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How to use this ebook:


•  Every chapter begins with a table of contents to help guide you through the content.


•  Tap on blue headings or text to link to correlated content.


•  Within content, tap on blue headings to go back to nearest table of contents.


•  Double-tap on maps or images to zoom in.


•  All entries in the Index and Map Index are linked to specific content for quick navigation.
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Quidi Vidi, St. John’s, Newfoundland






WELCOME TO Nova Scotia & Atlantic Canada



10 TOP EXPERIENCES


Planning Your Trip


IF YOU HAVE . . .


BEST OF Nova Scotia & Atlantic Canada


FRESH FROM THE SEA


TOP 10 CULTURAL ATTRACTIONS


Best of the Outdoors


A FAMILY AFFAIR


BEST SCENIC DRIVES


BEST WHALE-WATCHING


HIKING IN NOVA SCOTIA & ATLANTIC CANADA


Atlantic Canada, the sea-bound northeastern corner of North America, comprises four provinces—Nova Scotia, New Brunswick, Prince Edward Island, and Newfoundland and Labrador—that have their own personalities but are inextricably entwined in history, people, and place. Each province holds the promise of fabulous scenery and rich history.


The ocean is a defining feature; it permeates all aspects of life on the edge of the continent, as it has done for centuries. Kayaking to an uninhabited island for a picnic lunch and searching out the world’s rarest whales are just two possible watery adventures. Long stretches of sand are perfect for beach walking, and the warm waters of Northumberland Strait encourage summer swimming. The surrounding waters also offer a veritable smorgasbord of seafood.


Some of your most treasured memories will be of the people. For centuries, the folk of Atlantic Canada have gone down to the sea to ply their trade on the great waters. The hard seafaring life has given them what so much of the modern world has thoughtlessly let slip through its fingers: nearness to nature’s honest rhythms, replete with the old values of kindness, thrift, and rugged self-reliance. In a world crowded with too many people and too much development, Atlantic Canada remains a refuge of sorts, and its friendly people will make you feel welcome and comfortable.


Sure, you’ll remember the sight and sound of bagpipers marching across Halifax’s Citadel Hill, you’ll snap the requisite photo of the lighthouse at Peggy’s Cove, and you won’t want to miss walking along the beaches of Prince Edward Island National Park. But there are many unexpected pleasures here as well: personal experiences that come about through intangible ingredients beyond the scope of any guidebook. Here, you’ll find adventures of your own making.
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Hopewell Rocks






10 TOP EXPERIENCES
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1 Seeing icebergs up close and personal in northern Newfoundland.
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2 Setting sail from Lunenburg aboard the Bluenose II, a replica of Canada’s most famous sailing ship.
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3 Soaking in postcard-perfect views at Peggy’s Cove.
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4 Driving the Cabot Trail along the coast of Cape Breton Island.
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5 Savoring fresh seafood harvested from local waters, especially at the memorable FireWorks Feast.
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6 Getting lost in time at the Colony of Avalon, an active archaeological dig of a 17th-century settlement.
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7 Exploring the coastal trails and highlands at the magnificent Fundy National Park.
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8 Relaxing on the red-sand beaches of Prince Edward Island National Park.








[image: image]



9 Hiking through the wonders of Newfoundland’s Gros Morne National Park.
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10 Following in the footsteps of the Vikings at L’Anse aux Meadows.






Planning Your Trip



WHERE TO GO


Atlantic Canada is made up of four provinces, which makes dividing the region into manageable areas easy. But even among Canadians, there is sometimes confusion about the definition of “Atlantic Canada” versus “the Maritimes.” The latter comprises New Brunswick, Nova Scotia, and Prince Edward Island, while Atlantic Canada comprises the Maritime provinces together with Newfoundland and Labrador.


Nova Scotia


Nova Scotia typifies Atlantic Canada, with a dramatic, 7,459-km-long (4,635-mi-long) coastline notched with innumerable coves and bays holding scores of picturesque fishing villages. It would be easy to spend an entire vacation exploring Nova Scotia, yet still leave feeling you hadn’t seen everything. The cosmopolitan streets of Halifax, the colorful port of Lunenburg, the historical ambience of Annapolis Royal, and the wilds of Cape Breton Island are just a taste of what you can expect in this diverse province.


New Brunswick


New Brunswick is the largest of the Maritime provinces, but is the least known to outsiders. Although the province is mostly forested, it is its coastline and fertile Saint John River Valley that attract the most attention. Here you’ll find the elegant resort town of St. Andrews, the phenomenal Fundy tides, and pristine beaches such as Parlee. These attractions, along with the three main cities—Fredericton, Saint John, and Moncton—and a distinct Acadian flavor to the north coast, create a destination with something for everyone.
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Fredericton, New Brunswick







If You Have . . .


• ONE WEEK: Visit Halifax, spending your time along the waterfront, Citadel Hill, and Point Pleasant Park. From Halifax, drive around the South Shore to the Fundy Coast and up to Cape Breton Island.


• TWO WEEKS: Add New Brunswick and Prince Edward Island—St. Andrews, Fredericton, Charlottetown, and then some beach time in Cavendish.


• THREE WEEKS: Expand the two-week itinerary by catching a ferry to Newfoundland and traveling from St. John’s to the tip of the Northern Peninsula.





Prince Edward Island


Little PEI ranks as Canada’s smallest province, as well as its most densely populated, most cultivated, most ribboned with roads, and most bereft of original wilderness. PEI also has the country’s smallest provincial capital—Charlottetown, with a population of just 36,000. Tourism revolves around the beaches and historic charm of Cavendish, but the island’s low-key allure is found elsewhere, along rural roads that end at the ocean and drift through neat villages that have changed little over the last century.


Newfoundland and Labrador


Three times the size of the Maritimes put together, this province redefines the region as Atlantic Canada. It comprises the island of Newfoundland as well as Labrador on the mainland. The Maritimes share a kindred climate, history, and lineage, but Newfoundland is different. About half of the island is boreal forest, while much of the rest is rocky, barren, or boggy. The people, many of whom live in the capital, St. John’s, in some ways seem more akin to their Irish or English forebears than culturally blended or archetypically Canadian.




[image: image]


Newfoundland and Labrador ferry






KNOW BEFORE YOU GO



When to Go


Summer revolves around outdoor activities such as hiking, biking, swimming, canoeing, and fishing. July and August are especially busy. This is the time of year when school is out and the parks come alive with campers, the lakes and streams with anglers, the beaches with swimmers and sunbathers, the woods with wildlife, and the roadsides with stalls selling fresh produce. Summer temperatures vary greatly through the region, but average daily highs are around 25°C (82°F) through inland areas and a few degrees cooler along the coast and in Newfoundland and Labrador.


Spring and fall are excellent times to visit Atlantic Canada. 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 noticeable 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 into March, but in reality, most attractions and visitor information centers, as well as accommodations in resort towns, start closing in mid-October. Halifax’s winter average daily high temperature is a degree or two above freezing, with temperatures decreasing the farther north you go (the average daily February temperature in Labrador City is -20°C/-4°F).


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. 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 Atlantic Canada have the option of arriving by road, rail, ferry, or air. Halifax Stanfield International Airport is the main gateway for flights arriving from North America and Europe. Ferries cross to Yarmouth from Maine, while the main rail line enters the region from Québec and terminates at Halifax. Driving, whether in your own vehicle or a rental car, is by far the best way to get around Atlantic Canada, although some towns are served by bus.
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BEST OF Nova Scotia & Atlantic Canada


Two weeks is an excellent length of time for visiting each of the four provinces and not feeling too rushed along the way. You could just spend the entire two weeks in the three Maritime provinces, or only explore the far reaches of Newfoundland and Labrador, but this itinerary has it all.


Nova Scotia


Day 1: Halifax


After arriving in Halifax, settle in at a historic downtown B&B such as the Halliburton. Spend the afternoon taking in sights such as the Old Town Clock on the way to Halifax Citadel National Historic Site and the Maritime Museum of the Atlantic, and make dinner reservations at a waterfront restaurant.


Day 2: South Shore


100 KM (62 MI)/1 HOUR


From Halifax, drive south through Peggy’s Cove (take the obligatory lighthouse photo) and Mahone Bay (browse the arts and crafts shops, eat lunch at Rebecca’s Restaurant) to Lunenburg. There’s plenty to see en route, but arrive in time for an afternoon walk through the UNESCO-protected core of downtown, which is filled with colorful buildings. For the views alone, the Salt Shaker Deli and Inn is my favorite Lunenburg lodging.


Day 3: Fundy Coast


250 KM (155 MI)/6 HOURS, INCLUDING FERRY


From Lunenburg, drive across to Annapolis Royal to explore the historic town and visit Fort Anne. Stop in Digby for a meal of plump Digby scallops and board the afternoon ferry for Saint John, New Brunswick. Plan on an overnight at one of the lodgings in nearby Fundy National Park.



New Brunswick



Day 4: Fundy National Park


160 KM (99 MI)/2 HOURS


Mornings are a delight in Fundy National Park, so plan on exploring the Fundy Trail Parkway and taking a coastal drive. Be sure to stop at the lookout points and beaches along the way. At low tide, you can walk a short stretch across the exposed ocean floor at Long Beach. Turn in early to rest up for day of hiking in the national park.


Day 5: Fundy National Park


There’s a hike for everyone in Fundy National Park, which showcases a cross section of Fundy landscape from coastal cliffs to dense forests. Take a relaxing swim or paddle before tucking into a seafood dinner in nearby Alma.


Prince Edward Island


Day 6: Cavendish


260 KM (160 MI)/3 HOURS


Leaving the Fundy Coast behind, drive to Prince Edward Island via the Confederation Bridge. Check in early to Charlottetown’s Shipwright Inn and spend the afternoon on a rural jaunt through Cavendish, strolling the red-sand beaches of Prince Edward Island National Park and stopping at Green Gables Heritage Place.


