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Introduction
Beneath the endless expanse of Nova Scotia’s sky, a rich and vibrant culture has
persisted for over four centuries: that of the Acadian people. Rooted in the resilience
of early French settlers and shaped by the dramatic tides of history, Acadian Nova
Scotia is not simply a relic of the past—it is a living, evolving heritage woven into the
very essence of the province. From the windswept shores of the Baie Sainte-Marie to
the bustling streets of Chéticamp, the Acadian legacy is visible not only in traditions
and festivals, but also in the art, music, language, and lives of those who call this land
home.

The journey of the Acadians began in the early seventeenth century, when French
settlers established Port-Royal on the Annapolis Basin. These pioneers nurtured a
distinct culture and forged lasting relationships with the land and its Indigenous
Mi’kmaq neighbors. Over generations, their communities flourished across the
region—until the mid-18th century, when the tragedy of the Grand Dérangement (the
Great Upheaval) scattered Acadian families to distant shores. Despite the trauma of
expulsion and dispersal, the Acadians’ collective will to preserve their heritage led
many to return and reconstruct their lives anew on Nova Scotia’s rugged coasts.

This book is an invitation to enter the world of Acadian Nova Scotia—not only through
the lens of historical events, but by discovering the enduring heartbeat of community.
We will trace the origins and diaspora of the Acadian people, follow the survival and
revival of their French dialect, and uncover the stories and legends that have shaped
their sense of identity. Through the artistry of painters, the melodies of folk musicians,
and the craftsmanship of generations, Acadian culture reveals itself as both
remarkably rooted and refreshingly dynamic.

Food and festivity sustain much of Acadian life, nourishing body and spirit alike. In
bustling festival kitchens and family homes, recipes passed down for centuries—like
rappie pie and fricot—remain centerpieces for gatherings and celebrations. Young
artisans and elders alike keep ancient crafts and musical traditions alive, even as they
embrace new forms of expression. Through annual festivals, commemorative days,
and shared rituals, Acadian communities across Nova Scotia affirm their unity and
resilience.

To illuminate this journey, "Under the Acadian Sky" weaves together historical
research, storytelling, and the voices of Acadian Nova Scotians themselves. Artists,
culture bearers, chefs, educators, and everyday residents each offer insight into the
joys and challenges of sustaining heritage in a changing world. Practical guides and
sidebars provide pathways for readers to taste, witness, and engage with Acadian
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culture, whether at a summer festival or in their own kitchens.

Ultimately, this book is a celebration of what it means to be Acadian in the 21st
century—a story not only of endurance, but of continual rebirth. As we journey through
the art, culture, and deep-rooted resilience of Nova Scotia’s French heritage, may you
discover, as so many have, the richness and warmth that flourishes under the Acadian
sky.
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CHAPTER ONE: Origins: The First Acadian Settlers in
Nova Scotia
The story of the Acadians in Nova Scotia is not simply a tale of a people, but of a
profound relationship with a specific landscape—a relationship forged over four
centuries. To truly understand Acadian identity today, we must journey back to the
early 17th century, to the very first moments when French footsteps marked the
shores of what would become a new homeland. This was a time of grand ambitions
and stark realities, a world vastly different from our own, where the North American
continent was a largely unknown expanse to European powers.

Imagine stepping off a small, creaking wooden ship after months at sea, the smell of
salt and damp wood still clinging to your clothes. Before you lies a vast, untamed
wilderness—dense forests, winding rivers, and a coastline battered by the Atlantic.
This was the scene that greeted the first French settlers who arrived in 1604, eager to
establish a foothold in this promising new territory. Their initial aims were clear: to
seek riches, expand the reach of the French crown, and, for some, to find a new life
free from the constraints of the Old World.

The French had already made previous, albeit fleeting, attempts at colonization in
North America, but none had truly taken root. This new venture, however, held greater
promise. Led by Pierre Du Gua de Monts, a French nobleman and explorer, and
accompanied by notable figures such as Samuel de Champlain, the renowned
cartographer and explorer, this expedition was different. It brought not only soldiers
and gentlemen but also artisans, farmers, and laborers—individuals who understood
the practicalities of building a sustained settlement.

Their initial landing was on an island at the mouth of the Sainte-Croix River, now part
of the border between Maine and New Brunswick. It was a harsh winter, and the
isolated conditions, combined with a lack of fresh provisions and the ravages of
scurvy, led to a devastating loss of life. More than half of the initial settlers perished.
This brutal introduction to the North American climate served as a stark lesson:
survival in this new world demanded adaptability and a deeper understanding of the
land.

