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During the first half of the 18th century, Canso 
formed a corner of a busy transatlantic trading network. 
The tiny resident population was swelled each year by 
hundreds of fishermen who were based in the area during 
the summer and fish cured at Canso was transported to 
southern Europe and New England. Throughout the period, 
the fishery was dominated by New Englanders. Prominent 
merchants like William Pepperell and Peter Faneuil sent 
fishing schooners and transport ships to Canso. The 
shoremen who managed the fishing establishments there were 
also New Englanders. Similarly both the fishermen and the 
vast majority of on-shore servants were from the American 
colonies with only a few shorehands from Ireland. English 
participation in the Canso fishery was almost completely 
limited to the transatlantic trade. 

The yearly routine at Canso was built around the busy 
summer fishery. The first boats to arrive were fishing 
vessels from New England, bringing both fishermen and 
on-shore workers. These schooners, usually of about forty 
tons and manned by an average of five men, arrived early 
in March. The shorehands set about readying the flakes 
for use while the fishing schooners departed for the 
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Banks. The schooners were usually at sea for periods of two or 
three weeks, occasionally up to six weeks, and continued to 
fish until late September. Transport, or "sack", ships arrived 
at Canso from Britain or New England late in May or early in 
June. These vessels carried the higher quality "merchantable" 
cod to markets in Spain, Portugal and Italy. 

During the summer months, Canso presented a scene of 
prosperous activity. Fish flakes lined the shores of the 
islands with the major centre of habitation on what is now 
Grassy Island. When the catch was unloaded from the fishing 
schooners, the shorehands washed the salt from the fish and 
spread it on the flakes to dry. Each night, they gathered it 
into stacks to keep it from getting wet and laid it out again 
in the morning. When cured, the fish was made up into bales 
for shipping. The large transport vessels, capable of carrying 
several thousand quintals of fish, usually made only one voyage 
a year from Canso. Depending upon the weather and catches, the 
sack ships began to set sail east late in the summer. The 
fishing schooners returned to New England somewhat later, 
usually in October. Most of the shorehands departed with them, 
leaving only a few men to maintain the flakes and storehouses 
over the winter. By early November, Canso was again reduced to 
its small resident population of 30 to 40, protected by a 
garrison of 2 or 3 companies of the 40th Regiment.1 

The Canso fishery was only part of a wideflung trade for 
many of the men and vessels connected with it. Much of the 
merchantable cod was carried to Europe in ships owned by New 
England merchants like Peter Faneuil, Joshua Peirce and William 
Pepperell. Their vessels usually carried cargoes of New 
England and West Indies goods to Britain or the Mediterranean 
during the winter. There they loaded with salt and 
miscellaneous supplies before sailing for Canso late in the 
spring. After returning to southern Europe with Canso fish in 
the fall, the New England ships picked up cargo for either 
Britain or the American colonies but usually returned to home 
waters for the worst months of winter.2 

The price of the fish fluctuated substantially over the 
quarter-century of the New England fishery. Late in the 1720s, 
it occasionally dropped as low as 7 shillings sterling per 
quintal but by 1732 had risen to a high of 12/6 sterling. On 
average, the price remained between 8/ and 10/ sterling per 
quintal. The fishermen were usually paid in shares of their 
vessel's catch, a custom that continued to the present day. 
Their proportion was one-half of the proceeds with the owner, 
who customarily provided provisions and equipment, retaining 
the other half. Some of the fishermen's income was spent in 
purchases, such as tobacco and rum, from the 
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shoremen/merchants. Bills of exchange were issued for the 
remainder, as was typical with most financial transactions of 
the period. The shorehands were paid entirely in truck 
supplied from the storehouses of their New England employers. 
Such goods as fabric, rum, tobacco, sugar and molasses were 
common currency. Paying in kind undoubtedly meant that many of 
the servants were perpetually in debt to their employers. 
Moreover, heavy run consumption occasioned complaints about 
damage to the fishery caused by the men's incapacity.3 

