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The Invisible Island:
Immigration, Environment, and a  
New Europe on Big Island, Nova Scotia

AILEEN LEIGH STANTON AND DAVID FREELAND DUKE

Cet article examine l’immigration écossaise en Nouvelle-Écosse dans une perspective 
environnementale. Big Island, qui est absente depuis longtemps des annales historiques, 
est un microcosme qui illustre la thèse d’Alfred Crosby au sujet de la nouvelle Europe. La 
théorie fondatrice de l’historien de l’environnement n’a jamais été appliquée à l’histoire 
de l’immigration écossaise, au Canada ou ailleurs, et son application à Big Island révèle 
une forte enclave culturelle et géographique qui témoigne de la puissance durable du lieu.

This article examines Scottish immigration to Nova Scotia from an environmental 
perspective. Big Island, which has been long absent from the historical record, is a 
microcosm of Alfred Crosby’s New Europe thesis. The environmental historian’s seminal 
theory has never been applied to the Scottish immigration story, in Canada or abroad, 
and applying it to Big Island reveals a strong cultural and geographic enclave that serves 
as a testament to the enduring power of place.

BIG ISLAND, LOCATED ON THE NORTH SHORE of Nova Scotia in the 
Northumberland Strait, sometimes feels like a place outside of time. The island 
shares with other island communities that dot the shores of Nova Scotia a fierce 
sense of self-identity based on the shared historical and cultural experience 
that is nevertheless unique to particular island communities: the community 
of Tancook Island, for example, is different from that of Pictou Island, and Big 
Island is different from the other two. Yet residents of each share the experience 
of island life.1

Too often, places like Big Island are almost invisible in the historical record; 
we know very little about life on the island before 1830. There never was a 
church on the island, nor are there parish records from the period prior to 
1830 in mainland Merigomish across the harbour.2 Census records are equally 

1 See, for example, Eric Ross, Pictou Island, Nova Scotia: The Rise and Fall of an Island Community (Victoria, BC: Morriss 
Printing, 1987). 

2 Likely most of the Scottish emigrants who settled on Big Island were Presbyterian. The Nova Scotia Archives 
holds microfilm records for baptisms, burials, and marriages from Saint Paul’s Presbyterian Church in Merigomish 

Aileen Leigh Stanton and David Freeland Duke, “The Invisible Island: Immigration, 
Environment, and a New Europe on Big Island, Nova Scotia,” Acadiensis 48, no. 1 (Spring/
printemps 2019): 60-87.
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difficult, as early regional records usually concentrated on settlement around 
Pictou.3 Once the census process became more established in the mid-18th 
century, Big Island did not have its own dedicated sub-region unlike nearby 
Pictou Island; instead, its population was combined with Merigomish, Egerton, 
or surrounding communities.4 Early census data is not sufficiently granular to 

beginning in 1889. The Pictou Parish of the Anglican Diocese, which includes records for residents across the county, 
began recording in 1830. See “Church Records,” https://novascotia.ca/archives/churches/default.asp.

3 One notable exception, which is especially significant for Big Island, is the 1793 Poll Tax Records. Assessors included 
an area they called “Gulf of St. Lawrence, Merigomish,” which included Big Island, but unfortunately did not specify 
whether the 50 heads of household recorded were Islanders or mainlanders. See “Bill for the District of the Gulf of 
St. Lawrence for the year 1793 [Merigomish, Pictou County],” Poll Tax Records 1791-1795, RG 1, 444½, #14, Nova Scotia 
Archives (NSA).

4 The earliest census covering most of the province, for example, in 1838, gives Pictou Island its own district while Big 
Island is likely grouped with Egerton, making it impossible to determine Big Island’s population. In the 1851 census, 

Figure 1 – View of Merigomish Harbour and Pig Islands from Big Island, c. 1920 and 2015.
Source: Top photograph from the MacGlashan and MacLean Archival Collection located on Big Island, a privately held and uncategorized 
collection; bottom photograph Aileen Leigh Stanton.
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determine the island’s exact population and demographics. Big Island teaches 
an important lesson about the role of environmental history in historical 
enquiry because, in the absence of records, environmental history can act as 
text.

This article is an attempt to examine the environmental dimensions 
of Scottish settlement on Big Island. Big Island’s history has not been 
well examined thus far; aside from a few scattered entries in place-name 
encyclopaedias or local histories, it simply does not exist as a focus of historical 
scholarship. No comprehensive, published study of Big Island exists. While 
the history of Big Island is not generally known outside of the community, 
it is a cultural touchstone within it. By employing an environmental history 
approach, which focuses on the relationship between human populations and 
their physical environments, it is possible to add Big Island to the broader 
history of Nova Scotia.

Immigration history and environmental history often intersect, but not 
within the framework of Scottish out-migration to Nova Scotia. Works by 
J. David Wood and Neil Forkey, however, provide excellent methodology 
for examining the complex interrelationship between nature and settlers in 
the Canadian context.5 Wood, in his study of Ontario, examines geographic 
patterns of demographics and development, seeing place as a “historical 
where” and landscape as “society’s recreation” for new immigrants.6 Forkey, 
for his part, examines Upper Canada through the lens of bioregional history, 
reflecting on settlers’ “search and adaption to a home place.”7 Yet Scottish out-
migration to Nova Scotia is very rarely, if ever, placed within the larger context 
provided by environmental history analysis. Scotland is not mentioned, for 

Pictou County is separated into the districts of Egerton, Maxwelton, and Pictou. For more, see “Census Returns, 
1838,” in Census Returns, Assessment and Poll Tax Records 1767-1838, https://novascotia.ca/archives/census/List1838.asp  
as well as “1851 Census Districts and Sub-districts: Nova Scotia,” 1851 Census, https://www.bac-lac.gc.ca/eng/
census/1851/Pages/ns.aspx.

5 J. David Wood, Making Ontario: Agricultural Colonization and Landscape Re-creation before the Railway (Montreal 
and Kingston: McGill-Queen’s University Press, 2000); Neil S. Forkey, Shaping the Upper Canadian Frontier: 
Environment, Society, and Culture in the Trent Valley (Calgary: University of Calgary Press, 2003). See also histories of 
townships in Quebec and Ontario that blend the Scottish immigration story with place and culture: J.I. Little, Crofters 
and Inhabitants: Settlers Society, Economy, and Culture in a Quebec Township, 1848-1881 (Montreal and Kingston: 
McGill-Queen’s University Press, 1991) and Marianne McLean, The People of Glengarry: Highlanders in Transition, 1745-
1820 (Montreal and Kingston: McGill-Queen’s University Press, 1991).

6 Wood, Making Ontario, xvii, 58.

7 Forkey, Shaping the Upper Canadian Frontier, 112. Bioregionalism examines historical narratives as separate stories, 
with each playing out in their own respective bioregions as defined by geography and ecology. Bioregional historians 
focus on the give-and-take between human society and nature, seeing the relationship as dialectic. For more on the 
philosophy of bioregional history, see Dan Flores, “Place: An Argument for Bioregional History,” Environmental History 
Review 18, no. 4 (Winter 1994): 1-18.
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instance, in Alfred Crosby’s Ecological Imperialism.8 This is curious, because 
his concept of Neo-Europes fits the Scottish emigration experience at least as 
well as the better-known British, French, and Spanish experiences. Although 
Crosby only mentions Nova Scotia in relation to Port Royal and never mentions 
Scotland, his examples of Jamestown, Port Royal, and Sydney in Australia 
share a similar colonial experience with New Glasgow, Halifax, and Sydney, 
Cape Breton.

Crosby’s framework is useful, but this article will qualify it by emphasizing 
the settlers’ intention and agency more strongly. In their environmental 
motivations and inclinations, transplanted Scottish Big Islanders were, and to 
a certain extent remain, exemplars of Alfred Crosby’s concept of settlement 
driven by the attractive power of temperate Neo-Europes around the world. 
Crosby argues that Europeans were drawn to places in the New World, 
Australia, and New Zealand because these places were similar environmentally 
and biologically to their old homeland and, once there, they manipulated and 
tailored their new environments to resemble the world from which they had 
departed. In other words, they created New Europes across the sea. Crosby 
also argues that much of this phenomenon was largely accidental – settlers 
were subconsciously attracted to places environmentally similar to their 
homeland, and the changes they made to the landscape related more to the 
introduction of familiar (but invasive) species and practices than deliberate 
choices.9 Crosby’s thesis emphasizes the unconscious nature of this behaviour, 
but Scottish immigrants to Nova Scotia knew what they were doing when they 
both chose and changed the land. They had both intention and agency: they 
magnified (and celebrated in their culture) those elements of the Nova Scotian 
environment that reminded them of “home” while minimizing or ignoring 
those that did not. Even if their decisions were constrained environmentally – 
the form of their agriculture, for example – there was more to their behaviour 
than simple serendipity.