The following spring, in 1605, a more strategic location was sought. Du Gua de Monts
and Champlain sailed west along the coast of the Bay of Fundy, searching for a more
sheltered and fertile spot. They found it on the Annapolis Basin, a serene inlet off the
larger Bay of Fundy, protected from the fiercest ocean winds. This chosen site, with its
rich soil and access to fresh water, became Port-Royal.
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The establishment of Port-Royal marked the true beginning of Acadie. It wasn't just a
trading post or a military outpost; it was intended as a permanent agricultural
settlement. The settlers began to clear land, construct buildings, and cultivate crops.
Their early efforts were focused on survival, but also on laying the groundwork for a
self-sufficient community. This was a monumental undertaking, requiring immense
fortitude and cooperation.

The relationships formed with the Indigenous Mi’kmaq people were crucial to the early
success of Port-Royal. Unlike some European colonizers who sought to conquer and
displace, the French in Acadie often fostered alliances and engaged in trade. The
Mi’kmaq, who had inhabited this land for millennia, possessed invaluable knowledge of
its resources, its seasons, and its secrets. They taught the French how to navigate the
wilderness, where to find sustenance, and how to adapt to the challenging
environment.

This spirit of cooperation was embodied by figures like Henri Membertou, the Grand
Chief of the Mi’kmaq, who welcomed the French and engaged in trade and cultural
exchange. These early interactions laid the foundation for a more nuanced relationship
than was often seen elsewhere in colonial North America. The French, in turn,
introduced new tools and technologies, which the Mi’kmaq integrated into their own
way of life. This intermingling of cultures, though often complex, contributed
significantly to the unique character that would define Acadian society.

Life at Port-Royal in those early years was far from easy. The settlers faced a constant
battle against the elements, disease, and the sheer isolation of their new home. Yet,
they persevered, driven by a vision of a thriving French presence in North America.
They built homes, churches, and fortifications, slowly transforming the wilderness into
a semblance of European civilization. But even as they built, they were subtly changed
by the land itself and by their interactions with its original inhabitants.

The early Acadian settlers were not a monolithic group. They came from various
regions of France, bringing with them diverse dialects, customs, and skills. Farmers
from the Poitou region, fishermen from Brittany, and artisans from various towns and
cities all contributed to the nascent Acadian identity. Over time, these distinct regional
French identities began to meld, shaped by their shared experiences in a new world.

The land itself dictated much of their early existence. The rich marshlands, known as 
aboiteaux, were particularly valuable. The Acadians developed a sophisticated system
of dikes and sluices to reclaim these fertile lands from the sea. This innovative
agricultural practice became a hallmark of Acadian settlement, allowing them to
cultivate crops like wheat, oats, and vegetables in abundance, and to raise livestock.
This mastery of the aboiteaux system not only provided sustenance but also fostered
a deep connection to the land and a sense of collective ingenuity.
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The relative isolation of Acadie from the direct control of both the French and later the
British empires also played a significant role in shaping Acadian culture. While
officially under colonial rule, the Acadians developed a strong sense of self-reliance
and independence. They largely managed their own affairs, fostering close-knit
communities where kinship and mutual aid were paramount. This autonomy allowed
their unique cultural practices to flourish, unhindered by excessive external influence.

Religion, specifically Roman Catholicism, was another foundational element of early
Acadian life. The church served not only as a spiritual center but also as a community
hub, providing education, social services, and a focal point for gatherings. Priests
played a significant role in community life, guiding their flocks and helping to preserve
French language and traditions. This strong religious conviction provided comfort and
structure in a challenging environment.

The early 17th century was a period of tentative but persistent growth for Acadie. The
population slowly increased through a combination of continued immigration from
France and natural growth within the settlements. Families grew, new generations
were born on Acadian soil, and with each passing year, the roots of this unique French-
speaking culture grew deeper into the Nova Scotian landscape. These were the
formative years, laying the groundwork for the distinct Acadian identity that would
face unimaginable trials in the centuries to come.

These early settlers were pioneers in the truest sense, carving out a new existence in
a vast and often unforgiving land. They built homes, cultivated fields, and established
communities, all while adapting to the rhythms of the North American wilderness and
learning from their Indigenous neighbors. The choices they made, the challenges they
faced, and the alliances they forged in these initial years would profoundly influence
the trajectory of Acadian history. They were not merely French subjects in a new land;
they were becoming Acadians, a people shaped by the salt air, the fertile marshes,
and the spirit of perseverance that would come to define them.
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