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The city of Sydney hits the 
international press for strange 
reasons, according to my chatty 
Canadian waiter. While I peruse the 
menu, he tells me the story of a 
newly married British couple, looking 
forward to spending their honeymoon 
in Australia’s harbour city. Six hours 
into their trans-Atlantic flight from 
London, the couple was confronted 
with the news that the plane was 
about to land in Sydney, Nova 
Scotia, a windswept Canadian coastal 
province, rather than in the sunny 
city Down Under. 

Unlike those honeymooners, I have 
chosen to be in Nova Scotia. And so 
far, I would not want to be anywhere 
else. I’m at a windowside table at Five 
Fishermen, one of the most famous 
seafood restaurants in Halifax, the 

region’s capital. In front of me sits a 
bowl of seafood chowder. It’s hot and 
creamy and delicious. 

Seafood and all things seafaring 
are integral to Nova Scotia, one 
of Canada’s easternmost regions. 
Nova Scotia, along with two other 
provinces – New Brunswick and 
Prince Edward Island – comprises 
the Canadian Maritimes, or simply 
the Maritimes.

Canada’s second-smallest province 
has a big history. Originally, the 
Mi’kmaq people lived here; they were 
followed by French colonists known 
as Acadians. In the early 1700s, the 
British claimed control of the region 
and named it New Scotland. It’s a 
mélange of cultural influences that 
is still palpable in many cities and 
towns, including Halifax. 
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Harbour views in the petite town  
of Prospect

Inset: Sunflowers thrive in the Nova 
Scotia countryside



Despite being home to less 
than 400,000 people, Halifax is 
a bustling, cosmopolitan city – 
thanks, perhaps, to its popular 
university and lovely harbour, one of 
the deepest of its kind in the world. 
The Halifax Citadel, a legacy of the 
British Empire, looms over the city. 
From its ramparts, I gaze out over 
a carpet of green. Small wonder 
Halifax is fondly known as “the city 
of trees.”

Haligonians, as locals are known, 
are proud of their city’s funky 
restaurants, laid-back vibe and lively 
music scene. The impressive Art 
Gallery of Nova Scotia showcases, 
among other things, quirky folkloric 
art using blues, reds, greens and 
yellows that reflect the hues of the 
region. Cafés occupy the historic 
wooden shacks that line the 

waterfront wharves. I meander along, 
trying to decide what to have for 
lunch: fish and chips or fresh produce 
from the local farmers’ market?

In the end, I don’t linger – a 
stallkeeper at the market warns 
me that Hurricane Earl is on the 
way. For several hours, the city’s 
population takes refuge indoors. 
Falling tree limbs cause power 
outages. Despite my initial paranoia 
about Earl – which, fortunately, is 
downgraded to a tropical storm prior 
to its windy arrival – I inadvertently 
sleep through the whole thing. 

Haligonians are no strangers 
to disaster: in 2003, Hurricane 
Juan whipped through the area, 
leaving buildings devastated 
and eight people dead. Decades 
before, in December 1917, Halifax 
became the site of the greatest 
manmade explosion in history 
(before Hiroshima) when two 
frigates, one loaded with explosives, 
collided. Around 1,900 people died 
immediately and thousands more 
were injured in the conflagration.

But the region’s most 

internationally renowned tragedy 
was the sinking of the Titanic in 
1912. Halifax was the closest port to 
the spot at which the Titanic went 
down, and Fairview Lawn Cemetery, 
on the city’s outskirts, became the 
final resting place for more than 100 
of the ship’s passengers. 

The Maritime Museum of the 
Atlantic guards the cruise liner’s 
salvaged artefacts, including a newel 
post from the ship’s grand staircase, 
part of her balustrade and a wooden 
deckchair. Wary of the post-movie 
hype, I am nevertheless moved at 
the sight of a pair of gloves and tiny 
leather shoes, once the possessions 
of an unknown child. 

Emotions also run high at the 
fascinating Immigration Museum, 
housed in a large building on Pier 
21. Between 1928 and 1971, around 
one-and-a-half million migrants 
– wartime evacuees, refugees, 
war brides and children – were 
“processed” here. One exhibit 
features the recording of the 
shocked voice of a Cockney woman 
admonishing her husband upon 
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Clockwise from above: Nova Scotia’s seafaring past is 
on display in Prospect; flowers for sale at the Halifax 
Farmers’ Market; lush pastures lead down to the sea 
across the west-coast province 
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arrival in Canada: “I told you! We 
should have gone to Australia!” 

I smile and think of the 
disoriented honeymooners. 

The next day, I leave the neat 
suburban blocks, shingled houses 
and green lawns of Halifax to 
explore the Lighthouse Route, a 
sweeping coastal road overlooking 
the Atlantic and dotted with more 
than 20 lighthouses.  

The coastline is punctuated by 
fishing villages with rickety wharves, 
moored yachts and colourful buoys. 
The houses are made of wooden 
shingles and have pitched roofs. 
In the tiny village of Prospect, 
weatherboard homes are built around 
massive granite rocks. It’s deserted 
and eerily quiet.  

It’s a completely different story 
at Peggy’s Cove, an old fishing port 
with a red-and-white lighthouse that 
soars from a massive bed of granite. 
Tour buses disgorge snap-happy 
groups – it’s easy to see why the 
place has become one of the most 
photographed towns in North America.

According to Grace, a local resident 
who tries to sell me a knitted beanie 
from her streetside stall, only 32 
people actually live in Peggy’s Cove, 
despite the crowds. She promptly 
lists the residents by name. 

