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Enticing Nova Scotia is a like a picture-book painting, a spacious canvas splashed with brightly colored fishing villages, richly historic towns, uncluttered parks, and a melting pot of cultures that create a destination like no other.

Situated on Canada’s east coast, compact Nova Scotia is Canada’s second-smallest province (55,490 square kilometers). It is almost an island, encircled completely by water except at its slender, 15-kilometer-long border with New Brunswick. The 7,400-kilometer-long coastline—even without the colorful villages—is beautiful and varied.

Despite its size, Nova Scotia offers visitors a wealth of adventures. The initial focus for many travelers is Halifax, the provincial capital and home of the region’s main airport. Here, you can combine historic attractions such as imposing Citadel Hill with walks through coastal parks and feasts of seafood fresh from local waters. But Halifax is just the beginning of your Nova Scotia adventure. Beyond the city limits, you can hike through national parks, bike along back roads, kayak the coast, and admire famously photogenic lighthouses. But the options don’t end with the ordinary: It’s also a place where you can feel the excitement of white-water rafting on a tidal bore, get up close and personal with the world’s rarest whales, or feel the fresh salt air on your face as you set sail aboard a famous racing schooner.
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Clockwise from top left: Shelburne waterfront; Island Beach Co. in Halifax; Blue Rocks fishing shack; driving the Cabot Trail.



Then there are Nova Scotians themselves, the friendliest folk you’re ever likely to meet. Like they have for centuries, the vast majority of Nova Scotians continue to live an unpretentious and resourceful lifestyle, yet they are welcoming to visitors and generous to a fault. Conversation comes easily and humor abounds, especially over a few drinks. As a visitor, you will be encouraged to immerse yourself in their culture—to join in the dancing at a ceilidh (Celtic dance), to taste rappie pie, to watch artisans at work, and to raise a glass in thanks to the local king of beer, Alexander Keith.

Nova Scotia does have its touristy areas, but for the most part the province is waiting to be discovered. For you, the visitor, it will reveal itself slowly. You’ll likely snap a picture of the lighthouse at Peggy’s Cove, tuck into boiled lobster, and take in a few maritime-themed museums, but your greatest memories will be far from ordinary—ones that go beyond the scope of what a guidebook can recommend and instead revolve around adventures of your own making.
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Planning Your Trip


Where to Go

Halifax

Blending the old with the new, Halifax is an excellent city to explore on foot—and there’s a lot to discover. Below the modern high rises of downtown, the hilly streets are lined with historic stone buildings. Along the waterfront is the Maritime Museum of the Atlantic, as well as outdoor cafés serving fresh seafood, shops selling the work of Nova Scotian artisans, and pubs where traditional Celtic music is a constant.
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  one of Nova Scotia’s many historic stone buildings



South Shore

Many visitors head to the South Shore once they’ve visited the capital. They visit the lighthouse at Peggy’s Cove, admire the trio of waterfront churches in Mahone Bay, and wander through the protected streets of Lunenburg, a UNESCO World Heritage Site. Further south are charmingly untouristy villages and towns, such as Shelburne, and deserted beaches.
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Mahone Bay is famous for its photogenic churches.



Fundy Coast

Bordering the powerful Bay of Fundy is a stretch of dramatic coastline as naturally impressive as the scattered townships are culturally interesting. Twice a day, high tides sweep into the bay. Birdlife is prolific along the shoreline, while whales find a food source in the plankton-rich moving water. Most important for seafood lovers, local fishermen bring ashore the world’s plumpest scallops and sweet-tasting lobsters by the trap load.
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Central Nova Scotia

Extending from the capital to Cape Breton Island, this region features the wonder of the world’s highest tides, dinosaur footprints, and the warm waters of Northumberland Strait. Inland, wineries, restored grist mills, and charming villages make veering from the main highway an unpredictable joy. While the coastline along the Marine Drive is as rugged as the South Shore’s, the landscape is more diverse, with long stretches of white-sand beach, windswept headlands topped by lighthouses, and fishing villages more practical than pretty.


  If You Have . . .

  • A WEEKEND: In Halifax, visit the Maritime Museum and the farmers market and go for a harbor cruise.

  • ONE WEEK: Add Mahone Bay and Lunenburg on the South Shore, and then Fundy Coast attractions such as Annapolis Royal.

  • TWO WEEKS: Add a full week on Cape Breton Island to your itinerary, including golfing and exploring Cape Breton Highlands National Park.
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    Historic Gardens, Annapolis Royal

  



Cape Breton Island

Attached to the rest of the province by a causeway, this island is a world unto itself. The 300-kilometer Cabot Trail is a driving route that hits all the highlights—the upscale historic lodgings of Baddeck, the Acadian restaurants of Chéticamp, the hiking trails of Cape Breton Highlands National Park, and the beaches of Ingonish. With moose common through the highlands and whales frolicking offshore, the Cabot Trail also accesses some of the province’s best wildlife-viewing opportunities.
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  Cape Breton Island



When to Go

Summer revolves around outdoor activities such as hiking, biking, swimming, canoeing and kayaking, fishing, surfing, and just about anything you can do outdoors. July and August are especially busy. This is the time of year when school is out and the parks come alive with campers, anglers, swimmers, and sunbathers. If you’re traveling during this time, you should book lodging as far in advance as possible.

Spring and fall are excellent times to visit Nova Scotia. While May-June is considered a shoulder season, in many ways the province is at its blooming best in spring. After the first weekend in September, there is a substantial decrease in travelers across the province. But early fall (Sept.-Oct.) provides pleasant daytime temperatures, reduced room rates, and uncrowded attractions. By late September, fall colors are at their peak, creating a mini-surge in visitors.

Officially, winter extends from late December to March, but in reality most attractions and visitor information centers, as well as accommodations in resort towns, start closing in mid-October.


Before You Go


Passports and Visas

To enter Canada, a passport is required of citizens and permanent residents of the United States. For further information, see the website http://travel.state.gov/travel. For current entry requirements to Canada, check the Citizenship and Immigration Canada website (www.cic.gc.ca).

