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Introduction

			I grew up in Southern England and married my wife in London, where our first child was born. We didn’t want to raise him in the city and we were able to emigrate to Canada. We settled in Big Baddeck, the name given to the Baddeck River Valley, stretching from the Highlands to the Bras d’Or Lake (Pitu’paq) in Unama’ki (Cape Breton), Nova Scotia. The year was 1972, and we were part of a wave of back-to-the-landers and draft dodgers from the USA.

			We bought a property with an old barn and a little house, with a dug well, no running water, no telephone, electricity disconnected. We flattered ourselves briefly that we were farmers, but more accurately we were people living on what had once been a farm, a modest enough clearing in the forest. I wanted to learn how the original settlers came to be here. What were their experiences? How did they live here? What was it like? And what had it been like before they came?

			This telling of the story starts with a suggestion of how the First Nations people and the newcomers from Europe were living in this part of the world in the 1600s. But most of the stories are from about 1750 to 1950, recorded by visitors and residents, or learned recently from interviews and conversations.

			Notwithstanding the widely accepted notion that John Cabot came to Aspy Bay in northern Cape Breton in 1497 establishing a right of first discovery for the British, European explorers and adventurers first ventured into the Gulf of St. Lawrence in the sixteenth century. Apart from British boats there were boats from Spain and Portugal which came to exploit the vast resources of this, to them, new land, and the sea around it.

			They fished, traded for furs, hunted waterfowl, moose, caribou, rabbit. They traded with the Mi’kmaq and learned their ways of living in this landscape. Cod was particularly important. It was processed by salting and drying, allowing it to be preserved and traded to Europe and the Caribbean. The trade was carried out initially by fishermen coming for the season and returning to Europe each winter. The advantage of permanent settlement and the need to defend territory against rivals became apparent.

			Nicholas Denys was an early European adventurer and trader who operated extensively across what’s now known as Maritime Canada. At one time he had a base in St. Ann’s Bay and another at St. Peter’s. The obvious route between them was over the Bras d’Or Lake, passing close to La Badecque and the First Nations communities there.

			The French and the British disputed the territory. In the early 1700s the French established Louisbourg as their main fort and trading centre guarding the entrance to the Gulf of St. Lawrence. But Louisburg was lost to the British just fifty years later and the French were expelled from Cape Breton.

			English-speaking settlement of the Baddeck area began with Jonathan Jones. He helped to lead a party of 160 Empire Loyalists, fleeing the newly independent USA. They came in 1784 after the British government first allowed land claims to be made in Cape Breton. Jones left most of the party in Louisbourg and went ahead to claim large landholdings at the mouth of the Baddeck River, likely part of his recompense for leading the party. Other settlers followed, most particularly from Scotland.

			In the early 1800s, what is now referred to as Big Baddeck was simply known as Baddeck, and the village now called Baddeck was sometimes referred to as Little Baddeck. The Baddeck community had relationships with neighbouring St. Ann’s Bay, Middle River, Margaree, Whycocomagh, and across the Bras d’Or Lake, to North Sydney and beyond.

			Some people were alive till recently who knew the valley in the days before the telephone, electricity and mechanization showed up to the backcountry. For them transportation was by horse and wagon or on foot. Farms were largely worked by hand or with horses, and offered self-sufficiency to the farm family and, they hoped, a modest surplus to be traded for staples like flour, sugar, tea and tobacco.

			Nowadays the Big Baddeck loop has been a paved road since about 1980. It comes out from the village of Baddeck to the Red Bridge, goes up one side of the river and back on the other. There is MacCharles Cross, MacPhee’s Cross, the Big Glen, the New Glen, and the North Branch. There is Big Farm, Peter’s Brook, and Zion Road. This is mostly what is now called Big Baddeck.

			The story I’m telling here is specifically of what happened in Big Baddeck—of how people have lived in this landscape over the last 450 years or so. But it is a story similar to what happened all across North America. The short Atlantic crossing from Northern Europe encouraged early colonization here before some places farther west, particularly for settlers from the islands and highlands of Scotland.

			



	

An early European adventurer in Atlantic Canada

			An early European adventurer in Atlantic Canada

			Pope Nicholas V issued a papal bull in 1452 authorising various European powers to conquer the lands of non-Christians and to spread Christianity. This was particularly directed at West Africa, but the “Doctrine of Discovery” became the “Law of Nations” which encouraged, enabled and justified European expansion in North America and elsewhere.

