







Shipwrecks &
Seafaring Tales of
Prince Edward Island


Shipwrecks &
Seafaring Tales of
Prince Edward Island

JULIE V. WATSON

[image: images]


Shipwrecks & Seafaring Tales of Prince Edward Island

Copyright © 1994 by Julie V. Watson

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, or otherwise (except brief passages for purposes of review) without the prior permission of Dundurn Press Limited. Permission to photocopy should be requested from the Canadian Reprography Collective.

HOUNSLOW PRESS

A member of The Dundurn Group

Publishers: Kirk Howard & Anthony Hawke

Editor: Dennis Mills

Printer: Metrolitho Inc.

Front and Back Cover Photographs: John C. Watson

Canadian Cataloguing in Publication Data

Watson, Julie V., 1943-

Shipwrecks & seafaring tales of Prince Edward Island

Includes index

ISBN 0-88882-166-2

1. Shipwrecks - Prince Edward Island. 2. Seafaring life - Prince Edward Island. I. Title.

FC2611.W37 1994       971.7       C94-930452-2

F1047.W3 1994

Publication was assisted by the Canada Council, the Ontario Arts Council, the Department of Canadian Heritage and the Ontario Publishing Centre of the Ontario Ministry of Culture, Tourism and Recreation.

Care has been taken to trace the ownership of copyright material used in this book. The author and publisher welcome any information enabling them to rectify any references or credit in subsequent editions.

Hounslow Press

2181 Queen Street East

Suite 301

Toronto, Canada

M4E 1E5

Hounslow Press

73 Lime Walk

Headington, Oxford

England

0X3 7AD

Hounslow Press

1823 Maryland Avenue

P.O. Box 1000

Niagara Falls, N.Y.

U.S.A. 14302-1000

Printed and bound in Canada


This book is for Ian Robson
who literally made it possible
when he tracked my computer virus,
saved what we could, helped calm my
nerves and made it all bearable.

Even as I retyped this book, I was
heartened by the knowledge that my
“computer wizard” was as close as the phone.

And for Nelda, who puts up with both
of us. And for Helen, who puts me up!


Contents (Major Items)

Introduction

In the Beginning (1534)

Brought Down by New England Raiders (1745)

Cryptogram, Pirates and Buried Gold (1749)

A Journey from Port La Joie to St. Peters (1751)

The Acadian Expulsion—An Era of New Hopes; Tragedies (1755)

Thomas Curtis’ Sweetest Morsel (1775)

An Era of Shipbuilding (1792)

Cape Traverse—Push Off Point for Winter Mails (1827)

Smoke-Boats (1830)

Shipping Intelligence (1837-1839)

Jenny Lind: Rescue at Sea (1847)

The Yankee Gale (1851)

The Icy Passage (1852)

The Loss of the Fairy Queen (1853)

The Robinson (1854)

The August Gale of 1873

The Marco Polo (1883)

The Storm of 1906

Running the Rum (1923)

Seaplane Shatters Calm (1933)

World War II—Germans Closer Than You Think!! (1941)

“Capt. Carl Burke Makes Thrilling Rescue Feat” (1943)

Dramatic Rescue of Gentle Giants of the Deep (1989)

Shipbuilding

Common Terminology

In Souris Waters

Anchors Reminders of the Past

Acknowledgements

Credits

Sources

Suggested Reading

Suggested Places to Visit

Index


INTRODUCTION

ISLANDERS AND THE SEA

To understand and humanize the relationship of the Prince Edward Islander with the sea, it is best to look at the writings of those from an earlier era. One such narrative is by Malcolm A. MacQueen from his wonderful book Skye Pioneers and “The Island.” This story goes back to 1803 when Lord Selkirk arrived with his first Canadian settlement of Highlanders who located in the area around Orwell. MacQueen wrote:


To every school boy the sea captain is a hero. In the fall of the year the docks were lined with ships loading cargoes of the famed McIntyre potatoes, or the equally famed black oats. The summit of the young boy’s desire was gratified if permitted to bring a discarded whisky bottle full of milk to proffer the captain for the privilege of inspecting the hidden mysteries of the ocean Leviathan. Returning home, the assembled family heard of the wonders seen—the captain’s cabin with its reeking lamp, the tiny sweating forecastle, and the cavernous hold in which was spied the dripping puncheon of Barbados molasses, nectar destined for the children’s daily porridge.

These sailors were courageous, stern men. Inured to hardship and facing dangers as their daily lot, they were disciplined and self-controlled. If, in a moment of dire peril, the mate’s voice boomed above the fury of the storm, it was not a characteristic of the sailor. The same man, especially if a Highland Scot, was urbane ashore, speaking in that quiet undertone that is recognized as a characteristic peculiar to all sailors, and also one marking the speech of all the inhabitants of that beloved isle.