All other foreign visitors must have a valid passport and may need a visa or visitors permit, depending on their country of residence and the vagaries of international politics. At present, visas are not required for citizens of the United States, the British Commonwealth, or Western Europe. The standard entry permit is for six months, and you may be asked to show onward tickets or proof of sufficient funds to last you through your intended stay.

Transportation

Visitors to Nova Scotia have the option of arriving by road, rail, ferry, or air. The main gateway city for flights from North America and Europe is the capital, Halifax. Ferries cross to Yarmouth from Maine and to Digby from New Brunswick, while the main rail line enters the region from New Brunswick and terminates at Halifax. Driving, whether it be your own vehicle or a rental car, is by far the best way to get around Nova Scotia, although some towns are served by bus. It is possible to visit Nova Scotia without your own vehicle (or a rental), but you’ll be confining yourself to Halifax and then relying on public transportation and guided tours to travel farther afield. Driving is more practical, especially if you plan to tour along the coastline and pursue outdoor endeavors.
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Driving is the best way to get around Nova Scotia.




The Best of Nova Scotia


Hitting all the highlights of Nova Scotia in one week is possible, but you’re not going to see everything. In fact, you’ll be covering so much ground, it may not seem like a vacation at all. This itinerary balances a little bit of everything—Halifax, the prettiest coastal villages, the two national parks, and the main historic sites—with time out for enjoying a glass of Nova Scotian wine over a feast of local seafood. This itinerary, like those that follow, assumes you rent a vehicle or have your own.

Day 1

Check in for a two-night stay at a downtown Halifax accommodation such as The Halliburton, a historic lodging within walking distance of Halifax’s harbor front. Rather than start ticking off attractions, settle into the city by walking along the waterfront and soaking up the sights and sounds of the busy harbor. You’ll see all manner of vessels tied up at the docks, and plenty of places where you may want to eat dinner at an outdoor table.

Day 2

Start at the top, literally, by visiting Halifax Citadel National Historic Site and then take a stroll through Halifax’s formal Public Gardens. It’s now lunchtime, and the Italian Gourmet is ideally situated en route to downtown. Take a tour of Alexander Keith’s Brewery on your way to the Titanic exhibit at the Maritime Museum of the Atlantic. Dine at the Economy Shoe Shop.
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  Halifax Citadel National Historic Site



Day 3

Rise early for the one-hour drive to Peggy’s Cove, famous for its photogenic lighthouse. Continue south to Mahone Bay for an early lunch and a walk through the many shops lining the main street of this busy waterfront town. Lunenburg is your overnight stop, and there’s plenty of colorful seafaring history to soak up along the harbor of this town that UNESCO has dedicated as a World Heritage Site. Grand Banker Bar & Grill will be within walking distance of your room at the Spinnaker Inn (both have water views).
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the lighthouse at Peggy’s Cove



Day 4

Take Highway 8 to Kejimkujik National Park, which protects a large chunk of the forested interior. Rent a canoe for a paddle on the protected waterways. Continue to Annapolis Royal, where Port-Royal National Historic Site protects one of North America’s oldest settlements. After dinner, watch the sun set across the Annapolis Basin from the grounds of Fort Anne National Historic Site. With reservations at the inviting Garrison House, you’ll be within walking distance of everything.

Day 5

Drive through the apple orchards of the Annapolis Valley to Truro and take the TransCanada Highway across to Cape Breton Island and overnight lodgings at Baddeck’s restored Telegraph House. The Alexander Graham Bell National Historic Site is the main attraction, but the town also has a picturesque lakefront area and a good choice of stylish eateries.

Day 6

Today’s destination is Ingonish, along the Cabot Trail. You drive the long way around, but that’s a good thing, because the rugged coastal scenery between Chéticamp and Ingonish is more beautiful than you could ever imagine. (Though this also means that the 200-kilometer drive will take longer than you imagine.) Plan on feasting on lobster at Seascapes Restaurant and staying the night at Glenghorm Beach Resort.

Day 7

It takes a little more than five hours to reach Halifax International Airport from Ingonish. If you’re on an afternoon flight, there’s enough time to spend an hour or two in Ingonish. To play the revered Highlands Links golf course, you’ll need to tee off early and fly out in the evening.


Family Road Trip

Trying to fit too much into your family travels will result in frustration for everyone. Because Nova Scotia is relatively compact, it is possible to spend at least two nights in each destination and still see the highlights of the province. It is especially important that accommodation reservations are made when traveling with children. Try to avoid bed-and-breakfasts, and instead choose motels with lots of facilities or cottage complexes with outdoor activities.
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  Grand Pré National Historic Site



Here are family-friendly highlights from Nova Scotia:

ATTRACTIONS

• Museum of Natural History, Halifax

• Hector Heritage Quay, Pictou

• Grand Pré National Historic Site, Grand Pré

• Shubenacadie Wildlife Park, Shubenacadie

ADVENTURES

• Harbour Hopper, Halifax

• Pirate Festival, Mahone Bay

• Riding the ferry between Digby and Saint John

• Whale-watching at Pleasant Bay, Cape Breton Island
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  Mahone Bay’s Pirate Festival



ACCOMMODATIONS

• Atlantica Oak Island Resort, Mahone Bay

• Dunromin Waterfront Campground and Cabins, Annapolis Royal

• Pictou Lodge Beach Resort, Pictou

RESTAURANTS

• Halifax Seaport Farmers’ Market, Halifax

• Salty’s, Halifax

• Murphy’s, Truro

• Chowder House, Neil’s Harbour




Coastal Cruising


Like the province itself, this tour is defined by the ocean. So pack your swimsuit, sunscreen, and sandals, and be prepared to get some sand between your toes, as this tour circumnavigates the province without ever leaving sight of the sea. Summer is short in Nova Scotia, so you’ll want to schedule this itinerary for July through early September.

