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ABSTRACT 

"The Long Road to Modernization:  Transforming Agriculture in Nova Scotia, 1867-

1960" examines Nova Scotia’s agricultural economy, focusing particularly on the role of 

the provincial state and its allies in the struggle to ensure farming adapted to the 

challenges of the modern era. In the late nineteenth century, in response to a precipitous 

decline in farming brought on by industrialization, Halifax began investing heavily, both 

in money and human resources, to create an agricultural sector that was scientific, 

efficient, productive, and market oriented. It promoted agricultural co-operatives, 

established the Nova Scotia Agricultural College at Truro, and sponsored the Nova Scotia 

Farmers’ Association and the Women’s Institute of Nova Scotia, organizations that 

shared the government’s agenda for educating farm people in agricultural modernization. 

Moulding agriculture to modern economic practices engaged people from the premier to 

farm families. Whereas state-aided modernization of the fishery and forestry sectors took 

place largely in the wake of the Second World War, agricultural modernization began in 

earnest in the 1880s and reached full maturation in the years that followed 1945. The 

state deemed agriculture a fundamental sector of the provincial economy, and invested 

heavily in its improvement, consistent with long standing efforts to improve the 

provincial economy. Their efforts were not only economic, but were also geared towards 

preserving a viable rural society based around farming. Farming and rural life were 

viewed as the bulwark of a society’s democratic traditions, and the guardians of its 

customs, culture and morals. The perceived threat industrial modernity posed to farmers 

in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries prompted an aggressive state effort to 

help the farmers adapt to the new environment. Examining this effort and the ideology 
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that underwrote it provides a window to reveal the larger social transformations being 

wrought through the advent of modernity shaped by industrial capitalism and 

urbanization. The rise of government as a more proactive economic force, the 

coalescence of liberalism as the dominant economic and political ideology, and the 

expansion of educational infrastructure all shaped the course of modernity in Nova Scotia 

Agriculture. We can also view a hitherto unappreciated facet of the myriad state efforts to 

boost Nova Scotia’s long struggling economy, promoting modern farming. The primary 

story of this study is the struggle of government to assist farmers in adapting their age-old 

craft, one laden with tacit knowledge, folk traditions, and family sustenance to the 

modern age. Unfortunately, only those farmers who commanded sufficient capital and 

resources to bear the financial burden of modern farming could survive. 
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1
 Buckler also hailed from the Annapolis Valley, and his memoir is a prime example of romanticising a 
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 However often I might find myself pining for the seasonal rhythms of life, work, 

and play, the proximity to nature, the company of the farm animals, and the strong sense 

of family and community solidarity, the world I grew up in was not without tensions, 
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had been substantially dulled by the 1980s and 1990s. The topic of this dissertation 

represents, on a personal level, an attempt to understand what shaped the rural Nova 

Scotia of my childhood. On a professional level it represents an attempt to further the 

scholarly understanding of the transformation wrought by industrial, capitalist, modernity 

in the Canadian, countryside.
3
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Chapter 1 

From Culture to Business: An Introduction to Agricultural Modernity  

Farming was regarded as the basic industry of Nova Scotia well into the twentieth 

century. In the 1944 report of the Royal Commission on Provincial Development and 

Rehabilitation, charged with providing a blueprint for economic development following 

the Second World War, Commissioner Robert MacGregor Dawson reported that: 

The farmers are the most numerous part of the population, comprising almost 

exactly one-quarter of those gainfully employed; they own approximately one-

third of the land area of the province; their contribution to the annual wealth of 

Nova Scotia ranks third in value being exceeded in value only by manufacturing 

and mining. Farmers are, moreover, the most pervasive section of the population, 

for agriculture is to a greater or less degree tied up with other major industries. 

Farmers are very frequently fishermen and lumbermen also; while many people 

who derive the larger part of their income from fishing, lumbering, and mining 

get no inconsiderable help from their part time farming activities.
1
 

Clearly, farming enjoyed a pivotal place in the provincial economy. Thus, it is no surprise 

that MacGregor Dawson devoted an entire volume of his report to tackling how Nova 

Scotia’s agricultural economy could be modernized in the post-war world. The state 

sponsored modernization of natural resource sectors in the years that followed the Second 

World War is a familiar story to historians. Less well known are that Dawson’s 

recommendations for agricultural modernity were not as novel as is commonly believed. 

Indeed, they built upon a foundation that extended back to the late nineteenth century. 

The state-directed modernization of Nova Scotia’s agricultural economy extended 

over much of the century following Canadian Confederation in 1867. In pursuing 

agricultural modernity, the reformers in the government, agricultural college, and 

                                                           
1
 Robert MacGregor Dawson, Report of the Royal Commission on Provincial Development and 

Rehabilitation, Vol. 1, Chapter II Agriculture (Halifax: King’s Printer, 1944), 12. 
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farmers’ groups were introducing new methods to a very old culture. From the beginning 

of European settlement, agriculture formed the bedrock of the provincial economy, and 

the basis of the lives of most of its inhabitants. But by the mid-nineteenth century 

agriculture was under considerable stress from the transformative forces of industrial 

capitalism and it was clear that it needed to adapt to the new reality if it were to survive.  

This adaptation was wrought as much through tremendous efforts by the 

provincial government and its allies as through impersonal economic and technological 

forces. As shown in Table 1.1 below, government expenditure on agriculture rose 

markedly during the late nineteenth century and first half of the twentieth century.  

     Table 1.1: Provincial Government Expenditure on Agriculture, 1885-1960 

Year Agricultural 

Expenditures 

Total 

Expenditures 

% of 

Total 

1885 $12,573 $1,068,192 1.2% 

1890 $13,227 $1,466,017 0.9% 

1895 $18,640 $1,201,826 1.6% 

1900 $39,019 $2,056,658 1.9% 

1905 $55,734 $3,500,270 1.6% 

1911 $75,780 $1,790,778 4.2% 

1915 $145,534 $3,154,359 4.6% 

1920 $199,879 $8,140,431 2.5% 

1925 $143,122 $12,981,885 1.1% 

1930 $439,376 $7,900,987 5.6% 

1935 $270,821 $11,156,001 2.4% 

1940 $378,272 $12,109,567 3.1% 

1945 $679,275 $18,265,935 3.7% 

1950 $1,448,324 $46,793,267 3.1% 

1955 $1,156,126 $46,938,708 2.5% 

1960 $1,399,214 $80,564,948 1.7% 

Source: Province of Nova Scotia, Journal of the Proceedings of the House of Assembly for the years 1886-

1961: Appendix 1: Financial Returns/Public Accounts (Halifax: King’s/Queen’s Printer, 1886-1961). 
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The above Table shows the amount of provincial government agricultural expenditure 

balanced against the total government expenditure between the years 1885 and 1960. 

Agriculture was never an overriding priority for government spending, or a major drain 

on the public purse; only in 1930 did the agricultural budget account for more than 5 

percent of public expenses. In that year the it increased by over 200 percent while the 

provincial budget declined by 39 percent over the previous 5 years, thus accounting for 

agricultural budget accounting for 5.6 percent of the provincial budget in 1930 and only 

1.1 percent in 1925.  The data show that the provincial state was nonetheless convinced 

that it did need to aid the sector’s modernization, and the years that followed 1885 

showed increasing government expenditure for agricultural modernization in 12 of 15 

five year periods, and only three periods of decline. The gradual increase over 75 years, 

however, had a significant cumulative effect.  Over those years, the provincial budget 

increased 744 percent, while spending on agricultural modernization increased 11,028 

percent.  

Over the course of 75 years the provincial agricultural bureaucracy had expanded 

to address the persistent challenges posed to farming by industrialization and 

urbanization. They sought to do this by promoting scientific, efficient, and market-

oriented agriculture to both improve the provincial economy and preserve a viable rural 

society based on farming. In 1885 the province began investing in agricultural schools, 

and the expenditures rose modestly. Following the founding of the Nova Scotia 

Agricultural College in 1905 government expenditures increased further, and was aided 

by the arrival of federal funding in 1913 which is included in the 1915 and 1920 figures. 

A decade later Ottawa revoked this funding and Nova Scotia’s agricultural expenditures 
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were dealt a steep cutback of 28.4%. The loss of federal funding, combined with a 

depression in the agricultural economy starting in the mid-1920s, prompted a more 

aggressive provincial investment in its agricultural infrastructure following the provincial 

election of 1925, including the creation of Extension and Markets divisions.  This 

increased commitment is demonstrated in the 1930 numbers, when the agricultural 

budget grew by over 200%. Depression stringency forced a cutback, as seen in 1935, but 

by the outbreak of war the state had begun to invest heavily in promoting centralized and 

strictly graded marketing, as a commitment to the war effort, and which is evident in the 

numbers between 1940 and 1950. In the post-war years, government spending, both 

provincial and federal, increased sharply, with agricultural spending going up over 100%, 

and directed at mechanization of farming through loans for tractors, trucks, and other 

farming equipment.   

This study is an analysis of those changes. Most scholars will see the similarity 

with the post-1945 state-sponsored modernization of the forestry and fishery sectors. In 

agriculture, however, the process began much earlier and took considerably longer. The 

difference is not limited to duration, as the post-war efforts at modernization in the 

forestry and fishery sectors were famously born out of the post-war consensus, fed by 

beliefs, grounded in Keynesian liberalism, that promoted the view that state intervention 

could be used to direct and improve the economy. This dissertation challenges the notion 

that such modernization was unique to the post-war era. Rather, the origins of agricultural 

modernization can be traced back to the antecedents of Keynesianism, such as Victorian 

Idealism and early twentieth-century Progressivism. Like the Keynesians, Idealists and 

Progressives believed that improvement, be it economic, cultural, ethical, or spiritual, 
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could be achieved through education, the application of science, and prudent government 

direction. These ideas guided the efforts to modernize Nova Scotia farming which began 

in earnest in the mid-1880s, and continued unabated until the 1960s. Agricultural 

modernization thus led the way for state efforts to improve Nova Scotia’s economy, and 

in the growth of government as an economic force. 

The definition of modernization employed in this dissertation is heavily indebted 

to the work of Miriam Wright. Wright’s study on the mid-twentieth-century state efforts 

to modernize the Newfoundland fishery argues that in seeking to adapt the industry to the 

modern age the state sought to mould the fishery to suit the ideals of an ideology she 

termed modernity. Modernity was based in the intellectual assumptions of the eighteenth-

century Enlightenment and the dictates of nineteenth-century industrial capitalism. The 

advocates of modernity, Wright argued, held that the older rural and resource based 

economies could be successfully integrated into the industrial capitalist order through an 

incursion of technology, science, capital, centralized marketing, and entrepreneurship. 

These changes, it proponents held, would produce a natural resource economy, and a 

society, that was rational, efficient, forward looking, and prosperous.
2
  

The process of modernization that Wright saw in the Newfoundland fishery had 

been at work in the Nova Scotia farm economy since the 1880s and aggressively 

encouraged by the state. This modernization took the form of  myriad  acts designed to 

improve the quality of produce marketed and the promotion of centralized co-operative 

marketing, through the patronage of the Nova Scotia Agricultural College (NSAC) and 

                                                           
2
 Miriam Wright, A Fishery for Modern Times: The State and the Industrialization of the Newfoundland 

Fishery, 1934-1968 (Toronto: Oxford University Press, 2001) 6-7. 
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its two smaller predecessors, the promotion of agricultural mechanization, and support 

for and co-operation with the Nova Scotia Farmers’ Association (NSFA) and Women’s 

Institute of Nova Scotia (WINS), both of which shared the government’s ambition of 

educating farm people in modern labour on the farm and in the farmhouse.  

Central institutions are the primary focus of this dissertation. This is on one part a 

practical decision, as these actors left the largest collection of records that document the 

process of modernization. As a result, the voice of farmers themselves is somewhat 

neglected in favour of central bodies and the bureaucrats, scientists, and activists who 

staffed them. The focus on these groups is also a matter of priority. The drive to 

modernize Nova Scotia’s farm sector was in large part born out of an elite anxiety that 

farming needed to be modernized for it, and rural society, to be saved. Even the bodies 

that purported to be the voice of Nova Scotia’s farm people, the NSFA and WINS, are in 

some ways elitist. Their leadership and, to a certain extent, membership were largely 

drawn from the most prosperous, progressive, and market oriented farming households. 

Consequently they were firmly onside with the state directed efforts to modernize 

farming, and furthermore were themselves heavily reliant upon generous government 

funding for their existence, so little to no opposition or scepticism to the modernization 

project came from their ranks. That being said, with the exception of apple grower 

resistance to centralized marketing, there is little evidence of extensive farmer opposition 

to the state aided modernization of their craft. Even the United Farmers of Nova Scotia, a 

farmer based political protest party active in the early 1920s, voiced no opposition to 

state efforts to modernize farming. It may be that the lengthy time it took to modernize 

farming accounts for the lack of farmer opposition. For the most part, it was a slow and 
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incremental transformation, not an abrupt and sudden one, thus removing the impetus for 

protest and resistance. Farmers also did not blame state efforts for the challenges they 

faced. What voices of farmer scepticism or opposition to the modernizing process that 

could be found have been incorporated, but it seems these were a minority, with most of 

their fellows largely onside with the modernization process.  

Even without extensive commentary from the farmers this dissertation is far more 

than an institutional or sectoral history. Through examining the efforts and ideologies of 

institutions geared towards agricultural reform, we glimpse larger social transformations 

being wrought in rural Nova Scotia and Canada.  Through this story we can glimpse the 

rise of government as an economic force, the coalescence of Liberalism as the dominant 

economic and political ideology, and the expansion of educational infrastructure. In turn 

we can view the hitherto unappreciated interdependent facets of myriad state efforts to 

boost Nova Scotia’s struggling economy by promoting modern farming. But the primary 

story of this study is the struggle to help farmers adapt an age-old craft, founded on tacit 

knowledge, folk traditions, and family sustenance to the modern age. 

 The creation of a modern farming sector loomed larger in the imagination of 

Nova Scotia’s economic planners, perpetually struggling with economic 

underdevelopment and stagnation, than has hitherto been recognized. While their concern 

was primarily economic, it was also cultural. Farmers were viewed as the bulwark of a 

society’s democratic traditions, and the guardians of its customs, culture and morals. The 

perceived threat industrial modernity posed to farmers in the late nineteenth and early 

twentieth centuries prompted an aggressive state effort to help the farmers adapt to the 
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new environment. Unfortunately, only those farmers who commanded sufficient capital 

and resources to bear the financial burden of modern farming could survive.  

Historical Background 

Agriculture has long roots in the Maritime region. The native Maliseet people 

cultivated maize and other indigenous crops in the Saint John River valley in modern day 

New Brunswick for several generations before the onset of extensive European 

settlement.
3
 When the Europeans arrived they were quick to exploit the region’s 

agricultural potential, but colonial farmers did not have an easy time. While the lands that 

became Nova Scotia boasted some fertile areas, such as the lands surrounding the Bay of 

Fundy and Minas Basin and parts of the North Shore, much of its countryside was hilly, 

strewn with rocks, and covered with acidic soil.
4
 When combined with a generally cool 

and moist climate, it made much of the province unsuited for the large-scale farming of 

prized cash crops, particularly wheat, desired by colonial elites.
5
 Nonetheless, farmers 

                                                           
3
 Jason Hall, “Maliseet Cultivation and Climatic Resilience on the Wəlastəkw/St. John River During the 

Little Ice Age,” Acadiensis XLIV (2) (Summer/Autumn - Été/Autumne 2015), 3-26. 

 
4
 See Marilyn Gerriets, “Agricultural Resources, Agricultural Production and Settlement at Confederation,” 

Acadiensis XXXI (2) (Spring/Printemps 2002), 129-156, and Cole Harris, The Reluctant Land: Society, 

Space, and Environment in Canada before Confederation (Vancouver: UBC Press, 2008), 162-230. 

 
5
 Anthony Winson, blamed the lack of wheat cultivation for the Maritimes’ failure to adapt to 

industrialization later in the nineteenth century. The point of contrast for Winson is Ontario, where a 

flourishing wheat export trade provided the capital and investment necessary to fund its impressive 

nineteenth-century industrialization. See Anthony Winson, The Roots of Agrarian Decline: Farming in the 

Maritimes, 1850-1930 (Halifax: Gorsebrook Research Institute, 1995); and Anthony Winson, "The Uneven 

Development of Canadian Agriculture: Farming in the Maritimes and Ontario," Canadian Journal of 

Sociology/Cahiers canadiens de sociologie 10 (3) (Fall 1985), 411-438. Winson’s take on Ontario’s wheat 

economy and industrialization is indebted to the work of John McCallum; see John McCallum, Unequal 

Beginnings: Agriculture and Economic Development in Quebec and Ontario until 1870 (Toronto: 

University of Toronto Press, 1980). Winson’s argument suffers from several flaws, as he ignores the 

industrial development that did occur in the Maritimes, but more importantly it fails to take into account the 

Maritime’s limited capacity for wheat cultivation. He also overestimates the importance of the wheat export 

in Ontario’s industrial development. More recent scholarship, particularly the work of Douglas McCalla, 

has demonstrated that the Ontario wheat economy was oriented more towards local consumption than 

export. It was the trade and investment spurred by the local market for agricultural products, and the 
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realized early that what good farmland Nova Scotia possessed was well suited for raising 

livestock, hardy vegetables, grass, and fruits. Consequently, the colonial countryside 

abounded in herds of cattle, fields of hay, plots of root crops, and bountiful orchards. 

Britain’s wars with France (1793-1815) and the United States (1776-1783 and 1812-

1814) stimulated external trade, but local markets emerged to service towns, lumber 

camps, and fishing fleets.
6
  

This seeming subservience of Nova Scotia, and Maritime, agriculture to the 

demands of the mercantile economy has fed a traditional interpretation of the industry as 

being stagnant and underdeveloped, as the lumber and fish based staples economy 

offered little incentive for farmers to improve their efficiency and productivity. This 

interpretation presents the merchant elite as hostile to agricultural improvement, actively 

working to undermine agricultural development, which they feared would detract 

workers from their employ and cut into the revenue they received from importing food-

stuffs. More recent research by Beatrice Craig and T. W. Acheson has challenged this 

view. Both authors have shown that the agricultural economy of the colonial era was not 

wholly subservient to the staples economy, and was, in fact, market oriented. Farmers 

                                                                                                                                                                             
manufacturing farm tools and implements, that account for its industrial success later in the nineteenth 

century. See Douglas McCalla, Planting the Province: The Economic History of Upper Canada, 1784-1870 

(Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1993); and Douglas McCalla, “The Internal Economy of Upper 
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regularly sold their produce in the towns and lumber camps, and adapted to changes in 

the markets and the environment to ensure themselves the best returns.
7
 In this context, 

while not entirely self-sufficient, many farmers were highly specialized and were 

producing regular surpluses for sale. Maritime farmers, these authors attest, were just as 

efficient and productive as farmers elsewhere, and the growth of a prosperous rural elite 

during the nineteenth century demonstrates that some farmers were able to accumulate 

capital.
8
 

Maritime farming was coming into its own as an economic force during a 

transformative time in the history of agriculture. While it is well known that in the late 

eighteenth century Britain saw the beginnings of the industrial revolution that would 

radically alter societies and economies around the world, the same time and milieu also 

saw the beginnings of the less famous, but no less important, agricultural revolution. The 

rural handmaiden of the urban industrial revolution, the agricultural revolution introduced 

new techniques in crop rotation, selective breeding, and fertilization, and advances in 

farm machinery. All of these developments made Britain’s farms more productive and 

efficient, providing the food for its burgeoning industrial cities and imperial plantations 

in the Caribbean.
9
 Leading the charge in promoting these ideas were agricultural 

societies, organizations which provided a venue to instruct farmers in new agricultural 
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techniques through literature, lectures, and exhibitions, while allowing their members 

access to purebred livestock and modern agricultural machinery.
10

 These societies proved 

popular among well-off British farmers, and quickly spread as a vehicle for agricultural 

education. 

As an integral part of imperial Britain’s Atlantic network, the ideas springing 

from the agricultural revolution quickly found their way to Nova Scotia. The promise of 

improved farming, with greater productivity and increased efficiency, proved enticing for 

colonial governments searching for the means to boost the province’s economy. The first 

Nova Scotia agricultural society was founded in 1789. It was in this year that a group of 

prominent Halifax politicians and merchants, convinced that the province’s farms were 

inefficient and backward, formed a central Board of Agriculture to promote improved 

farming through publicly-funded agricultural societies that would spread the methods of 

modern farming in their local districts throughout the province. The Board proved short 

lived, as the wartime boom curbed intense interest in economic renewal via improved 

farming. Upon the return of peace in 1815, however, Nova Scotia was plunged into a 

recession, prompting renewed interest in salvation through improved farming, bringing 

the idea of a central Board of Agriculture back to the fore.  

In 1818 a series of 64 letters appeared in the weekly Acadian Recorder newspaper 

under the pseudonym “Agricola” arguing forcefully for the restoration of the Board to 

                                                           
10

 For the impact of agricultural societies in nearby New England, see Richard D. Brown, “The 

Agricultural-Industrial Transition in New England” New England Quarterly  61(2) (1988), 260-268; 

Catherine E. Kelly, “‘The Consummation of Rural Prosperity and Happiness’: New England Agricultural 

Fairs and the Construction of Class and Gender, 1810-1860” American Quarterly  49 (3) (1997), 574-602; 

Winifred B. Rothenberg, “The Market and Massachusetts Farmers, 1750-1855,” Journal of Economic 

History 41 (2) (June 1981), 283-314; and Tamara Plakins Thornton, “Between Generations: Boston 

Agricultural Reform and the Aging of New England, 1815-1830,” New England Quarterly  59 (2) (1986), 

189-211. 

 



12 
 

fund and direct improvement in farming. The letters caused a sensation, and the 

following year, at the behest of Lieutenant Governor Lord Dalhousie, a new Board was 

created, headed by “Agricola,” revealed to be the Scottish-born Halifax merchant John 

Young. Despite a heady start, mass popularity, and the full support of the colonial 

government, by 1826, for a variety of reasons, chief among them Young’s poor 

management and combative personality, the second Board had collapsed. It was not until 

1841 that the Board was restored.
11

 This new Board’s programs proved capricious and its 

existence often tentative. Assemblymen from counties where agriculture was not an 

overriding economic concern balked at funding the Board, and its grants were often 

inadequate. Ideology and partisanship came into the mix following the attainment of 

responsible government in 1848, as divisions between Liberals and Conservatives further 

compromised the Board, with the former more kindly disposed to the body. Upon the 

election of a Conservative administration in 1857 the Board was again disbanded to cut 

expenditures.
12
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Agricultural reform effort continued at a grassroots level through the agricultural 

societies, with or without direction from Halifax, though the Tories reconstituted the 

Central Board in 1864. Prosperous middle class farmers took it upon themselves to 

“enlighten” their less well-off fellows in modern farming, using the agricultural societies 

as their vehicle. Because of this perceived elite status, the appeal of the societies was 

sundered along class lines with their leadership drawn from the well-connected 

“gentlemen farmers,” usually the descendants of the first settlers who had acquired the 

best land early on and improved it over several generations.
13

 As a result many farmers of 

modest means viewed the societies, not without cause, as elaborate patronage networks 

for their wealthier neighbours to access quality stock and modern farm machines on the 

public purse.
 
Class tension was not the only reason the average farmer dismissed the 

work of the societies. The agricultural reformers’ desire to create a farm sector that was 

scientific and specialized was ill-suited to mid-nineteenth-century Nova Scotia where, 

apart from the older areas of settlement, farmers were still engaged in the decades long 

task of clearing and improving land.  

Furthermore, the overall agricultural sector was not conducive to investment. At 

mid-century Nova Scotia grain and potato crops were plagued by several maladies such 

as the Hessian fly and potato blight. Both impaired its capacity for an export market and 

reduced its viability for livestock production.
14

 In such an atmosphere, most farmers were 

mainly concerned with eking out a living. Investing in modern machinery and purebred 
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stock threatened their immediate profits. As a result, many agricultural societies struggled 

to stay afloat and relevant as the nineteenth century wore on.
15

  

Such was the socio-economic environment that the agricultural reformers 

surveyed in the late nineteenth-century. Their institutions, such as the Board and its 

sponsored societies, were proving insufficient to spread the gospel of improvement to 

Nova Scotia’s farmers, but in their minds the message needed to be heard more than ever. 

A threat more potent to farming than the fly or blight was making its presence felt: 

industrialization. The march of industry was drawing many farm youths to the 

burgeoning towns and cities to seek their fortunes in the factories, mines, and offices, 

putting the future viability of farming as both an economic sector and way of life in grave 

doubt. With the stakes so high the agricultural reformers sought to revive their mission of 

improved farming and to revitalize the institutions that supported it to fit the modern age. 

It is here, in the years that immediately followed Confederation in 1867 that the story 

begins. 

Historiography 

While the history of Nova Scotia and Maritime farming in the pre-Confederation 

era has been carefully examined, post-Confederation rural and agricultural history has 

proved surprisingly elusive. Until recently the story of the region’s farm economy, and 

the people who participated in it, has been largely overlooked in favour of mercantile and 

state development, the growth of industrial capitalism and the social and political 
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struggles it unleashed.
16

 While not the most profitable in monetary terms, agriculture held 

a strong place in the economy of the province and in the lives of many of its inhabitants 

from the earliest colonial times well into the twentieth century. How such a vital part of 

the economy can have been neglected by historians can be partially explained by the lack 

of a comprehensive Maritime historiography until relatively recently.  

The dearth of attention paid to the region’s history by historians before the 1970s 

has been well documented, and even today, over 40 years after the flowering of the 

“Acadiensis School,” the rectification of this neglect is still an ongoing project.
17

 Yet, 

even within the sizable literature of Atlantic Canadian history built up over the past few 

decades, the history of rural life and farming has been understudied. Even the premier 

textbook treatment of the region’s post-Confederation history, The Atlantic Provinces in 
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Confederation, published in 1993, shared in this urban fixation to the detriment of the 

rural. Farming is not ignored; practically every one of the decade-themed chapters 

devotes some space to discussing agricultural developments. But while capturing the 

overall trends in farming during these years, (numerical decline of farms and the growth 

of larger, scientific, business-oriented farms), the passages on farming nevertheless read 

as an aside to the “primary” urban, industrial-capitalist story of the region’s history. The 

efforts to promote progressive agriculture are only given brief mention, and the role of 

the state in this promotion is almost entirely overlooked. The foundation of the Nova 

Scotia Agricultural College, the most visible component of the state’s commitment to 

modernize farming, is mentioned only in passing and in the wrong chapter, that covering 

the 1890s, well before its 1905 opening.
18

 

Fortunately, this situation has changed since the publication of The Atlantic 

Provinces in Confederation, and this dissertation builds upon a growing and increasingly 

sophisticated rural historiography, both at the regional and national level. The year after 

its publication saw the arrival of Contested Countryside: Rural Workers and Modern 

Society in Atlantic Canada, 1800-1950, a collection of essays examining regional rural 

society’s confrontation with industrial modernity. In his introductory essay to the volume, 

editor Daniel Samson made the seemingly cryptic claim that “history looks different from 

the countryside,” referring to how, when viewed from the rural perspective, the classical 

interpretation of Canada’s past takes new and exciting turns, or becomes strikingly 
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insufficient.
19

 Traditionally, Canadian historians have focused much of their attention on 

urban history, be it political, economic, or social. When the rural has received attention in 

this framework it has often been in the form of a foil to urban/industrial development, 

that is, a traditional, stagnant and conservative society to be juxtaposed with the 

transformative, dynamic, and progressive urban society.
20

 Or, if not this, rural history has 

been examined solely through the transformations in technology and production that 

industrialization elicited in the rural economy. The two decades since the publication of 

Contested Countryside have witnessed numerous challenges to traditional interpretations 

of the nature of Maritime life and the growth of a new field of Canadian rural history.  

  In the place of the traditional, conservative, depiction of rural life and work, 

recent research has suggested that the rural society and economy were always in a state of 

flux, rather than stability. To ensure that they secured the best financial returns for their 

operations and community, rural dwellers adapted as best they could to the myriad 

political, technological and economic changes taking place in the wider world. But the 

response of rural labourers to the industrial transformation has only formed one facet of 

the new rural historiography. Increasingly, an understanding of the social organization of 

the rural economy and seasonal work patterns is recognized as essential to an 

understanding of the progress and process of industrialization. Thus, rural dwellers are 

now seen more as agents of the industrial and urban change of the past two centuries than 

as passive victims of it; and it has been shown that there were those who resisted the 

advent of industrialism and the threat it posed to their way of life. The rural community 
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itself has come under increased scrutiny, as the traditional image of a relatively 

egalitarian society populated by self-sufficient yeoman is being replaced by one in which 

class divisions were sharp, and off-farm labour was an economic necessity. The new rural 

history has also been influenced by the recent explosion of scholarship in gender and 

women’s history, with the structure of the rural patriarchy coming under increased 

scrutiny. The role rural women played in the family and economy has received new 

attention, revealing that women’s labour was a corner stone of rural commerce, both in 

providing for home consumption and for trade.
21

 Rural history, then, is a broad ranging 

historical field that can contribute much to our understanding of the past.  

  Rural historians, therefore, have found themselves in the centre of contemporary 

debates surrounding the ideology of liberalism and its influence on politics, society, and 

the economy. The history of modern western political thought can be broadly understood 

as the history of liberalism, and the all-encompassing influence it wielded upon politics, 

economics, philosophy, and culture following the American and French Revolutions in 

the late eighteenth century. Liberalism’s emphasis on individualism and the primacy of 

property, as well as its veneration of efficiency and scientific rationalism completely 

altered the structure of western society as its proponents sought to mould the world to suit 

their image of the ideal, ushering in what historian Ian McKay termed the “Liberal 

Order.”
22

 Liberalism has primarily been associated with the transformation of the urban 

environment and the aspirations of industrial bourgeois, but it included a vision for the 
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countryside and the rural counterpart of the urban bourgeoisies sought to use their 

influence to bring that vision to fruition. Recent historical works that have used McKay’s 

“Liberal Order” framework to investigate rural history have proved an inspiration for this 

dissertation.  

