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Moving Natures in Canadian History:
An Introduction

Jay Young, Ben Bradley, and Colin M. Coates

At one time, looking ahead to a distant utopian future, the solution to
Canada’s problems lay in mobility. A curious 1883 pamphlet written by
“Ralph Centennius” and titled The Dominion in 1983 foresaw a series
of technological and political successes that ensured the greatness of
Canada. Not only had the country Centennius described withstood the
threat of invasion from the United States, but by 1983 it harboured a
population of ninety-three million, with fifteen cities of over a half-mil-
lion inhabitants, including three of more than two million. Canada had
also conquered the challenges of a northern climate. On the shores of
Hudson Bay, the Manitoba community of Churchill had been trans-
formed into a seaside resort, boasting conservatories that made “the
long winter as pleasant to the citizens as summer.”

In perhaps the most striking passages of The Dominion in 1983, the
author writing under the pseudonym Ralph Centennius predicted the
use of “light and beautiful rocket cars, which [dart] through the air at
the rate of sixty miles in one minute.” Constructed of polished metal,
these fifty-seat rocket cars would fly through the sky at heights of up to
fifteen hundred feet and land on rails when they reached their destina-
tion. Unimpeded by the vagaries of terrain and seasonality, Canadians



could journey from Toronto to Winnipeg in thirty minutes and from
Winnipeg to the Pacific in forty. In this wonderful future, the grand
expanse of a nation with too much geography was no longer an obstacle
to national greatness:

The advantages to a country like ours, over 3,000 miles
wide, of swift transit are obvious. The differences in senti-
ment, politically, nationally, and morally, which arose afore-
time when people under the same government lived 3,000
miles apart have disappeared to be replaced by a powerful
unanimity that renders possible great social movements,
utterly impossible in the railway age, when seven days were
consumed in journeying from east to west."

Rapid, reliable long-distance mobility would overcome the geographic
challenges that Canadians had to face, annihilating space as both dis-
tance and difference. Or so Ralph Centennius believed in 1883.

In many ways, Centennius’s enthusiasms mirrored those of peo-
ple who, like railway theorist T.C. Keefer in the mid-nineteenth cen-
tury, promoted the construction of new transportation links as na-
tion-building projects. These engineers, promoters, and politicians
believed that enhanced mobility and communication could forge a
new nation in northern North America and overcome the clear envi-
ronmental constraints posed by its topography, climate, and sheer size.
The act of movement could allow Canadians to take control over their
land, while at the same time, the infrastructure built to facilitate mo-
bility would require modification of that land. People would have to
shift soil, remove vegetation, and reconstruct waterways to create new
roads, canals, and tunnels. These new mobilities in turn would create
new perceptions of nature and nation. Echoing Centennius’s imagined
tuture, the chapters in this collection argue that choices concerning
mobility—the movement of people, things, and ideas—have shaped
Canadians’ perceptions of and material interactions with their country.

Moving Natures examines the complex intersections of mobility,
the myriad environments of Canada, and the lives of its inhabitants.

2 Jay Young, Ben Bradley, and Colin M. Coates



The concept of mobility evokes both the expenditure of energy and the
exercise of will to move from one location to another. The amount of re-
quired force depends on friction and on the available technology, with
each mode and route of travel presenting constraints and opportuni-
ties. This collection explores various forms of mobility in the Canadian
context through a series of case studies that span the country’s diverse
regions, covering the period from the closing of the age of sail to the
heyday of the private automobile. The mid-nineteenth century rep-
resents our point of departure. During that period the speed, distance,
and regularity of corporeal movement began to increase on a scale
unprecedented in human history, as a new energy regime took hold—
with fossil fuels powering locomotives, steamships, and other modes
of transportation that, in many places, supplanted older, muscle- and
wind-powered modes. Along with other cultural and technological
changes associated with industrialization, this transportation revolu-
tion contributed to a widespread perception that time and space were
being radically altered. It seemed as though the pace of life was acceler-
ating, the world was becoming a smaller place, and nature’s traditional
constraints on human needs and desires for movement were reduced.
Most Canadians, much as they may have embraced some features of
the country’s “wilderness” areas, have welcomed this compression of
time and space. Few protested the building of roads and railways, while
in the name of “modernity” and “progress” the promoters of projects
like the construction of the St. Lawrence Seaway—and the dramatic
changes wrought by such projects—tended to overcome local opposi-
tion.” Given the changes Ralph Centennius had likely experienced by
1883, his or her prognostications for the next century probably felt quite
reasonable. Completion of the Canadian Pacific Railway was still two
years away, yet the idea that a week spent traversing the country would
one day seem painfully slow was eminently plausible. Given that the
emergence of the Canadian nation-state had coincided with this trans-
portation revolution, it must have seemed logical to many Canadians
in the late nineteenth century to link improved mobility with national
progress as though they went hand in hand.*

Historians of Canada have long appreciated the centrality of trans-
portation to the development of the Canadian nation-state and its

Moving Natures in Canadian History: An Introduction 3



expansion across the northern half of North America. A line of both
academic and popular thought has positioned the overcoming of “ob-
stacles” posed by “harsh” or “unforgiving” natural environments as a
dominant or even essential theme in Canada’s past. “Always there has
been the challenge of the environment,” effused transportation histo-
rian George Glazebrook, “always the task before a small population
of finding—whether through rapids or mountains, past ice and bliz-
zards—a route to the Canada of the future.” In such works, transpor-
tation and travel take the role of handmaidens in a romantic narrative
of national ambition, economic development, scientific enlightenment,
and material progress. Indeed, the early canonical works of English-
Canadian historical writing, including Harold Innis’s studies of the fur
trade and railways and Donald Creighton’s The Commercial Empire of
the St. Lawrence, placed the extraction and transportation of natural
resources at the centre of their explanatory frameworks for the partic-
ular dynamics of colonial settlement and Canada’s connections to the
rest of the world.® Innis, writing in the 1930s, asserted that water-based
transportation defined the trajectory of Canadian history: “The com-
parative ease with which the transport unit was borrowed and adapted,
or devised to meet the demands of the water routes, gave the waterways
a position of dominant importance in the moulding of types of eco-
nomic and political structure.” In a further statement—one that may
appear less self-evident today, when Canadians rarely travel long dis-
tances on water, than it was when he wrote it—Innis argued that “the
arrival of the first steamboat down the Red River to Winnipeg is surely
the most dramatic event in Canadian economic history.”” According
to Innis, the terrain of the Canadian Shield, the directional flow of riv-
ers, and other natural features steered and facilitated settlement along
an east-west axis, ultimately explaining the creation of Canada from
sea to sea. While Innis and other historians, including Creighton and
Arthur Lower, rightly emphasized the importance of the environment
in Canadian history, their writings tended to depict it as static geog-
raphy, an inert and timeless “stage” that inspired and challenged the
plans of human actors. Distance, commodities, and markets were the
catchwords for early academic historians of transportation in Canada.

4 Jay Young, Ben Bradley, and Colin M. Coates



Then, during the 1970s, Canadian historians of transportation—
like their counterparts elsewhere in the Western world—shifted their
attention to studying corporate management techniques and the state’s
use of transportation policy to steer economic development. To the
extent that they considered the environment, they also treated it as a
geographic imperative, an unchanging—rather than dynamic—enti-
ty.* Around the same time, Innis’s staples and Creighton’s Laurentian
approaches began falling out of favour with many academic histori-
ans. Nonetheless, the notion of Canadian history as an epic struggle
to penetrate the wilderness, capture resources, and consolidate the
country through improved transportation lives on in the popular
imagination.” Pierre Berton’s tomes about a transcontinental railroad
as the national dream continue to sell."’ Illustrated histories of trains,
planes, and other “things that go” are mainstays of Canadian publish-
ers large and small. Rare is the community history that fails to dedicate
an early chapter to transportation matters; indeed, doing so has long
been recommended in the template for writing a local history provided
by Friesens, Canada’s biggest printing outfit."! Meanwhile, the motif
of heroic transportation infrastructure still animates Canadian pub-
lic history. Consider the various campaigns to preserve lighthouses on
the Pacific and Atlantic coasts and the Great Lakes, or the decision to
rebuild the disused Kettle Valley Railway trestles at Myra Canyon in
southern British Columbia after their destruction by a forest fire in
2003. These are all symbols of movement that stand alone in rugged,
isolated settings, their metaphorical importance having long outlasted
their practical usefulness. Canadians continue to embrace mobility as
symbolic of the desire to master time and topography.