Scottish immigration is a frequently explored and popular topic in 
Nova Scotian history,10 but the phenomenon has yet to be explored via an 

8 Alfred Crosby, Ecological Imperialism: The Biological Expansion of Europe, 900-1900 (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 1986).

9 Crosby, Ecological Imperialism.

10 See, for example, the monograph-length treatments of the subject by Douglas F. Campbell and R.A. MacLean, 
Beyond the Atlantic Roar: A Study of the Nova Scotia Scots (Toronto: McClelland and Stewart, 1974); Lucille H. 
Campey, After the Hector: the Scottish Pioneers of Nova Scotia and Cape Breton, 1773-1852 (Toronto: Dundurn Group, 
2007); and Marjory Harper and Michael E. Vance, eds., Myth, Migration, and the Making of Memory: Scotia and Nova 
Scotia (Halifax: Fernwood, 1999). Several of the pieces in the Harper and Vance collection, particularly those by J.M. 
Bumsted, “Scottishness and Britishness in Canada, 1790-1914,” and by Rusty Bittermann, “On Remembering and 
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environmental perspective linking people and place.11 Examining the complex 
historiography of environmental, social, and economic conditions in Scotland 
itself – Culloden, the unravelling of the clan system, runrig, famine, sheep 
farming, crofting, kelp production, the Clearances – is outside the scope of this 
particular study.12 Key works by Bumsted, Devine, Hunter, and Richards help 
provide background context, especially when they deal with the areas of the 
Highlands that produced emigrants bound for Big Island, such as Perthshire 
and the Isle of Mull.13

On both sides of the ocean – Scotland and Nova Scotia – the Highland 
migration is a phenomenon deeply intertwined with a sense of place.14 Island 

Forgetting: Highland Memories within the Maritime Diaspora,” are concerned with the construction of historical 
memory among the Scottish settlers in Nova Scotia. The settlement history of Scots in Nova Scotia is also addressed 
in the collection edited by Ned Landsman, Nation and Province in the First British Empire: Scotland and the Americas, 
1600-1800 (Lewisburg, PA: Bucknell University Press, 2001) and in Landsman’s “Nation, Migration, and the Province 
in the First British Empire: Scotland and the Americas, 1600-1800,” American Historical Review 104, no. 2 (April 1999): 
463-75. J.M. Bumsted’s focused study of Scottish emigration to the Maritimes at the end of the “Long” Eighteenth 
Century – “Scottish Emigration to the Maritimes, 1770-1815: A New Look at an Old Theme,” Acadiensis X, no. 2 (Spring 
1981): 65-85 – continues to be an important analysis of the subject. Michael E. Vance, however, cautions against 
an overly romanticized view of Scottish settlement in Nova Scotia: he points out that although by the latter 19th 
century Scottish settlement was being characterized as a “tragic consequence of the suppression of the Highland 
way of life following the . . . Clearances,” the initial settlement in Nova Scotia in fact pre-dated the Clearances; see 
Michael E. Vance, “From Cape Breton to Vancouver Island: Studying the Scots in Canada,” Immigrants and Minorities 
29, no. 2 (July 2011): 178-9.

11 Two geographers, Cole Harris and Stephen Hornsby, touched on immigration to Nova Scotia as part of their research 
into Canada’s pre-Confederation history and Cape Breton’s 19th-century history, respectively. These works have 
the flavour of historical geographies rather than environmental histories. Although the content concentrating on 
Scottish immigration to the North Shore of Nova Scotia is limited, their works are useful in terms of the research for 
this case study. See Cole Harris, The Reluctant Land: Society, Space, and Environment in Canada Before Confederation 
(Vancouver: UBC Press, 2008) and Stephen J. Hornsby, Nineteenth-Century Cape Breton: A Historical Geography 
(Montreal and Kingston: McGill-Queen’s University Press, 1992). There has been a recent turn to the environment in 
the history of the Maritimes, as evidenced by the appearance of work such as that found in the collection edited by 
Claire Campbell and Robert Summerby-Murray, Land and Sea: Environmental History in Atlantic Canada (Fredericton: 
Acadiensis Press, 2013).

12 Big Island has direct connections to this wider context. Both the father and uncle of Alexander Robertson, who 
was the first permanent Scottish settler on Big Island, fought at Culloden. Donald, Alex’s father, was wounded, and 
James, his uncle, was killed. Alexander, himself the third cousin of the chief, likely came to Nova Scotia because 
the Robertson clan, as staunch Jacobites, lost power and land title in the aftermath of defeat at Culloden, and his 
options in Scotland would have been very limited; see Alastair Livingstone, Christian W.H. Aikman, and Betty Stuart 
Hart, eds., No Quarter Given: The Muster Roll of Prince Charles Edward Stuart’s Army, 1745-1746 (Glasgow: Neil Wilson 
Publishing, 2010), 19-31. There is also a strong Big Island connection to the context of the Clearances. For instance, 
one of the first MacLean settlers on Big Island, Anne MacLean, came from the small island of Ulva off the Isle of Mull, 
the site of a “sweeping” clearance where hundreds of residents were reduced to a handful; see James Hunter, The 
Making of the Crofting Community (Edinburgh: John Donald Publishers, 1976), 84-5. See also Mary Stanton, “MacLean 
Family Tree,” with source material from Margaret MacLean, 2008, in MacGlashan and MacLean personal archival 
collection of Mary Stanton, Big Island.

13 J.M. Bumsted, The People’s Clearance: Highland Emigration to British North America 1770-1815 (Edinburgh: Edinburgh 
University Press, 1982), 86-8, 165; T.M. Devine, The Great Highland Famine (Edinburgh: John Donald Publishers, 1988), 
44-51, 280-4; Hunter, Making of the Crofting Community, 19, 22, 29, 84-85; Eric Richards, A History of the Highland 
Clearances: Agrarian Transformation and the Evictions 1746-1886 (London: Croom Helm, 1982), 165-7, 196-7, 201, 232.

14 In his recent analysis of the persistence of “Scottishness” among the Scottish diaspora, John M. MacKenzie argues 
that intellectual products of the Scottish Enlightenment were heavily invested in the taxonomic and categorical 
classification of the natural world, and that Scottish Romanticism provided a sense of the natural beauty and 
uniqueness of the Homeland while also imbuing emigrants with a sense of loss and cultural tragedy. This sense of 
place and environment “transferred to other parts of the globe . . . [and it] offered a means to self-knowledge and a 
definition of ethnic identity”; see John M. MacKenzie, “Scots in New Zealand and Elsewhere in the British Empire: An 
International Perspective,” Immigrants and Minorities 29, no. 2 (July 2011): 160.



The Invisible Island 65

communities can be easily romanticized by outsiders – the seemingly easy pace 
of life, the connection to a past still apparent in homesteads and barns – but 
in reality there is a fierce independence and cultural cohesion found in island 
communities – characteristics that are reinforced by the sense of separation 
from the mainland.

In the case of Big Island, the cultural artefacts created by history – the 
island’s family names of MacLean, MacGregor, Cameron, and others, for 
example, together with artefacts created by historical behaviour such as 
agricultural activity, landholdings, and architecture – ref lect a past that is 
strongly tied to a sense of place, both real and imagined. On the one hand 
there is a tangible connection to the place that is Big Island, an environment 
where conditions shaped the form and course of the community that continues 
to inhabit it; yet there is also a deeply felt connection to a place that is still, for 
many in the Big Island community, an imagined home: Scotland, from whence 
their ancestors emigrated during the 18th and 19th centuries. It is therefore 
possible to examine Big Island within the context of this duality and to begin 
to understand the role of biogeography in the island’s human history.

