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Chapter 1

Before European Settlement 

The Mi’kmaq and Duc d’Anville

The Mi’kmaq of Chebucto

It is difficult to imagine the Bedford Basin as it was before 1749, the 

year of Halifax’s founding. The basin’s western shore — today’s Clayton 

Park, Rockingham, Birch Cove, and Prince’s Lodge — reveals few of 

its original coves, cliffs, and pebbled beaches. All that remains is the 

basin itself, a broad expanse of water, encircled by low hills so that it 

appears to be a lake rather than Halifax’s inner harbour, a haven from 

the tempestuous Atlantic Ocean.

 The area’s earliest inhabitants, the Mi’kmaq, called this large body 

of water Chebucto, meaning “Great Harbour.” The basin was particu-

larly favoured by the Mi’kmaq as its deeply indented coves made ideal 

sites for seasonal camps. The western shore of the basin offered two 

such perfect camping grounds: today’s Birch Cove and Fairview Cove. 

Both coves offered protection from the elements, a place to beach ca-

noes, and a constant supply of fresh water from streams flowing down 

the hills. As bases for resource extraction these coves and others around 

the basin were ideally situated, providing the Mi’kmaq with access to 

everything they required. Their needs were met by a wide variety of 

marine and mammal resources available within the harbour and its 

surrounding woodland and nearby lakes. For a coastal people it was a 

rich environment. 

 At times determined by the seasonal cycle the Mi’kmaq exploited 

resources farther afield: at Lawrencetown in the autumn for the eel run; 

at the Cole Harbour marshes for migrating waterfowl; and at the harbour 

mouth for seals and whales. For the spring salmon run the entire Mi’kmaq 
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population of Chebucto gathered together in a large encampment on the 

Sackville River, on a rise a few hundred yards from where it enters the 

basin. This fishing ground could support a community of about three hun-

dred people for two to three months.1 

Duc d’Anville’s Fleet

It was in the coves of Bedford Basin that the Mi’kmaq of Chebucto, along 

with warriors and chiefs from other bands, eagerly awaited the arrival of a 

large French fleet in the summer of 1746. As allies of the French they were 

expecting arms, ammunition, supplies, and gifts so they could join the con-

tinuing battle against the English. France had lost mainland Nova Scotia 

to the English in 1713; then in 1745 Louisbourg was taken by the New 

England militia and the British Navy. The French were determined to re-

take Louisbourg — indeed all of Acadia — with the help of the Mi’kmaq, 

who had been their friends, allies, and trading partners since the founding 

of Port Royal in 1604.

 This formidable task was placed in the hands of Duc d’Anville, the 

young and inexperienced commander of the greatest armada ever sent 

from France to North America.2 Seventy ships were assembled and left 

France on June 22, 1746 with 10,765 men, including 3,565 infantrymen. 

Problems arose even before departure: the fleet was two months behind 

schedule due to difficulties assembling crews and supplies, and unfavour-

able winds.3 Once the armada had sailed weeks of poor sailing conditions 

led to further delays. When the ships, travelling in convoy, arrived off the 

coast of Nova Scotia they were separated by an autumn gale, then envel-

oped in fog. 

 At the end of September forty-four ships gradually found their way 

to the planned meeting place, Chebucto.4 They found that most of their 

Mi’kmaq allies had returned to their homes, as had two frigates that had 

been sent in advance and had spent the summer waiting in the harbour. 

These frigates, Aurore and Castor, had used their time productively. With the 

help of the Mi’kmaq they had taken several prizes, including an English 

warship and New England fishing boats, which were kept at anchor in 

Bedford Basin. One accomplishment of lasting value was the creation of 

the first accurate and detailed chart of the harbour by Chabert de Cogolin, 

a navigator who spent the summer taking soundings and charting the coast. 

Eventually the commanders of the two frigates decided to return to France. 

They were worried about their dwindling supplies, the growing number of 

men who were ill, and of course, the failure of the fleet to arrive.5 In mid-
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August they set sail for home 

and were back in Brest before 

d’Anville’s fleet even arrived at 

Chebucto.

 Chebucto had been in-

tended as the meeting place, 

where the ships could “wood 

and water,” Mi’kmaq and 

French Canadian allies could 

gather, and attacks on Annap-

olis Royal, Louisbourg — per-

haps even Boston — could be 

planned. Instead Duc d’Anville 

found that most of his allies had 

grown tired of waiting; it was 

too late in the season for any 

attack by sea or land, and his 

men were in very poor health. 