Back to Nova Scotia


Day 7: Cape Breton Island


240 KM (150 MI)/3 HOURS, INCLUDING FERRY


Rise early to catch the ferry from Wood Islands to Caribou. Learn about the arrival of the early Scottish settlers at Hector Heritage Quay in Pictou, then drive through to Baddeck, on Cape Breton Island. Squeeze in a visit to Alexander Graham Bell National Historic Site. Most rooms at Baddeck’s Water’s Edge Inn have balconies with views of the sun setting over the lake.


Day 8: Cabot Trail


93 KM (58 MI)/1 HOUR


Baddeck is the gateway to the famously scenic Cabot Trail, the first section of which you’ll be driving today, to Ingonish. Once arrived, you can choose between hiking coastal trails, relaxing on the beach at Ingonish, and golfing at Highlands Links.


Day 9: Cabot Trail


280 KM (174 MI)/4 HOURS


Continue around the Cabot Trail in a counterclockwise direction, cutting across the rugged interior of Cape Breton Highlands National Park to Chéticamp, with time to hike the Skyline Trail and go whale-watching at Pleasant Bay.


Day 10: Sydney to Halifax


400 KM (250 MI)/4.5 HOURS


Head to Sydney and take a stroll along the waterfront, and then head out to the Fortress of Louisbourg National Historic Site for a deep dive into local history. It’s then an easy 4.5-hour drive back to Halifax, or you can catch the evening ferry to Argentia (reserve a cabin for extra comfort).


Adding On: Five Days in Newfoundland and Labrador


Day 11: St. John’s


140 KM (87 MI)/2 HOURS


You’ll wake to your first views of Newfoundland as the ferry pulls into Argentia, the gateway to the Avalon Peninsula. There’s plenty to see on the way to the capital, including the archaeological dig at the Colony of Avalon. Once in St. John’s, head to The Rooms to learn about local history and Signal Hill National Historic Site for the views. Make reservations at Mallard Cottage for dinner. Still feeling energetic? The lively downtown bars of George Street come alive after dark.


Day 12: Across Newfoundland


700 KM (435 MI)/7 HOURS


Head west from St. John’s, stopping at Trinity, a picturesque fishing village where little has changed in over a century, en route to Gros Morne National Park, where during the long days of summer you have time for a walk through the Tablelands and can still be at Lobster Cove Head in time to watch the sunset. Gros Morne Cabins are a centrally located base in Rocky Harbour.
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historic Trinity, Newfoundland







TOP EXPERIENCE


Fresh from the Sea


While the down-home cooking found across Atlantic Canada is irresistible, it is seafood that is the star. The lobster season is generally in spring, but they are kept in holding ponds year-round. Mussels, scallops, oysters, cold-water shrimp, and snow crab are all harvested from local waters throughout the year. Fish species caught commercially and available in local restaurants include halibut, Atlantic salmon, haddock, and cod.


You’ll find white-glove service at some seafood restaurants, but your most memorable meals will be less formal, including the following favorites.


NOVA SCOTIA


Almost completely surrounded by the sea, Nova Scotia offers up a wide variety of ocean delicacies.


• Kick back on the Halifax harborfront with fish-and-chips in a casual setting at Salty’s.


• Oh My Cod and Rebecca’s Restaurant in Mahone Bay serve up delicious chowder on the South Shore.


• On the Fundy Coast, waterfront seafood market Birch Street Seafoods is the perfect place to try Digby’s famous scallops.


NEW BRUNSWICK


Look for lobsters in the north and scallops along the Bay of Fundy.


• In the village of Alma, try Collins Lobster Shop, where you can choose a lobster, wait until it’s boiled to perfection, and then enjoy an outdoor feast overlooking the Bay of Fundy.


• Try fresh, local seafood with a French Acadian twist at Catch 22 on Moncton’s main street.


PRINCE EDWARD ISLAND


• Blue Mussel Café, a rustic waterfront café overlooking North Rustico Harbour, has tasty mussels steamed to order, as well as many other seafood delicacies.


• Lobster suppers are an island tradition. You’ll see them advertised locally, or head to the popular New Glasgow Lobster Suppers in Cavendish for a full lobster with all the trimmings.


• Although O’Leary’s Potato Country Kitchen is mostly about potatoes, save room for a slab of seaweed pie—but don’t feel too guilty if you decide this island delicacy is not for you.


• FireWorks Feast is a truly unique dining experience. This dinner, hosted by the Inn at Bay Fortune, relies on farm-fresh produce and an abundance of local seafood.


NEWFOUNDLAND AND LABRADOR


Seal-flipper pie, moose burgers, and roasted wild game—partridge, rabbit, and caribou—are Newfoundland and Labrador highlights.


• Head to the red-and-white lighthouse in Ferryland on the Avalon Peninsula and order a picnic of crab cakes and other gourmet goodies.


• Norseman Restaurant near historic L’Anse aux Meadows offers fresh, creative seafood dishes.







Top 10 Cultural Attractions


While most visitors who choose Atlantic Canada for their vacations do so for the outdoors, there are a number of appealing cultural attractions to enjoy.


NOVA SCOTIA


• Take a tour of Alexander Keith’s Brewery in Halifax.


• Explore the colorful architecture of Historic Downtown Lunenburg.


• Wander along one of North America’s best-preserved pre-1800s streets at Annapolis Royal.


• Soak up historic luxury at the Keltic Lodge on Cape Breton Island.


NEW BRUNSWICK


• Take in the sights and smells of Kingsbrae Garden, St. Andrews.


• Immerse yourself in Acadian culture at Le Pays de la Sagouine.


PRINCE EDWARD ISLAND


• Learn about the founding of Canada at Province House, Charlottetown.


• Step into the fictional shoes of Anne of Green Gables at Cavendish.


NEWFOUNDLAND AND LABRADOR


• Dance the night away on bustling George Street, St. John’s.


• Take an overnight excursion to the abandoned outport village of Battle Harbour, Labrador.






Day 13: Gros Morne National Park



350 KM (215 MI)/4 HOURS


Join a morning boat tour of Gros Morne’s Western Brook Pond and drive north along the Northern Peninsula. Make sure to stop at Port au Choix National Historic Site and the thrombolites of Flowers Cove en route to L’Anse aux Meadows. Dinner at the Norseman Restaurant is a must.


Day 14: Northern Peninsula


330 KM (205 MI)/6 HOURS, INCLUDING FERRY


Learn about the remains of the Viking settlement at L’Anse aux Meadows National Historic Site, then drive to St. Barbe and put your feet up for a couple of hours on the ferry crossing to Labrador. Head north along the Labrador Straits to Mary’s Harbour. Park your vehicle and pack an overnight bag for the short boat trip to Battle Harbour, an “outport” (remote fishing village) that was abandoned in the 1960s, but where restoration efforts include lodging and a dining room.


Day 15: Labrador Straits


770 KM (475 MI)/10 HOURS, INCLUDING FERRY


From Battle Harbour, return to the mainland and explore this remote stretch of coast. Red Bay National Historic Site should definitely be on your itinerary, as should the lighthouse at L’Anse Amour. Catch the ferry back to St. Barbe and continue south to Port aux Basques in time for the evening ferry back to Nova Scotia.


Back to Nova Scotia


Day 16: Eastern Shore


435 KM (270 MI)/6 HOURS


Arriving in North Sydney around dawn on the overnight ferry, you have plenty of time to make an afternoon flight home from Halifax. If you’re not flying out until the following morning, take Marine Drive along the Eastern Shore and spend the night along this remote stretch of coast, where Sherbrooke Village is a historical highlight and where the beaches of Taylor Head Provincial Park are perfect for a walk.
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Best of the Outdoors


This 12-day itinerary is suited for outdoor enthusiasts with a love of nature. It is impossible to discuss adventures in the region without including Newfoundland, and so three days are spent on that island. If you have less time, plan on dedicating your next trip to Atlantic Canada to exploring the region’s largest province. In keeping with the theme, I’ve added accommodations recommendations that keep you close to nature, but if cabins and cottages aren’t your thing, you will find plenty of alternatives along the way.


Nova Scotia


Day 1: Eastern Shore


80 KM (50 MI)/1 HOUR


Pick up your rental car in Halifax and head for the Eastern Shore. Try surfing at Lawrencetown Beach or sea kayaking at Tangier. Enjoy a beachside picnic at Taylor Head Provincial Park. Stay at Paddler’s Retreat Bed and Breakfast and rent a kayak for an evening jaunt around the bay.


Day 2: Cape Breton Island


360 KM (225 MI)/4 HOURS


From the Eastern Shore, drive across Cape Breton Island, stopping for an outdoor lunch of steaming chowder at the Chowder House, and then spend the afternoon swimming and sunbathing at Ingonish Beach. Even if you don’t pay for a room with water views at Glenghorm Beach Resort, the ocean is just a short walk from your front door.


Day 3: Cabot Trail


300 KM (185 MI)/5 HOURS, PLUS OVERNIGHT FERRY


Day 3 is spent in Cape Breton Highlands National Park. In the process of reaching the best hikes, you’ll drive the spectacular Cabot Trail. Leave the pavement behind on the Skyline Trail, a moderate hike that leads to a stunning headland with sweeping ocean views. For a less energetic option, plan on walking to Benjie’s Lake and spend the extra time exploring Black Brook Cove. Either way, when you finish with your exploration of the park, allow two hours to reach North Sydney for the overnight ferry to Port aux Basques.


Newfoundland and Labrador


Day 4: Gros Morne National Park


340 KM (210 MI)/4 HOURS


The overnight ferry from North Sydney arrives in Newfoundland as the sun rises, which makes the early morning drive north to Gros Morne National Park even more enjoyable. In the afternoon, choose between exploring the Tablelands on foot and driving out to Trout River for rugged coastal scenery. Fresh seafood cooked on your barbecue at Mountain Range Cottages winds up this long day.


Day 5: Gros Morne National Park


80 KM (50 MI)/1 HOUR


The boat tour on Western Brook Pond is an absolute must, but allow time to reach the dock, which is only accessible on foot through a low-slung forest. Stop in at the Discovery Centre to learn about the park’s geology and then hike to Green Gardens. Spend another night at Mountain Range Cottages.


