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The Isthmus of Chignecto

The Isthmus of Chignecto, the link connecting the present-day
provinces of Nova Scotia and New Brunswick, has been the scene of
considerable activity since the time of its first settlement by French
and Acadian settlers in the early 1670's. Between 1670 and 1710 the
French controlled '"Acadie'" and the Isthmus saw the third largest
concentration of settlement in the province. Settlement continued there,
and even grew, after the British assumed control of what they called
Nova Scotia in 1710. As tensions between England and France grew up
in the 1740's and 1750's the Isthmus assumed a new more strategic
importance. With the exact limits of the province left uncertain by
the Treaty of Aix-la-Chapelle in 1713, the French were able to become
de facto masters of all that lay north of the Missaguash River and to
attract to this territory Acadian families uneasy under British rule,
This period witnessed a considerable jump in population figures for
the Isthmus, particularly north of the Missaguash after 1750. In
June 1755, however, the French fort built on the southwest point of
the Beauséjour (Fort Cumberland) ridge surrendered to British forces
under Lieutenant-Colonel Robert Monckton. The organized removal of the
Acadian population from the province followed soon afterward. A large
number of Acadians from the Chignecto region managed to escape the
expulsion and found their way to the Saint John River, more northern
parts of New Brunswick and Ile Saint Jean (Prince Edward Island). The
Isthmus was no longer a centre of Acadian population and eventually the
lands were filled by settlers of British and Protestant origin. This

paper examines the history of the Acadian people who inhabited Chignecto
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from the 1670's until their dispersal in the mid-1750's.



1 FRENCH PFRIOD

The first recorded visit by a white man to the Isthmus of
Chignecto wss that of the Jesuit Father Biard 2nd the Sieur de
Biencourt in 1612. Biard reported that at Chignecto there were
"many large and beautiful meadows, extending farther than the eye
can reach....the country was for the most part, agreeable, and...
would be very fertile if it were cultivated."l' For the next sixty
years, however, no-one tried to farm these lands. Settlement was
concentrated for a short time in the 1630's around La Have but
until about 1700 the msin centre of population was Port Royal. At
the time of the 1671 Census, of the approximately 430 settlers in
"Acadie", about 360 were at Port Royal and the rest were scattered
throughout the Peninsula and the northern shore of the Bay of Fundy.
No white men were counted in the Isthmus of Chignecto.2

It was not until 1672 or 1673, shortly after the 1671 Census,

#*
that the first settlers appeared at Chignecto.

* The exact date of the first settlement is uncertain. Most
secondary sources give 1672, (i.e. Arsenault, Bona Historic et

Généalogie des Acadiens, vol. 1, p. 63) but it would appear from

a list of habitants of Port Royal present at a meeting to discuss
the building of a church in June 1673 that Bourgeois and his
followers were still there. (Public Archives of Canada, MGL, E,

277, pt. 1, June 18, 1673.)



Jacques Bourgeois, who had come to Acadia in 1640 as a surgeon and
who had stayed on to become one of Port Royal's wealthiest farmers,3
saw the marshlands of Chignecto while engaged in the coessting trade
with the Indians. He returned there to settle with his ‘two sons,
Charles and Germain, his three sons-in-law, Pierre Cyr, Germain
Girouard and Jean Boudrot, and their families. Others followed -
Jacques Belon, Thomas Cormier, Pierre Arsenault and their families.
It has been suggested that Bourgeois and his followers established
themselves on the south bank of the Missaguash River near the edge

" On the map made in 1686 by the

of the Fort Lawrence Ridge.
Intendant Jacques De Meulles, settlement is shown in that area, but
the occupants of the houses are not named. Documentary evidence
that this was, in fact, the site of the Bourgeois settlement seems
to be lacking.

The Bourgeois group was not alone at Chignecto for long. On
October 24, 1676 Michel Le Neuf de la Valliére was given seigneurial
rights to an area called Chignectou by the Indians and Beaubassin

by the French.s'

The seigneury, which was held in homage to the
Chateau at Quebec, extended across the isthmus and covered an area
of about ten square leagues. There was one important limitation
among the terms of the grant: La Valliere was not to interfere with

the habitants who had already esteablished themselves there.