The Canso fishery had one major product: dried salted 
codfish. Higher quality cod was exported to the Mediterranean 
market, which required vast quantities because of the dietary 
restrictions of the Roman Catholic church. In 1755, the 
Iberian peninsula consumed 300,000 quintals a year and the 
populous Italian peninsula formed an equally reliable 
market.^ Poor quality cod that had been damaged during 
curing, known as "refuse" fish, was exported to the Caribbean 
as food for the large population of plantation slaves. Refuse 
fish was usually transported by the New England fishing vessels 
on their voyage south in the autumn. A minor by-product was 
cod liver oil, used chiefly in the tanning industry. Only a 
relatively few barrels were made yearly, ranging from a low of 
28 in 1729 to 486 in 1737. Most of the oil appears to have 
been shipped south to New England at the end of the fishing 
season.5 

Provisions for seasonal and permanent inhabitants formed 
most of the import trade at Canso during the busiest years of 
the New England fishery. These provisions came both from 
overseas and from New England. Some of the sack ships from 
Britain carried supplies on their outward voyage in the 
spring. In 1732, for example, these ships brought bread, 
flour, pork and beef for sale. These supplies appear to have 
come principally from Ireland." On the other hand, the 
dominance of the Canso fishery by New England suggests that the 
bulk of supplies were in fact imported from the North American 
colonies. There were complaints in 1727 that Boston supplied 
all the goods required at Canso, to the detriment of the 
British traders.' As well, naval officers who reported on 
the state of the fishery regularly noted that New Englanders 
brought supplies to Canso. 

Food appears to have been the chief import from New England 
whose proximity permitted shipment of livestock and perishable 
produce. Records of New England traders show substantial sales 
of food, especially livestock, to the residents and fishermen 
at Canso. In 1726, for example, Portsmouth merchant Joshua 
Peirce sent the sloop Happy Returns to Canso with at least 16 
sheep and 15 lambs, as well as several cows and calves. The 
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purchasers included permanent residents and captains of both 
fishing and sack ships. Similarly an account book kept by 
Peirce shows such foodstuffs as rum, sugar, tobacco, limes, 
molasses and beef sold to residents of Canso.! A more 
detailed list of goods shipped to Newfoundland by Boston 
merchant Thomas Hancock, also active in Canso, probably 
represents the type of merchandise regularly exported 
northwards. Hancock's ship carried a cargo of 13 tierces of 
Indian corn, 3500 hogsheads of staves, 99 barrels of flour, 66 
loaves of white sugar, 13 hogsheads and tierces of tobacco, 4 
hogshead Barbadoes rum, 5 boxes of soap, 39 barrels of port and 
6 barrels of cider.* Certainly the records of food consumed 
by Joshua Peirce1s Canso household during the summer of 1723 
support the availability of these sorts of goods. His living 
expenses included purchases of bread, pork, beef, flour, sheep, 
oil and molasses.!" 

In addition to foodstuffs, the Canso population required 
fishing supplies. Of these, salt was the most obvious and 
requisite. The Canso fishery regularly used 10 hogshead of 
salt for every 100 quintals of fish.-'--'- Hence during the 
1720s and 1730s when production sometimes reached 50,000 
quintals a year, as many as 5000 hogshead of salt could be 
consumed. Salt reached Canso from both Europe and New 
England. Sack ships sometimes carried salt on their western 
voyages in the spring. This salt had been imported to Britain 
from the Iberian peninsula and then exported to North 
America.^2 Salt also came direct to Canso from the Iberian 
peninsula, principally on New England ships coming out to Canso 
early in the spring. In 1729, Joshua Peirce ordered one of his 
captains to load a full cargo of good white salt at Cadiz and 
sail to Canso.!2 Salt was also brought from New England 
which had been long allowed to import it direct from the 
Iberian peninsula as an exception to the customary restrictions 
of the English trade laws.14 Throughout the 1720s and 1730s, 
salt was regularly brought to Canso from New England by ships 
that were to load fish for transport overseas. As well, ships 
on coastal trading voyages put in to Canso with salt as part of 
their cargo. In only one case was the origin of the salt 
noted, i.e. the West Indies, although in general the poor 
quality of West Indian salt was a frequent complaint in the 
American colonies.!-> 