Day 6: Northern Peninsula


340 KM (210 MI)/4 HOURS, PLUS OVERNIGHT FERRY


Even the adventurous need a day off, and this is it. Personally, I’d spend the time driving up the Northern Peninsula (Port au Choix National Historic Site makes a solid day trip while still allowing plenty of time for scenic stops), but you could also stay within Gros Morne and tackle the summit of Gros Morne Mountain. Drive back south to Port aux Basques and catch the evening ferry back to North Sydney, Nova Scotia.




A Family Affair


The most important thing to remember when traveling with children is not to try to fit too much in. Instead, sacrifice covering great distances for enjoying specific sights and towns for extended periods of time.


NOVA SCOTIA


• Museum of Natural History, Halifax, makes learning about the province’s flora and fauna interesting.


• Harbour Hopper Tours, Halifax, will take you from land to sea in an amphibious tour boat.


• Shubenacadie Wildlife Park, near Truro, is the best place in the province to get up close and personal with Canadian wildlife.


• Hector Heritage Quay, Pictou, is anchored by a replica of a historic schooner that you are welcome to explore.


NEW BRUNSWICK


• Hopewell Rocks, Fundy Coast, allows the opportunity to “walk on the bottom of the ocean”.


• Historic Garrison District, Fredericton, takes visitors back in time in an enjoyable and educational way.


• Magnetic Hill, Moncton, confuses all ages as an optical illusion created by nature.


• Parlee Beach, Shediac, is Atlantic Canada’s most popular destination for a beach vacation.


PRINCE EDWARD ISLAND


• Prince Edward Island National Park is renowned for its red-sand beaches and warm ocean water.


• Anne of Green Gables attractions, Cavendish, center around one of the world’s most beloved literary characters.


• Attend a lobster supper and the whole family can enjoy this local delicacy at a reasonable price.


NEWFOUNDLAND AND LABRADOR


• The Rooms, St. John’s, the province’s premier museum, is filled with modern interactive displays.


• Norstead, near St. Anthony’s, is a re-created Viking village with costumed interpreters.






Prince Edward Island



Day 7: Island to Island


320 KM (200 MI)/5 HOURS, INCLUDING FERRY


Hopefully you’ve not spent all night being entertained by the Celtic musicians in the onboard lounge, because the ferry docks at North Sydney just before dawn and the morning is spent driving to Caribou, where you board the ferry to Prince Edward Island. The fossil cliffs of Arisaig make a worthwhile detour en route to North Sydney. Once on the island, stop at Rossignol Estate Winery for a bottle of wine and continue to Murray Harbour’s Ocean Acres, where you can relax with a glass of Chardonnay on the screened porch of your cottage.


Day 8: Eastern Prince Edward Island


100 KM (62 MI)/1 HOUR


Yes, you’ve seen the tourist brochures espousing the touristy wonders of Prince Edward Island, but on this visit you’re chasing a more nature-oriented experience. In this regard, spend the morning on a seal-watching trip departing from North Lake. Alternatively, just a short drive from your overnight accommodation at Murray Harbour, stroll along the singing sands of the beach below Basin Head, and walk through the sand-covered coastal forests of Prince Edward Island National Park before overnighting at Crowbush Cove.


New Brunswick


Day 9: Through New Brunswick


260 KM (160 MI)/3 HOURS


Reserve an early tee time at the Links at Crowbush Cove. After lunch, strike out for the Confederation Bridge to New Brunswick and head to Sackville Waterfowl Park for its bird-watching opportunities. Walking through the “flowerpots” at Hopewell Rocks is tide-dependent, but you can always kayak as a high-tide alternative. Spend the night in Fundy National Park.


Day 10: New Brunswick’s Fundy Coast


220 KM (136 MI)/2.5 HOURS


From Fundy National Park, drive down the Fundy Coast to Saint John, where walking the trails and strolling along the beach at Irving Nature Park gives you an idea of what the entire coastline would have looked like before European settlement. Continue along the coastline to St. Andrews. You’re staying in a seaside town, so you may as well take advantage of the delightful location by reserving a cottage at the Seaside Beach Resort.


Back to Nova Scotia


Day 11: Nova Scotia’s Fundy Coast


240 KM (149 MI)/5 HOURS, INCLUDING FERRIES


Drive back to Saint John from St. Andrews and catch the ferry across the Bay of Fundy. Drive out to Brier Island, via two short ferry trips, taking the time to hike to Balancing Rock en route. An afternoon whale-watching trip can be combined with an evening of bird-watching. Stay at Brier Island Lodge, and dine in-house.


Day 12: Return to Halifax


240 KM (149 MI)/3 HOURS


The outdoor-oriented vacation is nearly over, but there’s one more activity to try on the drive between Brier Island and Halifax, and Atlantic Canada is the only place in the world you can do so—riding the tidal bore down the Shubenacadie River.




Best Scenic Drives


A great way to see Atlantic Canada is to hop in your car (or rental car) and explore. Scenic drives can be wonderful family vacation activities, too. See some of the beauty of Atlantic Canada while cruising along in these areas:


NOVA SCOTIA


• South Shore: We devote an entire chapter to the South Shore of Nova Scotia, a scenic drive of epic proportions that extends between Halifax and Shelburne in 210 km (130 mi) via Highway 103, but highlights such as Mahone Bay, Lunenburg, Crescent Beach, and numerous coastal provincial parks require detours—and at least two or three days.


• Cabot Trail: For its stunning coastal scenery and abundant wildlife, the 311-km (190-mi) Cabot Trail, which loops around the top end of Cape Breton Island, is generally regarded as one of the world’s most scenic drives. You could make the loop in five or six hours, but two or three days are needed to fully appreciate the beauty of the region.


• Bras d’Or Lakes: The two-hour drive from Canso Causeway to Sydney on Highway 105 gives travelers a taste of the Bras D’Or Lakes, but to fully appreciate the expansive water, plan on detouring to Iona and as far as Big Pond, adding an extra three hours driving time. Baddeck is a good base for exploring this area.


NEW BRUNSWICK


• Saint John River Valley: The Trans-Canada Highway zooms up the Saint John River between Fredericton and Edmundston in 270 km (165 mi), a three-hour drive, but travel upriver along the backroads and you’ll pass through delightful villages such as Woodstock and Hartland.


• Strait Coast: Following Northumberland Strait, which separates Prince Edward Island from the mainland, the two-hour drive between Cape Tormentine and Miramichi is notable for warm swimming beaches, French-influenced attractions such as Le Pays de la Sagouine, and the barrier islands of Kouchibouguac National Park.


PRINCE EDWARD ISLAND


• North Cape: On the western portion of Prince Edward Island, all routes lead north to North Cape, but I suggest taking the coastal road (Highway 14) via West Point and Miminegash to the end of the road, where you enjoy sweeping ocean views, hiking trails, and even a restaurant. With scenic stops, allow a full day from Summerside for the 300-km (185-mi) round-trip.


NEWFOUNDLAND AND LABRADOR


• Irish Loop: This 310-km (190-mi) drive around the Avalon Peninsula starts and finishes in St. John’s. It can be completed easily in a full day, but stopping to enjoy a boat tour of Witless Bay, the archaeological sites in Ferryland, and the wilderness of Mistaken Point would require an overnight stay en route.


• Northern Peninsula: For coastal scenery, charming seaside villages, and the splendor of Gros Morne National Park, the 420-km (260-mi), five-hour trip between Deer Lake and St. Anthony in western Newfoundland is one of my favorite scenic drives in all of Canada. A lack of crowds and little-known attractions such as the thrombolites of Flowers Cove are a bonus.







Best Whale-Watching


Atlantic Canada is one of the world’s best destinations for whale-watching. Humpback whales are loved by all for their spectacular breaching displays and present throughout local waters. Other common species are finback, pilot, and minke whales. Right and blue whales are present in local waters, but rarely sighted on tours.


No guarantees, but with an abundance of whales relatively close to land, you will generally see one or more whales at the locations detailed below. The whale-watching season extends from May-September, with August generally regarded as prime-time whale-watching for the better chance of calmer seas, warmer weather, and less fog.


Each whale-watching operator offers something different, so to ensure your enjoyment, ask questions such as “Is the boat covered?” and “Is there a washroom onboard?” Also be aware of weather forecasts and check the operators’ social media feeds to see how successful recent trips have been.


Here are the best destinations for whale-watching:


NOVA SCOTIA


• Bay of Fundy: Tours depart from Brier Island and St. Andrews (New Brunswick) with finback, humpback, and minke whales the most common sightings. The right whale, the world’s rarest whale, is occasionally spotted.


• The west coast of Nova Scotia’s Cape Breton Highlands National Park is also the premier land-based viewing spot in the Maritimes.


• Cape Breton Island: Pilot whales are often sighted from high points within Cape Breton Highlands National Park (the lookout at the end of the Skyline Trail is your best bet), but you can also take a boat tour from Chéticamp or Pleasant Bay. In addition to pilots, you may see humpback and minke whales.


NEWFOUNDLAND AND LABRADOR


• Witless Bay Ecological Reserve: Join a whale-watching tour through this marine reserve south of St. John’s and you’ll mostly likely see humpback whales, but killer, finback, and minke whales are also present.


• St. Anthony: On Newfoundland’s Northern Peninsula, the main goal for tour-boat operators is getting visitors up close and personal with icebergs, but sightings of humpback, minke, and finback whales are common on these same tours.


• Quirpon Island: Only serious nature-lovers make the long trek to this remote island off the northern tip of Newfoundland’s Northern Peninsula. But the rewards are many, including land-based whale-watching and plentiful humpback, minke, and orca sightings on boat and kayak tours.


In Newfoundland and Labrador there are dozens of recognized land-based viewing spots, including Signal Hill, Cape St. Mary’s, the Skerwink Trail, Trinity, Cape Bonavista, Twillingate, and St. Anthony. You may also see whales on the ferry crossing between the island of Newfoundland and Labrador.