The work of Ruth Sandwell on rural British Columbia forms one of the chief 

studies of rural society to utilize and challenge the “Liberal Order.” Rural history in 

British Columbia has, in the past, been fixated on the growth of resource-based industries 

in the province’s interior, such as timber and mining, and their role in the consolidation 

of industrial capitalism and liberal economic theory.
23

 Sandwell’s work represents one of 

the first efforts to deconstruct this process and to place proper emphasis on the societies 

that sprang up during the development of rural British Columbia and the people who 

lived their lives in them. Focusing on the power relations between the bureaucratic 

planners of nineteenth-century British Columbia and those who settled its rural areas, 

Sandwell posits that the interaction between these two groups reveals a conflict between 

the rural aspirations of the emerging liberal state and the lived experience of rural 

dwellers.
24

 The rural ideal of the liberal planners, informed by the ideology  of the 

“Liberal Order,” was one in which a society of rugged, sober and individualist patriarchs 

presided over family farm operations geared wholly towards commercial agricultural 

production, doing so in the most efficient and profitable way possible. Sandwell argues 

that this concept was not applicable to the daily reality of most rural dwellers in British 
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Columbia, where the scarcity of prime agricultural land necessitated off-farm work in 

order to survive. Agriculture thus became only one of several economic activities that 

were at play in rural BC.
25

 Though the British Columbia rural experience differs radically 

from that in Nova Scotia, the ideology that inspired its modernization was one and the 

same. Sandwell’s work provides a means to understand the ideological framework and 

agenda of those promoting rural modernization. 

Liberal ideology colours Daniel Samson’s work on nineteenth-century Nova 

Scotia’s rural economy. Whereas Sandwell treats the liberal industrial order as being 

imposed on rural society from the outside, Samson argues that it grew out of the rural 

economy. The large pool of workers in rural Nova Scotia seeking part-time waged labour 

allowed industrial capitalism to penetrate the Maritime countryside successfully, its 

success the result of its initial compatibility with the seasonal workings of the rural 

economy.
26

 For Samson, industrial modernity grew from within the dynamic of the rural 

economy and society itself, rather than being imposed from without.
27

 The countryside, 
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particularly that of the North Shore and Cape Breton Island, was the epicentre of Nova 

Scotia’s industrial development and one of the key battle grounds of its political 

construction. This area’s bounty of natural resources (particularly coal) triggered a 

confrontation between rural workers and elites over the appropriate means of economic 

production and resource ownership, which exacerbated the existing rural class divide. 

On opposite sides of this divide were poorer settlers and middle class 

“improvers.” The former lived in communities where a moral economy of mutual aid and 

sustainability was paramount, while the latter subscribed to the philosophy of political 

economy, whereby increased personal wealth, economic production and efficiency, and 

national and imperial strength were the key prerequisites for any economic activity. The 

struggle that occurred between these two groups was fought over the rights to natural 

resources, and the nature of common and private land. The state aimed to control and 

regulate Nova Scotia’s rural resources, industry, and economic relations and, to that end, 

increasingly intervened in the administration of formerly self-governing rural 

communities, often through the auspices of monopolies such as the General Mining 

Association. By enforcing crown control of natural resources, these initiatives sought to 

limit the exploitation of those resources by traditional harvesters. Rural dwellers were 
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drawn in by the promise of steady wages and mining towns became industrial colonies in 

the countryside, but even here there was pronounced rurality, as most families grew crops 

or raised animals, thus maintaining a degree of their former economic control.  

  Samson devotes considerable attention to the agricultural reform efforts initiated 

by middle-class agricultural societies. Their leaders and much of the membership, being 

the stewards of the liberal civic virtues of individualism, propriety, and sobriety, believed 

they had only to show the unimproved the errors of their ways and the path to prosperity 

would be assured. Samson argues that the transition to industrial capitalism in rural Nova 

Scotia is best understood as the gradual deterioration of the capacity of the poor and 

middling settlers to achieve sustenance and competency through means other than 

reliance on the free market. Good land was becoming scarce, and farmers found 

themselves increasingly dependent on industrial towns and middle class merchants for 

their markets. Rural industrial development rested upon elite domination of the channels 

of civil society, reinforcing and legitimating the reduced capacity of poor settlers to 

achieve property and competency in a society characterized by the “Liberal Order,” in 

which property formed the basis of citizenship.
28

 The agricultural reformers studied in 

this dissertation are, in many instances, the direct descendants of those studied by 

Samson. Unlike the earlier generation of gentlemen farmers, content to head local 

agricultural societies, their heirs were more fully immersed in the provincial state and 

willing to marshal its powers to further their reformist agenda. Both generations shared 

the same goal: the creation of an efficient and scientific farm sector that was fully 

devoted to the needs of the capitalist market. 
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 These same ideas, and the cadre of liberal reformers pushing them, were also 

evident in New Brunswick, where, by the late nineteenth century, leadership by locally- 

oriented agricultural societies had given way to government headed, province-wide 

campaigns. The activities and ideology of the New Brunswick reformers were examined 

in detail in Timothy Lewis’ doctoral thesis “Agrarian Idealism and Progressive 

Agriculture in Maritime Canada: Agriculture Leadership in New Brunswick, 1895-1929.” 

Lewis’s work was inspired by Tom Nesmith’s earlier dissertation “The Philosophy of 

Agriculture: The Promise of the Intellect in Ontario Farming, 1835-1914,” which 

examined the economic and intellectual milieu in mid-nineteenth century Ontario that 

gave birth to the Ontario Agricultural College (OAC). Nesmith described the formation 

and implementation of an ideology he called “Agrarian Idealism,” which provided the 

intellectual foundation for the campaign for progressive agriculture. “Agrarian Idealism” 

channelled the popular intellectual trends of the day, steeped in orthodox Christianity, 

Baconian scientific investigation, and Scotland’s “Common Sense” philosophy, and 

stressed that farmers should “shun the pretensions of the overly ambitious intellect. 

Inquiring minds were directed to the more prudent course of immediate utility.”
29

 The 

“immediate utility” the advocates of the philosophy had in mind for farmers was for them 

to embrace agricultural science and make their operations large and efficient to allow 

them to participate in the capitalist market. Convinced that improved agriculture was the 

key to improving the overall economy, Ontario’s agricultural reformers aggressively 

promoted state supported agricultural education, leading to the foundation of the OAC in 
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1874. Much of Canada’s late nineteenth-century agricultural vanguard was educated at 

the OAC, and they took its ideology across the country, including the Maritimes. 

Those OAC educated idealists who made their careers in agricultural promotion 

in New Brunswick, most prominently William Woodbridge (W. W.) Hubbard, are the 

subject of Timothy Lewis’ dissertation. Reformers placed great faith in the ability of 

agricultural science and larger and more efficient farm production to ensure that Maritime 

farmers would be able to compete successfully in the capitalist market and thus maintain 

a strong rural sector. The New Brunswick “idealists” teamed with the provincial 

government to create an impressive network of agricultural education programs, which 

included agricultural societies, a Farmers’ and Dairymen’s Association, a dairy school, 

and a farmers’ newspaper, The Maritime Farmer and Co-operative Dairyman (of which 

Hubbard was the founding editor), all geared towards making the province’s farming 

sector scientific, efficient, and market oriented.  

There was an element of self-advancement in this effort, as the most vocal 

proponents of agricultural reform, such as Hubbard, were those who already possessed 

the most prosperous, productive, and market-oriented farms. Their efforts to encourage 

modern farming would only help the profitability of their operations. In this line of 

thinking, the older rural economy, with its emphasis on self-sufficiency and occupational 

pluralism, was no longer deemed economically legitimate, as these activities deviated 

from the primacy of the market. It was a time in which a “business mentality” began to 

creep into the minds of many rural dwellers, whereby the health of agriculture was 

viewed as dependent on the use of proper business practices, and farming was viewed, 
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first and foremost, as a matter of profit margins and operational efficiency.
30

 The same 

process seen in New Brunswick was at work in Nova Scotia during this time, and the 

work of Lewis and Nesmith has proved invaluable to this thesis, in framing both the 

ideology of the agricultural reformers and their strategy to martial the power of the state 

to achieve their ambitions. 

Sources and Organization 

The processes that Lewis observed in New Brunswick mirrored changes in Nova 

Scotia. This dissertation furthers the work of recent rural historians by probing into new 

realms of historical investigation, and debunks the notion of sleepy and inert rural 

conservatism. The primary sources consulted in the work are largely the records and 

official documents of government departments and the records of farmers’ bodies behind 

the great thrust for agricultural modernity in Nova Scotia. Chief among these are the 

Annual Reports of the provincial department of agriculture. Released every year with the 

official Journals of the House of Assembly and other departments’ reports, these 

agricultural reports are a treasure trove of information on the department’s activities and 

the productivity of the province’s farm sector. All the various sectors of the department 

charted their activities in these reports, and they reveal both how government 

administrators pursued their goal of agricultural modernization and, through the charts 

and figures they provided, the extent of their success in achieving that goal. Each Annual 

Report also contains sections detailing the activities of the Nova Scotia Agricultural 

College, Nova Scotia Farmers’ Association, and Women’s Institute of Nova Scotia. 
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These records are particularly vital for constructing the history of the NSAC, as most of 

the records from the college’s first forty years, independent of those in the Annual 

Reports, were destroyed in a fire in 1946. The same fire destroyed the records of the first 

thirty years of WINS, reflecting their close association with the school, but fortunately 

copies of the Institute bulletin, Home and County, for these years were preserved, and are 

the most prominent sources used for the WINS. The records of the NSFA survived, and 

the reports of their annual meetings form the bulk of the sources used for compiling the 

history of this organization and its role in the mission to promote modern farming. 

Another pivotal primary source is the biweekly farmers’ newspaper The Maritime 

Farmer and Co-operative Dairyman, which was used to fill out the details of many of the 

debates swirling around the direction of Nova Scotia’s agricultural industry and the 

functionality of its infrastructure. 

This dissertation is divided into nine chapters. Chapter 2 covers the province’s 

first wave of agricultural modernization that occurred during the three decades after 

Confederation. This era saw the restructuring of national and imperial markets, global 

depression, and the destabilization of regional industries. These forces were felt down on 

the farm, and, with its farmers facing these economic and political changes, the province 

revamped its agricultural bureaucracy to better penetrate the farm economy, creating two 

small agricultural schools and the Nova Scotia Farmers’ Association, all geared towards 

instructing farmers how best to adapt the methods of modern agriculture to their 

operations. Chapter 3 covers the years between 1898 and 1914, when the programs of the 

previous three decades bore fruit. It was a period when a more generous economic 

climate allowed for the amalgamation of the two schools into the Nova Scotia 
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Agricultural College in 1905, an expansion of the NSFA’s reach, and the creation of the 

WINS, a body charged with educating farm women in modern domestic labour. Hopes 

were high; indeed, this may have been the golden age for the aspirations of the 

agricultural reformers, but the onset of war and its aftermath proved a challenge. The 

period 1914 to 1925, covered in Chapter 4, saw the impact of the demands of the 

battlefield and a post-war recession on the province’s farmers and the agricultural reform 

movement. Their facilities and finances all seemed inadequate to continue the quest to 

promote a modern farm economy. Despite these setbacks, the period did see notable 

developments, including the advent of the promotion of farm mechanization and co-

operation, the full flowering of the WINS as a popular movement, and the brief 

appearance of a farmers’ political party. However, none of these seemed capable of 

staving off hard times and keeping rural youth on the farm.  

The period between 1925 and 1939 was pivotal to the modernization of Nova 

Scotia agriculture, and it is analysed in two chapters. Chapter 5 discusses the broad 

developments of the period. By 1925 it was apparent that a radical realignment was 

needed in Nova Scotia’s agricultural policy if the goal of fully modernizing the 

province’s farm economy was to be met. A broader atmosphere of economic crisis and 

political upheaval gave the reformers an opportunity to further their agenda. In the face of 

continuing agricultural stagnation and decline, those pushing for modernization became 

more aggressive and were far more willing to marshal the power of the state and the law 

to mould the farm economy to their liking. It was a period of reorganization and 

regrouping for the Department of Agriculture, now remade into a formal cabinet position 

and expanded to include Extension and Markets divisions. It was a period of expansion 
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and experimentation for the NSAC, the NSFA, and WINS; all struggled to adapt to the 

depression, with varying degrees of success. Chapter 6 is a case study of the most 

significant development in Nova Scotia farming during the depression years: the 

government promotion of agricultural co-operatives. Co-ops represented an obvious 

means to buttress the farm economy against the economic crisis, and for state planners to 

expand their reach into the household economies of Nova Scotia farms. In the eyes of the 

reformers, cooperative marketing represented an efficient and rational way to sell farm 

produce and goods at low costs to producers and to ensure that the produce marketed was 

of high quality and appealing to consumers. As a result, the depression years witnessed 

an explosion of state sponsored agricultural co-operatives, despite the protests of some 

farmers and merchants who favoured a more laissez-faire approach to marketing produce. 

Thanks to state promotion, by the outbreak of the Second World War farm 

marketing in Nova Scotia was far more centralized and its produce subject to much 

stricter quality control than had hitherto been the case. Chapter 7 covers the years of the 

Second World War, 1939-1945, during which the crisis of the war brought the full power 

of the state to bear on Nova Scotia’s farm economy. Co-operative marketing was 

furthered, and grading of produce more strictly enforced, setting the stage for even more 

ambitious plans for post-war marketing organization and centralization. Chapter 8 covers 

the post-war era, 1946 to 1960. For the most part the policies and ideology of farm 

improvement continued as they had before, with some novel developments, including 

marshland rehabilitation, but the modernization project of the reformers ran into several 

challenges. The push for cooperation withered from competition from private retailers 

and a lessening of government support for co-ops. Worse still, farm numbers plummeted 
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due to a renewed exodus from the countryside to the town and a cost-price squeeze. The 

expenses incurred by modern farming meant that only those farms that had the quality 

land and ample finances could survive in the modern environment. The agricultural 

reformers thus created a farm economy that was scientific, efficient, mechanized, and 

market oriented, but one in which only a handful of farmers could successfully compete.  

Thus, by the turn of the 1960s Nova Scotia’s farm economy was no longer a 

culture, but a business. This study shows that this process was not solely the result of 

impersonal forces such as economic change and technological development, but rather 

the result of a concerted effort on the part of the provincial government and its allies. 

Fearful that farming was fading as an economic and cultural force, beginning in the late 

nineteenth century these actors launched a significant and persistent effort to create a new 

farm economy that could survive and thrive in the modern world. In many ways they 

succeeded. The Nova Scotia farm economy that existed in 1960 was one that was 

thoroughly modern, scientific, and market oriented, but it was also one that was 

significantly winnowed in terms of its share of the population and overall economy. The 

project of farm modernization, it seems, was able to save farming as a business, but 

unable to save it as a way of life. It is deeply ironic that its policies assured that only a 

select few farmers could stay afloat in a farm economy that stressed mass production and 

scientific efficiency. 
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Chapter 2 

Creating “scientific cultivators”: The Rise of Agricultural Reform, 1867-1898 

For John Wimburn Laurie, an English born resident of Oakfield, Halifax County, 

the mid-1880s were a disconcerting time. Laurie might well be brushed off as a typical 

late Victorian; a person living in a rapidly changing world who firmly believed that 

scientific advance and industrial progress were the only route to future prosperity but, at 

the same time, was anxious about the possibly unwelcome cultural and religious changes 

accompanying the march of science and industry.
1
 This milieu did indeed weigh upon 

Laurie’s troubled mind, but his immediate distress stemmed from his position as 

President of Nova Scotia’s Central Board of Agriculture, a body charged with supporting 

the provincial agricultural societies and directing general agricultural improvement. 

Industrial modernity posed a unique challenge to the farmers under his charge. In his 

1884 Board report Laurie wrote to Premier William S. Fielding that the recent opening of 

the Northwest to cultivation had increased the availability of western breadstuffs in Nova 

Scotia, via the Intercolonial Railway, thus lowering prices on home grown grain.
2
 What 

did the future hold for Nova Scotia agriculture in an age when produce grown in distant 

locations could reach the local market by locomotives? For that matter, what did the ever 

                                                           
1
 See A. B. McKillop, A Disciplined Intelligence: Critical Inquiry and Canadian Thought in the Victorian 

Era (Montreal/Kingston: McGill-Queen’s University Press, 2001).  

 
2
 Province of Nova Scotia, Report of the Central Board of Agriculture, Nova Scotia, For the Year 1884 

(Halifax: Queen’s Printer, 1885), 1. The colonization of the western plains would loom large in Laurie’s 

(1835-1912) career, and provide his main mark on Canadian history. A veteran of several British 

campaigns, including the Crimean War, in 1885 Laurie was appointed a commander in the force sent 

westward on the Canadian Pacific Railway to quell the North-West Rebellion. Following this military 

adventure he served one term (1888-1891) as a Conservative MP for Shelburne County before returning to 

his native England where he also was elected to Parliament. 

 



31 
 

increasing trend of industrialization, and urbanization that accompanied it, mean for the 

viability of farming as a culture or business?  

For Laurie, and others like him immersed in Nova Scotia’s agricultural 

bureaucracy, holding fast to the old ways was not an option. If their craft were to survive 

and flourish it needed to be scientific, market oriented, efficient and profitable. The old 

agricultural societies were not capable of realizing goals on their own, and a more wide-

ranging program of agricultural education was sorely needed. Laurie, in his capacity as 

Board President, was in a position to effect such change. In the same 1884 report he 

argued that the farmers increasingly wished to become acquainted with the newest 

methods of cultivation and recommended sweeping changes to Nova Scotia’s agricultural 

bureaucracy to sate their desires. Among the recommendations he put to Fielding was for 

the province to establish a model farm to allow for the showcasing of the best livestock 

breeds and most modern methods of cultivation, and the undertaking of experimentation 

to determine the suitability of new stock and seed to Nova Scotia’s soil and climate. 

Almost as an afterthought, he said this farm would, ideally, be associated with an 

educational institution where young farmers could become, in Laurie’s words, “scientific 

cultivators of the soil.” Aware of how ambitious his plan was, Laurie said that he would 

be content to settle for the appointment of a lecturer on agricultural science to teach in the 

Normal School at Truro, Colchester County, and to tour the province to reach a wider 

farming audience.
3
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Ambitious or not, within the space of few years all of Laurie’s recommendations 

came to pass, and Nova Scotia embarked upon a decades-long effort at agricultural 

modernization. In response to economic and scientific changes, and fears of economic 

decline, in the last years of the nineteenth century Nova Scotia created an agricultural 

infrastructure dedicated to promoting scientific farming, including a formal provincial 

department of agriculture, two publically funded agricultural schools, the School of 

Agriculture (SoA) and School of Horticulture (SoH), a model farm, and the Nova Scotia 

Farmers’ Association (NSFA). The ideology that fed this effort was largely in line with 

the then dominant mode of individualist, laissez-faire liberalism, but there were signs that 

a collectivist counter-ideology of co-operation held sway over some agricultural 

reformers, though it would not come into full force until the twentieth century. Conflict 

was present in these early days, though it was non-ideological. The agricultural reformers 

in the two schools and the NSFA often came to loggerheads with the state over the 

generosity of the public funding of agricultural reform efforts, and the scope of the 

powers of agricultural institutions. In these battles the state held most of the cards, in the 

form of the public coffers, and frequently emerged victorious. Despite these divisions, by 

century’s end Nova Scotia boasted a solid agricultural bureaucracy dedicated to 

modernizing farming. Impressive though the growth of the agricultural bureaucracy was, 

its shortcomings prompted the creation of an even greater infrastructure at the turn of the 

century. 

Provincial Decisions and Industrial Agendas 

The thrust for modern farming in Nova Scotia was born of this atmosphere of 

political, economic, and social upheaval and unease. The most obvious change occurred 



33 
 

in 1867 when Nova Scotia joined the newly confederated Dominion of Canada, and for 

years afterwards its politics were chiefly dominated by efforts to negotiate a settlement to 

ensure the smaller province a greater voice and influence in Ottawa. Surrendering part of 

their sovereignty to a larger political union dominated by the larger central provinces 

unsettled many in the Maritime Provinces who were dissatisfied with the final 

arrangement, codified in the British North America Act.
4
 In Nova Scotia the 1867 federal 

election demonstrated the depth of animosity, as 18 of the 19 MPs returned were from 

Joseph Howe’s anti-Confederation party. Howe managed to scrape out some financial 

concessions from Ottawa, but, much to the dismay of the “antis,” Confederation was a 

done deal, and their movement faded into obscurity.  

Yet the idea of Nova Scotia separatism remained a potent force well into the 1880s. 

William S. Fielding’s Liberals campaigned in the 1886 provincial election on a pledge to 

negotiate better federal transportation and tariff policies from Ottawa, or, failing that, to 

exit Confederation. The Fielding Liberals won a strong majority, 29 of 38 seats and 55 

percent of the vote, but found no allies for their demands in Ottawa, the other provinces, 

or across the Atlantic in London. The demand for secession was dropped after the 

Conservatives won a majority of the province’s seats in the federal election the following 

year. Subsequently, the Fielding government devoted its energy to expanding Nova 

Scotia’s economy within the confines of Confederation.
5
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Economic concerns were one of the main forces behind Nova Scotia’s wariness to 

join Canada, and the subsequent calls for secession. The provincial, and regional, 

economy was in the process of a stressful shift. It had enjoyed great prosperity in the 

mid-century thanks to the strengths of its “wood, wind, and sail” economy. By mid-

century the ships built in the Maritime Provinces comprised the fourth largest merchant 

marine in the world (behind only Britain, the United States, and Norway), shipping 

domestic and foreign goods across the globe.
6
 The ship building boom spurred significant 

development in the timber industry, and the ships brought Maritime produce (particularly 

potatoes), lumber, and fish to world markets, especially the West Indies.
7
  

This thriving trade was greatly aided by the onset of the 1854 Reciprocity Treaty 

between the British North American provinces and the United States. In force between 

1854 and 1866, the treaty eliminated all tariffs on natural products between the two and 

allowed Nova Scotians access to a large American market, made all the more insatiable 

after the outbreak of the American Civil War (1861-1865). But the good times would not 

last. At the end of the war the U.S. government, seeking to protect its domestic economy 

and resenting perceived British favouritism towards the Confederacy, declined to renew 

the treaty, throwing the export based Maritime economies into a tailspin. Further 
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complicating the situation was the continuing advance of the coal and steam powered 

industrialism which undermined the “wood, wind, and sail” economy. Clearly, Nova 

Scotia would need to reorient its economy to a new industrial reality to prosper. 

Such an opportunity was offered in 1878 when Prime Minister John A. Macdonald 

implemented his National Policy, devised in response to the onset of a savage recession 

in the early 1870s, one that would last twenty years and constrain investment capital. 

Hoping to promote Canada’s fledgling industrial economy, the policy introduced 

protective tariffs on industrial imports, and instigated the rapid construction of a trans-

continental railway and European settlement of the prairie west. It would be the 

foundation of Canada’s economic policy well into the twentieth century, and the 

protective tariffs served to boost industry across Canada.  

In the Maritimes industrial growth was largely driven by the protective tariffs of 

the National Policy and the expansion of the Canadian railway system, which included a 

Maritime link, the Intercolonial Railway, by 1876. Manufacturing took root in many 

Maritime towns, prompting urbanization as workers sought their fortunes in the 

burgeoning factories and mines. In Nova Scotia, the areas that benefited most from the 

tariffs were the coal producing areas of Cape Breton Island and the North Shore. The 

latter area housed much of the Nova Scotia portion of the Intercolonial Railway, and 

consequently it witnessed a growth in manufacturing firms eager to take advantage of the 

access to the coveted central Canadian market the railway provided.
8
 Not surprisingly, 
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because of the prosperity the National Policy delivered to them, these areas returned 

mostly Conservatives in the secession themed federal election of 1887. Despite some 

measure of success in adapting to industrialization, for many Maritimers greener pastures 

were to be found elsewhere, in the industrial towns of Ontario and New England, or the 

farmlands of the opening west. During the last decades of the nineteenth century as many 

as 100,000 people left the Maritime region in a flood of outmigration.
9
  

Industrialization engendered a demographic shift from rural to urban areas, which 

only compounded the general demographic shift out of the region. Yet in the early stages 

of industrialization many farmers successfully adapted to the new circumstances, as those 

who remained in operation began to expand their farms and to specialize their production 

to cater to the ever growing urban market. Dairy, in particular, enjoyed sustained growth 

in this period, as the booming industrial towns needed a steady supply of milk and butter. 

In Nova Scotia, the farmers living between Halifax and the industrial towns of North 
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Shore became a provincial “dairy belt,” in response to the market opportunities both 

offered to dairy producers.
10

 Outmigration may have aided them, and other farmers, in 

expanding their operations, as it reduced the pool of those eager to acquire established 

farms with long-standing market connections and allowed for familial continuity in farm 

ownership.
11

 By the 1890s farm numbers had reached an all-time high in Nova Scotia, to 

meet the seemingly insatiable demand of the market, with the 1891 census reporting 

64,643 operating.
12

  

On the surface then, provincial farmers appeared to adapting well to their new 

environment, but beneath the surface was considerable unease. Nova Scotia farms, 

although growing in number and productivity, were not as productive as those elsewhere 

in Canada, especially Ontario. This was largely thanks to the comparative scarcity of 

available arable land and the weaker fertility of what land was available, but economic 

factors also played a part.
13

 While the Intercolonial Railway had brought greater trade 

and economic diversification to Nova Scotia, the improved connections to the outside 

world allowed the competitors of local producers to gain a toe hold in the provincial 

market, as was evidenced in Laurie’s 1884 Central Board report.  
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Of course, modern transportation did not always work to the detriment of Nova 

Scotia’s farmers. The advent of steamships meant that perishable goods could now reach 

export markets more quickly than had previously been the case. Laurie suggested that 

farmers exploit this opportunity and devote their efforts to producing high quality butter 

and beef to tap into the extremely profitable British export market for these products. The 

province’s fruit producers, he noted, had already begun to tap this rich market, sending 

steamships full of apples to London where they were in high demand, and he was 

convinced that they could achieve the same success in the American market.
14

 In this 

context Nova Scotia’s agricultural reformers believed that if the province’s farm sector 

was to adapt and thrive, its capacity for agricultural regulation and instruction needed 

dramatic expansion, and the message of modern scientific farming more aggressive 

promotion. In the mid-1880s these convictions coalesced into a new agricultural reform 

effort that dwarfed those that came before. 

An Atmosphere of Agricultural Reform 

This effort would be primarily a provincial rather than a federal government 

undertaking, although federal policies were important. Federal tariff and transportation 

policy deeply influenced how Nova Scotia’s farmers could market their produce at home 

and abroad. Under the terms of Section 95 of the British North America Act, Ottawa and 

the provinces shared responsibility for agricultural policy. The federal government 

controlled nationally based agricultural programs, tariffs and trade, and large settlement 

schemes, while the provinces (whose agricultural legislation could not trump federal 

                                                           
 
14

 Province of Nova Scotia, Report of the Central Board of Agriculture, 1884, 2. 

 



39 
 

legislation), controlled the regulating of local marketing of foodstuffs and the operation 

of agricultural extension and education services.
15

 Initially Maritime agriculture did not 

fall under the prerogative of ‘national concerns,’ which in these early days meant the 

European settlement of the prairies.
16

 This changed in 1886, when, emulating the 

example of the governments of several American states, Ottawa established a Central 

Experimental Farm on the outskirts of the capital, providing a forum for both 

experimentation in and public demonstration of new agricultural methods.
17

 It was to be 

the first of an ambitious national program with various regional experimental farms, 

which by 1887 included one in Nappan, Cumberland County, Nova Scotia, headed by a 

prominent agricultural enthusiast, Colonel William M. Blair.
18
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It was not only bureaucrats and educators who were taking up the charge to reform 

agriculture. Many farmers were organizing, in Canada and abroad, to better their position 

in a rapidly changing world. In the 1870s the American based Order of the Patrons of 

Husbandry, commonly known as the Grange (from the Latin for grain) offered an 

attractive route for collective action. The movement sprang from the imagination of 

Oliver Judson Kellum, a reform-minded employee of the U.S. Bureau of Agriculture. 

Recognizing that farmers, often isolated and individualist, lacked a collective means of 

fighting for their interests, Kellum sought to create a venue for farmers to band together 

to discuss and confront the problems they faced. Meeting with six colleagues in 

Washington, D.C. on 4 December 1867, Kellum oversaw the creation of the Grange, a 

non-partisan and non-denominational body that soon became a nationwide organization. 

By 1875, 22,000 Grange branches operated in 41 states, with a membership exceeding 

200,000.  

That the Grange caught on is hardly surprising. American farmers were feeling an 

economic pinch in the years after the Civil War and felt exploited by the “big interests,” 

that is, the railway companies, produce wholesalers, and banks. The Grange’s populist 

agenda of improving agriculture through education and economic co-operation, and 

increasing farmers’ political clout proved a popular draw, and the movement yielded 

results for farmers. Grange lobbying was instrumental in convincing the U.S. government 

to introduce farmer friendly railway regulations, free rural mail delivery, and public grain 

houses. Not content to limit its advocacy to farm matters, the Grange promoted other 
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progressive causes, such as the direct election of senators, temperance, and women’s 

suffrage.
19

 

Much like other successful social groups of U.S. origin, such as the Knights of 

Labour and the Woman’s Christian Temperance Union, a Canadian version of the Grange 

was soon created. Thanks to a promotional tour by Eben Thompson in 1874, granges 

began to pop up in Ontario, Manitoba, and the Anglophone areas of Quebec. By 

September of that year a national umbrella group, the Dominion Grange, was founded. It 

quickly set to work building an extensive program of farmers’ co-operative companies, 

including wholesale stores, and insurance companies.
20

 The Dominion Grange wasted 

little time in seeking to expand its membership, and in 1875 launched a promotional tour 

of the Maritime Provinces, headed by William Clark. While in New Brunswick Clark met 

Col. William Blair, and together they formed the Acadian Grange, which by 1878-79 

included 41 chapters throughout the Maritimes, with the largest contingent in Nova 

Scotia.  

Because the Maritime Granges left few records for posterity their activities are 

largely shrouded in mystery. Among their recorded activity was the launching of a 

petition by the Nova Scotia branches in 1883 impressing upon the provincial government 
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the need to establish an agricultural school, which was realized two years later.
21

 More 

crucial to the history of the Grange was its convincing the Toronto-based Grange 

Wholesale Supply Company to set up a store in Halifax in 1884. Sadly, this venture 

folded in 1887, taking with it most of the money of the Maritime Grange’s 

shareholders.
22

 The failure of the wholesale store proved a fatal blow, and by the 1890s 

the Maritime Granges were more or less defunct, and the national organization had 

entered into a steep decline from overextension. Though the Grange failed to take hold, 

its early success demonstrates that there was a popular desire among farmers to better 

their economic and political position through education and co-operation. If populist 

enthusiasm was insufficient to create a lasting infrastructure for agricultural reform and 

modernization, perhaps the state and its expanding agricultural bureaucracy could 

provide one. In the mid-1880s Halifax stepped in. 