Mobility for Work, Mobility for Play

This volume divides the intersection of environmental and mobility
history into two approaches, reflecting the current state of research. The
first half deals with the material practicalities of mobility, that is, the
ways in which environments were modified to facilitate mobility and
the workaday, often climatic, challenges and opportunities that people
had to face. Jim Clifford, Thomas Peace, and Judy Burns examine the
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transformation of Nova Scotian spruce forests into ocean-going ves-
sels and the impact of the shipbuilding industry on one small town—
Maitland, which enjoyed a brief economic heyday in the second half of
the nineteenth century—and its surrounding woodlands. Maitlanders
profited from their direct access to the ocean, the high tides of the Bay
of Fundy eliminating the need to construct an expensive dry dock for
the vessels. Unlike the wintery frozen waterways of central Canada,
the Maritime provinces offered the possibility of ice-free harbours
throughout the year. The Intercolonial Railway, a provision of the
British North America Act that created the new Dominion of Canada,
was completed in 1872 to provide access for central Canadian resourc-
es to the Maritime ports. However, as Ken Cruikshank shows, heavy
winter snowfalls occasionally reduced wintertime accessibility, and
the seasonal economics of commodity trade necessitated the encour-
agement of tourism to make the expensive train link viable. Operators
of the rail line therefore attempted to both tame winter and sell sum-
mer. Likewise, the summertime attraction of the lakes and rivers of
the Muskoka region in Ontario brought tourists from Canada and the
United States to a hardscrabble area, in agricultural terms. Provisioning
the many temporary residents involved specific choices concerning
mobility, depending on the fuel used. Each form implied different types
of sociability, Andrew Watson argues, and the early-twentieth-century
transition from steamboats, which had enhanced a sense of communi-
ty, to gasoline-powered motorboats, which privileged household auton-
omy, represented a key shift in the social relations of this summertime
settlement. While open water often facilitated mobility, in many parts
of the country winter conditions made transportation somewhat easier.
Ice roads ensured the transportation of goods to isolated communities
in northern Saskatchewan well into the twentieth century, as Merle
Massie demonstrates.

Three of these case studies focus on private enterprise, while four
examine endeavours driven primarily by the state. The Intercolonial
Railway was very much a product of contentious national political de-
bates. In the twentieth century, federal and provincial governments
increasingly involved themselves in funding transformative infra-
structure projects. Daniel Macfarlane examines the environmental
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implications of the construction of the St. Lawrence Seaway in the
1950s, and Jay Young analyzes the tunnelling necessary for the Toronto
subway in the same period. Both scholars point out an important, but
often overlooked, fact: the construction of transportation corridors
such as the St. Lawrence Seaway and the Toronto subway wrought a
great deal of environmental change in their own right, with the remov-
al of tons of soil from one location to another resulting in the creation
of new ecological niches and ironically hindering mobility for those
who lived closest to the construction, even if only temporarily in the
case of the subway. To close this section, Tor Oiamo, Don Lafreniere,
and Joy Parr further make the case for the uneven impact of mobility
infrastructures. They examine the case of the Windsor-Detroit bor-
derland to illustrate how different jurisdictions approached mobility,
especially transborder mobility, in divergent manners, and how the
Detroit River as an international boundary exacerbated these issues.
In sum, the first section of the book explores the material implications
of particular choices of mobility technologies and their environmental,
economic, and social consequences.

Some of the chapters in the first section also point to ways in which
desires for and practices of mobility have related to cultural predilec-
tions. The Intercolonial Railway and the early freight trails of northern
Saskatchewan enabled tourists to appreciate new landscapes. These
paths created specific corridors for visitors to enjoy. As leisure activities
became an increasingly important part of everyday life in the second
half of the nineteenth century, at least for those privileged enough to
partake in them, mobility became a goal in its own right—both for
the physical activity involved and for the panoramas one could appre-
ciate. The chapters in the second half of the collection build on this
theme, focusing on the cultural perceptions inspired by different forms
of mobility.

Increasingly, by the late nineteenth century, many urbanites de-
sired to leave their cities in order to enjoy leisure activities elsewhere.
Railways and steamships had a primary purpose of moving resourc-
es, but tourists could benefit from their services as well. The Union
Steamship Company on the British Columbia coast plied the waters in
order to facilitate access to resources, but as J.I. Little indicates, it also
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provided the traveller with unparalleled vistas of scenic beauty. Mixed
in with mountains, forests, and seascapes were examples of industrial
activity, and tourist guidebooks presented the fish canneries and mines
that dotted the coast as worthy of pleasure travellers” attention. Coastal
cruises provided access to novel and attractive outlooks.

Other leisure activities also embraced the pleasure of moving
around, whether by boat, train, or automobile, on foot, or by some oth-
er human-powered propulsion. By the late nineteenth century, a grow-
ing number of central Canadian urban dwellers embraced physical ac-
tivities that were impractical in the city. Canoeists, for example, would
journey long distances to attend the encampments and regattas of the
American Canoe Association, which often involved crossing the bor-
der with the United States. As Jessica Dunkin suggests, the participants
embraced their experience of what they perceived as wilderness at the
same time that they effectively reproduced the class and gendered expe-
rience of their daily urban lives. Canoeing in the late nineteenth centu-
ry had similarities to golf in the twentieth century. Elizabeth L. Jewett
shows that golfing involved physical movement through manicured,
designed landscapes that many practitioners justified to themselves as
an engagement with “nature,” at the same time that they had to utilize
transportation modes to bring them to those locations: tramways or
private cars to courses on the outskirts of major cities, and railways to
resort links in the Rockies.

Elsa Lam explores other transportation implications of tourism
in the Rockies. The Canadian Pacific Railway initially marketed ac-
cess to its stunning hotels and scenic route through the Rockies to an
elite audience. In the twentieth century, a wider, middle-class clientele
benefitted from the expansion of transportation networks, particular-
ly automobile roads, and was able enjoy the experience of backwoods
camping. The internal combustion engine expanded the options for
individual and family travel dramatically. In the final chapter in this
book, Maude-Emmanuelle Lambert compares the functions of auto-
mobile tourism in Ontario and Quebec from the 1920s to the 1940s,
showing how provincial government ministries and local businesses
tried to enhance certain vistas from the vantage point of the roads and
thus attract more travellers to undertake such trips. The two provinces
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competed for automobile tourists, with Quebec emphasizing human
landscapes and Ontario celebrating its vistas of northerly wilderness.

Each of these cases explores different types of mobility, all defined
in part by the material mode of travel, but also intended to create cul-
turally pleasing experiences. Here the techniques of mobility created
specific landscapes, framing views from the road, the ocean, the lake,
or the links. Modes of mobility allowed the viewer to see specific “nat-
ural” landscapes, even as the selected pathways permitted only cer-
tain vantage points and had the effect of obscuring what lay behind
the horizon or the forest fringe. From these mobilities emerged new,
culturally and economically significant knowledges of Canada and its
diverse environments.

Joining Mobility Studies and Environmental History

We employ the term “mobility” in the title of this collection instead of
the more familiar “transportation” or “travel” in order to reflect a new,
widened field of academic analysis. Over the last fifteen years, schol-
ars working in geography, cultural studies, sociology, and science and
technology studies have proposed that shifting the focus towards the
concept of mobility (or mobilities) can provide a new understanding
of the forces shaping contemporary societies.!” Here mobility indicates
the movement of people, objects, images, and wastes across boundaries
and over time and space, as well as the motivations behind and so-
cial implications of those movements. Thus mobility can usefully be
thought of as an overarching concept that encompasses travel, trans-
portation, tourism, and other phenomena that involve moving people
and things around. Considering mobility in this very broad sense draws
passengers and other users into the foreground, thereby illuminating
the motivations, practices, experiences, and consequences associated
with all kinds of movement. Mobility theorists argue that movement
is a central but understudied feature of modernity—perhaps even the
central feature of modern life. The connection between mobility and
modernity is suggested by the dynamic, materialist definition of mo-
dernity put forward by environmental historian Colin Duncan: “a so-
ciety is modern to the extent that its constituent households consume
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little of what they themselves produce and produce little of what they
themselves consume.” This definition of modernity, which privileg-
es social practice over intellectual culture, and which can be applied
to any period or place, strongly implies the movement of subjects and
objects within and between societies, whether over long distances or in
the form of localized bustle. Mobility has been a prerequisite to colo-
nialism and imperialism, the emergence of national and international
markets, mass production and mass consumption, urbanization and
the spatial separation of home and work, changing energy regimes,
changing cultures of time and space, and relatively recent Western con-
ceptions of freedom and selthood.

These concerns reflect the development of studies in the commu-
nications field in recent decades, much of which can be traced back
to Marshall McLuhan and, through him, to Harold Innis. But unlike
Innis’s painstaking early work on specific commodity trades, this ap-
proach has often lacked a historical dimension. As cultural geographer
Tim Cresswell has repeatedly pointed out, much of the theoretical lit-
erature on mobility has been highly ahistorical."* So far, scholars have
embraced the approach most enthusiastically when examining contem-
porary topics like cellular phones, the internet, and executive airport
lounges. They have paid far less attention to older, less exotic forms of
mobility, such as canoes, canals, sailing vessels, steamboats, railways,
and draft animals. For this reason, materially grounded, place-specific
studies of the myriad historical intersections between movement and
the environment can contribute significantly to the emerging field of
mobility studies.

Mobility studies can offer new insights in the field of environmen-
tal history. Key areas of concern for environmental historians include
the touristic enjoyment of “wilderness” areas, practices of recreation
in the outdoors, natural resource development, commodity trades,
and infrastructure building. All of these topics are closely intertwined
with mobility. Parks and cottages are unlikely to become popular if
transportation mechanisms fail to bring people to those areas, while
at the same time the process of establishing such landscapes serves to
exclude others from them. Many leisure activities, such as golf, canoe-
ing, and horseback riding, bring adepts into areas that they consider to
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be “natural,” no matter how designed they may be. Access to primary
resources depends on transportation methods, and here the story may
take on some distinctive Canadian—or at least northern—hues, given
the necessity of dealing with snow- or ice-covered transportation cor-
ridors. Finally, the process of enabling mobility often requires dramatic
reconstructions of the physical environment, through the construction
of canals, subways, roads, and bridges.