			In 2023 the edict was repudiated by the Catholic Church, which suggested that it had been misinterpreted by colonial governments. Enormous changes have occurred since Europeans arrived, and now efforts are being made to address land-claim settlements and the rights for self-government by First Nations.

			Nicholas Denys (1598–1688) wrote a detailed description of life in what we now call Atlantic Canada, based on his long and wide-ranging experience here. Denys was born in France and was possibly a descendant of Jean Denys, the first French sailor who is known to have made a voyage to the New World, a fishing expedition in 1506. Nicholas Denys grew up in France and received little formal education, though he described himself as belonging to a family of engineers where he learned about navigation, the fishing business, lumbering and administration.

			In 1629, English privateers had seized control of much of Atlantic Canada by cutting off supplies to Quebec City, threatening starvation to Samuel de Champlain and his Frenchmen there. Under the terms of a treaty in 1632 Quebec, Acadia and Cape Breton were returned to French control. Nicholas Denys, in his mid-thirties, was appointed as an agent of the Compagnie de la Nouvelle-France and charged to fit out an expedition to take possession of the country and to recruit volunteers to establish a colony.

			Denys’ party of three hundred men in three vessels established themselves on the South Shore of Nova Scotia at LaHave in 1632. Denys received a large land grant, but the death of his partner two years later sparked a dispute and set a pattern that followed him for all his life. There were claims and counterclaims, compensations agreed but not paid, imprisonment and pardons (twice).

			Denys gained extensive experience in the region and lived in different places in Newfoundland, New Brunswick and Nova Scotia. In Cape Breton, he had a base in St. Ann’s Bay and another in St. Peter’s (where there is now a reconstruction and museum in his honour.) The route between those bases was the Bras d’Or Lake, passing by La Badecque and the First Nations established there. Denys received grants to enormous areas—from Canso to the Gaspé including Cape Breton, the Magdalen Islands, Prince Edward Island and Nova Scotia, as we now call those places.

			He and his men hunted and fished and traded with the Mi’kmaq. Ships came from France each spring and returned there in the fall with lumber, furs and dried cod. Denys brought settlers to fish and work the land, and cattle and horses. His ambition was great but he overestimated his ability to fulfil it. Debts climbed, there was an armed clash with rivals followed by a fire and plunder; business losses mounted.

			Nicholas Denys’ son Richard achieved some version of the successful settlement denied to his father. By 1689, Richard Denys had more than one hundred French settlers within his domain, and there were two Mi’kmaq settlements nearby, one on the Baie de Chaleur, of four hundred people, and the other at Miramichi, of five hundred in eighty wigwams. This was in what is now northern New Brunswick.

			At age seventy Nicholas Denys was living in Nipisiguit (now Bathurst, New Brunswick) where he sought to repair his fortune by writing his memoirs. The book was published in France in 1672 but not until 1908 in English. Description and Natural History of the Coasts of North America was translated by William F. Gagnon who commented that it was “not simple to render a book of bad French into one of good English.” Denys had enormous knowledge and experience but had not lived a literary life, though his life is now well remembered because of his writing. The book is an important early description of what Europeans found when they first came into this area.

			Food and furs

			Cod was a staple sought for years and taken in huge numbers, dried and salted for trade to Europe and the Caribbean. The bounty of the New World seemed boundless. “Halibut is the name given [to a certain fish] by the fishermen, who curse them because they are so large.” Denys remarks how they were roasted and eaten with vinegar, or boiled and placed in butter, or with good herbs and orange. They were so huge that one fish was capable of furnishing a dinner for forty or fifty people. And there were lobsters with a claw so large it could hold a pint of wine. “They are very good eating with all kinds of sauces.”

			The Mi’kmaq gathered oysters through the ice using a kind of long wooden pincer to pick them off the bottom. The oysters were placed on the coals of a fire two or three in a large shell with their water, crumbs of bread and a little pepper or nutmeg and were good eating, Denys wrote. “When the men are sated, each one takes a load; and the dogs, harnessed like horses, draw each one a bag full on a little sledge.” Denys described ice fishing on ponds where a hole was made in the ice and with a hook and line one hundred sea trout (“salmon trout”) about a foot long could be taken in an afternoon. “They are very good.” There was an obvious delight in the plenty of the place and no apparent regard to the idea that the plenty might have a limit.

