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Introduction

The story of transportation in northern Cape Breton is a tale
of courage, hardship and ingenuity. No other area of Nova
Scotia presented greater challenges to the development of
transportation than the harsh topography of the highlands of
Cape Breton Island.

Its surface consists of parts of a high upland with,
in some places, fringes of a much lower coastal
plain. It meets the ocean in cliffs as much as
1,500 feet high and, here and there, in shallowly
submerged landscapes which present long curving
beaches. Streams have cut deeply into the plateau
areas in comparatively recent geological times, so
that steep-walled valleys with rounded shoulders are
characteristic.

For years nature reigned supreme over the futile efforts of
man. Isolation characterized the area until well into the
twentieth century. Only with the technological advances of
modern times were the highlands finally conquered and opened
for the rest of the world to enjoy.

This study will concentrate upon developments which occurred
in the area now included within Cape Breton Highlands National
Park. (See Figure 1) A complete overview of the major events
in the transportation history of the region will be provided.
Land transportation, in particular, will be discussed although
the role of coastal shipping will not be overlooked. Special
emphasis will be placed upon the construction of the Cabot
Trail and the importance of this highway in the transportation

history of northern Cape Breton.



Early Transportation in Northern Cape Breton, 1700-1880

Travel in northern Cape Breton throughout the nineteenth century
was difficult if not impossible. Fred Williams, of the Cabot
Archives in Neil's Harbour, described the hardships involved.

The history of travel in northern Cape Breton is a
chronicle of long, ardous, often tragic journeys.
Written and oral records are checkered with vivid
descriptions of travellers who found themselves
pitted against rough terrain, heavy seas or the mad
temper of the weather. These travellers were forced
by the sparcity of ports or habitations to endure
outrageous conditions when often what was at stake
was sheer survival.l

Given the severe hardships of road travel, almost all communica-
tion in the early days was by water. Even this, however, was
extremely dangerous due to the rugged coastline and unpredictable
weather. Transportation of any type was impossible in the
winter when heavy snows and drift ice completely paralysed the
region.

The earliest road in Cape Breton dates from the eighteenth
century when Count Raymond constructed a road from Louisbourg
to St. Peter's2 (known in the eighteenth century as Port Toulouse).
Little improvement took place over the ensuing years even after
the British takeover in 1758. When Cape Breton became a separate
colony in 1784, some hope was held out for improved communications,
particularly when tax revenue began to flow into the treasury
from the coal mines. Such hopes were dashed, however, as
unscrupulous administrators appropriated the funds for their
own purposes. Richard Brown, as early historian of Cape Breton,
has shown that "all the revenues of the Island, together with

an annual sum of 2000 voted by Parliament, were swallowed up in



the payment of the salaries of officers whose duties were in
many cases purely imaginary, leaving nothing for the construction
of roads and other necessary works".3 The result of all this
mismanagement was that there were not more than ten miles of
passable road on the Island by 1800.

The hardships endured by early travellers are almost
unimaginable today. On land, the first roads were narrow
trails blazed from one settlement to another. These trails
were extremely rough and crooked, and it was a long time before
all the stumps were removed. "When the first wagons were
used", W.R. Bird commented, "notches were often cut in the
larger stumps to let the hubs of the wagon wheels pass through".4
So difficult were the early routes, that practically all travel
was by water. For that reason it was the land around the coast,
harbours and lakes that was first settled since it allowed at
least limited communication with the outside world. For those
who chose to settle in the "back lands" life was more difficult.

