush had minimal impact on the 
development of Edmonton as a city. Only two thousand of the one hundred 
thousand aspiring gold seekers attempted the Edmonton route, with only a 
few actually reaching their destination and none reported to have found any 
gold.36 Cape Breton’s rural culture is clearly a “living culture,” and it is rather 
the urban cultures based on coal and steel that Cape Breton festivals only 
provide glimpses toward with performances of the Men of the Deeps. But 
it is in the nature of tourism to tell only part of the story, and Cape Breton 
deserves credit for telling a story that reflects a revival of Gaelic life that once 
was suppressed on the island.

The pressures on people to speak a particular language, to fit into the 
dominant cultural forms that influence the spaces we call Cape Breton and 
Canada, and to share the same entertainments were not, in any case, always 
experienced as oppression. Sporting activities often served an integrative 
role, as John G. Reid demonstrates in his chapter, “‘The Grand Old Game’: 
The Complex History of Cricket in Cape Breton to 1914.” Though cricket 
was clearly a settler sport, it produced a degree of settler integration across 
social classes. Organized sports’ complex role in reducing social class tensions 
and racial tensions has been documented by sports historians along with  
its contrary role of affirming social divisions. In St. John’s, teams from differ-
ent vocations played baseball, the most popular sport in Canada in the late 
nineteenth century, against one another, and Roman Catholic teams competed 
with Protestant teams. But Blacks in Halifax and most everywhere else had to 
form their own baseball leagues before World War II because whites refused 
to include them in their leagues. Boxing, by contrast, was partially open to 
Blacks, and several Canadian champions also became important boxers in the 
United States. Though Indigenous people were also segregated from partici-
pating in sports organized by organizations of whites, runner Tom Longboat 
won the Boston Marathon in 1907.37

The racism that was prevalent in most areas of Cape Breton life, as revealed 
in this book’s chapters, served the interests of the capitalist system that pre-
vailed on the island and throughout Canada. The chapters in this collection 
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that focus on the economy and class divisions of the island speak perhaps most 
clearly to the reality that however unique the experiences of people in Cape 
Breton may appear on the surface, they are grounded in global social rela-
tions created by a particular economic structure whose reach is multinational. 
Don Nerbas’s chapter, “Empire, Colonial Enterprise, and Speculation: Cape 
Breton’s Coal Boom of the 1860s” is particularly pointed in its emphasis on 
the extent to which the opportunities or lack thereof available to people in  
Cape Breton have been shaped by forces beyond their control despite the 
facade of democratic institutions in their midst. Nerbas underlines the role of 
the British Empire in developing the coal industry on the island versus a more 
traditional focus on growing dependence on American capital and markets 
and a liberal economic order. London capital financed Cape Breton’s coal 
boom in the 1860s, which collapsed during the global economic recession of 
the 1870s, an international event over which Cape Bretoners had no influence. 
That imperialist financial presence continued with the creation of the British 
Empire Steel Corporation, “which delivered to the Sydney coalfield another 
round of financial ruination.”

As the editors suggest in this book’s introduction, Cape Breton ended up 
gradually with no coal mining industry at all. Like the island’s steel plant, the 
coal industry depended on foreign capital and foreign markets, and the prof-
its also went abroad, leaving little room for the creation of alternative, more 
home-based industries through the investment of those profits locally. By  
the time the Nova Scotia provincial government took coal and steel under the 
government umbrella, it was too late for either of them to become economic.

Much of the history of capitalist development in Canada parallels the Cape 
Breton experience. An overdependence on the extraction of resources and 
their financing by foreigners or at least people outside the regions where the 
resources are located marks much of Canada’s industrial history. External 
financing, external markets, and class struggles over the division of income 
from the resource also mark the history of the coal industry in Western Can-
ada, particularly in the Crowsnest Pass.38 In Quebec, entire communities 
depended on the fate of the asbestos industry, which gradually disappeared 
as the companies’ efforts to hide the reality that the product was highly toxic 
became less tenable in the face of media revelations.39