Before d’Anville could make a decision regarding the future course of his 

expedition, he died suddenly of unknown causes. His second in command, 

d’Estourmel, attempted suicide when his suggestion that the fleet return 

immediately to France without taking any military action was rebuffed by 

a war council. D’Estourmel resigned, and the Marquis de La Jonquière, 

enroute to take up his new position as governor-general of New France, 

took command. A capable, experienced leader, Jonquière attempted to take 

the chaotic situation in hand. 

Disease and Death Among the French

Jonquière realized that restoring the health of his men was the first priority. 

He ordered the ships moved from their anchorage off McNabs Island into 

the sheltered waters of Bedford Basin. Their Mi’kmaq allies, hastily re-

assembled, welcomed the men to their camps at Fairview Cove and Birch 

Cove. The French quickly set up an extended camp on the pebbly shore that 

ran between the two sheltered coves. More than 230 tents were erected;6 in 

these shelters and in the hospital ship hundreds of sick men were treated. 

Illness had followed them from France; crowded, unsanitary conditions, 

poor food, and polluted water on the ships had worsened the situation. A 

combination of scurvy, typhus, and typhoid had led to many deaths even 

before the fleet arrived at its destination. An optimistic Jonquière felt that a 

Jean-Baptiste-Louis-Frédéric de la Roche-

foucauld de Roye, Duc d’Anville. (NSARM)
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period of rest, combined with food provided by the Acadians, fresh water, 

and medicines would allow his men to recuperate. This was not to be. The 

fleet’s doctors tried various remedies, but none were effective and the men 

continued to die. 

 As the men died they were buried7 by their comrades, wrapped in 

shrouds made from old sailcloth or put into hastily made wooden coffins, 

then placed in shallow trenches and covered with rocks and soil. They were 

not left on the beach covered with brush as early accounts suggest. Religious 

beliefs and respect for their compatriots ensured that some attempt at a 

Christian burial would have made in hastily consecrated grounds. The tools 

were at hand — eighteen hundred shovels and seventeen hundred pickaxes 

were on the ships.8  They were intended for siege operations; instead they 

were used for digging graves in thin rocky soil, or swamps or boggy areas 

beside streams. The artillery train included fifty four-wheeled carts,9 which 

were used to carry bodies to the two shallow valleys at the farthest reaches 

of the extended camp that were the designated burial grounds. When the 

fleet finally left Chebucto on October 24, more than one thousand men10 

had died, and almost all of their remains were left behind in these two large 

graveyards. Misfortune continued to follow the fleet on its return to France. 

Difficulties included the lack of sailors fit enough to handle the ships, the 

continuing death of ailing men, and autumn gales.

Disease and Death Among the Mi’kmaq

Mi’kmaq warriors had been expecting ammunition and supplies. Instead 

they were introduced to highly contagious diseases to which they had 

no immunity. Their oral tradition records the catastrophe that decimated 

their numbers. Many died on their traditional camping grounds, where 

they were quickly buried. Those who did not die in Chebucto carried the 

fatal diseases back to their home communities, bringing death to more 

than one third of the entire Mi’kmaq population. They called the disease 

“the black measles,” even naming one of their camping areas the “place 

of the black measles.” This camping spot, where they “died like flies” was 

located “back of the site of Forrest’s Tannery.”11 It was a devastating blow 

to the Mi’kmaq, especially those who made Chebucto their home. With 

the western shore of the Bedford Basin a burial ground, they would have 

temporarily retreated to their camp at Shubenacadie. 
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Impact of Duc d’Anville’s Expeditionary Fleet

Even though the French attempt to retake Acadia was an abject failure, an 

event so embarrassing that it was quickly covered up and forgotten, it did 

have two significant impacts. First, it drew the attention of the British to 

the large, deep harbour where three years later they would establish Hali-

fax. Second, when Edward Cornwallis arrived in 1749 to found the new 

settlement, the harbour was not inhabited. The Mi’kmaq population had 

been considerably reduced; as well the Mi’kmaq of Chebucto may have 

been reluctant to return to a home that had been tainted by disease and 

death. Consequently Halifax was founded where the French had suffered 

their greatest naval disaster, a disaster caused by natural forces, ill luck, and 

bad management, a disaster that left the area free for English settlement.