Day 1

Don’t worry: Even though you’re flying into Halifax, you can see the city next time you’re in town on business. Instead of heading downtown, make a beeline from the airport to Marine Drive and wash away the jet lag by taking to the waves of Lawrencetown Beach on a rented surfboard (if the water seems a little chilly, consider a long walk along the beach’s golden sands). Stay in Tangier at Paddler’s Retreat Bed and Breakfast.

Day 2

Grab a kayak from Paddler’s Retreat and go for an early morning paddle, then go for a walk along the deserted beaches within Taylor Head Provincial Park. Continue north and take a boat tour to Canso Islands National Historic Site, which protects a grassy island that was the site of an 18th-century fishing village. Continue up the west coast of Cape Breton Island. You can’t see the ocean from the lodge rooms at Glenora Inn and Distillery at Glenora, but after a few sips of whiskey and some good food, it won’t matter.

Day 3

Watch the crab boats being unloaded at Chéticamp. Drive north on the Cabot Trail along one of the most spectacular stretches of coastal road you could ever imagine. The next section of road cuts across the interior, but you’ll soon reach the water again. And this time, there are long stretches of sandy beach at Ingonish, perfect for sunbathing or swimming. Choose to stay at beachfront Glenghorm Beach Resort and dine on inexpensive seafood at the Chowder House.
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fishing boats moored in Chéticamp Harbour




Day 4


Take the morning off to relax at nearby Black Brook Cove, where a trail leads over a forested headland and tame waves break across the bay. Have lunch at the Atlantic Restaurant, which overlooks its namesake. Don’t gorge yourself too much, as you have an afternoon tee time at nearby Highlands Links, where the ocean is never far from view. Then soak up the resort-like atmosphere at the waterfront Inverary Resort in Baddeck.


  The Currents of History

  While Nova Scotia’s history dates back literally millions of years, this tour focuses on the last 400 years, from the arrival of Samuel de Champlain in 1605—which makes Annapolis Royal a sensible starting point for the tour.

  BAY OF FUNDY

  Make yourself comfortable at one of the many historic accommodations in Annapolis Royal, such as the Queen Anne Inn. From this lodging, you can walk down the oldest main street in North America to Fort Anne National Historic Site, which was the site of multiple turnovers between the British and French.

  FUNDY COAST

  Drive along La Côte Acadienne, admiring the old whitewashed churches and the resilience of the Acadian people who resettled here after the 1755 deportation from Nova Scotia. Allow a couple of hours for chatting about the importance of boatbuilding at the Shelburne Historic District.

  SOUTH SHORE

  Lunenburg will amaze you with its colorful nautical heritage and its downtown precinct protected as a UNESCO World Heritage Site. Plan ahead (reservations are essential), and you will find yourself with the wind at your back aboard the Bluenose II, a replica of the most famous schooner that ever sailed the waters of Nova Scotia.

  HALIFAX

  Plan on spending at least two days in the capital, resting your head at a historic accommodation like The Halliburton. Highlights include delving into Halifax’s nautical history at the Maritime Museum of the Atlantic, wandering through Halifax Citadel National Historic Site, and visiting the graves of Titanic victims at Fairview Cemetery. Make sure your itinerary includes a pint of India Pale Ale at Alexander Keith’s, the oldest brewery in North America.
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    Église de Sainte-Marie, La Côte Acadienne

  

  CENTRAL NOVA SCOTIA

  With more than a week, you can incorporate Central Nova Scotia in your history-themed itinerary, which should include Pictou and a visit to the Hector, a replica of a splendid sailing ship.

  CAPE BRETON ISLAND

  Best known for its namesake national park, the island is also home to the dramatically located Fortress of Louisbourg National Historic Site, an ambitious re-creation of a French stronghold destroyed by the British in 1760. For true history lovers, this attraction—along with Baddeck’s Alexander Graham Bell National Historic Site—make the longer drive to the island worthwhile.



Day 5

Take a boat tour at Baddeck and you’ll pass by Alexander Graham Bell's waterfront estate (bald eagles are a bonus). The highway back to the mainland hugs expansive Bras d’Or Lakes, from where it’s a two-hour drive to Pictou and waterfront accommodations like the Customs House Inn.
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  Customs House Inn



Day 6

Rise early to drive along the Sunrise Trail, which follows Northumberland Strait to the isthmus of land linking Nova Scotia to the rest of Canada. There’ll be opportunities at Seafoam and Northport Beach Provincial Park to swim or—for the not so brave—to walk through the shallow ocean water that is warmed by the sun. Drive around the Minas Basin to ride the tidal bore as it rushes up the Shubenacadie River south of Truro.


  Artists and Artisans

  Arts and crafts shopping opportunities are numerous in Nova Scotia. Quilts, sweaters, hooked rugs, porcelains, and wooden carvings are deftly mixed among the watercolors, oils, and sculptures in many arts and crafts venues. About 60 major art galleries are scattered across the province. The farmers markets are a source for local crafts; the major one is the Halifax Seaport Farmers’ Market, while other summer markets are held at towns and seaports from Wolfville to Tatamagouche.

  For a distilled taste of the province’s fine arts and crafts, plan a visit to Halifax’s Art Gallery of Nova Scotia. Quilts, porcelains, and wooden folk carvings are mixed among the watercolors, oils, and sculptures in the spacious galleries on Hollis Street, and the cream of provincial creativity is stocked at the museum’s gift shop. The newest crafts developments are nurtured by the Nova Scotia Centre for Craft and Design, also in Halifax.
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    Mahone Bay is a hub of arts and crafts shops.

  

  Beyond the ordinary, other homegrown products include delicate glassblowing from Halifax’s Nova Scotian Crystal; furniture from Dominion Chairs; pewter products created in Mahone Bay and Pugwash; and Grohmann Knives, which sells its cutlery at its outlet in Pictou.

  Nova Scotia is also the place for things Scottish. Tartans in innumerable clan variations are available by the yard in wool or blends; tartan apparel is stocked at shops in Halifax, Yarmouth, and Cape Breton’s South Gut St. Ann’s.