The employment that was created by resource industries dependent on 
foreign markets frequently proved to be short term and, ultimately, resulted 
in a disastrous decline for many communities across Canada. At Pine Point 
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in the Northwest Territories, a Consolidated Mining and Smelting Com-
pany of Canada (COMINCO) lead and zinc mine that was opened in 1964 
created a working-class community with good wages. But that good news 
story cost Canadian taxpayers about $100 million to build infrastructure that 
COMINCO wasn’t prepared to spend its own money on. The big losers were 
Indigenous people in the area, whose trapping grounds shrank because of the 
building of the mine and the highway that connected it to southern points as 
well as the increased population in the area that the workers and managers 
in the mine represented. They lamented, “Our traditional grounds are slowly 
being overtaken by these employees. There is virtually no benefit to be spoken 
of from the mine.”40 Any benefits to the employees and to Canadian taxpayers 
vanished in 1988 when the mine closed, leaving the disturbances to nature 
that it had earlier caused to linger perhaps permanently.

Even when Indigenous people were hired by a mining firm, the end  
of the story looked much the same. Noranda Mines began mining uranium  
in the area of the Anishinabek of the Serpent River First Nation in 1953. 
Although the First Nation had a reserve that dated back to the Robinson-
Huron Treaty of 1850, Noranda bypassed the need for their permission to open 
a plant on reserve property to process the sulphuric acid that is a waste prod-
uct of mining uranium. Instead, Noranda leased the land from a lumber mill 
to which the Serpent River people had provided a lease for part of the reserve’s 
property. The Anishinabek protested, and Noranda bought their acquiescence 
by providing employment to many reserve residents. When the plant closed 
within a decade of opening, Noranda left wastes in the soil and waters nearby. 
The combination of the pollution from the sulphuric acid plant and the mine 
resulted in a huge drop in the quantity of both local fish and game. Swimming 
became dangerous, removing an important recreational activity.41

While the fate of settlers in coal mining areas of Cape Breton might have 
resembled that of the asbestos miners of Quebec more than Indigenous people 
in Ontario and the Northwest Territories, all of them found themselves aban-
doned by resource extraction companies that made their profits and moved 
on. Even when community activism seemed to have resulted in some con-
cessions being made to the Mi’kmaq of Cape Breton during the more liberal 
era of the post–World War II period, those were largely forsaken during the 
neoliberal period that began in the late 1970s and has arguably persisted to  
the present. Neoliberalism largely rejects the modifications to marketplace 
economics of the earlier era in favour of a tight state-corporate partnership 
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that highlights the earning of profits over all other goals on the spurious 
grounds that economic growth is required for the creation of happy societies 
and that only a mollycoddling of investors and deregulation by govern-
ments can produce such growth. And so William Langford traces the hist-
ory of oyster farming in “The Great Spawn: Aquaculture and Development  
on the Bras d’Or Lake.”

The Mi’kmaq of Eskasoni were confronted with precarious employment 
from the 1920s onward. They viewed oyster farming as a means of self-
determination. But the few jobs it produced were seasonal. Efforts to persuade 
the Cape Breton Development Corporation (DEVCO) to develop the industry 
further faltered in the 1980s as DEVCO pulled out of development activities in 
favour of tax incentives and small-business loans. So oyster farming remained 
a marginal sector.