For the first sixty of seventy years of the settlement’s existence there were notable fishing grounds stocked with a plentiful supply of cod, herring and mackerel within a few miles of their homes. To these grounds the young men used frequently to go for a few weeks each summer. Erecting huts on St. Peter’s Island they made it their headquarters, and did a thriving business with American shipowners who used to buy their catch. Unfortunately, these grounds no longer provide this source of pleasure and profit to the people.



It is ironic that Mr. MacQueen was concerned about the decline in fish 180 years before the devastating fisheries crisis of the 1990s that has thrown Atlantic Canada into an economic turmoil, affecting the traditional lifestyle of a large segment of the population.

In yesteryear the sea provided a highway to the rest of the world. It was fraught with adventure, indeed with perils, yet it was the basis upon which commerce was built. For some it was simply a necessary means of getting to the Island—a settler for instance. For others sailing was a way of life, the sea as familiar as the fields and forests to a hunter. However tenuous or firm the relationship, no dwellers on Prince Edward Island, past or present, can ignore their dependence on the sea.

This book presents accountings of some shipwrecks and tales of life of the seafaring people of Prince Edward Island. By no means does it cover them all.

As I sit here typing this, the last thing to be done before sending my book off to the publisher, I want to rush down to the Provincial Archives for one more exploration of their files. But, I know Tony Hawke is sitting in his Toronto office, champing at my tardiness in getting the manuscript to him and eager to begin the process which takes it from my hands to yours.

My main hope at this juncture is that you enjoy the reading, as much as I have enjoyed the process of putting it all together.

Julie V. Watson


IN THE BEGINNING

Since we should leave the accountings of the Micmac race to their own historians, we begin our narrative about the land that was to become known as Prince Edward Island when Jacques Cartier is credited with “discovering” it in 1534.

George Edward Hart, a teacher of history at the Prince Street School in Charlottetown documented the event as he imagined it taking place. In his efforts to make history come alive for his students he wrote the book The Story of Old Abegweit in 1935. The natives gave the island the poetic name of Abegweit, meaning “cradled on the wave,” though they sometimes called it The Island—Minegoo in their language—just as many of us do today.

1534

THE RIVER OF BOATS

It was a peaceful summer afternoon in old Abegweit. Beyond the red cliffs crowned with pine and cedar, was no stir of life except now and then the plaintive cooing of a turtle-dove or the cry of a caribou. As tranquil, too, were the waters of the bay below, broken only by the swish of paddles as a flotilla of birch-bark canoes sped for shore. In a few moments the Indians would have disappeared around the headland and so missed an unbelievable story to tell over and over again at the council fire. For over the bar and into the bay glided a longboat manned by many oarsmen. And sitting in the prow of the boat was a man whose piercing eyes and dauntless face told that here was a great Chief . . .

Their boat, their dress, their language was different and their skin was white—white as the moon-god when he smiled upon his people. Half in fear and half in wonder they started for their village, never stopping until they had reached the wigwam fires. There they told of the great white man whose face was as the noontide sun and of the others who paddled his huge canoes. Although the story was only half believed in the Indian camp, it was nevertheless true. The white oarsmen were the sailors of Jacques Cartier, and the chief was the great man himself.


His story is well known to all who have read Canada’s tale of the past—how he set sail from Saint Malo, France, (April 20, 1534) with one hundred and twenty men in two small ships to look for golden Cathay, the realm of the Great Khan; how he reached a land quite different from China or Japan, but a land more precious than rubies in the hearts of the settlers who came long after him. In May, as Cartier sailed along the coast of Labrador, he said, “I think this is the land God gave to Cain.” But when he had sailed farther south into the Gulf of Saint Lawrence he began to think that here was Cathay after all. He landed at a group of rocky isles which he called “Bird Islands” on account of the large flocks of gannets nesting there. He called also at the Magdalene Islands. On one of the little islands near the Magdalenes he first saw sea cows or walruses which he described as “great beasts like large oxen, which have two tusks in their heads like elephant’s teeth and swim about in the water.”

On June 30 he sighted our own island near East Point. For a whole day he skirted along the north shore seeking a harbour and in the afternoon reached the bay where he saw the flotilla of canoes. He gave this shallow water a beautiful name, Rivière des Barcques, or the River of Boats. This river must have been either Malpeque Bay near the entrance to the Narrows, or less probably, Cascumpeque Bay near the mouth of Kildare River. But he could not stop here because a shore wind arose and he had to turn his longboat back to the ship anchored outside the bar. All night long the intrepid explorer felt his way through a fog till, about ten o’clock in the morning, he sighted Cape Orleans, now Cape Kildare, and a little later North Point which he named “Cap des Sauvages.” Cartier in an account of his discoveries related the following incident in connection with this point of land: “At this cape a man came in sight who ran along the coast after our longboats making frequent signs to us to return towards the said point. And seeing these signs we began to row toward him, but when he saw that we were returning he began to run away and to flee before us. We landed opposite to him and placed a knife and a woollen scarf on a branch; and then returned to our ships.” So it was that a cape received a name . . .