As a case study, Big Island is an outstanding example of 18th- and 19th-
century Highland immigration to Nova Scotia. In effect, settlers on Big Island 
recreated Scotland. Small landholdings, mixed farming, subsistence rather 
than wealthy living, and persistence of settlement – some residents on the 
island today still hold their family’s original land parcels – created a familiar 
landscape out of a foreign one. The island’s enduring culture and cohesiveness 
captures the essential connection that existed between people and physical 
landscape and does so down to the present. This study is based on land grants, 
petitions, poll tax documents, genealogy, artefacts that reflect family histories, 
local community knowledge of the land, unpublished reminiscences, and 
diaries15 – all of which demonstrate the foundation of a settler community that 

15 Two diaries have been recently published that relate to the Scottish Loyalist immigrant experience in Atlantic 
Canada: D. Murray Young and Gail G. Campbell, eds., A Calendar of Life in the Narrow Valley: Jacobina Campbell’s 
Diary, Taymouth, New Brunswick, 1825-1843 (Fredericton: Acadiensis Press, 2015) and Jo Currie, Keith Mercer, and 
John G. Reid, eds., Hector MacLean: The Writings of a Loyalist-Era Military Settler in Nova Scotia (Kentville, NS: 
Gaspereau Press, 2015). While the diaries provided useful context for this study, Campbell and MacLean lived in 
different bioregions – to borrow Forkey’s concept – than the North Shore of Nova Scotia, and so their concerns, 
trials, and tribulations cannot be directly applied to the Big Island experience. Instead, unpublished diaries kept by 
Big Islanders Isabel MacGlashan and Nelly Cameron, from c.1918-1979, and held privately in the Finlayson-MacLean-
Cameron Archival Collection on Big Island, illuminate those blanks even though they date to the 20th century as the 
rhythms of Big Island life remained relatively unchanged over time. 
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is characterized by independence, cultural strength, political engagement, and 
deep landscape memory.16

Big Island, then, can be read historically as a micro-example of one of the 
broadest historical phenomena of the last half millennium. More than that, 
the island can serve as a foundation to examine the elements of neo-Europes 
as practical environments and symbols that inspire such fierce loyalty to place.

In the interest of keeping the scope of this case study as focused as possible, 
it is best to begin on the destination side of the Atlantic. The latter 18th and 
much of the 19th centuries were characterized by an exodus of tens of thousands 
of Highland Scots to the United States, Canada, Australia, and New Zealand. 
Some of those émigrés settled in Nova Scotia. Records from the period are 
incomplete – information about the ships that made the trans-Atlantic passages 
seldom survived, and even more rarely do they include a passenger list – so it 
is impossible to know the exact number of settlers who sailed to Nova Scotia 
compared to other destinations.17 Some historians, such as James Lawson, 
argue that better agricultural land in the United States made British North 
America an “afterthought” for Scottish immigrants.18 Others, such as David 
Dobson, contend that the American Revolution caused the immigrant tide to 
shift from the United States to its northern neighbour after 1783.19 It is safe to 
say that the region that eventually would become Canada was neither a leading 
destination nor a complete backwater, but somewhere in between.

When compared only to other destinations within British North America, 
there is no doubt that Nova Scotia was an extremely popular choice. 
Highlanders’ reasons for choosing to settle in the Maritimes were deeply 
rooted in environmental and geographical factors. Although Nova Scotia had 

16 In a recent Nova Scotia Museum-funded oral history project, Islanders were asked to fill in memory maps of the 
area. All eight interviewees could label the maps with generations’ worth of location and landholding information; 
see “Coastal Conversations: A Study in Islandness on Big Island, Nova Scotia,” 2017 Cultural History Research Grant 
Report (Nova Scotia Museum Curatorial Report, forthcoming). In terms of political engagement, although Big Island 
was, and still is, an isolated community, petitions held by the Nova Scotia Archives demonstrate that the community 
has had a historically active presence at Province House and a track record of establishing its own cooperatives. 
See the following records in RG 5, ser. P, NSA: “Education Petition for school, 1853,” vol. 76, #142; “Request for funds 
for a wharf, 1870,” vol. 118, #10; “Petition for aid to build a wharf, 1880,” vol. 67, #27; and “Petition regarding a subsidy 
to erect telephone poles on the island, 1908,” vol. 67, #77. Big Island reportedly had its own newspaper, the Big 
Island Times, which was mentioned by the Colonial Standard when Big Islanders were apparently considering their 
independence from Pictou County; see Colonial Standard, 3 March 1868 – clipping held by Merigomish Station 
Museum, Merigomish, NS.

17 For a compilation of the records that do exist from the period, see James Lawson, ed., The Emigrant Scots (Aberdeen: 
Aberdeen and Northeast Scotland Family History Society, 1990); for a discussion of the scarcity of source material 
from the early colonial period, see George Patterson, A History of the County of Pictou (Montreal: Dawson Brothers, 
1877), iii.

18 Lawson, Emigrant Scots, vii.

19 See David Dobson, “Introduction,” in Dobson, Scottish Highlanders on the Eve of the Great Migration, 1725-1775: The 
People of Highland Perthshire (Baltimore: Genealogical Publishing, 2006), 1-2.
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a familiar name, intended to evoke the landscape and climate of Scotland itself, 
it was still a foreign land in the 1770s, when Scottish immigration began in 
earnest.20

The catalyst that started to direct the tide of immigration towards Nova 
Scotia in the late 18th century had everything to do with geographic strategy. 
After Britain lost the Thirteen Colonies in the American Revolutionary War, 
it became easier to send Scottish settlers to lands that were still held by the 
Crown: the region that would later become Canada.21 Scots also generally 
remained loyal to the British Crown, and preferred to stay within the British 
colonies.22 This worked well for the British government, which, after the shock 
of losing the Thirteen Colonies, realized that it was a strategic imperative to 
colonize the remaining British North American holdings with loyal British 
subjects.23 Jutting out into the Atlantic and bordering American waters, Nova 
Scotia in particular acted as a natural “geopolitical buffer zone.”24 British fears 
seemed to be realized during the War of 1812, when the threat of an American 
invasion became abundantly clear. Narrowly averting the loss of its remaining 
North American colonies, Britain realized that a populated landscape could in 
itself serve as a line of defence against American expansionism and began to 
directly subsidize emigration in 1815.25

Among the first settlers relocated under this new British policy were those 
from the military regiments that had fought for the Crown in the American 
Revolutionary War. In 1784, the 82nd and 84th regiments received land 
grants along rivers, bays, and harbours in what is now Pictou County.26 The 
Big Island grant awarded to Lieutenant Colonel Alexander Robertson of the 
82nd Regiment of Foot, also known as the Hamilton Regiment, was part 
of this process.27 Robertson’s agent, Robert Stewart, also a member of the 
same regiment, soon had the island’s 1,500 acres filling up with Scots from 

20 The name “Nova Scotia” predates its Scottish heritage. It comes from initial settlement attempts undertaken during 
the reign of James VI (James I of England, who granted Sir William Alexander the colony of Nova Scotia in 1621. 
Although the Order of Baronets organized two Scottish settlements (Baleine Cove and Port Royal), both had failed 
by 1632 and no more Scottish settlements were attempted until the influx of Highlanders in the late 18th century; 
see R.A. MacLean, A State of Mind: The Scots in Nova Scotia (Hantsport, N.S: Lancelot Press, 1992), 10. 

21 Campey, After the Hector, 6-7.

22 Marcus Tanner, The Last of the Celts (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2004), 289.

23 Campey, After the Hector, 6.

24 Harris, Reluctant Land, 164.

25 Campey, After the Hector, 40. 

26 Eric Richards, “Leaving the Highlands: Colonial Destinations in Canada and Australia,” in Harper and Vance, Myth, 
Migration, and the Making of Memory, 113.

27 “Merigomish Land Grant to members of the 82nd Regiment [Alex Robertson and 108 others],” 15 February 1785, 
MG100, vol. 188, #32, NSA. 
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Robertson’s kin, clan, and kirk, who were flowing in from the home country 
(See Figure 2).28

The fact that the British government granted Big Island to Robertson, a military 
man of high rank and later clan chief of the Robertsons, suggests that the island was 
a highly valued and sought-after section of the county. It could be that the settlement 
of Big Island was not an administrative afterthought but an important geostrategic 
element of British policy: Big Island is flanked by Merigomish Harbour on one side 
and the Gulf of St. Lawrence on the other, which Britain regarded as a key strategic 
element of its position in eastern North America. It is also important to remember 
that the men receiving land grants from the Crown in this region were not ordinary 
settlers but military veterans. By prudently placing trained soldiers in key geographic 
areas, the British government was in essence attempting to put “boots on the ground” 
as a deterrent against invasion.

Many members of the 82nd and 84th regiments also brought their families 
to settle in Pictou County. In the case of Big Island, Lt. Col. Robertson 
remained in Scotland to lead his clan, but had his agent build a house near 
Smashem’s Head and encouraged his extended family to take up land on 
the island.29 The first of these was his third cousin, also named Alexander

28 Robertson is the common ancestor shared by many of Big Island’s present inhabitants. J.H. Meachem’s map of Big 
Island, 1879, from the Illustrated Historical Atlas of Pictou County, indicates the subdivisions of each plot of land; 
see Meacham, Illustrated Historical Atlas of Pictou County (Philadelphia, PA: J.H. Meacham & Co., 1879) and also 
Patterson, History of the County of Pictou, 458-60. 