			Denys wrote of otters, killed at the proper season, that were sold for as much as eight, ten, or twelve Louis d’Or each (this suggests a price as high as $7000 Canadian at today’s gold price.) “But though those fine ones were still much sought they were no longer so dear.” Fashion changes, novelty moves on.

			Of the beaver, the inner part of the tail is a firm fat “and is very good eating boiled or fried.” When beaver hats were popular, the skins were in great vogue but that was no longer so, though there was still a trade for furs in Germany, Poland and Russia. In France, the long hair was sometimes cut off and the skin used to make slippers “for the court-house at Paris.” Of geese, he remarks they have “the bigness of a turkey” with a taste “very pleasant, roasted or boiled, but not salted.”

			Denys remarked of the porcupine that “It is very good to eat. It is placed on the fire to be grilled like a pig, but before that the Indian women draw out all the quills from the back, which are the largest, and from them make beautiful works. Being singed, well roasted, washed, and placed on the spit it is as good as suckling pig.” I don’t think porcupines were ever present in Cape Breton, though I have heard there was an effort by the Mi’kmaq to introduce them at one time.

			Wild geese and ducks were hunted and dogs used to retrieve the kill. Marten, mink, ermine were all valuable for their fur. And “it is necessary not to forget the rabbit.” A long hedge was made with branches, with little passages here and there. In those passages were placed the rabbit’s favourite winter food—little branches of birch—and the snares. “From thirty snares set, one will have next morning at least twenty rabbits, if the night has been a good one … They are very good roasted.” The crow is “as good to eat as chicken,” the barred owl “better and more delicate eating than the chicken” and the robin “not bad to eat.”

			The newcomers

			Before Europeans arrived there were no guns in North America. The moose was the king of the natural order with few threats, though they were hunted by the First Nations with bows, arrows and spears. The coming of the gun put them much more at risk. Denys suggested that all of the moose was good to eat. “It is eaten roasted and boiled, and makes a good stew. It is salted to preserve it … One can eat all his fill of it, and then an hour later eat as much again; it never gives any inconvenience. As for the taste it suggests venison … and the hair is good for making a mattress.”

			According to Mi’kmaq reports, the forests along the coast “are as nothing in comparison to those which are inland and on the upper parts of the rivers.” The truth of which Denys verified in one place where he found meadows and ponds, and “the trees very much more beautiful in height and thickness, and stand more open and less confused. One could there chase a moose on horseback.” I can only say good luck to that, though it is true enough that some of the mature forest is quite open, comparatively.

			“The island [of Cape Breton] has also been esteemed for the hunting of moose,” Denys said. “They were found formerly in great numbers, but at present they are no more. The natives have destroyed everything, and have abandoned the island, finding there no longer the wherewithal for living.” (In his translation, Gagnon adds a footnote that the moose was abundant on the island in 1908, though not long after that it was fully extirpated on Cape Breton, as also the caribou.)

			“It is not that the chase of small game is not good and abundant there, but this does not suffice for their support, besides which it costs them too much in powder and ball. For with one shot of a gun, with which they would kill a moose, they will kill only one wild goose or two, sometimes three, and this does not suffice to support them and their families as a big animal does.” It may be that Denys didn’t understand the mobility of the First Nations population. Groups moved from one place to another from season to season and according to the available wildlife. This was different from much of European tradition, though people often moved about in pursuit of better opportunities in Europe as well, which is what they did in coming to North America. Denys describes the hunter-gatherer lifestyle of the First Nations which, in some degree, the newcomers emulated. But the Europeans came with guns and an apparent willingness to take what was available without regard to sustainability.

			The traditional way of the Mi’kmaq

			Denys remarked of the First Nations people that their subsistence was of fish and meat roasted and boiled. He described meat cut in fillets, placed in a split stick stuck in front of the fire, each person having their own. And when it was cooked, biting into it, they cut off the piece with a bone which they had sharpened on rocks. “This served in place of knives of iron and steel, the use of which we have since introduced amongst them … All the children do their cooking like the others, with split sticks upon the coals … [but] all these kinds of roasts were only an entrée to arouse the appetite.”