Michel Le Neuf de la Valliére was a gentleman from Three Rivers



who had studied in France and returned to North America where he had
served on expeditions to places as far apart (in those days) as Hudson's
Bay, Cape Breton Island and Cataraqui, ) During the summer of 1676 he
had been sent by Frontenac to investigate the activities of the Dutch
and any other enemy of the French‘who might try to interfere with
French fishing and fur trading.7. He saw the lands at Chignecto and
established a fur trading post there. Now, after receiving a grant
to the area, La Vallidre decided not to restrict himself to trading
but also to engage in agriculture. He soon established his retinue
and his family of seven children on Ile 3 la Valli®re, a raised piece
of ground later known as Tonge'!s Island in the marsh on the west side
of the Missaguash River. La Vallidre brought with him a number of
families from Quebec - the Cottards, Labarres, Legacés, Merciers,
Mignaults, the Mirandes and one Michel Haché dit Gallant.s. These
adopted the Acadian methods of dyking the marshlands and farming the
fertile lands which resulted.

Ia Vallidre continued to trade., He owned a small sailing ship,
the St, Antoine, which he used to coast along the shores of Acadia
trading with the Indians,

For a decade La Valli®re was one of the leading lights in
Acadia.g. In 1678, after the death of the Seiur de Marson, La Vallidre
was named commandant in Acadia. In 168l Frontenac wrote to Colbert
that la Vallidre was doing all he could but that the size of the province

10.
made it impossible for him to extend royal influence everywhere. He



suggested that La Vallire would make a good governor "etant un gentil-
homme qui a toutes les qualités d'esprit et de courage pour bien
stacquitter d'un tel emploi'. | On August 5, 1683, La Vallire was
named governor by the King. Others in Acadia did not, however, share
Frontenac's favourable opinion of him., After the establishment in
1682 of the Compagnie de la Pesche Sedentaire de 1'Acadie with head-
quarters at Chedabucto (Guysborough), he was involved in almost constant
conflict. In its Charter the Company had been given sole rights to
fish along the coasts of Acadia.lz. La Valli®re had become accustomed
to sell to New England fishermen permits to fish along the coast.lB.
Now the Sieur Bergier of the Company complained that La Vallidre's
granting of licenses infringed on the Company's grant, and that the
New Englanders were spoiling the fisheries for others by throwing back
into the sea the fish heads and entrails. The presence of these apparently
discouraged other fish from coming near.lh. As a result on April 4, 1684,
the King named M. Perot governor to succeed La Valliére.ls. On April 10,
1684, La Vallidre was expressly forbidden to allow foreign vessels to
fish in Acadia or to exert in the future "aucun fonction de Commandant
dans le Pais et c8te d'Acadie.'lé.

The extent of La Vallilre's activities in Acadia after this time
is uncertain. He was there when the Intendant of New France visited
Beaubassin in 1685-86 and later in 1686 when the Bishop of Quebec arrived.
The Intendant, Jacques de Meulles, spoke very highly of him., He had,

he said, induced many habitants to live there, he had built a mill at

his own expense and while he was in command "many deemed it a pleasure



to take up lands in his Seigniory because he [Sh§7 always given assis—
17

tance as far as he was able and still Zzbntinueg7 to do so". In 1690,
18,
however, he was captain of Frontenac's guards in Quebec and he appears

to have been occupied elsewhere during the 1690's. His name does not
appear in the Censuses of 1693 or 1698. Around the turn of the century

a question arose of the limits of his seigneury and whether or not it
included the inhabitants who about 1698 had established themselves at
Chipoudy and Petitcodiak.l8a. La Valli®re, acting through his son-

in=law Villieu, was trying to persuade these inhabitants to recognize

him as Seigneur.zo. In March 1701 the Minister wrote to the Chief
Commissary and Magistrate at Port Rcyal for a memoir on the subject,lg.
and the next May the Minister wrote to La Valli®re that the authorities
did not intend to take away the land he held in Acadia but only wanted
him to produce his title to the land and show that he had fulfilled

the conditions of the grant.zl' An edict of March 20, 1703, confirmed

the habitants of Petitcodiak and Chipoudy (Shepody) in their holdingszz.
and stated that the authorities intended to investigate further La Vallidre's
claim.23' In 1704 La Valli2re went to France to push his claim, and on
June 2, 1705, the original grant was reconfirmed along with the proviso
that he not dispossess Mles habitants de ladite Province qui se trouveront
en possession des terres et heritages....conformément audit arrest du