29 Campey, After the Hector, 35; Patterson, History of the County of Pictou, 450.
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Figure 3 – Alexander Robertson’s gravestone in Murray’s Point Cemetery in Merigomish. The cousin of the 
Robertson who received the Big Island grant, Alexander is both one of the very first settlers on Big Island 
and the common ancestor of many of the island’s current residents.
Source: Photograph by Aileen Leigh Stanton.30

30 Partial transcription of Alexander Robertson’s headstone: “Here Lies intered the Body of Alexander Robertson, who 
departed this life April 23rd, 1821. Aged 67 yrs. A Native of Perth Shire, North Bretain [sic]. Emigrated to America in 
the year 1787.” This headstone was photographed by Aileen Leigh Stanton on 17 May 2015 at Murray’s Point Cemetery, 
Pictou County, NS.
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Robertson. The younger Alexander Robertson’s gravestone tells us that he 
settled on Big Island in 1787 (Figure 3), but not much more is known about 
him. He may, in fact, have been a military man like his uncle: an unpublished 
manuscript written by one of his descendants confirms that the only possession 
of his to survive is his sword.31 Whatever his personal status, Robertson is 
recognized within the community as the father of Big Island settlement and 
the first link in the subsequent chain of Scottish migration there.

Once these early settlers had landed, they served as a foundation for 
further Scottish immigration. Chain migration by families thus became 
an extremely powerful pull-factor.32 Chain migration is a well-documented 
phenomenon across all cultures in immigration history, but for Highland 
Scots it was especially strong. Highland culture had been tightly bound 
by links encompassing family, clan, village, and their wider geographic 
environment.33 Between the 1770s and 1850s this loyalty magnified the tide 
of collective emigration that was already being driven by economic and 
political conditions in Scotland, effectively transplanting entire families and 
communities across the ocean. Big Island may be viewed as a representative 
example of this process. Alexander Robertson’s relatives, of Struan, Perthshire, 
settled on Big Island in the 1780s. The next generation they were joined by 
others from Blair Athol, also in Perthshire, and part of the clan Robertson 
lands, and from Mull in the Western Highlands. To give just one powerful 
example, 56 years after Alexander Robertson came to Big Island in 1787, his 
niece Isabel MacGlashan from Blair Athol followed him to Big Island with her 
husband and young son in 1843. Oral history among Robertson’s descendants 
on Big Island confirms that the early settlers on the island knew each other 
in Scotland before they emigrated, and were neighbours and friends on both 
sides of the Atlantic.34 Chain migration not only established initial patterns 
of settlement; it created strong echoes that have persisted for generations. In 
the case of Big Island settlement, chain migration may also have mitigated 
to some extent a problem encountered by late-coming Highland settlers in 
other parts of Nova Scotia: a paucity of high-quality land for improvement 

31 The fact that the two men were namesakes has caused much confusion in Big Island oral history; see Sara Robertson 
Chisholm, “A History of the Clan Robertson” (handwritten unpublished manuscript, 1979), 17-18.

32 Campey, After the Hector, 6.

33 Richards, “Leaving the Highlands,” 113.

34 Mary Stanton, “Robertson Family Tree,” MacGlashan and MacLean Archival Collection. See also Lee Mawdsley and 
Kay MacIntosh, “A History of Merigomish” (Antigonish, NS: St. Francis Xavier University, 1972), 16-20. 
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and cultivation.35 The tight family connections evident across the waves of 
immigration to Big Island at least partially insulated later arrivals against 
the full range of hardships that were experienced by their contemporaries 
in other settlement areas. Land clearances were facilitated by the availability 
and efforts of neighbours in the community, and the earlier settlers aided 
the later arrivals with advice, clothing, and provisions that could be spared.

In addition to physical geography and climatic similarity, the availability 
of natural resources was a significant pull factor in the Scottish settlement 
of Nova Scotia. The burgeoning timber trade at the end of the 18th century 
was an “enormous magnet” for Nova Scotian immigration.36 Historian Lucille 
Campey goes as far as to argue that “but for Canada’s timber trade with Britain, 
this great exodus of Scots could not have happened.”37 As Britain’s landscape 
became more and more denuded of forests during the Industrial Revolution 
and new tariffs on continental timber imports after 1812 drove prices up 
sharply, tapping into the resource base of the colonies became even more 
appealing. Nova Scotia had a plethora of fine trees suitable for the planking 
and masting of ships, but it suffered from a dearth of workers. The timber 
industry boom is therefore another reason why so many ships left Scotland 
during this period: trade-ships sailed west across the ocean, carrying Scottish 
settlers as cargo, and sailed back with holds full of timber, a resource that was 
both economically important and strategically critical. The Scots were the 
first Europeans to settle permanently on the North Shore of Nova Scotia and 
they slowly carved a niche into the environment they found there, initially by 
clearing timber to send overseas. As they cleared, the settlers uncovered land 
of a fertility similar to that which they had farmed in the Highlands. They were 
therefore able to apply well-known agricultural techniques from their old world 
to supply their needs in the new.38 As geographer Cole Harris explains: “Their 
hand implements – spade, cas chrom (wooden hand plough), and hoe – were 
more efficient tools in stumpy, semi-cleared fields than animal-drawn ploughs 
and harrows, which they did not know and had never used in Scotland.”39 
Although they found themselves in an unfamiliar landscape, settlers could 

35 Rusty Bittermann, “The Hierarchy of the Soil: Land and Labour in a Nineteenth Century Cape Breton Community,” 
Acadiensis XVIII, no. 1 (Fall 1988): 33-55.

36 Campey, After the Hector, xiv.

37 Lucille Campey, An Unstoppable Force: The Scottish Exodus to Canada (Toronto: Dundurn Press, 2008), 12.

38 Campey, After the Hector, 13, 8. For a thoughtful analysis of how the timber trade drove colony/colonizer relations 
in the same period in New Brunswick, see Graeme Wynn, Timber Colony: A Historical Geography of Early Nineteenth 
Century New Brunswick (Toronto, Buffalo, and London: University of Toronto Press, 1981). 

39 Harris, Reluctant Land, 170-1.
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at least take comfort in their employment of familiar agriculture techniques. 
Timber culling and tilling the land went hand-in-hand. Timber extraction was 
the economic basis of the early Scottish Nova Scotian settlement experience, 
but agriculture was its foundation. Settlers from the Hector, for example, landed 
in Pictou in 1773 and exported their first shipment of lumber just two years 
later, in 1775.40 Timber is also responsible for the enduring settlement patterns 
on the North Shore: settlements such as those on Big Island developed near 
timbered lands and around harbours and rivers, which facilitated the transport 
of the resource to markets both regionally and across the Atlantic. According to 
the island’s oral tradition, oak was harvested from Big Island as early as French 
colonial times, and this continued during the Scottish settlement period. 
Pictou Harbour in particular became a hub for the timber trade, serving as the 
region’s entrepot for settlers flowing in and timber flowing out.41 The culturally 
Scottish geographic enclave that continues to prosper along the North Shore is 
therefore a direct result of the region’s historic timber trade.

A collection of secondary environmental pull factors also contributed to the 
Scots’ decision to emigrate. Of the British Empire’s colonies in the 18th century, 
the Atlantic region was quite simply the destination closest to Scotland – which 
meant the most affordable passages.42 The Maritimes also shared a similar 
climate with Scotland, and the Highland emigrants were not deterred by the 
region’s cold, fog, and wet weather although they did have to get used to more 
snow than was common in Scotland. Out of all the Maritime provinces, Nova 
Scotia in particular was attractive to settlers because it was a predominantly 
coastal environment, aesthetically similar to Scotland.43 The deep, land-locked 
forests of New Brunswick and the gently rolling, pastoral landscape of Prince 
Edward Island were striking in their own way, but they did not offer quite 
the same reflection of Scotland as Nova Scotia’s rugged landscape.44 For those 
Scottish settlers who had grown up in the Hebrides, the Western Isles, or along 
the Highland coasts, the opportunity to resettle to coastal locations must have 
been a powerful, deeply felt draw. Furthermore, as J.M. Bumsted first discussed 

40 Campbell and MacLean, Beyond the Atlantic Roar, 38.

41 Campey, After the Hector, 13.

42 Before the Passenger Act of 1803, passage to Nova Scotia cost between £3 and £4; see Hunter, Making of the 
Crofting Community, 25 and Richards, “Leaving the Highlands,”116.

