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New France! We never write these words without
being vividly impressed with their deep
meaning. That name, so sweet and so dear to
thousands of good and loyal Canadians, is the adequate
expression of a social and ethnical reality.

It was truly another France that the old France set herself
to establish on the Laurentian shores at the beginning
of the seventeenth century. Giovanni da Verrazano, a
Florentine navigator in her service, was the first, it is thought,
to give that name to some parts of the American coast,
including Nova Scotia and Cape Breton, in 1524. Later on,
Jacques Cartier, in the relation of his second journey to
America, speaks of ‘the countries and kingdoms of Hochelaga
and Canada, named by us New France.’ After a lapse of
over half a century the Sieur de Monts, Poutrincourt and
Champlain attempted to make an establishment in Acadia,
and their companion, Marc Lescarbot, wrote the narrative of
this ill-fated enterprise in his interesting book, the History of
New France. But to the lot of Samuel Champlain fell the
glory of being the father of a new French nation in America.
The founding of Quebec, on July 3, 1608, is really the first
chapter of the history of New France.

The beginnings of this colony were hard and humble.
For years Quebec was the only post occupied by the French,
and its population was at most about sixty persons. The
companies which were granted the monopoly of the fur trade
did not trouble themselves with the cares of colonization,
but were mainly anxious to secure good returns for their
outlay. Their aim was trade, while Champlain’s was colonization.
He struggled during his whole life with his principals

in France, in order to make them acquiesce in his broad and
far-reaching views. The taking of Quebec by the Kirkes
in 1629 interrupted his efforts for a few years. When the
English resigned Canada to France in 1632, he came back to
this land of his adoption, and in 1635 he saw the end of his
arduous, noble and worthy career.

Under his successors, Montmagny (1636-48), d’Ailleboust
(1648-51), de Lauzon (1651-57), d’Argenson (1658-61),
d’Avaugour (1661-63), the poor and weak colony had to
undergo all sorts of difficulties, hardships and disasters.
The Company of One Hundred Associates, to which Louis
XIII and Richelieu had granted the landlordship of New
France in 1627, never fulfilled the conditions of that grant.
Only a few hundred settlers came to the colony from 1632
to 1660. The agricultural establishments were few. The
fur trade was hampered by the war waged against the French
by the fierce Iroquois. The governors were almost powerless
to check the bloody incursions of these daring foes. Missionaries
and preachers of the Gospel paid the penalty of torture
and death as a reward for their heroic zeal and Christian
devotion.

During this whole period the mother country was involved
in internal troubles and European conflicts that diverted the
attention of her government from the wretched colony which
seemed doomed to destruction. The strong mind and arm
of Cardinal de Richelieu had to grapple with so many problems
at home and abroad that the great minister could not follow
the plans of colonial policy he had outlined at an earlier
date. After his death, and during the minority of Louis XIV,
the situation did not improve. The queen-mother, Anne of
Austria, and the prime minister, Cardinal Mazarin, had to
face the aristocratic and parliamentary movement known in
history under the name of the Fronde, which ended in a
civil war. So deeply entangled were they that they could
not come to the rescue of New France’s dying establishments.

At last the great reign of Louis XIV began to make its
beneficent influence felt even on our shores. The young
king and his sagacious minister, Colbert, listened to the

entreaties of our governors, of Monseigneur de Laval, Bishop
of Quebec, and of the delegates sent from Canada to the
court. It was decided to cancel the charter of the Hundred
Associates, and to establish in the colony a new form of
government. With some alterations this constitution remained
in existence during the whole French régime. In
the month of April 1663 a royal edict created the Sovereign
or Supreme Council of Quebec, composed of the governor,
the bishop, the intendant, an attorney-general, and five
councillors. Later on the name of the council was changed
to that of Superior Council, and the number of councillors
was raised to seven and ultimately to twelve. This body
was invested with a general jurisdiction for the administration
of justice in civil and criminal matters. It had
also to deal with questions of police, roads, finance and
trade.

At the head of the colony were three high officials, the
governor, the bishop, the intendant. The governor was the
direct representative of the king’s authority. He was
commander of the troops, and possessed great power in the
general management of the colony’s affairs. The relations
with the foreign colonies and the Indians were in his exclusive
province. The bishop, as head of the church and second
member of the council, exercised an important influence. In
the time of Monseigneur de Laval that influence was felt in
political matters, and, we may add, for the good of the
colony. But in later years it was rather of a moral and
social character. The intendant had the control of all the
administrative business. His jurisdiction was wide, and
extended over judicatory, financial, police, seigneurial and
trade matters.

Parkman has reminded us in The Old Régime in Canada
that the government of the colony was formed in its chief
features after the government of a French province. And
that remark is true. Take, for instance, Brittany under
Louis XIV. There we find the governor, a noble of high
rank; we find, of course, a bishop, or rather an archbishop,
wielding great social influence; an intendant selected from
the legal clan and trained to administration; and a local

parliament, to which corresponded in many respects our
Superior Council of Quebec.

Not satisfied to find here, as far as local government was
concerned, the mere reproduction of a French province, one
of the governors of New France displayed a higher ambition,
and attempted an imitation of those great assemblies of the
three orders of the nation, the clergy, the nobility and the
‘third estate,’ called the States-General of the kingdom.
Count Frontenac, at the opening of his administration,
summoned a number of ecclesiastics, of officers and seigneurs,
and of tradesmen, to meet on an appointed day. On that
occasion he delivered a speech in which he extolled the power
and glory of Louis XIV, and exhorted his hearers to be always
loyal and devoted to that great and mighty sovereign. The
speech was followed by the ceremony of the oath taken by
the three orders of the Canadian community. This new
departure does not seem to have been appreciated by the
court in France. Commenting on the incident, Colbert wrote
to Frontenac:


The assembling of the inhabitants for their swearing
in and your division of them into three orders may have
been productive of some good for the moment, but you
should bear in mind that you are always to follow, in
the government of Canada, the forms that obtain here;
and, since our kings for a long time have thought it
advisable not to summon the States-General of the
kingdom, you should seldom, or to be more precise, never,
give that form to the population of Canada. It would
even be well, after some time, when the colony shall be
stronger, if you could suppress the syndic who presents
petitions in the name of the inhabitants, as it is well that
each one should speak for himself and no one in the name
of others.



