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The First Scalping Proclamation 
 
 
 
 

n  October  1,  1749,  Cornwallis  gathered  his  council  to  discuss  the 

growing French and Mi’kmaq problem. After long hours of thought 

and conversation, he  had decided it  was time  to implement his  solution. 

The bright success of Culloden and the Scottish  Pacification  may  have 

been illuminating his mind when the councillors met in his home on Pa- 

rade Square. He outlined the options. One approach involved redeploying 

their limited military resources to push back the French and their Mi’kmaq 

allies. Another option was to arm the settlers, so that if the fort were at- 

tacked over the winter, at least they would be able to fight for their lives. 

Council discussed both options, but decided there was no greater ad- 

vantage to be had from repositioning the troops, who were already strong- 

ly arranged, and that arming all the settlers would potentially prove more 

dangerous than facing a full attack. Council resolved to arm the ordnance 

artificers (the men who kept the colony’s weapons in good working order), 

the New Englanders who had fought in Louisbourg and other battles, and 

any settlers who had completed military service for the Crown. Therefore, 

Halifax would not be undefended, but neither would it be full of ordinary 

men packing firearms. 

Council turned to the Mi’kmaq problem. The settlement was small, 

isolated from the empire it served and the settlers’ appetite for battle was 

weak. They had crossed the ocean to escape the poverty and deprivation of 

the Old World for the supposed prosperity of the New World. They had 

little interest in laying down their lives for king and country. The council 
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talked about the hostilities committed by the Mi’kmaq at Canso, Chignec- 

to and, just the day before, the sawmill in Dartmouth. This last incident 

would become the casus belli for the coming war. 

John Salusbury reported on the  attack  to  council  and  later  recorded 

his impressions in Expeditions of Honour. He wrote that the young settle- 

ment was battered by rough weather in the  week  leading  up  to  the  at- 

tack. Sunday, September 24, brought cold weather  and  a  growing  wind. 

The week that followed was tossed by misting rain, hard showers and “the 

hardest gale since we came.” 

“The rain continues with cold, but the cold always less in proportion 

as the wind abates.  The  wind  comes  to  the  south.  The  rain  continues,” 

he wrote. September 29 was Michaelmas Day and offered clear skies. On 

this day before the sawmill attack, he saw little threat from the natives, 

but worried about the loyalty of the Mi’kmaq based on St. John’s Island 

(Prince Edward Island). “I know not what to think of the Indians. They 

cannot essentially hurt us, but their not appearing looks not well and those 

at St. John’s Isle not coming as they promised is worse,” he wrote. “Those 

under Le Loutre are certainly determined against us, and without French 

and Scotch knavery we may defy them all.” 

His bravado crumbled in the next entry when he recorded the attack 

on Major Guillman’s men in Dartmouth Cove. To the English, the Dart- 

mouth site across the harbour was a convenient place to station a sawmill 

so they could make use of Nova Scotia’s ample supply of wood to build 

their own homes, rather than rely on expensive imports from New Eng- 

land. Dartmouth was chosen for convenience, and because the site had a 

strong enough river to power the  mill.  For  the  Mi’kmaq,  the  same  site 

was the head of a crucial waterway used for fishing and travelling. As the 

British refused  to enter into negotiations  with them to  discuss territorial 

claims, the Mi’kmaq had decided to take any expansions of Halifax as an 

act of war and to attack them. 

Salusbury recorded the details in  hurried,  partial  sentences:  “Ma- 

jor Guillman attacked at his sawmill. Six of his people clearing the river 

but two hundred yards from his fort shot at. One escaped, the five butch- 

ered. He is supported. The murderers fled.” It was a day free of fog, so 

reinforcements easily paddled across the harbour. A detachment of rangers 

pursued the assailants into the woods. Three Mi’kmaq were caught. The 

rangers beheaded two and scalped the third. 



Cornwallis: The Violent Birth of Halifax – 97  
 
 

This bloody raid so close to Halifax shook everybody, though Salus- 

bury claimed the settlers were “in high spirits.” 

Council sat grim-faced as he delivered his report. “Should we declare 

war against the Indians?” asked Hugh Davidson. 

Cornwallis said no. “I am of the opinion that to declare war against 

them would be in some sort to own them a free and independent people, 

whereas they ought to be looked on as rebels to His Majesty’s government 

or as so many bandit ruffians and treated accordingly,” he said. “If there 

was to be a ‘war,’ it will not be a war that ends with a peace agreement. 

That will only delay the final battle for another time.  No,  it  would  be 

better to root the Micmac out of the peninsula decisively and forever. In 

order to secure the province from further attempts of the Indians, some 

effectual methods should be taken to pursue them to  their  haunts  and 

show them that because of such actions, they shall not be secure within 

the province. 

“I give orders to the commanding officers at Annapolis Royal, Minas 

and all others within the province to annoy, distress and destroy the Indi- 

ans everywhere.” 

After further discussion, council settled upon its course of action. Not 

war, but destruction. The government of  Nova  Scotia  would  encourage 

and pay for the murder of all Mi’kmaq of any age or gender. A company 

of fifty men was raised in the settlement to scour the woods around the 

town and kill or disperse any Mi’kmaq. A further one hundred men were 

to join John Gorham over the winter and hunt Mi’kmaq people across the 

entire province. To collect their pay, they were to cut part of the scalps off 

of their victims and bring them to a government post. Anyone who tried 

to help a Mi’kmaq would be subject to being harassed or killed. 