SPECIAL TOPIC


Hiking in Nova Scotia & Atlantic Canada


Although many of Atlantic Canada’s most spectacular landscapes can be admired from the roadside, to really appreciate the rugged wilderness that defines the region plan on lacing up your hiking boots and exploring trails as varied as short interpretive walks and as challenging as mountain summits.


Tips


• Summer is prime hiking season in Atlantic Canada, although spring and fall have their own charms—especially the latter when forests burst with distinctive yellow and orange fall colors.


• For all but the shortest walks, wear comfortable and appropriate footwear, and carry a day pack with basics such as drinking water, snacks, and a rain jacket. Insect repellent is wise for inland hikes May-September.


• Most hiking trails are within provincial and national parks, where visitor centers will have weather and trail reports. On the Parks Canada website (https://parks.canada.ca), click through to each park for up-to-date trail reports.


Best Hikes


Nova Scotia


• Cape Chignecto Coastal Trail (51 km/32 mi loop, difficult): One of Atlantic Canada’s few long-distance hikes, this challenging coastal wilderness trail in Cape Chignecto Provincial Park hugs the spectacular Bay of Fundy, with huts and campgrounds en route. Allow three days to complete the loop.


• Beech Grove Trail (2 km/1.2 mi loop, easy): Kejimkujik National Park is laced with easy hiking trails, including this walk over glacial drumlins to the Mersey River. Allow 40 minutes.


• Headland Trail (4 km/2.5 mi each way, easy): This two-hour round-trip trek in Taylor Head Provincial Park leads through windswept coastal forest to remote beaches and a rocky headland jutting into the Atlantic Ocean. If you return via rocky Spry Bay, you’ll have walked 10 km (6.2 mi); allow three hours.


• Skyline Trail (3.3 km/2 mi each way, easy): If you only have time for one hike in Cape Breton Highlands National Park, make it the Skyline, to a viewpoint high above the ocean where whales often frolic far below. Allow two hours out and back.


New Brunswick


• Coastal Trail (10 km/6.2 mi each way, moderate): Allow a half day for this scenic trail through forest and fern glades to a string of viewpoints scattered along the coastal cliff edge of Fundy National Park.


• Mount Carleton Trail (4.4 km/2.7 mi each way, difficult): It’s uphill all the way to the summit of New Brunswick’s highest point, but you’ll be rewarded by 360-degree views of the namesake Mount Carleton Provincial Park and wilderness beyond. Allow 3-4 hours round-trip.


• Kelly’s Beach Boardwalk (1.2 km/0.7 mi each way, easy): Yes, this trail starts as a boardwalk, but after crossing a string of saltwater lagoons protected by Kouchibouguac National Park, it’s easy beach walking for as long as time allows.


Prince Edward Island


• Confederation Trail (279 km/175 mi one-way, moderate): Created on an abandoned railbed, this hiking and biking trail extends from one end of the island to another, passing through farmland, villages, and forest. I’m not suggesting you walk the entire length, but there are many scenic sections, including the 15-km (9.3-mi) stretch east of Mount Stewart to Morell.


• Greenwich Dunes Trail (4.8 km/3 mi round-trip, easy): While wandering along the beaches of Prince Edward Island National Park is something you will want to do, the park’s Greenwich Dunes Trail through a forest slowly being buried by moving sand dunes is an intriguing detour. Allow 90 minutes.


Newfoundland and Labrador


• Skerwink Trail (5.3 km/3.3 mi loop, easy/moderate): This two-hour loop takes full advantage of high coastal cliffs around Trinity Bay, with coastal sea stacks and the chance to spot whales the main highlights.


• Coastal Trail (4.4 km/2.7 mi each way, easy): Terra Nova National Park is dominated by boreal forest and rocky coastline—and the Coastal Trail takes in the best of both of these features, with beaches and a waterfall adding to the charm. Allow 2-3 hours for the round-trip, or make the waterfall your turnaround point and you’ll be back at the trailhead in a little over an hour.


• Tablelands Trail (4 km/2.5 mi round-trip, easy): Nowhere in Atlantic Canada is there a hike as unique as Tablelands, which traverses a barren 500-million-year-old plateau in the heart of Gros Morne National Park. Allow 1-1.5 hours for the round-trip.


• Gros Morne Mountain Trail (8 km/5 mi each way, difficult): Outdoor enthusiasts who set out on one of Atlantic Canada’s most challenging day hikes are rewarded with sweeping 360-degree views of mountains, inland waterways, and the ocean. Allow eight hours for the round-trip.
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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, cafés, and a brewery (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).
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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 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 Halifax Public Gardens: Strolling through these formal Victorian gardens is a morning rite for many locals (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).


S Fairview Lawn 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).





Halifax, the 270-year-old provincial capital, presents Nova Scotia’s strikingly modern face wrapped around a historic soul.


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 (pop. 425,000) 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.
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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-south, Bell Road running southeast, and Cogswell Street running east-west).


Locals refer to everything south of the Central Common 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, Saint 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 Stanfield International Airport (38 km/24 mi north of downtown), you’ll pass exits for these and other towns.


PLANNING YOUR TIME


Everyone has their 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.


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 harborfront 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.


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.


Itinerary Idea


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


1 After arriving in town from the airport, or swapping your convention hotel for your weekend lodgings, join the after-work crowd at the Seahorse Tavern, and then plan on dining next door at the Economy Shoe Shop.


DAY 2


1 Visit Halifax Citadel National Historic Site to get a feel for the city’s colorful history, then take the 10-minute walk over to the Public Gardens.


2 After lunch at the Waterfront Restaurant, learn about the Titanic tragedy at the Maritime Museum of the Atlantic before visiting the graves of some of the victims at Fairview Lawn Cemetery.


3 For a casual seafood dinner with a sublime view, walk along the waterfront to Salty’s.


DAY 3


1 Book ahead with local tour company Ambassatours for 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.


2 You’ll be back in Halifax in time for dinner at 2 Doors Down, which features lots of fresh seasonal produce.


DAY 4


1 Check the sailing schedule of the Bluenose II and make reservations for a morning cruise if this grand old lady is in port.


2 Alternatively, start out with breakfast at the Italian Market, followed by shopping at downtown stores such as Rum Runners 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.


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.


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 harborfront 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.



S Maritime Museum of the Atlantic



GOOGLE MAP


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, https://maritimemuseum.novascotia.ca, summer daily 9:30am-5:30pm, the rest of the year Tues.-Sat. 9:30am-5pm, Sun. 1pm-5pm, adult $9.55, senior $8.50, child $5.15). 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.


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.



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 [URL inactive], daily 10am-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, Mon.-Fri. 8:30am-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., 902/429-2241, https://stpaulshalifax.org [URL inactive], tours mid-June-Aug. Mon.-Sat. 9am-4pm, 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, 2 km (1.2 mi) 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 180 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 (5221 Spring Garden Rd., 902/429-9800, https://stmcathedral.com), 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
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At the south end of downtown and one block back from the water, Alexander Keith’s Brewery (1496 Lower Water St., 902/455-1474, www.keiths.ca, tours June-Oct. Mon.-Sat. noon-7:30pm, Sun. noon-5pm, Nov.-May Fri. 5pm-8pm, Sat. noon-8pm, adult $30, child $13) 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. The one-hour tour is led by a costumed guide, ending with a traditional toast to the “Father of Great Beer.” These tours are very popular, so make online reservations well in advance.




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.


At the time of the wireless transmission, the vessel was 800 km (495 mi) 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 of the 2,227 passengers and crew perished while 702 lucky souls, mostly women and children, were rescued. Bodies were brought ashore. Some were claimed by families, but most were buried in three local cemeteries.


The largest concentration is in a plot donated by the Titanic’s owners, White Star Line, within Fairview Lawn Cemetery (click here). 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.).


LEARN MORE


• The best place to learn about the tragedy is the Maritime Museum of the Atlantic, which has a dedicated display area with artifacts, such as the only deck chair recovered from the vessel (click here).


• 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, Sat. 10am-3pm, free).





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-sq-m (41,979-sq-ft) 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 1928-1971. 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, https://pier21.ca, May-Oct. daily 9:30am-5:30pm, Nov.-Apr. Wed.-Sun. 10am-5pm, adult $15.50, senior $12.25, child $10.25). This vast 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.


Centre for Craft Nova Scotia


Beside the Canadian Museum of Immigration, provincial crafts development and innovation are nurtured at the Centre for Craft Nova Scotia (1061 Marginal Rd., 902/492-2522, https://craft-design.ns.ca, Wed.-Sun. 11am-4pm, free), a workshop ensconced in the cruise-ship terminal geared to weaving, woodworking, metal, and multimedia production.


CITADEL HILL


Walk up George Street from the harborfront 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
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The city’s premier landmark, Halifax Citadel National Historic Site (5425 Sackville St., 902/426-5080, https://parks.canada.ca, daily 9am-5pm, adult $12.50, senior $10.75, child $6, parking $5) 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.


Museum of Natural History


The rather plain exterior of the Museum of Natural History (1747 Summer St., 902/424-7353, https://naturalhistory.novascotia.ca, daily 9:30am-4:30pm, adult $6.30, senior $4.70, child $4.05) 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.



S Halifax Public Gardens



South across Sackville Street from the Citadel grounds, the Halifax Public Gardens (www.halifaxpublicgardens.ca, May-mid-Oct. daily 8am-dusk, free) are an irresistibly attractive oasis spread over 7 ha (17 ac) in the heart of the city. Bordered by Spring Garden Road, South Park Street, Summer Street, and Sackville Street, what started in 1753 as a private garden is reminiscent of the handsome parks of Europe and now considered one of the loveliest formal gardens in North America.


Inside the wrought-iron fence (main entrance at the corner of South Park Street and Spring Garden Road), the setting revels in tulips that flower late May-early June, followed by rhododendrons, roses, and perennials through summer. Other highlights are the exotic and native trees, fountains, and lily ponds where ducks and geese make their homes. The ornate bandstand dates from Queen Victoria’s Golden Jubilee and is the site of free Sunday afternoon concerts in July and August. Also during the summer, Uncommon Grounds Café and its massive patio is open daily 10am-5pm while vendors of arts and crafts hawk their wares outside the gardens along Spring Garden Road.