Next stop is Mahone Bay, 
its church spires making for a 
picturesque approach around the 
bay. The town centre, a mix of 
English grandeur and Canadian 
cuteness, features handsome 
weatherboard residences and 
touristy shops. A yachting club, 
ubiquitous in these parts, dominates 
the waterfront. Along the roadside 
are 1950s-style signs with removable 
plastic letters announcing “Saturday 
night band,” “Volunteers wanted” 
and “Fried clams, ice-cream sundae 
and peach pie.”

The sun is setting when I arrive 
in the old town of Lunenburg, a 
UNESCO World Heritage Site. Bright 
red, blue and green buildings line 
its narrow streets, set out in a 
military-style grid as laid down by 
the British in 1753.  

From my lovely room in the 
Lunenburg Arms, I can see the 
ocean. Gulls and other seabirds soar 
outside my window and a ship horn 
reverberates in the distance. I half 
expect fishermen in schooners to 
sail past with their accompanying 
dories, trawling for cod – a 
fishing tradition that was halted 
in July 1992 when the Canadian 
government imposed a moratorium 
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on the local industry. Lunenburg 
was once home to the largest fish-
processing plant in North America. 
Nothing of it remains today.

But much of the town’s history 
has been preserved at Lunenburg’s 
Fisheries Museum of the Atlantic, 
where you can get up close and 
personal with live lobsters, cod and 
halibut, or wander through displays 
of shipping vessels and maritime 
artefacts. In a small corner office, 
a silver-haired gentleman wields a 
tiny pair of pincers over a model 
ship of the Duke of Wellington. 
Ben Verburgh, highly respected 
in these parts as a master model-
maker, introduces himself warmly. 
He’s clearly used to admirers: his 
creations are truly works of art.

Lunenburg is home to another 
model, albeit a life-sized one: the 
iconic fishing and racing schooner 
Bluenose II. The schooner’s 1963 
replica is currently being restored 
on dry dock; the original became a 
freighter and sank off Haiti in 1946. 
Bluenose II – or so I’m told by a 
nine-year-old school student while 
visiting the Maritime Museum – held 
the International Fishing Trophy for 
years. The youngster rolls his eyes 
at my self-confessed ignorance: not 
knowing the Bluenose, it seems, is 
akin to a visitor to Australia failing 
to recognise a koala bear. 

Back outside, I follow my nose 
and the aroma of fermenting 
apples to the Ironworks Distillery, 
a converted marine blacksmith’s 

shop that today makes and sells 
hand-distilled spirits. Nearby, 
some 20,000 dusty books clutter 
the shelves at antiquarian bolthole 
Elizabeth’s Books. It’s just like 
Hogwarts library in the Harry 
Potter series, and I don’t know 
where to look first. 

The shop’s eccentric British owner 
Chris Webb says he ended up in 
Lunenburg by chance. Formerly a 
ship’s engineer, Webb tells me he 
travelled close to one million miles 
at sea on 50 or so ships before 
deciding to settle here. He holds 
out a list – two yellowing pieces 
of paper held together with a rusty 
bulldog clip – on which are scrawled 
the ship names. 

Webb’s voyages and eventual 
settlement in this farflung corner 
of the world gets me thinking, 
yet again, about the young 
honeymooners who inadvertently 
found themselves in Sydney, Nova 
Scotia rather than in Sydney, 
Australia. What would I have done if 
this had happened to me, I wonder? 

I’d probably have faced the sea, 
taken a deep breath and inhaled 
the ocean’s salty spray before 
making my way to the nearest 
restaurant for a steaming bowl of 
seafood chowder. 

And I’d have thanked my Nova 
Scotian maritime stars for landing 
me in such a windswept and 
wonderful part of the world. •

Photography by Kate Armstrong.

*travelfacts
gettingthere
Air Canada has daily flights between 
Sydney and Vancouver with connections 
to Charlottetown. 1300-655-767 or 
61-2/8248-5757; aircanada.com

gettingaround
Dollar/Thrifty has outlets at Halifax 
International Airport and in Lady 
Hammond, and offers good deals on car 
rental. thrifty.com 

Adventure World can organise 
interesting tours around Canada. 
61-8/9417-9666; adventureworld.net.au

whentogo
Visit between June and September for 
sunshine, fabulous local produce and 
festivals galore. Events of note in 2011 
include the Lunenburg Folk Harbour 
Festival (August 4–7; folkharbour.com), 
Halifax International Busker Festival 
(August 4–14; buskers.ca) and the Nova 
Scotia Fall Wine Festival (September 
15–October 16; winesns.ca).

wheretostay
In Lunenburg, smell the salt from 
your bedroom window at the luxurious 
Lunenburg Arms Hotel & Spa.  
90-2/640-4040; eden.travel

Among Halifax’s most comfortable 
lodgings, the Lord Nelson Hotel & 
Suites occupies a leafy perch opposite 
the pretty Botanic Gardens.  
90-2/423-5130; lordnelsonhotel.com 

wheretoeat
•  Chives Canadian Bistro. 1537 

Barrington St., Halifax;  
90-2/420-9626; chives.ca

•  Five Fishermen Restaurant & Grill. 
1,740 Argyle St., Halifax;  
90-2/422-4421; fivefishermen.com

•  Tin Fish Casual Fine Dining 
Restaurant. Lunenberg Arms,  
94 Pelham St., Lunenburg;  
90-2/640-4040; edentravel.com  

•  Fleur de Sel et Maison. 53 Montague 
St., Lunenburg; 90-2/640-2121; 
fleurdesel.net

furtherinformation
For travel tips, contact the Canadian 
Tourism Commission or the Nova Scotia 
tourist board. au.canada.travel or 
novascotia.com
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ON THE ROCKS

Peggy Cove’s popular lighthouse