Reforming the Central Board of Agriculture 

The provincial government was well placed to play a leading role in agricultural 

reform. The creation of the federal experimental farm and the rise (and fall) of the Grange 

aside, the foundation of Nova Scotia’s agricultural bureaucracy remained the Central 

Board and its client agricultural societies. After a period of uncertainty that characterized 

the late 1850s and early 1860s, Nova Scotia’s agricultural reformers were no doubt 

looking forward to stability under the Agricultural Act of 1864. Under its terms the 

responsibilities of the newly reconstituted Central Board of Agriculture closely mirrored 
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that of its predecessors, to promote the foundation of agricultural societies and support 

existing ones, provide them with literature and occasional lectures and demonstrations on 

modern farming methods, supply societies with imported purebred stock and seed, and 

hold a provincial exhibition every three years. To perform these duties it was awarded a 

$4,000 annual grant.
23

  

The structure of the Board, however, did change. Responding to the oft heard 

criticism that its past incarnations were centralized in Halifax and unresponsive to the 

concerns of the county societies, the new Board was composed of 10 members 

representing country districts, and 4 representing Halifax. Officers included a President 

who was elected from the afore-mentioned members (tilting the advantage to the non-

Halifax members), and 2 ex-officio members, the Superintendent of Education and the 

Principal of the Provincial Normal School at Truro: at the time of the Board’s inception 

the two latter were Theodore H. Rand and the Rev. Dr. Alexander Forrester, 

respectively.
24

 Rounding out the Board was the Secretary-Treasurer, a position given to 

another eminent Nova Scotia educator, Dr. George Lawson of Dalhousie University.
25
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Once established, the new Board set to work instructing Nova Scotia’s farmers in modern 

farming techniques hoping to arm them with the necessary technical skills and scientific 

knowledge to enable them to compete in an increasingly industrial and market driven 

environment. 

Their task carried an air of urgency, as many doubted the farmers were capable of 

modernizing on their own. Increasingly, the age old ways of learning to farm from 

observing and helping parents and neighbours with chores were viewed as inadequate 

preparation for aspiring farmers. Rural youth, so the reformers thought, desperately 

needed instruction in modern farming if they were to succeed. The old agricultural 

societies, given their limited reach and appeal, were viewed as unsuited for a job of this 

magnitude. In his report to the province in 1867, Board President Alexander MacFarlane 

lamented that, despite decades of activity by provincially sponsored agricultural societies, 

not much had changed since the days of “Agricola” fifty years earlier. Many societies 

still struggled for survival, a struggle sharpened since the onset of the post-Reciprocity 

Treaty recession. Nova Scotia farmers were still not, in MacFarlane’s estimation, using 

the proper methods for cultivation or taking advantage of the fertilizer that manure 

offered.
26

 Still, the records of the Board’s activities during the late 1860s through the 

1870s reveal little but business as usual, and a focus on shoring up the existing societies 

and founding new ones rather than expanding the scope of their activities. 
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Institutionalizing Agricultural Education 

If the societies were coming up short in their goal of promoting modern farming, 

the growing government educational infrastructure may have had the answer. In the 

United States, to further agricultural modernization, Congress passed the Morrill Act in 

1862. It awarded states land and money to establish agricultural colleges and model farms 

to instruct students in agricultural sciences and modern farming methods. Many states 

proved receptive, and several state colleges were founded in or were added onto existing 

colleges, such as Cornell.
27

 By the 1870s, the success these institutions enjoyed attracted 

the attention of Canadian agriculturalists, particularly in Ontario, where the farm press 

urged the provincial government to establish an agricultural college. Ontario was 

undergoing an industrial transformation that saw its long standing agricultural economy 

decline. Many viewed instructing farmers in “practical” and scientific agriculture as the 

best way to stem the tide and preserve the province’s rural communities from further 

decay, a goal which carried economic, cultural, and moral imperatives in the minds of the 

province’s agricultural reformers. The provincial government shared their opinions, and 

opened the Ontario Agricultural College (OAC) and the adjacent Ontario Experimental 
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Farm at Guelph in the spring of 1874.
28

 Despite a rocky start, within a decade the college 

was on a firm footing, providing Ontario farm youth with instruction in agricultural 

science and modern farm methods.  

The OAC’s success inspired imitation across the country, and by the early 1880s 

calls were heard for a Nova Scotia farmers’ school. Many sought to create a similar 

system in their province. In Nova Scotia, there was already some instruction in modern 

farming available; for example, in earlier years, the Normal School principal, Alexander 

Forrester, had lectured his students on agriculture. Following Forrester’s death in 1869, 

George Lawson was expected to lecture on agriculture at the Normal School, but his 

packed schedule did not leave him much time to do so. As far as the agricultural societies 

were concerned, if Nova Scotia farming was to have a future, a much greater capacity for 

agricultural education was needed. They relayed these feelings to the then President of 

the Central Board, Laurie, who, in turn, brought them to the premier.
29

  

Laurie’s recommendations found a sympathetic audience in Halifax. The provincial 

government had been contemplating the idea of a school for a few years, and in 1880, the 

Agricultural Committee had recommended that Halifax furnish the Normal School for 

agricultural instruction. Two years later it suggested that, in lieu of a proper college or 

model farm, the government should establish a series of “lecture stations” across the 

province.
30

 Only after Fielding became leader of the governing Liberals did solid results 
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on reforming Nova Scotia’s agricultural infrastructure come to pass. During his tenure as 

premier (1884-96) Fielding proved to be a great friend of progressive farming and was 

not shy about using his office to further its cause.
31

 In 1885, the House passed an Act to 

Encourage Agricultural Education, which, in line with Laurie’s request, gave the Council 

of Public Instruction the power to appoint a Lecturer on Agriculture for the provincial 

Normal School, to instruct pupil-teachers on agricultural chemistry and science and 

deliver public lectures around the province on the same topics.
32

 The act received the 

endorsement of the Central Board at a 21 April meeting, and, shortly thereafter, a lecturer 

was hired, the Normal School was outfitted with a chemistry lab, and a course of 

instruction was initiated that included chemistry, botany, zoology, veterinary science, and 

agriculture. The School of Agriculture (SoA) was born.
33

  

The same year, 1885, saw the final abolition of the Central Board of Agriculture 

and its replacement with a formal Department of Agriculture, by the terms of An Act to 

Amend Chapter 39, Revised Statutes, “Of the Encouragement of Agriculture.”
34

 The new 

department, like the Board it replaced, was concerned with funding and supplying 

agricultural societies and mounting exhibitions, but much of the old Board’s educational 
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responsibilities had been absorbed by the new SoA. Where there was substantial 

difference between the Board and Department was in the power structure. Whereas the 

old Board was headed by an elected President, the new department was led by an 

appointed Secretary of Agriculture who, although not a member of the House of 

Assembly or Cabinet, reported directly to the Executive Council on the activities and 

finances of his department. Though less democratic than the previous system, Fielding 

explained to the agricultural societies that a permanent Secretary would allow for greater 

efficiency in managing agricultural matters and give Halifax greater ability to collect 

agricultural information, instead of relying on the societies to do so. The first secretary 

appointed to the department was the old Board’s Secretary-Treasurer, George Lawson, 

who held the position until his retirement in 1894.
35

  

          Despite these changes, the department’s authority was rather limited, and the SoA, 

as implied above, was not an independent institution, but rather an extension of the 

Normal School. It shared grounds and class space with the existing school, as well as 

several of its students. Instructing pupil teachers in agricultural science was part of the 

strategy of farm improvement as they would, in turn, teach such knowledge to their rural 

students, encouraging progressive farming practices.
36

 The SoA was not reserved solely 

for Normal School students, as young farmers were given the opportunity to pursue 

courses independent of the Normal School and achieve a degree in agricultural science.
37
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The School was open to any student who possessed a “good common school education,” 

meaning that he could read and write and had an adequate understanding of arithmetic, 

and had a certificate attesting to “good moral character.”
38

 To graduate with a diploma, 

students of the SoA were expected to complete a two year course of study, acquire a 

thorough practical knowledge of farm work and management, and complete a satisfactory 

thesis on a farming subject.
39

 Knowledge of agricultural science was not the only thing 

the SoA hoped to impart. One of the first annual reports from the school said that 

students should study how to manage an efficient farm.
40

 

  Overseeing the SoA was the newly-minted Provincial Lecturer of Agriculture, 

Professor Herman W. Smith (1860-1936), twenty-five years old and fresh from receiving 

his Bachelor of Science at Cornell University. Smith’s primary duties were teaching 

agricultural chemistry and botany to student teachers and young farmers, but he was also 

expected to reach a wider farming audience by delivering lectures on agriculture science 

and improvement throughout the province. Such lectures were usually organized to 

coincide with meetings of the local agricultural societies to ensure a sizable crowd with 

an interest in new methods of agriculture. In his first year Smith delivered 41 such 

lectures at various locations throughout Nova Scotia, with his travel expenses paid for by 

the province.
41

 Smith’s interactions with agricultural bodies outside of the school and the 
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government were frequent. Apart from lectures he often called upon farmers to organize 

themselves into such bodies, and claimed to have been influential in the organization of 

such a body in Colchester County.
42

 Smith’s other duties included performing 

experiments in agricultural science that were oriented around determining what stocks 

and farming techniques were best suited to thrive in Nova Scotia’s soil and climate.  

  During the school’s first years the number of students rarely exceeded 10 per 

term.43 Low enrolment along with limited resources and space were recurrent points of 

contention amongst the SoA’s promoters and its detractors, both believing that they 

hindered the school’s mission of province-wide agricultural education and reform. 

Among the most frequent critics of the school was Smith himself. His annual reports to 

the provincial Secretary of Agriculture pointed out the institution’s shortcomings, and 

suggested remedies. Smith was so keen to increase the SoA’s capacity to include more 

students he even argued in 1888 that the school allow women students. These women 

would not be admitted to courses on the regular SoA curriculum, but rather would be 

enrolled in courses on Domestic Economy, designed to teach them, in Smith’s words, to 

“learn to cook, sew, and become neat and economical housekeepers,” and “elevate house 

work in the esteem of our people.”
44

  

                                                           
42

 Province of Nova Scotia, Annual Report of the Secretary of Agriculture, Nova Scotia, For the Year 1887 

(Halifax: Queen’s Printer, 1888), 26. 

 
43

 Interestingly, the ages of SoA students were quite varied. In 1888 Smith reported that of that year’s 12 

students, only five were under 20, while another five were over 30 years old. Furthermore, many of the 

older men owned their own farms, and three were married with families. Province of Nova Scotia, Report 

of the Secretary of Agriculture, Nova Scotia, For the Year 1888 (Halifax: Queen’s Printer, 1889), 44. 

 
44

 Province of Nova Scotia, Annual Report of the Secretary of Agriculture 1888, 9 & 45. 

 



51 
 

Women were ultimately not admitted to SoA, but Smith did succeed in procuring a 

facility to increase the school’s male enrolment, a model farm. The lack of a farm facility 

at the SoA was its most serious disadvantage, he contended. Without one, students were 

deprived of the opportunity to engage in practical training in the best methods of 

agriculture, and the school was unable to correct what he termed the “poor methods of 

work” they may have learned at home. Furthermore, Smith argued, a working farm would 

offer an inducement for more students to attend the SoA.
45

  

  Eager for firsthand knowledge of how a model farm was structured and 

administered, in May 1888 Secretary Lawson journeyed to Ontario to tour the Ottawa 

experimental farm and the OAC’s model farm. Armed with the information he gleaned 

from his visit, that July he and Smith toured several properties in and around Truro 

looking for one suitable for the SoA’s needs. By year’s end a selection had been made, 

and the provincial government purchased four small parcels of land on an elevation 

known as “Bible Hill” for a provincial model farm, at a cost of $3,800. Though the 

property was owned by the provincial government, and it was responsible for erecting 

and repairing any buildings, for the first four years the property was essentially leased to 

Smith, who was given full control over its management and allowed to keep full profit 

from the sale the farm’s produce. It is well that Smith was allowed to make a profit off 

the farm, as he also was obliged to pay the government an annual rent, supply the farm 

with stock and tools, and pay the salaries of any workers he hired.
46
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By the 1890s the SoA was growing at a rapid pace. Enrolment, as Smith had 

predicted, increased after the purchase of the farm, with the number of registered students 

ranging between 30 and 40 a year. The SoA’s curriculum was evolving and growing 

along with its facilities. The curriculum now included not only chemistry and botany, but 

veterinary study, biology, anatomy, geology, mathematics, entomology, and some work 

in mechanics. Smith and his students were engaged in more experiments, and the school 

was slowly but surely moving out of the cramped quarters of the Normal School. In 1891 

a dairy barn and piggery were erected on the model farm, allowing students to train in 

raising hogs and in milking and producing butter and cheese.
47

 The SoA acquired several 

animals for instructional purposes and for experiments in breeding, including a small 

herd of dairy cattle, a few horses, and some hogs. Smith built a library of books on 

agricultural science and agricultural topics and subscribed to several scientific and 

agricultural periodicals from Canada, the United States, and Britain to aid students in 

their studies and experiments.
48

  

The purchase of the Bible Hill property allowed the SoA to build its own class and 

lab facility in 1892, giving students of the SoA and the Normal School much needed 

space, as sharing the same facilities had been causing some strain between the two 

institutions.
49

 The SoA was becoming respected and recognised for its efforts in 
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agricultural improvement in Nova Scotia. Agricultural conferences were often held on its 

grounds. In 1894 one such conference was visited by Governor General Lord Aberdeen 

and his wife, an event which prompted something akin to public holiday in Truro. The 

vice-regal couple toured the SoA grounds and facilities, visited Smith’s home, paid their 

respects to the school’s achievements, and complimented the character of the its students 

and administrators.
50

 

  Despite growth and recognition, many still believed that the SoA was falling far 

short of its promise.
51

 Among the critics was Smith, who pressed for greater expansion of 

the SoA, especially in its faculty. His responsibilities for instructing students, overseeing 

experiments, and delivering lectures around the province were becoming too much for 

one man, but Halifax proved reluctant to respond to his requests. Smith frequently 

requested hired assistants, and in 1889 paid for an assistant out of his own pocket.
52

 He 

took advantage of the pool of labour that his students provided to relieve his work load, 

by paying students a salary for their work maintaining the model farm and aiding their 

professor in his experiments. As his pool of alumni increased, Smith called upon his 

former pupils to travel the province, in his company or independently, to give agricultural 

science lectures. The most prominent solo tour was conducted in the winter of 1891 by 

SoA alumnus James MacKinnon, who gave well-received lectures in 22 communities on 
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Cape Breton Island.
53

 The SoA also increased the number of short courses it offered 

during the summer months to non-students in the hopes of reaching a wider audience.
54

  

          Meanwhile, another agricultural education facility had been established in Nova 

Scotia’s farming heartland of the Annapolis Valley. In the late nineteenth century Nova 

Scotia farmers had found a boom market for apples in the United Kingdom, and orchard 

production had been increasing steadily since the 1880s.
55

 The Nova Scotia Fruit 

Growers Association (NSFGA), an influential body of apple producers formed in 1864, 

felt that their industry would be best served by offering aspiring orchardists education in 

practical and scientific knowledge of fruit growing, a sentiment shared by Acadia 

University in Wolfville, Kings County, and the local government.
56

 Due to the constraints 

on the SoA’s finances and land holdings, horticulture was not well represented in its 

curriculum, a fact which prompted fruit growers to look elsewhere for their own 

purposes.  

In 1893 a NSFGA committee, chaired by W. C. Archibald, investigated the 

feasibility of a School of Horticulture, ultimately recommending that one be situated in 

the orchard-land of the Annapolis Valley. The province agreed with these conclusions, 
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and passed an Act to Encourage the Establishment of a School of Horticulture in 1893 

allowing the NSFGA to establish a horticultural school, subject to final approval by the 

Governor-in-Council.
57

 Armed with this legislation the NSFGA set out fund raising, and 

in 1894, after raising a grand total of $1,500, the School of Horticulture (SoH) opened in 

Wolfville near the Acadia campus. The NSFGA administered the school, while the 

provincial government provided $50 for each student registered, with a maximum grant 

of $2,000 annually.
58

 After 1896 the governments of New Brunswick and Prince Edward 

Island agreed to offer $50 bonuses for students from their provinces attending.
59

 Initially 

the new facility was headed by E. E. Faville, but after 1897 the torch was passed to F. C. 

Sears, a Massachusetts native and graduate of the Kansas Agricultural College, who 

remained at the helm for the rest of its history.  

  In its first year the SoH boasted 33 students, who attended classes in the school’s 

fully equipped laboratory and greenhouse. The full course of study entailed two years of 

studying practical and theoretical horticulture; short courses were offered to those who 

could not attend full time.
60

 Unlike the SoA, tuition at the SoH was free although students 

were expected to pay for their room and board. But as many were the sons of local 
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farmers, room and board was not a problem for most.
61

 The SoH’s program was geared 

toward producing graduates capable of managing a successful commercial apple farm: 

teaching the proper cultivation of apple trees, the control of apple pests, spraying, the 

prevention and treatment of apple tree diseases, and experimental breeding in apple 

varieties. The principal of the SoH was expected, much like his SoA counterpart, to travel 

the province and give lectures on horticulture and orchard improvement. On these visits 

he inspected local orchards and reported on their maintenance and on the commercial 

viability of their crop. Likewise, mirroring the experimental role of the SoA, the SoH was 

to be a place for experiments in apple breeding, pruning, fertilization, and in the 

prevention and cure of apple tree ailments. Such experiments would determine the best 

breeds and cultivation methods for Nova Scotia, and give students a practical education 

in running a modern fruit farm.
62

 

Government Sponsored Dairy Reform 

While the capacity for agricultural instruction was growing in Truro and Wolfville, 

in Halifax, the Department of Agriculture began to broaden its scope of activities. Dairy 

promotion became one of its chief objectives. In 1887 the department provided 

publications on proper butter making and the maintenance of livestock. The tract on 

butter making argued that Nova Scotia had suitable climate, soil, and pasture land for a 

larger butter industry, and that its place as the “natural wharf of the Dominion” meant 
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that its butter and cheese could easily reach the sought after British markets.
63

 While 

these lofty ambitions were never realized, there was some movement towards greater 

dairy production in the province. In 1886 a cheese factory opened in Antigonish County 

that returned a tidy profit to its clients, although its products were still below provincial 

standards. Building upon a growing interest in dairy promotion, the province investigated 

importing Holstein cattle into Nova Scotia. Interestingly, this move was opposed by some 

agricultural societies at the 1884 annual meeting of the Board, whose members, 

unimpressed by the value of Holsteins, encouraged the province to import other breeds.
64

 

In the long run, the black and white Holstein would become the quintessential dairy cow. 

Its high milk yields and role in the mid-nineteenth century advent of the Danish 

cooperative dairy (one of the most productive dairy industries in Europe), led other 

countries to look to the breed to improve their own dairies. Holstein Breeders of Canada 

was formed in 1884 to promote the breed.  

  Looking abroad for new ideas about farming, in 1890 the department reprinted 

extracts from papers in the British-based Journal of the Royal Agricultural Society on the 

topic of agricultural education. The author, Professor Fream, dealt with the familiar 

topics of agricultural instruction, and addressed “the business side” of farming. Fream 

argued that if a farmer could not deal in markets, keep proper accounts of expenses and 

transactions, and have a keen knowledge of market statistics, all his education in 
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scientific agriculture would be in vain.
65

 The department’s reprinting of Fream’s lecture 

indicates that it, too, believed that farmers should be business oriented, and in years 

following increasingly emphasized the business side of farming. 

  Keeping with the theme of importing new agricultural ideas from Britain, in 1893 

the department printed a series of papers of technical instruction on agriculture in 

Nottinghamshire. These included papers on experiments in breeds of stock and seed, 

popular demonstrations of new techniques, and agricultural education that stressed new 

methods in fertilization and crop rearing. All these topics were familiar to Nova Scotia’s 

agricultural improvers, but among the British ideas there was one that was novel: a dairy 

school. The Nottinghamshire dairy school was organized around two-to ten-day short 

courses that provided participants with instruction in efficient butter and cheese making 

with modern equipment. Though its impact was not instant, the idea of a dairy school was 

remembered by the department, and within a decade would be acted upon.
66

 

  Closer to home, the financial success of the Antigonish cheese factory contributed 

to the1894 amendment to the Act to Encourage Agriculture to allow government to grant 

loans to establish creameries and cheese factories. Grants of $200 for the first year of 

operation, and $100 for the second and third years were available, provided that no more 

than three operations were already active in any county. With such a generous offer the 

department was inundated with requests, and by early 1895 ten additional cheese and 

cream factories were operating in Nova Scotia. That same year the department re-printed 
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a paper spelling out its overall philosophy towards promoting dairy factories. Entitled 

“Butter Making is a Business,” it chided farmers young and old for not seeing the 

business potential of dairy, and urged them to get the proper training in dairy production 

and preparation to produce products that could deliver a profit.
67

  

All of these efforts seemed to be having an effect. By 1896 the department was 

reporting a “general waking up” among Nova Scotia farmers towards agricultural 

improvement. In particular, dairy and horticulture production was increasing. To 

encourage this trend, the department recognized that Nova Scotia farmers needed greater 

capacity for cold storage, and better access to modern transportation to ensure that 

produce made it to the market quickly and in a desirable condition. However, B. W. 

Chipman, appointed Secretary of Agriculture following Lawson’s retirement, was wary 

of further direct government involvement in farm improvement. Chipman feared the 

farmers’ growing dependency on the state, favouring instead increasing government 

grants to agricultural societies, which could use the funds as they saw fit to improve local 

farming. Channeling the dominant spirit of laissez-faire, Chipman argued that, 

“Legislation can neither plow nor plant. The intelligent, practical and successful farmer 

needs but little aid from the Government; the impractical and indolent deserves none.”
68

 

Imagining and Organizing the Farmers’ Parliament 

Chipman’s sentiment belied the growing influence that the department now 

wielded over Nova Scotia’s farmers. Government agricultural funding had more than 

                                                           
 
67

 Province of Nova Scotia, Annual Report of the Secretary of Agriculture, 1895, 23-26 & 49-51. 

 
68

 Province of Nova Scotia, Annual Report of the Secretary of Agriculture, 1896, 22-23. 



60 
 

tripled in the final 15 years of the nineteenth century, going from $12,573 in 1885 to 

$39,019 in 1900, as is shown in Table 1.1. Chipman’s 1897 annual report proudly 

boasted of his department’s work in keeping the province abreast of the latest advances in 

agricultural science and techniques through its sponsorship of agricultural societies, 

importing livestock, and the two agricultural schools. Chipman emphasized that farmers 

realized that the days of individual dairies were over, and that customers were now 

demanding high quality butter and cheese, like the sort being made in the co-operative 

creameries the province had been promoting for several years.
69

 Chipman’s department’s 

commitment to laissez-faire individualism had limits, and among many farmers the 

commitment was weaker still. Farmers across Nova Scotia were discussing new strategies 

to pursue their common interests, and realized they needed to organize themselves, 

beyond agricultural societies, to better their craft and increase their influence. The 

Maritime Grange was, by this time, defunct, but the issues that fed its rise, the need for 

collective educational and economic action by farmers to secure a place in a new 

industrial system, persisted. A new farmers’ organization was needed.  

One potential answer was the Nova Scotia Farmers and Dairyman’s Association 

(NSFDA), founded in 1884 at the instigation of a Reverend MacDonald, an Anglican 

priest from Bayfield, Antigonish County, to help promote improved dairying. This 

organization seemed to have healthy membership in its early years, and received support 

from the state and noteworthy agricultural activists such as Colonel Blair, a charter 

member. Sadly for researchers, like the Maritime Grange it left few records for posterity. 
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Among its most noteworthy activities was its support for the Dominion Dairying 

Commission in 1889. By the early 1890s the NSFDA was sputtering, prompting many to 

question the future of Nova Scotia Farmers’ organizations.
70

  

  Among those pondering this matter were Secretary Lawson and SoA Principal 

Smith. The two met in the winter of 1894-95 at Lawson’s Dalhousie office to discuss 

what could be done to improve the fortunes of Nova Scotia’s agricultural sector. At the 

end of their meeting Lawson asked Smith to consider what further aid the government 

could give to the sector. Smith mulled it over and came back with a plan for the 

government to fund annual meetings of representatives of the various agricultural 

societies to allow them to debate and chart courses for future development. Lawson 

agreed with Smith’s suggestion and immediately took Smith to the office of Premier 

Fielding to convince him of the merits of their plan. The premier was enthusiastic, 

reportedly thumping his desk in excitement upon hearing it. While Fielding’s physical 

display may have been apocryphal, his support was not. He immediately pledged an 

annual provincial grant of $1,000 and instructed Smith to write a draft constitution for the 

proposed body, which was to be called the Nova Scotia Farmers’ Association.  

Fielding began to prepare legislation to incorporate the still unformed body, but 

before he got too far into this task he unexpectedly received visitors from the NSFDA 

with a proposal of their own. This three-man delegation, which included the ubiquitous 

agricultural reformer Col. William Blair along with J. R. Starr of Starr’s Point, Kings 

County, and the body’s Secretary-Treasurer Paul C. Black of Falmouth, Hants County, 
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presented Fielding with a plan broadly similar to that of Lawson and Smith (though they 

were apparently unaware of what had passed between the Premier and the professors). 

The NSFDA was seeking a new lease on life, and a way to broaden the reach of the 

message of progressive farming. They proposed that the government establish a province-

wide network of county farmers’ associations dedicated to promoting improved farming 

methods and from which delegates could be drawn to attend an annual convention where 

such matters could be discussed and debated on a provincial basis. Fielding took their 

proposal as evidence of popular support for the ideas of Lawson and Smith, and 

proceeded to inform the NSFDA delegation of the plans that were already afoot for a new 

farmers’ body. The NSFDA men endorsed the plan, saying that it was greater than 

anything that they had hoped for. It was agreed that the founding convention of the new 

organization would coincide with the annual meeting of the NSFDA to be held that July 

in Antigonish.
71

 The Fielding government passed An Act to Allow for the Formation of 

the Nova Scotia Farmers’ Association in March of 1895.
72

  

The stage was now set for the formal founding of the NSFA. Eager to see its 

successful launch, Fielding agreed to attend the meeting and negotiated lower fees with 

the railway lines for farmers traveling to Antigonish.
73

 Fifty-seven voting delegates 
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attended the meeting, which was held in the county court house on 3 and 4 July.
74

 Much 

of the first day was devoted to sorting out the NSFDA’s remaining affairs, before 

delegates voted unanimously for a merger with the new NSFA. In an evening session on 

3 July, Lawson explained the tenets of the Act of Incorporation and then turned the floor 

over to Premier Fielding who outlined his view of the role of the NSFA. Despite the 

presence of many government officials at the meeting, he assured them that the 

association was not to be subservient to the state. By holding its annual “farmer’s 

parliaments,” the NSFA could make their collective views and grievances known to the 

government, suggest remedial measures, and share information on farming.
75

 The 

audience then turned their attention to A. B. Black, recently the president of the now 

defunct NSFDA, who gave the final address of the evening discussing how to run an 

efficient and profitable farm, a telling indication of the main goal of the NSFA.
76

 

  The remainder of the NSFA’s founding convention was primarily concerned with 

administrative and bureaucratic matters, most of which were sorted out on 4 July. Among 

the first matters discussed that day was the report of a five-man committee that had 

prepared the NSFA’s by-laws and finalized its constitution. It presented the delegation 

with a draft document, based closely on the draft written by Smith, which outlined the 

NSFA’s mission and purpose. According to the document, the NSFA was to be a non-
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partisan and non-denominational farmers’ body with three main objectives: to allow 

farmers a platform for discussion and collective action on matters pertaining to their craft, 

to introduce members to new developments in agricultural techniques and technology, 

and to secure “eminent and practical agriculturalists” to deliver lectures at meetings of 

the various societies throughout the province.
77

  

  Following the approval of the constitution, the delegates turned to sorting out 

NSFA membership qualifications. Local agricultural societies were recognized as the 

main source of NSFA membership, and each was entitled, by the terms of the act of 

incorporation, to send one delegate to the annual meeting. In a move to broaden the 

NSFA’s appeal, other farmers’ bodies, such as the NSFGA, were permitted to send two 

delegates each to speak on behalf of their members. It was further decided that the 

executive of the NSFA would consist of a president, two vice-presidents, five directors, 

two auditors, and a secretary-treasurer. All positions, except for the secretary-treasurer, 

who was appointed by the executive, were to be elected annually by the delegates. 

Following the establishment of these positions, elections were held to fill them, with all, 

other than the auditors and one director, coming from the old NSDFA, including 

President John B. MacKay. Following their election, the executive appointed another 

NSFDA alumnus, Paul C. Black, to the pivotal role as the NSFA’s first secretary-

treasurer. Thus ended the founding conference of NSFA, Nova Scotia now had a body 

that could claim to represent the collective opinion of the province’s farmers and had the 

ear of the government.  
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  The executive met the following month in Halifax to sort out the last few 

administrative details, including Black’s annual salary ($150), and what was to be the 

association’s official newspaper. For the latter, they turned to a visitor from Sussex, New 

Brunswick, William Woodbridge Hubbard, an enthusiastic agricultural reformer, heavily 

involved with agricultural improvement efforts in his home province and the founding 

editor of the progressive farm newspaper The Maritime Farmer and Co-operative 

Dairyman.
78

 Eager to expand the reach of his publication, Hubbard offered his newspaper 

as the official organ of the NSFA. Given the paper’s emphasis on encouraging modern, 

profitable agriculture, it was a natural fit for the NSFA, and the executive took up 

Hubbard’s offer.
79

 It proved a fruitful partnership. Hubbard and his successors were 

grateful for the increased influence granted to their newspaper and the NSFA received 

extensive coverage of their activities, especially the proceedings of the annual 

conventions. At a fall meeting of the by-laws committee, it was decided that the 

organization’s annual convention would be held every January at rotating locations 

throughout the province.
80

 

  Now on a strong constitutional footing, the NSFA turned its attention to its raison 

d’être, promoting agricultural improvement, confident that it had the full support of the 

provincial government. The Lieutenant-Governor even mentioned the association in his 

speech from the throne, anticipating “favourable results” from its promotion of 
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agriculture.
81

 Although the January 1896 meeting in Kentville, Kings County, was the 

official launch of NSFA lobbying, the executive drafted opinions on several pressing 

issues over the autumn of 1895. Among the items on their agenda were excessively high 

freight rates on produce shipped to the West Indies, the lack of a large cold storage 

facility to house produce bound for export, and the need for an annual provincial 

exhibition. The executive passed resolutions that the government consider giving 

financial assistance to the establishment of a provincial cold storage facility (not 

exceeding $100,000), and impressed upon the province (and the city of Halifax) the 

desirability of an annual provincial exhibition. This last act of NSFA lobbying got an 

immediate response from Premier Fielding. Addressing the executive at a meeting in 

Halifax on 11 December, 1895, he informed them that, while he personally favoured a 

provincial exhibition, he could not guarantee that his government would support it. He 

was certain nonetheless that an official resolution passed at the upcoming convention in 

Kentville might help to sway opinion among the members of the House.
82

 The ball was 

now in the court of the NSFA members.  