  Studio Rally is an excellent arts and crafts resource. The free paperback book divides crafts producers by regions and towns, and an index lists the producers by medium. It’s available at information centers, listed outlets, and online at www.studiorally.ca.



Day 7

Follow the Fundy Coast to Digby. Arrive in time for a lunchtime feast of Digby scallops at a harbor-front restaurant. Drive out along the narrow Digby Neck, where, after two short ferry trips and a stop at the Balancing Rock, you reach Brier Island, in preparation for a whale-watching trip the next day. Brier Island Lodge has the best water views on the island.

Day 8

Join a whale-watching boat tour into the Bay of Fundy for the opportunity to see finback, minke, and humpback whales up close and personal. Return to the mainland and sample Acadian culture by driving through the coastal fishing villages of Meteghan and Mavillette on La Côte Acadienne. Overnight at Whispering Waves Cottages, near Shelburne (be sure to order the lobster dinner, delivered to your room).
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whale-watching, Bay of Fundy



Day 9

Wander through the shipbuilding precinct of Shelburne before starting the trip back up the South Shore to Halifax. This stretch of coastline is dotted with oceanfront parks—Crescent Beach, with its long stretch of white sand, is good for a leg stretcher. Continue to Lunenburg for an afternoon tour aboard a working lobster boat. Spend the night in nearby Mahone Bay at waterfront Fisherman’s Daughter B&B.

Day 10

Spend the morning at your leisure in Mahone Bay. The main street, lined with fine boutiques, curves around the harbor to three photogenic waterfront churches. Drive along the old highway to charming Chester, where the natural harbor is filled with the curious combination of rusty fishing boats and million-dollar yachts. And yes, you will have time to stop for a picture of “the world’s most photographed lighthouse” at Peggy’s Cove before catching your flight home.
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Lunenburg’s harbour
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Halifax
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Halifax (pop. 390,000), the 250-year-old provincial capital, presents Nova Scotia’s strikingly modern face wrapped around a historic heart. It’s one of the most vibrant cities in Canada, with an exuberant cultural life and cosmopolitan

population. The tourist’s Halifax is tidily compact, concentrated on the manageable, boot-shaped peninsula the city inhabits. Its prettiest parts are clustered between the bustling waterfront and the short, steep hillside that the early British developed two centuries ago. In these areas you’ll find handsomely historic old districts meshed with stylishly chic new glass-sheathed buildings.

Halifax is more than a city, more than a seaport, and more than a provincial capital. Halifax is a harbor with a city attached, as the Haligonians say. Events in the harbor have shaped Nova Scotia’s history. The savvy British military immediately grasped its potential when they first sailed in centuries ago. In fact, Halifax’s founding as a settlement in 1749 was incidental to the harbor’s development. From the first, the British used the 26-kilometer-long harbor as a watery warehouse of almost unlimited ship-holding capacity. The ships that defeated the French at Louisbourg in 1758—and ultimately conquered this part of Atlantic Canada—were launched from Halifax Harbour. A few years later, the Royal Navy sped from the harbor to harass the rebellious colonies on the Eastern seaboard during the American Revolution. Ships from Halifax ran the blockades on the South’s side during the American Civil War. And during World Wars I and II, the harbor bulged with troop convoys destined for Europe.

PLANNING YOUR TIME

Everyone has his or her own idea of how best to spend time in Halifax. History buffs will want to spend an entire week exploring the city’s oldest corners, while outdoorsy types will want to hit the highlights before moving through to the rest of the province. Halifax has three attractions no one will want to miss, even if you have just one day. The first of these is the Historic Properties, a group of waterfront warehouses converted to restaurants and boutiques, while the nearby Maritime Museum of the Atlantic is the place to learn about the city’s seafaring traditions. The third is Halifax Citadel National Historic Site. These three attractions, along with time exploring the waterfront, could fill one day, but you’d be missing one of Halifax’s best known attractions—its pubs and breweries, including Alexander Keith’s Brewery, North America’s oldest, which is open daily for tours.


Highlights

Look for S to find recommended sights, activities, dining, and lodging.

S Historic Properties: The oldest waterfront warehouses in Canada have been brought to life with an impressive restoration project and are now filled with bustling boutiques and restaurants (click here).

S Maritime Museum of the Atlantic: If you visit just one museum in Nova Scotia, make it this one, which tells the many stories of the region’s links to the ocean, from the Titanic tragedy to fishing the Grand Banks (click here).

S Alexander Keith’s Brewery: Tours of North America’s oldest working brewery go beyond describing the beer-making process, delving deep into Halifax’s history and its most colorful characters (click here).

S Point Pleasant Park: On the southern tip of the Halifax Peninsula, this urban park is a favorite for walking and biking (click here).
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S Halifax Citadel National Historic Site: Canada’s most visited historic site lies atop downtown Halifax’s highest point. It provides a glimpse into the city’s past as well as sweeping harbor views (click here).

S Public Gardens: Strolling through these formal Victorian gardens is a morning rite for many locals (click here).

S Fairview Cemetery: Varying from three-digit numbers to moving family messages, the inscriptions on the headstones of more than 100 Titanic victims make this suburban cemetery a poignant place to visit (click here).

S Fisherman’s Cove: If you’re not planning to travel beyond Halifax, a visit to this historic fishing village will give you a taste of what you’ll be missing farther afield (click here).
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Since it’s both a gateway for air travelers and the hub of three highways, chances are you’ll be passing through Halifax more than once on your travels through Nova Scotia. This allows you to break up your sightseeing and to plan your schedule around the weather. If, for example, the sun is shining when you first arrive, plan to visit Point Pleasant Park, the Public Gardens, and Fairview Cemetery. These spots and historic downtown attractions should fill two full days.

Across the harbor from downtown is the city of Dartmouth, where a seafood lunch at the fishing village of Fisherman’s Cove makes a perfect getaway from the city.