In studying the constitution of New France we can see
at once that one of its weak points was the dualism of powers.
By the scope of their respective jurisdictions the governor
and the intendant were likely to trespass on each other’s
authority and to cross swords on many occasions. Friction
was bound to occur, and it did. The celebrated governor-general,
Count Frontenac, and the intendant Duchesneau

quarrelled mightily during the whole length of their joint
administration (1675-82). So did the governor La Barre and
the intendant de Meulles (1682-85). When Frontenac came
back as ruler of Canada for a second time (1689-98), he had
more than one sharp encounter with the intendant de Champigny,
who later on complained bitterly of de Callières’
(1699-1703) haughty behaviour towards him. Vaudreuil
(1704-25) often disagreed on important questions of administration
with Raudot and Bégon. But the most serious
clash between governor and intendant was, perhaps, that
which occurred between Beauharnois and Dupuy, after the
death of Monseigneur de Saint-Vallier in 1728. The peace
and harmony which lasted during the whole term of office of
Beauharnois and Hocquart (1728-48) was indeed a happy
exception.

Let us say a word about the administration of justice in
New France. The system was well balanced and satisfactory
as a whole. First there were the local, parochial or seigneurial
judges—les juges baillis—who could sit and hear cases in
matters of minor importance. Their judgments could be
confirmed or reversed by the tribunal of the lieutenant-general
of La Prévôté at Quebec, and of the lieutenant civil and
criminal at Three Rivers and Montreal. Besides cases within
their appellate jurisdiction, these last-mentioned tribunals
heard all cases that could not be initiated before the seigneurial
judges. An appeal from their judgments could be taken to
the Superior Council of Quebec. In some important cases a
last right of appeal was granted to the Council of State of the
king in France. Such, summarily outlined, was the system
for the administration of justice in New France.

We have just mentioned the seigneurial judges. They
were part of the feudal régime established in Canada. That
establishment was another instance of the transplantation in
the colony of the institutions of Old France. The main
object that kings, governors, and intendants had in view in
granting concessions of land under feudal tenure was the
development and settlement of the country. The seigneur
could not sell the land granted to him. He was bound to
clear it within a limited period if he did not want to see his

grant forfeited. And as he could not do that unassisted, he
felt obliged to make grants to would-be farmers under special
conditions. These conditions were principally the payment
of dues called cens et rentes and lods et ventes. The cens et
rentes amounted generally to a few sous for each arpent.
The lods et ventes were a kind of mutation fine; whenever the
land of the censitaire changed hands by sale, one-twelfth of
the price was to be paid to the seigneur. The Canadian
seigneur held his fief by a tenure of faith and homage to the
king, represented here by the governor or the intendant.
The censitaire held his land en censive: hence his name.

The Canadian seigneurial system has not always been
fairly judged. If we study it in the light of history, we can
see that in its first period and for over a century it was
really a beneficent institution for New France. A French
writer of acute perception and wide information, Rameau,
in his book La France aux Colonies, has written the following
lines:


The seigneur was really nothing else than the undertaker
of the settlement of a territory, and his profits
were surely not exacting. In order to make his grant
fruitful, he had to secure the co-operation of settlers,
and he was attached to his settlement not by the mere
transitory interest of a man who is paid once for all, like
the land speculator, but by the ties of perpetual rent and
dues. He had, therefore, the most powerful reasons for
selecting carefully his ‘personnel’ and sustaining his
incipient establishments by his manifold good will, his
advice, direction and even material help. The Canadian
seigneurs consequently played a useful part.... Later
on, like all worn-out machinery, that feudal régime
became unfruitful and prejudicial to social transactions.
But the same thing may be said of every institution.



We shall now turn to the economic régime of New France.
It was founded on the principle of protection and of state
intervention. Talon, the celebrated intendant selected by
Colbert, endeavoured to follow in Canada the policy inaugurated
in France by the great minister of Louis XIV. He worked
hard to develop the trade and industries of the colony.
He opened commercial relations with the West Indies. He

encouraged the construction of vessels. By his intelligent
activity and his progressive efforts he deserves to be looked
upon as one of the most prominent and efficient makers of
Canada. It has been maintained that, like Colbert in France,
he was too much inclined to substitute the activity of the
state for that of the individual citizen. The word paternalism
has been used to describe his system. As far as Talon is
concerned such criticism appears somewhat lacking in accuracy.
It should be borne in mind that when he came to
Canada in 1665 the colony was dying, and that a policy
of intense protection, of bountiful and persistent help, of
strenuous state initiative, was a necessity of the moment.
The government had to break the ground everywhere. And
Talon’s system of granting bounties, of subsidizing industries
and enterprise, of sometimes substituting governmental action
for private inefficiency, was the only means of giving an
impetus to Canadian progress. In after-years that system
might perhaps have been gradually discarded, and a new
policy devised which might have given more scope to private
energies.

The increase of population in New France was slow,
because immigration was not very active. The first official
census, taken in 1665-66, had shown a white population of
3215. Seven years later it had nearly doubled, the figures
being 6282. During that period, under the strong impulsion
of Colbert and Talon, many hundred settlers and workmen
had come to Canada every year. But after 1672 the wars
of Louis XIV stopped the shipment of men and women.
There was afterwards no movement of organized and state-aided
immigration. The progress of our population was due
almost entirely to its natural increase. That increase was
such that the Canadian people seemed to double their number
every twenty-five years, and at the end of the French dominion
it could be reckoned to be about 67,000 souls.