Burial Grounds

When Cornwallis observed the shore of the harbour upon his arrival, he 

noted that Duc d’Anville and his men had “only cut wood for present use 

but cleared no ground,”12 meaning they had gathered only dead falls (dry 

wood) for the ships and for the camp. This often-cited quotation gives 

the impression that the shore was pristine, with absolutely no sign of the 

French expedition. Cornwallis seemed unaware that more than one thou-

sand French soldiers and sailors, and many Mi’kmaq warriors, were buried 

in the wooded valleys just above the shore. Untended graves overgrown 

with brush would not have been visible to a ship anchored in the basin. 

 The burial grounds have entered into the realm of folklore. Tales of 

the French graveyards were passed down through the years, but as visible 

grave mounds gradually disappeared, uncertainty arose as to the identity of 

those who were interred. The possibility that some of the graves could be 

Mi’kmaq was not even considered. However, records of the burial grounds 

do exist: maps, local tradition, found artifacts, and human remains confirm 

their locations.

 Evidence of three distinct cemeteries was collected in 1910 by Harry 

Piers, curator of the Nova Scotia Museum and corresponding secretary of 

the Nova Scotia Historical Society. Piers and his associates made a deter-

mined search to locate and identify the French burial grounds as part of 

an effort to commemorate the tragic event. They visited the hidden, dimly 

remembered graves at Birch Cove and French Landing (today’s Clayton 

Park).13 Jerry Lonecloud, Piers’ Mi’kmaq informant, told him that the 

Mi’kmaq were buried behind Forrest’s tannery, but Piers did not look for 
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this burial ground, as he believed that it had 

disappeared into a quarry. Nor did he consider 

the possibility that the Mi’kmaq burial ground 

might have become confused with a private 

cemetery in Fairview. As we will see, not all of 

the dead were laid to rest in these cemeteries. 

Some were buried along the shore, indicating 

that the designated burial grounds were full 

or that the men who perished as the fleet was 

embarking were buried in haste, close to where 

they died.

Birch Cove Graveyard

The large graveyard at Birch Cove is attested 

to by oral tradition14 and material evidence. In 

1874 and again in 1890 Kearney Lake Road 

was repaired, and on each occasion many human remains were found. 

During the latter repair, Harry Piers examined the disturbed burial ground. 

He reported that the bones were in rough wooden boxes laid in shallow 

trenches.15 Piers returned to the site twenty years later along with journalist 

George Mullane and other members of the Nova Scotia Historical Society. 

A member of the Donaldson family took them to the place on the family 

property where bones had been unearthed. As the party was examining 

the designated area at the edge of Kearney Lake Road one member of 

the group noticed part of a skull and jawbone in the ground.16 The group 

debated the identity of the human remains, some arguing that they were 

Acadians, others that they were d’Anville’s men. All agreed that the bod-

ies were French; indeed local residents called the unmarked graveyard the 

“French Burying Ground.” This visit convinced Piers and his colleagues 

that the burial ground was a tragic reminder of d’Anville’s expedition. 

 Other evidence of a French military grave was unearthed in 1962 by 

a resident of Birch Cove. While working on his Dakin Drive property, 

Robert Hoadley found French military items close to a brook that ran 

through his lot, including a shoe buckle, a large pewter button marked with 

a French naval anchor, six smaller buttons, and human bones. The artifacts, 

but not the bones, were given to the Army Museum in Halifax.17 They 

provide further evidence that hundreds of men were buried at Birch Cove, 

beside and at the mouth of a stream known as Donaldson’s brook. 

Shoe buckle, part of the 

uniform of a French mar-

ine. It was found at Birch 

Cove in 1962 by Robert 

Hoadley. (Collection of 

Army Museum, Halifax 

Citadel)
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French Landing Burial Ground

Piers and his colleagues tracked down the other large graveyard, which 

was located at the southern end of the French encampment, above what 

had been known as French Landing. The area was believed to be the site 

where Duc d’Anville’s fleet put ashore, and the road that led up the hill 

was called French Landing Road. The road followed a stream that today 

runs underground from a holding pond at Dunbrack Street and Lacewood 

Drive to the Basin.18 French Landing Road became part of Gateway Road 

when Clayton Park subdivision was established.

