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One of the truisms about history - that is, history as the study of the past - is that it always reflects the present. Whatever interests a given society at a fixed point in time - be it a constitutional, religious, social or political question - there are usually historians around who can find some precedent or background information to shed light on the particular question. Thus in recent decades, to cite just one example, we have witnessed the birth and growth of the field of women's history, as a direct response to the feminist movement.

 
Today, as we move into the 1990s, one of the questions facing Canadian society is the ethnic composition of the nation. With each passing year, the country moves farther and farther away from a vision of itself as simply an English-French duality. Accordingly, historians now find themselves going back to examine 200- and 300-year-old documents to determine just how diverse the country's population might have been in previous eras. Some of their findings will come as a surprise to more than a few readers.

  
For instance, how many Nova Scotians know that there was a Black man, possibly Mathieu da Costa, serving as a translator, travelling with the Sieur de Monts and Samuel de Champlain on their voyages along the Atlantic coast back in 1604-05? And how many ever learned that there were perhaps as many as 5,000 Blacks among the Loyalists who came to Nova Scotia after the American Revolution? Or that in 1788 there were approximately 200 "robust able black men" - slaves from Bermuda - working as fishermen on the Grand Banks?
 What other ethnic "surprises" are there in our history from other parts of the region?

The time and place in Nova Scotian history that we focus on in this article is that of Louisbourg during the period 1713-58, when the fishing port and strategic stronghold was a major French colonial settlement in North America. The question we ask is simply the following: Who were the people of eighteenth-century Louisbourg?

  
The short answer - they were French, Roman Catholic, and worked in the fishery or trade, or served in the military or laboured in someone's kitchen - has long been sufficient. In light of the detailed questions people are now asking about ethnic origin and related matters, however, it is time for a more in-depth response. The intention of this article is to provide information on the following: (1) Louisbourg's population and gender ratio; (2) the origins of its inhabitants; (3) the religions they professed; and (4) the languages they spoke.

  
Throughout Louisbourg's forty-five-year history, there was always an imbalance between the sexes, with males greatly outnumbering females. This is as one would expect, for Louisbourg began as a pioneer settlement - typically with few women - and then developed into a garrison town and busy seaport, both of which functions called for large numbers of unmarried men: "In the 1720s, adult males outnumbered adult females eight or ten to one. The gap decreased somewhat as the years went by, but even leaving out the military population, the ratio of adult males to females was never lower than three to one."
 One of the effects of this imbalance in the sexes was that Louisbourg brides married younger (average age at time of first marriage was 19.9 years) and men older (average age was 29.2 years) than was the case elsewhere in New France. In Canada, the eighteenth-century name for the French settlements along the St. Lawrence River, the average ages for first-time brides and grooms were 22.0 and 27.7 respectively.

  
As for actual population totals, the following table summarizes some of the available data:

Table 1

Population of Louisbourg, Selected Years

	
	 1720
	 1724
	 1737
	 1752

	Men (heads of household)
	   69 
	  113
	  163
	  274

	Fishermen
	  372
	  377
	  250
	  674

	Servants (men & women)
	
	
	  229
	

	  domestique (males)
	
	
	
	  366

	  servantes (females)
	
	
	
	   71 

	Women (heads/wives)
	   50
	   84
	  157
	  299

	Children
	  142
	  239
	  664
	  776

	Habitants newly arrived
	
	
	
	  200

	Households of governor and commissaire-ordonnateur
	
	
	
	   30

	  Civilian Total
	  633
	  813
	1,463
	2,690

	Soldiers
	  317
	  430
	  543
	1,250

	  Total Population 
	  950
	1,243
	2,006
	3,940


There is no single document that describes where the people of Louisbourg came from. There are many census returns, but only three of them list places of origin, and even then the birthplace is given only for those individuals who are identified as habitants, or heads of household. No such information is provided on the origins of the vast majority of the population: the hundreds of servants, fishermen and soldiers. Nor does the census data tell us about the birthplace of wives. Widows and single women who were heads of household are identified, but not ordinary married women.