In studying the history of New France the relations of
church and state cannot be ignored. Under the Old Régime
the union of these two powers was a part of the public law.
But union does not always mean harmony, and there were
sometimes very serious conflicts between the ecclesiastical

and civil authorities. The most notable was the long and
fierce controversy over the vexed question of the liquor
trade. The Indians had a passion for brandy, which was
undoubtedly the best medium of traffic with them. But
‘in the eyes of the missionaries, brandy was a fiend with all
crimes and miseries in his train; and, in fact, nothing earthly
could better deserve the epithet infernal than an Indian in the
height of a drunken debauch. The orgies never ceased till
the bottom of the barrel was reached. Then came repentance,
despair, wailing and bitter invective against the white men,
the cause of all their woe. In the name of the public good,
of humanity, and above all of religion, the bishop and the
Jesuits denounced the fatal traffic.’ And they were absolutely
right. But the civil rulers of the colony spoke another
language. They argued that the brandy traffic was necessary
to keep the Indians in our alliance, to induce them to
trade with the French, and to prevent them from bearing
their furs to the Dutch and English of New York. To that
line of argument Laval had a strong answer. First, a question
of principle was involved in the matter. To attain a material
advantage it was not right to transgress Christian and
natural morality. Secondly, the political and commercial
advantages at stake were not so great as represented. It
was possible to trade with the Indians without brandy. The
New England authorities had themselves prohibited the sale
of intoxicating liquors. Furthermore, a set-back in the fur
trade would not, after all, have been so disastrous. A less
number of colonists would have been diverted from agricultural
and industrial pursuits. The settlement of the country
would have been more rapid, and the growth of population
more notable. This question of vital importance was for
nearly half a century a bone of contention between the religious
and the political authorities.

The representatives of the state were always prone to
claim some kind of jurisdiction in ecclesiastical matters.
The maxims of Gallicanism were flourishing in France, and
the governors, intendants and civil magistrates in Canada,
following the examples set down by kings and parliaments
in the mother country, felt inclined to assert, whenever there

was a favourable occasion, the supremacy of the civil power,
even in purely church matters. Hence many cases of
appel comme d’abus were recorded in the proceedings of the
Superior Council of Quebec. The doctrine and practice
of Gallicanism was surely one of the weakest points of the
Old Régime.

The strongest, on the other hand, was undoubtedly the
planning and establishment of the French-Canadian parish.
When the first trying period of struggle for life, of bereavement,
insecurity and despondency was over for the French
colony, the work of colonization began with some activity.
The seigneurs devoted themselves to the task of opening their
‘fiefs’ to agriculture. Settlers were brought from France
and concessions of lands were made to them. As soon as a
seigneur had a sufficient number of censitaires he had to build
a flour-mill on a convenient stream. The next step would
be the erection of a church. For some time a missionary,
a member of the Quebec Seminary, or a good Jesuit or
Franciscan monk, would be entrusted with the spiritual care
of the little community, to be succeeded by a priest with the
power of a regular curé. The official registration of births,
marriages and burials began; and the French-Canadian
parish was founded. Its organization was complete in itself.
Usually the seigniory and the parish covered exactly the same
district. The curé and the seigneur were the two heads of
the settlement. We have seen that in many places there was
a seigneurial judge—called le juge bailli—having; jurisdiction
in small cases. When the Canadian militia was organized,
each parish had also its captain, who had a local importance.
The habitants elected their churchwardens to act with the
curé in the administration of their temporalities. And the
parish went on, living its peaceful and uneventful life, extending
slowly but surely the limits of its cultivated area, increasing
its families, multiplying its population, opening new
roads and highways, improving its general conditions, and
maintaining a tradition of honesty, morality and loyalty
to faith and country, which was to become the unbreakable
strength of the nation in her future struggles and trials. The
French-Canadian parish has been the backbone of French-Canadian

nationality. In 1721 a joint ordinance or regulation
was passed by Monseigneur de Saint-Vallier and the
intendant Bégon, for the fixation and delimitation of eighty-two
parishes, according to the conclusions arrived at by the
attorney-general, Collet, after a series of inquiries de commodo
et incommodo. By their constitution, their language, their
faith, their ways and customs, they well deserved the name of
New France which had been given to their aggregation.

Here this cursory review must close. The sole aim of this
introduction has been to give a general idea of the characteristics
of New France. The reader will find in the following
monographs ample and accurate information. Enough has
been said to show that the history of the Old Régime is full
of lively interest. With all the weak points of her organization,
and the faults and neglect of her European rulers, New
France was a most brilliant and engaging entity. Her annals
brim with valorous deeds and heroic achievements. The
boldness of her explorers—Champlain, Nicolet, Dequen,
Jolliet, Marquette, La Vérendrye—was unsurpassed. The
enthusiasm and fortitude of her missionaries and martyrs—Le
Caron, Brébeuf, Lalemant, Jogues, Garnier, Goupil and
many others—exact admiration from all candid minds. The
splendid self-denial of those noble women, Marie de l’Incarnation,
Marguerite Bourgeoys, Marie de Saint-Ignace, Madame
d’Youville, Jeanne Mance, who devoted their lives to the
arduous tasks of educating the young and nursing the sick
in the most distressing conditions, is above all encomium.
And if one looks for civic virtue and faithfulness to duty, for
military courage and prowess, what eulogy could equal the
merits and glory of Montmagny and Maisonneuve, of Dollard
des Ormeaux, Frontenac, d’Iberville and Montcalm? In a
hundred and fifty years the exertions and devotion, the
intelligence and fearlessness of these men and women had
accomplished wonders. This handful of French and Canadians
had explored and conquered half a continent; had asserted
their dominion over the region of the Great Lakes, and the
unlimited territories bordering on the giant Meschacébé;
had brought the Cross and the fleur-de-lis from the Atlantic
to the mighty Rockies, and from the Laurentian to the

Mexican Gulf; had subdued or won over the innumerable
Indian tribes, once sole masters of the land; had repulsed
every attack, and had inflicted terrible blows on their more
numerous and more wealthy neighbours and rivals; in a word,
had built up an empire whose foundations were doubtless
insecure, but whose lofty proportions were, none the less,
stupendous and amazing.