HISTORY

The French learned about the area in the early 1700s, when local Mi’kmaq Indians escorted the French governor on a tour of what they called Chebuctook, the “Great Long Harbor,” and adjacent waterways. But it was the British who saw the site’s potential: in 1749, Colonel Edward Cornwallis arrived with about 2,500 settlers on 13 ships and founded Halifax along what is now Barrington Street. The settlement was named for Lord Halifax, then president of Britain’s Board of Trade and Plantations. Early Halifax was a stockaded settlement backed by the Grand Parade, the town green where the militia drilled. More English settlers arrived in 1750, and by 1807 the city’s population topped 60,000. A proper government setting—the sandstone Colonial Building (now Province House)—opened in 1819, followed by a number of noteworthy academic institutions. The harbor front acquired commercial legitimacy when native Haligonian Samuel Cunard, rich from lumbering, whaling, and banking, turned his interests to shipping. By 1838 the Cunard Steamship Company handled the British and North American Royal Mail, and by 1840 Cunard’s four ships provided the first regular transport between the two continents. The seaport’s incorporation in 1841 ushered in a prosperous mercantile era. Granville Street, with its stylish shops, became, in its day, Atlantic Canada’s Fifth Avenue. Less stylish brothels and taverns lined Brunswick, Market, and Barrack Streets, and the military police swept through the area often, breaking up drunken fistfights and reestablishing order.


Halifax Links to the Titanic Tragedy

“My God, the Titanic has struck a berg.” With these fateful words, uttered on April 14, 1912, by wireless operator Jack Goodwin of Cape Race, Newfoundland, the outside world first heard about what would develop into the world’s best-known maritime disaster—the sinking of the unsinkable ship on its maiden voyage between Southampton, England, and New York City. On board were 2,227 passengers and crew.

At the time of the wireless transmission, the vessel was 800 kilometers east of Halifax. Three Halifax ships were promptly chartered to search for the foundering vessel. By the time the first had arrived, the Titanic was lying on the bottom of the Atlantic Ocean. More than 1,500 passengers and crew perished while 702 lucky souls, mostly women and children, were rescued. Bodies were brought ashore at Karlsen’s Wharf (2089 Upper Wharf St.) and Coaling Wharf No. 4 (north of the MacDonald Bridge), neither of which is open to the public. They were then transported in coffins to a variety of locations, including a curling rink (now an army surplus store, at 2660 Agricola St.) and Snow’s Funeral Home (1750 Argyle St.), which is now a seafood restaurant. Some bodies were claimed by families, but most were buried in three local cemeteries. The largest concentration is in a plot donated by the White Star Line within Fairview Cemetery (corner of Connaught and Chisholm Aves.). Most of the black headstones simply note the date of the tragedy and a number that relates to the order in which bodies were pulled from the ocean. Others have moving tributes to the bravery of loved ones. John Clarke, a band member famous for continuing to play as the ship was sinking, is buried at Mount Olivet Cemetery (Mumford Rd., off Joseph Howe Dr.).
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headstone at Fairview Cemetery



The Titanic’s owners, the White Star Line, maintained an office in Halifax at 1682 Hollis Street that still stands. It became a hive of activity when the bodies began arriving, as staff members were an important link between the victims and their families from around the world.

Funerals and services were held at a number of downtown churches, including St. George’s Anglican Church (222 Brunswick St.), St. Paul’s Anglican Church (1749 Argyle St.), and St. Mary’s Catholic Church (corner of Spring Garden Rd. and Barrington St.).

The best place to learn about the tragedy is the Maritime Museum of the Atlantic (1675 Lower Water St., 902/424-7490; Mon.-Sat. 9:30am-5:30pm, Sun. 1-5:30pm), which has a dedicated display area with artifacts, such as the only deck chair recovered from the vessel. For archival records, including travel documents, photos, and correspondence related to Titanic passengers, visit the Nova Scotia Archives (6016 University Ave., 902/424-6060; Mon.-Fri. 8:30am-4:30pm, free).



By the 1960s, Halifax looked like a hoary victim of the centuries, somewhat the worse for wear. Massive federal, provincial, and private investment, however, restored the harbor to its early luster, with its warehouses groomed as the handsome Historic Properties. The city continued to polish its image, as sandblasting renewed the exterior of architectural treasures such as Province House. The Art Gallery of Nova Scotia moved from cramped quarters near the Public Archives and settled within the stunningly renovated former Dominion Building. Municipal guidelines sought to control the city’s growth. The unobstructed view on George Street between the harbor and the Citadel was secured with a municipal mandate, and the height of the hillside’s high-rise buildings was also restricted to preserve the cityscape. During this time, the waterfront evolved into a bustling tourist precinct, one that is also enjoyed by locals.

ORIENTATION

The layout of Halifax is easy to grasp. Downtown lines the western side of Halifax Harbour. Lower and Upper Water Streets and Barrington Street run through downtown parallel to the water. This is the core of the city, chock-full of historic attractions, the city’s finest accommodations, and a wonderful choice of restaurants. The waterfront itself bustles day and night. From Historic Properties’ wharves at the waterfront, sightseeing boats explore the harbor. The splendid Maritime Museum and Art Gallery of Nova Scotia are close by.

A series of short streets rise like ramps from the waterfront, past the grassy Grand Parade and up Citadel Hill. Around the hill, a great swath of green space provides a welcome break from residential and commercial sprawl. Laid out by the city’s original surveyor, Central Common, on the west side of the hill, marks a meeting of roads. Major thoroughfares merge here (Robie Street running north to south, Bell Road running southeast, and Cogswell Street running east to west). Locals refer to everything south of the commons as the South End, everything to the north the North End, and to the west the West End.

In the South End is the city’s academic area, site of Dalhousie University, University of King’s College, St. Mary’s University, and the Atlantic School of Theology. At the southern tip of the downtown peninsula is Point Pleasant Park, an oasis of green surrounded by the grays of sprawling loading docks to the north and the surrounding sparkling blue waters of Halifax Harbour.