NORTH END


The following sights are north of Cogswell Street. It’s a 2-km (1.2-mi) walk from downtown to Fort Needham Memorial Park. Fairview Lawn Cemetery is not within walking distance.


St. George’s Round Church


Architect William Hughes designed the unusual and charming timber-frame St. George’s Round Church (Cornwallis and Brunswick Sts., 902/423-1059, www.roundchurch.ca), which at once accommodated the overflow of parishioners from the nearby Dutch Church on Brunswick Street and satisfied Prince Edward’s penchant for round buildings. The cornerstone was laid in 1800, and the chancel and front porch were added later. A fire in 1994 destroyed the dome, but it has since been replaced. St. George’s is a few blocks north of downtown.


Naval Museum of Halifax


On the grounds of Canadian Forces Base Halifax, the Naval Museum of Halifax (2729 Gottingen St., 902/721-8250, Mon.-Fri. 9am-4pm, free) is ensconced in the 30-room Admiralty House, built in the 1840s as a residence for the base’s admiral. Exhibits include presentation swords, memorabilia from the World War II Battle of the Atlantic, a military gun collection, uniforms, ship models, and other artifacts relating to the history of the Canadian Maritime Military Forces.


Fort Needham Memorial Park


Continue north along Gottingen Street from the Naval Museum of Halifax and veer right onto Dartmouth Street to reach the Fort Needham Memorial Park, a high point of land with views across the head of Halifax Harbour. The park’s most distinctive feature is a 14-bell carillon, a monument to the Halifax Explosion of 1917, at the time the largest human-created explosion the world had ever known. Stand in the break between the memorial’s two halves to get views through a clearing to the harbor and the actual site of the explosion.


Africville Park


Halifax’s peninsula is bookended by a pair of expansive green spaces. Africville Park is at the north end, overlooking Bedford Basin from the foot of the A. Murray MacKay Bridge. This was once the site of Africville, a community of Black Nova Scotians established in the mid-1800s but demolished in the 1960s to make way for highway expansion. The importance of the settlement is reflected in its designation as a national historic site. The only physical remainder of its history is a replica of the African United Church, which operates as the Africville Museum (5795 Africville Rd., 902/455-6558, Mon.-Fri. 10am-4pm, adult $7, senior $6). As you head northwest from downtown along Barrington Street, access is along Africville Road.




Best Views of 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 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 Sir Sandford Fleming Park’s Dingle Tower on the same road.


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 harborfront 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.


THE NARROWS


Beyond the tourist’s realm and the two cities’ harborfronts, 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 Naval Museum of Halifax and His Majesty’s Canadian Dockyard along the Halifax side.


The slender Narrows then opens into 40-sq-km (15.4-sq-mi) Bedford Basin, 16 km (9.9 mi) 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. Africville Park beneath the MacKay Bridge overlooks the Narrows where that slender strait meets Bedford Basin.






SOUTH END




S Point Pleasant Park



Before dawn on September 29, 2003, Hurricane Juan hit Halifax like no other storm in living memory. At the southern tip of the Halifax peninsula, 75-ha (185-ac) Point Pleasant Park (5718 Point Pleasant Dr., www.pointpleasantpark.ca, daily 6am-midnight) 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; check out the Juan Demonstration Forest, at the park’s south end, for a firsthand look at how the park has recovered.


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. Nearly 40 km (25 mi) 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 Tower 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 and is now protected as a national historic site.


NORTH OF DOWNTOWN



S Fairview Lawn Cemetery



GOOGLE MAP


Take Windsor Street north from Quinpool Road to reach Fairview Lawn Cemetery (daily dawn-dusk), the final resting place of 121 Titanic victims. When the bodies were pulled from the Atlantic Ocean, they were given a number. These numbers, along with the date of the disaster, April 15, 1912 (it is assumed no one could have survived any longer than a day in the frigid ocean), adorn a majority of the simple black headstones paid for by the White Star Line, owners of the Titanic. Where identification was possible, a name accompanies the number (such as victim 227, J. Dawson, inspiration for the character Jack Dawson, played by Leonardo DiCaprio, in the movie Titanic). Some headstones are engraved with moving tributes, such as that to Everett Edward Elliott, aged 24, which reads, “Each man stood at his port while all the weaker ones went by, and showed once more to all the world how Englishmen should die.”


The turn into the cemetery is easy to miss; get in the left lane by Connaught Avenue and turn against oncoming traffic to reach the cemetery’s main entrance. The other option is to take Connaught Avenue off Windsor Street and park at the end of Chisholm Avenue. Once you’re at the cemetery, the plot is well signposted, with an interpretive board describing the events leading up to identifying victims, even long after they were buried.




Halifax Explosion


On the morning of Thursday, December 6, 1917, Halifax experienced a catastrophic explosion—at the time the largest human-created explosion in history, unrivaled until the detonation of the first atomic bomb. On that fateful morning, Halifax Harbour was busy with warships transporting troops, munitions, and other supplies bound for the war in Europe. A French ship, the Mont Blanc, filled to the gunwales with explosives—including 400,000 pounds of TNT—was heading through the Narrows toward the harbor mouth when it was struck by a larger vessel, the Imo, which was steaming in the opposite direction, and caught fire. The terrified crew of the Mont Blanc took immediately to the lifeboats as the burning ship drifted close to the Halifax shore.


A short time later, at 9:05am, the Mont Blanc cargo blew up, instantly killing an estimated 2,000 people, wounding another 10,000, and obliterating about 130 ha (321 ac) of the North End of downtown Halifax. So colossal was the explosion that windows were shattered 80 km (50 mi) away, and the shock wave rocked Sydney on Cape Breton, 430 km (265 mi) northeast. The barrel of one of the Mont Blanc’s cannons was hurled 5.5 km (3.4 mi), while its half-ton anchor shank landed more than 3 km (1.9 mi) away in the opposite direction.


LEARN MORE


• The harborfront Maritime Museum of the Atlantic has an explosion exhibit that includes photos, maps, and artifacts (click here).


• One of the most interesting reminders is up the hill at St. Paul’s Anglican Church, where a chunk of metal from the doomed Mont Blanc is embedded in the north-facing wall (click here).


• Serving as a memorial to the tragedy is Fort Needham Memorial Park, along Gottingen Street north from downtown. Here, a 14-bell carillon is on a high point of land from which the site of the original explosion can be seen (click here).





Hemlock Ravine Park


The rugged tract of forest known as Hemlock Ravine Park lies beside the western side of Bedford Basin between the busy Bedford and Bicentennial Highways—but you’d never know urban civilization is so close as you walk along the five interconnecting walking trails. The park’s namesake ravine, with its towering hemlocks, takes about 20 minutes to reach from the main parking lot, at the end of Kent Avenue, which branches off the Bedford Highway (Highway 2) 1 km (0.6 mi) north of the Kearney Lake Road intersection. Beside the parking lot is a heart-shaped pond designed by Prince Edward, who spent his summers here with his companion Julie St. Laurent.


Uniacke Estate Museum Park


The splendid 930-ha (2,298-ac) Uniacke Estate Museum Park (758 Main Rd., Mount Uniacke, 902/866-0032, https://uniacke.novascotia.ca, June-early Oct. Tues.-Sat. 10am-5pm, Sun. 11:30am-5pm, adult $4, senior and child $3) is along Highway 1 beyond the city limits, 20 km (12.4 mi) northwest from the intersection of Highway 102. The easiest way to get there is to take Exit 3 from Highway 101. The home’s interior features original furnishings, including four-poster beds and family portraits. The grounds offer seven hiking trails.


Atlantic Canada Aviation Museum


Across the highway from the airport (take Exit 6 from Hwy. 102), the Atlantic Canada Aviation Museum (20 Sky Blvd., 902/873-3773, www.acamuseum.ca, May-Sept. daily 9am-5pm, adult $6) is a good place to visit on the way north to Truro or before your flight home. On display are about 30 aircraft—everything from fighter planes to a homemade helicopter—and a couple of simulators.


WEST SIDE OF NORTHWEST ARM


Carefully make your way onto the Armdale Rotary at the west end of Quinpool Road and take the Herring Cove Road exit. A short distance south along this road, Purcells Cove Road veers off to the left. This winding road hugs the Northwest Arm for 9 km (5.6 mi) to the fishing village of Herring Cove. Along the way are two yacht clubs filled with glistening white sailboats.


Sir Sandford Fleming Park


A 38-ha (94-ac) grassy spread, the delightful Sir Sandford Fleming Park (daily 8am-dusk) is mostly forested, sloping to a seawall promenade fringing a quiet waterway. The land was donated by the Scottish-born Fleming, best known for establishing time zones. It is said a missed train led the enterprising Fleming to begin formulating a plan that would see the entire world operate on a 24-hour clock with time zones that related to longitude. Fleming, who also designed Canada’s first postage stamp, lived in Halifax from the 1880s until his death in 1915.


On a slight rise above the bay is the 10-story Dingle Tower (Apr.-Oct. daily 8am-dusk). A stairway winds up the interior of this stone edifice, presenting great views from the top.


The main entrance is off Purcells Cove Road; Dingle Road leads down through the wooded park to the waterfront.


York Redoubt National Historic Site


Set on a bluff high above the harbor entrance, York Redoubt National Historic Site (Purcells Cove Rd., 902/426-5080, https://parks.canada.ca, grounds year-round, buildings late June-Aug. daily 10am-6pm, free) is 6 km (3.7 mi) south of downtown. The setting draws visitors with walking paths that lead down the steep incline to picnic tables and protected coves. Up top are strategic fortifications dating to 1793, when Britain went to war with the French. Most of the fort is from later times, including massive muzzle-loading guns that were designed to fire nine-inch shells capable of piercing armored vessels.