Mobility studies and environmental history both tend to ground
their analyses in material conditions while recognizing that culture af-
fects human perceptions of those conditions, and each offers avenues
for exploring cultural meaning—the ways that people understand the
world around them—within the practices of everyday life."” Perceptions
of the natural world have influenced the design of the fixed infrastruc-
ture that is associated with many types of long-distance and high-
speed mobility. This fixed infrastructure tends to have high economic
and social costs and therefore becomes a kind of permanent geographic
teature. These lines and networks transform the environment by their
construction, and they also impose path dependencies. Over time, they
become taken-for-granted aspects of everyday life, shaping people’s in-
teractions with and perceptions of the environment for decades, even
centuries. In another sense, they can “lock” a society or community
into certain patterns of movement and interaction with the environ-
ment, steering people and developments between connected places and
those that are located “off the beaten path.”

Many key works in environmental history have emphasized the im-
portance of physical movement in how people shaped and in turn were
shaped by their surroundings. As American historian Tom McCarthy
has pointed out, “historians were doing environmental history before
they called it environmental history. They were even working at the in-
tersection of transportation history and environmental history.”® For
example, Leo Marx’s The Machine in the Garden (1964), a foundational
text on the culture of nature in America, used railways as a vehicle
for understanding nineteenth-century conceptions of the relationship
between nature and technology.”” Taking a very different approach,
Alfred Crosby placed the co-movement of humans, microbes, plants,
and animals at the centre of his study of the creation of “neo-Europes.”®
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A substantial body of work has continued Crosby’s line of inquiry, ex-
amining how travel, migration, and the extraction, transportation, and
consumption of natural resources during the age of European impe-
rialism affected environments around the globe.”” Flows of people, re-
sources, energy, and waste have also been crucially important to cities,
and the workings of North American urban environments have been
the topic of books such as William Cronon’s Nature’s Metropolis (1991),
Matthew Gandy’s Concrete and Clay (2002), and Christopher E. Jones’s
Routes of Power (2014).%°

Historians have also explored the environmental significance of
specific modes of mobility. For example, in the last decade there have
been several book-length studies about the environmental implications
of the automobile in the United States. Tom McCarthy explored the
product lifecycle of the passenger car, from the extraction of resources
for their manufacture to the smoggy emissions associated with driving
them and the junkyards that came to dot the continent. David Louter
and Paul Sutter examined how cars and roads shaped popular under-
standings of American wilderness, driving campaigns to keep some ar-
eas roadless while simultaneously encouraging the motoring public to
care deeply about parks and other roadside landscapes. Most recently,
Christopher Wells surveyed the transformation of the United States into
“car country” through the reordering of natural and built landscapes
to serve Americans’ desires—and eventually expectations—for flexi-
ble, personalized mobility.! A similar trend can be discerned for other
modes of mobility, from flesh-and-blood horses to the “iron horse” of
the railway locomotive.?* Together, these studies show that mobility
imposed its own demands on the environment at the same time that it
shaped and reshaped perceptions of nature. Every mode of mobility is
accompanied by complex environmental effects, including such clearly
negative ones as pollution and habitat fragmentation, as well as positive
ones, like the encouragement of personal health and an awareness of
broad environmental issues. As historians gain a better understanding
of these and other modes of mobility, analyzing how they overlapped
and interlocked, they will provide a fuller picture of mobility’s com-
plex environmental significance on local, regional, national, and global
scales. While few Canadian environmental historians currently work
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within the framework of mobility studies, the following chapters pro-
vide some indications of how such analyses could be carried out. They
illustrate the importance of multidisciplinary approaches, particularly
involving the contributions of both geographers and historians to this
endeavour. In these essays, the relevance of traditional historical tech-
niques based on the close reading of archival sources is often joined
to the analysis of maps and visual sources, especially depictions of
landscape.

Mobility and the Environment in Canadian History

This collection brings together scholars who are studying different
kinds of movement in the diverse environments of a very large country
over a period of more than 150 years. The chapters in the first section
deal primarily with the construction and productive use of mobility
technologies and infrastructure, as well as their environmental con-
straints and consequences. The chapters in the second section focus on
consumers’ uses of those vehicles and pathways—for pleasure travel,
tourism, and recreational mobility. Organizing the chapters this way
draws out a number of themes that we believe hold particular promise
for further study, and we hope to encourage other historians to exam-
ine the intertwined histories of mobility and the environment. Three
quintessentially Canadian themes stand out in many of the chapters:
seasonality, links between mobility and natural resource development,
and urbanites’ experiences of the environment through mobility.

T.C. Keefer opened his classic 1850 essay, “The Philosophy of
Railways,” with a lament about winter’s effects on inland navigation:
“Old winter is once more upon us, and our inland seas are ‘dreary and
inhospitable waters’ to the merchant and to the traveller;—our rivers
are sealed fountains—and an embargo which no human power can re-
move is laid on all our ports.” As Keefer saw it, the annual freeze-up
of the St. Lawrence River caused important economic activity to grind
to a halt. But the picture was more complicated than this. Only two
years earlier, Guillaume Lévesque had pronounced before the Institut
canadien de Montréal that while the great river—“the grand route
of all the country”—served its purpose well in summer, it facilitated
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practical movement in winter as well: “the ice offered an easy and rapid
path which we prefer today and will always prefer to the roads on the
shore.”** The judgment depended here entirely on the traveller’s desti-
nation and motivation. For exporters, the prime access route to exter-
nal markets was closed, while for people who wished to travel shorter
distances within the colony, movement remained easy. The seasonality
of the Canadian climate created both difficulties and opportunities.

Historians of Canada have paid surprisingly little attention to sea-
sonality, but many of the following chapters recognize that fluctuations
in temperature, precipitation, and other climatic conditions played a key
role in development and daily life across the country. Most Canadians
today view summer as a period of heightened mobility and winter—a
prominent element in both the national imagination and outsider ste-
reotypes—as restricting many forms of movement. However, this was
not always the case and, even today, is not true for all Canadians. Prior
to the development of good roads, the low-friction surfaces provided by
frozen earth and water offered the best way to travel and move goods
over land in many parts of Canada, as shown in the chapter on freight-
ing in northern Saskatchewan. The pleasures and travails of moving
across snow and ice have made certain vehicles and practices seem spe-
cifically Canadian, from snowshoes, sleds, and skates to skidoos, snow
blowers, and the spreading of road salt.”® The challenges that most (i.e.,
southern, urban) Canadians today associate with moving during the
winter months stem more from an expectation of or desire for reliable
year-round, long-distance transport than from any intrinsic “harsh-
ness” of the environment. The techniques for combatting (or regulariz-
ing) winter developed by managers of the Intercolonial Railway and St.
Lawrence Seaway illustrate this point.

As Canadians have long recognized, investment in new transporta-
tion technologies has largely reflected the promise of access to natural
resources. The choice of modes in turn has had a variety of environ-
mental and social implications. As Liza Piper has shown in her study
of fishing and mining in the Canadian subarctic, fossil fuels facilitated
movement but also deepened reliance on external markets. The local
environmental impacts could be mixed; petroleum could pollute water-
ways, but it also obviated the demand for local wood.* Several chapters
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in this collection examine the complex links between mobility and nat-
ural resources. For instance, during a specific historical window, entre-
preneurs transformed the spruce forests around Maitland, Nova Scotia,
into ocean-going vessels that sailed the globe, linking the small Bay of
Fundy community to commodity trading in places as distant as Aden
and Peru. Other chapters show pleasure travellers taking advantage of
technologies and infrastructures that facilitated the extraction and cir-
culation of natural resources. In effect, their visual and recreational in-
teractions with the environment (which typically occurred during the
summer months) piggybacked on systems developed for exploiting the
environment. There were practical financial reasons for this. Railways,
steamships, and roads built primarily to transport products could also
move people, and they could move them in different seasons and in the
opposite direction from the main flow of natural resources. In many
cases, transportation companies and the governments that facilitated
the movement of bulk commodities sought to attract pleasure travellers
in order to improve their bottom line. Promoters advertised steamship
lines, railways, and provincial road systems, extolling the benefits of ex-
periencing spectacular natural landscapes—often depicted as pristine
“wilderness”—in order to attract tourists. But industrial sites attracted
interest as well. Many guidebooks and advertisements celebrated a “re-
source sublime,” and therefore helped shape popular notions not only
of nature but also of the country’s iconic tourist routes.

In many countries, the shaping of major infrastructure depends
on active state involvement; this is indeed a major theme in Canadian
history, although we tend to forget how often Canadians over-invested
in the wrong infrastructure. Michael Bliss quotes Prime Minister Sir
Wilfrid Laurier’s fervent advocacy for more and more railways: “The
flood-tide is upon us that leads on to fortune; if we let it pass it may nev-
er recur again.” Pointing to “the immense waste that Laurier’s railway
policy would generate,” Bliss lambastes Laurier, describing the prime
minister’s words as “possibly the most irresponsible statement ever
made by a Canadian politician—and that’s a tough competition.” In
the Canadian context, much government money lay behind such proj-
ects. The Canadian state was highly implicated in clearing the way for
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mobility, thereby subsidizing certain types of industry and tangentially
specific types of tourism.