  The Kentville meeting was, strictly speaking, a “special convention” rather than 

an annual meeting, but it fell at the same time of year as all subsequent annual gatherings. 

Discussions of the proposed exhibition dominated the proceedings. E. B. Elderkin 

informed the delegates of the executive’s resolution in favour of an annual Halifax-based 

provincial exhibition, and that the city and province had pulled together $50,000 to 
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support it. Elderkin assured members that the proposed Halifax exhibition would not 

interfere with any county fairs, and that talks would be held with the railways to ensure 

lower fares for any wishing to attend the event.
83

 The resolution prompted debate among 

the delegates, as many doubted the need for a provincial fair and were concerned about 

its costs. Two previous exhibitions in Halifax had been financial and popular failures. 

Furthermore, Peter Innes, a delegate from Coldbrook, Kings County, argued that no 

farmer could afford to spend the better part of a week away from his farm at a city 

exhibition, and that any prize money he won would, at best, pay for half his travel and 

accommodation expenses. In the face of these criticisms, the executive argued that many 

smaller fairs were also financial failures, and that one large annual exhibition, backed by 

the province and city of Halifax, would stand a better chance of success than many 

smaller ones. Such arguments eventually won over the opposition, and the delegates 

endorsed the executive’s exhibition motion.
84

 Plans were set afoot to hold a provincial 

exhibition in 1897.  

For the rest of 1896 the NSFA focused its attention on organizing lectures on 

agricultural improvement and science. At a special meeting on 30 June, Colonel Blair 

lectured on proper soil drainage and the use of manure as fertilizer. Given his imminent 

retirement from his position at the Nappan station, the NSFA presented a motion 

expressing their gratitude for his years of service in agricultural promotion, a gesture 

which apparently moved the colonel so that he needed to compose himself before he 
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could express his thanks.
85

 That same meeting featured a lecture by The Maritime Farmer 

editor W. W. Hubbard on the topic of the modern dairy. Hubbard’s home town of Sussex, 

New Brunswick, was a thriving dairy town, deeply immersed in progressive dairying. 

Hubbard shared his insights on the topic with the NSFA, focusing on standard points of 

progressive dairying, such as acquiring the most productive breeds of cattle, paying 

attention to their feed, shelter, and health, and properly testing and handling the milk to 

ensure it entered the market in pristine condition so as to ensure high returns. Throughout 

his talk, he stressed that farming should be treated as a business geared towards financial 

success. Following Hubbard’s address, Blair reiterated that point, arguing that “Farming 

will pay if the same intelligence and [will] are put into it, as in other professions and lines 

of business.”
86

  

  The theme of making farming pay was continued at the NSFA’s first (official) 

annual meeting, held from 27 to 29 January 1897, in Middleton, Annapolis County. 

Approximately 70 delegates heard talks on topics such as manure as a fertilizer, fodder 

plants, and “How to Make Farming Pay.” Peter Innes, the provincial exhibition skeptic, 

asked the NSFA to consider promoting marketing co-operatives. Citing successful co-ops 

in Europe and parts of North America, Innes believed they offered the best way for 

farmers to reduce costs and raise their profits. He warned that Nova Scotia’s farmers 

were too individualist and lacked the sense of “mutual cohesiveness” needed to unite 

under one banner. Nevertheless, he argued that co-operation should be encouraged, and 
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urged the NSFA to pass a resolution endorsing a plan to form an apple shipping co-

operative. The thriving apple industry, Innes argued, would be well served by a body that 

would lower farmers’ transportation costs, eliminate the middle-men, and rationalize the 

management of the export trade. John Donaldson of Port Williams, Kings County, (a 

community at the heart of the apple export industry), countered that middle-men were 

beneficial to farmers as they shouldered the costs and responsibilities of transport, which 

the farmers would have to bear themselves, albeit collectively, under co-operative 

management; but, his arguments had little effect. The NSFA endorsed a resolution calling 

for the province to incorporate what they tentatively called the “Nova Scotia Apples and 

Produce Shipping Company.” Although it took nearly 11 years for a company along these 

lines to be formed, the debate marked the first time that the NSFA showed interest in 

promoting co-operation, a theme that loomed large in its future.
87

 

The NSFA vs. George Murray 

  The debate surrounding apple co-operatives highlights another trend within the 

NSFA: passing resolutions demanding government action and legislation on farmer 

issues.
88

 While such lobbying had shown success, as in the case of the establishment of 

the provincial exhibition, the patience of some in Halifax towards such activities was 

beginning to wear thin. This was due in large part to a changing of the guard that had 

taken place within the ruling Liberal Party. In 1896 William S. Fielding, the early 
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champion of the NSFA, departed Halifax for the federal Cabinet of Wilfred Laurier, 

leaving the premiership to Victoria County MLA George Murray.
89

 Murray was not as 

receptive to the agenda of the NSFA as his predecessor, especially when it seemed to be 

making demands (possibly expensive ones) upon his government. True, one of the 

rationales behind the creation of the NSFA was to provide farmers with a collective voice 

that could be heard by the government. Murray, it seems, felt the young body was 

becoming presumptuous in its calls for legislation and greater government funding. That 

they were calling for the government to endorse the establishment of a co-operative 

enterprise no doubt irritated Murray, a strict laissez-faire Liberal. 

 Political developments in the rest of Canada may have contributed to Murray’s 

unease with the direction the NSFA seemed to be taking. Though the Grange was in 

decline, a new farmers’ body had recently been on the rise, the Patrons of Industry. 

Originating in the United States, in Michigan in 1889, it spread north and proved popular 

in Canada. It first appeared in Ontario in 1890 and quickly spread to other provinces, 

boasting around 30,000 members at its peak. The Patrons of Industry shared many of the 

goals of the earlier Grange, such as protecting farmers’ interests and way of life against 

the ever increasing economic and political power of monopoly capitalism. The Patrons’ 

tactics, much like those of the Grange, included the encouragement of farmer co-

operation and education, and lobbying governments to lower tariffs on goods farmers 
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required. The National Policy, with its heavy tariffs on imported farm machinery and 

other manufactured products, was an especially popular target of the Patrons’ ire.
90

 

The Patrons’ chief difference from the Grange lay in its willingness to engage in 

outright political activity. Recognizing that the industrial-capitalists enjoyed considerable 

influence over the government, to the detriment of the needs of average people, the 

Patrons were prepared to field candidates to challenge the electoral status-quo and give 

economic power to the producing classes. In the 1894 Ontario provincial election 17 

Patron MLAs were elected. That same year in Manitoba a Patron candidate won a 

provincial by-election, and in the 1896 general election the party managed to win 2 of the 

7 ridings it contested. The party also fielded 31 candidates in the 1896 federal election, 

all but 4 in Ontario, with 2 being elected.  

It was during this peak of interest in Patron activity that the movement arrived in 

the Maritimes. In 1895 William B. Fawcett of Sackville, New Brunswick, convinced 

Patron organizer Duncan M. Marshall to launch a promotional tour of the region. 

Marshall’s rhetoric, particularly his attacks on the protective tariff, caught fire and Patron 

lodges sprang up in all three provinces, with their greatest strength in Prince Edward 

Island. The Maritime Patron branches did not show much penchant for politics, only 

contesting, unsuccessfully, one provincial by-election in PEI in 1896. By this time the 

national movement had entered into a rapid decline, brought on by internal divisions and 

the victory of the Laurier Liberals in the federal election of 1896. Laurier’s anti-National 

Policy/pro-Reciprocity platform took a considerable amount of wind out of the Patrons’ 
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sails among rural voters.
91

 The Patrons sank into oblivion soon afterwards, and Canada’s 

farmers showed no further inclination for political organization until the onset of hard 

times following the First World War. 

Such was the atmosphere in which Murray confronted the NSFA, and it is not 

inconceivable that the example of the Patrons was weighing on his mind. Though the 

Patrons were fading and the Nova Scotia branches had never shown any hint of political 

organization, Murray can perhaps be excused for seeing similarities between its agenda 

and that of the NSFA. The association’s support for co-operation and its demands for 

financial support and legislation to meet farmers’ needs were in line with the activities of 

the Patrons. Like the Patrons, the NSFA could potentially move from populist agitation to 

political campaigning. Murray, perhaps fearing that his government was funding a body 

that could one day become a source of political opposition, decided to bring the NSFA to 

heel in early 1897.  

Shortly after the conclusion of the NSFA’s 1897 meeting Murray summoned 

President S. C. Parker and Vice President J. R. Starr to his Halifax office to discuss their 

association’s management. It is doubtful if either was prepared for what followed. 

Murray made plain that the NSFA was to be an educational tool for farmers, not a source 

of potential legislation or political opposition. The recent flurry of proposed legislation 

from the NSFA had clearly unsettled him, and he sought to exploit the government’s 

control over the association’s purse. Murray was not alone in his reservations about the 

direction of the NSFA, as many members had expressed unease with how much of the 
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NSFA’s funding was controlled by the executive with no input from its affiliated 

societies. This was essentially true, as, during its first year when there was no general 

meeting of delegates the executive alone handled the NSFA’s money and spent it on 

whatever it saw fit. Armed with this dissent, and his own desire to clamp down on a 

possibly “subversive” organization, Murray informed Parker and Starr that there was no 

guarantee that government funding would continue. In 1898 the societies would have to 

foot the $25 in traveling expenses to send delegates to the annual meeting, and the 

executive was warned that the annual grant would be withheld if it did not first inform 

Halifax what policy discussions were to take place.
92

 

  If Murray’s intent was to show the NSFA how dependent they were on 

government grants, he was spectacularly successful. The next annual meeting, held in 

Truro from 9 to 10 February 1898, featured only 28 delegates, as many societies could 

not afford to send a delegate without government assistance. This state of affairs cast a 

pall over the proceedings, and elicited a harsh rebuke from President Parker, who in his 

keynote address accused the government of establishing the NSFA as a cover to establish 

a provincial exhibition, only to abandon it once this goal had been achieved. Parker 

angrily pointed out that the Murray government had seen fit to give the exhibition a 

lavish $55,000 budget, $25,000 more than it had originally promised, but was threatening 

to cut the NSFA’s paltry annual grant of $1,000. Parker assured the delegates that the 

association would continue to fight on even if the government grant was discontinued, 

and added, perhaps ominously from the point of view of the government, that the farmers 

of Nova Scotia could “when they are properly organized, make and unmake 
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governments, and I look forward to the day when the Farmers’ Association shall be a 

leading organization in Nova Scotia.”
93

  

This mood of defiance was echoed that afternoon by Colonel Blair, who still 

attended the meeting despite his recent retirement as head of the Nappan station. Blair 

praised the “grand work” of the NSFA, and declared that the farmers of Nova Scotia were 

not going to let the association go under. The measly sum of $1,000 could easily be 

obtained from other sources, and he was firmly of the opinion that the farmers of Nova 

Scotia had enough “pluck and intelligence” to make the NSFA a successful organization 

with or without state support.
94

 From an agriculturalist of Blair’s stature, this defiance no 

doubt stung Murray and his cohorts. 

  Despite this feisty rhetoric, a rather different tone was heard from Secretary-

Treasurer Paul C. Black. Black’s position was arguably more instrumental to the NSFA 

than that of the President, as he controlled the association’s coffers, and his position, 

unlike the annually elected President’s, was long term. While he also spoke of 

determination to struggle on with or without government support, his overall message 

was more in tune with the critique that Murray had lobbed at the NSFA. Arguing that he 

felt that the NSFA had been on “the wrong track” since its inception, he stressed that the 

association was to be educational, sponsoring lectures on agricultural improvement 
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through its affiliated societies, and that it was not within their mandate to “dabble…with 

legislation.”
95

  

  Black’s obsequious tone reached the ears of Premier Murray, and it evidently 

pleased him. Shortly after the conclusion of the 1898 meeting, Murray informed Black 

that his government would maintain its grant to the NSFA, provided it stayed the course 

and devoted itself to the “good practical work” of farmers’ education and stayed away 

from policy.
96

 Black gladly accepted Murray’s terms, and the two met in May of 1898 to 

plan a series of local meetings and lectures throughout Nova Scotia that would conform 

to the Premier’s designs on the NSFA.  

Thus ended the first major quarrel between the NSFA and the state, with the former 

seemingly humbled and that latter apparently completely victorious. If Parker and Blair, 

or any others, objected to Black’s actions the NSFA records make no mention of them, 

but a sign of internal dissent can perhaps be gleaned from Black’s resignation of his 

position the following year. The NSFA was not fully emasculated by Black’s actions. His 

replacement, C. R. Bryan of Durham, Pictou County, who held the position until 1925, 

reasserted the NSFA’s position as an independent “farmer’s parliament.” During his 

tenure the NSFA aggressively lobbied Halifax on several occasions for what it felt was in 

the farmers’ best interests, but the association never again presumed that it had the 

authority to demand that Halifax enact agricultural legislation. Apart from this high 

drama, the 1898 meeting featured several lectures on progressive farming and agricultural 

science. Such talks were becoming staples of NSFA gatherings, and were viewed as 
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essential to ensure farmers learned how to adapt their farming to the new world of 

science, commercialism, and industry.
97

 

Agricultural Modernization at the Fin de Siècle 

The NSFA was thus firmly established and prepared to do its bit to ensure a 

brighter future for Nova Scotia farming, although in its short life it had already 

encountered some frustrations in confronting limitations in its attempts to realise this 

vision. The same can be said of the two agricultural schools. Outwardly the SoH was 

enjoying considerable success. By the turn of the century its funding had increased as had 

the number of students, some coming from as far afield as England.
98

 The school was 

also expanding physically, as by 1902 new orchard lands had been leased for the SoH to 

construct experimental orchards; and the curriculum had been expanded to include the 

cultivation of other fruit-bearing trees such as cherries, plums, peaches, and pears. The 

school purchased new equipment, most notably a “magic lantern” to display slides that 

were instructive in horticultural technique to both SoH students and meetings of 

agricultural institutes. But success was proving to be something of a double edged sword. 

As it broadened interest in horticulture amongst orchardists, the SoH found itself under 

pressure to expand its services. Among other suggestion it received were to increase its 

orchard demonstrations and its experimental breeding program. In 1901-1902 the SoH 

constructed fourteen model orchards throughout the province, many outside the valley 
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“fruit belt,” expanding its potential for demonstration and experimentation.
99

 These 

efforts were lauded and there was demand for more, but the SoH was hampered by a lack 

of funds.  

The situation was much more exasperating at the SoA. While pleased with what 

progress had been made since 1885, Smith remained unsatisfied. Several bouts of ill 

health in the early to mid-1890s strengthened his conviction that the SoA needed more 

workers if it were to increase its effectiveness in agricultural education.
100

 He soon got 

his wish, but not in a manner he desired. In March of 1898 a fire destroyed the class and 

lab building. The loss of this key facility crippled the SoA, causing a sharp decrease in 

enrolment and forcing classes to be held sporadically (once again) at the crowded Normal 

School and in Truro’s Masonic Lodge.
101

 While disheartened by the fire, Smith saw an 

opportunity in the crisis. In his annual report to the secretary for 1898 he again reiterated 

his claim that the duties of leading the SoA were too much for one man to carry out 

effectively, and that an expansion of the SoA’s staff and facilities was needed if it were to 

succeed in its mission to educate Nova Scotia’s farmers in agricultural science.
102

 Smith’s 

pleas met a receptive audience in Halifax, and the efforts to reconstruct the SoA resulted 

in the expansion that he and his allies had long desired. 
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Conclusion 

The two decades that followed would see the maturity of Nova Scotia’s agricultural 

bureaucracy, but it was in the years between 1867 and 1898 that its foundations was laid 

and its mission given purpose and direction. In the face of economic depression and 

transformation, Nova Scotia’s agricultural reformers marshalled the powers of the state to 

create an infrastructure to promote modern farming, which included the Department of 

Agriculture, SoA, SoH, and NSFA. All were institutions with a similar mindset, 

dedicated to creating a farm sector that was scientific, efficient, productive, and 

profitable. Despite these accomplishments there were signs of ideological divisions 

brewing among the reformers. One source of tension was the desire to encourage co-

operative economic activity, which ran counter to the dominant strain of laissez-faire 

economic thought. As the years wore on, the tension between these two ideologies grew 

in importance and intensity. In the early years, the most serious quarrels concerned the 

finances and authority of the agricultural institutions. The agricultural reform effort was 

financially dependent on the provincial government. The state’s frequent reluctance to 

provide funding for projects the reformers believed necessary, proved a point of 

contention, as did its firm stance on the necessity of an apolitical NSFA. The NSFA lost 

its battle with the Murray government, but the short-comings of the schools did convince 

the state to expand Nova Scotia’s capacity for agricultural education. The 1898 SoA fire 

provided an opportunity for expansion, and the two decades that followed saw the 

province’s agricultural infrastructure grow to maturity. 
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Chapter 3 

Availing Themselves of Privilege: A ‘Golden Age’ of Reform, 1898-1914 

On 14 February 1905, at Bible Hill, Colchester County, a crowd of faculty, 

students, dignitaries, and onlookers gathered to mark the formal opening of the Nova 

Scotia Agricultural College (NSAC). The ceremony boasted several notable guests, 

including Premier George Murray, members of the provincial legislature, secretary of the 

provincial Department of Agriculture B. W. Chipman, representatives of the Nova Scotia 

Farmers’ Association (NSFA), and the new college’s faculty, including its newly 

inaugurated principal Melville Cumming. That the school’s opening could draw such a 

crowd attests to the importance many placed on the event. The Halifax Herald declared it 

to be a milestone in the economy of Nova Scotia, while The Maritime Farmer lauded it 

as a new epoch in the province’s history.
1
 Several speeches echoing such sentiments were 

given that evening in the newly finished college hall following a meal prepared by the 

women of St. Andrew’s Presbyterian Church. The premier and other dignitaries argued 

that agricultural education was key to renewing provincial prosperity, and Principal 

Melville Cumming stressed that the college would not only ensure that young men kept 

farming in Nova Scotia but also help them farm better, pointing to the results of the work 

of his alma mater, and recent employer, the Ontario Agricultural College (OAC) at 

Guelph. Speeches such as these had resonance in a province coping with a steady rural 

outmigration, due in no small part to the perceived lack of opportunity and meagre 

rewards farming offered the young. The NSAC, promoters hoped, would be a bulwark 
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against this trend, if only, as the Herald’s subheading declared, the farmers availed 

themselves of the privilege the college represented.
2
 

  For many in that audience the official opening of the NSAC represented a 

triumph, the future of Nova Scotia’s agricultural education rising, phoenix-like, from the 

ashes of the 1898 fire that gutted the School of Agriculture (SoA). But this rise was not a 

foregone conclusion, as in the case of the mythological firebird, but rather the result of 

the activism of a generous state and a dedicated cadre of agricultural reformers who 

laboured tirelessly to build an agricultural infrastructure that was second to none in 

Canada. Indeed, the first 15 years of the twentieth century witnessed such impressive 

growth in Nova Scotia’s capacity for agricultural instruction that this period may well 

have constituted a “golden age” for agricultural modernization in Nova Scotia. Whereas 

in 1898 the province boasted two small agricultural schools of debatable worth and a 

fledgling farmers’ organization overseeing scattered agricultural societies, by the 

outbreak of the First World War it was home to a full-fledged agricultural college (the 

faculty of which provided most of the staff for an expanded Department of Agriculture), 

a respected province-wide farmers’ parliament, and a nascent farm women’s 

organization, the Women’s Institute of Nova Scotia (WINS). All of these players 

grappled with the question of how Nova Scotia’s agricultural infrastructure could be 

refitted to ensure that the agenda of promoting modern farming could best be realized.  

The fate of the school loomed large in such discussions, but it was not the only 

matter up for consideration. Co-operative marketing, especially in dairy and poultry, 

continued to be promoted, without much controversy, but the general prosperity of the 
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age meant that not many farmers saw urgency in adopting co-operative principles. The 

NSFA, while on a more or less sound footing and confident in its mission to impart 

useful knowledge on modern agricultural techniques to farmers, struggled with the 

question of how to best carry out that mission. But none of these issues seemed to 

weaken the resolve of the reformers. The foundation of the NSAC provided an avenue 

both for instruction in agricultural science and centralization of the efforts to modernize 

agriculture in Nova Scotia. For the first twenty years of the college’s existence the 

distinction between it and the Department of Agriculture was blurry at best. The 

professional agriculturalists teaching at the NSAC were also on staff at the department, 

working diligently to promote modern, scientific agriculture to farmers young and old. 

Surely, they thought, with a little instruction from knowledgeable people to point them in 

the right direction, Nova Scotia’s farmers could be set on the path to prosperity and 

plenty. The prosperity of their era afforded them the luxury of this confidence in their 

projects. The age they lived in was one characterized by optimism and belief in progress, 

and the agricultural reformers were firm adherents of this belief. 

An Era of Reform in North America 

  By 1896 the long depression had finally lifted, and coffers, public and private, 

opened for investment. Railway construction boomed and there was considerable 

investment in mining and manufacturing, serving to speed up the trends of 

industrialization and urbanization that had been underway since the mid-nineteenth 

century. The economic rebound fed into a spirit of optimism that pervaded the Anglo-

North Atlantic world of the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, optimism that 

went well beyond economic progress. Statesmen, thinkers, and average people firmly 
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held the belief that progress was as real and predetermined as the laws of nature itself. 

For evidence they pointed to the great accumulation of wealth resulting from industrial 

capitalism, and the tremendous achievements of science and technology, laying the 

foundation for a future of enlightenment and plenty.
3
   

Despite the general milieu of progress and optimism, in some quarters there 

lurked considerable disquiet and unease, as the prosperity of the age was not being shared 

equally. The booming industrial cities and towns were marked by sharp disparities. Upper 

and middle class neighbourhoods of spacious paved streets, and lavish homes equipped 

with electricity, indoor plumbing, and telephones quickly gave way to working class 

slums marked by overcrowding, unhealthy environments, and crushing poverty. For 

many in the working class this was an intolerable situation, and by the late nineteenth 

century Canada had a growing union movement that fought for better wages and working 

conditions, and a small, but vocal, workers’ political movement dedicated to bringing 

working class concerns to the halls of power.
4
   

Workers’ agitation was largely opposed by the capitalist establishment and their 

allies in the federal and provincial governments, but the workers had some allies in the 
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middle class. Although their income had increased under the new industrial order, 

rampant inequalities prompted the more empathetic members in their ranks to call for 

governmental and economic reform to ensure greater equality. Under the banner of 

Progressivism and the Social Gospel, the secular and religious wings of the reform 

movement, reformers pushed for the use of government and business resources to 

alleviate poverty, raise public morality, end child labour, improve working conditions, 

better public sanitation and hygiene, and preserve pristine wilderness. Reform sentiment 

pervaded the air in turn of the century Canada. One could not read a newspaper or book, 

pass a street corner, hear a public lecture or speech, or attend church without being 

constantly reminded of the great crusade for social and economic justice.
5
  

Many progressive activists were women, and while campaigning for social justice 

they pushed for women’s suffrage, chiefly so they could use it to elect and influence 

politicians who were sympathetic to their reformist causes.
6
 Foremost among these 

causes was the campaign for the prohibition of alcohol, a substance which progressive 

activists blamed, with some justice, for domestic abuse, poverty, and poor health.
7
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Progressive women not only focused on the grand campaign for social, moral, and 

political regeneration, but were also concerned with what had long been regarded as the 

traditional domain of women, the home. Better public health, they believed, began with 

better health at home, and especially for children. For these women the ideology of home 

economics offered a means of improving domestic labour and family health. It promoted 

efficient home making through scientific management and the use of technology, with an 

emphasis on nutrition in meal preparation and proper home cleanliness. The need to 

promote home economics among rural women spurred the creation of the influential 

Women’s Institute (WI) movement, which will be discussed in more detail later. 

As the rise of the WI movement indicates, rural Canada was also immersed in the 

progressive ethos. The status of farming had caught the attention of reformers, as all was 

not well in Canada’s agricultural sector. Despite growth during the initial stages of 

industrialization, and the spectacular success of the early twentieth-century western grain 

boom, there was considerable unease in the Canadian countryside, particularly in the east. 

With the promise of easier and more financially rewarding work in factories and offices, 

young people were drawn to urban centres to seek their fortunes, and farm numbers 

began a long decline. This outmigration was further aided by the financial position of 

many farms. To stay profitable in an age that stressed scientific and efficient agriculture, 

farms had to be big enough to produce large amounts of foodstuffs, and profitable enough 

to buy the now indispensable fertilizers and modern farm machinery.
8
 Consequently, 
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farm numbers began to decline. In Nova Scotia, from their numeric peak of 64,643 in the 

1891 census, farm numbers declined to 52,491 in 1911.
9
 

Many, including legislators, were unsettled by the decline in the rural population. 

In tune with the progressive spirit of the age, provincial and federal governments opted to 

harness the power of science, education, and management to bring the message of 

agricultural improvement to a wider audience. If rural youth were educated in new 

agricultural sciences and business practices, so the theory went, they would see that 

farming could be a profitable way to make a living. Governments expanded the staffs of 

their agricultural departments to include agents and lecturers devoted to spreading the 

gospel of agricultural improvement. In addition, agricultural colleges began to proliferate 

and grow. The oldest Canadian agricultural college, the OAC expanded its facilities, 

staff, and curriculum, and it was joined by several new colleges. Apart from the NSAC, 

these years saw the creation of the Manitoba Agricultural College (1906), McGill’s 

Macdonald College (1907), the University of Saskatchewan (1907), and the University of 

Alberta’s Faculty of Agriculture (1915). Additionally, new federal research stations were 

established across the country, including three in the Maritimes, Charlottetown, PEI, 

(1909), Kentville, NS, (1912), and Fredericton, NB, (1912).
10

 State support for 
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agricultural colleges was mirrored in their sponsorship of “technical colleges,” to teach 

industrial skills to their students. In the Maritimes, this trend was exemplified by the 

founding of the Nova Scotia Technical College in 1907 and the School of Forestry at the 

University of New Brunswick in 1908, both analogous to the NSAC.
11

  

  Farmers had their own ideas about what ailed rural Canada and what remedies 

were needed to address its problems. Many organized themselves into bodies that, they 

hoped, would alleviate the stress they were under. By the turn of the twentieth century 

word had crossed the Atlantic of the achievements of the British ‘Rochdale Pioneers,’ a 

body now widely recognized as having laid down the principles of co-operation. These 

included members pooling resources to eliminate the middle men in production and 

retail, members owning shares in society profits, and democratic control of society 

business. Agricultural cooperatives sprouted across Canada, but they were particularly 

strong in Ontario and the Prairie Provinces; large scale organization in the Maritimes 

only began during the First World War. Seeking to ease the financial plight of Canadian 
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farmers and promote a fairer marketing system, in 1909 cooperative societies came 

together under the banner of the Cooperative Union of Canada. The following year 1,000 

farmers marched on Parliament Hill demanding that the Laurier government lower tariffs, 

provide better rail and grain elevator service, and introduce legislation to support 

cooperative enterprises.
12

 In this optimistic age of reform all had their vision of a better 

future, and were quite prepared to use what political and demographic clout they had to 

realize it. 

Agricultural Education: Debating the Centralization of Reform 

Such was the atmosphere in which agricultural reformers in Nova Scotia looked 

to refurbish the SoA. Although the fire of March 1898 was a heavy blow for the school, 

for many agricultural promoters, the destruction of the SoA’s classroom and lab facility 

was a catalyst for producing a bigger and better school to make up for its shortcomings. 

While SoA Principal Herman W. Smith would have been content with enlarging the 

school staff, his colleague F. C. Sears, Principal of the School of Horticulture (SoH) 

endorsed the creation of an agricultural college as a necessity of modern farming. The 

modern farmer, Sears wrote in the pages of The Maritime Farmer, needed an intimate 

knowledge of soil chemistry, botany, animal physiology, and entomology, and such 

knowledge he could likely not obtain without formal education. Likewise, for Sears the 

modern farmer “is as much a business man as is the grocer, the hardware dealer, or the 
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dry-goods merchant…and farmers’ sons have just as imperative a need of a business 

training as any other young men have.” Sears was quick to point out that plenty of 

farmers had become efficient and prosperous without a formal agricultural education, 

learning through experience, but he did not see this as an argument against formal 

agricultural education, but rather as an invitation to imagine what such men could have 

accomplished with formal training at a college. Sears did not think that such an institution 

would be created in the immediate future, believing that the improvement of the existing 

schools was the first step before the creation of a new one.
13

 

 Any expansion could not be realized by Smith and Sears on their own. They had 

strong allies in the NSFA. Given that organization’s raison d'etre of promoting modern 

and scientific farming, it is not surprising that many members viewed an agricultural 

school for Nova Scotia as essential. Furthermore, Smith had been instrumental in the 

creation of the NSFA in 1895; many members felt obliged to stand by him and his 

institution in their hour of need. A few months after the fire their support manifested 

itself, as the NSFA and Nova Scotia Fruit Growers Association (NSFGA) formed a joint 

committee to examine the future of agricultural education in Nova Scotia. Their 

committee reported to the province that “in order to keep up the march of improvement 

and development…we are justified in advocating better facilities for scientific 

agricultural training.” It recommended that the SoA and SoH be amalgamated at the most 

suitable location for the successful operation of such a school where, “our farmers’ sons 
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and others may receive a scientific, technical, and practical agricultural education, thus 

preparing them for their life’s work.”
14

  

The topic of expanding the school was a focal point of discussion at the NSFA’s 

annual meeting in January 1899, where both its President J. R. Starr and guest speaker, 

federal Minister of Agriculture Sydney Fisher, gave speeches arguing that farming was 

now an occupation of brain, not brawn, and consequently an education in modern, 

scientific farming was a necessity, not a luxury. Fisher, in particular, argued adamantly 

for the need to build a first-class agricultural college in the province, emphasizing that a 

successful farmer was a scientific farmer, and thus no expense should be spared to ensure 

that there was an institution to instruct young men in agricultural science. Despite such 

enthusiasm, Fisher was quick to note that creating and funding such a school was a 

provincial, rather than a federal, responsibility, perhaps accounting for his “spare no 

expenses” attitude.
15

  

Fisher’s talk was well received, but the particulars of the project proved a difficult 

sell. NSFA veteran Peter Innes read a paper, “How can the School of Agriculture be 

made more Efficient?,” which touched upon several issues concerning the college that 

would be hotly debated in the years to come. Innes, like Fisher, was adamant that 

technical instruction in scientific farming was a necessity, and that a Maritime 

agricultural college was needed to ensure that the region’s youth could receive such 

instruction close to home. He advocated combining the SoA with the Wolfville-based 

                                                           
14

 Ells, Shaped Through Service, 20. 