Other fishing supplies required at Canso included such 
items as nets, lines and hooks. Since almost all of the men 
actually engaged in fishing were New Englanders much of this 
type of material was probably brought from New England by the 
fishing captains on their northward voyage in the spring. 
Inventories of Joshua Peirce's ships going to or returning from 

4 



Canso mention such items as nails, nets, canvas, hooks, lines, 
anchors and cables.16 Similar fishing supplies were 
undoubtedly brought from England by the sack ships. Indeed 
Peirce himself noted that most ships' supplies like canvas and 
cables were cheap enough in England that it was worthwhile 
importing them for use in New England. Certainly in the case 
of the Newfoundland fishery, England was the principal source 
of supply for these goods.1' 

Canso also served as an entrepot for both legal and 
clandestine trading ventures. The legitimate trade, between 
Europe and New England, does not appear to have been 
substantial but rather was a by-product of the fishery. In 
most cases, goods shipped through Canso appear to have been 
brought out by captains of sack ships, either as a speculative 
venture for sale to New England merchants or as delivery of 
goods previously ordered in Britain by the colonial traders. 
One well recorded transaction by Joshua Peirce may be 
representative of this type of trade. Late in 1728, Peirce 
despatched one of this ships to Cadiz with a cargo of fish and 
oak timber. There the cargo was to be sold and the ship loaded 
with salt that she would then carry to Canso where she was 
chartered to load fish. Peirce's letters to his European 
agents and to the captain of the ship indicate the kind of 
material that may have arrived direct from Europe as part of 
the trans-Atlantic trade circuit. Some of the goods were 
clearly intended for re-sale. In addition to a full load of 
white salt, Captain Cate's shopping list included casks of 
white wine, jars of olives and olive oil, fresh lemons and 
bolts of coarse Holland linen. Peirce also ordered goods for 
his own use: 2 china punch bowls and 5 gallons of liquor. 
Such mixed cargoes were not uncommonly brought to Canso by 
westward-bound vessels in the spring. Some of the goods thus 
imported may well have been re-exported to Louisbourg or New 
England but consumption at Canso is certainly possible. In 
this particular instance, however, the goods did not pass 
through Canso since Captain Cate remained in Cadiz till after 
mid-August 1729 and was therefore ordered to return direct to 
Piscataqua.1° 

The occasional presence of Mediterranean goods in Canso is 
confirmed by customs' records. In 1728, the brigantine 
Gardiner, which had arrived from Spain to load fish for 
transport to Portugal, was confiscated on the grounds that the 
captain had imported Spanish goods without paying duty. The 
cargo - olive oil, olives, wine and soap - was sold at an 
auction with many of the goods bought back by the captain, 
Robert Parramore.1" Such transactions only rarely appear in 
the documents and available evidence suggests that European 

5 



goods were usually imported direct to New England rather than 
through Canso. A list of fishing vessels leaving Canso in 
September 1730 shows only four ships of 154 carrying foreign 
imports back to New England ports. The vast majority of 
returning ships carried only fishing stores, refuse fish or, in 
fact, ballast.20 

The clandestine trade with Louisbourg seems always to have 
been a significant part of the Canso economy. As early as 
1726, an experienced New England trader reported that New 
England ships frequently carried such commodities as cattle, 
pork, boards, and shingles to Louisbourg. These cargoes had 
been cleared from New England ports as if bound for Canso but 
were instead intended for Louisbourg.20- Louisbourg's chronic 
difficulties with obtaining sufficient food supplies made it a 
lucrative market for the New Englanders with their accessible 
supply of livestock and produce. Moreover, frequent shortages 
forced Louisbourg authorities to accept and, at times, to 
solicit New England trade. In 1743, for example, expected 
shortages prompted officials there to send to Canso for flour, 
biscuit, corn, vegetables and cod.22 One result of this 
ready market was a scarcity of provisions in Canso and a 
consequent price rise. The cost of a sheep at Canso in 1726 
for example was noted to be double that at Louisbourg.22 