Fixated on the construction of major infrastructure projects,
Canadians have also celebrated their access to nature. In the late
eighteenth century, cariole enthusiasts took to the ice bridge between
Quebec City and Lévis, relishing the social opportunities of this public
leisure activity.?® From the cariole riders of the late eighteenth centu-
ry to the backcountry hiker of the early twenty-first, many Canadians
have experienced mobility in the practice of leisure itself. Many of the
iconic images of former Prime Minister Pierre Elliot Trudeau depict
him canoeing, and the classic definition of a Canadian, attributed to
Pierre Berton, is someone who can “make love in a canoe without tip-
ping it.” In Canada, as elsewhere, somatic forms of mobility like kay-
aking and cross-country skiing provide a physical, tactile interaction
with the environment. In the mid-nineteenth century only a small,
privileged section of Canadian society could afford to travel for leisure
and recreation, but over time a growing number of Canadians took
advantage of new transportation modes and routes to access distant
landscapes. Canoeists, golfers, and hikers sought physical challenges
through their engagement with the environment, while other travellers
viewed landscapes from the comfort of trains, ships’ cabins, cottages,
and automobiles. Back in the city, the construction of infrastructure
such as bridges and subways could involve a dramatic reordering of
tamiliar physical landscapes, and the pollution and by-products asso-
ciated with these projects could also negatively affect the well-being
of city residents—providing further impetus to seek out recuperative
encounters with nature beyond the city limits.

This collection covers a wide geographical and thematic scope, but
many other paths and niches remain unexplored. For example, the role
of animals in moving people and driving change in both society and
the natural world after the mid-nineteenth century merits closer scru-
tiny. The development and use of Canada’s extensive capillary network
of resource roads for both industrial and recreational purposes has
been largely overlooked. Another topic that needs more attention is the
way that air travel shaped and was shaped by the environment. Small
aircraft have been put to myriad uses, from mineral exploration to
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heli-skiing, while jets have played a central role in the tourist industry
and in allowing Canadians to enjoy fresh tropical fruit all year round.
Airports also have significant environmental footprints, needing to be
kept clear of birds, trees, snow, and ice.”” Flying can feel like the height
of modernity and separation from nature, but it only takes a little tur-
bulence or the prospect of landing in foggy conditions to remind pas-
sengers that air travel has a very real, very material relationship with
the environment.

Air travel brings us back to Ralph Centennius and The Dominion
of 1983. One hundred and thirty years after Centennius prophesized
about Canada’s future, travellers can traverse the country in vehicles
made of polished metal that fly at much higher elevations than he had
predicted, albeit at lower speeds. Should they peer out the window
while flying over the southern part of the country, they are likely to see
vast networks of infrastructure that facilitate mobility. Roads, railways,
pipelines, and other conduits and corridors span the land, their rights-
of-way visible from thousands of metres above. From this elevated
perspective it can seem as though Centennius’s prediction of a future
where humans have subdued the forces of nature has come true, for
better or worse. Crops grow amid the massive checkerboard-like grids
formed by rural roads and irrigation systems. Logging roads reach
deep into the Canadian Shield and the mountains of British Columbia.
Canalized watercourses can be seen here and there, along with reser-
voirs where humans regulate the natural flow of rivers. The country’s
population has not reached ninety-three million, but there are large
cities to be seen: sprawling, bustling conurbations with hard-surfaced
carapaces of asphalt and concrete. Jet passengers who travel northward
might even see the ice-free corridors that are emerging in the Arctic
due to global warming. Churchill has not become the balmy seaside
resort that Centennius predicted, but the extinction of polar bears and
other animals that depend on the sea ice appears worrisomely possible
within our lifetimes.

Despite the unquestioned importance of mobility issues in
Canadian history, the overall picture that emerges from these articles
does not suggest a great deal of difference between the Canadian expe-
rience and that of other, similar parts of the world, such as the northern
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parts of the contiguous United States. The role of state investment in
mobility infrastructure is inescapable in Canada, but this phenomenon
is equally true in the United States. Over the 150 years covered in this
collection, Canadians employed changes in transportation technolo-
gy—many of which were developed in the country to the south—to
exercise a degree of control over the topography and climate that they
faced. This does not mean that every decision was logical, necessary,
or effective. Sir Allan MacNab’s declaration in 1853 that “railways are
my politics” was echoed by all too many subsequent politicians, to the
extent that the country had dramatically over-invested in railways by
the early twentieth century, bringing it to the brink of financial disas-
ter. Similarly, the St. Lawrence Seaway never delivered its promised
benefits to Canadian enterprise, though it did reduce Montreal’s po-
sition among the primary ports of the country. Nor did the Sheppard
suburban spurline, one of the few post-1970 extensions of the Toronto
subway system, make economic sense at the time or in the years since
it was completed in 2002. Like any political decision, mobility involves
choices between various options, and not all efforts to improve trans-
portation linkages pay off. State investment in mobility infrastructure
does not always fulfill the promoters’ rhetoric.

In his inimitably pithy fashion, Innis contended that “expansion
eastward and westward involved Confederation.”® Transportation
links necessarily connected the country from the east to the west and
attempted to overcome the countless challenges posed by the Canadian
Shield. But for many Canadians the mobility links to their southern
neighbours were equally (if not more) important, for economic, so-
cial, and cultural reasons. Alone among Canadian cities, Windsor,
Ontario, looks north to the United States, its gaze strongly fixed on
economic ties and dependent upon various methods of getting across
the Detroit River. Urbanites in southern Ontario who wished to enjoy
outdoor recreational activities were as likely to join canoe trips across
the border in upstate New York as to stay in Canada. Their Americans
counterparts who sought to escape the summer heat could travel to
Muskoka or to Banf to take in the sights, go for a hike, or play a round
of golf. Proximity has often trumped national borders, especially when
a boundary is fairly porous.
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Travelling over the earth’s surface provides a very different perspec-
tive than does air travel, with conditions “on the ground” often making
it difficult to conclude that human networks and practices of mobil-
ity have subdued the environment. Blizzards, floods, fires, and other
so-called natural disasters disrupt the movement of people and goods.
Signs warn of the hazard posed by wild animals crossing roads. Erosion
and the growth of vegetation exact a steady toll on the infrastructure
of mobility: whatever is not maintained will inevitably be reclaimed
by nature. On closer inspection, then, mobility and the environment
appear to be in constant tension, or, as the ecologist Richard Forman
has put it, as “two giants. . . intertwined in an uneasy embrace.”*' Ralph
Centennius’s predictions may have exaggerated the specific details of
technological progress, but Centennius correctly foresaw how import-
ant mobility issues would remain for a large, northern country like
Canada. As these chapters show, in the past the varying frictions of
different modes of movement and the seasonality of Canada governed
our ability to connect to and travel through environments, just as they
continue to do so today.
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PART I:
Production, Pathways, and Supply

The chapters in this first part of the collection examine how Canadians
have confronted the physical challenges of the Canadian environment,
taking advantage of seasonal mobility to move people and things
across the large distances that define the country. The natural world
has influenced Canadians’ patterns of movement, often with greater
power and less predictability than they would have preferred. In many
cases they learned to move “with the grain” of the environment, tak-
ing advantage of river, ocean, and wind currents, as well as smooth,
level, low-friction surfaces such as frozen waterways and packed-down
snow. Thomas Peace, Jim Clifford, and Judy Burns show how some
Maritimers put their proximity to forest, high tides, and an ice-free
sea to business advantage during the age of muscle and wind power.
Andrew Watson describes how the earliest lakeside summertime sup-
ply networks in Muskoka country involved travel by rowboat—intense
work to keep a dispersed population of cottagers stocked with relative-
ly low-value foodstuffs. Merle Massie’s chapter shows that the earliest
roads in northern Saskatchewan, cut through the boreal forest, were
impassable most of the year due to mud—the sticky, slippery nemesis
of those travelling on foot in most of Canada prior to the twentieth
century. For decades, the more sensible way to move freight overland
in that northern region (and many other parts of Canada) was to pull it
across the low-friction surfaces provided by frozen lakes and muskeg.
To do so, people and draft animals worked outdoors in very low tem-
peratures, coping with the dangers posed by thin ice and blizzards, but
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this was faster and easier than extricating feet and wheels sunk deep in
mud. As these chapters illustrate, important components of Canadians’
mobility depended on the ability to leverage the natural pathways and
conditions that already existed.

But significant parts of Canadian history also entail efforts to over-
come seasonal and natural restraints. The increased availability and af-
fordability of fossil fuels in the nineteenth century allowed Canadians
to move more and more “against the grain” of the environment. The
power offered by coal and petroleum products made it easier to con-
template and execute ambitious path-building projects that remade the
environment and facilitated faster, easier mobility, whether by dredg-
ing channels, digging tunnels, plowing snow, cutting through hillsides,
or climbing mountain passes. Several chapters in this section examine
changing and overlapping energy regimes, from wind, muscle power,
and cordwood to coal, electricity, and gasoline. Massie traces the gradual
motorization of overland freight hauling, and Watson shows how row-
boats were replaced by larger, cordwood-burning vessels, which were
subsequently supplanted by smaller, gasoline-powered speedboats. But
while fossil fuels certainly permitted mobile subjects to move at greater
speeds and with more force, Cruikshank’s chapter on the Intercolonial
Railway cautions against attributing too much power or reliability to
them. At the turn of the last century, railways were the ultimate symbol
of industrial modernity: amalgams of coal, steel, and steam, annihila-
tors of time and space. Conditions on the ground, however, may belie
this popular image. Even with a full head of steam, express trains and
snowplows could get trapped in deep drifts, and railway managers had
to scramble to assemble the muscle power needed to free trains and
clear tracks.