2.

vingt mars mil sept cent trois.®"
La Valli®re's connection with his seigneury had not in recent years
been a close one. Des Goutins, Chief Commissary and Magistrate, had

written in 1702 that La Valli®re had not lived in the province for about
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fifteen years and that improvements which had been made in the area
had been made largely by Jacob Bourgeois or through trade with the
English.zs. How much, if anything, he exacted from the habitants is
uncertain., And after taking the pains to go to France to have his
succession reconfirmed he never returned to Acadia. He died in July,
1705, probably during the crossing from France to Canada.26. We hear
nothing of his descendants trying to take up the seigneury until the
early 1750's, and then only briefly.

It is possible that there was a priest at Chignecto before 1678
but it is not until that date that there exists documentary evidence
of a priest's presence there. In that year, on September 8, 1678,

La Vallidre granted to the Récollets a concession & six arpents on the
Rividre Brouillée (Tantramar River) "vis-3-vis la pointe de Beauséjour
en montant au Nord-Est et des terres qui se trouveront dans la pro-
fondeur depuis ladte pointe jusquesd moitié chemin des habitations
des nommes Martin & La Vallée."27. The Récollet Father Claudius Moreau
was Beaubassin's first priest, and sometime before 1686 a chapel was
built.

gr

In 1686 the Bishop of Quebec, M de Saint-Vallier visited Beaubassin
on his tour of Acadia. He found there a small chapel built out of sod
and stones and covered with straw., Fearing that the chapel would not
last much longer, he urged the habitants to build a new one along
with a house for the priest. He also urged the establishment of a new
cemetary to replace the existing one which was across the river from

28.
the church.



The habitants had been served up to that time by Father Moreau,
but he had been recalled to Quebec so Saint-=Vallier left the ﬁriest
Trouvé with them. Trouvé remained at Beaubassin until 1690 when he
was replaced by 1'Abbé Beaudoin. Beaudoin left Beaubassin in 169 when
his health failed and Trouvé returned. How long Trouvé stayed is a
question. In October 1699 Governor Villebon complained that there was
no priest at Beaubassin although the settlement was large enough to
merit one.29. In 1700 M. de Villieu wrote that a Récollet had arrived
at Beaubassin but that he had said he couldnot remain there without
the supplement granted by the King to priests in areas where the
tithes were worth less than 50 écus.

The behaviour of the priests at Beaubassin was not always satisfactory.
In 1690 we find de Goutins complaining of M. Trouvé's harsh treatment
of a young man who had fathered an illegitimate child.Bo. And Governor
Villebon laid several charges against Beaudoin in a letter of 1693 to
Count Pontchartrain: he had urged the habitants not to accept the
authority of the Sieur de Perigny whom Villebon had sent to Beaubassin;
he had told Villebon on his visit to Beaubassin in 1692 or 1693 that
he was about to go to the woods with the Indians because the settlers
were too troublesome to be with; he kept no regular hours for masses;
the habitants had complained that he had left them to go with the
Indians for six months at a time after he had received his provisions
and that he was showing no respect for the King's wish that there be a

missionary at Beaubassin. The habitants considered that he should be

able to live on his allowance, yet he demanded of them beef, wheat, pork,
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butter, tallow for making candles and all the wood he needed. And,

they complained, he had taken the side of the Indians against them

when disputes arose over the Indianst' killing of their cattle.sl.
Meanwhile settlementin the Isthmus had been developing.