The first Louisbourg census to include a "Place of Birth" column was that of 1724.
 In that year, the census-takers recorded that the town had a permanent civilian population of 813 persons. Of that total, 113 were identified by name and place of origin. On the census of 1726, Louisbourg's civilian population was given as 963, of which 153 were listed as habitants with an identifiable place of origin.
 Eleven years later, in 1737, the town's population had grown to 1,463, of whom 163 were listed by name.
 What the town's population was during the 1740s is not known, but it was probably around 2,000 civilian men, women and children. That estimate is roughly halfway between the recorded population of 1,463 for the year 1737 and the total of 2,690 for the year 1752.
 Keep in mind, however, that none of these figures includes totals for the garrison, or for fishermen and others who might have been in town only on a seasonal basis. 
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Figure 1

Places of Origin of Louisbourg's Habitants, 

1724, 1726 and 1734

In spite of their limitations, these three Louisbourg census returns - 1724, 1726 and 1734 - are of interest, in that they provide data on the origins of the town's principal inhabitants during one ten-year period. In particular, the data underlines that as Louisbourg grew steadily over that decade, it attracted fishing proprietors, merchants, artisans, cabaret owners and so on from a wide variety of regions in France, New France, and even foreign countries.

Though the graphs of Figure 1 are largely self-explanatory, there are a few points worth making about the data they summarize. First, nearly everyone within the "Southwest France" category came from the largely Basque, coastal region near the Spanish border. These individuals tended to be from Saint-Jean-de-Luz, Hendaye, Bayonne and Bidart. Second, about half of the people from "Midwest France" were from major urban centres such as Bordeaux, Nantes, La Rochelle and Rochefort. The rest were from smaller towns and villages in Poitou and in the Saintonge, Armagnac and Perigord regions. Third - not surprisingly - nearly everyone in the "Ile de France" category came from Paris. Fourth, almost everyone from "Brittany/Normandy" was from a coastal settlement; Saint-Malo was the predominant place of origin.

Fifth, within the "New France" category, in 1734 there were ten heads of household in Louisbourg who had been born in Acadia: eight from Placentia, and two born on Ile Royale itself. Sixth, the "Other France" category included individuals from all over the rest of France, from Picardy to Lyon and from Toulon to Champagne. One town that stood out, on each of the three census returns, was Limoges; there were never any fewer than six habitants in Louisbourg who hailed originally from that city. Last, the "Foreign" category in 1734 included three people from Switzerland and two each from Belgium, Flanders and German states. It is important to remember, however, that this list of "foreigners" was only for individuals who were heads of household; there were many other outsiders serving as soldiers, working as servants, or employed in some other capacity.

Keeping in mind that the three census documents analysed above reveal only the birthplace of the habitants category, it is important to use other sources to obtain an image of the rest of the Louisbourg population. On a 1752 listing of 199 ordinary fishermen in Ile Royale, 48.7 per cent of the pêcheurs came from the southwest (largely Basque) corner of France, while 37.6 per cent were from Norman and Breton ports along the Gulf of Saint-Malo.
 If one can assume that these two relatively small areas produced most of Ile Royale and Louisbourg's ordinary fishermen throughout the colony's history, then we get a quite different picture than that provided by the habitants on the census.

Marriage records are another source that must be considered. As part of the priest's notations accompanying each wedding entry, he was required to include the birthplace of the bride and groom. One virtue of such records is that a woman's place of origin is not subsumed under her husband's, as is usually the case in an eighteenth-century census. A weakness, on the other hand, is that wedding data reveals nothing about people who are unmarried, or already married when they came to live in Louisbourg. Another flaw is that a roll-up of marriage data over several decades does not offer a "snapshot" of the town at any particular point in time. Nonetheless, it is useful to compare the origins of Louisbourg brides and grooms with the census data already presented. Using Barbara Schmeisser's tabulations,
 the following graphs can be drawn up:
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Figure 2

Places of Origin of Louisbourg's Brides and Grooms

1722-45 and 1749-58

The two brides graphs present a dramatically different picture from that obtained from the census data concerning Louisbourg's heads of households (compare with Figure 1). Unlike the men of the town, the women of Louisbourg were predominantly from the New World. Demographic pressures led most girls born in the colony to wed while still in their teens. By way of contrast, the grooms' graphs are similar to those for the habitants of the census returns, one exception being that there is a lower percentage of grooms from "Midwest France" and a higher percentage from "Other France."

The evidence examined thus far gives us the following picture of eighteenth-century Louisbourg: the ordinary fishermen were overwhelmingly from the Norman/Breton coastline along the Gulf of Saint-Malo and the Basque region of southwest France; about eighty per cent of the household heads were from France (see graphs for details); and a clear majority of the brides were colonial-born (Placentia, Canada, Acadia, or Ile Royale).