The fate of the French colony was to be sealed on the
battlefields of Europe and on the surgy waves of ocean.
New France was doomed to fall as a political fabric. But
as a social and national factor she had set her roots deep and
far in the North American soil, and within this wide Dominion
she has remained a great moral power in the work of
civilization and Christian progress.
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The fifteenth century was a brilliant epoch; the dawn
of glorious enterprise and experiment; the birthday
of great thoughts. Throughout the civilized
countries of Europe intellectual life was awakened and
individual enterprise was quickened. Art, science and literature
flourished and great inventions and discoveries gave an
impulse to human intelligence. It was an age favourable to
men of genius in every walk of life. It was an age, too, of
dreams and romance. It seems fitting, therefore, that the
close of the century should have witnessed a remarkable
achievement in the field of exploration—the triumph of
Christopher Columbus—which placed within the grasp of the
Old World the untold treasures of the New. With the early
career of Columbus, his struggles against ignorance and
prejudice, the perils of his voyages or his tragic end, we need
not deal; but it may serve as an introduction to our subject
to turn to the brighter side of the picture, when for the
moment all hardships are forgotten, and behold him as he
returns in 1493 to recount the thrilling story of successful
adventure.

The court had already been apprised of the satisfactory
termination of his voyage, and the renown of the discoverer
had spread rapidly through the provinces of Spain. Soon
after his arrival at Seville he received a letter from the
sovereigns addressed to him by the title of Don Cristoforo
Colombo, commanding him to repair with due diligence to

the court. His progress through the provinces was that of a
monarch. His entry into the city of Barcelona was attended
with pomp and pageantry, and the six natives who accompanied
him from the New World, painted in gorgeous colours
and decked with curious ornaments of gold, lent a peculiar
touch to the scene that appealed to the imagination of the
people. The streets were thronged with an eager and expectant
multitude, and from window, balcony and roof all
eyes were centred on the picturesque figure of the man
who, from comparative obscurity, had suddenly reached the
pinnacle of fame.

The king and queen, attended by the nobles and ladies of
the court, received Columbus at the foot of the throne, and,
commanding him to be seated in their presence, requested
him to give them an account of the striking events of his
voyage. Columbus, who was still under the impression that
the country he had visited was the end of the Asiatic continent,
told them of the islands he had found, presented to them the
natives of the country, and displayed specimens of birds, plants
and minerals. At the conclusion of the narrative, which
created a profound impression, the sovereigns sank upon
their knees and gave thanks to God for so great a providence.
From that moment Columbus was enthroned upon the praises
of the people.

The Voyages of John Cabot
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The tidings of the discoveries of Columbus and of the
marvellous reception accorded to him by the Spaniards were
soon conveyed to England and caused much excitement at
the court of Henry VII, where the achievement was spoken of as
‘a thing more divine than human.’ The merchants of London
and Bristol, always eager to seize opportunities for enterprise
and profit, became keenly interested, and speculation ran high.
Several unsuccessful attempts to find the mythical Island of
Brazil and the Islands of the Seven Seas had been made from
Bristol, and as early as 1480 Captain Thylde had spent nine
weeks in buffeting the Atlantic in a vain effort to find land to
the west, but was driven back to the coast of Ireland by stress
of weather.
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 JOHN CABOT AND HIS SON SEBASTIAN
 From the model by John Cassidy 



Residing at Bristol in 1493 was a fellow-countryman of
Columbus, John Cabot, a skilful navigator who, like Columbus,
believed in the ‘roundness of the earth.’ He had
theories of a road to the East by sailing westward, and considered
the moment opportune to urge the king and the
Bristol merchants to fit out an expedition.

John Cabot, Giovanni Caboto, Zoanne or Zuan Caboto,
was a native of Genoa; the date of his birth is unknown.
In the year 1476, after fifteen years’ residence in Venice, he
became a naturalized citizen. From Venice he wandered to
England, and appears to have taken up his residence in London
about the year 1484. In a dispatch of Raimondo di Soncino[1]
to the Duke of Milan, dated December 18, 1497, ‘Zoanne
Calbot’ is referred to as a Venetian of the lower order, ‘of
fine mind, very expert in navigation.’ He had made several
voyages to the East, and upon one occasion claims to have
been in Mecca, ‘whither the spices are brought by caravan
from distant countries, and those who brought them on being
asked where the said spices grow, answered that they did not
know, but that other caravans come with this merchandize
to their homes from distant countries, who again say that
they are brought to them from other remote regions.’[2]
From this information Cabot argued that he could reach
that fertile land by sailing towards the setting sun.

During the winter of 1495-96 Henry VII and his court paid
a visit to Bristol and apparently became interested in the project
of Cabot, for on March 5, 1496, letters patent were issued
in favour of John Cabot and his three sons, Lewis, Sebastian
and Sancio. By this instrument they were given ‘authority
faculty and power to sail to all parts regions and coasts of the
Eastern Western and Northern Sea under our banners flags
and ensigns with five ships or vessels of whatsoever burthen
and quality they may be and with so many and such mariners
and men as they wish to take with them.’ They were also
given licence to ‘set up our aforesaid banners and ensigns in
any town city castle island or mainland whatsoever newly
found by them.’ But the cautious monarch took no financial

risk, and the whole enterprise was to be carried out at ‘their
own proper costs and charges.’ Moreover they were bound
to pay to the king, either in goods or in money, one-fifth of
the whole of the capital gained during each voyage.