For settlers in the back lands journeys to market could
be most exhausting. Where streams were available, birch-
bark canoes were used, but there were many portages. 1In
many cases products of exchange were carried on the human
back. It was nothing unusal, writers of the nineteenth
century say, to carry a burden of one hundred and fifty
pounds for six or seven miles in the depth of a cold and
stormy winter with snow knee-deep at every step. There
were men who could walk with a half barrel of salted
herring under each arm. Women were known to walk over

a pole across a deep and rapid stream carrying a barrel
of meal on their backs.?>

By the early nineteenth century settlers began to arrive
in ever increasing numbers. Settlements appeared throughout
the island, including such northern locales as Chéticamp,
Pleasant Bay, Dingwall, Cape North and Ingonish. One of the
largest settlements was at Chéticamp where, by 1809, about two
hundred and fifty decendants of Acadian exiles lived. Many of
the earliest accounts of travel in the region deal with the
Chéticantis and the Catholic missionaries who cared for their

spiritual needs. Early access to the Ch&ticamp region was



almost entirely by water. Even this, however, was extremely dan-
gerous, especially during fall storms. One of the first mission-
aries to Chéticamp and Maragree, Father Lejamtel, came close to
loosing his life several times. "I always try to take care of
these missions early", Lejamtel commented in 1813, "for naviga-
tion is always dangerous on these shores about the time of the
equinoctial wind and afterwards. I risked my life several times
in my early years when I was not acquainted with the place ...
I took the resolution never again to embark in the autumn
unless it were to save my life from some otherx menace".6
Partly to alleviate this danger and partly td allow more regular
access, a trail was blazed between Margaree and Chéticamp by
1823. Judge Marshall mentioned this road saying that it was
about six miles in length and "passable for foot passengers".7
This primitive trail appears to have been the first road
into what may be called the "north country" of Cape Breton.
(See Figure 2) Similar development did not take place on the
Atlantic side of the northern peninsula at this time. The only
communication between the growing communities of Aspy Bay and
Ingonish was by water. E.E. Jackson described a marriage in
1814 between a girl from Ingonish and a boy from Aspy Bay.

Pioneer John's eldest son, James, married Mary Jackson
in St. George's Church, Sydney, on August 15, 1814.
Sydney was the closest Anglican centre to their home and
the wedding party had to journey there by boat. The
ceremony was only the culmination of many such trips,
however. Mary's family had lived at Ingonish for about
a year prior to the arrival of the Gynn's at Aspy Bay
and since there was no trail over the mountain between
the two settlements, James courted her by sailboat.8

Things changed very little over the next twenty years. When
Rev. John Stewart, the first Presbyterian minister at Aspy Bay
arrived in 1835 there was no road to the community. Stewart
travelled to "so inaccessible a place" by schooner from North
9
Sydney.
Little money was allotted for the improvement and maintain-

ence of Cape Breton's roads in the first half of the nineteenth



century. E.M. Dodd, the Member of the Legislative Assembly from
Cape Breton, commented in July of 1844 that the roads on the
Island "were so bad that travelling in a carriage was impos-

p w 10
sible".
a new road between Margaree and Chéticamp. It is quite possible

That same year a petition was received to construct

that this involved repairing and improving the old trail which
would have deteriorated significantly by this time. In the end
£15 was approved for the project.11 Obviously, this small sum
did little to radically im?rove'transportation in the area. In
1850 Inverness roads were reported "miserably bad".12 Most of
the problems stemmed from insufficient funding. An Inverness
report of 1856 stated "that it is utterly unable to keep roads
fit to travel on with only £500 a year ... a bridge built

at Mabou four years previously was sunk so low on its foundations
that the tide flowed over it a foot in depth - the bridge had
cost £400."13

a mild winter spoiled many roads and "Inverness highways were

Things seemed to go from bad to worse. In 1857

so bad that all carriage travel was impossible in the spring".14
Given the condition of the roads on the St. Lawrence side
of the northern peninsula of Cape Breton and the scarcity of
roads on the Atlantic side, it is not surprising that at mid-
century most travelling was still by water. Small coastal
schooners were frequently used in this context. Another, less
well known type of vessel, used in coastal transportation at
this time was the "barra boat". A.A. Johnston in his History

by Catholic priests to Cape North in 1853 by "barra boat".
"Barra boats are large enough to carry ten to twelve men", one
authority reported, "are extremely sharp, fore and aft, and
have no floor, but rise with an almost flat straight side, so
that a transverse section somewhat resembles a .Wedge".15
Travel by water, however, even at the best of times could be
gruelling. On the trip back from Aspy Bay, for example, the
priests were delayed by a head wind from reaching Neil's Harbour

and when they finally arrived late "they had to remain there



.l6 The next day,

all night in the boat expesed to heavy rain"
because of unfavorable weather conditions, the boat had to be
rowed twelve miles to Ingonish. Such experiences were quite
common for travellers in those days.