A close look at all available parish records (marriages, baptisms and burials) for the periods 1722-45 and 1749-58 yields further insight into the origins and ethnic background of Louisbourg's civilian population. The limitation with parish records as a source is their "hit-or-miss" quality. Practising Roman Catholics who married, had a child baptized, or died while at Louisbourg are mentioned in this source, but there is no way of knowing how many other inhabitants or transients went unrecorded. Nonetheless, the parish records do provide us with an indication of the minimum number of individuals in Louisbourg from non-French backgrounds. 

There are, for instance, references to a handful of Protestants from English, Irish or Scottish backgrounds who converted to Catholicism while in the capital of Ile Royale. Similarly, there is also mention, over a period of decades and usually in the form of an adolescent's baptism, of nearly two dozen Blacks. These were generally slaves sent to the colony from the Antilles. Adult Blacks who were already practising Catholics had less likelihood to turn up in the parish records, unless they gave birth or married. It is noteworthy, however, that there were a few free Blacks in Louisbourg, at least during the 1750s. In 1753, Jean-Baptiste Cupidon purchased his beloved's freedom in order to marry her.
 The number of Blacks, freed or enslaved, who might have been in Louisbourg at any fixed point in time, however, is difficult to say.

While Blacks predominated, a few North American Indians also ended up in Louisbourg as slaves. Some of these may have actually been Pawnee Indians, for they are identified as "Panis" in the documents, but then again that term came to be applied to most enslaved Indians, whether or not they were really Pawnees.
 As for the native people of the Atlantic region, the Micmacs, they were rarely seen in town. They generally lived and hunted in the southern part of the island, in the vicinity of modern-day Chapel Island and St. Peters, as well as inland around the Bras d'Or Lakes. Nonetheless, "the occasional baptism of a native child, the entry into domestic service of a young Micmac girl, and the infrequent visits of their scouts or chiefs," testifies that Micmacs did sometimes come to Louisbourg.

Of the various non-French minorities at Louisbourg, the group that may have proved the most compatible was probably the Irish Catholics. They had both religion and a distrust of the English in common. Some forty to fifty Irish surnames turn up in the Louisbourg parish records. Most were servants, but there were a few with craftsmen's skills. There was even an occasional Irish priest who came to serve on Ile Royale. In 1750, no fewer than eight Irish families sailing from Newfoundland to Halifax jumped ship and sought refuge in Louisbourg. The freedom to practice their faith, Roman Catholicism, seems to have been the attraction.

Louisbourg, of course, was not just a community of fishermen and merchants, tradespeople and servants. As a fortified stronghold and important garrison town, it also had a sizeable military population. Soldiers formed anywhere from one-quarter to one-half of the total population, depending on the time period examined. Unfortunately, when it comes to origins, it is usually difficult to ascertain where the ordinary enlisted men came from, other than that they were recruited in France. For the period 1720-45, years in which there may have been well over a thousand soldiers in Louisbourg, historian Allan Greer has been able to determine the birthplaces for only seventy-five.
 Of those, only three were born outside France: one in Acadia, one in Switzerland and one in Ireland.

The presence of two "foreigners" - the Irishman and the Swiss - fighting on the side of the French should come as no surprise. It was common in the eighteenth century for armies to recruit and accept troops from wherever they could get them, provided they met certain height and health standards. There were many Irishmen and Scots in French regiments, and even more Germans in British ones. The word "mercenary" was then a descriptive term, not a pejorative.

One foreign mercenary regiment even found itself at Louisbourg. This was the Swiss-based Karrer Regiment, which served in the fortress between 1722 and 1745. With up to as many as 150 men, or about twenty per cent of the entire garrison at that time,
 the Karrer troops were known collectively as les Suisses, though many, perhaps even a majority, were actually from German-speaking areas outside Switzerland. Many, if not most, were also Protestant. This made for an interesting irony: here was Louisbourg - a French Catholic stronghold - defended in part by a good many German and Swiss Protestants.

The Karrer Regiment did not return to Louisbourg in 1749, when Ile Royale reverted to French jurisdiction according to the terms of the Treaty of Aix-la-Chapelle (1748). Yet that did not mean there were no more non-French soldiers in the town. According to a detailed troop roll drawn up in 1752, that listed the approximately one thousand Compagnies Franches soldiers in the garrison at that time,
 there were fifty-three foreigners serving in the garrison, or about five per cent of the total military population. The origin of those men was as follows:

Spanish
 -
21

Savoyard

-
 3

Catalan
 -
 1

Saxon

-
12

Portuguese -    1

Italian

-
 1

German
 -
 7

Piedmontese
-
 2

Prussian
 -
 2

Neapolitan
-
 1

Austrian  -
 2

Genoese

-
 1

Brabant
 -
 3

Hungarian

-
 1

Flemish
 -
 1

Luxemburger
-
 1

Dutch
 -
 1

Berber

-
 1

Swiss
 -    1

Irish 
 
-
 1


The Spaniards would seem to have been numerous enough to form something of a sub-culture within the garrison. Similarly, the different Germanic-speaking individuals may also have used their language among themselves and similarly kept alive other aspects of their original culture.