Although Cabot was endowed with ample authority and
had the patronage of Henry VII, there does not appear to have
been any eagerness either on the part of the merchants to
risk their money, or on the part of the mariners to risk their
lives, in the enterprise, for in May 1497 Cabot found himself
with one small vessel, the Matthew of Bristol, manned by a
crew of eighteen men. The Matthew set sail from Bristol on
May 2 under the command of John Cabot. Among the crew
was Sebastian Cabot, who also accompanied his father on his
second voyage, and who later became the most distinguished
navigator of his time in Europe. The objective point of the
voyage was Cathay, where was the city of Cambaluc, the residence
of the Grand Khan. ‘And having passed Ireland,
which is still further to the west and then shaped a northerly
course, he began to navigate to the eastern parts, leaving
(during several days) the North star to the right; and having
wandered about considerably, at length he fell in with terra
firma’ on June 24. The exact place where Cabot landed is
not known, and the natural desire to locate it has given rise
to much controversy. From the La Cosa map and the map
of Sebastian Cabot it appears to have been a point on the
coast of Cape Breton.

After he had set up the royal standard and the flag of
St Mark, for which he had no warrant, he took possession of
the land in the name of King Henry VII. The climate pleased
Cabot greatly, and he believed he had reached the north-eastern
extremity of Asia, whence came the silks and spices
which he had seen at Mecca. No people were visible, although,
from the fact that snares were set for game and some
trees notched, he knew the country to be inhabited. It is
interesting to note in connection with this voyage that the
English took formal possession of a part of North America
thirteen months before Columbus beheld the mainland of
the continent at Venezuela. Cabot was ill equipped for a
lengthy sojourn in the ‘New Land’ even if he had been

inclined to tarry, and having taken wood and water on board
he prepared for the return voyage. To Cape Ray he appears
to have given the name of St George’s Cape, and St Pierre
and Miquelon and Langlade he named the Trinity group.
The homeward passage was made without difficulty, and on
August 6, 1497, the Matthew dropped anchor in Bristol harbour.
Cabot repaired at once to court, where he received an
enthusiastic welcome and a gift of ten pounds for having
‘found the new isle.’ Although this reward seems to be
trivial, the purchasing power of ten pounds at that time was
far greater than it is to-day.

The sovereign was evidently pleased with the result of the
voyage, and promised a large fleet for the expedition to Cipangu
in the spring. Meanwhile, on December 13, 1497, the king,
by letters patent, ‘For certaine considerations us specially
moevying have yeven and graunted unto our welbiloved
John Calbot of the parties of Venice an annuitie or annuel
rent of twenty poundes sterling.’

With money at his command Cabot seems to have bestowed
some care on his personal appearance, and a part of
the king’s bounty was expended in the purchase of a silk
doublet and hose. Arrayed in these he was made much of by
the merchants of London during the winter of 1497, ‘nor does
my Lord the Admiral esteem himself less than a prince.’[3]

In the meantime he was active and diplomatic in securing
a crew for a second voyage. To a Genoese barber he promised
an island, while several poor Italian monks were promised
bishoprics.[4] The king also appears to have assisted in this
work by gifts of money to some of those who agreed to
accompany Cabot.

On February 3, 1498, letters patent were issued in favour
of John Cabot for his second voyage. In this document Cabot

was given authority to take six English ships; but when the
expedition sailed early in May it consisted of two ships with
a crew of three hundred men. Several vessels accustomed
to trade with Iceland appear to have accompanied the ships,
but not as a part of the expedition. The voyage was a stormy
one, and one of the small vessels which sailed with the fleet
was forced to return. At length, early in June, Cabot sighted
the east coast of Greenland, which he named ‘Labrador’s
Land.’[5] To a man in search of a passage to that elusive
land whence came the silks and spices to the mart of Mecca
the appearance of this barren coast must have been a keen
disappointment, and it is not surprising to learn that on
June 11 the crews mutinied and refused to proceed farther
north. Cabot was therefore obliged to alter his course and
seek for an opening farther south.[6] On reaching the east
coast of Newfoundland ‘great plentie of beares was found
which use to eat fysshe: for plungeinge theym selves into the
water where they perceve a multitude of these fysshes to lye,
they fasten theyr clawes in theyr scales and so drawe them to
lande and eate them.’[7]

The details of the voyage are fragmentary, but we learn
that after proceeding along the coast of Nova Scotia and New
England and reaching the parallel of 38° near Chesapeake
Bay, the vessels shaped their course for England, where some
of them probably arrived in the autumn.

The fate of Cabot is unknown. His grave remains unmarked.
The pension of £20 from September 29, 1497, to
September 29, 1498, and from 1498 to 1499 was drawn from
the Treasury, but whether by himself or by his heirs there
is no evidence. It was not a pleasing story that he could
relate, only a record of failure and disappointment; for honest
endeavour uncrowned by success appeals not to the soul of
commerce. Nevertheless the discovery of a narrative of this
voyage from his pen would be regarded as a national treasure.
Cabot’s work was not in vain. By his discovery of the mainland