The Northwest Arm of Halifax Harbour nearly cuts the downtown area off from the rest of the city. At the head of this waterway is the Armdale Rotary, from where Herring Cove Road spurs south to Purcells Cove Road, which passes yacht-filled marinas, Sir Sandford Fleming Park, and York Redoubt National Historic Site.

Across Halifax Harbour from downtown is the city of Dartmouth. Linked to downtown by ferry and bridge, this commercial and residential area has a smattering of sights and is also worth visiting for the views back across to Halifax. Beyond the two bridges spanning Halifax Harbour is Bedford Basin, a large body of water surrounded by development. At the head of the basin is the residential area of Bedford and suburbs, including Lower Sackville and Waverly. Traveling down Highway 102 from Truro and Halifax International Airport (38 kilometers north of downtown), you’ll pass exits for these and other towns.


Sights


Halifax is packed with attractions, all reasonably priced or absolutely free. The biggest concentration is within walking distance of the waterfront precinct and many accommodations. Beyond the downtown core are a number of interesting sights that are easy to miss but easy to reach by public transportation. Whatever your interests—searching out Titanic-related sights or exploring coastal parks—you will find plenty to do and see in the capital.


  A Long Weekend in Halifax

  Halifax is a major destination for conventioneers (modern facilities, well-priced accommodations, centrally located for delegates from both North America and Europe), and in this regard, you may find yourself wanting to hang around for a few days when the last meeting wraps up on Friday. Or, for leisure travelers, many flights to other parts of Atlantic Canada are routed through Halifax, so it will cost little or nothing to have a stopover before continuing to Newfoundland, Prince Edward Island, or elsewhere. This itinerary covers both scenarios, and you don’t have to worry about driving.

  DAY 1

  You’ve been staying at an upscale downtown Halifax hotel such as Four Points by Sheraton Halifax, and suddenly it’s not business anymore. No worries; rates drop dramatically come the weekend, so you won’t break the bank by staying another two nights. Join the after-work crowd at the Seahorse Tavern, and then plan on dining next door at the Economy Shoe Shop.

  DAY 2

  Visit Halifax Citadel National Historic Site to get a feel for the city’s colorful history, then walk over to the Public Gardens. After lunch, learn about the Titanic tragedy at the Maritime Museum of the Atlantic before visiting the graves of some of the victims at Fairview Cemetery. For a casual seafood dinner with a sublime view, walk along the waterfront to Salty’s.

  DAY 3

  The local tour company Ambassatours operates an excellent full-day trip along the South Shore. It hits the highlights—scenic Peggy’s Cove and the beautiful waterfront churches of Mahone Bay—while also allowing time to wander through the historic streets of downtown Lunenburg, where there’s time for shopping and lunch. You’ll be back in Halifax in time for dinner at Chives Canadian Bistro, which features lots of fresh seasonal produce.

  DAY 4

  Check the sailing schedule of the Bluenose II and make reservations for a morning cruise if this grand old lady is in port. Otherwise, you could start out with breakfast at the Coastal Cafe, followed by shopping at downtown stores as varied as Nova Scotian Crystal and Rum Runners Rum Cake Factory. Golfers may want to squeeze in a tee time at Glen Arbour Golf Course, which is on the way out to the airport.



DOWNTOWN

The following sights are within walking distance of each other from the waterfront. You could easily spend a full day exploring this part of the city, taking time out to lunch at an outdoor harbor-front restaurant.

[image: Image]


S Historic Properties


Canada’s oldest surviving group of waterfront warehouses is also one of the city’s main tourist attractions, with excellent shopping and dining spread along a three-block expanse on Upper and Lower Water Streets. The wooden and stone warehouses, chandleries, and buildings once used by shipping interests and privateers have been restored to their early 1800s glory. They now house restaurants, shops, and other sites impressively styled with Victorian and Italianate facades. The history of the precinct is cataloged halfway along the Privateer Wharf building (on the inside) with interpretive panels.
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  Historic Properties




S Maritime Museum of the Atlantic


The seaport’s store of nautical memorabilia lies within the sleek, burnished-red waterfront Maritime Museum of the Atlantic (1675 Lower Water St., 902/424-7490, http://maritimemuseum.novascotia.ca; summer daily 9:30am-5:30pm, the rest of the year Tues.-Sat. 9:30am-5pm, Sun. 1pm-5pm; adult $9.50, senior $8.50, child $5). The museum is one of the crowning achievements of the city’s Waterfront Development Project. Most visitors find the Titanic display room most interesting. It contains the world’s largest collection of artifacts from the floating palace deemed unsinkable by its owners; you will see the only deck chair recovered at the time of the sinking, a cribbage board, lounge paneling, and more. Also on display is a model of the Titanic, the wireless log taken as the vessel foundered, and a variety of information boards that tell the story of the ship’s construction. Titanic 3D, a National Geographic documentary created from footage taken from the wreck, shows continuously.
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Maritime Museum of the Atlantic



Outside, the CSS Acadia is tied up at the wharf. This sturdy vessel spent its life as Canada’s first hydrographic vessel, its crew surveying the east coast using sextants and graphing shoreline features. Admission is $2, or free with proof of admission to the maritime museum.


Halifax Harbour

From a maritime standpoint, Halifax Harbour is a jewel, the world’s second-largest natural harbor (after Sydney Harbour in Australia). High rocky bluffs notched with coves rim the wide entrance where the harbor meets the frothy Atlantic. McNabs Island is spread across the harbor’s mouth and is so large that it almost clogs the entrance. Many an unwary ship has foundered on the island’s shallow, treacherous Eastern Passage coastline.

On the western side of McNabs Island, the harbor is split in two by Halifax’s peninsula. The Northwest Arm, a fjord-like sliver of sea, cuts off to one side and wraps around the city’s back side. Along its banks are the long lawns of parks, estates, yacht clubs, and several university campuses. The main channel continues inland, shouldered by uptown Halifax on one side and its sister city of Dartmouth on the other.