The neoliberal logic, which provided setbacks to Indigenous efforts to 
achieve self-determination, created a nationwide series of efforts by Indigen-
ous people to demand their right to control their own lands and be exempted 
from the developing paradigm that removed state interventions that at least 
somewhat balanced monopolistic marketplace power. While they had some 
limited successes despite the violent reactions of state authorities, mostly 
their fate was similar to that of settler groups that were outside the “one per-
cent” with all the economic and social power.42 Lachlan MacKinnon’s chapter, 
“Industrial Crisis and the Cape Breton Coal Miners at the End of the Long 
Twentieth Century, 1981–86,” demonstrates that the strategy employed by the 
trade unions during the period of the “historic compromise” between cap-
ital and labour during the early postwar period proved useless in defending 
workers’ rights during the period of neoliberalism. The historic compromise 
in 1945 involved a three-way bargain. Capital would accept trade unions as 
representatives of workers in particular sectors dominated by big companies 
in return for labour peace: the trade unions would have to sign and then police 
collective agreements, suppressing any wildcat strikes that might arise, and 
accept owners’ and investors’ total rights to make corporate policy, including 
all policies that affected life on the shop floor not specifically covered in col-
lective agreements. The trade unions would limit their defence of workers’ 
rights by only negotiating about wages and benefits while accepting manage-
ment’s total right to manage the work process. The state would enforce collect-
ive agreements and would provide a degree of social protection for individual 
workers through social programs.
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While many workers achieved benefits from this compromise, the trade 
union leadership was perhaps the most invested group within society in mak-
ing the compromise permanent. For governments and industry, much of the 
compromise seemed to be a temporary truce necessary to deal with worker 
alienation from the capitalist system after sixteen years occupied by the Great 
Depression, World War I, and the fear of a recurrence of the postwar recession. 
Many elements within industry never accepted the compromise, and their 
forces grew in the 1960s when younger workers who had not experienced 
the Depression or war behaved far more incautiously than their parents in 
fighting corporate control over their work lives. Wildcats caused by unjust 
punishments of particular workers or a general disgust with speed-ups, unsafe 
working conditions, and negotiated wage increases that seemed insufficient 
in the light of corporate profits became common. Many employers regretted 
fiscal and social policies that focused on near-full employment because such 
policies made workers believe that they could find other jobs if they were fired 
or live without work if necessary. Relocating jobs to Third World countries 
where unions were illegal or had no teeth, the corporate leadership was able 
to persuade the leading political parties in the First World to reduce social 
benefits and implement monetary and fiscal policies that led to increased 
unemployment. The bankers referred to the “NAIRU,” the nonaccelerating 
inflation rate of unemployment, or in plain English, the rate of unemployment 
that would scare the bejesus out of workers and make strikes unlikely; tied to 
decreased social wages, especially from unemployment insurance, which was 
made far harder to qualify for, the NAIRU would discipline workers in ways 
that had been more common in the period before the historic compromise.43

Workers did, if with less frequency, rebel against the neoliberal order that 
was replacing the more liberal postwar order. MacKinnon’s chapter addresses 
this point as well. Faced with wage and benefits reductions in the early 1980s as 
neoliberalism made its still early appearance in Canada, the miners employed 
by DEVCO were split on how to react. Older miners were mostly content 
to grin and bear the Nova Scotia government’s efforts to reduce payouts to 
working miners. But younger miners remained resistant to management 
depredations and led a strike from July to October 1981. Women in the coal 
communities “sought solidarity across Canada, drawing comparisons between 
their efforts and those of the wives of striking Inco workers in Sudbury 
during their 1978 strike.” But the international office of the United Mine 
Workers of America, the union of the Cape Breton miners, had the trade 
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union mindset of the historic compromise period. Unable to cope with the 
breakdown of arrangements in which the master was willing to toss crumbs 
to the workers to gain their acquiescence to a system of great inequalities of 
wealth and power, they did not support the young strikers. Their strike fund 
became “moribund” while the company fought them tenaciously, secure in 
the knowledge that the financial masters within the union were on the side 
of the corporations, not their members.

There were similar circumstances outside Cape Breton. Perhaps the most 
reported strike during the 1980s was that of the packinghouse workers at 
Gainers in Alberta. Their boss, Peter Pocklington, was best known for his 
ownership of the Edmonton Oilers hockey team and his interventions in 
national progressive conservative politics. Gainers’ workers took a huge roll-
back in wages in 1984 to preserve their jobs after being promised by Pockling-
ton that they would be rewarded with a share of his profits when company 
sales turned around. They had turned around by 1986 when their contract 
terminated, but Pocklington demanded that the workers take further cuts to 
their wages and benefits, including their retirement pension. This time the 
local union, supported by virtually all the members, said no, and a seven-
month labour conflict ensued. Over ten thousand people attended a rally at 
the provincial legislature in support of the Gainers workers, and for months, 
workers from other unions as well as other supporters joined the workers on 
their picket line. Efforts by workers to stop scabs from entering the plant led 
to violent confrontations with the Edmonton police, who worked on behalf 
of Pocklington’s interests. The local union then led a successful national cam-
paign to boycott Gainers products; it also raised hundreds of thousands of 
dollars to support the strikers. But as in Cape Breton, the national leadership 
of the union, in this case, the United Food and Commercial Workers, was 
not in support of the local union. Its instincts remained to attempt to regain 
the good relations that existed between the companies and the meatpacking 
workers from 1945 to 1984.44