of North America he brought glory to the English name,
and posterity has not been unmindful of his memory.
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‘I have also talked with a Burgundian, a companion of Master Zoanne’s
who confirms everything and wishes to return there because the Admiral (for
thus Master Zoanne now styles himself) has given him an island; and he has
given another to a barber of his from Genoese Castiglione, and both of them consider
themselves counts, nor does my Lord the Admiral esteem himself less than
a prince. I think that on this voyage will also go some poor Italian monks who
all have promises of bishoprics. And having become a friend of the Admiral’s,
if I wish to go I should have an archbishopric.’—Ibid.
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João Fernandez, called llavrador, who made his way from Iceland to Greenland
about 1492, was the first to tell Cabot of this country. Biggar, Precursors
of Cartier, p. 12.
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In the year 1497 Vasco da Gama rounded the Cape
of Good Hope and reached the East Indies. Three years
later Pedro Alvarez Cabral discovered the coast of what he
believed to be a vast continent and named it Terrae Sanctae
Crucis; this afterwards proved to be Brazil. But these
achievements did not satisfy the ambition of the Portuguese.
King Emmanuel, like all other men in Europe at that time
interested in maritime enterprise, believed that a passage to
Cathay would be found in the northern part of the New Land
across the Atlantic. Moreover, he was jealous of the prestige
gained by Spain and England through the discoveries of
Columbus and Cabot. At this time there lived on the Island
of Terceira a nobleman named João Corte Real, and his three
sons, Vaasqueanes, Miguel and Gaspar, each of whom was an
experienced mariner, ambitious and daring. Gaspar Corte
Real, who at his own expense had made efforts to discover
new lands, was now willing to continue his exploration, and
the king, anxious to recognize his services, granted to him
‘by right heredity for ever, the governorship of any island or
mainland’ he might discover. Accordingly he set sail with
two ships from Terceira in the spring of 1500 under a commission
from the king dated May 2 in the same year. Proceeding
in a north-westerly direction he sighted the west coast
of Greenland in June. By the end of the month the vessels
were stopped by the ice-fields and he was obliged to head to
the south. After leaving Cape Farewell he made for the south-west
coast of Greenland, and a little later sailed for Lisbon.
Corte Real made a report to the king of his explorations in
Greenland. He made observations on the customs of the
people and noted the peculiarity of their dwellings, although
unable to land in many places on account of the ice. He
was by no means discouraged, and made preparation to continue
his quest in the following spring. On May 15, 1501,
Gaspar Corte Real sailed from Lisbon on his last voyage.

The expedition consisted of three ships, two of which reached
Lisbon in safety in the month of October; but the ship of
Gaspar Corte Real never returned to port. It appears that
after cruising about Labrador and sailing up one of the inlets,
where they captured a number of Indians, they rounded
Cape Race and followed the southern shore of Newfoundland
to Placentia Bay. In one of the harbours near that place
the ships parted company, and Gaspar Corte Real remained
to continue his explorations.

The failure of Cabot to find a pathway to the enchanted
land had checked the enthusiasm of the Bristol merchants
for adventure. However, on March 19, 1501, Henry VII
granted letters patent to Richard Warde, Thomas Ashehurst
and John Thomas of Bristol, merchants, and João Fernandez
and Francis Fernandez and João Gonzales of the Azores,
to undertake exploration in the West. The result of the
expedition is unknown; but on December 9, 1502, the king
granted to ‘our well beloved subjects Hugh Elyot,[1] and
Thomas Asshehurste of our town of Bristol, merchants, and
to our well beloved John Gonzales and Francis Fernandez,
Esquires, full and free authority faculty and power to transport
themselves to all parts, regions and territories of the
eastern, western, southern, arctic and northern seas.’ In an
extract from the privy purse expenses[2] of Henry VII between
1502 and 1506, various sums are credited to men who have
been to the new land, for example:









	To the men of Bristoll who founde Thisle
	£0
	100
	0



	To Clays goying to Richemount with wylde catts and Popyngays of the Newfound Island for his costs
	0
	13
	4



	To a preste that goith to the newe Llande
	0
	40
	0



	To the merchants of Bristoll who have bene in the newe founde Launde
	20
	0
	0




Some of these items were probably paid to men connected
with voyages under the letters patent alluded to, but no other
reference to them has been found.

In the meantime Miguel Corte Real, believing his brother
to have been lost, organized a search expedition consisting of

three ships and sailed from Lisbon on May 10, 1502. A
certain district of the coast was allotted to each for its search
and all were to assemble in the harbour of St John’s, Newfoundland,
on August 20. Two of the vessels met at the
appointed place, but the ship of Miguel was never heard of
again. After waiting for a considerable time the two ships
sailed for Portugal with the melancholy tidings. King
Emmanuel was much attached to the house of Corte Real,
and when the third brother Vaasqueanes sought permission
to organize a search for his two brothers, Gaspar and Miguel,
the king withheld his consent, fearing that Vaasqueanes might
share a similar fate.

In the year 1520 João Alvarez Fagundez petitioned the
king of Portugal for a grant of the islands he might discover
‘within the Portuguese sphere of influence.’ He appears to
have explored the coast of Nova Scotia and to have given
the name of Freshwater Bay to Chedabucto Bay. He also
proceeded as far as Placentia Bay in Newfoundland, claiming
the islands between Chedabucto and Placentia Bays. These
islands were made over to him by letters patent dated March
13, 1521.

Under the patronage of Francis I four ships sailed from
France in 1523 in search of Cathay, under the command of
Giovanni da Verrazano, a native of Florence. Heavy weather
was encountered and the vessels returned to port. On
January 17, 1524, Verrazano sailed in La Dauphine from the
Desertas Rocks near Madeira, on his second attempt. After
a tempestuous passage of fifty days he reached the coast of
what is now North Carolina, skirted the eastern shores of
the continent and then directed his course northward. He
visited Nova Scotia, Cape Breton and the eastern part of
Newfoundland in his efforts to find a passage to Cathay. His
search proved fruitless and he reached Dieppe on July 8, 1524.

Under an agreement signed by Charles V on March 27,
1523, Stephen Gomez, a native of Portugal, was appointed
commander of a caravel fitted out at the expense of the
emperor to discover ‘Eastern Cathay, whereof you have
notice and information.’ Gomez sailed from Corunna on
August 3, 1524. He was forbidden by the terms of his

instructions to enter ‘the limits of the sphere of influence’
of Portugal, and appears to have ‘sailed westward to Cape
Breton Island and coasted towards the south.’ He touched
at Canso and Halifax Harbour, rounded Cape Sable and
entered the Bay of Fundy. Continuing his voyage southward
he examined Penobscot Bay, Canso Bay, Boston Bay,
Cape Cod and finally reached Santiago in Cuba. Sailing
from thence he arrived at Corunna in June 1525.