			A “huge feeding trough” or “wooden kettle” was made by hollowing out a fallen tree. A fire was set on top. “When burnt about four inches in depth they removed the fire, and then with stones and huge pointed bones they hollow it out as best they could … Then they replaced the fire, and when it is again burnt they remove it all from the interior and commenced again to separate the burnt part, continuing this until their kettle was big enough for their fancy, and that was oftener too big than too little … They had [these cooking kettles] ready-made in nearly all the places that they went.” Water was poured into the kettle. Big pebbles were heated in a fire to get them red hot then placed in the kettle. Others were heating so the first set could be replaced with red-hot fresh ones, and the process continued until the meat was cooked.

			“They had always a supply of soup, which was their greatest drink; they drank little raw water formerly … Their greatest task was to feed well and to go a hunting. They did not lack animals, which they killed only in proportion as they needed of them.” Denys makes this observation of the First Nations in contrast to the behaviour of the Europeans, though obviously the Europeans were taking fish and furs to trade back to Europe and elsewhere and apparently thought they had come to a place of limitless fish and game.

			“Their greatest liking is for grease; they eat it as one does bread.” Seals were hunted for their oil, which they used as much for greasing themselves as a deterrent against the blackflies and mosquitoes as for drinking. “And they ate the whale which frequently came ashore on the coast.” Today, when pilot whales periodically beach themselves, the effort rather is to encourage them back to deep water.

			There is a description of collecting maple sap, which he wrote was the drink of “the Indians” and even the French. “It has a sweetness which renders it of very good taste.” A legal document from 1808 mentions, as a landmark, “the old Indian sugar camp.” Likely the sugar camp continued in use long after the communal kitchen of the big kettles had been rendered redundant by the convenience and portability of the metal pots. As an evaporator, the big wooden kettle was the best thing there was. Maple sap was used as a drink but also as the liquid in the soup, a spring tonic.

			Denys described how, in 1670, the Mi’kmaq had good axes and knives, and metal pots which were easy to carry. This was a great convenience for them, he thought, since they didn’t have to go to the places where they had their wooden kettles. He goes on to remark that the use of the wooden kettle had been entirely abandoned.

			“There was formerly a much larger number of Indians than at present. They lived without care, and never ate either salt or spice. They drank only good soup, very fat … It was this which made them live long and multiply much.” Denys is imagining a simpler, purer, earlier time when he described them drinking only good soup. It’s easy to imagine he is contrasting that with the drinking of alcohol which had been introduced by the Europeans along with axes, guns and metal pots.

			Diseases were introduced into the New World to which the indigenous population had little resistance, and the coming of European adventurers destabilized the traditional use of the land and the wildlife resource. It is probable that three-quarters or more of the indigenous population of North and South America succumbed over a relatively short period of time to measles, smallpox and tuberculosis—and from the disruption of their traditional lifestyle. There, too, were the natural hazards of the hunter-gatherer way of living—the dangers associated with hunting and fishing waiting for the unwary and the unlucky. Food security must sometimes have been critical and all the more so when the population was being affected by pandemic disease.

			A promise of easy weather

			To encourage the would-be settler, Denys offered a positive but inaccurate description of the weather. “The winter is agreeable in that it is never rainy nor filled with mists, nor hoar frosts. It is a cold which is always dry and with a bright sun … It rarely snows more than twenty-four hours together … One goes from eight to fifteen days, or even three weeks, without seeing it snow, during which time it is always good weather.” (Yes, maybe sometimes.)

			“The summer as a rule is always fine and very warm. There is some rain of short duration, and still sometimes fog in morning, but it does not last beyond seven or eight o’clock. All the rest of the day it is fine sunshine without clouds.” William Gagnon, who made the translation from the French, added a footnote that the author’s account of the weather of the country was “altogether too optimistic.”

			Mi’kmaq men, boys, women and girls: Who did what

			Denys wrote that women and girls assumed much responsibility and labour while men undertook the potentially heroic work of the hunt. He wrote as a man, of course, and was consorting with the men rather than the women. In modern terms, the roles assigned to the women appear less than generous. “It is their greatest joy to have a large number of children … One sees Indians who have three or four wives pregnant at the same time … If one of them turns out to be sterile they can divorce her if they see fit, and take another.”