The impression of Louisbourg's military population would therefore be the following: it was always predominantly French-born, but in the period up to 1745 there was a large Swiss and German minority, as high as about twenty per cent. During the early 1750s, there was still a five-per-cent scattering of non-French soldiers.

There is no doubt that Louisbourg was officially and overwhelmingly Roman Catholic. Overwhelmingly, because the vast majority of the town's inhabitants were of that persuasion. Officially, because the context of the time was one in which the French state lent its full support to its national church (known as the Gallican Church), just as the church gave the same support back to the monarchy. The king named all French bishops, including the one for New France, paid their salaries, and had them take an oath of loyalty. The only religious ceremonies and celebrations that were permitted to be held in public were those associated with Roman Catholicism. Furthermore, only practising Catholics could hold public posts. The partnership between church and state has been succinctly expressed by historian Guy Frégault: "The men of the State were Catholics, the men of the Church served the State."



While most of Louisbourg was thus Roman Catholic - nominally if not devoutly - there were exceptions. Most noticeably, there were the German and Swiss soldiers of the Karrer Regiment. We have no way of knowing exactly how many of these were Protestants, but there were enough to cause occasional difficulties within a town that was supposed to be exclusively Catholic: "In 1724, Governor Saint-Ovide warned the minister of marine that France's Micmac allies regarded the Protestant troops "as suspects." Three years later, the governor complained that the Karrer officers refused to lead their soldiers in the Fête-Dieu (Corpus Christi) procession in the town."

There were a few other Protestants in Louisbourg as well, beside the soldiers in the Karrer Regiment. The names of several individuals originally from England, Scotland or New England turn up in baptismal records when they converted to Catholicism. There is even a reference to a Jewish conversion.

Aside from French, which was obviously the dominant language, Basque, Breton, German, Swiss German, Spanish, English, and perhaps Irish, Provençal and occasionally Micmac were sometimes spoken in Louisbourg.
 There were also a few people, notably the foreign-born soldiers listed above, who on occasion might have spoken Dutch, Italian and Portuguese.

The largest single, non-French-language community consisted of the several hundred fishermen and few merchants who spoke Basque. The Récollet priests who served the parish were repeatedly asked to bring over a Basque-speaking priest from southwest France, but this they never did.
 When unilingual Basques had to give evidence in court cases, interpreters were used to translate their testimony.

How many of the people from Brittany spoke Breton, a Celtic language said to be more akin to Welsh than to any other, is unknown, because there is no record of Bretons demanding to have their language spoken. This is likely because most of them spoke French in addition to Breton, and also because the parish priests were all initially from Brittany, and some of them at least would have been able to speak their ancient Celtic tongue.

The German- and Swiss German-language communities were comprised of soldiers and, in some cases, their wives. German-speakers were most numerous during the 1740s when the Karrer Regiment was present. While much smaller, there continued to be a German presence on the island in the 1750s, even after the departure of the Karrer Regiment. This presence was localized in the Village des Allemands established on the Mira River in the 1750s. Its inhabitants were mostly German Catholics who had abandoned the new settlement at Lunenburg on mainland Nova Scotia.

In conclusion, the people of Louisbourg, aside from being predominantly French and Roman Catholic, were a mix of men, women and children, with males largely outnumbering females. There were a few hundred Basques and Germans, a few dozen Blacks and Irish, and a scattering of Spanish, English and Scottish. There were more than a few Protestants, especially during the 1730s and 1740s, and perhaps even a few Jews. There were many in the fishery who spoke Basque - and perhaps others who used Breton - while in the military there were a lot of German- and Swiss German-speakers in the 1740s. Spanish was probably the most common "second" language in the garrison during the 1750s.

All in all, the French stronghold that Louisbourg was, the seaport community was also home to a wide range of minority populations. Some differed from the majority in terms of ethnicity, others in terms of religion, and still others in terms of the language they spoke.
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