For a few years exploration in England did not receive much
encouragement, and it was not until the year 1527 that the
Samson and the Mary of Guildford were fitted out in London
to seek for a passage to the region of the Grand Khan. The
ships sailed from Plymouth on June 10 under the command
of John Rut. On July 1 the vessels separated during a storm
near the Strait of Belle Isle and the Samson was never heard
of again. The Mary of Guildford steered southward to the
harbour of St John’s. From there she sailed southward,
meeting in the fishing region about fifty ‘Spanish French and
Portuguese vessels.’ The fate of the vessel is unknown. On
November 21 a vessel answering her description arrived at
St Domingo and requested permission to enter the harbour,
which was granted, but a shot was fired from the fort and she
put out to sea. Thus another expedition was added to the
list of failures.

These are the principal early voyages to North America,
but there was another factor at work which must not be passed
over. Just as the beaver at a later period in North American
history lured the fur-trading explorers to the Rockies, to the
Pacific and to the Arctic, so the codfish brought hundreds of
mariners annually to the fishing-grounds of the Atlantic coast.
These fishermen had been visiting the Banks continuously
from 1504, if not earlier, and every important harbour close
to the fishing regions was as familiar to them as were the
harbours of Europe. Many of these fishermen met savages,
and like Cartier, as we shall see later, found them willing to
part with their furs, even their clothing of skins, for articles
of little value. Thus the fur trade began as an auxiliary of
the fishing trade. Walrus hunters, whalers and codfishers
plied this trade. The profits to be made from it excited the

cupidity of the merchants of St Malo, Rouen, La Rochelle
and elsewhere, and after the days of Jacques Cartier several
individuals, such as the Marquis de la Roche and Pont-Gravé,
and finally the great chartered companies, were granted
a monopoly of the trade.

The French, Spanish and Portuguese navigators and the
fishermen had prepared the way for Cartier’s explorations.
When he sailed for North America to find the South Sea, he
could shape his course to well-known harbours over frequented
waters. From Greenland to Florida the coast had been
thoroughly explored. It was left for him to penetrate the
continent, and by his foresight and courage to give France
the right to lay claim to the vast territory drained by the
St Lawrence and its tributaries.
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In 1533, when Jacques Cartier received his commission to
lead an exploring expedition westward, the merchants
of St Malo, fearing that the manning of his vessels
would rob them of sailors necessary for success in the fishing
trade, tried to thwart him in every possible way. He was
determined to go into the vague, unknown regions beyond
the Strait of Chateau Bay (passer le destroict de la baye de
Chasteaulx) and he was not to be thwarted. By the spring of
1534 his ships were ready and his crews collected. He was
now in his prime, forty-three years old, bronzed by winds and
suns on many seas, hardened by years of buffeting tempests,
clear-eyed, clear-visioned, a man to inspire affection and
command obedience. Judging from the names that he gave
localities visited and sighted, he was, too, a man of imagination
and deep religious feeling. When his ships, each of sixty tons
burden, were fitted out for the voyage, the crews of sixty-one
men, all told, took the oath of obedience before Charles
de Moüy, the vice-admiral of France. On April 20 everything

was ready, and Cartier set sail and swept out of the
ancient harbour of St Malo on what was to be the most
important exploring expedition to North America yet taken
by a French navigator.

Cartier, who was familiar with the course to the New
World, sailed with a favouring breeze direct to Newfoundland,
arriving at Cape Bonavista on May 10. Here impenetrable
ice retarded the onward journey, and the vessels were forced
to sail southward for five leagues to a sheltered harbour which
they named St Catherine (now Catalina). Ten days were
spent in St Catherine Harbour, busy days occupied in laying
in a supply of wood and fresh water and fitting out the longboats.
On May 21 the voyageurs set sail and started northward
towards Isle des Oiseaux (Funk Island), where they once
more encountered vast fields of broken ice. On the island, on
the ice about it, in the water, and screaming around them in
the air they saw an incredible number of sea-birds. So thick
were they on the land, that to the mariners they seemed ‘to
have been brought and sown expressly on the island which
was about a league in circuit.’ They filled a boat with these
birds as quickly as if ‘they were loading stones,’ and ‘salted
down ten casks full besides what they ate fresh.’ Cartier
speaks of them as ‘apponatz, godez and margeaulx,’ which,
from his description, were evidently great auks, long since
extinct, guillemots and gannets. He makes no mention of
gulls, but possibly thought it unnecessary to call attention to
birds so familiar to Europeans. He describes another bird
which was undoubtedly the razor-billed auk. Here, too, were
seen polar bears, which had evidently swum from the mainland
leagues away to prey on the birds. One was as big as a cow
and white as a swan. As Cartier sailed from Isle des Oiseaux
a bear followed his ship. Boats gave chase and captured
it, and its flesh proved ‘as delicate as a two-year-old heifer.’

On May 27 the entrance to the Strait of Belle Isle, known
to Cartier as Chateau Bay, was reached, but once more the
vessels met ice and experienced stormy weather. They
were forced to seek shelter in Rapont Harbour (the present
Quirpon). Here they remained till June 9, when they once
more set sail westward for la grande baye. They passed Blanc

Sablon, named from its white sand, situated at the present
boundary between the Province of Quebec and the Labrador
coast, and on June 10 reached Port Brest (now Old Fort), a
well-known harbour, the name proving that French sailors
had already visited these waters and that the strait had been
discovered before Cartier ventured through it. Boats were
sent out to explore the coast westward. These entered a
number of harbours: St Servan, named after a suburb of
St Malo, the river St Jacques and St Antoine, and Jacques
Cartier Harbour, evidently named by the crew in honour of
their leader. This latter place is now known as Cumberland
Bay and was Cartier’s farthest on the Labrador coast on his
westward voyage.

At St Jacques River the explorers met a large fishing vessel
from La Rochelle, which had been seeking Port Brest but had
missed it through the ignorance of its pilot. This seems to
be evidence that mariners had passed through the Strait of
Chateau Bay before Cartier. At St Servan (now Lobster
Bay) a cross was set up, and the bleak region, ‘dry and half
dead,’ nourishing only moss and stunted thorns, which Cartier
thought must have been the land allotted to Cain, was claimed
in the name of the king of France.