43 Campey, Unstoppable Force, 9. 

44  Andrew Hill Clark’s analysis of the Maritimes is extremely useful for comparing and contrasting the different 
provinces. Clark contended that, although connected, the Maritime provinces represent distinctive geographies and 
histories. See Andrew Hill Clark, Three Centuries and an Island: A Historical Geography of Settlement and Agriculture in 
Prince Edward Island (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1959) and Andrew Hill Clark, The Geography of Nova Scotia 
to 1760 (Madison: University of Wisconsin Press, 1968).



The Invisible Island 73

in the pages of this journal45 and then developed much more extensively in his 
People’s Clearance, at least in the first phase of the Clearances, which Bumsted 
defined as running from the end of the Seven Years’ War to the end of the 
Napoleonic Wars, pull factors weighed heavily in the decisions of Scots to leave 
their homeland. In his view, “the Highlanders . . . had a fairly clear idea of 
what they were doing in opting for emigration.”46 Awareness of the existence 
of a landscape that offered the geographic familiarity of home would likely 
have been especially attractive, on its own merits, to these self-directed Scottish 
migrants.

Taken together, environmental pull factors drew many Scottish Highlanders 
to emigrate to Nova Scotia. They traded an increasingly uncertain world 
of absentee-owned sheep farms, the appalling drudgery of kelp-making, 
the horror of collapsing clans, famine, and overpopulation for a new one of 
seemingly abundant land in an environment that rewarded a pioneering, 
independent spirit and promised economic security through timber processing 
and self-sustaining agriculture. They traded one side of the sea for the other, 
but in so doing they also traded one kind of life – of narrowing horizons and 
shrinking opportunity – for another that promised the opposite. Nova Scotia 
presented a clean slate, but it also posed brand-new challenges and adjustments 
would be required. In the oral history of Big Island’s MacGlashan family, for 
instance, is the story of James MacGlashan, who emigrated with his family 
from Blair Athol. A three-year-old in October of 1843, he disembarked the 
ship wearing nothing but a thin homespun shirt and a kilt. The MacGlashans 
soon discovered that October in Nova Scotia was not October in Blair Athol, 
and they and the women of their new community soon traded their kilts 
for stout pairs of britches more suitable for the harsher winters. The tartan 
kilt was therefore abandoned as day-to-day apparel by the Scottish settlers, 
although both kilt and tartan retained overwhelming cultural currency in the 
new communities in Nova Scotia. The settlers changed in apparent ways, just 
as they began the process of transformation of their new environments into 
something more familiar – a New Scotland in ways more than just in name, a 
New Europe across the sea.

As noted above, the most significant change wrought by Scottish settlers was also 
the most immediate: the clearing of the land and the implementation of agriculture. 

45 J.M. Bumsted, “Scottish Emigration to the Maritimes, 1770-1815: A New Look at an Old Theme,” Acadiensis X, no. 2 
(Spring 1981): 65-85.

46 Bumsted, People’s Clearance, esp. xiv. 
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Clearing the land had already been initiated in many areas by the timber trade, but 
during the latter 18th century Nova Scotia was still far more forested than the Scots’ 
denuded homeland. Wrestling the thick forests into cultivation was not easy work. 
John MacLean, who settled in Barney’s River across the harbour from Big Island, 
evokes the discouraging and difficult process needed to turn a foreign landscape 
into a home in his poem A’Choille Ghruamach (The Gloomy Forest):

Alas! small wonder although I sorrow
Behind the hills in this gloomy wood
In this lone desert by Barney’s River,
With bare potatoes alone for food.
Ere cultivation is seen rejoicing
O’er all the land and the trees are cleared,
My strength will foil in an arm exhausted
While yet the children are left unreared.47

While the wooded landscape in which MacLean and many others like him 
found themselves was not domesticated, it was domesticable and they soon 
adjusted it so they could do the work they had always done. In this way, 
agricultural settlers were “ecological revolutionaries.”48 The Highlanders were 
independent-minded farmers who were used to rocky soil and short growing 
seasons.49 They applied the same mixed farming techniques they had used in 
Scotland, inasmuch as they set about raising a few sheep or cattle and planting 
arable crops and vegetables where possible.50 A 1793 poll tax return only 
includes one definitive Big Island head of household – Alexander Robertson –  
but notes that he owns two cattle or horses and ten sheep while the other 
Merigomish settlers on the return average a modest two cattle or horses and 
two or three sheep – a small, solid base for a mixed farm.51 By 1858, numbers 
had grown. An assessment bill for that year records 17 rateable inhabitants of 
Big Island. The document records the number of horses, oxen, cows, sheep, 
and acres of land each Islander owns, as well as their subsequent valuation

47 John MacLean, quoted in R.A. MacLean, State of Mind, 53. 

48 Wood, Making Ontario, xvii.

49 Campey quotes geologist Abraham Gesner, who wrote in a 1842 letter: “The habits, employments and customs of the 
Highlander seem to fit him for the [North] American forest . . . [unlike] those who have been brought up in towns 
and amidst the fertile fields of highly cultivated districts”; see Campey, After the Hector, 9.

50 Hornsby, Nineteenth-Century Cape Breton, 63.

51 “Bill for the District of the Gulf of St. Lawrence for the year 1793 [Merigomish, Pictou County],” Poll Tax Records 1791-
1795, RG 1, 444½, #14, NSA.
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Figure 4 – Wooden trunk with painted detail “A.M. No. 5.” Alexander MacGlashan and his family brought 
this trunk and at least four others when they emigrated from Blair Athol, Perthshire, in 1843. The trunk 
demonstrates that they were neither poverty-stricken nor wealthy.52

Source: MacGlashan and MacLean Archival Collection.

and collection rates. The number of livestock, for instance, ranges from one to 
two horses, two to nine cattle, and ten to twenty sheep. Farm size ranges from 
twenty-three acres to one hundred and sixty acres.53

With land cleared and farming begun, Highland settlers were able to 
sculpt a New Europe and a New Scotland and begin to establish lives that were 
uniformly better than the ones they had left behind. As one commentator 
remarked, “Even the long hut, in the depths of the forest, is a palace compared 
with some of the turf cabins of Sutherland or the Hebrides.”54 While Nova 
Scotia’s soil was adequate agriculturally, it was, with only a few exceptions, 
by no means rich. Consequently, high-density agriculture did not develop 
in most of the province as it did, for example, along the St. Lawrence or on 
Prince Edward Island, where agricultural communities were characterized by 
significant socioeconomic stratification. Farming communities in Nova Scotia 
were invariably successful but modest in their means. The Scottish settlers 
inhabited fairly independent communities in which societal organization 
remained relatively f lat. The Nova Scotian settlement patterns produced 
geographic enclaves that moulded the Scottish settlers into a “patchwork

52 See also Harris, Reluctant Land, 172-8. Harris makes the point that Highlanders tended to bring “modest” capital with 
them compared to the Planters, Loyalists, and Yorkshire settlers also making a home in Nova Scotia.

53 “Assess Bill for Big Island, Merigomish, School District,” Finlayson-MacLean-Cameron Archival Collection. 

54 Richard Brown, quoted in Campbell and MacLean, Beyond the Atlantic Roar, 23.
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Figure 5 – A selection of surviving original farmhouses on Big Island from the second major wave of 
Highland settlement in the 19th century. Clockwise from top right: MacGlashan house (c. 1843), MacLean 
house (c. 1838), and Cameron house (c. 1835). Approximate dates are based on the year each family 
immigrated and settled on the Island, but it is important to note that the houses could have been built 
earlier or later than these dates.55

Source: Photographs by Aileen Leigh Stanton.

pattern of peoples” on the landscape, a pattern characterized by minimal social 
stratification.56 Like little James MacGlashan and his parents who came in 1843 
with five trunks to their name (See Figure 4), many families came with modest
means but were by no means destitute. This pattern – of modest success – 
continued to define the Scottish experience on Big Island.

Scottish settlers were interested in making an honest, moderate living in 
this new landscape, and most importantly, remaining free. Writing about the 
impact of Highland Regiments settling on their new land grants in North 

55 No 18th-century homes exist on Big Island today; they were likely simple log cabins insulated with moss not meant 
to last multiple generations; see Allen Noble, To Build In A New Land: Ethnic Landscapes in North America (Baltimore: 
Johns Hopkins University Press, 1992). In the case of Struan, the house built by Alexander Robertson’s agent, all that 
remains on the site is a slight ground depression that was once the cellar; see also Patterson, History of the County 
of Pictou, 137. For a survey of 19th-century houses on the Island, see “Pictou Town and County Heritage Inventory 
Sheets,” 2016-005/04-31 and 2016-005/04-32, NSA.