 Burial mounds in the woodland by French Landing Road were still vis-

ible when Harry Piers visited the site. The owner of the property, William 

Clayton, drove Piers and his colleagues to the graveyard, 1,200 yards from the 

Bedford Road, where the old road intersected with a brook.19 In 1929 Jerry 

Lonecloud confirmed this site by drawing a rough sketch of the stream and 

the French burying place for Piers.20 The memory of the French graveyard 

continued until the area became a suburban development. As late as the 1950s 

a member of the Clayton family recalled the burial mounds by Lacewood 

Drive near Gateway Road.21 

Mi’kmaq Burial Ground

Jerry Lonecloud also knew where the Mi’kmaq were buried — beside a 

stream that flowed into the basin at Forrest’s Tannery. This burial ground 

was situated to the south of the French burials; today it is where Fairview 

meets Clayton Park. It was the “place of the black measles,” where the 

Mi’kmaq camped, caught diseases from the French, then died and were 

buried — some, in desperation, “in a little pond on the stream.”22 The 

Mi’kmaq were not included in the Nova Scotia Historical Society’s plans 

to commemorate the d’Anville expedition; their participation was mini-

mized, forgotten, and misinterpreted. There would be no official acknow-

ledgement for the role they played.

 By a strange twist of fate, the Mi’kmaq burial ground remained highly 

visible long after the large French cemeteries disappeared into the woods. 

Local tradition assumed that the graves above Forrest’s Tannery were those 

of Acadians or Duc d’Anville’s men. Then, later in the nineteenth century, 

another layer of confusion was added. At that time the cemetery mistakenly 

became identified with Titus Smith and the Foreign Protestant residents 

of Dutch Village. This came about because the Smith family owned thirty 

acres of land that included the burial ground. The cemetery was not men-
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tioned in the deed of purchase in 1796,23 but in 1850, when the property 

was sold out of the family, the burial ground and a road leading to it were 

included in the survey drawing. The deed states that a public road and a 

burying ground measuring two hundred feet on each side are excluded 

or reserved from the purchase.24 The Smith family were likely responsible 

for the recognition and maintenance of the cemetery; they were devout 

Christians and, out of respect for the dead, would not have disturbed what 

they thought were Christian burials. 

 To add to the confusion, Titus Smith Jr., the famous scholar and 

naturalist, was buried by request in “his” cemetery “in the pine woods 

overlooking the calm waters of Bedford Basin.” In 1866 members of the 

Nova Scotian Institute of Natural Science, admirers of Titus Smith’s studies, 

visited his grave.25 Because the Smith family recognized the burial ground 

and because Titus Smith Jr. was buried there, maps of 1886, 1908, and 

1918 include a cemetery above the shore between the tannery and Three 

Mile House. It is the exact location where Jerry Lonecloud said that the 

Mi’kmaq buried their dead.26

 Today Titus Smith Jr. is remembered with a granite marker of uncer-

tain date in Titus Smith Park on Vimy Avenue in Fairview. Apparently the 

monument was moved from the gravesite, which was on the north side of 

Vimy Avenue, across from the park. The view “overlooking the calm waters 

of Bedford Basin” remains.

 From this one burial grew the local legend that Titus Smith had a pri-

vate cemetery where he and his neighbours were interred. The facts belie 

this story as Titus Smith’s neighbours were Foreign Protestants and were 

buried in their own church cemeteries, either the Old Dutch Church or 

St. George’s Anglican Church in Halifax. But for local residents the story 

offered a plausible explanation for the unidentified mounds still visible 

among the trees and underbrush. Out of respect for the Smith family the 

graveyard was maintained 27 until the bones of the Mi’kmaq and Titus 

Smith disappeared in quarry excavations or were covered by fill for con-

struction of Centennial Rink on Vimy Avenue. Today the quarry is the 

site of a car dealership on the Bedford Highway. But not all of the human 

remains have disappeared. We continue to be reminded of the dead: in 

1977 a skeleton was found across from the Centennial Arena by a resident 

digging in the soil. The bones were turned over to the police and the 

medical examiner confirmed that the bones were more than one hundred 

years old.28 
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Additional Burials

Other gravesites have been found in areas between Birch Cove and Fairview 

Cove, suggesting that the designated cemeteries were not large enough to 

contain all of the dead. In 1887 human skeletons were found on Robert 

Allen’s property, now part of Clayton Park. Rockingham residents Simon 

McDonald and M.M. McLearn found the remains while digging in a 

wooded area. In 1935 some of these skeletal remains were given to the Nova 

Scotia Museum, where Harry Piers examined them and added them to the 

museum’s collection. Piers suggested that the remains were either Acadian 

or a member of d’Anville’s fleet.29 Other human bones, a knee and leg bone, 

were found by David Hoadley, a Rockingham boy, in the 1930s. The remains 

were discovered at the edge of Station Pond, a tidal pond that had once been 

a cove and is now Centennial Park.30 

 Human remains found along the entire western shore of the Bedford 

Basin, from Fairview Cove to Birch Cove, indicate that the area was a vast 

graveyard, the final resting place of at least 1,200 men. Those that died 

would have had the briefest religious service and their graves would be 

unmarked. It would be almost two hundred years before there was any 

recognition of their sacrifice. 

