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Arrival in Chebucto Harbour 
 
 
 
 

n June 14, 1749, after a long journey from England, the Sphinx drew 

within sight of the Atlantic’s other edge. The lead ship of the flotilla 

lingered off the coast for a week, seeking a pilot with local knowledge who 

could guide them along the unsure route inland. On June 20, a pilot from 

a passing British sloop running from Louisbourg to New England boarded 

the Sphinx and guided it into Chebucto harbour. 

Consulting maps, Edward Cornwallis and his crew navigated the long 

entry, sailing past endless woods and rocky shores. Cornwallis watched it 

all with a military eye, assessing the waterway’s strengths and weaknesses 

in the face of French attack. 

On June 22, a clear and hot day, he wrote his first report to London. 

“We had nobody on board that knew anything of the coasts or the Bay of 

Fundy, so we were to cruise off the coast until we met with a pilot. We 

made the land of Acadie the 14, but with no pilot,” he said.18
 

“The  coasts  are  as  rich  as  they  have  been  represented,”  Cornwallis 
remarked approvingly as the Sphinx sailed along the verdant land. “We’ve 

caught plenty of fish every day since we came within 50 or 60 leagues [150 

to 180 miles] of the coast.” 

He marvelled at the thick woods, accustomed as he was to the sparse 

forests  of  England.  But  here,  no  houses  or  fields  cut  into  the  rocks  and 
 

 

18 From Cornwallis’s letter to the Board of Trade, dated June 22, 1749. For ease of reading, 
all future references to Cornwallis’s correspondence will be embedded in the text, rather 
than in footnotes. All come from the Nova Scotia Archives. 
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trees. “There’s not a clear spot to be seen or heard of.” An aide assured 

him the forest was mostly slender trees and so would not pose a major 

problem when it came time to clear land for the fortress city. 

The destroyed D’Anville mission stayed in Cornwallis’s thoughts. 

“The D’Anville fleet only cut wood to use, not to clear any land,” he ob- 

served. He jotted down that there were many brooks, but few rivers. 

On the way in, the ship dropped anchor in Melgrich Bay and several 

Acadian families came on board to pay their respects. They told Cornwal- 

lis there was a bigger Acadian settlement that would be happy to resupply 

his men. He ordered a crew to head inland for provisions and to discreetly 

check out the houses and living conditions to gauge their strength. A man 

familiar with the territory guided Cornwallis’s crew overland via a cattle 

path; they returned with glowing reports. “Very comfortable houses, sir, 

covered with bark. They have plenty of cattle  and  sheep,  too,  and  they 

have cleared more ground than strictly necessary,” a soldier reported. 

As the Sphinx  entered the great harbour, the local pilot pointed to a 

long, wooded island in the mouth and explained it was to have become the 

French city in the D’Anville expedition. 

The Sphinx sailed deep into Chebucto on June 27, as close to the shore 

as they dared, to give Cornwallis a detailed tour of the coast. He was look- 

ing for a spot that could be defended against inland attacks from Quebec 

or Louisbourg and that could command the harbour without letting enemy 

vessels sneak up on it. Old plans called for a settlement at the back of the 

big basin, named in honour of the Duke of Bedford, as it could be easily 

defended with a battery at the narrows, but Cornwallis decided it was too 

far into the harbour to be of use to the fishery. He preferred a long finger 

of land that jutted out past George’s Island, near the would-be French is- 

land city he named Cornwallis Island (McNabs Island), and that had the 

long Sandwich River (Northwest Arm) to its west side. Crews started to 

clear at Sandwich or Pleasant Point (Point Pleasant), but Inigo Bruce, the 

town planner, objected to the shallow coast and shoals. The land was ei- 

ther stony or swampy. 

“It would make a great fort, but an extremely dangerous spot for a 

town,” Cornwallis was told. “And the wind in the ocean winter will be 

terrible.” 

Cornwallis settled on a sloping hill on the mainland just west of 

George’s Island. If cleared and fortified, he believed the hill could protect 

the colonists and at the same time allow the British military to dominate 
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the harbour. A brook running down the hill would supply fresh drinking 

water and there was plenty of space to expand into. 

William Shirley, the governor of Massachusetts and  until  Cornwal- 

lis’s arrival  the de  facto leader for  Nova Scotia,  had  previously suggested 

Chebucto as a good site, but decided against  it  because  of  an  agreement 

with the Mi’kmaq. A new settlement was vulnerable enough without di- 

rectly antagonizing the natives, he reasoned. But Cornwallis did not expect 

any serious problems from the Mi’kmaq. He believed the sheer power and 

scale of the British ambitions in  Chebucto  would  overawe  the  Mi’kmaq 

and they would accept it without a fight. 

The Sphinx laid anchor. Cornwallis stayed on board while scouts went 

inland to explore the area. The shore would accommodate a harbour. The 

hill could easily be turned into a citadel. The location was far enough into 

the harbour to be protected, but close enough to the ocean to house  the 

fishery. It was the perfect spot. This would be Halifax. 

His ship was soon followed by the thirteen transport ships housing 

2,576 colonists. Almost all of them were English, with a few Irish, Scots, 

Germans  and  Jews  mixed  in.  Impressively,  only  one  passenger  –  a  child 

– had died during the trip. Cornwallis credited the new ventilation design 

for that. It allowed fresh air below decks and vastly improved the health 

of the people inside the ship. 