56 Hornsby, Nineteenth-Century Cape Breton, xxiii.
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America, historian G. Murray Logan gives insight into the Scottish psyche of 
the late 18th century:

[Highland Regiment sett lement] directed the eyes of their 
compatriots to that country as a refuge from persecution and abuse. 
There they could be free men and could stand on their own land, no 
longer tenants and little better than serfs. . . . [Highlanders] began 
to say that the privation of the wilderness, with freedom, was better 
than starvation among the hills of home.57

Clearly, the values of l iberty and self-determination must have 
served as powerful motivation, and justification, for many settlers. They 
were willing to give up everything they had known – their home, their 
family – for the possibility of freedom in an unknown landscape. In 
the New World, Highlanders could truly exercise their free will. A 1749 
advertisement from the Gentleman’s Magazine also taps into this spirit:

Let’s away to New Scotland where plenty sits Queen
O’er as happy a country as ever was seen
And blessed her subjects, both little and great
With each a good house and a pretty estate.
No landlords are there the poor tenant to tease
No lawyers to bully, no Bailiff to seize.58

The verse perfectly captures what was so attractive about the New World 
to Highlanders: it represented freedom from oppressors, whether they be 
landlords or lawyers, and a freedom to do what they pleased with their own 
land. On Big Island, immigrants’ ideas of a “good house and a pretty estate” 
can still be seen in the simple, modest, wood-frame houses that first-generation 
settlers built for themselves upon arriving in Nova Scotia (Figure 5).

The MacLean home on Big Island, for example, was built in two stages: 
first, the cellar was excavated and lined with stone; covered with floorboards 
it served as shelter for the first winter’s occupation. Next, the MacLeans 
constructed the upper f loors with rough-hewn timber, which is still visible 

57 G. Murray Logan, Scottish Highlanders and the American Revolution (Halifax: McCurdy Printing, 1976), 2.

58 Gentleman’s Magazine, quoted in Alistair Moffat and James F. Wilson, The Scots: A Genetic Journey (Edinburgh: Birlinn, 
2011), 218.
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today. These were not lavish homes, but they were practical and comfortable. 
Similarly, during a visit to Pictou County in September 1803, Lord Selkirk 
describes the farm of one of the original settlers from the Hector, who had 
arrived 30 years before:

[He] built a new stone house, exactly a good comfortable farm house 
in Scotland. . . . He keeps 12 cows [and] has about 100 acres clear – 
besides farms for several of his sons. The old settled Highlanders, 
even those of 10 or 12 years date have in general cleared as much as 
they want and do little more – being not ambitious of making money 
so much as living comfortably.59

Highlanders had therefore set about recreating the way of life that they had lost 
in Scotland: one based on self-sufficient, small-scale farming. As Cole Harris 
notes:

[In Nova Scotia] there seemed an opportunity – which many had 
sought – in the crannies of this sea- and rock-bound region, to 
deflect or somewhat postpone the changing 19th c. world. . . . Most 
immigrants sought to re-establish a measure of the land-based and 
family-centered security they had known (or imagined) before war 
or industrialization got in the way.60

Nova Scotia’s ample plots of land and general geographic isolation offered a 
refuge from the encroachment of aggressive market economies and rampant 
industrialization. Aside from what one commentator deemed “the extravagant 
desire they cherish to purchase large quantities of land,” Highlanders tended 
to live modestly and independently.61 They owned their own land because they 
cherished the freedom of being their own masters. This freedom and control 
created a distinctive settlement pattern on Big Island. Using the natural 
contours of the gently sloped land, Islanders built individual homesteads on 
the low-lying harbour side, forging connections with the mainland community, 
and farmed the upland side facing the Northumberland Strait. The same 
basic pattern survives on the island to this day. It is clear that moderation, 

59 Campey, After the Hector, 78-79.

60 Harris, Reluctant Land, 184.

61 Joseph Howe, Western and Eastern Rambles: Travel Sketches of Nova Scotia (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 
1973 [1830]), 152.
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loyalty to landscape, freedom, and autonomy are all still very much a part of 
Scottish cultural identity. Scottish landlords may have been concerned first and 
foremost about the capitalist market economy, but Scots in Nova Scotia were 
free to farm and treat agriculture as a way of life rather than a mechanism 
for the profit of others.62 But neither were they bucolic nor insular. Many 
chose to participate in market economy activities such as the timber trade to 
supplement their income, but the key was that it was their choice and not that 
of a landlord, a bailiff, or a lawyer. Owning their own land and making their 
own choices about how to use it were critical factors in the Highland settlers’ 
sense of autonomy and independence. Best of all, in this New Europe there was 
little to no threat of eviction.

It is therefore a tragic irony that the very security established in Nova 
Scotia by the dispossessed occurred at the same time as the dispossession of 
others. John Reid states in the pages of this journal that the arrival of the Scots 
led to “increasing territorial encroachment [which] eroded Native resource 
harvesting as well as raising related issue such as the desecration of sacred sites 
and the non-Native occupation of areas that even by colonial authorities had 
been designated formally or informally for Native use.”63 Displacement of the 
Mi’kmaq by the Scots has been examined in the Cape Breton context,64 but 
the extent to which it may have been a factor in the Scottish settlement of Big 
Island is unknown.65 Also largely unknown are the potential differences and 
similarities between Mi’kmaq and Scottish conceptions of, and relationships 
with, the landscape and topography around the North Shore/Piktuk more 
broadly.66 While this is far beyond the scope of this particular environmental 
history, it could be an insightful line of future inquiry.

One certain difference, however, is the agriculturalization of the land, and, 
once agriculture was firmly established, Scottish settlers began to develop the 

62 Tanner, Last of the Celts, esp. 290-4.

63 John G. Reid, “Empire, the Maritime Colonies, and the Supplanting of Mi’kma’ki/Wulstukwik, 1780-1820,” Acadiensis 
XXXVIII, no. 2 (Summer/Autumn 2009): 84. For a more detailed discussion of the Scots’ role in displacing Indigenous 
peoples, see Reid, “Scots in Mi’kma’ki, 1760-1820,” Nashwaak Review 22/23, no. 1 (Spring/Summer 2009): 527-57.

64 Bittermann, “Hierarchy of the Soil;” see also Vance, “From Cape Breton to Vancouver Island,” 181-2.

65 According to antiquarian sources and local community knowledge, the main permanent Mi’kmaq settlement in the 
vicinity of Merigomish was at the mouth of Barney’s River. Big Island seems to have been used occasionally as a 
campsite and battlefield in the pre-contact era, although it is unclear whether or not this activity had ceased by the 
time Scottish settlers arrived. A burial ground on the west end of the Island continued to be used until the 1830s; see 
Patterson, History of the County of Pictou, 27-31.

66 Trudy Sable and Bernie Francis have examined the relationship between the Mi’kmaw language and Nova Scotian 
landscape in The Language of this Land, Mi’kma’ki (Sydney, NS: Cape Breton University Press, 2012). Although the 
Piktuk landscape is not discussed in detail, the study demonstrates that through place names, dance, songs, stories, 
and community networks, Nova Scotia’s landscape is a “mirror of the Mi’kmaw psyche”; see Sable and Francis, 
Language of this Land, 25.
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infrastructure necessary to drive the civic evolution of their new communities. 
Better, stronger infrastructure empowered immigrants in their pursuit to live 
independently. Infrastructural development enabled them to continue to build 
their new homes, their new lives, and their New Europe on their own terms. 
Roads were often the initial step towards formal physical infrastructure.67 
Members of the 84th Regiment, experiencing similar hardship to their 82nd 
Regiment comrades in Merigomish, petitioned the governor for help building a 
road connecting Nine Mile River in Pictou County to other parts of the county. 
Explaining their predicament, the petition reads:

[The settlers] underwent very Great difficulties before they had any 
roads or Horses and were forced for Several Years to carry Seed and 
Provision on their backs through the woods. . . . They are forced to 
go to markt on Horseback; and by that means cannot get their meat, 
and other articles to Town in near so good order for market.68

Physical infrastructure eased the challenges faced by the settlers on Big 
Island; the island’s first road ran near to the water on the Merigomish Harbour-
side of the island, ref lecting the harbour’s importance for early settlers.69 
To Highland emigrants, roads meant connections and connections drove 
community. Transportation, communication, everyday life, and community 
centered around water, and roads allowed this community to grow. There is a 
poignant passage from a 1908 petition in the Nova Scotia Archives, in which 
Big Islanders write asking for telephone poles to be installed along the causeway 
connecting the island to the mainland:

The residents of Big Island are desirous of obtaining a connection 
with the aforesaid Company’s service and establishing a number 
of telephones on Big Island, which will to a great extent obviate 
the isolation attending the residents of Big Island during a certain 

67 The correspondence of the Nova Scotia House of Assembly contains many petitions from settlers asking for 
support in the construction of new roads. For one example, see “Memorial of ‘the Settlers and proprietors of Pictou, 
Chetebutic [Chedabucto], Sueack [Stewiacke], and Musquodoboit Rivers’ for help in building a road,” November 1787, 
Voices of the People Collection, http://novascotia.ca/archives/virtual/assembly/archives.asp?ID=384.