Survey showing 

Titus Smith’s prop-

erty, 1850. It shows 

the original grantee, 

Israel Abrahams, 

and William Evens, 

who bought the 

Smith property in 

1850. The cemetery 

is exactly where 

Jerry Lonecloud 

told Harry Piers 

that there was a 

Mi’kmaq burial 

ground. (Halifax 

Registry of Deeds, 

Bk. 96, p. 132, 

NSARM)
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Memorials

Although Harry Piers and other members of the Nova Scotia Historical 

Society had identified the two French burial grounds in 1910, it was several 

years before their research resulted in the hoped-for commemoration. In 

1914 they lobbied the French Government, the Government of Quebec, 

and Canadians in an effort to create a monument that would honour the 

men who sacrificed their lives and were buried in a foreign land.31 Prob-

ably the First World War interfered with their plans, but finally, in 1929, 

the Historic Sites and Monuments Board of Canada erected a monument 

honouring Duc d’Anville, the expedition, and the dead. 

 The monument was placed as close as possible to the French burial 

grounds at French Landing. In order to be visible to the public it was 

erected on the Bedford Road where it met French Landing Road (today’s 

entrance to Clayton Park). The Clayton family, owners of the property, 

donated a small piece of land to the federal government.

 The unveiling of the stone cairn on September 4, 1929 was a major 

event. In attendance were Edouard Carteron, French Consul General for 

Canada, Commanders Brodeur and d’Escoux of the French Navy, Rear 

Admiral Sir Cyril T. Fuller of the British Navy, and the lieutenant-governor 

Dedication of Duc d’Anville monument, September 4, 1929. Originally erected on the 

Bedford Highway on land donated by Edward Clayton, today it is in Centennial Park, 

next to the Rockingham Community Centre. (NSARM)
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of Nova Scotia, L.G. Tory. 

The dignitaries were ac-

companied by a guard of 

honour from the French 

cruiser Primauguet, and 

another from the Can-

adian ship Stadacona. 

Harry Piers gave a talk on 

the history of the exped-

ition, and Judge Crowe, 

Nova Scotia’s representa-

tive on the Historic Sites 

and Monument Board, 

thanked the Claytons for 

the land.32 The dignitar-

ies paid tribute to the 

courageous men who 

had died for their coun-

try and commended 

the current friendship 

between France, Great 

Britain, and Canada.

 There was no space 

for parking at the origin-

al site so it was relocated 

in 1967. Today the Duc d’Anville monument is located in Rockingham’s 

Centennial Park, next to the train station, close to where David Hoadley 

found human remains. Now the centrepiece of the small park, it is ap-

propriately located close to the centre of the French encampment. The 

expedition is also remembered by street names opposite the park, the Duc 

d’Anville Elementary School in Clayton Park and shoals off the western 

shore of Bedford Basin. These drowned islands include Jonquiere Bank off 

Birch Cove and Parfaite Bank across from Forest Hill Drive, named after a 

French frigate that was condemned and burned in Fairview Cove.33

Aftermath

Even though the Mi’kmaq of Chebucto did not return to the “place of 

the black measles” in the few years following the tragedy, they had no 

intention of giving up their territory to the English. For several years they 

A Mi’kmaq family summer camp, c. 1910. 

Residents of Kearney Lake remember Mi’kmaq 

camping in the area until the 1940s. (RHS)
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fought for their land when the English founded Halifax, Fort Sackville, and 

Dartmouth, but settlement continued to spread around the harbour. They 

could not stop it, and their lives were changed forever. In time they were 

reduced to living on the margins where the new settlers allowed them to 

camp. 

 Until the 1940s they returned to Chebucto in small groups, camping 

as close to the shore as possible. Rockingham and Kearney Lake residents 

remember Mi’kmaq family groups who spent summers above Birch Cove. 

Others recall a Mi’kmaq couple who travelled from Kentville to Hogan’s 

Field in Rockingham, where they spent the summer making and selling 

baskets.34 These visits ended after the 1940s. The Mi’kmaq of Chebucto 

were completely displaced, their homes by the shore lost forever. The 

Mi’kmaq dead are only honoured in memories and the stories that have 

been passed on through the generations.