The New England trade with Louisbourg had opponents on both 
sides. British authorities concluded that it was detrimental 
to Canso's development while British merchants complained that 
because the French traded at Canso, legitimate traders could 
not purchase fish and were therefore shut out of the rich 
Mediterranean market.2^ Some French merchants were equally 
opposed to the New England trade: in 1725, a group claimed 
that the English smugglers interfered with their livelihood by 
importing such products as beef, pork, tobacco, salt, tar and 
textiles.25 Nonetheless the illegal New England trade with 
Louisbourg flourished throughout the early 18th century. 
Despite risks of seizure by either English or French 
authorities, New England merchants found the rewards lucrative, 
especially access to the market of the French West Indies. 
Such West Indian goods as sugar, cotton, cocoa, molasses and 
indigo found ready sale in Boston and provided additional 
profits for many merchants engaged in the Canso fishery. The 
extent to which the Boston entrepreneur Peter Faneuil was 
involved in trade with Louisbourg is illustrated by his 
correspondence with his Canso agent, Thomas Kilby, over a 
period of two summers. During the summer of 1737, Faneuil sent 
at least three vessels to Canso en route to Louisbourg. 
Cargoes included building supplies such as board, plank, 
shingles and brick as well as such food items as beef, biscuit 
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and flour. Kilby was instructed to purchase West Indian goods 
in exchange, specifically indigo, rum, molasses and sugar. 
Kilby made several visits to Louisbourg during 1738 as well, 
taking goods sent by Faneuil to customers there and under 
orders to buy wine, sweetmeats or sugar if they were 
available.2** These commodities appear to have then been 
shipped through Canso to Boston. Hence although the vast 
majority of these goods would have been consumed in New 
England, some may have remained in Canso for use there. 

During the 25 years of the New England fishery at Canso, 
catches and revenue fluctuated substantially. New Englanders 
were fishing at Canso soon after the cession of mainland Nova 
Scotia to Britain in 1713 and by 1718, John Henshaw and Giles 
Hall of Boston, the first English settlers, had approximately 
50 men fishing with them at Canso.27 In 1720, a British 
naval officer reported that there were 96 English ships at work 
in the area.2** Captain Thomas Smart's seizure of French 
fishing supplies at Canso in 1718 and the retaliatory Indian 
raid on the New England establishment there in 1720 served as 
only temporary setbacks to the growth of the fishery. Indeed 
the extent of losses indicates the value of the industry at 
this time. In 1718, for examples, the French claimed a loss of 
goods valued at 200,000 livres while two years later, New 
England losses, even after the return of some goods, were 
estimated at L9000.29 

The 1720s appear to have been the highpoint of the Canso 
fishery. In 1720, Governor Richard Philipps of Nova Scotia 
claimed that the New Englanders caught between 80,000 and 
100,000 quintals per year although statistics for later years 
indicate that the annual catch seldom exceeded 60,000 
quintals.29 Fear of renewed Indian attacks early in the 
decade retarded the growth of the industry and in 1722, a group 
of Canso fishermen warned that many of them would leave unless 
the British government provided adequate protection of their 
trade.31 A measure of security was achieved in 1723 when a 
naval ship was dispatched to patrol the Nova Scotian coast. A 
year later a small fort was built on Grassy Island to defend 
the shore establishment.22 As well, signing of a peace 
treaty with the Indians in 1726 lessened the threat to the 
fishermen.22 Although statistics for the late 1720s are 
incomplete, the veteran Canso trader, Joshua Peirce, reported 
that 1728 was the best year in many at Canso and the following 
summer, predicted that the catch would be as good as it had 
been in 1728.24 

Direct overseas trade seems to have declined in the 1730s. 
Throughout the preceding decade, a substantial number of the 
sack ships loading for the Mediterranean had come from Britain 
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with fewer from New England. From the early 1730s, New England 
transports began to predominate and by the end of the decade, 
as the possibility of war with Spain increased, there was 
little direct overseas export from Canso. Indeed in 1740, no 
British sack ships came to Canso and in the following year, the 
fishing report noted that no sack ships had come since the 
outbreak of the war late in 1739.35 Merchantable fish was 
taken back to New England for re-export to Europe or the West 
Indies. 