 
15

 Nova Scotia Farmers’ Association, Minutes of the Nova Scotia Farmers’ Association, “Proceedings of 

the Nova Scotia Farmers’ Association Fourth Annual Convention, Annapolis Royal: First Day, Feb 22
nd

 

1899, Evening Session,” Nova Scotia Archives, File RG8 Vol. 18½ #1. 

 



90 
 

SoH, so that students could receive all the agricultural education they needed under one 

roof. Most delegates could agree on the need for an expanded and improved school, but 

Innes’ suggestion that this institution be established in Kentville, Kings County, not far 

from his Coldbrook home, was far more contentious, and served as a prelude to the fierce 

debates surrounding the location of a refurbished school.
16

 That very night Innes’s 

position on the school’s location inspired a lively debate between him and incoming 

President Col. William Blair, who, citing the Danish agricultural college model, 

advocated establishing three separate campuses, each geared towards local agricultural 

conditions and economy, ensuring that one was on Cape Breton Island. Unlike Blair, 

most delegates were looking closer to home for models that the proposed college could 

emulate. W. C. Archibald held up the OAC at Guelph as an ideal for the Nova Scotia 

school, and joined Innes in favouring a Kings County campus.
17

 

Regardless of location, the NSFA was firmly behind the creation of a college. In 

the evening session that followed the presentation and discussion of Innes’s paper, it 

passed a resolution arguing that a college dedicated to promoting modern agriculture was 

needed to ensure that Nova Scotia’s farmers could stay afloat in a now fiercely 

competitive global market. Both the SoA and SoH as they were presently constituted 

were inadequate for the task, and thus a new provincial agricultural college, fully 

equipped with all the latest scientific equipment and staffed with top notch professional 
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agricultural scientists, was sorely needed. The NSFA strongly urged the province to 

consider funding this ambitious project, as both an economic and patriotic investment for 

the future.
18

 

  Still, without provincial support, such motions and debates were moot, and 

government support was not as automatic as it had once been. In 1896 William S. 

Fielding had left the premiership for the federal cabinet of Wilfred Laurier, depriving the 

agricultural reformers of an ally deeply invested in their project of agricultural reform. 

During his 12 years as premier Fielding oversaw a great expansion in the provincial 

government’s promotion of modern farming, including the formation of the Department, 

the foundation of the two schools, and the foundation of the NSFA. But his successor as 

premier, George Murray, seemed not to be as ardent a proponent of agricultural reform. If 

his 1898 quarrel with the NSFA is any indication, his reticence seems to have been 

largely for financial reasons, plus he seemed to view the NSFA with some antipathy as a 

potential political rival. Whatever his degree of enthusiasm, with farmers’ groups, 

representing a sizeable chunk of voters, pushing for the rebuilding of the SoA his 

government had little choice but to respond. In March of 1899 the Assembly passed an 

Act to Provide for an Agricultural College and for the Further Encouragement of 

Creameries, which set aside $20,000 to rebuild, equip, and staff a new college.
19
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While the wheels were set in motion for the creation of the NSAC, not all were 

enthusiastic about such plans. In the Assembly, several members questioned the wisdom 

of such a venture, primarily on financial grounds. Was it wise to spend so much money 

on the construction and maintenance of an agricultural college in Nova Scotia, given its 

small population and limited financial resources? Many such criticisms came from the 

governing Liberals. While this may seem surprising, given that they had the vast majority 

of the seats in the House they were perhaps the only party capable of delivering critical 

push back on the college plans. Frederick A. Lawrence, a Liberal MLA from Colchester 

County (the SoA’s home territory), argued that it might be more prudent to award 

scholarships to Nova Scotians to pursue agricultural education in established agricultural 

colleges elsewhere than to build and fund a Nova Scotia school. Lawrence questioned 

whether a tax payer-funded agricultural college was the desire of the majority of the 

province’s farmers, or only of a small cadre of enthusiasts in the agricultural societies 

lobbying so hard for a college. With these concerns in mind, Lawrence introduced a 

resolution in the House in 1902 calling for the delay in awarding the proposed college a 

provincial grant. In the end Lawrence voiced a minority opinion within his party, as all 

other Liberals who spoke in the debate were in favour of the school, and his motion did 

not pass.
20

 

Opposition to the project was not limited to the House. Lawrence’s opinions were 

echoed in a 12 March 1902 editorial in the Halifax Morning Chronicle, which argued that 

there was no broad enthusiasm for a college among Nova Scotia’s farmers, only among a 

small cadre of agricultural improvers passing resolutions calling for the establishment of 
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one.
21

 The NSFA was no doubt one of the groups the paper was targeting, but even some 

members of the NSFA were not sold on the idea of a college. The SoA, though officially 

NSFA supported, was nonetheless a source of disappointment to many members. While 

the event-filled meeting of 1898 focused mainly on the quarrel between the association 

and Premier Murray, Colonel Blair delivered an address in which he argued that the SoA 

was not fulfilling its mission and that changes were needed if it were to do so. He was 

quick to point out that this was not the fault of Professor Smith, who was doing all he 

could with sparse resources. Rather, the fault lay with the SoA having to share space and 

resources with the provincial Normal School, and its lack of staff.
22

 The NSFA urged its 

members not to criticise the school, but criticism, open and whispered, continued. In 

response to the opposition in the Assembly and press at the 1900 general meeting in New 

Glasgow, Pictou County, Blair, NSFA President, gently reprimanded anyone who had 

belittled the school, and argued that all association energy should be directed towards its 

expansion into a formal college, which he believed was indispensable to the prosperity of 

rural Nova Scotia.
23

 Such sentiment won the day, and the NSFA remained a great booster 

for the new school.  

NSFA support aside, there were many dissenting voices among the agricultural 

reformers to the prospect of a Nova Scotia agricultural college. Long-time Experimental 
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Farm manager Fred Fuller was initially sceptical. Addressing the 1899 annual meeting of 

the Maritime Stock Breeders Association, he stressed the necessity of agricultural 

education for success in modern farming, but favoured greater agricultural instruction in 

public schools rather than the formation of a college.
24

 Fuller’s views were printed in the 

14 March 1899 edition of The Maritime Farmer, which endorsed them in an editorial in 

the subsequent edition. While confident that the Maritime Provinces would one day boast 

an agricultural college, the editor believed that the time was not yet right for such an 

institution. At present, resources were best devoted to increasing and improving the 

agricultural instruction offered in public schools and through the agricultural societies. 

Once the farm population was more capable of taking advantage of what a college had to 

offer, then it would be prudent to establish one.
25

  

These concerns were repeated later that year in an editorial in the 24 October 

edition, which pointed to the difficult first decade of the OAC as an argument against the 

proposed college, and claimed that the system of provincial Farmers’ Institutions was a 

far more useful means of instruction than the college in those years.
26

 F. C. Sears 

responded to these arguments via a letter in the subsequent issue, asserting that attitudes 

had changed from the early years of the OAC when the general view was that “any fool 

could be a farmer,” and “book farming” was held in derision. The modern farmer, by 

contrast, was all too aware that to succeed in his craft he needed a sound scientific 
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training, and Sears was confident that Maritime farmers would respond in kind to the 

opportunities a regional college offered.
27

 

One of the most preeminent Canadian agricultural educators was not of the same 

opinion. In the debate surrounding the formation of the NSAC the province consulted 

many prominent agricultural educators and scientists, including Dr. James W. Robertson, 

Dominion Commissioner of Agriculture and Dairying, formerly a Professor of Dairying 

at Cornell University and lecturer at the OAC, and the future first principal of Macdonald 

Agricultural College.
28

 In a three hour speech given at the House of Assembly on 4 

March 1903 Robertson stated that he did not think that Nova Scotia having a large, fully 

equipped agricultural college was the best course to take, believing instead that more 

instructional power should be given to the agricultural societies and that agricultural 

education in consolidated schools should be expanded. Robertson advocated a broad 

approach to agricultural education which included incorporating topics such as Nature 

Study, Manual Training, and Domestic Science into school curriculums, which could 

provide practical training to rural students and ensure that a sizable number of students 

were prepared to study at an agricultural college, be it in Nova Scotia or elsewhere.
29

  

Robertson did favour expanding the existing agricultural educational facilities in 

Nova Scotia to aid in such a plan, and recommended an annual grant of about $25,000, 

                                                           
27

 F. C. Sears, “A Maritime Agricultural College,” The Maritime Farmer and Co-operative Dairyman 5 (3) 

(November 7, 1899), 3. 

 
28

 For more biographical information on Robertson, see Ian M. Stewart, “Robertson, James Wilson,” 

Dictionary of Canadian Biography Online http://www.biographi.ca/en/bio.php?id_nbr=7962 (Accessed on 

May 6, 2015). 

 
29

 Charles R. B. Bryan, “The Agricultural College,” The Maritime Farmer and Co-operative Dairyman 8 

(12) (March 24, 1903), 256. 

 

http://www.biographi.ca/en/bio.php?id_nbr=7962


96 
 

which he deemed far more practical than the $50,000 to $60,000 that was needed for a 

formal college. Mirroring a plan proposed by the Manitoba government, these 

educational facilities, Robertson argued, were best suited to administer annual short 

courses to the general public and workers in the agricultural societies who could use the 

instruction they received to aid in their own extension work among local farmers.
30

 

Robertson’s speech was well received, even though the provincial government largely 

ignored his recommendation and pushed ahead with their plans for a college. They did, 

however, commission Robertson to interview his OAC colleague Melville Cumming for 

the position of principal, which he ultimately accepted.
31

 

It is more difficult to gauge the reaction of the farmers the NSFA purported to 

represent towards the proposed college, but skepticism towards it and agricultural 

education in general did exist. The improvers’ message of better farming through 

education and science fell upon deaf ears in many farming households. A good many 

farmers felt that sending their sons to learn how to farm was a waste of time and money 

when they could learn all they needed to know of the craft from working on their family’s 

farm. Such attitudes can be found in the memoir of F. Waldo Walsh who served, 

officially or otherwise, as Nova Scotia’s Deputy Minister of Agriculture from 1933 to 

1962. Walsh attended the NSAC in1917, more than a decade after its founding, and later 

recalled that many of his relatives and neighbours in his native Albert County, New 

Brunswick, did not approve of his time spent “book learning,” reasoning that it would 

have been better spent helping his father on their farm. Walsh recalled a conversation he 
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had with a sceptical uncle about his time at school, which revolved around the NSAC's 

dairy cattle and their milk yields. Walsh told his uncle that the college’s Holsteins gave a 

least four 12-quart buckets of milk a day, with little froth. While this was true, his uncle 

was incredulous and Walsh later heard that he had complained that the NSAC had turned 

his once truthful nephew into the “biggest liar in New Brunswick.”
32

 Overcoming such 

attitudes and scepticism towards the worth and mission of the college was among the 

many challenges the new institution faced. 

While the Murray government was quick to approve of a new college in 1899, it 

only reluctantly agreed to spend the money needed to construct and furnish the expanded 

institution. Final approval of the revised school’s layout, curriculum, and staff was 

continuously delayed; all the while Professor Smith soldiered on as best he could with 

limited resources. Given the misgivings many had about the school, Murray may have 

been justified for holding back. Nonetheless, his prevarication about abiding by the terms 

of the 1899 Act was a sore point for the NSFA. Perhaps remembering the 1897-98 

confrontation with Murray, the NSFA was initially reluctant to openly voice any criticism 

for the delay. Despite their silence, the frustration regarding the fate of the college 

seemed evident to Murray, so much so that during the 1901 election campaign he pledged 

that construction would begin upon his re-election to office. Murray coasted to victory, 

but once the campaign dust had settled he resumed dithering on construction.  

This delay seemed to be too much for the NSFA. Potentially provoking Murray’s 

anger, and the financial threats it entailed, the NSFA addressed his government’s 
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apparent lack of support for the school at their 1903 annual meeting at Windsor, devoting 

the entire evening of 3 February to the question of agricultural education in Nova Scotia. 

Secretary of Agriculture B. W. Chipman was on hand to hear several spirited speeches in 

defence of the school, including one from R. J. Messenger, who warned that unless the 

farmers of Nova Scotia took action the expanded school might never come to pass. His 

fellow delegates agreed and passed a resolution asking the government to build and equip 

an expanded college and appointed a ten-man committee to deliver the resolution to 

Halifax.
33

 It seems that the added pressure convinced Murray to fulfill his promise. In 

March 1903, a month after the NSFA meeting, the province announced that it would 

provide the funds necessary to complete the construction of the college. The NSFA faced 

no repercussions from the government for its strong stance in support of the college, 

perhaps because they had included Chipman in their discussions and framed the 

resolution as a request rather than a demand. 

Although construction had been approved in principle, where the new school 

would be built was still a matter of great controversy. The Truro-Bible Hill location was 

favoured from the start given the development that had taken place during the previous 

20 years. Its central location, allowing relatively easy access to potential students from 

across the Maritimes, and proximity to both the provincial model farm and Normal 

School were powerful arguments in its favour. Only a few months after the 1898 fire The 

Maritime Farmer endorsed Truro as the location of an amalgamated agricultural college 

for these reasons, and for its proximity to the Normal School, which would create the 
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potential to train students to teach agricultural science to their future classes.
34

 Others, 

mostly those closest to the SoH and the apple industry pushed for an Annapolis Valley 

campus. In 1899, the NSFGA, in a resolution endorsing the amalgamation of the two 

schools, recommended that the new school be located in Kings County, the heart of the 

province’s apple industry.
35

  

Support for the idea was not limited to the farmers, as the Municipality of Kings 

County published a pamphlet in 1899 pushing for their county as the location. The 

authors had nothing but contempt for the SoA, frequently citing the oft heard complaints 

about its small size and inability to deliver the agricultural education necessary for a 

modern age. The authors even went as far as to say that the fire of 1898 had been a 

“fortuitous” event, for it had destroyed a school of agriculture that was unworthy of the 

name. They made many pragmatic arguments in favour of Kings County, citing its 

thriving agricultural industry, fertile soil, good climate, and proximity to the port of Saint 

John which could allow easy access for New Brunswick students.
36

 The Valley was not 

without competition, as many New Brunswick agricultural societies preferred an even 

more accessible location; Amherst, Nova Scotia, or Sackville, New Brunswick being 

their most favoured sites. Such sentiment was also found across the border, as the 

President of the Amherst agricultural society sent a letter to several New Brunswick 

societies in early 1902, endorsing his town as the college’s location, to which some 
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responded positively. One, the Sussex and Studholm Agricultural Society in Kings 

County, debated the prospects of an Amherst school in March of 1902. While the society 

voted in favour of the proposal, its President, H. Montgomery Campbell, was skeptical 

about a Maritime college. Like Lawrence, Campbell favoured funding Maritime students 

to attend established colleges outside the region, but failed to win over the majority on 

the vote.
37

  

In the end Truro was selected as the home of the new NSAC. Its central location, 

proximity to the Normal School, and advantage of the model farm proved too good to 

pass up, and its soil and climate were just as suitable to a college as any location in the 

Valley or elsewhere. For these reasons, in an 1899 article The Maritime Farmer 

dismissed promotion of any other location as “selfish sectionalism rather than an 

intelligent comprehension of the needs of the Province.”
38

 Work continued as usual at the 

SoA and SoH until 1905, when the two institutions were amalgamated. In his final report 

as principal, Sears reported that most of the SoH’s equipment and library had been 

moved to Truro but that experimental work continued in the Wolfville orchard for the 

time being.
39
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The Foundation of the NSAC 

Once the final college location was decided upon construction began in Truro. 

Apart from the newly transferred horticulture material, the NSAC boasted new class and 

science buildings, poultry facilities, and a new administration building to house an 

increased staff. Smith was no longer principal. After 20 years of overseeing the entire 

school he could now focus on one field as Professor of Natural Sciences. More familiar 

faces included the SoH’s Sears, who served as the Professor of Horticulture, and Fuller, 

who maintained his position of farm manager with the added rank of Professor of Animal 

Husbandry. The faculty was rounded out by two new professors: W. J. Jakeman lecturing 

on Veterinary Science and J. P. Landry managing the poultry department. The most 

significant addition was the principal, Melville Cumming.  

Only 26 years old when he was appointed principal of the NSAC, Cumming 

(1879-1969) already had a national reputation as an educator and scientist. Born in 

Stellerton, Pictou County, he was one of three sons of the Reverend Thomas Cumming, a 

Presbyterian minister, and his wife Matilda. Reverend Cumming became pastor of 

Truro’s St. Andrew’s Church in 1885, and it was here that Melville grew up.
40

 Excelling 

academically, he graduated from the Truro Academy as a gold medalist in 1892, and 

pursued a Bachelor of Arts at Dalhousie University from 1892 to 1897.   
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It was at this point that Cumming began to take an interest in agricultural science. 

His family had farming roots, and Cumming had spent several summers working on his 

uncle’s farm in Fox Brook, Pictou County. While pursuing his studies at Dalhousie he 

had spent two years working at the model farm at Truro as a farm labourer and herdsman 

under Fred Fuller. These experiences convinced Cumming that his life’s work lay in 

agricultural science, and in 1900 he received a Bachelor of Science in Agriculture from 

the OAC. Immediately afterwards, Cumming was appointed assistant professor of 

Animal Husbandry at the OAC, a position he held for four years. Cumming’s work at the 

Nova Scotia model farm earned him Fuller’s support in securing this job. In 1900 Fuller 

wrote a brief letter of recommendation for Cumming in which he referred to Cumming as 

“an efficient herdsman and competent farm labourer” and “one of the most courteous, 

industrious, and studious young men it has been my pleasure to meet.”
41

 During his time 

at the OAC he traveled across the country lecturing on agriculture and built a national 

reputation. When it came time to find a principal for the NSAC, Cumming, a respected 

educator, and local boy, was an obvious choice. Upon Fuller’s recommendation, he was 

offered and accepted the job.
42

 The NSFA lauded his selection at their 1905 meeting that 

coincided with the official opening of the college, praising him for his reputation for 

“practical and sound work” in agricultural reform.
43
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The Blending of Agricultural College and Department 

The new college was, of course, only one cog in Nova Scotia’s agricultural 

bureaucracy, and while the debates around the NSAC were swirling the Department of 

Agriculture was deeply invested in other work, with dairy improvement looming large on 

their agenda. In the 1900 Annual Report Secretary Chipman reiterated his frustration that 

the farmers of Nova Scotia had not learned from Ontario’s example the economic value 

of co-operative creamery produced butter and cheese. True, they were sending milk to the 

creameries, but seemed to be unaware that they needed a steady supply to produce 

enough butter or cheese to be profitable. Furthermore, most farmers still lacked the best 

breeds of dairy cattle, and were not feeding and caring for the ones they had to ensure the 

greatest yields of milk. This failure must have been especially jarring to the Secretary, 

given his department’s efforts at livestock importation and its generous loans to establish 

and equip modern creameries. In spite of the seeming lack of farmer enthusiasm, the 

number of such factories continued to grow, and now included one in Scotsburn in Pictou 

County, representing the beginnings of Scotsburn Dairy. Such developments gave 

Chipman confidence that once the market value of butter and cheese became apparent 

more farmers would board the bandwagon of the modern dairy.
44

 

Neighbouring New Brunswick had taken the step of founding a dairy school in 

Sussex in 1895, initially headed by W. W. Hubbard, to lecture and demonstrate modern 

dairy production and marketing techniques.
45

 It was an example the Nova Scotia 

Agricultural department sought to emulate. While the SoA did offer some instruction in 
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dairy, the inability or unwillingness of many farm youths to travel to Truro to attend it 

limited its impact. To remedy this situation in 1901 the department enacted a new dairy 

school, a traveling one. Under the direction of Laura Rose, the OAC’s dairy inspector, the 

school visited several communities throughout Cape Breton in the summer of 1901 with 

creamery equipment in tow, giving instruction on modern methods for preparing and 

preserving fluid milk and butter. The school was well attended, as Rose reported that 

3,720 people took part in it, and it received good reviews.
46

 The following year the school 

traveled around the eastern mainland counties, and reported the same enthusiastic reviews 

and attendance of 6,230.
47

  

Despite these improvements, in 1902 Chipman received further confirmation of 

the need for greater instruction in dairying. The newly appointed provincial Inspector of 

Creameries, F. M. Logan, reported that many creameries suffered from a poor supply of 

milk and poor management. Logan, singing a tune from Chipman’s hymn book, placed 

the blame on the farmers, admonishing them for not paying close attention to developing 
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this important industry and not following the example of other provinces, particularly 

Ontario, in fostering strong butter and cheese export markets.
48

 

Chipman’s tenure as the Secretary of Agriculture witnessed impressive growth in 

Nova Scotia’s agricultural bureaucracy, the NSAC not least among them; but it came to 

an abrupt end when, after eight years in office, he died unexpectedly on 21 April 1906. 

His death prompted the government to appoint Cumming temporarily to head the 

department. Although understandably reluctant to take up the position given his 

responsibilities managing the fledgling college, he welcomed the temporary union of the 

offices of Secretary and Principal as a means to further the work of both offices towards 

the common goal of agricultural improvement and advancement.
49

 In the end, the union 

of the offices of Principal and Secretary proved anything but temporary, as it lasted 

nearly 20 years. Cumming proved to be the best man for the job and within a year he was 

made permanent secretary. His years in the post witnessed tireless labouring for 

agricultural improvement and impressive growth in both the NSAC and the department. 

During these years the boundaries between college and department were increasingly 

blurred.
50

 The college faculty was called upon to perform double duties, so that their field 

of instruction at the college was also a sector in the department over which they were 

given charge; for example, the Professor of Entomology was the Provincial 

Entomologist, and the Professor of Agricultural Chemistry was the Provincial 
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Agricultural Chemist. While logical, this arrangement at times caused considerable strain 

on the staff, but it allowed for a marked increase of provincial agricultural work.
51

 As a 

result, much as the advocates for a college had hoped, the activities of the NSAC were 

grander than those of its two predecessor schools, and its reach wider. 

While Cumming assumed the role of Secretary with some trepidation, he quickly 

found that most of his duties, apart from the management of provincial funds, were in 

line with his extra-curricular activities as Principal. Both Principal and Secretary were 

expected to spread information on agricultural improvements and give lectures to 

assembled agricultural societies on the same subjects, and thus it was not too difficult to 

meld the two offices. The early years of Cumming’s tenure were largely in line with his 

predecessor’s. Like Chipman, Cumming was an enthusiastic promoter of dairying, and 

the two travelling dairy schools continued under his watch. The ever growing British 

apple trade drew his attention. Marketing agents in Britain suggested that efforts should 

be made to improve the quality of apples marketed, such as packing them in boxes rather 

than barrels to prevent excessive bruising.
52

 While these calls went unheeded for a time, 

they anticipated future efforts to modernize the apple industry. 

Despite his dual role as Secretary and Principal, it was the latter that took up 

much of Cumming’s attention, especially in the early years when the college still had to 

be placed on a firm footing. The agenda that Cumming and his fellows had for the 

college was defined in its first years in a mission statement that spelled out its ambitions 

and ideology. Making agriculture analogous to a medical or law school or seminary, the 
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NSAC’s goal was to “inculcate, by teaching and practice, a spirit of interest in and 

enthusiasm for Agriculture, and thus to establish in the minds of its students an 

appreciation of the possibilities and dignity of Agricultural calling.” The statement called 

attention to the equipment and facilities the school boasted, which would ensure that 

students received a full instruction in practical agriculture, and some work in 

experimentation in agricultural science (although conceding that their experimental 

facilities were relatively small, it noted their proximity to the federal research station in 

Nappan).
53

 The availability of facilities for research at the NSAC was a selling point in 

another way, as it opened the door to the possibility of further education in agricultural 

science.  

The statement made clear that the purpose of the college was to produce graduates 

capable of applying their education to farming pursuits, but if a student wished to further 

his studies after completing his NSAC degree the school had ensured that its curriculum 

was comparable with other agricultural and scientific institutions in Canada and the 

United States that offered a longer course. Although initially there was no formal 

association with other agricultural colleges, the curriculum of the NSAC’s two-year 

course was specifically constructed to mirror that of the first two years offered at the 

OAC, with the goal of allowing those who wished to pursue a Bachelor of Scientific 

Agriculture to be admitted there in the third year of the four year program. Given the fact 

that many NSAC staff, including Principal Cumming, had strong associations with the 

OAC, this connection is not surprising.
54
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These agreements and associations connected the NSAC with the wider world of 

North American agricultural education. The program of the NSAC was originally 

constructed to be a two-year course that was geared towards potential farmers, and thus 

was focused on instruction in farm practice and basic agricultural science. Terms usually 

began in November and ended in April, allowing students the opportunity to return home 

for the summer farm work, or to work on experiments at the provincial farm. Students 

were instructed as one group, and at the end of their studies were awarded a diploma, 

which certified successful completion of their course; they could then return to their 

farms to put their education to use or use their diploma to carry on their education.
55

 The 

early curriculum of the NSAC could vary from year to year as courses were dropped, 

added, or revised. At its core it was always geared towards practical agricultural 

instruction and an introduction to agricultural science. In its first year the NSAC 

curriculum included courses that mirrored those of the old SoA and SoH, focusing on 

horticulture, dairying, poultry, field husbandry, farm management, and entomology. 

Provisions were also made with the Normal School to provide students with instruction in 

non-agrarian subjects such as Mathematics and English.
56

  

A Curriculum of Outreach 

Professors divided their time between their teaching duties and their positions 

within the Department of Agriculture, often using their students to help them with their 
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experiments and demonstration projects. Their annual reports to Cumming dealt more 

with their government jobs than with their college work, but a picture of the NSAC 

curriculum can be cobbled together by reading between the lines. Horticulture and 

Biology were the major departments of NSAC in its early years, with an auxiliary 

department in veterinary science. As well, the provincial farm and poultry plant facilities 

were located on campus. As time passed, more departments were added and older ones 

received greater prominence, but Horticulture and Biology always maintained a 

prominent place in the NSAC curriculum.  

Given the extensive experience its professor and staff had in horticulture 

instruction at the SoH and the fine new facilities at the Truro site, horticulture advanced 

quickly. Sears, Professor of Horticulture, described an early curriculum that closely 

followed the SoH program, containing both theory and training. Instruction centred on 

the best methods of vegetable gardening, controlling orchard pests, grafting, spraying and 

pruning, teaching students both the practical, hands on, methods and the scientific 

reasoning underlying the practice. The formula proved successful and became the 

foundation of all subsequent horticulture instruction at the NSAC. It survived Sears’s 

sudden resignation in the spring 1907, when he returned to his native state for a new job 

as Professor of Horticulture at the Massachusetts Agricultural College. Cumming called 

Sears’s resignation a “distinct loss,” and reported that his department was in disarray until 

a replacement was found in Percy J. Shaw, a native of Berwick, Kings County, who had 

grown up on a fruit farm, and was an alumnus of the OAC.
57
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Herman W. Smith, former principal of the now defunct SoA, and now NSAC 

Professor of Biology, which covered a variety of subjects, had a much longer career at 

the NSAC than Sears. In his early years at the NSAC Smith gave instruction in Botany, 

Zoology, Entomology, and Anatomy/Physiology. Botany centred on the study of both the 

cultivation and health of agricultural plants, and of Nova Scotia’s wild flora, particularly 

those regarded as agricultural pests and weeds. Zoology and Anatomy/Physiology trained 

students on the physical make-up and pathological issues of domestic animals, while 

Entomology concerned both the physical make-up of insects and how to prevent those 

that were agricultural pests from damaging crops. It was no doubt a heavy work load for 

Smith, especially when combined with his duties for the Agricultural Department, which 

is probably why, once the NSAC was on a sounder financial footing, the Biology 

department was divided. Among the first divisions was the creation of a department of 

Veterinary Science in 1909 under the direction J. Standish, now a full NSAC professor 

after having spent two years as a lecturer following his replacement of previous 

veterinary lecturer W. J. Jakemann. Standish instructed students not only in the 

physiology and anatomy of farm animals, but also in the prevention and treatment of 

animal diseases, providing students with demonstrations in animal surgery. A further 

division of Smith’s domain occurred in 1912 when Botany and Zoology were sundered 

with Smith maintaining his position as Professor of Botany (which he held for the rest of 

his career). Zoology was taken up by Robert Matheson the newly appointed provincial 

entomologist, but after a year he was replaced, in both positions, by W. H. Brittain.
58
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The growth of NSAC curriculum was accompanied by a growth of the NSAC 

facilities. Although the newly rebuilt NSAC was much bigger and more accommodating 

to large scale agricultural education than its predecessors, its programs quickly outgrew 

the space. Cumming made frequent requests to further expand the NSAC. In his first 

annual report as principal Cumming spelled out what he thought was the greatest problem 

facing the NSAC: boarding. The NSAC lacked a dormitory for its students; this was a 

hindrance to both attracting new students and satisfying those it had. NSAC students 

boarded in homes in Truro, which in the years prior to the First World War usually ran at 

a cost of $3.50 to $4.00 per week. The provincial farm provided students with jobs to pay 

for their board, but Cumming was concerned that Fuller and his successors were not able 

to provide employment to all students, and that with students residing off campus the 

school was unable to “control the boys as we ought to.” Cumming had initially been 

sceptical that the construction of a dormitory was a wise investment for the young NSAC, 

reasoning that the money would be better spent on building or improving other features 

of the school. By the middle of the 1910s, however, he had come to believe that a 

dormitory was a necessary addition to the school. With the NSAC’s position secure and 

its educational facilities expanding the lack of an on-campus site to house its growing 

student population was becoming a more noticeable problem. Due to lack of funds 

Cumming was not hopeful that such a building could be constructed, and, indeed, the 

NSAC remained without a student residence until the 1950s.
59
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Knowing that many desirous of instruction could not, for various reasons, attend 

the school, the NSAC took steps to allow a wider audience to receive instruction through 

its continuation and expansion of short course programs. Short courses proved to be a 

particularly important effort of the early years of the NSAC, and allowed the staff to 

spread its message all over Nova Scotia to farmers, young and old, through two to three 

week instructional classes, evening lecture series, and correspondence courses. In 

offering these programs the NSAC addressed concerns that it was only able to teach fully 

enrolled students, and answered the desire expressed by many during the school’s 

construction phase that agricultural education needed to be broader than an institution. 