By the middle decades of the twentieth century, the availability of
flexible, inexpensive gasoline-powered construction machinery made it
increasingly feasible to shift enormous volumes of material in order to
build new and improved mobility infrastructure. Jay Young and Daniel
Macfarlane show how the application of large quantities of gasoline to
the digging and hauling process allowed engineers whose goals were to
create new corridors of mobility to move earth and rock for use in an
array of new building projects, from dams to jetties to artificial islands.
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These excavations and new landforms were clear environmental im-
pacts of the desire to enhance mobility. The same period saw the rapid,
concurrent growth of North America’s arterial highway network and
commercial trucking industry. The large-scale environmental conse-
quences of using internal combustion engines—which burned diesel
tuel and leaded gasoline—for hauling freight remain surprisingly little
understood. Tor Oiamo, Don Lafreniere, and Joy Parr urge historians
to consider not only the physical reordering of urban environments to
accommodate heavy vehicle traffic, and the pollution directly associ-
ated with automobile manufacturing, but also the pollution associated
with the use of trucks to transport auto components back and forth
across the Detroit River via the Ambassador Bridge, which inevitably
involved large amounts of idling on the oft-ramps and approaches lead-
ing towards the chokepoint at the Canada-U.S. border crossing.

These chapters provide case studies of how Canadians have taken
advantage of and physically rearranged the environment in order to fa-
cilitate their own comings and goings, often while carrying or hauling
certain items along with them. They describe Canadians building ve-
hicles and networks of mobility in a wide range of environmental con-
texts and using them to get provisions, move commodities, and travel
to and from work. There are also instances of pleasure travellers who
“piggybacked” along corridors of mobility that had been developed
primarily for supply and commodity circulation—this theme is devel-
oped further in the second half of the book. The six chapters in part
one are arranged in roughly chronological order. Together they reveal
both historical changes and continuities, including the important (but
uneven) effects of the increased power and flexibility offered by fossil
fuels on moving through the environment; the emergence of new ways
of knowing the environment through the business of mobility; and the
persistent and unpredictable influence of Canadian seasonality.
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MAITLAND'S MOMENT:
Turning Nova Scotia’s Forests into

Ships for the Global Commodity Trade
in the Mid-Nineteenth Century

Thomas Peace, Jim Clifford, and Judy Burns

Labour is the genius that changes the forests into ships.
All great results have been the results of anxious thoughts
and care. Great undertakings can only be accomplished by
study and work. A man need not know many books but he
must know his trade and men.

—W.D. Lawrence, Maitland shipbuilder, 1883

The intersection of local environments and global mobility transformed
Maitland, Nova Scotia, and many other small villages on the Bay of
Fundy into boomtowns between the 1860s and the 1880s. Maitland’s
location at the mouth of a river flowing into the Bay of Fundy, along
with an abundant supply of spruce and a growing global demand for
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the low-cost transportation provided by large wooden sailing ships, fa-
cilitated the rising economic importance of this village and the region.
Unlike other products that galvanized much of the Canadian extractive
economy in the nineteenth century, Maitland’s spruce trees were not
shipped to Britain as raw lumber. Instead, local businessmen and la-
bourers transformed them into inexpensive sailing ships for transport-
ing bulk commodities around the globe. Maitland’s rise as a shipbuild-
ing centre coincided with a golden age of resource-led global economic
development.” As the cost of mobility decreased significantly, the mass
transfer of raw materials, manufactured goods, and people around the
world led to dramatic social, economic, and environmental change.’
The carrying capacity and number of sailing ships in the world reached
a pinnacle during the second half of the nineteenth century.* While
new technologies such as iron hulls and steam engines were beginning
to revolutionize global mobility in the mid-nineteenth century, they
remained too inefficient and expensive for use on many longer-distance
routes. It was not until the last decades of the century that steamship
technology reduced fuel consumption and increased the scale of iron
vessels to the point where sailing cargo vessels became increasingly
redundant. The global shipping industry continued to demand large
wooden ships through to the 1880s.

This global context allowed Maitland’s shipbuilders to amass sig-
nificant fortunes by transforming local softwood forests into ships.
These builders could either sell the ships to merchants in Halifax or
Liverpool, or retain ownership and bid for contracts to transport com-
modities such as guano from Peru to Europe and coal from Cardift
to Okinawa. They relied on the improved communication networks
facilitated by regular travel across the North Atlantic and a growing
matrix of telegraph cables. Reliable information was arguably the most
valuable commodity in the nineteenth century, and the new mobility
of commercial intelligence facilitated Maitland’s participation in a glo-
balizing economic world.’

Although much of the historiography of rural Nova Scotia in the
mid- to late nineteenth century emphasizes a culture of “persistent lo-
calism,” or smaller-scale networks anchored in a North Atlantic “ru-
ral-urban space economy,” we suggest that the evolving global economy
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mattered in places like Maitland.® Looking at a relatively tiny and iso-
lated community in the upper Bay of Fundy demonstrates how new
ideas, commodities, and transportation technologies briefly reshaped
the development of Atlantic Canada in the mid- to late nineteenth
century. Likewise, we can see how, by this time, industrialization had
come to fully encompass manufacturing centres, resource frontiers,
and even small isolated rural communities like Maitland, Nova Scotia.
By situating the history of a local environment and community within
this much broader context, this chapter demonstrates the rich promise
of the mobilities framework and calls for similar studies of local histo-
ries situated in their global historical context.”

By the middle of the nineteenth century, small-scale shipbuilding
around the Bay of Fundy had blossomed from pre-existing agricultural
and resource-based economies. In Kingsport, on the Minas Basin, the
industry developed alongside a boom in potato exports from the near-
by town of Canning.® In Bear River and Weymouth, near Digby, where
semi-subsistence farming anchored people to the land, the growth in
shipbuilding coincided with a rise and development in the lumber in-
dustry.’ In Maitland, shipbuilders capitalized on a pre-existing regional
economy built on mineral exports, which connected the village to larger
ports such as Saint John, New Brunswick, and Boston, Massachusetts.
In these and many other small communities around the Bay of Fundy,
local economic development was accelerated by the outbreak of the
American Civil War in 1861, which brought lower insurance rates and
competitive advantage for ships sailing under neutral flags. News of
this economic opportunity spread quickly—likely through Saint John
and Windsor, Nova Scotia—to these remote villages. The movement
of information through a regional network provided the impetus for
small-scale shipbuilders to take risks and build their first commercial-
ly oriented ships. With these ships, Bay of Fundy shipbuilders gained
contacts with shipping agents and shipbuyers in the United Kingdom,
opening a door to the global shipbuilding and commodity trade.

Though these broad trends reverberated throughout the Bay of
Fundy region, some aspects to this trade made Maitland unique.”
Maitland differed from other shipbuilding communities in rural Nova
Scotia. In his study of turn-of-the-twentieth-century Bear River, for
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example, Stephen Hornsby presents a picture of an “export enclave”
with a culture of “persistent localism.” Here a small group of business-
people, professionals, and young people may have travelled beyond the
village in a North Atlantic World, which linked the Caribbean and the
U.S. Eastern Seaboard, but most of the population (i.e., artisans and
farmers) remained in place."

There is little doubt that these trends were broadly reflected in
Maitland. And yet when we look at life in this village during the 1860s,
1870s, and 1880s, it is clear that the village’s entrance into large-scale
shipbuilding and shipping broadened the horizons of Maitlanders.
During this period, the village emerged from a regional trading net-
work anchored around the Bay of Fundy, into a global commodity
network based out of cities like Liverpool, London, Antwerp, and New
York. The scale of the shipbuilding industry grew substantially, both in
the size of the ships and in the number of ships built. Likely because
Maitland was relatively isolated from larger Nova Scotian towns, the
industry drew hundreds of people to the Maitland region and trans-
formed the local landscape; shipyards consumed forests of spruce as
farmers cleared more and more land to feed the burgeoning popula-
tion."” Once the ships left Maitland, they continued to contribute to the
transformation of numerous distant landscapes, as they carried bulky
raw materials from dispersed commodity frontiers to European cen-
tres. The reduced cost of global transportation allowed for the signifi-
cant expansion of complex networks of commodity chains for a grow-
ing range of natural resources and agricultural products throughout
the nineteenth century.”’

Mobility and Maitland'’s Rising Fortunes

It had taken nearly twenty years for the Maitland region to be reset-
tled after the expulsion of the Acadians in the 1750s. In 1771, William
Putnam and his family received a land grant on the future village
site. Shortly thereafter, the population increased with an influx of dis-
banded Loyalist soldiers who had fought in the American Revolution.
Shipbuilding quickly followed settlement. The Whidden family arrived
from Truro, Nova Scotia, in the first years of the nineteenth century,
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FIGURE 1.1. Key resources as identified on 1828 Shubenacadie canal survey map.
Maitland was identified as “Douglas” on the original map, which was completed
shortly before the village was renamed after Peregrine Maitland, governor general
of Nova Scotia from 1828-1834. Map by authors.
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and at least one of them appears to have engaged in shipbuilding before
1830." A local history enthusiast also believed James Campbell built a
large number of small coastal ships for transporting gypsum during
the middle decades of the nineteenth century, though none of these
ships appear in the shipping registries."”