The second half of the nineteenth century saw improvement
and expansion of the road system in northern Cape Breton,
particularly on the Atlantic side. The roads, better described
as paths, appeared slowly during the 1850s. A path was cleared

¥ By 1853 a road
18

from St. Ann's to Bay St. Lawrence in 1850.
from Aspy Bay to Ingonish was opened at a cost of £140.
Yet, one really wonders about the quality of these early trails.
When the Rev. Donald Sutherland settled at Aspy Bay in 1860,
there was not a carriage or a carriage road in the area. "All
travelling had to be done either on foot or on horse-back, over
mountains or bridgeless rivers, or by boat from bay to bay",
commented J. Murray.18 The lack of good roads caused great
hardship to the local populace, particularly in winter, when
travel by sea was almost impossible. Typical of the hardships
were those experienced by local clergymen.

One day, in the middle of a violent winter, an urgent
sick call came (to Ingonish) from Cape North, 30 miles
distant. The supplicant was old John Fraser,... a
convert to the Catholic faith. Father Donald and a
sturdy guide set out immediately on snowshoes. The

way was over crags and cliffs and trackless mountains.
In many places the guide had to cut tracks with an axe
to save them from tumbling headlong to eternity. After
dark they came upon an Indian camp where they spent the
night. Early the next morning they set off again with
another Micmac guide. The second day's experience was
even worse than the first, and the two guides gave out-
fell by the way utterly exhausted Father Donald pro-
ceeded along, and reached the slckbed ... he used to say
that he never got over that trlp

Transportation improvements came slowly in the years after
mid-century. Mud paths rather than roads were all that existed
in the area in the early 1860s. By Confederation, however,
some development began to take place. The Assembly Journals
for 1867 show that "there was £200 spent on the road from Ca?e



North to Ingonish, £40 from the Southern Bay to Donovans, %40
from Clyburn's to Roper's Brook, £40 from Smith's to Roper's,
and £40 from Roper's to Burke's".21 All of this indicates the
~growing economic maturity and importance of the area by this
time. Despite these improvements, however, travel still was
dangerous, especially in winter. A Mrs. Mary Brown died on a
trip from Ingonish to Cape North during a severe snowstorm.

Her death sparked a controversy over transportation in the area
and contributed to the establishment of a house of refuge
between the two communities.

... on the thirteenth of December, Mrs. Mary Brown...

of Ingonish, and Mr. Samuel Gwinn...left...for Cape
North, to wvisit her sick daughter there. On the road
the party was overtaken by a violent snowstorm. At a
point called Black Brook, Mrs. Brown, overcome by
fatigue and exposure, lost all power to continue the
journey and died suddenly ... This is another evidence
of the need of a house of refuge on the lonely dismal
road that the traveller follows on his way from Ingonish
to Cape North.

Judith Campbell maintains that the isolation of the communi-
ties of Ingonish, Neil's Harbour and Cape North was largely due
to the "physical barrier of Cape Smoky".23 For years it was a
"phychological deterrent" as well as a physical barrier to
travel in the region.24 A narrow dangerous foot path had been
blazed over the mountain but for most people it was too treach-
erous. There was no decent road over Smoky until 1874 when a
carriage road was finally completed. Father Felix van Blerk,
the resident priest at Ingonish, informed a friend late in 1874
that "the road over Smoky Mountain being now completed I can

25

proceed by wagon to any part of Cape Breton" For all intents

and purposes a road now stretched from Sydney to Cape North.
Nevertheless, travel was still restricted. Paul Shute described
the situation.

Travel has improved but the condition of these roads
was never very good. The road from Ingonish to Cape
North passed over the bogs and barrens of the highlands.
They were wet during most of the year excepting a brief
dry season in late summer. Corduroy bridges were often
rotted away and one could get lost in a swamp.26