The Maritime Farmer lauded Cumming for his implementation of the short courses, 

proclaiming that it was a policy “in accord with modern and progressive methods of 

disseminating agricultural education” and a means to “convey information of the most 

practical kind, to those who are in position to put it immediately into practice, with the 

prospect that an early increase may be reaped”
60

 The subjects of the short course mirrored 

the courses offered at the NSAC but were designed to instruct farmers within a few days 

or weeks in the new methods of farm production and management and new discoveries in 

agricultural science. Given that these courses allowed for a direct link to practising 

farmers, the staff of the NSAC seemed enthusiastic about the possibilities for agricultural 

improvement. In his Annual Report for 1906 Cumming said that the short courses were 

the most satisfactory part of the college work, and in subsequent years he and his 

colleagues devoted considerable time and energy to them.
61
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Most short courses were offered in Truro, typically in January or February, as the 

NSAC provided excellent facilities for such classes. The courses proved to be a popular 

success; between 1905 and 1925 their lowest registered attendance was 68 while the 

highest was 351 with a yearly average of between 200 and 250. Moreover, the registered 

numbers do not take into account the unregistered attendees, those only present at a few 

classes or demonstrations, which placed the number gathered at them much higher.
62

 

Given such numbers, and realising that many would be unable to reach Truro for these 

courses, the NSAC used a $12,000 grant in 1914 from the Dominion government (as well 

as grants from the provincial government and local agricultural societies), to erect 

buildings in several communities around Nova Scotia to allow it to hold courses outside 

of Truro with considerable success.
63

 In executing these courses the NSAC used its 

connections to get help from the wider world of agricultural science. It was often assisted 

by OAC staff, representatives from the Dominion Department of Agriculture (primarily 

those based at Nappan), members of the Departments of Agriculture from New 

Brunswick and Prince Edward Island, and their allies among local farmers.
64

 

Short courses were not the only means through which the NSAC attempted to 

spread the message of agricultural improvement. In 1907 Cumming suggested that the 

NSAC should consider taking advantage of the press to spread its message to the general 

public, and make sure that NSAC representatives were available to address farmers’ 
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associations and agricultural societies. Cumming strove to make himself available to the 

public as much as possible. In 1906, he addressed 20 agricultural meetings and spoke at 

the conventions of the Prince Edward Island Farmers’ Association and the New 

Brunswick Farmers’ and Dairymans’ Association.
65

 Older relationships were maintained 

as well, such as offering instruction to the pupils of the Normal School.  

So far as the agricultural reformers were concerned the sooner children received 

instruction in agricultural science the better. Recognizing that the vast majority of young 

farmers could never attend the NSAC, the college rekindled its old partnership with the 

Normal School and through a program called the rural science school, trained prospective 

teachers to help spread the message. Beginning in 1908 the NSAC provided a summer 

school for teachers that featured a curriculum comprised of courses in natural science and 

agriculture, such as studies of plants, birds, insects, soils, and horticulture. The program 

was designed to allow teachers to receive a Rural Science Diploma within three summer 

vacations (or less depending on their previous science training), that certified them to 

teach such courses in common schools. In its first year the program counted thirty 

attendees, but the following year saw its figures shoot up, and figures in the range of over 

100 were not uncommon.
66

  

By 1910 the NSAC believed that this program was one of its more important 

ventures and, through it, the college had attained its rightful influence in Nova Scotia. Its 
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success, faculty argued, meant just as much for agriculture in the province as for the 

school, as the spread of agricultural science could only improve the quality of Nova 

Scotia’s farming.
67

 In 1913 the program grew so large that it received its own office at 

the NSAC under the direction of L. A. DeWolfe. He and his staff worked with graduates 

of the program at their local schools to encourage students to form school-based 

agricultural clubs and gardens, the beginnings of the provincial 4-H (Heart, Head, Hands, 

and Health).
68

 The program continued to thrive in the post-war years, with its largest 

recorded in 1923 at 376.
69

 It subsequently grew more independent from the NSAC and 

self contained within the Normal School and the Department of Education. In 1928 a 

Rural Education Division was formally established in the education department, ending 

direct NSAC involvement in the program. 

Applying Agricultural Science Down on the Farm 

Once the NSAC had been rebuilt and its programs re-established and integrated, 

the Department of Agriculture, with the support of the NSAC staff, began a multi-faceted 

campaign to further the application of agricultural science to farming in Nova Scotia.  

The 1909 Annual Report featured extensive discussion on issues which had only been 

mentioned in passing before, field fertilization and drainage. That year the department 

applauded the passing of federal legislation stipulating that all feeds and fertilizers in 

Canada be sold with a statement of guarantee printed on their packaging or tags attesting 
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to their proven value in increasing the yields of fields or animals. For its part the 

department stated that it would begin studying and promoting proper field drainage. 

Claiming that many Nova Scotia farms suffered from poor drainage, the province had 

purchased a Buckeye Traction Ditcher (which it attested was the most modern and 

effective drainage machine on the market), and planned to rent it out to farmers who 

wished to drain their land, and use it as an instructional tool in demonstrations put on by 

the college. In keeping with this trend, the 1909 report featured a lengthy section of 

articles devoted to soil improvement, stressing attention to soil chemistry, water levels, 

crop rotation, and the use of chemical fertilizers and manure to ensure higher yields and 

retain fertility. In 1910 the House passed the “An Act Respecting Tile, Stone, and Timber 

Drainage Debentures” allowing counties to borrow money to advance to farmers who 

wished to use the department’s ditch digging machine to improve their farms’ drainage.
70

  

It was also in 1910 that the production of poultry and eggs received an unexpected 

boost. Agents of egg dealers from Montreal visited the Maritimes seeking supplies of 

birds and eggs, but Nova Scotia could not offer many of the quality they were looking 

for. J. P. Landry, head of the NSAC’s poultry department and provincial poultry 

superintendent, believed that the chief weakness of Nova Scotia poultry producers was 

that they were dispersed and usually raised small flocks, rendering the shipment of meat 

and eggs to markets expensive and leaving much to be desired as to the quality of what 

was sold. To reduce freight rates and insure uniform quality Landry recommended that 

poultry producers organize themselves into cooperative egg and poultry selling circles. 
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Co-operative marketing allowed farmers to avoid selling their goods through middle-

men, meaning higher farmer profits. Furthermore, the selling circles, by setting minimum 

standards of quality, ensured that products reached the market in a more desirable 

condition, and thus resulted in higher returns. Landry, having recently visited Europe, 

was enthusiastic about the success of such circles in Denmark in yielding eggs of the 

highest quality, which then sold for the highest prices. He recommended that information 

on the Danish methods be circulated amongst Nova Scotia’s poultry producers thereby 

encouraging them to change their “most primitive” non-co-operative methods.
71

   

Within a year Landry’s push seemed to have met with some success. He reported 

a notable increase in interest in poultry production, as evidenced by his growing 

correspondence with farmers and agricultural societies on the topic and the greater 

prominence of poultry shows at exhibitions. More importantly, egg and poultry circles 

had been started in a few locations, although they faced some obstacles. Despite rising 

production it remained difficult to find a location in Nova Scotia that produced enough 

poultry and eggs to justify setting up a circle, and even in areas where there was enough 

business for one, production dropped so precipitously in the winter months that they were 

difficult to sustain. Nevertheless, Landry was convinced that the co-operative circles 

represented the future of egg and poultry marketing in Nova Scotia. Even with their small 

numbers, the circles had improved the quality of the poultry products marketed and raised 

returns. Furthermore, customers were now demanding nothing but the best in what they 

                                                           
71

 Province of Nova Scotia, Annual Report of the Secretary of Agriculture, 1910, 77-80. 

 



118 
 

bought, and if Nova Scotia’s poultry producers wished to hold their own in a competitive 

market they would have to adopt methods that ensured quality and efficiency.
72

  

The burgeoning system of poultry and egg circles seldom lacked for a place to 

gather and sell their goods, since creamery managers, viewing this as way to increase 

their own business, gladly allowed poultry producers to use their facilities. With many 

farmers producing both poultry and dairy, such arrangements posed few problems. By 

1912 the thriving Scotsburn Creamery in Pictou County had a circle operating to the 

satisfaction of its patrons and members.
73

 

Landry was in charge of poultry instruction at the NSAC, and its growing 

prominence in the agricultural economy meant that it was given a prominent place within 

the college’s curriculum. From the outset Landry’s provincial poultry division was 

headquartered on the NSAC campus, providing students with an opportunity to be 

instructed in poultry rearing and to assist in experiments in breeding and feeding. Poultry 

instruction at the NSAC mainly involved students assisting Landry in his management of 

the College Poultry Plant, which housed the chickens, ducks, geese, and turkeys. This 

facility became the engine of the provincial poultry division’s efforts to improve Nova 

Scotia’s poultry capabilities, and Landry made good use of the students he instructed to 

ensure the production of enough eggs and meat in service of this goal. Growth of the 

department began in the NSAC’s second decade as the rising interest in poultry rearing, 
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and the advent of the co-operative egg and meat marketing circles prompted Landry to 

seek more resources.
74

 

Dairy was likewise a growing and increasingly profitable agricultural industry and 

attracted the attention of both the NSAC and the department. Dairy instruction was 

offered at the NSAC from the start, but in 1912 it was given a jolt by the formation of a 

provincial Dairy Division, which was headquartered on the campus, running dairy short 

courses and the travelling dairy school.
75

 Heading the division was the newly hired 

Provincial Dairy Superintendent, and Professor of Dairy, W. A. MacKay, who in his dual 

role was charged with instructing NSAC students and traveling the province to educate 

farmers on dairy improvement and inspect dairy facilities with respect to  sanitation and 

productivity.
76

 MacKay was widely viewed as the best man for the job, having spent 

three years prior to his appointment as supervisor of the Scotsburn Creamery in Pictou.
77

 

During the next 20 years MacKay was a commanding force in agricultural improvement 

as a promoter of both the modern dairy and co-operatives.  

MacKay spent much of his time lecturing and spreading information on new 

methods of dairy production and sanitation and became a leading proponent of co-

operative creameries. The government had financially assisted many creameries in the 
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past, but all existing creameries were family enterprises. Then, in 1912, two co-operative 

creameries were founded, in Yarmouth and River Herbert (Cumberland County), by a 

special act of the legislature, and a third was slated to open in Antigonish. According to 

MacKay, the River Herbert creamery was constructed to emulate the principles of the 

prosperous Danish dairy co-ops. The creameries produced a satisfactory product, and 

yielded high returns for their members, encouraging MacKay to continue promoting 

them.
78

 The thrust for farm modernization clearly extended beyond instruction at the 

NSAC or short courses. 

The Farmers’ Association, Fairs, and Fakirs 

  The Nova Scotia Farmers’ Association, in tune with the improvement trends, 

participated in agricultural education by distributing literature and sponsoring lectures by 

prominent agricultural scientists. In the early twentieth century, organizational 

responsibility for these lectures fell to Secretary of Agriculture B. W. Chipman. He 

enjoyed great success in drawing notable agriculturalists, mostly figures from the federal 

experimental farms and the OAC, to speak to Nova Scotia farmers’ meetings, but was 

having trouble getting the farmers out to hear them. Several such lectures had 

embarrassingly low turnouts, prompting Chipman to approach NSFA President John 

Donaldson, and Secretary-Treasurer, Charles Ryan, in 1902 to investigate the problem. 

They produced a report, which argued that the poor turnout was due to lack of local 

promotion rather than lack of farmer interest in what the lectures were offering. The 

NSFA it seems had inherited a problem from its affiliated agricultural societies, the 
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perception of elitism. Throughout the nineteenth century the societies had struggled to 

appeal to all but the most prosperous farmers, but few outside this group could afford the 

time and money to join and participate in societies. Countering this problem and 

increasing the NSFA’s appeal was vital if its message of improved farming was to reach 

the majority of farmers. 

Convinced that this situation could be remedied through further coordination and 

attention to detail on the part of the NSFA and its affiliated societies, the trio 

recommended that the association sponsor the creation of a network of County Farmers’ 

Associations (CFAs) to promote local improvement efforts and lectures. The primary 

function of these new bodies was to invite prominent agriculturalists, usually those who 

staffed agricultural colleges and experimental farms, to lecture to local farmers on topics 

relating to modern farming. The new associations were to be independent from the old 

societies, thus easing their finances and allowing the societies to focus exclusively on 

other activities. The executive agreed to the plan and charged the same committee with 

drafting by-laws for the new associations that were to be debated at the 1903 annual 

NSFA meeting.
79

 While working on the by-laws, NSFA Secretary-Treasurer C. R. Bryan 

sent a letter to Premier Murray detailing the plan, and suggesting that the new CFAs be 

administered by the Secretary-Treasurer of the NSFA (that is himself), rather than the 

Secretary of Agriculture. Murray replied with measured support for the idea, but, true to 

form, was wary of what they could cost the province. Furthermore, in keeping with his 

past reticence in giving the NSFA more power, he firmly rejected Bryan’s idea of placing 
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them under authority of the NSFA, arguing that agricultural policy was the proper 

responsibility of the Secretary of Agriculture, as he could better co-ordinate with other 

actors in the agricultural improvement movement in the province.
80

  

In the end, perhaps bowing to pressure from Chipman and other agriculturalists, 

such as Dominion Livestock Commissioner F. W. Hudson (who complained about poor 

attendance at lectures he gave in Nova Scotia), Murray acceded to the plan. The NSFA 

executive presented its plan to delegates of the 1903 annual meeting in Windsor, and they 

endorsed it. Later that year the government amended the act governing the NSFA to 

allow it to organize CFAs for the purpose of co-operating with the association in 

agricultural promotion and improvement efforts within their home counties.
81

 Despite 

Premier Murray’s objections, they were placed under the control of Secretary C. R. 

Bryan, who soon had his hands full. There was an instant burst of organization and within 

a year 12 CFAs had been established throughout the province. 

At the 1906 annual meeting Bryan gave a mixed report on the success of the 

fledgling program, comparing the CFAs to matches. Some went “off with a flare and 

settled down to do the work they were made for, other[s]…made a start and puffed out 

without accomplishing the object of their creation…two or three refused to strike at all.” 

The success of the CFAs was geographically varied. Not surprisingly, they enjoyed 

greater success in the counties which had a thriving agricultural sector. Shelburne 
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County, where the economy was geared towards fishing and ship building, proved less 

than enthusiastic. W. H. Woodsworth, the CFA representative from Kings County, noted 

in 1907 that it was “hard to get people interested in farming where there are so many 

rocks. Lobster packing would have been more interesting. We are much afraid that 

Shelburne will have to drop out of the Association.”
82

 This prediction came to pass the 

following year. Other CFAs in marginal farm areas shared Shelburne’s difficulties and 

faced other problems as well. For example, the Digby CFA was sundered by the English-

French divide that made it difficult to attract French-speaking members.
83

 Despite these 

difficulties, the NSFA was firm in its conviction that farmers in such areas needed to 

form CFAs for their own benefit, in part to mitigate their marginal economic status and 

give them access to a wider range of agricultural expertise. This conviction was made 

clear at the 1909 annual meeting, where the Digby CFA representative in his welcoming 

address lauded the program for bringing in progressive agriculturalists to speak in his 

“backwards” district, who could enlighten the county’s farmers on how to conduct their 

farm in a business-like and practical fashion.
84
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How successful the CFAs were in inspiring agricultural improvement among 

farmers who attended their meetings is difficult to determine, though there were some 

signs of progress in the years leading up to the First World War. CFA delegates 

frequently claimed that many farmers were interested in what they were offering, but 

their limited financial and human resources often hampered them in delivering it.
85

 

Ensuring that the CFAs had more resources from the provincial government may have 

been behind a major change in their administration towards the end of the first decade of 

the twentieth century. Since their inception they had been under the NSFA’s and 

specifically Bryan’s care. Although this was his original wish, at the 1908 NSFA annual 

meeting he argued that the task of recruiting speakers and arranging lectures would be 

more easily and efficiently done by the provincial Secretary of Agricultural Societies, F. 

L. Fuller, and recommended that the responsibility be handed over to him. Fuller, on 

hand to hear Bryan’s speech, accepted the offer, thus bringing the CFAs under direct 

supervision of the state, but still remaining closely affiliated with the NSFA. 

Another educational initiative undertaken by the NSFA, perhaps foremost in its 

own eyes, was to advocate for the annual Provincial Exhibition in Halifax. Once the 

exhibition was established in 1897, the NSFA, through its Exhibition Committee, played 

an integral role in organizing and reporting on the success, or lack thereof, of each 
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exhibition at the association’s annual meetings. During the exhibition’s early years, 

reports were mostly positive: the animals displayed were of fine quality, the competitions 

were fair, and attendance was satisfactory. But, there was room for improvement. Old 

complaints about the exhibition’s Halifax location and its inconveniences remained, most 

centring on the exhibition grounds themselves. Members contended that the fair’s 

quarters were inadequate to house the event. Following the 1900 exhibition the 

committee noted that several buildings lacked adequate lighting and could not 

comfortably hold large crowds. Furthermore, the grounds lacked roadways capable of 

accommodating crowds and allowing animals to be moved easily from the railway to the 

barns.  

In light of such criticisms, improvements were begun to ease the congestion at the 

race track (for both horses and spectators), and widen the route for transporting stock to 

and from the rail lines.
86

 Still, complaints persisted. The committee always made 

promises to address these complaints; but, redressing them required money, something 

not often forthcoming from the event’s provincial and municipal sponsors. While 

attendance was often good, the exhibition frequently ran a deficit, largely thanks to its 

hefty prizes and advertising expenses. The red ink irritated the province and city, but 

never more so than when the NSFA came calling with a list of expensive fairground 

improvements. After all, why should they dole out more public money to an event which 

could not return a profit? This attitude, in turn, caused much umbrage within the NSFA, 
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whose members believed that the purpose of the exhibition was not profit, but 

agricultural education and promotion.
87

  

The emphasis on profits had led the exhibition to allow “fakir shows.” While the 

name is exotic, they would be familiar to modern exhibition goers as the ubiquitous 

sideshows and games of chance. Although the shows drew a crowd and were quite 

profitable, the NSFA considered them a distraction from the educational purposes of the 

exhibition, and, much worse in an age when the spirit of temperance and Christian social 

reform ran high, a gateway to drinking and gambling. At the 1906 NSFA meeting the 

“fakirs” were a subject of great debate. Halifax had just been named the host of the 1906 

Dominion Exhibition, and many wanted to present a morally upstanding, “fakir-free” 

image for such a prestigious national event. Several members argued for the shows to be 

banned, but the executive knew that this was a tall order given that the city garnered large 

profits off them.
88

 

 In the ensuing months, the NSFA sought compromise with the city, and asked for 

the non-aligned sideshows to be staged in a nearby, but separate, area from the exhibition 

grounds. In the end no land could be found and the “fakirs” attracted crowds at the 

Dominion Exhibition that fall. For many delegates at the 1907 NSFA meeting, this was a 

blot on an otherwise successful event. Once more, those opposed to the “fakirs,” 

seemingly the majority, sought their banishment from future events, and again the 
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executive resisted (despite most of them sharing their fellow delegates’ revulsion), 

because of the shows’ popularity and profitability. The NSFA passed a resolution 

expressing its disapproval of the shows and a desire for them to be hereafter banished 

from the event, although it did not demand that the shows be done away with outright, a 

subtle recognition that the city would not abolish them.
89

 The NSFA’s educational vision 

for the provincial exhibition was thus compromised by financial realities, but the 

Association remained confident that the exhibitions and its CFA program were fine 

additions to the great effort to modernize farming.  

Organizing and Educating Farm Women: The Rise of Women’s Institutes 

The first decade and a half of the twentieth century thus witnessed impressive 

growth in the capacity of the NSAC and NSFA for agricultural instruction, but, as these 

were male dominated institutions, less attention was paid to the modernization of farm 

women’s labour. This is not to say that women’s concerns were completely ignored by 

them or that their doors were shut to women. Farmers’ wives and daughters frequently sat 

in on agricultural society meetings, and, unlike the SoA, women were admitted to the 

NSAC from its inception. The college’s diploma program produced its first woman 

graduate, Helen Woodroffe, in 1913, and in 1908 the NSAC short course program 

introduced a “Short Course for Ladies” which offered much the same curriculum as that 

for men, but with an added emphasis on dairy work, traditionally a farm woman’s realm, 

and home economics.
90

 Women’s enrolment at the NSAC slowly increased over time, but 
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in these early years much of the instruction of women was confined to short courses in 

the burgeoning field of home economics.
91

 

Home Economics arose in mid-nineteenth-century America, particularly from the 

writings of the noted education reform advocate Catherine Beecher. By the 1870s it was 

offered as a program in several American technical and agricultural colleges, and in the 

following decade it was introduced to the country’s public schools. From there it spread 

around the world.
92

 Among its greatest champions in Canada was Adelaide Hoodless, the 

wife of a prosperous Hamilton businessman, who was galvanized to teach better domestic 

health and sanitation after the death of her infant son in 1889. Thanks to lobbying from 

Hoodless and her allies, beginning in 1902 home economics was offered as a course in 

Ontario Public Schools. Also thanks to her powers of persuasion, Montreal tobacco 

magnate, William Macdonald, agreed to fund the creation of the Macdonald Institute at 

the OAC in 1903, a college division devoted to instructing young women in home 

economics. Four years later, Macdonald funded the creation of McGill’s Macdonald 

College in Montreal, which offered instruction in home economics from its inception.
93
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Academic instruction only reached a small percentage of the women whose 

homemaking could benefit from the tenets of home economics. In an effort to further 

rural awareness of home economics, in 1897, with the support of Hoodless, the Women’s 

Institute movement emerged in rural Ontario to instruct farm wives in scientific 

homemaking, nutrition, and family health.
94

 Women’s Institutes were organized similarly 

to the male-dominated agricultural societies and had a similar raison d’être. Whereas the 

societies sought to instruct farmers in modern farm techniques to convince them to stay 

on the farm, WIs sought to instruct women in modern homemaking techniques to 

convince them to remain in the home.
95

 In establishing a movement devoted to promoting 

home economics, founders of the WI believed that if housework could be made easier 

and more rewarding more young women would be inclined to take up their ‘rightful’ 

place as homemakers. Furthermore, many members believed that Canada’s female 

domestic labourers deserved to reap the benefits of scientific and technological progress 

as much as did its male industrial and agricultural labourers.
96

 The WI movement enjoyed 
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considerable success in Ontario, thanks in no small part to its aggressive promotion by 

the provincial Department of Agriculture, and quickly spread across Canada in the first 

decade of the twentieth century, and then to America and Britain. 

At the beginning of the 1910s the WI movement emerged in the Maritimes, first 

appearing in New Brunswick in 1911. The creation of the New Brunswick WI branch 

resulted from a visit to Ontario by Alma Watson Porter, the wife of James E. Porter, a 

Victoria County farmer who had served as a Liberal MLA for the county from 1889 to 

1892 and 1896 to 1902. Mrs. Porter, while accompanying her husband on a trip to 

Ontario to purchase seed grain, encountered the WIs and was impressed by their work. 

Thinking the women of New Brunswick would benefit from similar instruction, she 

extended an invitation to the WI leaders to send representatives to her province for 

speaking tours and demonstrations. Three Ontario WI activists accepted the invitation, 

two of whom had been educated in home economics at Macdonald College, and by the 

end of 1911 sixteen WIs had been organized in the province.
97

 A similar process occurred 

on Prince Edward Island, where, as in New Brunswick, the first WIs were organized 

following a visit to Ontario. In April 1911 seventeen women of York, Queen’s County, 

met after one of their husbands had come back from Ontario with exciting news of the 

work of the WIs, and inspired them to form the first PEI WI.
98
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As early as 1910 The Maritime Farmer noted the growth of the WI movement in 

Ontario and praised its capacity for instructing farm women in modern home-making 

techniques. In an age when some women were aggressively agitating for greater political 

and social rights, the paper was especially enamoured with the seemingly more 

traditional domestic and maternal focus of the women activists in the WIs.
99

 The 

Maritime Farmer was mindful of how farm women’s concerns and grievances served to 

boost the WI movement’s appeal. In 1913 it reprinted an article by Magdalene Merritt 

from the New England Homestead sharply criticising men who spared no expense 

equipping their farms with modern machines and tools, but neglected to buy their wives 

modern home appliances. Men were not expected to farm like their grandfathers, but 

women were expected to keep homes like their grandmothers.
100

  

In this atmosphere the WI movement took root in Nova Scotia. Unlike in 

neighbouring provinces, Nova Scotia’s movement was not instigated by grassroots 

female activism, but at the behest of a well-placed government man, Melville Cumming. 

As elsewhere in the Maritimes, a visit to Ontario triggered the creation of the provincial 

WI. Cumming was in that province in 1911, and, having heard good things about its WI 

movement, he investigated their activities for himself. He was familiar with the WI 

concept. While at the OAC he heard of the Ontario WI, but thought little of their work, 

deeming it to be mostly impracticable and of scant value. His 1911 Ontario visit changed 

his mind. Cumming boarded with a family in Burford, Brant County, during his stay. The 
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woman of the house was an ardent WI member and her enthusiasm for the organization 

and its mission impressed him. He inquired into the WIs, and became a convert to the 

merit of their work and mission.
101

 Cumming, of course, was no doubt aware that the 

movement was spreading from coast to coast, so this obvious evidence of its appeal may 

have influenced his thinking. In any event, his own personal experience with the WIs 

prompted him to recommend to the province that his Department sponsor the creation of 

a Nova Scotia WI upon his return.  

The Murray government consented to his proposal, but organization did not begin 

until 1913. Why there was this delay is unknown; by this time the government was 

equipped to fund the new organization, thanks to the recently passed federal Agricultural 

Instruction Act. With federal money to promote agriculture swelling provincial coffers, 

WI organization began in July 1913.
102

 Cumming enlisted the help of Laura Rose 

Stephens, an Ontarian WI enthusiast, and OAC dairy instructor, to promote the 

movement in Nova Scotia through a series of meetings among farm women. Stephens 

championed the WI movement in Ontario, and her visit to BC had been instrumental in 

forming that province’s WI branch. She was no stranger to promotional work in Nova 

Scotia, having run a department-sponsored traveling dairy in the summers of 1901 and 

1902; but, in her WI tour she was aided by newly appointed WINS Superintendent, 
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Jennie Fraser, a native of New Glasgow, Pictou County, and graduate of the Macdonald 

College School of Household Sciences.
103

 In July the two women toured the north shore 

promoting the new WI, and in September, accompanied by Susie Campbell of Brampton, 

Ontario, who had been involved in WI promotion for several years, Fraser oversaw 

another series of meetings in the Annapolis Valley and Hants County,
104

  

Most of their meetings were well attended and many women seemed keen on 

what they were offering, but Fraser felt the north shore meetings were more successful. 

Many women from the Valley area, while interested, professed to be too burdened with 

housework to have the time to support an institute.
105

 This pattern shows in the numbers 

and locations of institutes founded in 1913. The first Institute was founded on 17 July in 

Saltsprings, Pictou County, and by the end of the year it was joined by 14 others, 8 

located in Pictou, Colchester, and Cumberland counties, and the remaining 6 in Hants, 

Kings, and Annapolis counties, with an average of 25 members per institute.
106

 

Membership was open to any woman over the age of 15, and all WIs were to be non-

partisan and non-denominational, and united in a common interest of home and country. 

As Fraser attested in an article in The Maritime Farmer, without “the heavy headlines in 

the daily papers that usually herald any undertaking” a movement had begun to raise the 
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lives of Nova Scotia’s rural home makers; the Women’s Institute of Nova Scotia (WINS) 

was born.
107

  

Fraser articulated the WINS’s agenda and philosophy in plain terms in a speech at 

the 1914 annual meeting of the NSFA in Bridgewater, Lunenburg County, where she was 

a guest speaker. That Fraser was invited to speak at their gathering is testament to the 

broad interest generated by the new organization, and evidence that interest in farm 

improvement crossed gender lines. Fresh off the success of the WINS’s premier 

conference, Fraser gave an enthusiastic and thorough account of the new body and its 

mission, placing it firmly within the national mission of the WI movement, and showing 

a keen understanding of the tenets of home economics and the reform agenda it hoped to 

implement. Given that the NSFA men were likely not used to a woman speaking in 

public, Fraser began her address playing to the stereotype of shy femininity, saying that 

the honour to address such a gathering was “almost overpowering for one small person to 

carry off gracefully and....so mixed with trembling that I can hardly tell you now whether 

you could recognize it as a pleasure or not.”
108

 Despite expressed nervousness, whether 

real or rhetorical, Fraser proceeded (not unlike Merritt had), to forcefully chastise those 

farm men who spent great sums modernizing and improving their farm operations while 

neglecting to do the same for their wives’ housework:  
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All for the men, nothing for the women and so even as the humble worm 

will turn if given provocation enough so will a woman. Why shouldn’t 

she demand some assistance? I ask you who was doing the most 

important work of the province, the men or the women? Is feeding, 

housing and improving farm stock of more importance to the world than 

housing, feeding, and improving humanity? Evidently it must have been 

so considered or the interests of the home would not have been so long 

overlooked.
109

 

Some of the NSFA men may have been taken aback by such bluntness coming 

from a young woman speaking in public, but they would nonetheless have been placated 

by the fact that Fraser was not advocating radical change, but rather an improvement of 

the existing social order. For Fraser, and by extension the WINS, a woman’s place was in 

the home, and all necessary energy needed to be spent improving the skills of women as 

homemakers. This was a task of monumental importance for, as Fraser attested, 

“thousands of homes are wrecked, tens of thousands of lives are ruined, and hundreds of 

thousands are made unhappy because the homemakers of our country have no training in 

the greatest profession...homemaking.” Just as men received formal training for their 

life’s work, so did women require training in managing a home; handing down such skills 

from mother to daughter was no longer sufficient for the modern world. Women needed 

to be instructed in managing home finance, health and sanitation, and the value of foods 

in both cost and nutrition; on this last point, perhaps to make it resonate with her 

audience, Fraser made the comparison of farmers feeding their animals in a nutritious and 

well rationed manner to guarantee their strength and health and asked why the same 

principles should not be applied to people.
110

 The purpose of the WINS then was to 

impart such knowledge to the rural women of Nova Scotia in as simple and interesting a 
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way as possible, and introduce them to modern machinery that could reduce the labour 

intensity of housework. She concluded her address asking the NSFA for their cooperation 

and interest, and to encourage the women of their district to consider forming their own 

WI, if they had not done so already.
111

  

In its seeming conservatism in regards to gender roles the WINS was in line with 

the national WI movement, in that both advocated for reforming, rather than altering, the 

existing social order. This was a conservatism born out of pragmatism, as the WI 

movement faced controversy early in its existence on the contentious issue of women’s 

suffrage. Like women across Canada, the WI women were starkly divided on the 

question, with the more progressive minded among them supporting suffrage, reasoning 

that it, like home economics, could raise the lot of women, while the more conservative 

among them held fast to the ideals of “separate spheres” and assigned politics to the 

domain of men.
112

 This sharp division of opinions led the Ontario WI to make it official 

policy for its members to avoid discussing this and other political issues at meetings, so 

as to prevent the body from taking on the appearance of a partisan or ideological 

institution.
113

 This policy followed the WI movement across the country. For its part, the 

WINS took no official position on suffrage; the only reference this author has found to 

the question comes from Fraser’s 1915 NSFA address in which she cheekily pleaded with 

her audience not to consider her a suffragette because of her desire to see a woman on 
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every school board.
114

 Of course, the young WINS was never given the opportunity to 

debate the issue of suffrage, as just a year into its existence the First World War began, 

and its activities were consumed by patriotic war efforts. By war’s end women had 

gained the right to vote, eliminating the need for any debate.  