While Maitland slowly developed as a farming hamlet, gyp-
sum-mining region, and site of small-scale shipbuilding, a group of
businessmen dreamed of making it a key location in Nova Scotia’s
first major transportation project. The ill-fated Shubenacadie Canal
connected the Bay of Fundy to Halifax through a series of rivers and
lakes, and Maitland was well located at the canal’s mouth. A map from
1828 charts the future course of the canal, highlighting the valuable
resources located along its route. The GIS map in figure 1.1 shows that
the surveyors found stands of hardwoods, thousands of acres of ship’s
timber, and riverbanks full of gypsum and limestone.’* Unfortunately,
lengthy delays and competition from the Nova Scotia Railway led to
the failure of this canal even after its eventual completion in the 1860s.
Maitland never became a central hub in Nova Scotia’s canal transpor-
tation network."”

Some early ships were built to transport gypsum, the mining of
which was one of the more important export activities from the Bay
of Fundy region during the early decades of the nineteenth century.
Demand for the mineral as a fertilizer increased in markets along
the Eastern Seaboard. A grey market for gypsum flourished around
Passamaquoddy Bay, on the Maine and New Brunswick border. Local
settlers used small boats to carry gypsum down the Bay of Fundy to
larger American vessels waiting near the border and thereby avoided
paying duties.' This trade was an integral part of a burgeoning trans-
portation network around the Bay of Fundy. Small ships traded gyp-
sum for finished American goods, which merchants then sold in the
small communities scattered along the bay’s shores. The gypsum trade
helped link the Maitland area with Boston, Windsor, Saint John, and
other ports in this regional network.

Gypsum extraction fuelled the early development of shipbuild-
ing around Maitland, as gypsum trading reached its height during
the same period in which Whidden and Campbell apparently started
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building ships. In 1860, Maitland produced 23,668 tons of gypsum,
making it the largest gypsum-producing community in the province
other than neighbouring St. Croix and the Kempt Shore, also in Hants
County.”” In the decades that followed, the Hants County gypsum in-
dustry continued to expand almost as rapidly as the shipbuilding in-
dustry. Although a correlation existed between the two, by the 1860s
many of the ships built in Maitland did not participate in this regional
trade. Instead, they deployed in the global commodity trade.

The shipbuilding career of W.D. Lawrence serves as a useful il-
lustration of the transition from small regional shipbuilding to full
engagement with the global transportation market. Born on July 16,
1817, in the north of Ireland, he was the oldest son of William Dawson
Lawrence and Mary Jane Lockhart. Family pressure following his fa-
ther’s decision to wed a woman from a less-affluent class forced his
parents to leave Ireland. They took their infant child and travelled to
Nova Scotia, where they eventually acquired a farm in Five Mile River,
located about fifteen kilometres from Maitland.*

At the age of nineteen, the younger William Lawrence left the
farm and began to visit shipbuilding centres on the Atlantic coast. He
first travelled to Dartmouth, across the harbour from Halifax, in or-
der to study the trade; he worked long hours, learning his craft from
the keel up. Ambitious to succeed, he enrolled in classes at Dalhousie
College in 1838, the school’s first year of operation. During his time
in Dartmouth, Lawrence learned a great deal about building ships.
However, the training available in Nova Scotia had its limits. Lawrence
needed to go farther afield if he wanted to learn how to design his
own ships rather than just build them from someone else’s plans.” To
that end he went to Boston in order to study drafting under Donald
McKay. McKay, originally from Shelburne, Nova Scotia, had made his
name designing clipper ships, and he proved willing to help a fellow
Nova Scotian.” In 1847, Lawrence returned to Dartmouth, where he
designed the 568-ton Wanderer, which was built for the Halifax firm
Fairbanks and Allison. Throughout the decade or more that Lawrence
spent moving between home, Dartmouth, and Boston, he learned the
shipbuilding skills, which became essential when he returned to the
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Maitland region in the early 1850s and built his own ship, the 170-ton
St. Lawrence brigantine.

Unlike a conventional commodity frontier—where outside capi-
tal flows into commodity-rich landscapes and both the environment
and local populations are exploited to accumulate metropolitan prof-
its—the Maitland industry developed locally, first becoming integrat-
ed within regional shipping industries and later within global trade.”
Small-scale entrepreneurs, led by Lawrence, capitalized on the low cost
of timber to enter the shipbuilding and shipping market while retain-
ing local control of the means of production. For example, Lawrence
owned the St. Lawrence in partnership with two of his brothers and
another local shipbuilder, Alexander McDougall. Clearly, as was com-
mon at the time, they needed to pool their small amounts of capital to
start building increasingly larger ships in this region.** The fact that
Lawrence kept building and owning boats, and that over time he was
able to retain larger and larger shares of the ships’ ownership, suggests
his early vessels were profitable.

Although shipbuilding remained a secondary industry in the
Maitland area through the 1840s and 1850s, Lawrence’s decision to
move his operation to the shore of the Shubenacadie River acknowl-
edged the prospects for the industry in this well-forested landscape.
One list of ships built in the region indicates that only six vessels were
built and registered in the 1840s and eight in the 1850s.>* Significantly,
though, builders increased the size of vessels. Specifically, the average
tonnage in the 1840s was 71; in the 1850s it doubled to 141. In 1854,
Lawrence and his partners purchased 4.85 hectares (twelve acres) of
land on the edge of the village of Maitland, where they operated their
new shipyard. Lawrence later bought out McDougall to become sole
owner of the shipyard. He built two more ships during the 1850s: the
Architect in 1856 and the Persia in 1859. By building and operating
these ships, Lawrence demonstrated the competitive advantages and
profitability of shipbuilding on this remote shore of the Bay of Fundy.*

In the decades that followed, Lawrence joined a broader regional
trend of building large ships using widely available and inexpensive
red spruce from around the Bay of Fundy.”” While wooden ships were
traditionally built using hardwood, such as oak and teak, the large
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spruce softwood trees that grew in New Brunswick and Nova Scotia
provided a functional, local, and significantly cheaper alternative that
did not draw on the commercially valuable lumber used by the timber
industry.”® Spruce also gave vessels greater buoyancy, allowing them to
carry greater loads.”” In 1864, W.M. Smith, the controller of customs
and registrar of shipping in New Brunswick, extolled the virtues of
spruce from the Bay of Fundy for vessel construction: “The experience
of some of our [New Brunswick’s] wealthiest shipowners appears to
be in favor of a well built, bay spruce salted ship, as a profitable invest-
ment, as such vessels have been known to be running from and to all
parts of the world for twenty or thirty years in good condition.”® While
technological innovations transformed some sections of the shipbuild-
ing industry, Smith explained that two spruce ships could be built and
outfitted for the same cost as an iron sailing ship of the same size. The
Maritime colonies were particularly well positioned to take advantage
of the growing market for transatlantic shipping because of their prox-
imity to the Eastern Seaboard, lower labour costs, and abundance of
spruce forests.”

Local environmental advantages, along with the American Civil
War, enabled the shipbuilding boom in Maitland. The major rivers
feeding the Bay of Fundy served as ideal locations for building large
wooden ships for the deep-sea trade. Most of the major shipbuild-
ing centres on the Minas Basin were located on either the Avon or
Shubenacadie rivers, in Kings and Hants counties. There were four
advantages to these locations. Most importantly, the Bay of Fundy’s
funnel shape creates the highest tides in the world, making it easy to
launch large ships built along these estuaries. Thus the capital invest-
ment required for shipbuilding was kept very low, obviating the need
for any kind of dry dock. Maitland shipbuilders simply built the boats
on the beach near the high tide line and relied on one of the particu-
larly high monthly spring tides in the early spring or late fall to carry
their ships out to sea. These rivers also offered a sheltered harbour, pro-
tecting shipyards from unfavourable Atlantic storms. Furthermore, the
waterways served as reliable routes by which to transport wood from
the forest to the shipyard. The predominantly spruce forests along these
riverbanks provided abundant raw material. Maitland’s mid-century
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economy had not developed as much as that of Windsor and Hantsport
on the Avon, so shipbuilders along the Shubenacadie’s shores had ac-
cess to more abundant forest resources.

The 1860s witnessed a considerable change in the fortunes of this
small community. At least thirty-four vessels were built over the de-
cade. New vessels continued to include increased carrying capacity,
reflecting the growing interest in transoceanic trade. Lawrence led the
expansion of Maitland’s industry through his engagement in the deep-
sea shipping market. He managed a small shipping business with the
Architect and the Persia in the late 1850s.%” In 1861, he sold these ships
and prepared to build a significantly larger ocean-going vessel. A year
later, he built the 762-ton William G. Putnam and, the following year,
the 642-ton Mary. Lawrence became a local leader, as he continued to
build larger vessels and set a profitable example by retaining ownership
of his ships. It is likely that during the early 1860s he connected with an
agent in Liverpool, tapping into a network that brought his vessels to
ports all over the globe.