Jacques Bourgeois built a flour mill and saw mill for which he obtained

32-
parts in Boston, and it was reported that La Valli®re had also built

a mill.BBAboutiBBA Roger Kuessy (Caissy or Quessey), a young Irishman
who had established himself at Port Royal and married an Acadian girl,
brought the first fruit trees to the settlement.Bh.

The first detailed account available of progress in the Isthmus
was that of the Intendant De Meulles who spent the winter of 1685-86
with M. de la Vallidre at Beaubassin while on his way to tour the rest
of Acadia. De Meulles arrived at Beaubassin on the 23rd of November,
1685, and was forced by the weather to spend the winter there "bored
to death".BS.He had landed at Baye Verte and had crossed the peninsula
via a portage and the Missaguash River which opened "into French Bay
at Chignecto, this portion being known as Beaubassin."Bé.Around the
bay at Beaubassin he found Mextensive meadows which [;ér§7 capable of
feeding 100,000 head of cattle.®™ Back a bit from the water were two
wooded ridges (the Fort Lawrence and Fort Cumberland ridges) where
"more than twenty-two farms® could be seen. Most of habitants had
"three or four buildings suitable enough for the country** and "from
twelve to fifteen or even twenty cattle, ten or twelve pigs, and as

many sheep.™ The women made linen and the cloth for their clothes as

well as their socks, and they wore Indian moccasins for shoes. Every
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year a few English vessels came to trade the "few remaining necessities"
for furs which the habitants obtained from the Indians. De Meulles was
alarmed by the extent to which the New Englanders had developed trade
with the Acadians and urged the construction of a canal through the
portage between Beaubassin and Baye Verte as a means of making Acadia
more accessible to Quebec traders.37.

While he was there De Meulles took a Census of the Chignecto
area and found 127 people, 102 guns, 426 arpents of land cultivated,

326 horned cattle, 111 sheep and 189 pigs.38.

In 1686 the Governor of Acadia, M. Perrot, described Beaubassin
in terms similar to those of De Meulles. He added, however, that the
land was more suitable for feeding cattle than for growing grain
because of the heavy fog in the summer.

The Bishop of Quebec, Mgr. de Saint-Vallier, also visited Beaubassin
during 1686. He found about 150 people in the colony - about 23 more
than De Meulles. Life was becoming more comfortable and settled now
that the marshlands had been dyked and were under cultivation. According
to Saint-Vallier the inhabitants had obtained their cattle from Sable
Island where the Commander de Razilly had let them go wild in the 1630's.
It had taken some time to domesticate these but by now they were an

asset to the settlement. Besides farming, the settlers also engaged in

fishing for salmon in the Bay of Chignecto and for cod further afield,

If any vessel were to come from France bringing more cloth and other

39.
supplies it could return filled with wood, planks and salted salmon.
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In 1687-8 we find the first reference to the cultivation of
anything other than the dyked lowlands. M. de Gargas, Principal Clerk
in Acadia, wrote that it was Monly recently that fthe habitants/ have
cultivated some of the higher ground and there the grain zgfeg7 very
well."hoéargas took a census of the region of "Chignitou at the same
time. He found one priest, 13 men, 12 boys over 15, 28 boys under
15, 14 women, 13 girls over 12, 21 girls under 12 and 21 Indians for
a total of 122 people. These possessed a church, 15 houses, a mill,

5 wigwams, L4 horses, 2 colts, 226 horned cattle, 125 wool-bearing
animals, 25 guns, 3 swords, 2 pistols, 4O acres of marshland cultivated
and 16 acres of upland cultivated.hl.This is the first reference we
have to horses in the vicinity. One should not, however, place too
much trust in this Census (or any other Acadian census for that matter.)
It is unlikely, for instance, that the amount of land under cultivation
should have decreased so drastically between the time of De Meulles!
visit in 1686 and Gargas! report in 1687-88., Gargas does not give the
source of his information and whereas in describing some settlements,
he says ™I visited this place", he does not say it in connection with
Chignecto.