In these early days, however, the WINS had more immediate concerns. After the 

initial burst of organization, the new WI branches needed to consolidate the movement 

and plan their next steps. From January 13 to 15 of 1914, during a NSAC short course, 

the organization held its first annual convention in Truro on the NSAC campus. In all, 27 

women attended the meeting (although the number would have been 32 had it not been 

for a snow storm), where they heard progress reports from the various branches, attended 

instructive lectures on modern housework, and passed a resolution calling for the NSAC 

to provide a facility to allow for instruction in home economics. Cumming replied in his 

annual report, saying “Women seldom fail to get what they ask for and I have no doubt 

that, in the near future, a building of this kind...will be erected on college premises.” 

While sounding slightly patronizing to modern readers, Cumming proved to be correct. 

When the NSAC’s new science building was completed in 1915, an entire floor was 

equipped to teach home economics.
115

 For an organization just over half a year old in 

Nova Scotia, that facility was an impressive show of support. WI efforts were 

increasingly noticed by the wider public and feted by prominent persons, including the 
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Lieutenant-Governor who acknowledged the movement’s organization in his 1914 

Throne Speech, and expressed his hope that branches would exert great influence over 

rural communities.
116

 The WINS offered its domestic science short course at the newly 

built NSAC science building, an addition that existed largely thanks to federal funding.  

Federal Agricultural Aid & the NSAC Science Building 

In the federal election of 1911, the Conservatives, led by Nova Scotian Robert 

Borden, defeated Wilfred Laurier’s Liberals largely by their fierce opposition to the 

proposed free trade agreement with the United States. It was a divisive issue, and 

farmers, who had long sought greater access to the American market, were largely onside 

with free trade, many voting Liberal in 1911.
117

 Seeking to placate the farm vote, the 

Borden government introduced several farmer friendly policies, including lowering tariffs 

on imported farm tools and machinery, easing the ability of banks to award farmers’ 

loans, opening government-owned grain elevators to ease farmers’ marketing problems, 

and expanding the system of experimental farms. The most substantial of Borden’s 

offerings to Canadian farmers was the Agricultural Aid Act in 1912 and its replacement 

the Agricultural Instruction Act in 1913, both giving an annual grant to the provinces to 
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enhance their capacity for agricultural education and promotion.
118

 Nova Scotia’s first 

annual grant in 1912 totalled $34,288, but by the war years it usually ranged between 

$60,000 and $80,000. The effect on Nova Scotia’s agricultural budget was marked, as is 

seen in Table 1.1 agricultural spending nearly doubled between 1911 and 1915, going 

from $75,780 to $145,534. Such generous endowments allowed for an aggressive 

expansion of the NSAC. The government spent approximately $42,000 of this funding on 

expanding the school’s academic space, constructing two new barns, and purchasing new 

land for cultivation.
119

  

But the crown jewel of this expansion was the construction of the new science 

building. Although science facilities had been constructed at Bible Hill following the fire 

of 1898, most of the NSAC’s chemistry and related soil instruction was still carried out in 

the cramped labs of the Normal School. Furthermore, space shortages obliged the 

zoology, botany, and entomology departments to share space with the horticulture 

department. This could not continue, and thus from 1914 to 1915 the construction of a 50 

x 120 foot, two story science building, fully equipped for lab work was undertaken. 

Officially opened on 11 January 1916, the new building had spacious accommodations 

for the various science departments, and the aforementioned floor set aside for WINS 

home economics instruction.
120

  

                                                           
118

 See Robert Craig Brown, Robert Laird Borden: A Biography, Volume I: 1854-1914 (Toronto: 

MacMillan of Canada: 1975), 217-220. 

 
119

 Province of Nova Scotia, Annual Report of the Secretary for Agriculture, 1912, 18-19. 

 
120

 Province of Nova Scotia, Annual Report of the Secretary for Agriculture, 1915, 23-24. 

 



140 
 

The opening was marked by a ceremony on 11 January, 1916, mirroring that 

which occurred at the official opening of the college 11 years earlier. A large crowd was 

assembled that boasted such notable guests as Premier George Murray, Secretary of 

Agriculture and NSAC Principal Melville Cumming, WINS Superintendant Jennie 

Fraser, Dominion Commissioner for Agriculture Dr. C. C. James, and New Brunswick’s 

Agricultural Minister J. A. Murray, the latter two both signifying the regional and 

national importance given to the NSAC and its splendid new facility. Furthering the sense 

of déjà vu to 1905, the speeches given at the 1916 event all hit the same notes of the 

importance of agricultural education to furthering rural development and keeping young 

men, and women, on the farm. However similar the event and rhetoric, there was a stark 

reminder that the world had become radically different. Among the guests of honour at 

the ceremony were several members of the 106
th

 rifles battalion. Their arrival brought the 

audience to their feet in a thunderous ovation, and spurred Premier Murray to use part of 

his speech to laud them for their courage and patriotism.
121

 The men of the battalion were 

soon to be shipped to Europe, for Canada was a country a year and a half into a terrible, 

and seemingly endless, war that had deeply affected all facets of its society, the 

agricultural improvement effort and institutions included.  

Conclusion 

If any period can merit the label “golden age” for Nova Scotia’s agricultural 

reform effort, it would be the years from 1898 to 1914. From a structural or institutional 

perspective everything was going their way. They were now in possession of an fully 
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equipped agricultural college, staffed by well-respected agriculturalists. The college staff 

formed the bulk of the staff of an expanded Department of Agriculture, which allowed 

for a hitherto unachievable level of centralization in the agricultural reform effort. The 

reformers could also depend on an impressive system of agricultural societies, centralized 

under the NSFA, through which farmers could learn new agricultural techniques and 

lobby the government on the farmers’ behalf. And, though only recently formed, the 

WINS looked to be a promising vehicle through which the message of modernity could 

be imparted to farm women. The era was largely shorn of conflicts or tensions over ideas 

or ideologies. Co-operation was promoted by some in the department without any trouble 

from the largely laissez-faire minded Liberal government, perhaps because the few co-

ops limited influence did not threaten the capitalist order. In the prosperous Edwardian 

era it was not unrealistic for the reformers to assume that they had laid the foundations on 

which the goal of an efficient, scientific, and market-oriented farming sector could 

emerge. The Great War (1914-1918) and the tumultuous world it left in its aftermath, 

destroyed such easy optimism. In the post-war years the accomplishments of the 

reformers proved tenuous, and their movement was rocked by ideological division and 

strife. Fissures in the elaborate infrastructure they had created were visible and widening. 

The reformers were left scrambling to maintain, and at times repair, what they had gained 

to keep their dream for a modern agricultural sector alive. It would prove a daunting task. 
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Chapter 4 

Patriotism, Production, and Discontent: Reform in War and Peace, 1914-1925 

On 14 April 1920, the Truro courthouse was the scene of a boisterous meeting. 

Delegates from all over Nova Scotia had assembled to attend the founding meeting of the 

United Farmers of Nova Scotia (UFNS), a political party dedicated to promoting policies 

favourable to farmers’ interests and ending political patronage and corruption. The 

founding convention was quite a spectacle, full of heated rhetoric, fiery speeches, and 

tense confrontations. But aside from political theatre, the fact that some provincial 

farmers felt it necessary to organize a farmers’ political party speaks volumes about the 

atmosphere of discontent then spreading throughout the countryside. Farmers in Nova 

Scotia were not alone, as similar farmers’ parties sprang up across the country. Angry at 

the apparent indifference government showed to their concerns, and fearing their 

demographic decline would sap what political clout they had, farmers organized 

politically to challenge the established parties. Farmers’ parties, under either the United 

Farmers or Progressive banner, competed for office in a series of provincial and federal 

elections between 1919 and 1922, winning majorities in some provinces and substantial 

representation in others.
1
 In Nova Scotia they enjoyed some brief success, but it soon 

became apparent that winning seats through populist zeal could not, in and of itself, effect 

the change needed to aid the farmers in trying times. 
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For non-political agricultural reformers, whether securely ensconced within Nova 

Scotia’s bureaucracy or part of established organizations, the era was also one of 

disappointment. If the early years of the twentieth century can be described as the golden 

age for the agricultural reformers, the 11 years between 1914 and 1925 can best be 

described as their nadir. All seemed well before the outbreak of the First World War 

(1914-1918), but the demands of the conflict upon the farmers and the impact of the post-

war recession on society presented the reformers with new challenges, which proved 

difficult to overcome. Their facilities and finances seemed inadequate to meet the task of 

raising the rural economy out of the doldrums. But they nonetheless remained convinced 

that the only remedy for rural Nova Scotia’s ills was the one they were prescribing; 

modernization. Though many of the ideas behind modernization remained the same, such 

as greater use of agricultural science, emphasis on produce quality, and the promotion of 

a business ethos, the period saw notable new developments including the advent of the 

promotion of farm mechanization, novel developments in dairy instruction, and a 

burgeoning interest in co-operation.  

Co-operatives in particular, and farmer organization in general, proved a lightning 

rod, given the ideological tumult of the age. Both became problematic issues, dividing the 

Nova Scotia Farmers’ Association (NSFA), and driving a wedge between it and the 

government. The exception to the overall gloomy picture was the Women’s Institute of 

Nova Scotia (WINS), which, though sideswiped by the outbreak of war so soon after its 

inception, found its footing in the post-war period and began a well-received campaign 

for domestic modernization. Aside from the success of WINS, by 1925 it was apparent to 

many that a radical overhaul of Nova Scotia’s agricultural policy was needed. By 1925, 
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the co-operation and centralization in agricultural reform that had characterized work in 

the first decade of the twentieth century had broken apart. Increasingly in the years after 

the First World War, agricultural reform became embroiled in the struggles that would 

define the twentieth century, between collective and laissez-faire economic ideologies, 

between small producers and massive industrialization, and between progressivism and 

conservatism. 

Caught in Imperial and National Struggles 

 The outbreak of war in the summer of 1914 caught everyone by surprise, but few 

seemed worried. Nearly all Canadians greeted the mobilization with patriotic enthusiasm, 

and were certain that the war would be short. The farmers and agricultural reformers of 

Nova Scotia were no exception to the general mood. All embraced the war with the same 

resolve and were determined to do their part to help the British Empire’s war effort. Their 

goal of modernizing farming continued, even during wartime, and was framed as a means 

of achieving victory. The war necessitated greater agricultural production to feed 

servicemen and the citizens of the allied countries, especially in Great Britain, but the 

federal government largely left the encouragement of such production to the provincial 

governments. In Nova Scotia, provincial Secretary of Agriculture and Principal of the 

Nova Scotia Agricultural College (NSAC) Melville Cumming knew the war would 

increase food demands, but was confident of the farmers’ ability to meet the challenge.
2
 

In 1915 he reported that although “high ocean freights have cut down the net returns from 

apples and prices for fertilizers…are higher...there has been an unlimited market for 
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practically all the produce of the farm; prices in the home market have ruled high, and in 

general, were it not for the accounts in the newspapers the average farmer would hardly 

realize that the conflict was being carried on.”
3
 

Cumming, like everyone else, proved overly optimistic about the limited duration 

and impact of the war. The war created the political and economic conditions that 

encouraged farmers and other social groups to become increasingly activist and 

politically oriented. Canadians were told the war was a fight for democracy and freedom 

against the forces of autocracy and tyranny. This belief sustained popular support for a 

time, but as the fight dragged on the national mood turned sour. The list of war casualties 

grew longer, wartime rationing began to pinch, the ineptitude of federal and imperial 

governments in managing the war became apparent, and evidence of profiteering by well-

connected munitions and supply manufacturers mounted, all feeding an atmosphere of 

anger and discontent.
4
 Workers became more willing to strike, women’s suffrage 

advocates became ever more adamant in their demand for the vote, French Canadian 

nationalists were increasingly vocal in criticizing Canada’s involvement in an 

“imperialist war,” and farmers began to organize politically. Tensions boiled over in the 
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acrimonious federal election of 1917 which was fought over the contentious issue of 

conscription, bitterly dividing Canadians along ethnic and occupational lines.
5
 

These were radical times; it seemed that the old certainties of politics, society, and 

the economy were coming unglued.
6
 Of course, radical politics had existed in Canada in 

the years before the war, but in the optimistic progressive era they had limited influence. 

Four long years of war destroyed this optimism. Canadian farmers’ shared the general 

discontent of the age. Faced with declining numbers (and thus political influence), rising 

costs and stagnating profits, bilking from middle-men, and seeming indifference from 

federal and provincial governments, farmers across the country began to organize. United 

Farmers political parties sprang up in several provinces and at the federal level the 

Progressive Party appeared, all with platforms calling for free trade, higher corporate 

taxes, the nationalization of railways, ending political patronage, and encouraging greater 

co-operative organization. The farmers were not alone; industrial workers and 

unemployed veterans were organizing politically or taking their discontent with the 

status-quo to the picket line.
7
 They were joined by a legion of angry veterans. 
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Canadian soldiers and citizens had been assured that their wartime losses and 

sacrifices were all for the creation of a fairer and more democratic world, but the post-

war world was one of economic stringency and political repression. A savage recession 

hit a year after the veterans returned home, leaving many unemployed and breeding 

considerable social and political discontent, which, in turn, prompted the economic and 

political elites to take steps to protect their authority from upstarts and radicals, especially 

those in the labour movements. This conservative reaction reached its ultimate expression 

in the federal and provincial governments’ violent suppression of the Winnipeg General 

Strike in 1919, but was also seen in the use of force against striking coal miners in Cape 

Breton during the early 1920s and in the creation of a network of police spies to keep tabs 

on radicals and revolutionaries, real or imagined.
8
 For those who had sacrificed so much 

to ensure Canada’s victory it was a bitter pill to swallow, not the least for the farmers 

who had toiled so hard to feed the war effort. 

Producing for War 

Early in the fall of 1914, NSAC Principal Melville Cumming assured the readers 

of The Maritime Farmer that despite the war his college would operate business as usual, 
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and encouraged students to enroll for the upcoming year.
9
 Cumming went as far as to use 

the war as a means to boost attendance at the NSAC. In a promotional article encouraging 

NSAC attendance, again in The Maritime Farmer, it was argued that the demands of the 

wartime market meant that a farmer could do nothing but gain, but those who wished to 

make the most of the situation needed an education in agricultural science such as the 

NSAC could provide.
10

 

Cumming was not alone in arguing that the declaration of war necessitated 

increased agricultural production. Premier George Murray wrote a special message to the 

farmers of Nova Scotia appealing to their patriotism to urge them to raise their output to 

combat the food shortages the war would bring about in Europe. “No man,” he wrote, 

“occupies a more important place in the present crisis than the farmer. The food supplies 

available will probably enter into the final success more than any other condition. The 

farmer, therefore, who means to produce all the food supplies that he can on the farm in 

the next year is just as useful a patriot as the farmer who shoulders his gun and goes to 

the war.”
11

 The department clearly shared Murray’s sentiments; “Patriotism and 

Production” was the motto it adopted for 1915, and Cumming was certain that its motto 

for the next year would be “More Patriotism and Greater Production.”
12

 He was 

nonetheless aware that labour shortages caused by enlistment had depleted the farmers’ 
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labour pool. To ease this persistent shortage, in 1917 both the department and their 

federal counterparts enlisted over 2,000 school children (primarily boys), as farm 

labourers, especially for harvest. By late 1917 the province was appealing to urban men 

to volunteer their time to help with the harvest, an indication of how pervasive the labour 

shortage was. Such problems, along with the seemingly unending war, shattered 

Cumming’s confidence in its outcome; he ended the introduction to his 1917 report 

claiming that farmers faced “the greatest crisis of their history,” one in which production 

was of the utmost importance.
13

 

In its thrust for greater production the department had allies. Like most social 

organizations, the NSFA patriotically supported the war effort and devoted a significant 

portion of the 1915 convention in Antigonish to discussing how farmers could do their 

part by raising production. This message was relayed to the delegates by President 

William O’Brien. O’Brien took the spirit of “Patriotism and Production” to heart, calling 

upon the assembled delegates to aid the Empire in its struggle of “Right against Might” 

by increasing their output. Echoing Cumming’s remarks on the opportunities the war 

represented, he argued that, apart from a depression in the apple export market, the war 

had been a market boon for farmers and encouraged them to grow bigger harvests. He 

echoed the rhetoric of Premier Murray, arguing that the farmer feeding the war effort was 

as vital as the man fighting in the trenches.
14

 The strain of the labour shortages did not go 

unmentioned by the NSFA, with President R. J. Messenger aiming a part of his 1917 
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annual meeting speech at those politicians, journalists, and members of the public who 

demanded more from the farmers without understanding the strain the labour shortages 

were putting on farmers’ operations and incomes.
15

 

Increased production not only meant increasing it for the market and the war 

effort, but also for home consumption. The NSAC did its part to ensure that Nova Scotia 

farmers contributed in this regard. Along with encouraging new and more productive 

means of farming, the NSAC, particularly the Horticulture Department, set itself at the 

vanguard of the province-wide “garden movement,” which urged citizens to grow as 

many food staples as possible for their own consumption, relieving them of rising food 

prices and freeing up more food for the war effort. Even in something as rudimentary as 

gardening the department saw the need to provide instruction. The province and the 

college enlisted the press, social organizations such as the WINS, and prominent 

individuals to promote the movement and spread tracts on how to cultivate a garden 

scientifically. The department organized several public meetings and lectures to inform 

gardeners on how to cultivate and fertilize their garden’s soil to greatest productivity.
16

 

The Maritime Farmer did its bit to promote the movement, dedicating the front page of 

its April 18, 1916 issue to an article by Dr. W. S. Blair, superintendent of the Kentville 

research station, on how to cultivate a productive garden.
17
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Educating for Peacetime in Wartime 

The war provided a different set of challenges for the NSAC, as the push for 

increased agricultural production had an impact on curriculum, with faculty and students 

testing scientific solutions for increased productivity in the classroom. Despite the 

confident predictions expressed early in the conflict, the NSAC, like all Canadian 

colleges and universities, saw a precipitous drop in enrollment due to high levels of 

enlistment.
18

 In 1916 the college closed its courses two weeks early from a combination 

of students enlisting and others wanting to go home to help their families increase their 

farm production.
19

 That same year Cumming reported that attendance at the NSAC was 

54 students, nearly halved from the 102 enrolled in 1913, and that an enlisted professor, 

Lt. B. H. Landels, formerly superintendent of the NSAC Drainage Department, had been 

killed at the Somme in September of that year.
20

  

With loss the NSAC saw growth, as its curriculum expanded. Lessons in 

chemistry had been given to NSAC students by the science teacher at the Normal School, 

but in 1915, given the ever-increasing importance of agricultural chemistry, the NSAC 

created a chemistry department, headed by Leslie Harlow. Instruction was conducted at 

the Normal School until the completion of the NSAC science building in 1915. Because 

the Normal School did not have sufficient space to allow for student lab work initial 

instruction centred on demonstrations by Harlow. With the science building in operation 

                                                           
18

 Province of Nova Scotia, Annual Report of the Secretary for Agriculture, 1914, 5. 

  
19

 “Closing of the Agricultural College,” The Maritime Farmer and Co-operative Dairyman 21 (14) (April 

18, 1916), 474. 

 
20

 Several NSAC students also died in that battle. Province of Nova Scotia, Annual Report of the Secretary 

for Agriculture, Nova Scotia, For the Year 1916 (Halifax: King’s Printer, 1917), 24. 

 



152 
 

students were given the opportunity to engage in lab work, research on the application of 

fertilizers, the treatment of milk and feed, and soil and water analysis.
21

 

Considerable attention was given to dairy improvement at the NSAC, mirroring 

its increased importance in the agricultural economy. In 1912 the provincial dairy 

division, headed by W. A. MacKay, was formed, and was headquartered on campus, 

using its space to instruct students, organize short courses, hold conferences and promote 

co-operative dairy efforts.
22

 NSAC Dairy instruction came of age in 1916 when it 

inaugurated the Maritime Dairy School (MDS). Essentially a month long spring short 

course, it was built around promoting new means of dairy production and manufacturing 

through courses in butter making, cheese making, and cow testing.
23

 The MDS was a 

regional effort, receiving $2,500 worth of new dairy equipment from all three Maritime 

governments. Though directed by Mackay, it featured instructors from the dairy divisions 

of the other Maritime Provinces, Ontario, and Ottawa. The MDS proved a draw, with the 

first course enjoying 39 attendees from all three provinces and reached its peak in 1920 

with 44 attendees, prompting the Dairyman’s Associations of New Brunswick and PEI to 

recommend that the NSAC set up a larger and longer MDS. MacKay had high hopes that 
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the freeing of resources at the end of war would spur further development of the MDS, 

but the post-war environment did not prove kind to the program.
24

 

Poultry instruction likewise grew at the NSAC during the war years. The first 

signs of expansion came in 1910 when the Lee Manufacturing Company of Ontario 

donated a new incubator and brooder. Following the 1913 creation of the Nova Scotia 

Poultry Association, and the further organization and funding for poultry producers that it 

spawned, poultry instructor J. P. Landry pushed for greater expansion of the NSAC’s 

poultry capabilities. In 1918 he argued that the college needed to provide more space to 

house the poultry plant’s feed and greater classroom space for students to carry out their 

work. The following year he suggested that a scarcely used carpentry room could be a 

suitable place for poultry expansion, but it was not until the years after the war that his 

recommendations found a receptive audience. In 1922 the continued rise of poultry 

production and the large attendance at poultry-themed short courses convinced Cumming 

to recommend that the NSAC construct a classroom near the poultry plant to allow the 

staff greater space for lectures and demonstrations. The following year a building was 

erected housing both expanded classroom space and an incubator cellar.
25

 

 The regular short courses continued throughout the war years. Initially the courses 

seemed unaffected by the war. Although registered attendees declined as a result of 
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wartime constraints, when taking the unregistered students into account, the short courses 

of 1915 and 1916 reported that somewhere in the vicinity of 400 to 500 people were in 

attendance.
26

 Money from the Agricultural Instruction Act allowed for the erection of 

special demonstration buildings in Bridgetown, Yarmouth, Shubenacadie, Musquodobit, 

and Antigonish, making it possible for the local agricultural societies to mount variations 

of the short course.
27

 This proved a harbinger of the future. The continuance of war time 

limitations, the harsh post-war economic climate, and rising rail rates deterred 

expenditures of time and money on the Truro short courses. In addition, in 1915 the 

governments of New Brunswick and PEI opted to hold short courses within their 

provinces, sapping human and financial resources from the Nova Scotia program. In 

another setback, in 1919 the influenza epidemic postponed the short course for two 

months, and caused attendance to be lower than normal.
28

 

Despite stringencies there was innovation; for example, in 1917 the NSAC held 

its first tractor demonstrations. To do so, the NSAC secured three light tractor models, 

one of which was a machine donated by Henry Ford himself. Premier Murray was an 

acquaintance of Ford, and encouraged Cumming to travel to Detroit in early 1917 to meet 

with the auto magnate with a request to buy some of his newly developed tractors. 

Because the machines were still in the development stage, Ford initially refused, but in 
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the end relented and donated a machine and sent several of his engineers to tour Nova 

Scotia. Over the course of two weeks in October of 1917 the Ford model and two other 

tractors performed at ploughing demonstrations at Truro, Kentville, Amherst, Antigonish, 

and Hopewell, drawing thousands of onlookers, and prompting seventeen farmers to buy 

Ford tractors the following spring.
29

 Ford’s generosity was thus a shrewd business move, 

but, more importantly, it represented the beginning of farm mechanization in Nova 

Scotia. By the end of 1917 the NSAC put in a request for additional funding from the 

province to construct a new machine building to house and repair its equipment. In 1921 

the NSAC formed a farm mechanics department to instruct in machinery use and 

maintenance.
30

 This represents the beginning of farm mechanization in Nova Scotia, but 

the most farms did not immediately become mechanized. As can be seen in Table 4.1, the 

horse retained its primary place in Nova Scotia’s farm labour until the years that followed 

the Second World War. The expenses in purchasing and maintaining farm machines can 

perhaps account for the slowness of this transition. Nonetheless, the transition had begun, 

and would become inexorable as the years rolled on. 

Table 4.1: Horse vs. Machine on Nova Scotia Farms, 1921-1961 

Year 1921 1931 1941 1951 1956 1961 

Horses 54, 439 43,074 36,172 25,975 17,865 8, 917 

Farm Trucks _____ 1,704 2,697 5,687 7,200 5, 965 

Tractors 164 424 1,386 4,307 6,537 7, 074 

Sources: The Government of Canada, Census of Canada 1956, vol.8, part I, Agriculture, Nova Scotia (Ottawa, Queen’s 

Printer and Controller of Stationary, 1957), 1-1, 1-2, & 5-1, and The Government of Canada, 1961 Census of Canada, 

Series AA—Agriculture, Data for Commercial Farms (Ottawa: Dominion Bureau of Statistics, 1962), 1-1. 
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The WINS and the Mobilization and Education of Women 

Instruction of rural people was moving away from the formal, centralized 

institutions, such as the NSAC, towards locally based volunteer institutions, such as the 

recently founded WINS. The WINS’s organization during the war is a remarkable 

testament to the energy and dedication of local leadership, as the stringency of these 

years and the urgency of the war effort altered its trajectory. Leaders decided that during 

the war it was unwise to expend much money and energy organizing new WI branches, 

and the main focus of existing ones shifted from home economics and home 

modernization to their patriotic duty.
31

 Like almost all social organizations, the WINS 

enthusiastically supported the war and dedicated itself to realising victory. Between 1914 

and 1918 the organization was immersed in several fund raising activities and in putting 

together countless care packages for the men stationed overseas. In both these efforts, the 

women of the WINS did extraordinary work.  

Overall, the organization raised about $25,000 which went towards supporting 

both Belgian relief and the families of enlisted men; often, the WI worked in concert with 

similarly minded institutions, such as the Red Cross and the Imperial Order of the 

Daughters of the Empire, to avoid overlap or conflict. The Red Cross, in particular, was a 

major recipient of WINS funds. The WINS was especially proud of 23 of its branches 

pooling their funds to buy a $1,540 ambulance for the provincial Red Cross. The women 

busied themselves preparing care packages for the soldiers at the front or in hospitals. 

Hundreds of pairs of socks were knitted and shipped to Europe, along with scores of 
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bottles of preserved fruits and jams, and each December the WINS women prepared 

Christmas packages for soldiers to brighten their spirits and remind them they were not 

forgotten. A number of the WINS relief committees provided food and nursing assistance 

to those who were affected by the influenza pandemic.
32

 

But short courses for women remained a priority for the WINS and its 

increasingly close collaborator the NSAC. The women’s short courses were administered 

by the WINS from the NSAC’s science building. The initial courses were mounted under 

wartime financial constraints, but, despite this, the WINS went all out to ensure that the 

short courses on proper food preparation, proper cooking, and the nutritive value of 

various foods were worth attending. The most popular course seemed to be one that 

offered instruction on baking pies and deep fried donuts. The courses were well received, 

with attendees lauding both the content and the facilities in which they were housed. 

WINS Superintendent Jennie Fraser bemoaned that two weeks seemed to be far too short 

a time for the course, and hoped for the day, when, time and money permitting, the WINS 

could offer a six to eight week course on both home economics practice and theory.
33

 Of 

course, the NSAC based short courses had the same drawback as other courses offered by 

the college; only students who lived in or near Truro, or could afford the costs of travel 

and accommodation (to say nothing of time), could attend them. As these costs were 

beyond the means of many women, the WINS decided to take the short courses to them. 

In 1916 a week long course was held in Lawrencetown to coincide with the Truro course, 
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with attendance averaging over 100. Two years later, local short courses were held in 

Lawrencetown, Middleton, Annapolis Royal, and Bridgetown, with similar attendance. 

Lectures on canning and preserving fruits and vegetables were held in Parrsboro and 

Amherst.
34

 

Wartime Adjustment on the Farm 

While farm women benefited from the instruction the WINS provided, farm men 

faced wartime challenges that were more difficult to confront, particularly in livestock 

production. Feed shortages and higher prices for available feed were cutting into poultry 

and dairy production. This state of affairs prompted J. P. Landry, NSAC poultry manager 

and provincial poultry superintendent, to recommend raising smaller flocks of chickens 

and feeding them table scraps. In the case of dairy, the Department of Agriculture was 

much better prepared, as it was armed with new, pre-war, legislation that could ensure 

that milk, butter, and cheese production rose. The Act for the Encouragement of 

Dairying, passed in May 1914, allowed the department to give an annual grant of $5,000 

to anyone seeking to establish a creamery, provided that the grantees agreed to produce 

no less than 20,000 pounds of butter and 40,000 pounds of cheese (of good quality) 

annually, and register with the department for approval of their building plans and 

sanitation standards. Within a year of the program’s inauguration, dairy superintendent 

W. A. MacKay reported that the new standardized system of quality had increased the 

confidence of both farmers and consumers, as the former received higher returns and the 

latter quality products. So impressed was he with the new system that he recommended 
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the implementation of a province-wide system of cream grading to ensure that Nova 

Scotia’s dairy products were made from the highest quality cream.
35

 

Despite his convictions, MacKay recognized that he need not move too hastily in 

incorporating a grading system. On the advice of George Barr of the federal Dairy 

Division, he began an experiment in cream grading at the government creamery at 

Baddeck. By the end of 1915, the manager of this creamery, J. R. Sutherland, reported 

that the business of the creamery was doing well and its products were of a fine quality. 