As Lawrence developed his ties with this global network, the scale
of Maitland’s shipbuilding industry expanded significantly. While
some shipbuilders continued to build smaller regional trading vessels
with low tonnage, a few individuals aspired to build large deep-sea ves-
sels. On the regional level, these shipbuilders followed those in the larg-
er shipbuilding centres at Windsor and Hantsport, where ships over
one thousand tons were already being built by the early 1860s. On a
more local level, Maitland shipbuilders T.S. Harding, Robert Boak, A.
McCallum, and T.S. Trefrey followed Lawrence, building vessels larger
than five hundred tons in the years after 1862. A few years later, in
1867, Lawrence built Maitland’s first vessel over one thousand tons, the
1,020-ton Pegasus. Charles Cox built two more vessels over a thousand
tons in the following years. By the beginning of the 1870s, as the ta-
bles below indicate, Maitland had emerged as a regional leader in large
deep-sea vessels.”

Maitland’s shipbuilding began during the American Civil War,
boomed in the 1870s, and continued through to the early 1880s. Table
1.1 demonstrates the sheer dominance of large deep-sea ships built in
Maitland during the 1870s and 1880s. Although the overall number of
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Table 1.1. Number and tonnage of vessels built in Maitland, 1840-1890

Number of Average Total Over 1000

Decade Vessels Tonnage Tonnage Tons
1840s 7 67.02 469.2 0
1850s 11 177.55 1953 0
1860s 51 372.15 18979.69 3
1870s 77 874.57 67341.62 27
1880s 39 772.36 30122.12 21
Total 185 642.51 118865.45 51

(Data from Windsor, Nova Scotia, Registrar of Shipping, RG 42-E-1, LAC; Maitland,
Nova Scotia, Registrar of Shipping, RG 42-E-1, LAC; Burgess, “List of Vessels.”)

ships declined during the 1880s, the average tonnage decreased only
slightly. Comprising just 6 percent of the ships built at Maitland in the
1860s, the ratio of vessels larger than one thousand tons grew to just
over 50 percent in the 1880s. Table 1.2 shows that when compared with
other shipbuilding centres along the Bay of Fundy’s shores, Maitland
was one of the leading shipbuilding centres in the region. The village’s
volume of production dwarfed that of many other locations.*

The boom in shipbuilding brought about an increase in Maitland’s
population. Between 1860 and 1870, the village population increased
by 25 percent, from 1,967 to 2,463 people.”® Housing stock jumped even
more significantly in this period, from 295 inhabited houses to 410, an
increase of 38 percent. Most of this migration came from other parts of
Nova Scotia.’® Local memory also suggests a certain degree of seasonal
migration, as workers moved to Maitland during the summer months
to help build the vessels.”” Unfortunately, the 1861 census lacks infor-
mation about land holding, so it is difficult to assess the impact of this
movement on the local landscape. The overall acreage in 1870, however,
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suggests that residents had cleared about half the land on the southwest
side of the river, shown in figure 1.3. They no doubt used the trees for
vessels, home construction, and fuel.*®

The building of the Pegasus in 1867 provides a glimpse into the
nature of this industry. This is one of the few years for which Lawrence’s
correspondence has survived.* His letters demonstrate the importance
of the shipyard to Maitland’s economy, the significance of ship owning
for Lawrence’s career, and the network of relationships that Lawrence
needed in order to actively participate in the global shipping industry.
The building of the Pegasus required Lawrence’s full-time attention. In
his letters, he regularly mentioned that he could not leave Maitland, be-
cause he had fifty men building his new ship. While the spruce used on
this and other Maitland ships was harvested locally, he ordered oakum,
spikes, and other supplies from Black Bros. in Halifax. The iron knees
and the masthead came from Saint John, and a steamer towed the ship
to this larger port to complete the final outfitting after it launched.*
With the vessel seaworthy, Lawrence put his shipbuilding activities on
hold and focused on the engagement of the Pegasus in the deep-sea
shipping trade. At the same time, Lawrence—a leading opponent of
Confederation—continued his heavy involvement in provincial poli-
tics. His ability to leave his shipyard fallow for a number of years as he
accumulated capital with his new ship and continued his fight against
Confederation demonstrates the low levels of fixed investment and the
pluralistic nature of work in these Maitland shipyards.*

Lawrence’s letters show that his involvement in global trade net-
works hinged on shipping agents and capital from Liverpool. Lawrence
relied on his agent, J.C. Jones, to help finance construction of the
Pegasus and to secure a series of shipping contracts. Between 1867 and
1874, these contracts took the Pegasus on very profitable trips around
the world, to cities including St. George, New Brunswick; Boston;
Liverpool; Antwerp; Yokohama; Callao, Peru; and Montevideo,
Uruguay.*? Lawrence remained in close communication with Jones and
with Jones’s successor, A. Gibson, over the course of the vessel’s con-
struction and subsequent voyages. The limited sample of Lawrence’s
letters preserved in the archives include twenty-two letters to Jones,
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F1GURE 1.2. The William D. Lawrence under construction in 1874. Reproduced with
permission of the Nova Scotia Archives.

written between June 1867 and May 1868, and a further twenty-four
letters to Gibson, written between September 1868 and May 1871.**
For over a decade Lawrence’s shipbuilding activities paralleled
his political involvement. In 1863, he was elected to the Nova Scotia
Legislature as a Liberal Conservative member for Douglas (now
known as Hants North), joining his close ally Joseph Howe, who also
represented the dual-member riding. They later split over the issue of
Confederation. Marvin Moore argues that Lawrence’s opposition to
Confederation stemmed from his concern that political union would
hurt the Maritime shipping industry. Confederation threatened to
reorient the flow of goods and capital in the region, favouring inland
interests over the coastal trades. Lawrence worried that Canadian poli-
ticians and businessmen would redirect maritime wealth to finance the
canals and railroads needed for continental development.** Although
Lawrence’s pessimism eventually proved true, Confederation was not
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the most significant cause of Maitland’s decline; indeed, Maitland’s
shipbuilding industry peaked in the years after 1867. In the 1870s and
1880s, its shipyards produced more than twenty vessels larger than one
thousand tons in each decade.

Lawrence built his final vessel during this pinnacle of Maitland’s
shipbuilding history. His correspondence from the late 1860s and ear-
ly 1870s suggest he had made a small fortune by using the Pegasus in
the deep-sea trade. He did not need to invest this money in a new and
larger vessel.*” However, after losing the 1871 provincial election over
the issue of Confederation, Lawrence returned to the shipyard with re-
newed vigour. He set out to build “the largest vessel ever placed upon
the stocks in the Dominion or in British North America.™® The ship that
Lawrence built was 262 feet long, 55 feet from keel to rail, and 48 feet
wide. Its main mast was 200 feet and 8 inches. It carried 11,500 yards of
sail. Its draft (how deep it lay in the water) was 11 feet when empty and
26 feet when fully loaded. It took seventy-five men a year and a half to
build the 2,459-ton vessel. The masthead on the aptly named William
D. Lawrence was of an old man in a flowing cloak, holding a scroll
inscribed with the words “God defends the Right.” Clearly, Lawrence
wanted to make a statement with the construction of this massive ves-
sel (fig. 1.2).

Having decided to build the ship, Lawrence began to draw on his
local and global connections to acquire the many resources necessary
to build such a large vessel. He built a three-dimensional model of the
ship, and crews began to cut and haul the wood needed.*® The main ma-
terial, of course, was Maitland spruce. When the ice had gone out of the
river, migrant shipbuilders arrived to commence the ship’s construc-
tion. With few other local resources available, everything from oakum
to iron needed to be shipped to Maitland from Halifax, Saint John, or
Boston by sea and rail. Lawrence had James Ellis, the captain of the
Pegasus and his son-in-law, acquire more specialized materials such as
chains, anchors, and pumps while that ship was in port at Liverpool.*
When all was complete, the materials and labour had cost $107,452,
leaving Lawrence over $27,000 in debt.”® At the time, many regarded
the building of this vessel as Lawrence’s folly. More than four thousand
people descended on the village to see what some were expecting to
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be a disaster. Yet the ship considered too large to float slid smooth-
ly down the ways in September 1874. The William D. Lawrence safely
entered the global deep-sea trade, marking the climax of the village’s
shipbuilding days.

Global Context

Demand for vessels like the Pegasus and William D. Lawrence grew as
trade in bulky natural resources increased around the world, leading to
a golden age in the global commodity trade.” The growth of the United
States as a major economic power and the decline of its merchant fleet
following the outbreak of the Civil War were the biggest factors in cre-
ating demand for ships from the Maritimes.** Moreover, industrialists
seeking to fulfill their ever-growing hunger for natural resources from
around the world sought to globalize supply chains, while population
growth and urbanization led the British to rely on large amounts of
grain and other foodstuffs from around the world. The commoditiza-
tion of grain, cotton, oil, hides, tallow, guano, copper, and many other
raw materials increased demand for transcontinental shipping, both
in the heavily trafficked North Atlantic and in developing resource
frontiers.