			Denys wrote of how the First Nations people loved their children. “They are never afraid of having too many, for they are their wealth.” The boys went with the father on the hunt. The girls worked, aiding their mother. They went for the wood and the water, and to find the animal in the woods. “There is always some old woman with the girls to conduct them and show them the way, for often these animals which it is necessary to go and find are killed at five or six leagues from the wigwam, and there are no beaten roads.” (One league is usually considered to be about three miles or five kilometres, so I wonder about the accuracy of Denys’ description.) “The man will tell only the distance of the road, the woods that must be passed, the mountains, rivers, brooks, and meadows … and will specify the spot where the animal will be, and where he will have broken off three or four branches of trees to mark the place.” This speaks to a familiarity and comfort in places which nowadays we might rather see as hostile wilderness. They were without benefit of maps and compass, let alone cell phones and global positioning technology. But for all the familiarity it must at times have been hard and hazardous, and the hunt not always successful.

			“After they have lived for some time in one place, which they have beaten [for game] all around their camp, they go and camp fifteen or twenty leagues away. Then the women and girls must carry the wigwam, their dishes, their bags, their skins, their robes, and everything they can take, for the men and boys carry nothing …”

			The bark to make the wigwam was taken from big birch trees in springtime when the sap was running. It was cut all round the tree as high up as could be reached and low down all round, and split off from the trunk. “When they have enough of it, they sew it edge to edge, four pieces together or five together. Their thread is made from the root of a fir, which they split into three … Their wigwams are so well fitted that it never rains into them.” Craftsmanship and careful construction made the wigwam a good shelter.

			To furnish the wigwam, “The woman who is mistress … takes command … everything is brought to her. She fits the poles to make the wigwam, and arranges the fir to make the place on which each one disposes himself. This is their carpet and the feathers of their bed. If the family is large, they make [the wigwam] large enough for two fires; otherwise they make it round … The round kind holds ten or twelve persons, the long twice as many. The fires are made in the middle of the round kind and at the two ends of the long sort.” The beds were made of boughs of fir; an open cooking fire in the middle presented an obvious fire hazard, dry fir and birch bark being notoriously flammable.
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			Mi’kmaq camp on Baddeck Bay showing teepees made with birchbark, the traditional method. Photograph by Henry Lanthrop Rand. Collection of Southwest Harbor Public Digital Library, Maine #8358, as also the first illustration in this book #5443.

			Admiration of First Nations skills

			Denys admired wigwams, bows and arrows, snowshoes and canoes. He described robes of moose skin “ornamented with embroidery two fingers wide from top to bottom … or studded with the figures of animals, according to the fancy of the workman.” And when they went to ceremonies in their fine clothes “even their faces are painted in red and violet … and they grease the hair with oil to make it shine. Those who are the finest among them look like a masquerade. Such are their refineries in the days of holiday-making.”

			Moose-hide robes were for summer, and beaver for winter. Moccasins were made from old moose-skin robes which are greasy and better than new. The work “is done very neatly; the girls make them for themselves embellished with colours, the seams being ornamented with quills of porcupine, which they dye red and violet. They have some very beautiful colours.”

			Recognition of the plenty sometimes, and sometimes not

			Denys portrays things quite positively, and no doubt at the best of times things were good. As well, there were times of hardship and privation, even starvation. A description dating from 1616 by Father Baird at Port Royal, down the other end of Nova Scotia, is probably similar to the situation in Cape Breton. “January was for seals, February to the middle of March the great hunt for beavers, otters, moose, bears, and for the caribou … If the weather is favourable, they live in great abundance, and are as princes and kings, but if it is against them, they are greatly to be pitied and often die of starvation.”

			In spring, fish begin to spawn “and come up certain streams, often so abundantly that everything swarms with them.” There were Canada geese, sturgeon, salmon “and the great search through the islets for [waterfowl] eggs.” There were cod on the coast and all kinds of fish and shellfish, but in the middle of September, Father Baird wrote, they withdrew from the sea to the little rivers, where the eels spawn, of which they laid in a great supply. Eels continue to be favoured by the Mi’kmaq, and nowadays, as well
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