The presence of cautious sellouts at the top of some Canadian unions dur-
ing the neoliberal era is not much of a surprise when one examines the period 
of the historic compromise. In the effort to fulfill their contradictory roles of 
representatives of the workers whom they had organized, on the one hand, 
and administrators of the largely proemployer rules that the employers and the 
state expected them to enforce, on the other, union leaders walked a fine line. 
They often resented the efforts of radicals to put workers’ interests ahead of the 



https://​doi​.org/​10​.15215/​aupress/​9781771994040​.01

Afterword  353

union leaders’ enforcement duties, which postwar labour legislation enshrined 
as the cost for treating unions as legal entities with legally enforceable collect-
ive agreements. David Frank’s chapter, “C. B. Wade, Research Director and 
Labour Historian, 1944–50,” introduces one of these labour radicals. In his role 
as research director of District 26 of the United Mine Workers of America, 
Wade mounted campaigns for labour solidarities during the 1947 coal strikes 
on the island. His research labelled capitalism as the cause of regional dispar-
ities. His firing as a suspected Communist in 1950 reflected the determination 
of more establishment labour figures to cooperate with capitalists rather than 
always take the side of workers in labour-capital conflicts.

Wade’s background was entirely outside Cape Breton before he was hired 
by the UMW in 1944. Born and raised in Britain, his years in Canada before 
1944 were spent as a chartered accountant and then an instructor at Queen’s 
University. But his hiring and firing reflected contestation within a Cape Bre-
ton union that had its counterparts elsewhere in the country. Neither his hir-
ing nor his firing can be seen as unique Cape Breton stories. Hired by District 
26 when radicals were influential within the union in 1944, Wade’s welcome 
could have occurred in many other parts of Canada because the Communists 
and their allies played key roles during wartime in organizing workers and 
preparing for combat on behalf of workers’ aspirations in the postwar period.45

Similarly, Wade’s firing in 1950 could have occurred anywhere else in 
Canada because by that point, the Cold War was a global phenomenon  
and certainly had a hold across the country. And so, for example, support 
for the Canadian Seamen’s Union (CSU) during the 1930s and 1940s when it 
organized the seamen and extracted concessions from shipping companies 
on their behalf was widespread in the trade union movement before the Cold 
War. The CSU fought a valiant though ultimately unsuccessful battle to main-
tain Canada’s world-class merchant fleet after the war. Neither the shippers nor  
the Canadian government appreciated CSU activism. The two collaborated 
with a company union called the Seafarers International Union (SIU) to break 
the CSU. The federal government allowed Hal Banks, a mobster with Amer-
ican convictions that made him ineligible to enter Canada, to not only enter 
the country but lead the SIU. That alleged union soon showed itself to be  
a thug puppet of the shipping companies. Only in 1964, when there was no 
chance that the CSU could be re-established, did the federal government take 
action against the leaders of the SIU. In 1950, the year Wade lost his employ-
ment with District 26, the Trades and Labour Congress of Canada (TLC), 
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one of two competing national union centrals, stripped the CSU of its union 
status and disaffiliated the union. Both the TLC and the rival Congress of 
Canadian Labour dismissed unions led by Communists elected by their union 
members and carried out raids to weaken those unions. That undemocratic 
practice continued when the two rival organizations formed the Canadian 
Labour Congress in 1956.46

The strength of the chapters in this book is that they address Cape Breton 
issues and events with critical eyes that resist any temptation to engage in folk 
history and romanticization of the lives of its peoples or in the smothering of 
class, race, and gender differences, among others, in the name of a common 
Cape Breton sense of belonging. Some chapters hint at the place of the stor-
ies they are telling in contexts that go beyond the bounds of the island while 
others are tightly focused on local details. While this afterword tries to place 
all of these Cape Breton stories in national and sometimes international para-
digms, it is important not to deny the importance of people’s lived experiences, 
resistance to injustices, and successes and failures in efforts to improve their 
lives. As the author of a history of social policy throughout history and across 
the globe, I know the dangers of homogenizing human experience in particu-
lar eras and underestimating the abilities of people in particular places to win 
victories, temporary or long-standing, over powerful forces.47 But the beauty 
of the chapters in this collection is that they tell local, generally bottom-up 
stories in unvarnished ways that make clear both the limitations under which 
particular groups of Cape Bretoners operated and the extent to which they 
fought such limitations, along with assessments of the results. That makes it 
rather easy to place these stories in larger national and international contexts.
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