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The importance of the fishery to the overall economy of Nova Scotia is well-known. From groundfish to shellfish, inshore or offshore, there is barely a settlement along the province's craggy coastline that does not have a stake in one of the various fisheries. Techniques have changed over the years and many more species are now harvested than in the past, but the fishery has always been the foundation of the Nova Scotia economy. Throughout the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries there was one fish species, cod, that was more important than all the others in the harvest from the seas. For generations, whether the area was known as Acadie or Nova Scotia, no other industry came close to the cod fishery in terms of its impact on employment and the economy.

During the colonial era there were actually several fisheries in the waters off Nova Scotia. On national lines, there were the fisheries based in different European countries, which employed tens of thousands of mariners. The vast majority, whatever the nation, stayed only as long as was necessary. They were seasonal employees, sometimes never setting foot on land. Within the French and English fisheries one could also make distinctions based on location (Newfoundland versus Cape Breton, or inshore versus offshore) and on technique ("dry" versus "wet" or "green").

There is now a large literature on the various fisheries of Atlantic Canada.
 The focus in this article, however, is on only one particular fishery: that undertaken by the residents of Cape Breton during the French Regime. At that time the island was known as Ile Royale, and its administrative centre was the fortified stronghold of Louisbourg.

Though for decades historians regarded Louisbourg and Ile Royale only in terms of its military context, the colony is now recognized as having had an economic as well as a strategic raison d'être. No longer is the eighteenth-century French possession considered simply as an advanced defence post for the rest of New France. Recent studies of the island's economy during the period of French occupation, 1713 to 1758, have demonstrated just how important fishery and trade were to the so-called "Guardian of the Gulf."
 The strongest sector of the Ile Royale economy was undoubtedly the cod fishery. In B.A. Balcom's recent study, the author concluded that the "cod fishery was the economic base of Ile Royale" and that it "dominated the colony's import and export trades."
 Given that pre-eminence in the island's economy, together with the traditionally labour-intensive fishery, it comes as no surprise to learn that a major proportion of the colonists on Ile Royale gained their livelihood as either fishermen or shore-workers. This article sets out to determine just how many men were employed in the Ile Royale fishery, where on the island they lived, and where they were from originally.

The best available information on the population of Ile Royale comes from the colonial censuses. Figure 1 summarizes the main census data. It also reveals the degree to which the people employed in the fishery--owners ("habitant-pêcheurs"), fishermen, and shore-workers--dominated the resident population on the island, at least during the first period of French occupation, from 1713 to 1745.
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Figure 1

Adult Population of Ile Royale

1724 - 1752

During the first period of French occupation, over one-half of all adults
 on Ile Royale worked in the fishery, on either a seasonal or a full-time basis.
 It is worth underlining that the total adult figure used to compile the data for Figure 1 includes the garrisons at Louisbourg and elsewhere on the island.
 Also worth mentioning is that, counted under the "civilian" heading, are many people (particularly the wives of the fishing proprietors and their sons over fifteen) who were likely part of the colony's fishing population as well. If their numbers could be determined and then subtracted from "civilians" and added to "fishermen," the dominance of the cod fishery would loom even larger. (Surely, it goes without saying that many of the non-fishing civil population also depended on the fishery, whether as merchants selling supplies, tradesmen doing work, or cabaretiers providing food and drink).

The census data on the second period of French occupation , from 1749 to 1759, is not as complete as it was during the 1720s and 1730s, at least in so far as it provides information on the fishing population. There is only one year, 1752, for which we can assemble figures to compare with those from the first period.
 What the data from that year indicates (see Figure 1) is a sharp decline in the fishing population on the island, both relatively and absolutely. There were several factors at work here, the most important of which was the renewal of Anglo-French hostilities in the region. Having watched Louisbourg fall in 1745, and then the British found Halifax in 1749, the French authorities anticipated future conflicts. Accordingly, they doubled the size of the Ile Royale garrison based at Louisbourg.

Fishermen were influenced by much the same politico-military climate. Many who had been deported to France in the aftermath of Louisbourg's capitulation in 1745 chose not to return to the colony in the 1750s. At Niganiche (Ingonish), a community that had boasted over six hundred inhabitants before 1745 siege, there were only a couple of dozen French settlers during the second period.
 Other prominent fishing settlements, like Baleine, Lorembec (Lorraine), Scatary, and St.-Esprit, did welcome back more fishermen, but in greatly reduced numbers. In 1734 those four outports had a total population of 973. In 1752 the figure for the same places was only 439.
 B.A. Balcom has shown that Ile Royale fish catches were down significantly during the 1750s, and attributed this to a sharp drop in the offshore migrant fishery.
 Judging by the census data, that slump in the island's fishery was also due to a steep decline in its resident fishing population. Where one can identify over 1,800 resident fishing adults in 1737, the total for 1752 is under 1,100.