While on the Labrador coast Cartier met natives. They
probably belonged to some wandering tribe from the region
south of Hudson Bay, possibly Montagnais of Algonquin
stock.[1] They were ‘men of fine stature,’ but ‘indomitable
and savage.’ They wore ‘their hair on the top of their heads
like a bunch of hay, passing through it a small piece of wood
or something similar ... and they also attached there some
feathers.’ They wore skins and ‘painted themselves with
certain red colours.’

The desolate appearance of the country so far explored
made Cartier despair of success by continuing along its shores,
and his boats returned to the ships at Port Brest; sail was set,
and on June 15 a southern course was taken to explore the
land seen on the south side of the strait. Cape Riche, the first
point reached, from its appearance was named Cap Double.
For ten days a southern course was kept within sight of land,

save when for several days they were driven to sea by a tempest.
Names were given to bays and capes and mountains in
honour of some saint, or from striking characteristics in their
appearance. Granche (Grange) Mountains were so called
because of the resemblance of one of them to a farm-building.
Islands in the bay, called by the explorer St Julien, were named
Les Coulombiers from their resemblance to pigeon-houses.
Cap Royal (Bear Head), Cape de Latte (Cape Cormorant),
Cap St Jean were all sighted and named as the vessels sailed
southward. Off Cape Anguille the course was changed westward,
and three islands ‘as full of birds as a meadow is of
grass’ were reached. These were the Bird Rocks; there are
now only two, but a shallow shows where the third, noted
by Cartier, was situated. So plentiful were the wild fowl—auks,
guillemots and gannets—that Cartier declares that his
crew could have filled thirty boats with them in an hour.
The islands were named Isles aux Margaulx. Five leagues
farther west the explorers came upon an island two leagues
long and three wide, and so fertile that it seemed to them a
paradise after the bleak regions they had so lately left. Cartier
named it Brion Island in honour of Philippe de Chabot,
Sieur de Brion, Admiral of France. Here were large trees,
‘peas as fine as any in Brittany, currants, strawberries, roses,
grapes and sweet flowers and grasses.’ A strange animal frequented
this island ‘as large as an ox, having tusks like an
elephant, and which lives in the sea.’ Cartier enthusiastically
declares that ‘one arpent of Brion Island is worth the
whole of the New Land.’ While at this spot Cartier conjectured
that there might be some passage between the
Terre Neuve (Newfoundland) and la Terre des Bretons (Cape
Breton). On his return to France from his second voyage he
was to sail through Cabot Strait, and thus prove definitely
the existence of this passage. When the vessels left Brion
Island their course was shaped to the west-south-west. By
June 26 North Cape, Great Magdalen Island, was sighted.
The western shore of this famous group, the key of the gulf,
was examined and the southern coast skirted, and then a
south-west course was taken into the unknown; but the
crews were soon gladdened by the sight of thickly wooded land

with shores and banks of red earth. The island now known
as Prince Edward had been reached somewhere near Richmond
or Malpeque Bay. A boat attempted to go ashore
at the Rivière de Barcques (river of Boats), where several
canoes were seen, but a storm forced it to return to the ships.
Point North was skirted and the Straits of Northumberland
entered. Cartier penetrated the strait until he came within
sight of Cape Tormentine, which jutted so far towards the
curving island as to give the land the appearance of being
continuous. An unbroken wall of forest-clad land seemed
to prevent further progress in the course he was taking. He
believed he was in a deep bay and named the supposed bay
St Lunaire, after a Breton saint whose festival fell on July 1.
Cartier now crossed to the western shore, visited the mouth
of the Miramichi River, skirted northward past Shippegan
Island and Miscou, and then turned into a broad bay, called
by the Indians Mowepaktabāāk (the Biggest Bay).

Cartier’s hopes soared high, and the southern headland at
the entrance to this bay he called Cape d’Esperance—Hope
Cape. The vessels crossed to the northern shore of the bay
and came to anchor in la couche St Martin (now Port Daniel),
while boats were sent out to examine the bay westward in
the hope of discovering a passage leading indefinitely inland.
The explorers, somewhat to their consternation, came upon a
band of savages—Micmacs—in forty or fifty canoes. Some
of these approached one of the boats in seven canoes, but the
cautious Frenchmen feared them and fired several shots to
warn them away. The Indians were anxious to trade, and on
the following day showed by their friendly demonstrations
that they had no evil designs. For a few knives and tools,
gaudy apparel and trinkets, they parted with all their furs,
even their clothing, so that ‘they were obliged to go back
again naked.’ Cartier was greatly attracted by the climate
and vegetation of the bay, and called it la Baye de Chaleur.
To him the country seemed ‘warmer than Spain’ and ‘as fine
a country as one would wish to see, level and smooth, ... no
part too small for trees, even if sandy; and where there is a
wild weed, which has an ear like that of rye and the grains like
oats; there are peas as if sown and cultivated, red and white

barberries, strawberries, red and white roses and other flowers
of sweet and delightful perfume. There are also fine prairies,
fine grasses and lakes filled with salmon.’ The low lands with
high mountains in the rear checking the westward exploration
of the boats told them there was no navigable river penetrating
the land, and the mariners, greatly disappointed, shaped their
course eastward around the Peninsula of Gaspe. On July 14
Cartier reached Gaspe Bay, and remained there until the
16th, when a fierce storm caused one of the vessels the loss of
an anchor, and compelled both to go up into Gaspe Basin for
shelter, where they remained until the 25th of the month.
At Gaspe they met a band of Indians differing from those of
the Labrador country or of Chaleur Bay. They were of
Huron-Iroquois stock, and had come down to the gulf from
the region about Quebec to catch mackerel. Their men,
women and children were greatly attracted by the strange,
bearded white men who had come in huge canoes with wide-spreading
white wings.
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