An “Acadian”
Island
PENNY BELL discovers the isolated
French and Scottish Gaelic communities
living on remote Cape Breton Island
in Nova Scotia, Canada.
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hat takes a person all the way to Cape Breton
Island? Personally, I find myself in this little,
isolated corner of the world visiting a friend
who I met 18 years ago on a very different island –
Guadalcanal in the Solomon Islands, where we were
both overseas development workers.
An island in the North Atlantic that freezes over
in winter and a tropical island in the Pacific near the
equator should have little in common. But they are both
equally remote islands, isolated from the rest of the world
until last century.
Their isolation has given rise to fascinating linguistic
and cultural diversity on both islands. While the Solomon
Islands boasts 100 languages (not bad for a population
of just over half a million), on Cape Breton you can hear
Gaelic spoken on one side of the Island and Acadian
French on the other, and experience some truly wild
highlands and coastline in between.

The French
As I approach the stone gates of the Fortress of
Louisburg, modern life disappears abruptly. I’m
suddenly faced with a towering soldier in full period
regalia, holding a rifle defensively across his chest. His
rugged face sprouts a few days’ growth and is framed
by dishevelled, shoulder length grey hair. He asks me a
question in an indecipherable language. I am strangely
intimidated by his disdain at my inability to understand
him. The role play has truly begun.
Here, I experience firsthand what life was like in the
bustling French fortified town of Louisburg in 1744. As
I wander along cobbled streets from one stone building
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to another, I am privy to all sorts of aspects of daily
life in the 18th century, such as ironmongering and
boatbuilding. I am lured to the King’s bakery by the smell
of fresh loaves baked in a wood fire oven big enough to
(literally) feed an army. (Bread, along with barrels of ale,
garden vegetables and livestock, sustained the troops and
their families.)
Three more uniformed men appear out of nowhere.
These ones are much friendlier than the soldier at the
gate, however. Playing tin whistles and drums, they
beckon me like the Pied Piper. I follow them to the
quadrangle, where a canon is loaded and fired across the
sea. Squinting into the distance, I can imagine the outline
of a foreign ship venturing too close. This fort was the
scene of numerous battles between the French and the
English as they vied for dominance in the region. aa
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Around the turn of the 17th century, the first
Europeans to call themselves “North Americans”
arrived from the coastal provinces of Brittany and
Normandy, fleeing famine, plague and religious wars
between Catholics and Protestants. They established a
French colony of “Acadians”. Whether the term Acadia
came from the Greek, meaning “place of rural peace”,
or from the native Micmac, meaning “fertile land”, it
aptly described this haven from hardship and place of
opportunity.

Some Acadians fled to the isolated West Coast of
Cape Breton Island, where you can still find them
today in towns like Cheticamp. This isolation allowed
those early and subsequent French settlers to preserve
their culture against formidable odds. The Acadian
language originated amongst French settlers in the
17th century, and they had relatively little linguistic
contact with France until the 20th century. So Acadian
French retained features that died out during the French
standardisation efforts of the 1800’s.

French fishermen, farmers and trappers soon
followed, and so did people from Great Britain, which
captured Acadia in 1647. The French got it back in 1670,
only to lose it again to the British in the 1690’s. No
wonder that soldier at the Louisburg gate didn’t like my
English accent, or my lack of French!

Activists, politicians, artists and musicians have
fought to carve out space for the Acadian language in
Canada. Today, Acadian French is still spoken in the
Maritime provinces (one of which is Cape Breton Island),
along with parts of eastern Quebec and parts of modernday Maine. aa
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Their heritage, too, has survived against all the odds.
Outside the Gaelic college, I hear a boy of about 12
speaking fluent Gaelic to his grandmother. I ask them
about their relationship with this special language and
culture. “My parents spoke Gaelic at home so I can
understand it,” the grandmother tells me, “but I was
discouraged by the school from speaking it so I never
learnt to.”

The Scottish
How do I transform nine yards of tartan into a kilt?
This is a challenge I’ve never faced before. I’m at a kilt
folding demonstration at the island’s Gaelic College.
Kilt folding is just one of the areas of Gaelic life you can
learn here. Others include the fiddle, dancing and the
Gaelic language. I am delighted to experience the living
Gaelic language and learn about the practices of a Gaelic
community at the only institution of its kind in North
America.
The first Gaelic settlers reached Nova Scotia in the
1700’s. These early settlers were mostly Highlanders,
who sought political and religious asylum following the
failed Jacobite uprisings in Scotland in 1715 and 1745.
They left cultural suppression behind them and carried
their language, songs, music, stories and traditions to
the Maritime provinces. Like the Acadians, they were
attracted to the Maritimes because the isolation allowed
them to continue to pursue their traditional way of life.

However, she goes on to say, her son decided to
return to his roots and learn the language of his heritage,
partly spurred on by the Celtic rock movement that
began in the 70’s. “My son made sure that the first words
his son heard when he came out of the womb were
Gaelic,” she tells me proudly. As a result, her grandson
now speaks fluent Gaelic.
Even though Gaelic skipped a generation in many
families like hers, the Gaelic College attempts to ensure
that it is now here to stay. If you’re visiting, you’ll find
the College just off the Trans-Canada Highway at the
beginning of the Cabot Trail.
Alongside what I learn at the college, I also gain great
insight into Cape Breton’s Scottish heritage by reading
No Great Mischief by the island’s own Alistair Macleod.
A touching, personal story of a Scottish Highland family
marked by tragedy and triumph, it’s quite a page-turner.
Although I am visiting in summer, I can feel the winter
ice through the pages and the strength of family ties
forged through hardship and isolation. D

THE CABOT TRAIL
The Cabot Trail is named
after explorer John Cabot
and boasts some of the most
spectacular coastal scenery on
the planet. Roads reminiscent
of the Riviera hug the coastal
cliffs. You might see a bear or
a moose, but hopefully not as
you round a hairpin bend! This
picturesque drive is dotted with
a range of quality craft shops
and lovely sights, such as the
multi-coloured hulls of lobster
boats. Stop at any eatery to
sample the local seafood.
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