The very same Anglo-French belligerence that kept some fishermen away from Ile Royale in the 1750s led other groups to settle in the colony. Hundreds of Acadians from Nova Scotia came to the island between 1749 and 1755, boosting the populations of some settlements and giving birth to others, like Pointe de la Jeunesse (Grand Narrows) and Baie des Espagnols (Sydney).
 In addition, there were new communities established along the Mira River, by discharged French soldiers and by German Catholics who fled Halifax and Lunenburg in search of a place to practice their faith openly. All of these groups added to Ile Royale's civilian population, though in truth they did very little for its economy. Most lived at government expense, surviving on rations.

Let us return to the first period of French occupation, when the fishing population was so utterly dominant. A glance at Figure 2 reveals that during that period the preponderance of fishermen on Ile Royale did vary from settlement to settlement. Those ports that had the natural advantages for fishing (proximity to cod stocks and a protected harbour) became fishery centres soon after 1713, when the French colony was established. Once settled, those harbours tended to remain active in the fishery, at least until the first conquest in 1745.
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Figure 2

Fishermen of Ile Royale in relation to other adult 

civilians, 1726

There were only a few communities, such as Port Dauphin (Englishtown) and Port Toulouse (St. Peters) that had small fishing populations. In both cases, there were good reasons why there were relatively few fishermen. Port Dauphin was simply too far from the fishing banks to be a base for the fishery. Port Toulouse, on the other hand, developed a fairly diversified economy, specializing in the coastal carrying trade. In 1726, for instance, Port Toulouse had fifty-nine heads of household, but only six were directly connected with the fishery, and there were only another twenty-two active fishermen.
 By way of contrast, Port Toulouse had thirty-three household heads that were listed as navigators. Aside from Port Dauphin and Port Toulouse, however, the dominance of the fishery was nearly complete on Ile Royale. Indeed, in many small outports virtually every adult derived his or her living from the fishery. In Baleine and Lorembec, for example, communities just up the coast from Louisbourg, there were respectively 118 of 142 adults and 109 of 125 adults who were directly dependent on the fishery. Similarly, the economy of Niganiche, the colony's second most populous settlement, was almost completely rooted in the cod fishery. Twenty of thirty-nine heads of household were fishermen or fishing proprietors, and 444 of its total adult population of 541 worked in the fishery.
 Louisbourg, of course, as befitting a military, commercial and administrative centre, had the most diversified economy on Ile Royale. Yet here again, there were far more fishermen than any other civilian occupational group. Using the same 1726 census as an example, there were then 677 adult civilians. Of that number, over half (thirty-five heads of household and 314 "matelots, pêcheurs and graviers") worked directly in the fishery.

In his study of the cod fishery, B.A. Balcom used the 1752 census by Sieur de la Roque to ascertain the places of origin for 199 of the colony's fishermen. He found that the majority of them were from Normandy, Brittany and Gascony. In fact, most came from relatively small areas: seven dioceses on the Gulf of St.-Malo produced 37.6 per cent of the fishermen, while two largely Basque dioceses along the southwest coast (around Bayonne and St.-Jean-de-Luz) were the places of origin for another 48.7 per cent of the fishing population.
 In light of the differences outlined above between the fisheries of the first and second periods of French occupation, one wonders how accurately those 1752 figures reflect the situation during the 1720s and 1730s. The enumerations before 1752 were not as detailed as that of Sieur de la Roque, so one cannot so precisely pin-point the origins of the ordinary fishermen of the 1720s and 1730s. Instead, the recensements of those early years simply had a column set aside for the total number who worked under a particular employer, without giving any indication of names or places of origin. Nonetheless, the data from three returns, those of 1724, 1726 and 1734, is sufficiently extensive to enable a researcher to identify the birthplace of every head of household in the colony who was identified as a "pêcheur," "maître de grave," "habitant-pêcheur" (or in the case of a woman, a "habitant faisant pêche."
 These were the people who employed the ordinary fishermen and shore-workers; sometimes only a few, at other times several dozen. The census information reveals that in 1724 there were 108 heads of households involved in the Ile Royale fishery, 117 in 1726, and 102 in 1734. The figure for 1752 stood at ninety, but that was without any entries for Louisbourg, so the actual total was probably twenty or thirty higher.
 Therefore, despite a drop-off in the second period in both the productivity of the fishery and in the total number of fishermen involved, there seems to have been about the same number of fishing heads of household on the island (see Table 1).

Table 1

Origins of Heads of Household involved in 

the Ile Royale Fishery, Selected Years.

	
	 1724
	 1726
	 1734
	 1752

	Gulf of St.-Malo
	   42
	   60
	   42
	   46

	Midwest France
	   13
	   13
	    7
	    3

	Southwest France
	   17
	   13
	   13
	    7

	Other France
	    3
	    1
	    7
	    5

	Plaisance
	   24
	   21
	   18
	    9

	Ile Royale
	   --
	   --
	    2
	   10

	Other New France
	    5
	    6
	    7
	    3

	Other/Unknown
	    4
	    3
	    6
	    7

	
	  108
	  117
	  102
	   90*


* There are no heads of household from Louisbourg 

included on the original source, the de la Roque 



census of 1752.