The decline in overseas trade was influenced by several 
factors. British naval offices sent out to protect the 
fishery, as well as British merchants, complained that much of 
the catch was sold to the French trading from Louisbourg. 
There was consequently little profit for British traders.36 
Canso fish also gained a reputation for poor quality as a 
result of bad curing practices. By late in the 1720s, 
consumption of Canso fish in the lucrative Iberian market had 
dropped and British consuls and merchants there had complained 
of the inferiority of the fish. Board of Trade officials 
warned that unless greater care was taken, the Mediterranean 
market might be lost.37 

The nature of the Canso fishery predisposed it to 
problems. Unlike Newfoundland, still primarily an inshore 
small-boat fishery, Canso was an offshore Banks industry. The 
freshly caught fish was salted and stored in the holds of the 
schooners throughout the length of the fishing voyage, between 
two and five weeks. By contrast, Newfoundland fishermen 
returned to land every night so that the day's catch was washed 
and laid out to dry almost immediately. Hence, particularly in 
summer, the Canso fish could suffer salt burns and deteriorate 
to the extent that it could be sold only as refuse fish rather 
than the higher-priced merchantable. Another complaint against 
the Canso fish was that in an attempt to win the early, most 
lucrative, market, New England merchants shipped the cod before 
it had dried properly, again lessening its quality on arrival 
in Europe.38 

The Canso fishery, closely tied to the Boston merchant 
community, was also affected by commercial rivalry among the 
New England seaboard towns. During the 1720s and 1730s, 
entrepreneurs in the coastal towns of Essex County, such as 
Marblehead and Salem, strove to break the overwhelming 
domination of Boston over Massachusetts Bay shipping. In 1737, 
Peter Faneuil warned his agent at Canso that the fishermen must 
be careful to improve the quality of their product since the 
fishing industry at Marblehead would take advantage of any 
problems with Canso fish to destroy the industry there.39 
Moreover, the fish market in both Europe and the West Indies 
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experienced a serious glut in the 1730s.4^ Hence insecurity 
of transport because of the war with Spain, lessened demand and 
powerful competition all combined to erode Canso's 
long-established position in New England's cod fishery. The 
settlement's failure to revive after the French attack in May 
1744 merely confirmed its loss of status. 

A short-lived aspect of the Canso fishery was a whaling 
industry, lasting barely five years. First reported in 1732, 
the fishery was prosecuted on the Grand Banks, primarily by 
Nantucket seamen. The most successful year was 1732 when 22 
whales were landed at Canso, representing 2000 tons of oil and 
6 tons of bone for a value of about L4500. Fewer whales were 
taken in subsequent years: in 1738 none of the three vessels 
fishing were successful and the official returns for 1740 noted 
that there had been no whale fishery that year. Whales were at 
first reported to be numerous but within a few years, their 
numbers declined as they had earlier along the New England 
coast. In 1737, for example, only nine were taken, two of 
which were described as "small." Most of the vessels that had 
formerly put into Canso had travelled further north to hunt in 
the Davis Straits where that year there were between 50 and 60 
whaling ships from Massachusetts alone.41 

During the years of the New England fishery at Canso, the 
settlement was guarded by a detachment of the 40th Regiment. 
One company of about 36 men was stationed there late in 1720 
after the French attack of that summer and in later years, the 
garrison increased to as many as 120 men. Their presence 
necessitated regular provisioning by military authorities. 
Goods were supplied by British contractors, usually through New 
England agents. The contractors were required to provide 
bread, beef or pork, butter or cheese, and flour or rice at a 
weekly rate per man of 7 pounds of bread, 7 pounds of beef or 4 
of pork, 3 pints of pease, 6 ounces of butter or 1 pound of 
cheese and 1 pound of flour or 8 ounces of rice.42 

The dominance of the Canso market by New England traders 
probably meant that at least some of these goods were supplied 
from Boston as was the case with provisions for the detachments 
of the 40th stationed at Annapolis Royal.42 On the other 
hand, closer ties with Britain through the annual voyages of 
sack ships may have brought more of these contract supplies 
from overseas. This was almost certainly the case in 1736 when 
a group of officers at Canso reported on the quality of the 
provisions recently received on board a British sack ship, the 
Sir Thomas Pinck of Bristol. The cargo appears to have 
represented a substantial portion of the garrison's 
provisions: bags of bread (probably hardtack biscuit), casks 
of beef, pork, flour and pease and firkins of butter.44 
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