It appears that the settlement at Chignecto did not grow much
during the 1690's. A Census of 1693 showed a total of 119 habitants,
309 cattle, 272 sheep, 142 pigs, 157 arpents under cultivation and 21
gunS.hz'This decrease in population may be due to the departure of

La Valligre, who no doubt took some of his family and followers with

him when he left. The next Census was that of Governor Villebon in 1698,
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two jears after the settlement at Beaubassin had been almost completely
destroyed by New Englanders in 1696, Villebon counted 178 people and

5 domestics, 352 cattle, 178 sheep, 160 hogs, 298 arpents of land

cultivated, 33 fruit trees and 33 guns., Villebon wrote that since the

L.
English attack the habitants had been living in great poverty, and whle

there appear to be increases in people, cattle, hogs, guns and acres
under cultivation over the 1693 Census, it is a;tually a decrease
in the number of sheep and hogs per inhabitant. In 1699 a general
crop failure in Acadia affected Beaubassin.

In 1700 another Census showed 196 people, 340 cattle, 228 sheep,
149 pigs, 367 arpents of ploughed land and h25pns.h5.This does not
represent a great change from 1698 in livestock and land relative to
the number of inhabitants, which had not increased by much.**

In 1701 the Sieur de Bonnaventure, then commander of the King's

ship Envieux, visited Beaubassin, He found only one habitant farming

3
The ratios were approximately 2.58 cattle, 2.25 sheep, 1.17 pigs and 1.33

arpents of land per inhabitant in 1693 and 1.94 cattle, 1 sheep, .88 pigs
and 1.66 arpents of land per inhabitant in 1698.
#%  Now the ratios were approximately 1.73 cattle, 1.15 sheep, .75 pigs

and 1.85 arpents of land for each inhabitant.



the upland, but he was the only one who regularly reaped a good harvest,
proof that the uplands were not as inferior as most of the habitants
believed. The inhabitants assured him that they could furnish masts

as fine as those of Port Royal, but swarms of mosquitos prevented him
from going into the woods to see for himself.hé'

According to the last Census taken before the British assumed
effective control of Acadia in 1710, in 1707, there were at Chignecto
271 people, 510 cattle, 500 sheep and 328 pigs.h7.This indicates not
only an increase in population but probably also a small increase
in prosperizi*judging by the number of animals relative to the number
of habitants.

Up until about the turn of the century Port Royal represented the
largest concentration of Acadian population., After that time the
settlements at ™inas" took the lead. Beaubassin was always the third
largest centre.

Beaubassin never seems to have had a particularly close relation-
ship with the capital of Acadia which was, except for a period on
the St. John River in the 1690's, at Port Royal. In 1692 Frontenac
wrote to the Minister of the Marine that if Acadia were to remain French,
the French authorities should send munitions to the habitants of Minas
and Beaubassin "pour empeacher que l'abandon ou ils croiroient estre

48,

sy on ne les se couroient, ne les contraignit de se donner aux anglois."

30
The ratios now were approximately 1.88 cattle, 1.84 sheep and 1.21 hogs

per inhabitant.
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In October 1697 Governor Villebon wrote to France for sacred vessels
and other church ornaments to replace those stolen or destroyed during
the New Englanders'! raid of 1696?9'And earlier in the same month when
he feared that Minas and Beaubassin were threatened by the English,
he ordered powder and shot to be sent for distribution among the
residents.so‘lt appears that some time before 1702, probably in 1701,
that a militia was organized at Beaubassin at the order of Governor
Brouillan.SIOVillebon visited Beaubassin occasionally during the 1690's
but he didnot report what he did there. Other than these few examples
of official participation in life at Beaubassin there seems to have
been little communication between the settlement and the government.
On the other hand, the inhabitants seem to have had at least as

much to do with New England traders as with French authorities. We
have already seen how De Meulles in 1686 was worried by this trade. He
wrote:

"The trade which the English have developed

with the Acadians giﬁes them the opportunity to

catch and dry fish in the roadsteads belonging

to the King of France. Thus theypmofit to a

very considerable exﬁent, while the Acadians

are forced to serve as laborers under the English,

to whom most of them owe very considerable sums.

It is to be noted, moreover, that the English,

through the trade which they have developed, by

drawing the Acadians into their employment, thus

tend to take them away from their farms, and so,