DARTMOUTH


Dartmouth (population 102,000) is a large residential, commercial, and industrial area across the harbor from Halifax. The two cities are joined by a bridge and Halifax Transit’s Halifax-Dartmouth ferry from the foot of downtown’s George Street to the Alderney Gate complex in Dartmouth. Ferries operate year-round Monday-Saturday 6:30am-midnight, and daily in summer. The fare is adult $2.75, child $1.75 each way. The ferry arrives within walking distance of Dartmouth Heritage Museum properties and various shops and restaurants.


Dartmouth Heritage Museum


The Dartmouth Heritage Museum (www.dartmouthheritagemuseum.ns.ca) comprises two historic homes within walking distance of Alderney Gate. The 1867 Evergreen House (26 Newcastle St., 902/464-2300, summer Tues.-Sun. 10am-5pm, the rest of the year Tues.-Fri. 10am-5pm, donation), filled with period antiques, is the grander of the two. Built by a cooper (barrel maker) in 1785, Quaker House (57 Ochterloney St., 902/464-5823, June-Aug. Tues.-Sun. 10am-5pm, donation) is one of Dartmouth’s oldest residences. In addition to period furnishings, exhibits tell the story of the Quakers, who were drawn to Nova Scotia for its abundance of whales.


Bedford Institute of Oceanography


The government-run Bedford Institute of Oceanography (1 Challenger Dr., 902/426-2373, www.bio.gc.ca, guided tours by appointment only May-Aug. Mon.-Fri. 9am-4pm, free) has a mandate that includes everything from helping maintain Canada’s sovereignty to federal fisheries, but it is best known for its work on the sunken Titanic. On the guided tour, you’ll get to learn about all this work, as well as step aboard a simulated ship’s bridge and get up close and personal at the Touch Tank. To get there from downtown Halifax, cross the Narrows and take the Shannon Park exit from the MacKay Bridge (immediately after the toll gates); turn right and then left onto Baffin Boulevard, which crosses under the bridge to the institute. The easiest way to book a tour is through their website.


Shubie Park


In 1858, construction began on an ambitious canal system that linked Halifax Harbour with the Bay of Fundy via a string of lakes and the Shubenacadie River. The canal was abandoned just 12 years later. The canal between Lake Micmac and Lake Charles has been restored, complete with one of nine original locks. Shubie Park is laced with hiking and biking trails, but many visitors take to the water in canoes, kayaks, and paddleboards, paddling from the main day-use area to Lake Charles. Access is signposted from Braemar Drive, which branches north from Exit 6 of Highway 111.


Cole Harbour Heritage Farm Museum


Surrounded by a residential subdivision, the outdoor Cole Harbour Heritage Farm Museum (471 Poplar Dr., 902/434-0222, https://coleharbourfarmmuseum.ca, mid-May-mid-Oct. Wed.-Sun. 10pm-4pm, donation) is a great place for children. Buildings include a 1780 wooden farmhouse, a blacksmith shop, various barns, and a tearoom, while garden plots represent early crops, with the produce used in the tearoom. Livestock is fenced, but rabbits, geese, and ducks roam free.


EASTERN PASSAGE


The Eastern Passage is a narrow waterway running between the Dartmouth side of Halifax Harbour and McNabs Island. From downtown Dartmouth, take Pleasant Street south to Highway 322. This route passes oil refineries and Canadian Forces Base Shearwater before reaching the delightful Fisherman’s Cove. Beyond this point, Highway 322 continues through an oceanfront residential area to Southeast Passage Provincial Park.


Shearwater Aviation Museum


At the entrance to Canadian Forces Base Shearwater, the Shearwater Aviation Museum (34 Bonaventure St., 902/720-1083, www.shearwateraviationmuseum.ns.ca, Mon.-Fri. 10am-5pm, donation) is home to 10 restored aircraft and an impressive collection of air force and maritime aviation memorabilia, including a reconstruction of an aircraft carrier briefing room. The museum is off Pleasant Street (Highway 322); turn left at the first set of lights beyond the Imperial oil refinery.



S Fisherman’s Cove



Fisherman’s Cove is no different from the hundreds of picturesque fishing villages that dot the Nova Scotia coastline, with one exception—it’s within the city limits of the capital. Lying along the Eastern Passage, 2 km (1.2 mi) southeast of Dartmouth along Highway 322, the cove mixes the needs of working fishing vessels with a constant flow of curious visitors. You can drive along Government Wharf Road, which spurs right at the traffic lights in Eastern Passage, onto the main dock area, but it’s much more enjoyable to explore the area on foot from the parking lot just beyond the cove’s main entrance.


MCNABS ISLAND


Whatever your interests, the 5-km-long (3.1-mi-long) McNabs Island, at the entrance to Halifax Harbour, is a wonderful place to spend a day. The island is mostly wooded, its forests filled with birdlife and its shoreline dotted with beaches and tidal pools. Archaeological evidence points to habitation by the Mi’kmaq at least 1,600 years ago, but the most obvious signs of human development are more recent, including two forts and the remains of a number of residences (including the summer home of Frederick Perrin, of Lea & Perrins Worcestershire sauce fame). Although many of the early residences have disappeared, signs of their formal gardens remain; look for ash, oak, and apple trees.


Getting There


Year-round access to the island is provided by McNabs Island Ferry (902/465-4563, www.mcnabsisland.com [URL inactive], adult round-trip $30, senior $25, child $20), which departs on demand from Fisherman’s Cove on the Dartmouth side of the harbor (although you can book and reserve a specific time). The crossing takes less than 10 minutes. No services are available on the island, so bring your own food and drink and be prepared for changeable weather by bringing a rain jacket.


Recreation


WALKING AND HIKING


Even if you’re not feeling overly energetic, plan to take a stroll along the downtown waterfront. The Halifax Harbourwalk winds past docks filled with all manner of boats (tall ships, tugboats, and visiting yachts), harborfront restaurants, the Maritime Museum of the Atlantic, Historic Properties, and south to Pier 21. While it’s possible to do all your downtown sightseeing on foot, an easier option is to catch a cab to Citadel Hill, from which it’s downhill all the way back to the harbor. At Citadel Hill, take the time not only to visit the fort but also to walk around the perimeter, and then cross Sackville Street to the Public Gardens, a delightful place for a flower-filled stroll.


McNabs Island is a popular destination for day-tripping hikers. Most visitors come to the island to go hiking. Ferries land at Garrison Pier, from which trails radiate in all directions. The top of Jenkin’s Hill, easily reached in 10 minutes, is a good place to get oriented while also enjoying sweeping harbor views. At the 1864 Fort Ives, an easy 30-minute walk from the pier, cannons are still in place. Fort McNab, a similar distance south of the pier, was built in 1889 and is protected as a national historic site. Sandy Mauger’s Beach, just south of Garrison Pier, is the best and most accessible of many island beaches.


Point Pleasant Park, 2.5 km (1.6 mi) south of downtown, off Young Avenue, is laced with hiking and biking trails. The obvious choice is to stick to the water, along a 2-km (1.2-mi) (one-way) trail that hugs the shoreline, passing Point Pleasant itself before winding around to the Northwest Arm. Other trails lead inland to historic fortifications and through the remains of forests devastated by Hurricane Juan in 2003.


Across the Northwest Arm from downtown, Sir Sandford Fleming Park flanks the water in an upscale neighborhood. Again, it’s the seawall walk that is most popular, but another pleasant trail leads up through the forest to Frog Lake.


Take the Bedford Highway north from downtown and then 1 km (0.6 mi) north of the Kearney Lake Road junction and watch for Kent Avenue (to the left), which leads into a dense old-growth forest protected as Hemlock Ravine Park. From the pond and picnic area, a world away from surrounding development, five trails branch off into the forest. Some are short and perfect for younger and older walkers, while others, including the trail to the hemlock-filled ravine, are steeper and can be slippery after rain.


BICYCLING


The local municipality, with its many lakes and harbor-side coves, has put considerable effort into making the city as bike-friendly as possible. The Halifax Regional Municipality website (www.halifax.ca) has a PDF bike map, or pick one up at the information center. A centrally located source for rentals and advice is I Heart Bikes (1549 Lower Water St., 902/406-7774, June and mid-Sept. to mid-Oct. daily 10am-6pm, July-mid-Sept. daily 10am-8pm), along the waterfront. Standard bikes cost from $40 for two hours and $80 for a full day. Electric bikes are $50 for two hours and $90 for a full day.


WATER SPORTS


Swimming and Sunbathing


If you’re visiting Fisherman’s Cove, head east for 8 km (5 mi) along Cow Bay Road to reach Rainbow Haven Provincial Park. The park protects wetlands at the mouth of Cole Harbour and an ocean-facing beach. The beach is often windy (it’s not uncommon to see people sunbathing back in the dunes), but on calm days it’s a delightful place to soak up some rays and maybe, if you’re brave, take a dip in the water. At the end of the park access road are changing rooms.


Crystal Crescent Beach Provincial Park lies a half hour south of Halifax, off Highway 349, and is the locals’ favorite Atlantic beach. Its sand is fine, and the sea is usually cold, but summer crowds heat up the action. Nature lovers will enjoy the 10-km (6.2-mi) trail to remote Pennant Point, while naturists will want to gravitate to the farthest of the park’s three beaches—one of Canada’s few official nude beaches.


Canoeing and Kayaking


Based on the Northwest Arm, St. Mary’s Boat Club (1641 Fairfield Rd., 902/490-4688, mid-June-late Sept. Sat.-Sun. 11am-6pm) has free canoe and paddleboard rentals. If you’re interested in kayaking, call ahead for a schedule of evening events, which often include paddling tours on Northwest Arm for $25 per person.
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GOLFING


Halifax and the surrounding area are home to more than a dozen courses, varying from 9-hole public courses to exclusive 18-holers. The Nova Scotia Golf Association website (www.nsga.ns.ca) has links to all provincial courses.