68 “Petition of Evan MacPhee and others ‘Of his Majestie’s loyal Subjects Inhabitants [sic] of Nine-mile-river in 
Douglass’,” reproduced verbatim in Logan, Scottish Highlanders and the American Revolution, 113.

69 Remnants of this road can still be made out on the island’s landscape, but the current main road, paved in the 1980s, 
lies further inland and runs down the middle of the island; see also “Big Island Road, Merigomish,” Claire Dennis 
fonds, access. 1981-541, no. 1619, photograph, NSA.
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portion of the year when water service with the mainland is 
obstructed.70

Although the petition is of a later date than those discussed above, it 
nevertheless attests to both the importance of reliable roads as providing social 
connection and also the centrality of Merigomish Harbour for Islanders – 
highlighting the role that physical geography can play in defining a community.

Social infrastructure also developed in tandem with physical infrastructure. 
Once there were enough people in a given area, settlers sometimes built a 
collective community space such as a church or a school.71 Big Islanders, for 
their part, petitioned for help building a schoolhouse in 1853.72 By 1858, Big 
Island was referred to as a school district in assessment documents and had 
appointed its own collector of school rates.73 Although there was never a church 
on Big Island, residents would travel directly across the harbour to Merigomish 
every Sunday to attend services.74 The beginnings of economic infrastructure 
also eventually emerged. Islanders petitioned for assistance in building a 
wharf in 1870 and again in 1880.75 On Big Island, where life centered around 
water, a wharf provided both a key means of transportation and an essential 
piece of physical infrastructure for the burgeoning fishing industry, which 
complemented farming.

It is clear that within a few decades of arriving – by clearing land, 
establishing agriculture, and developing infrastructure – Scottish settlers 
were transforming Nova Scotia from what effectively had been a timber-trade 
outpost into a home across the sea. In the space of less than a century from the 
arrival of the first settlers on the North Shore of Nova Scotia, a community 
network of farms, churches, schools, and roads developed from what once had 

70 “Petition regarding a subsidy to erect telephone poles on the Island, 1908,” RG 5, ser. P, vol. 67, #77, NSA.

71 Big Island was never densely populated enough to merit its own political infrastructure. Big Island, Merigomish, and 
surrounding communities recognized that Pictou was the center for the region, and the necessary infrastructure 
quickly developed there. By 1790, there were enough settlers in the Pictou area to merit a petition, signed by 114 
people, for the establishment of a Court of Common Pleas; see “Memorial and Petition of the inhabitants of Pictou, 
Merigomish, River John etc, (114 names) for the establishment of courts of Common Pleas and Quarter Sessions 
at Pictou,” March 1790, Voices of the People Collection, http://novascotia.ca/archives/virtual/assembly/archives.
asp?ID=505.

72 “Education Petition for school, 1853,” RG 5, ser. P, vol. 76, #142, NSA.

73 “Assess Bill for Big Island, Merigomish, School District,” 31 August 1858, and “To M. Alexander Robertson, Collector 
of School Rates for Big Island School District,” 3 December 1858, both in Finlayson-MacLean-Cameron Archival 
Collection. 

74 Patterson, History of the County of Pictou, 143. For further discussion of churches and schools around Big Island, see 
Mawdsley and MacIntosh, “History of Merigomish,” 24-41. By the 1820s, Merigomish township listed seven schools 
and even a public library.

75 “Request for funds for a wharf, 1870,” RG 5, ser. P, vol. 118, #10, NSA; “Petition for aid to build a wharf, 1880,” RG 5, ser. 
P, vol. 67, #27, NSA.
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been a few coarse dwellings and scattered rough blazes through the woods.76 
Individual family farms remained the basic unit of settlement, the axis upon 
which everything else turned. Clusters of farms were often organized according 
to family ties or friendships brought from Scotland. These clusters of homes 

76 See R. Bittermann, R. MacKinnon, and G. Wynn, “Of Inequality and Interdependence in the Nova Scotia Countryside, 
1850-70,” Canadian Historical Review 74, no. 1 (March 1993): 6. 

Figure 6 – A visual and artistic representation of Scottish settlement patterns and their legacy on the 
Nova Scotia landscape: Big Island looking toward Savage Point, as photographed and painted by Jean 
MacLean, c. 1920. 
Source: MacGlashan and MacLean Archival Collection.
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and farms served as the larger social community, and in places like Big Island 
they still do.

While Scottish settlement patterns centered on the countryside, there was 
also development in towns and it is important to consider rural settlements 
like Big Island in this wider context. One resident of Pictou estimated there 
were about 500 living in the harbour town in 1788, and “a few more” around 
Merigomish harbour.77 By the turn of the 19th century, Pictou had grown to 
“sixteen or eighteen buildings, including barns, a blacksmith shop and the 
jail, closely environed by the woods. There was no church, but a place was 
fitted up in a shed . . . where service was held in the summer, but in winter 
time it was in private houses.” Further up the coast, settlement around the 
East River also eventually became the sizeable town of New Glasgow.78 Despite 
these semi-urban communities, markets and industry on the North Shore 
remained largely decentralized because of the isolated physical geography of 
the province.79 This, combined with the ample amount of agricultural land 
available, enabled Scottish settlers to remain relatively rural and recreate the 
home they had lost across the sea (Figure 6).

77 Dr. McGregor, an early settler of Pictou, quoted in Patterson, History of the County of Pictou, 136.

78 Patterson, History of the County of Pictou, 267, 274-5. 

79 Harris notes that, in this period, there was a “general detachment from industrial processes.” Timber was very 
popular as a raw material resource, but industrial capital investment was limited. Sawmills existed throughout 
the province, but none were large-scale or steam-powered. Neither were there any factories. Some of this would 
change with the introduction of the railway later in the 19th century, but in general Nova Scotia’s industrialization 
was slow, limited, and uneven. See Harris, Reluctant Land, 178, 216. 

Figure 7 – Colloquial place names on Big Island used by Scottish settlers and by residents today. Locations 
are approximate.
Source: Map by Aileen Leigh Stanton.
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The new pattern of rural economy in Nova Scotia looked strikingly similar 
to the old Highland model of mixed subsistence agriculture in clusters of 
families and friends.80 Essentially, Scottish settlers recreated clachans – small 
Highland villages – along rivers, around harbours, and all along the North 
Shore, adding to them the infrastructure they needed to live independently. 
Nova Scotia’s physical environment lent itself naturally to rural and 
decentralized patterns of settlement, and Scottish settlers deliberately took 
advantage of this, forging communities with “intense local attachments where 
most people found the principal meanings of their lives.”81 The basic framework 
they created still exists, largely unchanged, and reflects the deep imprint that 
the settlement patterns of 18th- and 19th-century Scottish immigrants have left 
on Nova Scotia’s landscape.