Steam technology failed to meet the rising demand of the global
commodity trade through the mid-nineteenth century. On many routes
it remained cheaper to move goods by sail until the 1880s and 1890s,
when steamships became significantly more fuel-efficient. At mid-cen-
tury, charts predicted global wind patterns more accurately than ever,
which increased the speed of sailing ships over long distances, while at
the same time steam technology made easier the sailing and docking of
large vessels.”® The growing size of Bay of Fundy spruce ships reduced
overall operation costs and allowed these vessels to cultivate a niche in
the global shipping market through the 1870s and 1880s even as steam-
ships gained prominence.**

Maitland sat at the heart of the boom during the 1870s, as Hants
County had become one of the new province’s principal shipbuilding
centres.” Although the county produced fewer vessels than other Nova
Scotia ports, the average size of its vessels was over one hundred tons
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larger than elsewhere in the province. This characteristic reflected the
region’s focus on large ship construction and the deep-sea shipping
industry.”® Hants County also led the province in the number and
combined value of its shipyards, with eight more yards and $100,000 of
greater worth than Digby, the next largest shipbuilding centre accord-
ing to the 1870-1871 census.”’

For a moment in the 1870s and early 1880s, Maitland and other
Bay of Fundy communities engaged with the rest of the world. The
Maitland ship registry for the mid-1870s, the 1880s, and the 1890s
demonstrates the dominance of British shipping interests, as Maritime
merchants sold vessels—both immediately after construction and after
years of service—at Glasgow, London, and Liverpool. Perhaps the loca-
tion where vessels met their demise is more revealing in determining
the scope of the trade. Maitland-built vessels sank while en route to
or from such places as San Francisco, South Africa, the Bahamas, the
Bering Sea, and Peru. During these years, many Maitland families had
members who visited these far-off places as sailors, sea captains, and
passengers.”® In his correspondence and an unpublished travel mem-
oir, Lawrence wrote of travelling to cities such as Liverpool, Antwerp,
Aden, Bombay, Callao, and Le Havre.” Village residents visited places
that just a few decades earlier would have been known only through
written accounts.

Like the Pegasus before it, the William D. Lawrence circumnavigat-
ed the world in service of the risky global commodity trade. Even be-
fore Lawrence launched the ship, he had obtained charters to carry two
cargoes of guano from the Chinchas in Peru to France. To increase the
profitability of this long voyage, Lawrence carried lumber from Saint
John to Liverpool and coal from Cardiff to Aden, before crossing the
Indian and Pacific oceans to Peru. Before the ship arrived in Peru, the
guano market had crashed because new chemical fertilizers—cheap-
er and easier to obtain than Peruvian bird droppings—had come onto
the market.® The French Dreyfus Brothers firm attempted to cancel
the charter, but they could not do so without Lawrence’s agreement.
Stubbornly, Lawrence waited eleven months to load the cargo. When
the ship arrived in France, the Dreyfus Brothers refused to accept the
guano. Lawrence ordered the cargo off-loaded at his own expense and
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turned the matter over to a French law firm that sued on his behalf for
the cost of the cargo and demurrage for the long wait in Peru. Lawrence
eventually won the case and received the whole cost of the cargo and de-
murrage. He retained ownership of his last ship until 1884 and claimed
that he made a large profit during these nine years of operation.®

The success of shipbuilding transformed Maitland by increasing
its population and drawing on institutions that could better connect
shipbuilders and owners with the global network of their trade. The vil-
lage’s population peaked in 1880, when the census recorded three hun-
dred more people than it had in 1870.% By this time, there were up to
twenty shipyards around Maitland. Within the village itself there were
seven. With this expansion, a shipping register opened for Maitland in
1874. It provides details on when vessels were built, by whom, and often
when these ships ceased their registration after sale or destruction. The
register lists fifty-one vessels built during the 1870s, averaging 888 tons.
Twenty vessels had a carrying capacity over one thousand tons.®® In
addition, the insurance firm Lloyds hired Lawrence as its local repre-
sentative.’* Beyond these shipping-specific institutions, Western Union
and the Merchant’s Bank of Halifax opened agencies in Maitland in
1872 and 1873, respectively.® The introduction of these institutions re-
flected Maitland’s growing economic importance, built on its involve-
ment in the global shipping industry. Yet the 1870s were to be the high
point in the economic vibrancy of the Bay of Fundy. In the decades that
followed, Maitland declined almost as quickly as it had boomed.

By 1880 the shipbuilding industry began to stabilize and then fall.
Only forty vessels were launched in this decade. Over half of these ves-
sels had carrying capacities of over one thousand tons, with an average
carrying capacity of 772 tons. Significantly, though, only five vessels
were built after 1885.° Even grimmer were the 1890s, when builders
constructed only sixteen vessels. The fact that eight of these ships were
over one thousand tons demonstrates the continued importance of the
deep-sea trade to the village’s economy.®” The population also began to
decline. By 1890, 20 percent fewer people lived in Maitland, and villag-
ers occupied 12 percent less acreage than they had a decade earlier.®®

The region’s shipbuilding potential had linked its natural resources
to global commodity flows. This nexus was caused by, and continued to
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FIGURE 1.3. Forest cover in the district around Maitland, as described in B.E.
Fernow, Forest Conditions of Nova Scotia (1912). Map by authors.
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tuel, the expansion of the population and local agriculture, the clearing
oflocal forests, and the extraction of local mineral resources. Trade and
shipbuilding also dramatically transformed the local environment. By
the early twentieth century, considerably fewer trees remained around
Maitland than had stood before this boom in shipping had begun. This
was not a unique situation, as little “first-growth” forest was left by this
time anywhere in peninsular Nova Scotia. The exact role of shipbuild-
ing in the deforestation is hard to ascertain. At least one mill existed in
South Maitland by the 1860s, and the general trend across the province
suggests that the forests of Maitland and the Shubenacadie Valley would
have fallen with or without the shipbuilding industry. Nonetheless, as
early as the late 1860s, Lawrence found it difficult to secure timber for
large ships because forest resources had been depleted—a common
phenomenon in shipbuilding centres.® Wood for shipbuilding became
increasingly scarce on Prince Edward Island between the 1840s and the
1860s, as the industry took the best species.”® A similar pattern likely
occurred in Maitland. The fact that Maitland built dozens of very large
ships in the 1870s and 1880s suggests they had begun to use forests
located farther from the village, moving trees longer distances during
the late winter and spring.”*

A forest survey from 1912 indicates the extent of deforestation
caused by forestry, shipbuilding, and agriculture during the nine-
teenth and early twentieth centuries. Comparing figure 1.3 with fig-
ure 1.1 from the 1828 canal survey shows that the Maitland region
witnessed the clearing of large sections of forests during the mid- to
late nineteenth century, similar to many other areas in Nova Scotia.
Shipbuilding along the Minas Basin was only one cause of deforesta-
tion. The 1912 survey pointed to a growing forestry industry during
the early twentieth century and warned that the whole province faced
shortages unless it adopted conservation practices.”” The map allows
us to speculate that Maitland would have been nearing the end of its
shipbuilding era even if the global demand for wooden sailing ships
had never declined. With much of the landscape categorized as “severe
cull” and only a limited section replanted with second-growth forests,
the natural advantages of easily available, large spruce trees no longer
existed at the start of the twentieth century.
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Conclusion

Maitland’s brief foray into the global shipping trade made a signifi-
cant impact on the community. Its geographic location, access to
cheap spruce, and abundant gypsum created a foundation on which
Maitlanders could profit by selling their ships and labour. The probate
records left behind by some of the village’s key shipbuilders demon-
strate the wealth that Maitlanders acquired from this trade.” However,
the amount that these men could make in the trade varied consider-
ably. For example, despite building vessels over one thousand tons,
Joseph Monteith and Alexander Roy had amassed only $5,114 and
$20,324.50, respectively, by the end of their lives. In contrast, Lawrence
and Archibald McCallum had built up small fortunes: $164,423 and
$182,817, respectively.” Although it is difficult to be certain, it is likely
that Lawrence’s and McCallum’s higher degrees of vessel ownership
and external investment explain part of this difference” Despite these
substantial differences in wealth, all four men had an above-average
amount of wealth for the end of the nineteenth century in Nova Scotia.”
As the industry declined, Maitland remained a relatively well-oft small
town, living off the foundation created by its foray into global shipping.

Maitland’s moment of connection to the global shipping trade
created two legacies. First, a small number of shipbuilding families
amassed considerable fortunes from this craft, drawing this tiny town
into international trading networks. Second, the shipbuilding industry
played an essential role in transforming a dense forest into a patchwork
of new farms amid a severely culled landscape. Local forests, trans-
formed into large vessels, circumnavigated the globe and rarely re-
turned to the Minas Basin. They contributed to the dramatic decrease
in the cost of global mobility during the second half of the nineteenth
century. Maitlanders exported local resources and in doing so they
facilitated the mass transfer of other raw materials between Europe,
Asia, and the Americas. The deforestation that reshaped the local en-
vironment affected all of the village’s residents—regardless of class,
ethnicity, or religion—and challenges the idea that small and relatively
isolated communities like Maitland cultivated a culture of “persistent
localism” that focused mostly on developing regional relationships.
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From a foundation of high tides, easily accessible mineral deposits, and
abundant spruce, Maitlanders became mobile, drawing information
and profits from regional—and then global—trading networks in order
to briefly transform their village into a prominent shipbuilding centre
at the end of the nineteenth century. By capitalizing on nearby natural
resources, Maitlanders were able to draw transoceanic financial, com-
munication, and transportation networks into their village at the top
of the Bay of Fundy. Through these linkages and by building ships out
of the abundant supply of local trees, Maitland avoided becoming an
exploited peripheral site of resource extraction and instead participated

in and profited from the global trade in bulk commodities.
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