Cornwallis stood at the table to read the final text, which was to be 

issued in a proclamation the next day and read and posted across  Nova 

Scotia. 

“Whereas, notwithstanding the gracious offers of friendship and pro- 

tection made in His Majesty’s Name by us to the Indians inhabiting this 

Province, the Micmacs have of late in a most treacherous manner taken 20 

of His Majesty’s Subjects prisoners at Canso, and carried off a sloop be- 

longing to Boston, and a boat from this Settlement and at Chignecto base- 

ly and under pretence of friendship and commerce; attempted to seize two 

English Sloops and murder their crews and actually killed several, and on 

Saturday  the  30th  of  September,  a  body  of  these  savages  fell  upon  some 
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men  cutting  wood  and  without  arms  near  the  sawmill  and  barbarously 

killed four and carried one away. 

“For those causes we by, and with the advice and consent of His 

Majesty’s Council, do hereby authorize and  command  all  Officers  Civil 

and Military, and all His Majesty’s Subjects or others to annoy, distress, 

take or destroy the Savage commonly called Micmac, wherever they are 

found, and all as such as aiding and assisting them, give further by and 

with the  consent  and  advice of  His  Majesty’s  Council, do  promise  a  re- 

ward of ten Guineas for every Indian Micmac taken or killed, to be paid 

upon producing such Savage taken or his scalp (as in the custom of Amer- 

ica) if killed to the Officer Commanding.” 

When he said, “as in the custom of America,” he was not referring 

to Mi’kmaq custom, but to the custom of British colonial governments. 

Massachusetts had pioneered  the  practice  in  1696  and  revived  its  boun- 

ty in 1744, offering cash for the scalps of Mi’kmaq men, women or chil- 

dren. Cornwallis extended that decree to Nova Scotia. The French offered 

their own scalp bounty, paying for the scalps of British soldiers, and urg- 

ing Mi’kmaq  warriors to  ply  that grim  trade.  There is  no  record of  any 

Mi’kmaq leader issuing a similar proclamation. 

While waging destruction with his right hand, Cornwallis thought it 

prudent to hold an olive branch in his left and sent one thousand bushels 

of corn and five hundred bushels of wheat to the St. John River Mi’kmaq. 

Salusbury picked up his diary. “Council held. Orders prepared to 

pursue the Indians and war declared,” he said. This indicates that while 

Cornwallis declined to officially declare war, at least some of his council 

understood they were at war with the Mi’kmaq. “God almighty prosper us. 

What for the St. John [River] Indians now? Proposals of wheat to retain 

them perhaps now too late. We have no intelligence of any kind. Rangers 

necessary and immediately.” 

Salusbury pivoted mid-entry to personal concerns. The mail had ar- 

rived from England. “Letters for everybody but me. Surely nobody would 

detain my letters and it is almost impossible that everybody should neglect 

me. Hetty [his wife] must have wrote. Why should not Tom [his broth- 

er]? We cannot expect any account now till spring. This with everything 

almost breaks my heart, but this more than anything.” 
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The proclamation was signed by Cornwallis and the council. The rangers and civilian 

volunteers were ordered to clear the Mi’kmaq off the peninsula of Nova Scotia.  Major  

Guillman  left  for  New  England,  where he would raise a company of rangers and bring 

them back to Halifax to further the clearance. Volunteer units were raised from the settlers 

and pa- trolled the woods near the settlement. Cornwallis, perhaps suffering anoth- er bout of 

rheumatism, retreated to his home. He would spend almost half his time in Nova Scotia 

confined to his bed with rheumatism. 

Salusbury found himself at a loose end. He had hoped for promotion, or at least 

promotion to improved living quarters, but was disappointed. “I am left in my old hole on 

board the Beaufort. Davidson takes possession of the cabin. I care not,” he wrote. 

Throughout the winter the rangers, volunteers  and  adventurers combed the woods  of  

Nova  Scotia  in  the  hopes  of  finding  small  groups of undefended Mi’kmaq. While no accurate 

records were kept for  how many bounties were paid, some individual accounts give  a  sense  of  

the scale of the raids. In one incident, a party of Gorham’s Rangers brought in twenty-five 

scalps, claiming a bounty totalling £250. The paymaster protested some of the scalps were 

likely Acadians, but he was ordered to pay the full amount. 

This was a recurring problem. What exactly constituted a Mi’kmaq person? What if 

someone  was  mixed  race,  with  a  Mi’kmaq  mother  and an Acadian father? What if the 

Mi’kmaq blood was a grandparent? Corn- wallis did not spell it out in his bounty. Previous 

bounties from the Mas- sachusetts government had decided that if someone was mixed race  and 

living in an Acadian village, they were exempt from the bounty, but that was not addressed 

in Nova Scotia. 

Nor was the question of personal loyalty. If a Mi’kmaq village, fam- ily or individual 

supported the British Crown, or wished to remain neutral, they could not. The scalping bounty 

effectively removed all  people  clas- sified as Mi’kmaq from the law. This was also true if a 

person was in fact from another First Nation. Anyone coming under the broad category of 

“Indian” was not protected by the British state and could be killed. Count- less Acadians died 

and in some cases it is reported that rangers turned on each other, or made the most of 

Mi’kmaq attacks, and sold the scalps of dead rangers to the British government. 

 