THE TOURIST’S HARBOUR

The harbor puts on its best show directly in front of downtown. White-hulled cruise ships nose into port and dock alongside Halifax’s Point Pleasant Park at the peninsula’s southern tip. Freighters, tugs, tour boats, and sailboats skim the choppy waters, and ferries cut through the sea traffic, scurrying back and forth between the two cities with their loads of commuters and sightseers.

The scene has a transfixing quality about it. Tourist season unofficially starts and ends when the harbor-front Halifax Sheraton hotel sets tables and chairs for alfresco dining on the waterfront promenade. Stiff summer breezes usually accompany lunch, but the view is worth it. Less hardy diners jostle for tables with a harbor view at Salty’s, the nearby restaurant with its enviable wide-windowed dining room overlooking the same scene.

Beyond the tourist’s realm and the two cities’ harbor fronts, the spacious harbor compresses itself into The Narrows. Two high-flung steel expressways—the MacDonald and MacKay Bridges—cross the Narrows at either end. The MacDonald Bridge permits pedestrians and provides an aerial view of the Maritime Command and Her Majesty’s Canadian Dockyard along the Halifax side.

The slender Narrows then opens into 40-square-kilometer Bedford Basin, 16 kilometers long and as capacious as a small inland sea. Sailboats cruise its waters now, but the expanse has seen a parade of ships cross its waters through the years—from the white-sailed British warships of centuries ago to the steel-hulled vessels of the Allies during both world wars.

HALIFAX HARBOUR FROM VARIED ANGLES

Halifax Harbour reveals itself in different views. Its pulse can be probed from one of the ferries or from the harbor front in either city. The approach from the Atlantic can be seen best from the historic fort at York Redoubt on Purcells Cove Road. You’ll get a good view of the Northwest Arm’s ritzy estate and university scene from Fleming Park’s Memorial Tower on the same road. Africville Park beneath the MacKay Bridge overlooks the Narrows where that slender strait meets Bedford Basin.



Art Gallery of Nova Scotia

Atlantic Canada’s largest and finest art collection is housed in two buildings separated by a cobbled courtyard just up from the harbor at the Art Gallery of Nova Scotia (1723 Hollis St., 902/424-5280, www.artgalleryofnovascotia.ca; summer Mon.-Sat. 10am-5pm, Sun. noon-5pm, fall-spring Tues.-Sat. 10am-5pm, Sun. noon-5pm; adult $12, senior $10, child $7). The main entrance is within Gallery South (also home to an excellent café). The vast majority of the collection is displayed in Gallery North, the sandstone Dominion Building. Some 2,000 works in oils, watercolors, stone, wood, and other media are exhibited throughout its four floors of spacious galleries. The permanent collections give priority to current and former Nova Scotia residents and include works by Mary Pratt, Arthur Lismer, Carol Fraser, and Alex Colville. The mezzanine-level regional folk-art collection is a particular delight.

Province House

The seat of the provincial government, Province House (1726 Hollis St., 902/424-4661; July-Aug. Mon.-Fri. 9am-5pm, Sat.-Sun. 10am-4pm, the rest of the year Mon.-Fri. 9am-4pm; free) was completed in 1819. It’s the smallest and oldest provincial legislature building in the country and features a fine Georgian exterior and splendid interior, resembling a rural English mansion more than an official residence. On his visit to modest but dignified Province House in 1842, author Charles Dickens remarked, “It was like looking at Westminster through the wrong end of a telescope...a gem of Georgian architecture.”

St. Paul’s Anglican Church

The stately white wooden St. Paul’s Anglican Church (1749 Argyle St., 902/429-2240, www.stpaulshalifax.org; tours Mon.-Sat. 9am-5pm, free) was styled after the Palladian St. Peter’s Church on Vere Street in London, England. Dating to 1749, it is the oldest surviving building in Halifax and was the first Anglican church in Canada. The interior is full of memorials to Halifax’s early residents. Notice the bit of metal embedded above the door at the back of the north wall—it’s a piece of shrapnel hurled from the Mont Blanc, two kilometers away, during the Halifax Explosion. The church is between Barrington and Argyle Streets at the edge of the Grand Parade; look for the square belfry topped by an octagonal cupola.

Old Burying Ground

Designated a national historic site in 1991, the Old Burying Ground cemetery (June-Sept. daily 9am-5pm, free) sits opposite Government House at Barrington Street and Spring Garden Road. Its history goes back to the city’s founding. The first customer, so to speak, was interred just one day after the arrival of the original convoy of English settlers in 1749. Also among the thicket of age-darkened, hand-carved, old-fashioned headstones is the 1754 grave of John Connor, the settlement’s first ferry captain. The most recent burial took place more than 160 years ago, in 1844.

St. Mary’s Cathedral Basilica

Two popes and hundreds of thousands of parishioners have filed through the doors of the Gothic Revival St. Mary’s Cathedral Basilica (1508 Barrington St., 902/429-9800, www.halifaxyarmouth.org/cathedral), whose spires cast an afternoon shadow over the Old Burying Ground. It was built in 1860; the title “Basilica” was bestowed during a visit by Pope Pius XII in 1950. The stained-glass windows, replaced after the originals were destroyed by the 1917 Halifax Explosion, are particularly impressive.


S Alexander Keith’s Brewery


At the south end of downtown and one block back from the water, Alexander Keith’s Brewery (1496 Lower Water St., 902/455-1474, http://keiths.ca; tours June-Oct. Mon.-Sat. noon-8pm, Sun. noon-5pm, Nov.-May Fri. 5pm-8pm, Sat. noon-8pm, Sun. noon-5pm, adult $21, senior $18, child $10) is North America’s oldest operating brewery. Keith arrived in Halifax in 1795, bringing with him brewing techniques from his English homeland and finding a ready market among the soldiers and sailors living in the city. Although main brewing operations have been moved to the Oland Brewery, north of downtown, the original brewery, an impressive stone and granite edifice extending along an entire block, produces seasonal brews using traditional techniques. Tours are led by costumed guides, ending with a traditional toast to the “Father of Great Beer.”