Rounding the Cape of Savages, Cartier sailed about ten leagues up the low-lying coast toward West Point. He was still looking for a sheltered roadstead when he came to the western entrance of Northumberland Strait. This opening which he called Saint Lunario Bay he thought was a great gulf so that, despairing of finding a haven in this part of the New World, he sailed north along the coast of New Brunswick. Thus it was that the French mariner sailed away with the belief that this realm “of delight, the fairest land that may possibly be seen” was part of the mainland. Jacques Cartier landed on our north-west shore on July 1st—a day which three hundred and thirty-three years later was to be known as Dominion Day. July the first, 1534 is a memorable date because on that day came the first white man to visit our coasts and leave a record of what he saw.

Can you not picture that tiny ship feeling her way north through uncharted waters, and, standing there in the stern, Cartier with his piercing eyes turned from the future for a brief instant to bid farewell to old Abegweit.



[image: images]

And so began an exciting nautical history of the land to become known as Prince Edward Island. And no such history would be complete without remembering the terrors that came by sea, as well as those wrought by its mighty force.


1745

BROUGHT DOWN BY NEW ENGLAND RAIDERS

Jean Paul DeRoma is credited with establishing what, for its time, was a model settlement in the area of Brudenell Point. Thirteen years had been spent planting and nourishing a colony on land granted by the King. The Frenchman was in fact the only one who had fulfilled his promises for the land, in spite of partners in France who tried to ruin his establishment and a plague of mice who ravaged a whole harvest ready for the sickle. So it was that DeRoma, sitting on the pier viewed the future as rosy in 1745. His people were contented with the luxury of working in a free land; his barns were full; his fishing and trading fleets were prosperous; and his acres yielded bounteous increase. There was something of June in the blood of DeRoma as he sat on the jetty dreaming. Never before in his whole life had he been so truly happy. His little hamlet would become the fairest land in the whole wide world so thought the father and founder of Three Rivers all-forgetting that the drama of a lifetime can be acted in a few brief minutes. Little DeRoma dreamed that, before sunset on that bright summer day, his settlement would receive a blow from which it would never recover.

Later in the day, a sail was sighted on the horizon. Monotony gave way to the bustle and excitement of preparation. But when the hospitable settlers discovered that it was an enemy cruiser, there was a different kind of excitement. What to do? There was a great hurrying and scurrying to and fro in the frightened colony which now resembled a disturbed ant-hill, while from the warship, anchored off the point, armed men rowed for shore. The French could offer no resistance for their total armament consisted of an old iron six-pounder fit only for saluting.

DeRoma, his son and daughter and five servants fled to the woods where they lay hidden. The New Englanders landed and ransacked every building. All articles of value were carried off to the ship. Nor were they satisfied with merely looting the place. They set fire to the buildings and soon the flames were leaping skywards. The episode broke the spirit of DeRoma. He and his family struggled through the wilderness for days until they reached St. Peter’s, in “worn haggard condition.” They took a ship for Quebec and never returned to their ill-fated colony at Three Rivers.

The sight of the settlement is marked with a monument which is still visited by many tourists. This was a minor incident in the War of the Austrian Succession, then raging in Europe but it was a sign of how the rivalry spread across the Atlantic. The American colonies, nurtured and tutored in strife, took up with zeal the centuries-old feud between Mother England and Dame France. The New Englanders, clamoured for the capture of Fort Louisbourg which had so long hampered intercolonial trade in the North Atlantic. In 1745, Louisbourg was taken and an expedition was sent to destroy the principal settlements in Isle St. Jean. We just read what disastrous results attended the visit of this party to Three Rivers. Later Port LaJoie was the scene of the same kind of warfare—the equal combat between the hawk and the chicken. The Acadians, their homes in ashes, fled to the woods. The garrison of twenty men under Ensign Duvivier retreated up the Northeast (Hillsborough) River until, joined by a band of Micmacs and habitants, it turned and fought so fiercely that the enemy were obliged to take to their boats with a loss of nine killed or wounded. This skirmish was likely the only pitched battle between the English and French on Island soil. The French gave six hostages as a pledge of good behaviour and peace was made.


1749

CRYPTOGRAM, PIRATES AND BURIED GOLD

When the following story appeared in the July 1900 issue of The Prince Edward Island Magazine, it led to the publication of the “explanation” of a mystery a few months later. It does take time for this tale to get back to 1749, but eventually it does. It is this kind of revelation which could lead to scourges of treasure hunters digging up the earth. I’ve reprinted the whole document here in case there could be clues which will lead some reader today to untold wealth.

A LEGEND OF HOLLOW RIVER


Of the many tales of supernatural manifestations, connected with sequestered spots in P.E. Island, one of the most notable is, I think, that which I am about to relate. The place is situated alongside a small stream which empties into the Gulf of St. Lawrence and is known as Hollow River. A great many of the streams flowing into the Gulf should not have been called rivers at all, but creeks, as their supply of water is so small.
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