Cornwallis, having watched them distantly on the voyage, had little 

good to say about his settlers other than that they were in good health. He 

was confident he could whip them into shape once they saw the magni- 

tude of the challenge of building Halifax before the winter, and so fall in 

line behind their commander. He had absolute control over the colony and 

the colonists. 

Meantime, he sent the passing sloop to Boston to notify William 

Shirley he had arrived. He also helped plan for the British departure from 

Louisbourg, whose population had swollen as the French arrived to reclaim 

it. The bitter remnant of the New  Englanders  who  had  conquered  it  in 

1745 with the lives of their brothers watched as an English garrison busied 

itself undoing the damage the New Englanders had done – each gun was 

restored, each breach of the walls patched, each plank and nail put back in 

place. All for a distant treaty bettering the interests of Old England. John 

Gorham, a ranger (a mercenary soldier) who had nearly died in the fight, 

left for Chebucto in disgust. 
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Another sloop’s captain was told to stop at Annapolis  Royal  to  in- 

form its commander, Paul Mascarene, that Cornwallis had arrived; an Aca- 

dian was sent overland with the same message. Representatives fanned out 

to the Mi’kmaq tribes. 

Cornwallis prepared to set foot on the territory he now commanded. 

He landed at a small marshy cove on the western shore, near the brook 

that would supply the town. The beach was fine  gravel,  convenient  for 

small boats and with good, deep anchorage not far  off  shore.  “Nothing 

could be easier than to build wharves right here,” he remarked. He stepped 

ashore next to a giant hardwood tree with Inigo Bruce, his town planner. 

Bruce laid his blueprints on the ground and stared into the thick woods. 

He alone seemed to possess an imagination large enough to turn the forest 

into a city. The town was to begin with a slender trail following the south 

bank of the brook up the citadel hill. The  slim  trail  was  given  a  grand 

name – Cornwallis called it George Street, in honour of the king. The first 

arrivals would settle there; that very day, they began clearing trees and 

pitching tents along the brook’s bank. Bruce  measured  thirty  feet  off  on 

each side of the “street.” Markers were struck. The initial boundaries of 

Halifax were established. 

As the settlement spread in the coming weeks, a new street name was 

needed for the path that ran parallel to the harbour just above the beach 

and swamp. Cornwallis named it Bedford Row in  honour  of  the  First 

Lord of the Admiralty. More huts, more cuts through the woods and more 

streets named for British gentry: Granville, Sackville, Holles (later Hollis), 

Grafton and Argyle. He threw in a Prince and Duke to cover a range of 

ranking men back home. 
 

 
* * * * * 

 
 

Despite his low opinion of the settlers, Cornwallis knew he  needed 

them. The good weather was flying by and  there  was  much  work  to  be 

done to prepare the settlement to  survive  a  North  American  winter.  He 

had been briefed on the possibility of a long winter – as many  as  six 

months – with the land trapped under snow and  providing  little  food, 

while the deep cold steadily picked off the weaker members of the new 

community. His goal was to have each of the settlers in a  house  before 

winter. He further planned to put a fort at Sandwich Point and across the 



Cornwallis: The Violent Birth of Halifax – 63  
 
 

entrance on the former French island to protect the settlement. A battery 

on George’s Island would complete the arrangement. 

Cornwallis sent the strongest of the men to the base of the hill with 

axes and saws to start clearing the land. It was hot, ugly work in the sum- 

mer heat. Mosquitoes plagued the men.  Cornwallis  used  all  the  carpen- 

ters he had brought with him, plus more from Annapolis. They started to 

build log houses for storage. He was still short of workers and compelled 

to draw upon the Acadians, the descendents of  the  original  French  set- 

tlers. Many had roots in the province dating back 150 years. When France 

ceded the territory to Britain, they became nominally British subjects, but 

remained friendly with the Mi’kmaq and the colonialists in New France. 

Cornwallis did not trust their loyalty. That would be a problem to solve 

another day. Now, he needed labourers, so he hired Acadian workers from 

Minas at a healthy pay. They promised to send fifty men to work until 

October. It was expensive, but cheaper than having everyone living on the 

ships all winter. 

He also sent Captain Edward How to the St. John River. How was 

born in England, but had lived in Nova Scotia for decades. Cornwallis had 

heard the French were building  a fort near the river to menace his new 

settlement. How met some of the Mi’kmaq chiefs en route and sent a let- 

ter back to Cornwallis. “They are at present quiet and peaceable. They say 

they will send deputies to enter into treaty,” How reported. “They promise 

to take English commissions, instead of French, and receive His Majesty’s 

presents.” 

Cornwallis decided that as soon as the British garrison finished re- 

pairing Louisbourg and arrived in Halifax, he would send two companies 

to Minas to build a barrack and then winter in it. Just to keep an eye on 

things. He sent an armed sloop to the Minas Basin as well, to show the 

French he was in town. He wanted to display his military prowess. It was 

up to the Acadians whether it was used to  protect  them  or  to  slaughter 

them. 

Inigo Bruce drew up plans to clear a wide area on the Halifax shore. 

A central clearing was called Parade Square and blueprints called for a 

church (St. Paul’s), a parade square, courthouse, prison, storehouse, a gov- 

ernor’s house and batteries. Cornwallis also planned to break a road  to 

Minas and to Sandwich Point. One side of the town would open onto the 

beaches and the rest would be protected by a seven-sided town wall. The 

settlement of Halifax was underway. 