[image: Image]


Alexander Keith’s Brewery



Canadian Museum of Immigration at Pier 21

As you continue south along Lower Water Street from the brewery (take the Harbourwalk for the full effect), beyond the statue of Samuel Cunard, the waterfront is dominated by Halifax’s massive cruise-ship terminal. This 3,900-square-meter structure has a long and colorful history of welcoming foreigners in its original capacity as an “immigration shed,” where more than a million immigrants, refugees, and war brides first set foot on Canadian soil between 1928 and 1971. It was also the main departure point for 500,000 Canadians who fought in World War II. Upstairs within the building is the Canadian Museum of Immigration at Pier 21 (1055 Marginal Rd., 902/425-7770, www.pier21.ca; May-Nov. daily 9:30am-5:30pm, Dec.-Apr. Tues.-Sat. 10am-5pm; adult $12, senior $10, child $6.75). Reopened in 2015 after nearly doubling in size, this immigration museum does a wonderful job of bringing to life the stories of those who traveled across the ocean to make a new home in Canada. The firsthand accounts begin with the decision to leave home, then go through voyage and arrival to describe onward journeys by rail across Canada. Allow time to view Oceans of Hope, a 30-minute film narrated by a fictional immigration officer.

Beside the street-level reception area is the Research Centre, which can be used by individuals whose families arrived in Canada through Pier 21. It contains a wide variety of documents, passenger logs, and historic images of passenger vessels.

Nova Scotia Centre for Craft and Design

Provincial crafts development and innovation are nurtured at the Nova Scotia Centre for Craft and Design (1061 Marginal Rd., 902/492-2522, www.craft-design.ns.ca; Tues.-Fri. 9am-5pm, Sat.-Sun. 11am-4pm; free), a workshop ensconced in the cruise-ship terminal geared to weaving, woodworking, metal, and multimedia production.


S Point Pleasant Park


Before dawn on September 29, 2003, Hurricane Juan hit Halifax like no other storm in living memory. Seventy-five-hectare Point Pleasant Park (5718 Point Pleasant Dr., www.pointpleasantpark.ca; daily 6am-midnight), at the southern tip of the Halifax peninsula, took the full brunt of the storm. By daybreak the next morning the full extent of the damage was first seen—more than 75,000 of the park’s 100,000 trees had been destroyed, and the park’s ecology had been changed forever. After the cleanup, a massive rejuvenation project that continues to this day began.

Although much of the forest may be gone, the park is still well worth visiting. To get to the main entrance, take South Park Street south from Sackville Street. South Park becomes Young Avenue, a tree-lined boulevard graced by magnificent mansions; turn left on Point Pleasant Drive. Marginal Road from downtown also terminates at the same waterside entrance. Views from the parking lot sweep across the harbor, with container terminals on one side and green space on the other. Forty kilometers of trails, many paved, allow for hiking, jogging, and cross-country skiing in winter. Bikes are allowed only Monday-Friday. Most of the main trails have reopened since the storm, allowing access to all corners of the spread, with terns, gulls, and ospreys winging overhead. A bit of real-estate trivia: The park is still rented from the British government, on a 999-year lease, for one shilling per year.

Point Pleasant’s military significance is evidenced by the 1796 Prince of Wales Martello Tower (July-early Sept. daily 10am-6pm) and Fort Ogilvie, built in 1862, both part of Halifax’s defensive system. The former, a thick-walled round tower based on those the British were building at the time to repel Napoleon’s forces, was the first of its kind to be built in North America.
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  the Martello Tower, Point Pleasant Park



CITADEL HILL AND VICINITY

Walk up George Street from the harbor front to reach Citadel Hill. You’ll know you’re on the right street by the Old Town Clock, framed by the buildings of George Street at the base of Citadel Hill. Originally constructed as the official timekeeper for Halifax, the four-faced clock tower was completed in 1803 by order of the compulsively punctual Prince Edward. It is not open to the public but instead stands as a city landmark.


S Halifax Citadel National Historic Site


Halifax’s premier landmark, the Citadel National Historic Site (5425 Sackville St., 902/426-5080, www.pc.gc.ca; July-Aug. daily 9am-6pm, Sept.-May daily 9am-5pm; adult $12, senior $10.50, child $6) is also the most visited National Historic Site in Canada. The Citadel crowns the hill at the top of George Street, commanding the strategic high ground above the city and harbor, with magnificent views of the entire area. This star-shaped, dressed-granite fortress, the fourth military works built on the site, was completed in 1856. In its heyday, the Citadel represented the pinnacle of defensive military technology, though its design was never tested by an attack.

In summer, students in period uniforms portray soldiers of the 78th Highlanders and the Royal Artillery, demonstrating military drills, powder magazine operation, changing of the sentries, and piping. At the stroke of noon each day, they load and fire a cannon with due military precision and ceremony, a shot heard round the city. Most of the fortress is open for exploration; exhibits include a museum, barrack rooms, a powder magazine, and a 50-minute audiovisual presentation on the fort’s history. Guided tours are included in the admission price, while within the grounds are a gift shop and café.

The grounds are open year-round, but no services are offered November-April.
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  Halifax Citadel National Historic Site



Museum of Natural History

The rather plain exterior of the Museum of Natural History (1747 Summer St., 902/424-7353, http://naturalhistory.novascotia.ca; mid-May-Oct. daily 9am-5pm, Nov.-mid-May Tues.-Sun. 9am-5pm; adult $6.25, senior $5.50, child $4) belies a treasure trove of exhibits that bring the province’s natural world to life. Opposite the ticket desk is a kid-friendly nature center with small critters in enclosures and tanks, and staff on hand to answer any questions. Beyond this point are exhibits that tell the story of Nova Scotia’s first human inhabitants, Paleo Indians, who moved into the region 11,000 years ago. The dinosaur displays are a major draw for young and old. You’ll also learn about modern-day creatures in a room full of stuffed animals and a large hall dominated by a pilot whale skeleton. Other highlights include a gem and mineral display and artifacts from Acadian culture. The museum is a five-minute walk from Citadel Hill, but it also has plenty of its own parking.
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