Glen Arbour Golf Course (Glen Arbour Way, off Hammonds Plains Rd., 1 km/0.6 mi west of Bedford, 902/835-4653) is one of Canada’s finest links. Choose from five sets of tees, to a maximum of 6,700 yards. The course has abundant water hazards, 90 bunkers, and fairways lined by hardwood forests. Greens fees top out at $105 in midsummer, dropping as low as $60 for twilight golf in September and October.


Lost Creek Golf Club (310 Kinsac Rd., 902/865-4653) enjoys the same forested environment as Glen Arbour, but without the valet parking and high greens fees (golfing is $70). To get there, take Exit 2 from Highway 101 and follow Beaverbank Road north for 10 km (6.2 mi); turn right on Kinsac Road and then left on William Nelson Drive.


One of the region’s most enjoyable layouts is Granite Springs (25 km/15.5 mi west of downtown, off Hwy. 333 at 4441 Prospect Rd., Bayside, 902/852-4653). This challenging course winds through 120 ha (297 ac) of mature forest, with distant ocean views. Greens fees are $68.


WINTER SPORTS


In winter, walking paths become cross-country ski trails at Point Pleasant Park, Sir Sandford Fleming Park, and Hemlock Ravine Park. Dartmouth maintains groomed surfaces at Lake Charles, and several lakes in Halifax are great for skating.


Skiing and Snowboarding


The closest downhill skiing and boarding is at Martock (370 Ski Martock Rd., Windsor, 902/798-9501, www.martock.com, Dec.-Mar. daily 9am-9pm, day passes adult $55, child $44), an hour’s drive northwest of Halifax off Highway 101 (signposted from Exit 5). It’s a popular family hill, with mostly beginner runs accessible by two lifts rising 180 vertical m (590 ft). Snowmaking covers the entire resort, while lights keep runs open nightly until 9pm.


Hockey


Through the long winter, when outside activities are curtailed by the weather, there is much interest in ice hockey (known in Canada simply as “hockey”). When they’re not watching the National Hockey League on television (the closest teams are in Boston, Montréal, and Toronto), local fans flock to the Scotiabank Centre to cheer on their own Halifax Mooseheads (1800 Argyle St., 902/429-3267, https://chl.ca/lhjmq-mooseheads, tickets from adult $26, senior $24, child $18), who play mid-September-mid-March in the Québec Major Junior Hockey League.


HARBOR CRUISES AND LAND TOURS


If you don’t have a lot of time to explore Halifax or just want an introduction to the city, consider one of the many tours available—they’ll maximize your time and get you to the highlights with minimum stress.


Bluenose II


The harborfront’s premier attraction, the magnificent schooner Bluenose II (902/634-4794 or 800/763-1963, https://bluenose.novascotia.ca, adult $95, child $45) divides her summer between Halifax, her home port of Lunenburg, and goodwill tours to other Canadian ports. The vessel is an exact replica of the famous Bluenose. The schooner is operated by the Lunenburg Marine Museum Society on behalf of the Province of Nova Scotia. When in Halifax, two-hour Bluenose II harbor tours are available from the Maritime Museum of the Atlantic’s wharf. Each sailing has 65 spots—which can be reserved online. Without a reservation, expect to line up for a spot.


Harbor Cruises


Harbour Hopper Tours (902/420-1015, www.harbourhopper.com, adult $54, senior $50, child $30) picks up passengers from the north side of the maritime museum for a quick trip around the historic streets of Halifax. Then the fun really starts, as the company’s distinctive green and yellow amphibious vehicles plunge into the water for a cruise around the harbor. The trip lasts around one hour, with up to 20 departures daily May-October (9am-9:30pm). The ticket kiosk is on the waterfront just north of the maritime museum.


Many other sightseeing craft also offer harbor tours. Ambassatours (902/420-1015, www.ambassatours.com) represents several vessels through a sailing season that runs mid-May-late October. The 40-meter (131-foot) tall ship Silva departs daily (adult $43, senior $40, child $20). The Harbour Queen I is a 200-passenger paddle wheeler offering a narrated harbor cruise (adult $43, senior $40, child $20) and a variety of lunch and dinner cruises ($110 for dinner).


Entertainment and Events


The city has a notable performing arts community. Although most seasons run through the cooler months, many companies put on events especially for summer crowds.


For complete listings of all that’s happening around Halifax, pick up the free Coast (www.thecoast.ca) or go online to the Saltwire website (www.saltwire.com).


PERFORMING ARTS


Haligonians have a sweet and sometimes bittersweet Canadian sense of humor (somewhat like the British), and local theater revels in their brand of fun. Admission will get you into dinner-theater musical productions at Grafton Street Dinner Theatre (1741 Grafton St., 902/425-1961, https://graftonstdinnertheatre.com, adult $69, child $31), which presents musical comedies daily except Monday in summer and Friday and Saturday only through the rest of the year.


The Neptune Theatre (1593 Argyle St., 902/429-7070) underwent a huge renovation in the 1990s, during which time the original 1915 auditorium was saved and renovated, while the surrounding structure was rebuilt. Today the 480-seat theater hosts musicals, comedies, and Canadian premieres.


FESTIVALS AND EVENTS


Halifax hosts a number of well-known events that visitors plan their trips around, as well as many you probably haven’t heard of but that are well worth attending if the dates correspond with your own travels. The most popular festivals are held outdoors and in summer, but the cooler months are the season for performing arts. For exact dates of festivals, check the event’s website or Tourism Nova Scotia (www.novascotia.com).


Spring


The Scotia Festival of Music centers on the Music Room (6181 Lady Hammond Rd., 902/429-9467, www.scotiafestival.com) for two weeks from the last weekend in May. Chamber musicians present piano, cello, and violin recitals in a dignified yet casual atmosphere.


Summer


Nothing reflects Halifax’s long military heritage better than the Royal Nova Scotia International Tattoo (902/420-1114, www.nstattoo.ca), held annually for 10 days at the beginning of July at the Scotiabank Centre (5284 Duke St.). A “tattoo” is an outdoor military exercise presented as entertainment. Here it involves competitions, military bands, dancers, gymnasts, and choirs. The event has grown to be regarded as one of the world’s greatest indoor events, bringing together thousands of performers from around the world. You can buy tickets (around $35-60) through the Scotiabank Centre Box Office (902/451-1221, www.scotiabank-centre.com).


In mid-July, over 60,000 jazz fans descend on Halifax for the Halifax Jazz Festival (902/718-6205, www.halifaxjazzfestival.ca), the largest music festival east of Montréal. In addition to performing in a large tent set up on the waterfront along Lower Water Street at Salter Street, more than 400 musicians from around the world gather at venues as unique as a tugboat and as character-filled as local churches to perform traditional and contemporary jazz.


Halifax and Dartmouth come together to celebrate their birthdays with a civic holiday known as Natal Day (www.natalday.org), on the first Monday of every August. Events take place through the entire weekend, including a Saturday parade, talent shows, sporting events, and a grand finale fireworks presentation on the harbor Monday night.


Street performers fill five stages spread along the downtown waterfront for 11 days in early August during the Halifax Busker Festival (www.buskers.ca).


Summer finishes with the Halifax Fringe Festival (https://halifaxfringe.ca), featuring over 55 performers at various downtown venues through the first week of September.


Fall


The mid-September Atlantic International Film Festival (902/422-3456, https://atlanticfilmfestival.ca) has been wowing moviegoers for more than 35 years. It features the very best films from around the world, but the emphasis is on local and Canadian productions. Venues are mostly downtown theaters.


Celebrate Alexander Keith’s birthday on October 5 with hundreds of enthusiastic locals by pulling up a barstool at any local pub and raising a toast of India Pale Ale to “The Great Man of Beer,” who began brewing beer in Halifax in 1820. The Keith’s Brewery (1496 Lower Water St., 902/455-1474, www.keiths.ca) is the epicenter of celebrations, but there is plenty of foot-stomping, beer-drinking east coast music throughout the city.


Winter


In early October, Christmas Craft Village (https://christmascraftvillage.com) fills Halifax Exhibition Centre (200 Prospect Rd., Goodwood) with hundreds of crafty booths selling everything from homemade preserves to self-published books to coastal antiques.


Shopping


Shopping in Halifax—the type visitors to the city will enjoy—centers on the downtown waterfront, with the exception being the boutiques and quirky shops along Spring Garden Road.


Most shops are generally open Monday-Saturday 9:30am-5:30pm. Stores along the touristy harborfront usually have longer hours and are also open Sunday.


DOWNTOWN


Arts and Crafts


The city’s art galleries are superb, and most are located downtown. The newest fine arts trends are on exhibit at the Nova Scotia College of Art and Design’s Anna Leonowens Gallery (1891 Granville St., 902/494-8223, Tues.-Fri. 11am-5pm, Sat. noon-4pm). The gallery displays and sells the work of the college’s students. This downtown university, one of North America’s oldest cultural institutions, was founded by the gallery’s namesake, Anna Leonowens, in 1887. Leonowens, a one-time English teacher who was governess to the King of Siam in the 1860s, spent 20 years in Halifax, during which time she established NSCAD.


The Gallery Shop at street level of the Art Gallery of Nova Scotia (1723 Hollis St., 902/424-7542, daily 10am-5pm) is an inspiring room filled with the cream of provincial arts and crafts, as well as prints by folk artist Maude Lewis, books, cards, and other assorted arty gifts.


Katzman Art Projects (5431 Doyle St., 902/420-1852, Tues.-Sat. 10am-5pm) is a good source of contemporary paintings by local and Canadian artists.


For a unique combination of hand-built furniture and oddities such as porcelain dog dishes, head to Bellissimo (2743 Agricola St., 902/423-6014, Tues.-Sat. 10am-5pm).


Clothing


Hundreds of clan fabrics and tartans in kilts, skirts, vests, ties, and other apparel are stocked at Plaid Place (1595 Bedford Hwy., Bedford, 902/429-6872, Mon.-Fri. 10am-7pm, Sat. 10am-5pm, Sun. noon-5pm).