The Scots also transported their culture through place names and 
monuments as well as through their agricultural practices and community 
structure. In doing so, they put the final touches on their new home and New 
Europe. Scottish place names run all along the North Shore of Nova Scotia, 
ranging from the obvious (New Glasgow) to the obscure (Lismore). Like 
Scotland, Pictou County has an Arsaig, a Glengarry, a Knoydart, a Gairloch, 
and a Loch Broom.82 As well as naming many of Nova Scotia’s towns and 
villages, Scots assigned Gaelic names to local natural features. Place names were 
an easy way for settlers to give a new, intimidating landscape a more familiar, 
Scottish identity.83 In doing so, settlers quite literally “grounded the past into 
the present.”84 On Big Island, the senior Alexander Robertson christened 
his house “Struan,” named after his home in Perthshire, and a nearby bluff 
gained the wartime nickname of his fellow 82nd Regiment comrade, Robert 
“Smashem” Stewart, who lived there and acted as Robertson’s agent (Figure 7). 
When plotted on a map, Scottish nomenclature, whether inherited from the 
geography and people of the Highlands or newly christened in Gaelic, gives 

80 Harris, Reluctant Land, 170.

81 Harris, Reluctant Land, 219.

82 For more background on the history of these place names, see Nova Scotia Archives, Place-Names and Places of 
Nova Scotia, http:// novascotia.ca/archives/virtual/places/; see also Morgan Robertson, “Pictou County Villages and 
Pictou County Place Names and their Origin,” http://www.rootsweb.ancestry.com/~pictou/vilname.htm, which is 
based on George McLaren, The Pictou Book: Stories of Our Past (New Glasgow, NS: Hector Publishing, 1954).

83 Shamus Y. MacDonald, “Microtoponymy in Gaelic Nova Scotia: Some Examples from Central Cape Breton,” in The 
Celts in the Americas, ed. Michael Newton (Sydney, NS: Cape Breton University Press, 2013), 210-11. 

84 D.H. Alderman, “Place, Naming, and the Interpretation of Cultural Landscapes,” in Ashgate Research Companion to 
Heritage and Identity, ed. B. Graham and P. Howard (Aldershot: Ashgate, 2008), 199. Two examples of works that 
provide further theoretical background for analyzing the relationship between place names, place attachment, 
and cultural landscapes are Peter Read, Returning to Nothing: The Meaning of Lost Places (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 1996) and D. Bryne and M. Nugent, Mapping Attachment: A Spatial Approach to Aboriginal Post-
Contact Heritage (Hurstville, AU: Department of Environment and Conservation, New South Wales, 2004).
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a striking visual representation of immigration patterns.85 On Big Island and 
elsewhere along the North Shore, place names strikingly show the indelible 
imprint that Scottish settlers left on their landscape.

Another way to imprint Scottish characteristics on the landscape was by 
building monuments and memorials. Down the road from Big Island, for 
example, in Knoydart, there is a cairn overlooking the Northumberland Strait 
built in remembrance of those who fought at the Battle of Culloden. More 
than a simple memorial, the Culloden Cairn actually marks the burial place 
of three survivors of that famous battle.86 It was likely both comforting and a 
cultural anchor for settlers in a land far away from home to possess not merely 
a familiar reminder of that home but a remembrance of the moment when 
Highland power was shattered in the Jacobite cause, a moment that ushered in 
such misery for the Highlanders and began the wave of emigration to the new 
lands across the Atlantic. Place names and monuments provided that piece 
of home, and, along with agriculture and infrastructure, together formed a 
cultural, social, and economic web within which Scottish settlers built a New 
Scotland in Nova Scotia – a distinctive geopolitical and cultural entity that 
extended well beyond a simple name harkening back to auld lang syne.

The Scottish migration story to Nova Scotia is not a unique one as every 
emigrant group has experienced push and pull factors, times of adjustment 
and rebuilding, and periods of hardship and plenty. Like the Highland Scots, 
the Acadians and the Irish share the connection between cultural values and 
environmental values. In varying degrees and ways, each group’s immigrant 
story is tied closely to land – its structures and limitations defined them 
culturally and economically.87 Acadians recreated as best they could their 
French homeland on the new landscape, in which “low population densities, 
strong communal bonds, . . . and land reclamation schemes” took centre stage.88 
The Scots’ close comrades and Celtic cousins, the Irish, are renowned for their 
“preoccupation with the nature of place” and the “mystical” and “magic” bonds 
they form with their landscape, whether inherited in the Old World or adopted 

85 There are two foundations for place names: several have been drawn from extant places in Scotland (e.g., Lismore), 
while others were coined anew (e.g., Big Island also had a new Gaelic name: “An t-Eilean mor.” See, as well, the 
recent GIS map produced by Heather Smith, “The Gaels and Their Place Names in Nova Scotia (Na Gàidheil Agus 
An Ainmean-Àite An Albainn Nuaidh),” Office of Gaelic Affairs, Department of Communities, Culture, and Heritage, 
Province of Nova Scotia, http://www.nagaidheil.ca/.

86 Michael Newton, “Bards of the Forests, Prairies and Skyscrapers: Scottish Gaels in the Americas,” in Newton, Celts in 
the Americas, 78.

87 Campbell and MacLean, Beyond the Atlantic Roar, 9.

88 Forkey, Shaping the Upper Canadian Frontier, 12; see also Clark, Acadia: The Geography of Nova Scotia to 1760. 
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in the New.89 Like the Irish, Scottish clans viewed land not only in ecological 
terms, but in sacred terms too: it represented an “ancestral home,” “the kinship 
of one generation to another,” and the connection between “the tribe and 
the soil.”90 What makes the Highland story notable, however, is the almost-
identical nature of the bioregional zone in which settlers found themselves 
compared to the bioregion they had left.91 In Nova Scotia Highlanders found, 
by choice and by chance, a near-perfect reflection of home.

Big Island stands as a testament to this power of place. The island is still 
undeniably clannish; it remains an extremely cohesive community of about 40 
full-time residents after more than 200 years. In the future, further study of 
the island should be undertaken using, perhaps, the burgeoning scholarship on 
“islandness.”92 For now, Big Island – and Scottish immigration to Nova Scotia 
in general – are examples of cases where using place instead of time as a context 
for history can better serve our understanding of the past as it continues to 
echo through the present.93 In environmental history, landscapes like Big Island 
convey a sense of timelessness. Time there unfolds like a continuum rather 
than a chronology, with the landscape itself acting as the constant.

Highland emigration to Nova Scotia is part of the broader historical and 
ecological phenomenon of “cultural and intellectual transport from Europe 
to North America” and the “expansion of European people and ideas.”94 
This includes ideas about landscape and the nature of our relationship to the 
environment. In many ways, Highland emigration is the story of the collision 
between the old ecological view of land and a new industrial capitalist economy 
defined by commercial farming and industrial activity. Once it became clear 
they could no longer live where they wanted and in the manner that defined 
them, many Highlanders chose to emigrate. Most Highlanders refused to be 

89 Read, Returning to Nothing, 3; Forkey, Shaping the Upper Canadian Frontier, 25-45.

90 Campbell and MacLean, Beyond the Atlantic Roar, 13.

91 Forkey, Shaping the Upper Canadian Frontier, 1-2.

92 The Nova Scotia Museum has recently funded an oral history project to explore the theme of “islandness” on Big 
Island, and research is ongoing at press time; see “Coastal Conversations: A Study in Islandness on Big Island, Nova 
Scotia.” Elsewhere in the literature, a passage from the newly published diary of Hector MacLean hints at this trend 
towards examining history through the lends of islandness: “In a more imaginative sense, Nova Scotia and the 
Isle of Mull shared a kinship that may have been founded on geological affinity but extended as well to common 
assumptions . . . on the proper relationship between a gentleman and the land”; see Currie, Mercer, and Reid, 
Hector MacLean, 54. For more on islandness, see, for example, Jo Currie, Mull: The Island and its People (Edinburgh: 
Birlinn, 2011); Philip Conkling, “On Islanders and Islandness,” Geographical Review 97, no. 2 (April 2007): 191-201; and 
Joan Marshall, Tides of Change on Grand Manan Island: Culture and Belonging in a Fishing Community (Montreal and 
Kingston: McGill-Queen’s University Press, 2009). UPEI has become a center for the subdiscipline, as the home of 
the UNESCO chair in Island Studies and Sustainability, the oral history database Island Voices, and the Island Studies 
Journal; see also the International Small Islands Studies Association (ISISA), http://www.isisa.org/.

93 Read, Returning to Nothing, 23.

94 Forkey, Shaping the Upper Canadian Frontier, 111-112; Wood, Making Ontario, 157-8.
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reduced to wage labour, separated from both their land and their family and 
clan kinship structures. Instead, they sailed across the ocean with the hope of 
finding a new land to farm and raise their families. A few found their hopes 
fulfilled on Big Island. There, they recreated a Scotland that had been lost to 
them, carving small farms out of the mediocre soil, making a modest living, 
and staying for generations. There, they created deep landscape memory. For 
historians, studying places like Big Island reveals that the landscape itself can 
be the aide-memoire; the landscape itself acts as the parchment to record the 
past. On Big Island, Scottish settlers and their descendants could once again 
build a life based on loyalty – to the land, the people, and the place. Their 
legacy is indeed visible.
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