Looking exclusively at places of origin (Table 1 and Figure 3), one quickly sees that during the period before 1745 the fishing heads of household came from four main areas: the Gulf of St.-Malo, Plaisance (Placentia, Newfoundland), southwest France, and midwest France (basically from Nantes to Bordeaux). Of these four areas, the Gulf of St.-Malo easily outdistanced the others. The picture changes somewhat during the second period, with a noticeable increase in Ile Royale-born fishermen and a decline in those from everywhere else except the Gulf of St.-Malo, which maintained its thoroughly dominant position.
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Figure 3

Origins of Heads of Household involved in Ile Royale 

Fishery

It is not surprising that large numbers of fishermen and fishing proprietors had moved to Ile Royale from gulf ports such as St.-Malo and Granville (and also from inland towns such as Avranches, Coutances, Dol-de-Bretagne, St.-Brieux and Dinan). There was a strong connection between gulf fishermen and "Atlantic Canada" throughout the colonial period.
 Yet the proportion of fishing heads of household from that small region, roughly half of Ile Royale's total, is extremely high. The evidence from the seventeenth-century French fishery in Newfoundland shows no such similar dominance.
 And if there was any correlation at all between the heads of household and the ordinary fishermen out in the boats, then the figures suggest that there were many more Gulf of St.-Malo pêcheurs on Ile Royale during the 1720s and 1730s than the 37.6 per cent recorded in 1752. In fact, the 1752 figures only weigh as heavily as they do in favour of southwest France because of a single settlement. Sieur de la Roque entered on the listing for Petit Degrat two large groupings of non-resident fishermen, totalling eighty-two men, all of whom were from the southwest corner of France (indeed nearly all of them were from St.-Jean-de-Luz). At virtually every other fishing community on the island fishermen from the Gulf of St.-Malo predominated. 

The next largest fishing group after the individuals from the Gulf of St.-Malo were those who had been born in Plaisance, the Newfoundland fishing establishment from which the colony's founders had come in 1713. This was a group whose numbers could only decline as the years went by. But as the Plaisance fishermen became less numerous, the totals of others born in New France (particularly Ile Royale) were increasing. The third and fourth most common place of origin for the resident Ile Royale fishing population was in southwest and midwest France. The numbers from both regions were significantly below those from the Gulf of St.-Malo, even if they were combined into a grouping that would be entitled "Atlantic France."

One final question that intrigued me in going through the census data was the thought that there might be some link between place of origin and place of residence on Ile Royale. Keeping in mind the settlement pattern on St.-Pierre et Miquelon,
 where settlers from a particular region clustered together (and apart from others from different regions), I hypothesized that something similar might have happened on Ile Royale. People from the same region (be it the Gulf of St.-Malo or Plaisance) might have chosen - because of language, custom, economic advantage, family ties or some other reason - to live near one another in their new setting. Alas, the evidence proved otherwise. In only one instance, at Petit Lorembec, was there a consistent indication of the fishing population being from a single area. In 1724, all five heads of household were from the Gulf of St.-Malo; in 1726 it was nine of ten. In 1734 there were nineteen fishing heads of household there, thirteen of whom were from the Gulf of St.-Malo, while in 1752 eleven of sixteen were from that region and a twelfth from nearby Bayeux. In the other Ile Royale settlements, however, the population was more of a mix of people from different places, though generally fishing proprietors from the Norman/Breton gulf predominated.

There are two main points that emerge from this brief article. First, during the 1713-45 period of French occupation on Ile Royale, the fishing population (fishing proprietors, fishermen, and shore-workers) was far and away the largest component group on the island. There were more adults involved in the fishery than all the other civilians and soldiers combined. This situation changed drastically during the second period of occupation (1749-58). Because of increased Anglo-French hostility, as an aftermath to the War of the Austrian Succession and in anticipation of the Seven Years War, there were dramatic increases in both the garrison and the ordinary civilian population of Ile Royale, the latter growing largely as a result of Acadians relocating there. But the threat of capture at sea, or simply disruption of their work, was enough to convince many fishermen not to re-establish on Ile Royale when the island was reoccupied by the French after 1748. As a result, the resident fishing population of Ile Royale dropped significantly during the 1750s.

The second point concerns the places of origin of the heads of household on the island who were involved in the fishery. Regardless of the year selected, a clear majority of those individuals came from ports and inland towns along the Gulf of St.-Malo. Others came from midwest or southwest France, and from communities elsewhere in New France, but in nothing like the numbers from that part of the Normandy/Brittany coastline. This preponderance of Bretons and Normans among the fishing heads of households was greater on Ile Royale than it had been in the old French colony at Plaisance, back in the late seventeenth and early eighteenth centuries.
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