Markets


Halifax Seaport Farmers’ Market (Pavilion 23, 961 Marginal Rd., 902/492-4043, Sat. 8am-2pm, Sun. 10am-2pm), North America’s oldest such market (although the location is not the original), fills a purpose-built waterfront building with local produce and handmade arts and crafts that make the perfect memento of your time in Nova Scotia.
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Halifax Seaport Farmers’ Market





Local Delicacies


The days of Prohibition, when smuggling rum into the United States was a way to make a living for seafaring Nova Scotians, may be a distant memory, but at the Rum Runners Cake Factory (Bishop’s Landing, 1479 Lower Water St., 902/421-6079, Mon.-Thurs. 11am-6pm, Fri.-Sun. 11am-8pm), you can buy rum cakes from a rum-running family’s recipe. The cakes are deliciously rich and sweet, and they travel well.


Outdoor and Camping Gear


The Trail Shop (6112 Quinpool Rd., 902/423-8736, Mon.-Sat. 10am-6pm, Sun. noon-4pm) has been a Halifax staple in the outfitting business since 1967. The selection of camping equipment, footwear, and field guides is particularly strong.


SPRING GARDEN ROAD


Arts and Crafts


The city’s definitive crafts source is Jennifer’s of Nova Scotia (5635 Spring Garden Rd., 902/425-3119, daily 9:30am-6pm), an outlet for over 100 provincial producers of handicrafts such as patchwork quilts, pottery, and soaps.



NORTH OF DOWNTOWN



Local Delicacies


You’ll no doubt eat a lot of seafood while in Nova Scotia, but it can also make a great souvenir to take home for friends and family. Or plan a get-together upon your return and impress everyone with a Nova Scotian feast.


Clearwater (757 Bedford Hwy., 902/443-0333, daily 9am-6pm) is a high-profile supplier with a huge shopfront along the Bedford Highway waterfront. The outlet is anchored by a massive lobster tank divided into sections that make choosing the right-size lobster easy (from $20 per pound). You can also pick up cooked crab legs to go, attend cooking demonstrations, and buy all manner of seafood cookbooks. Better still for those departing Halifax Stanfield International Airport, Clearwater has an airport location (902/873-4509, daily 9:30am-5:30pm) with a lobster tank. For an additional fee, live lobsters can be packaged for air travel. Clearwater also sells crabs, scallops, clams, and shrimp.


Food


Halifax may not have a reputation as a gastronomical wonderland, but the dining scene has improved greatly during the last decade. Not only is the standard of food high in many of the better restaurants, but prices are generally reasonable, with mains in even the very best restaurants rarely more than $40.


Naturally, seafood dominates many menus—especially lobster, crab, mussels, scallops, shrimp, halibut, and salmon, most of which is harvested in Nova Scotia. Some of the best seafood is found in the touristy waterfront precinct. You can also buy it fresh from trawlers at Fisherman’s Cove and even pick up live lobsters packed for flying out at the airport.


DOWNTOWN


Halifax Originals


In the heart of the central business district, the venerable Bluenose II (1824 Hollis St., 902/425-5092, daily 8am-9pm, $14-27) is named for the famous schooner that calls Halifax home on a part-time basis. The booths fill with an eclectic crowd of locals for breakfast, but the space is bright and welcoming, and many regulars are families. Eggs Benedict is $15, steak and eggs $18, while the rest-of-the-day choices vary from a lobster roll to Greek specialties.


The stretch of Argyle Street between Sackville and Blowers Streets has emerged as a dining hot spot, with the utterly original S Economy Shoe Shop (1663 Argyle St., 902/423-8845, daily 11:30am-2am, $14-25) anchoring the strip. The unusual name originated when one of the owners was starting out in the restaurant business; with little cash to spare, he found an old neon sign bearing the name and hung it out front. The original space has been upgraded to a series of elegant, spacious rooms, with a popular sidewalk dining area that fills throughout summer. On offer is everything from run-of-the-mill hamburgers to baked halibut and scallops Mornay. Throw entertaining servers into the mix and you get a unique dining experience without spending a fortune.


Seafood


In the Historic Properties, Salty’s (1877 Lower Water St., 902/423-6818, daily 11:30am-9pm, $18-27) mixes seafood with succulent meat dishes in a sublime setting. Kick back with a margarita and watch the boats in the harbor. Sit indoors or out to enjoy some of the city’s best food in a casual atmosphere, and don’t miss the scrumptious desserts. The upstairs dining room is slightly more formal, with a menu and prices to match. Here, mains such as lobster linguine are in the $26-40 range.


Diners at Cable Wharf Kitchen & Patio (1751 Lower Water St., 902/482-0800, daily 11:30am-10pm, $23-36) also enjoy panoramic harbor views, although it is slightly more touristy than Salty’s. This restaurant fills a converted warehouse, with outside tables at the end of the pier. The emphasis is on seafood, such as crab cakes topped with coconut-mango puree as a starter and sesame-crusted tuna as a recommended main—or splash out on the Seafood Tower for two ($180).
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Cable Wharf Kitchen & Patio





Waterfront Warehouse (1549 Lower Water St., 902/425-7610, May-Oct. daily 11:30am-10pm, $21-42) is exactly that—a converted waterfront warehouse where tugboats were once repaired. The setting is casual yet refined, with white linens, nautical-themed furnishings, and an oversized fireplace. The seafood chowder is a hearty starter, while seafood-oriented mains include cedar-plank grilled salmon, lobster poutine, and baked haddock.


S Five Fishermen (1740 Argyle St., 902/422-4421, daily 5pm-10pm, $28-53) occupies one of Halifax’s oldest buildings—it was built in 1816 and once used by famed governess Anna Leonowens (of Anna and the King fame) for her Victorian School of Art and Design. The restaurant is popular with seafood-loving Haligonians for its large-dish menu, which includes shrimp and sausage tagliatelle, oven-roasted halibut, crab cakes, and a rack of lamb.


Contemporary


Salt + Ash (1741 Lower Water St., 902/334-5999, Tues.-Wed. 5pm-10pm, Thurs.-Fri. 5pm-11pm, Sat. 11am-3pm and 5pm-11pm, Sun. 11am-3pm and 5pm-10pm, $19-38) offers stunning harbor views from a modern waterfront building. The menu is dominated by simple and traditional Nova Scotia dishes, each prepared with top-notch ingredients and presented with a modern flair.


The 2 Doors Down (1533 Barrington St., 902/422-4224, Mon.-Fri. 11:30am-10pm, Sat.-Sun. 4:30pm-10pm, $21-31) space is unpretentious and simply decorated, leaving diners to focus on dishes that use local and seasonal ingredients, all sourced personally by the chef. Dishes such as wild mushroom gnocchi and seafood stew are simple yet tasty. Rounding out an excellent choice for a well-priced dinner is a wine list that includes many Nova Scotian bottles.


Pub Dining


Durty Nelly’s (1645 Argyle St., 902/406-7640, daily 11:30am-midnight, $14-21) is Irish in more than name. All furnishings in the traditionally stylish room were actually built in Ireland and transported across the Atlantic. The menu includes traditional treats such as lamb shank braised in Guinness, cottage pie, and bangers and mash, as well as local seafood.


It’s a little away from the tourist precinct, but S Henry House (1222 Barrington St., 902/423-5660, daily noon-11:30pm, $17-24) offers excellent food in an intimate pub setting. Traditional British choices like steak and kidney pie are a house specialty, or choose healthy options such as a black bean burger.


Steakhouses


For carnivorous cravings, prepare to splurge at The Barrington (1662 Barrington St., 902/407-5001, Mon.-Fri. 11:30am-11pm, Sat.-Sun. 4pm-11pm, $21-70), within an 1893 commercial building, which is as elegant and refined as you would expect for the city’s finest steakhouse. Most diners start with the oyster bar. There are a few mains under $30, but it is the beef, aged and cut in-house, that is the star of the show—dry-aged bourbon-infused strip loin or an oversized tomahawk for two are highlights.


Italian


A traditional Italian restaurant in downtown Halifax is S Ristorante a Mano (Bishop’s Landing, 1477 Lower Water St., 902/423-6266, Mon.-Sat. 11:30am-10pm, $24-36), a bustling space with typical Italian trattoria food at very reasonable prices. The menu changes regularly, but one staple is pasta and pizza handmade daily. On warm summer evenings, the outdoor tables are in high demand.


In the vicinity of Bishop’s Landing, Da Maurizio (1496 Lower Water St., 902/423-0859, Mon.-Sat. 5pm-10pm, $26-47) is a character-filled room within the historic Keith’s Brewery building. Decorated in mellow hues, its walls are lined with Italian art, the wine rack filled with thoughtfully selected bottles from around the world, and the linen-draped tables highlighted by vases of fresh flowers. The menu represents the best of northern Italian cooking, with mains such as veal delicately sautéed with lobster in a brandy and cream sauce.


Cafés


If you’re wandering along the harbor, search out Waterfront Coffee Bar (1749 Lower Water St., 226/821-0310, daily 7am-8pm) for smoothie bowls, espressos, freshly squeezed juices, and muffins served out of a wooden building along the boardwalk. North along the waterfront, at street level of the sparkling new Queen’s Marque building is Café Lunette (1741 Lower Water St., 902/334-1300, Mon.-Fri. 7am-3pm, Sat.-Sun. 9am-3pm), a counter-service café with coffee and pastries that operates as a French restaurant each evening.


Moving uphill from the harbor, Ville Caffeine Bar (5146 Sackville St., 902/404-3878, May-Sept. Mon.-Fri. 7am-5pm and Sat.-Sun. 8am-5pm, Oct.-Apr. Mon.-Fri. 8am-3pm) is where those looking for an extra jolt come for Shock Coffee, but the breakfast sandwiches and smoothies are also noteworthy.


Step inside Cabin Coffee (1554 Hollis St., 902/422-8130, Mon.-Fri. 6:30am-6pm, Sat.-Sun. 7:30am-5pm, lunches $8) and you’ll be surprised by the relaxed and friendly ambience of this smaller café in the heart of downtown. In addition to top-notch coffee, the wraps, sandwiches, salads, cinnamon buns, and muffins are all tasty and well priced.
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