Some suppliers, however, objected to the new grading system that paid them less for 

lower quality cream. Sutherland was confident that once they understood the purpose 

behind the lower rates they would find them satisfactory, but argued that greater care was 

needed to ensure that cream reached the creameries more quickly. As most cream was 

delivered to the creameries from distant farms via horse-drawn wagons, a good portion of 

it reached the factories in poor condition, especially in the hot summer months. MacKay 

agreed, and, based on the results of the Baddeck experiment, advocated that the province 

introduce a compulsory system of cream grading, the continued improvement of 

creamery, and further develop its program of cream grading. In a novel development, in 

1917 he noted that some of Nova Scotia’s creameries were pasteurizing their milk, 

further improving the quality and safety of the products produced in these factories.
36
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By the final year of the war, high feed prices and labour shortages were joined by 

serious shortages in seed and fertilizer, all serving to drive down production. In poultry, 

Landry reported that nearly all available grain was reserved for human consumption, 

leaving little for decent chicken feed, decreasing both the quantity and quality of Nova 

Scotia’s poultry output. MacKay gave a similarly gloomy account for dairy. Feed 

shortages made 1918 the first year that he could not report an increase in dairy 

production. In proposing a solution, both men opted for a closer relationship between 

science and industry. Landry pushed for greater use of feed proven to produce superior 

chickens, while MacKay stressed better feeding and breeding of dairy livestock to 

guarantee greater milk production, as well as increased creamery efficiency.
37

 

The NSFA and Wartime Co-operative Developments 

The NSFA’s major wartime effort to increase and improve agricultural promotion 

was its promotion of co-operatives. Co-operatives, as a vehicle for agricultural reform, 

emerged as a significant issue in the years leading up to the outbreak of war. The 

emphasis of co-operatives on quality produce, market orientation, and efficient large 

scale production ensured that they drew the wartime NSFA’s attention. In 1912 its 

directors declared that farming was “a business and needs running on business principles 

to make it financially successful;” co-operatives were increasingly coming to be viewed 

as the best method for such a goal to be met.
38
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Compared to other jurisdictions Nova Scotia was somewhat slower in developing 

a co-operative spirit. Apart from Peter Innes’s 1897 advocacy of a co-operative apple 

shipping company, the earliest mention of co-operation in the NSFA records was at the 

1899 annual meeting when W. W. Hubbard, founding editor of The Maritime Farmer, 

gave a talk on dairy co-operatives, such as those used by Danish and Ontario dairy 

producers in selling strictly graded, high quality butter and cheese.
39

 The same points 

were made in 1907 by President F. Miles Chipman in his annual address, lauding the 

success Ontario farmers had enjoyed selling through fruit and dairy co-ops. He argued 

that “it does not pay for each [farmer] to go into the markets of the world single-handed 

and alone with his products…and take his chances on a fluctuating market. But by a 

group of farmers co-operating and acting as a single business concern it is possible to put 

their products on the market in larger quantities, in better shape, and at prices that more 

than compensate for all the trouble involved.”
40

 The following year, President C. Howard 

Black cited a similar co-operative success story closer to home, the beginnings of co-

operative marketing in the Annapolis Valley apple industry.
41

 

Despite such recommendations, it was not until 1914 that the NSFA formally 

endorsed co-operation, thanks to a speech given by the Antigonish CFA representative, 
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the Reverend Miles Tompkins. Speaking about co-operation among farmers, Tompkins 

noted that a farmers’ co-operative had been established in Antigonish, and he argued that 

it was a model for similar activity in the rest of the province. Tompkins thus presented a 

resolution to the NSFA which called for the formation of a farmer-owned centralized 

organization for the co-operative purchase and sale of fertilizers, feeds, and farming 

implements. Though the resolution received unanimous support, such a body was not 

created.
42

  

Co-operatives received closer attention during the war. The first sign of broad 

NSFA support for co-operative promotion occurred at the 1915 annual meeting in 

Antigonish. Among the speakers was the province’s chief dairyman W. A. MacKay, who 

viewed co-operatives as the best way to ensure both greater farm production and better 

financial returns for farmers. In a lengthy address extolling the virtues of co-operation, 

MacKay urged the NSFA to take the lead in co-operative promotion, especially in an 

ambitious plan he presented for a large co-operative wholesaler to handle the buying and 

selling of nearly all of Nova Scotia’s produce, feeds, seeds, and fertilizer. As far as 

MacKay was concerned, co-ops needed to expand or fold, and he pointed to the success 

of large amalgamated co-operative companies such as the Grain Growers Grain Company 

of Winnipeg, the United Farmers’ of Ontario, and the local United Fruit Companies 

(UFC), founded in 1912. With enough cash capital and efficient management, these 

companies had managed to cut out the middlemen between producers and consumers and 

control the prices of machinery and supplies for the benefit of their farmer owners. It was 
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a feat MacKay wished to see replicated in Nova Scotia, and he encouraged both the 

NSFA and its affiliated agricultural societies to form a joint-stock co-operative venture.
43

 

MacKay’s plan never came to fruition, but NSFA interest in co-ops remained 

high. In 1916 the Superintendent of Agricultural Societies, F. L. Fuller, suggested 

converting the CFAs into co-operative buying and selling bodies, as he and others felt 

that they had outlived their usefulness as educational vehicles. Fuller believed that the 

economic possibilities of co-ops were unlimited, pointing to the success of the UFC and 

fertilizer distributing companies to back up his point, and stated that all NSFA members 

had to do was ask his department to convert the CFAs into co-ops. Though it would not 

be approved, the suggestion sparked a lively debate among the delegates, including 

Cumming, who argued that, although further co-operation was desirable, it was not clear 

that agricultural societies or CFAs were the best avenue through which to pursue it.
44

 

Not all were onside with such plans; among the critics was an Antigonish 

delegate, Alexander S. MacMillan, former NSFA President and future premier of Nova 

Scotia. While not categorically opposed to the proposal, MacMillan was doubtful that 

organizing so many small, local co-operatives was an effective business strategy, 

favouring instead organizing a large number of farmers, all pooling a substantial amount 

of money into one large co-operative society to service the farmers not organized under 

the UFC. As far as MacMillan was concerned, any farmers’ co-operative venture had to 

be run as a business, and its clientele would only be loyal to it if they saw profit from 
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their investment. MacMillan’s arguments met with general agreement from the delegates, 

including Superintendent Fuller, who agreed that any co-operative ventures needed to be 

based on sound business principles. Also present at the meeting were UFC President A. 

E. McMahon and its Treasurer A. E. Adams, both of whom endorsed the creation of a 

unified provincial farmers’ co-operative body, with their organization serving as a 

model.
45

 

In response to this debate, the NSFA formed a three-man committee headed by 

MacMillan to inquire whether the UFC would opt for any new co-ops to amalgamate 

with it or become its subsidiaries. MacMillan reported at the 1917 annual meeting that his 

committee had met in Halifax with the UFC representatives, Secretary Cumming, 

Superintendent Fuller, and NSAC professor John Trueman for a discussion on the idea. 

The UFC representatives, not surprisingly given their position at the previous NSFA 

meeting, were open to the idea, but a decision was put aside for the time being. In the 

meantime, a province-wide campaign was launched to promote the organization of more 

farmers’ co-operatives so that the proposed amalgamated body would have a large 

potential clientele. Committee member H. S. Shaw put forward a resolution urging the 

NSFA to lobby the province for legislation to allow for the organization of a central co-

operative body, which passed after a lengthy discussion. Nothing came of this resolution, 

but the issue did expose the beginnings of a rift between co-operative enthusiasts and the 

more laissez-faire minded in the NSFA. MacMillan fell into the latter category, making 

plain in his remarks that he felt co-operatives should not be too generous to their 
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members in terms of prices, and should operate at a profit so as to not antagonise those in 

the private sector.
46

 MacMillan’s “bottom line,” business-oriented attitude foreshadowed 

his attitudes towards agricultural policy during his premiership, a quarter century later. 

Nova Scotia Farmers in a Post-War World 

The four long years of war finally came to an end in November 1918. All were 

relieved and grateful that the grim struggle was finally over, but the scars of war ran 

deep. Gathering on 22 January 1920, the NSAC staff, students, alumni, and other 

onlookers witnessed the unveiling of a tablet memorializing the twenty-one NSAC 

students and staff who died in combat, and honouring all 150 who served.
47

 In spite of 

such losses, all were hopeful that the sacrifices they endured to realize victory were for 

the creation a new and better world, built upon democracy, prosperity, and fairness. 

Reflecting on the first year of peace at the 1920 annual meeting in Kentville, NSFA 

President D. R. Nicholson welcomed the returned servicemen home and honoured the 

fallen as “the pride of Nova Scotia’s offering upon the alter of civilization and 

Christianity,” as well as paying tribute to the recently deceased Col. William Blair, long-

time member of the NSFA and ardent agricultural reformer.
48

 There were signs that the 

cause which Blair had championed was seeing new life in the aftermath of the war, 

particularly in assisting the recently returned veterans. The department was deeply 

involved in a provincial scheme to resettle disbanded servicemen on farms. The NSAC 
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seemed to be on the rebound; attendance rose in 1919, and it began to offer short courses 

in modern farming to returning servicemen in the hopes that they could, as a popular song 

of the era put it, “keep ‘em down on the farm after they’ve seen Paree.” Eight-five men 

were enrolled in the program’s first year, under the direction of a fellow veteran, J. Ward 

of Yarmouth.
49

 

While the NSAC’s future looked bright, other parts of the agricultural 

infrastructure were not so easily rebuilt, particularly in Halifax. On the morning of 6 

December 1917, two ships collided in Halifax Harbour triggering a massive explosion, 

and destroying a large swath of the city. The scale of the disaster was unimaginable, and 

Halifax’s medical capacities were soon swamped. About 450 explosion victims were sent 

to Truro for medical attention to relieve the burden on the Halifax hospitals, and the 

students and staff of the NSAC devoted their time to assist them.
50

 For the NSFA the 

explosion incurred a direct loss, as the exhibition grounds that the NSFA had lobbied so 

hard to create twenty years earlier were leveled in the blast. Although the destruction of 

the fairgrounds was hardly the greatest loss resulting from the explosion, it cast a pall on 

the future of the provincial exhibition. These circumstances loomed large on the agenda 

of the 1918 meeting. The 1917 exhibition had been a financial and popular success and 

prior to the explosion plans were being hatched with the city and province to expand and 

improve the grounds. Now these plans were in doubt due to the “unusual experiences” of 
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the past year.
51

 The Halifax Relief Commission commandeered the exhibition ground and 

covered it with shelters for those left homeless by the blast and, given the extent of the 

damage to Halifax’s housing and infrastructure, rebuilding the fairgrounds ranked very 

low on the city’s priorities.
52

 It was four years before the NSFA regained control of the 

grounds by which time the deepening post-war recession restricted how much money it 

or the state were willing to spend on reconstruction. An exhibition was not held in 

Halifax until 1928. 

As the fate of the exhibition grounds demonstrates, the post-war environment 

offered daunting challenges for farmers and reformers. In the short term, it seemed that 

any apprehension about the future was misplaced, as 1919 was reported to be one of the 

best years Nova Scotia’s farmers had ever experienced, with good weather producing 

bumper crops. But the department was mindful that the end of the high wartime demand 

for food production would have an adverse effect on the industry. Cumming was 

convinced that the continued improvement of Nova Scotia’s stock and agricultural 

infrastructure was still the best way to ensure a profitable post-war era for farmers.
53

 

Even in a bumper year there were signs of trouble, particularly in the effect the 

shrinking value of the dollar was having on farmers’ profits, a sign of the creeping 

recession that was enveloping the post-war world, one that hit the Maritime Provinces 

particularly hard. Hard times curtailed the ambitions of the agricultural reformers. Even 
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the bullish 1919 report testified to growing angst amongst farmers and concerns over the 

health of their industry. Many such problems carried over from the war. Landry spoke of 

the usual problems of obtaining good chicken feed, while MacKay trod a familiar path 

calling for better breeding and feeding of dairy cattle and lamenting the continuing 

deficits in production in most creameries. The department fretted that prices for produce 

were lower than their costs, and the increased freight rates brought about by the 

Intercolonial Railway’s integration into the Canadian National Railway were cutting into 

what meager profits there were to be had. Despite such handicaps, Cumming was 

confident that the farmers would prevail, thanks to the permanent demand for their 

products.
54

 

The reformers were dealt a serious blow in their efforts toward dairy improvement 

by the discontinuation of the MDS. There was room for optimism at first, as the 

immediate post-war years saw ambitious plans circulating among the three provincial 

Dairymen’s Associations, MacKay, and Cumming to use the MDS as a template for a 

permanent, year-round dairy school, not dissimilar to the NSAC; however, given the 

economic circumstances government support was not forthcoming.
55

 Worse yet, as post-

war MDS attendance continually decreased, the provincial government became reluctant 

to dole out the funds to improve the existing one. Improvements were sorely needed as its 

facilities and equipment did not match the standards of modern creameries and cheese 
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factories, something MacKay felt was necessary to ensure its success.
56

 The NSFA 

executive convened and in 1921 passed a resolution endorsing MacKay’s ideas for 

expanding the MDS, as it felt that Nova Scotia’s creameries and cheese factories were 

lacking in properly trained workers. Their resolutions urged the three Maritime 

governments to formulate a united policy on funding the school and, if necessary, 

approach Ottawa about chipping in as well.
57

 

But the NSFA’s pleas and those of MacKay fell upon deaf ears and the NSAC 

discontinued the MDS after 1921, a bitter disappointment for MacKay. Writing in 1922, 

he lamented that governments had ignored the calls from the school and the NSFA to 

support the MDS, and predicted that its cancellation would be a devastating blow to the 

development of the Maritime dairy industry.
58

The Maritime Farmer shared his 

sentiments, criticizing the powers that be for not investing in the future of dairy, despite 

resolutions that year from all three provincial Dairymen’s Associations calling for them 

to provide the MDS with new equipment and better space.
59

 The year following its 

demise the NSFA passed a resolution calling for the reestablishment of the MDS, while 

the Nova Scotia Dairyman’s Association (NSDA) passed another resolution (penned by 

MacKay), mirroring earlier calls for the establishment of an interprovincial full time 
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dairy school, with joint regional and federal funding.
60

 Nothing came of these pleas, and 

the likes of the MDS was not seen again at the NSAC. Mackay soldiered on as best he 

could with what he had, providing students and short course attendees with curriculum 

that closely mirrored that of the defunct MDS.
61

 The NSAC, for its part, began a program 

in 1924 to pay for students to attend the annual Dairy Short Course offered at the Ontario 

Agricultural College (OAC), a policy which lasted until 1955.
62

 

The Launching of the WINS Home Economics Short Courses  

While the MDS could not survive in the post-war environment, another recent 

addition to Nova Scotia’s agricultural reform infrastructure, the WINS, enjoyed a period 

of growth and popularity. The peace allowed the WINS to focus its resources on its 

internal matters and promoting domestic modernization. In 1919 the WINS was on the 

cusp of an era of growth and maturity, but the woman who shepherded it through its early 

years, Jennie Fraser, would not be there to see it through. For unknown reasons, and 

despite being urged to reconsider by the province and her fellow WINS members, Fraser 

resigned as WINS Superintendent in 1918, but agreed to stay on until a replacement 

could take over.
63

 A replacement had been found in Frederica Campbell, but, sadly, she 
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died in the influenza pandemic in January of 1919, leaving the department and institute 

scrambling to find yet another superintendent.
64

  

One was finally located in September 1919, Helen Macdougall, a veteran home 

economics proponent with a hefty resume in its instruction. Macdougall hailed from 

Oxford, Cumberland County, and was a graduate of both the Truro School of Domestic 

Science and the teacher’s college of New York’s Columbia University. After spending 

several years teaching home economics in various schools throughout Nova Scotia she 

moved to Winnipeg in 1918 where she took up the position of Supervisor of Home 

Economics in the Manitoba Department of Agriculture, a position cut short by her 

acceptance of the WINS job and her return to her native province the following year. 

Macdougall’s experience meant that she was eminently qualified for the job, and upon 

her appointment she immediately went to work preparing the WINS for a new era of 

growth and reorganization. Cumming hinted that a “progressive forward program” for the 

WINS was being devised under its new leadership.
65

 

Short courses were a preoccupation of the post-war WINS. Teaching women how 

to improve their cooking and modernize their home-making were the main rationales 

behind the creation of the body in the first place. Much like those who argued that young 

farm men needed formal instruction in modern farming at institutions like the NSAC, the 

WINS posited that young (and not so young), farm women were in need of instruction in 
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modern home making. In a 1930 address to the NSFA, Macdougall argued that learning 

the tricks of the craft from helping their mothers with the housework was no longer an 

adequate preparation for their life’s work. 

What about the homes where the mother does not know, because 

she has never learned and therefore cannot teach? There are 

hundreds of such homes everywhere. It is not a matter of a few 

recipes, and a knack for making things taste good...Can all our 

home makers in Nova Scotia today teach their growing families the 

foods necessary for health and why? That if some foods are 

persistently lacking in the diet, the family pays the price sooner or 

later. It may be poor health...or worse still, serious illness, defects 

of the body...or even shortened life.
66

 

 

Given these stakes, Macdougall argued that women urgently needed instruction in home 

economics. Such sentiments had, of course, been present in the WINS from its beginning, 

but during the Macdougall years the WINS developed an impressive program of 

instruction and outreach in home economics. 

Home Economics was offered as a comprehensive course covering cooking, 

sewing, nutrition, and health. The short course program began in earnest once the science 

building, with its designated home economics floor, was completed in 1915. Once the 

WINS was free from wartime constraints, the program enjoyed a new burst of activity. 

The new Home Economics standing committee was charged with administering the 

courses but the core of the WINS leadership, including Macdougall, was heavily 

involved, and often oversaw the instruction of the students themselves. The course was 

open to upwards of twenty attendees and originally lasted anywhere from 10 days to two 
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weeks, but by the late 1920s it had been extended to three weeks.
67

 It was tuition free, 

although attendees were expected to pay for their travel and accommodations.
68

 Young 

women on the cusp of marriage and motherhood were the most sought after attendees, 

but older women eager to learn new techniques for modern, efficient home making were 

also welcome. Attendees were expected to prepare their own meals, as part of their 

training, and during their time they were expected to make one or several dresses or other 

garments. On the final day of the course students usually held an exhibition to display 

their creations, and prepared a final banquet for themselves, their instructors, and any 

guests.
69

 

The fundamentals of cooking took up a good part of the course, with instruction 

being given in preparing meats, fish, vegetables, salads, desserts, breads, and in canning, 

with lectures in nutrition, food values, selection and combination of foods.
70

 But other 

fields of study included home nursing, dress making, millinery, gardening, and even 

some farm focused topics such as dairying and poultry (traditional domains of farm 

wives), and how to be thrifty and efficient home makers.
71

 A lively description of the 

course is found in a poem written by two 1928 attendees, Ida Mitchell and Laura 
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Trenholm, both of Grand Pre, Kings County, published in Home and Country. The poem 

is long (much of it good natured jokes at the expense of their fellow students), but the 

course curriculum, and staff, can be discerned: 

Mrs. Mills from London, now living in Truro, 

is learning to cook and also to sew, 

so she can give her children the right kind of food, 

for a balanced diet must include: 

proteins, vitamins, starches, and sugar, 

mineral salts, roughage, and lots of water.... 

At the head of the staff is Miss Helen Macdougall, 

who demonstrates cooking and how to be frugal... 

Her efficient helper is Miss Munro. 

She tells us how to lay the table just so 

And other things too numerous to mention 

But one and all demand attention. 

Nutrition was also taught by Mrs. Dickson, M.D. 

If we follow her advice we should healthy be. 

Mrs. Jamieson shows us how to make dresses 

the numerous fittings disturb our tresses... 

By practical help more than by lecture, 

we learn to make hats under Mrs. Dexter. 

These creations are wonderful works of art 

Warranted to capture a masculine heart. 

Miss Whidden a very competent nurse 

shows how to keep invalids from getting worse. 

‘Tis truly marvellous what she has told 

In lectures, worth their weight in gold. 

Miss MacDonald teacher at the Normal School 

stresses the value of following the Health Rule. 

Mr. Landry instructs in raising poultry 

a profitable vocation we all agree[.] 

If our egg’s special by the candle grade 

we’re sure our fortunes will be made. 

Mr. Creighton teaches how to care for dairy 

The products of which are good for Mary. 

Keep your milk clean and of standard test 

then the creamery men will do the rest. 

Mr. Middleton tells how to raise small fruit. 

And vegetables, every taste to suit. 
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These are very necessary to the diet 

we advise you all hereafter to try it...
72

 

 

 Mitchell and Trenholm closed their poem gushing over what they learned, and 

with a wish that they could stay longer. Those who attended the Truro course often spoke 

highly of its instructional value; but, as in the case of regular NSAC short courses, many 

could not afford the time or money to spend upwards of two weeks in Truro. For these 

women, the WINS devised a series of local lectures and demonstrations, as well as short 

courses that the local districts could mount themselves. If possible, the central office sent 

someone knowledgeable to administer or aid the programs, including Macdougall herself 

if her schedule allowed. More often than not they trusted to the local WI women to 

oversee it. The locals had the freedom to choose what instruction they presented; despite 

this seeming autonomy the outline for any course was drawn up by Macdougall, and 

distributed through the Home Economics standing committee with instructions on how it 

would be best implemented. Local courses featured as much diversity in topics as the 

Truro based one, but were spaced out over three to four days of evening instruction rather 

than two to three weeks of full day classes. Given such time constraints, demonstrations 

and direct instruction were favoured over lectures and reading, although these were also 

employed.  

Modern techniques in cooking, garment making and mending, and millinery were 

prominent course subjects. Fields which many women would be less familiar with, such 

as nutrition and home nursing were emphasized. Local nurses were recruited, if they were 

available, to lead the discussions on health. More often than not health courses were 
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administered by the same women in charge of the home economics instruction. Some 

attendees were taken aback at seeing a “cooking teacher” talking about subjects such as 

nursing and nutrition, and even questioned the value of such subjects. Macdougall’s 

assistant superintendent, Helen Miller, explained their usefulness in a 1924 edition of 

Home and Country, seemingly a bit exasperated on this point, stating “[p]robably by 

constant repetition and by no other way shall we learn that Home Economics is more than 

just cooking. It is a great wide study of home work and problems.” In this paradigm, 

nutrition was an essential area of study as it encouraged the preparation of food that was 

not only good tasting, but necessary to maintain health, while home nursing was vital to 

ensure that homemakers could fully co-operate with doctors and nurses in ensuring that 

any illness or injury their family sustained was treated satisfactorily.
73

  

Short courses were not the only method used by the WINS; it advertised 

correspondence courses. Interestingly, these courses, in cooking, dress making, and 

millinery, were available through the Nova Scotia Technical School in Halifax, rather 

than the NSAC. The programs had been devised by the Women’s Institute of Domestic 

Arts and Sciences in Scranton, Pennsylvania, and were offered by the Technical School 

at $15.00 per course.
74

 For the time this was a hefty sum. That the WINS offered it 

indicates that they felt that there were those willing to pay for it, a sign of confidence 

from the young institute that its instructional offerings were in demand, and that its 

promotion of home economics was having its desired effect. 
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The Post-War NSAC 

While the WINS’s short courses were enjoying popularity and wide reach, the 

formal instruction offered by the NSAC was going through a much more difficult time.  

The post-war recession strained the college’s resources to offer their popular outreach 

programs, such as the short courses and dairy school, and affected the overall attendance 

at the NSAC. In 1922 Cumming reported that the NSAC had its lowest attendance in over 

ten years, only 44 students. He blamed low enrolment on the financial crisis, as other 

agricultural colleges, even the venerable OAC, were facing a similar decrease in 

enrollment.
75

 

While the college was being pinched, the general short courses were enjoying a 

new burst of life, increasingly being organized, funded, and executed by their host 

communities and the provincial government rather than by the NSAC. The recession 

meant that fewer people from outside the immediate Truro area could afford the travel 

and accommodation expenses to attend a NSAC short course, so local short courses 

proved an attractive alternative. In 1922 the short course held at Truro reported a lower 

than average attendance of 91, while the total for the entire province was upwards of a 

whopping 3000.
76

 Such numbers led the Truro short course program to be discontinued in 

1924, while they continued elsewhere in the province under government organization. 

Although short courses were occasionally revived in Truro after 1926, they were largely a 

government, not NSAC, concern. 
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Meanwhile, the post-war slump in attendance in the regular program refused to 

lift. To make the NSAC more attractive, in 1924 Cumming suggested using federal grants 

to cover the costs of students’ room and board (a perennial problem for a college without 

a dormitory), but acknowledged that it might not be a pertinent use of the funds. The 

following year he framed the attendance situation as not only a problem for the school 

but for Nova Scotia agriculture, arguing that the industry was underdeveloped due to the 

lack of farmers’ education in modern agriculture. He suggested that more effort should be 

given to taking agricultural education to the farmers where they lived through the press, 

meetings, and demonstrations. In his final report as NSAC principal he stated that 

developments in farming, such as marketing, cooperatives, and scientific cultivation, 

called for greater agricultural education as a necessity to survival in the modern world. If 

Nova Scotia farmers were to adapt to modernity, greater education needed to be offered 

to farmers on agricultural scientific and marketing practices, a task in which both the 

NSAC and the state could play a leading role.
77

 Whether or not the NSAC could provide 

this service was up for debate, as many professors complained that their duties as both 

professors and bureaucrats exacted too great a work load for them to execute either 

efficiently.  

Farmers’ Politics: The Rise and Fall of the United Farmers of Nova Scotia 

The role of the state in agricultural modernization was thus looming large in the 

minds of many reformers, which was not surprising as the early 1920s were an era 
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characterized by the rise of farmers’ political parties. True, Nova Scotia farmers had the 

NSFA, which claimed to be their voice with the government, but as a non-partisan body 

it could not engage in outright political organization. Its 1897 quarrel with Premier 

George Murray had made it wary of confronting the government that contributed 

significantly to its coffers. In the years since, the only political position the association 

had taken was to endorse the Laurier Liberals proposed free trade deal with the United 

States in the federal election of 1911.
78

 But as the war dragged on, the rhetoric emanating 

from the NSFA concerning the plight of farmers became ever more strident.  

Whereas in the past the NSFA had placed most responsibility for agricultural 

improvement on the farmers themselves, now, in tune with rising populist sentiment, it 

was increasingly placing the blame for the ills of farming on the machinations of 

economic and political elites. During his address at the annual meeting in Amherst in 

January 1917, outgoing President R. J. Messenger criticized the businessmen who fixed 

the produce prices at rates disadvantageous to farmers and the politicians who heavily 

taxed their land and implements to “satisfy the greed of the thousands of non-producers 

who fatten on his efforts to make a decent living.” Such circumstances had made the 

farmer “a political football” that politicians could play strategically and at the same time 

safely ignore as a political force, and “the drudge of every nation” with no one outside 

their class caring if they should be anything more. Still, Messenger did not leave the 

farmers completely off the hook, sternly reprimanding them for being “inert, passive, 

submissive, yielding a more or less willing slavery to his servant masters, the politicians 
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and businessmen.” Messenger urged farmers to organize and flex their political and 

economic muscles. For the latter he encouraged greater use of co-operatives, but for the 

former he pointed to the rise of farmers’ political parties as a model for Maritime farmers 

to follow.
79

 His call was answered in the post-war years. 

Farmers’ political clout was declining with their overall numbers, proving that 

they had to reassert their political muscle to enact solutions for their problems, and they 

were not alone. The onset of hard times led to the rise of a more active progressive 

politics, coupled with prolonged social and political protest across Canada. The populist 

fervour that characterized the rise of the Grange and the Patrons of Industry in the late 

nineteenth century was reborn. Following the collapse of the Patrons as a political force 

after 1896 there was little evidence of farmers’ political organization. While non-political 

co-operatives enjoyed considerable growth, the general prosperity of the era and the 

patriotism of the early war years precluded farmers from questioning the wisdom of 

Canada’s traditional two-party system. In the hard times of the post-war, with 

considerable evidence of government corruption, partisan cronyism, and a cozy 

relationship between government and the “big interests,” populist zeal found a new lease 

on life.
80

 Farmers across the country formed political parties to exert more pressure on 

federal and provincial governments with considerable success. In 1919 they won a 

surprise victory in the Ontario provincial election, upending the comfortable Liberal vs. 

Conservative political certainties. 
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For the NSFA, the rise of farmers’ politics posed a unique set of problems. NSFA 

President D. R. Nicholson touched upon these challenges in his 1920 address and spoke 

of how he believed that those pushing for reform and relief for urban dwellers were 

overlooking the problems facing farmers. In the atmosphere of recession, the public was 

clamouring for cheaper food prices, heedless of the costs incurred by the farmers 

producing and marketing their goods. Nicholson was adamant that farmers not reduce 

their standard of living to market cheaper goods. Still, he was aware that farmers needed 

to put more effort into making their craft more efficient and cost-effective. A profitable 

agricultural sector and revitalized rural society, he argued, would serve to draw the youth 

away from the troubled cities and thus restore a degree of public order. No political 

radical, Nicholson was comfortable directing farmer politics towards specific policy 

goals with respect to tariffs and improved marketing, but was resolute that farmers should 

not be involved in a “class movement” that sought to take direct reins of government. 

Farmers, he argued, were not a class, but simply rural dwellers and workers, who were 

more than willing to work towards and share “the common lot” with people from other 

walks of life.
81

 Nicholson conceded that, given its growing popularity, the NSFA could 

not ignore farmers’ politics, but added that as a government aided body, “it might not be 

well to discuss politics.”
82
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While such an attitude was prudent in the post-war atmosphere, unless it was 

prepared to become irrelevant, the NSFA had to confront the rise of farmers’ politics. 

Unlike Nicholson, many farmers did view themselves as a distinct class, one that needed 

to organize to voice and protect its interests.
83

 News of the 1919 victory of the United 

Farmers of Ontario (UFO) proved electrifying in rural Nova Scotia, and plans were 

shortly afoot to found a home grown United Farmers’ party and, hopefully, replicate the 

success seen further west. The time seemed ripe for the rise of a farmers’ party in 

provincial politics. The Liberals had been in power for nearly four decades and headed by 

the same man, George Murray, since 1896. Though seemingly electorally invincible, 

during so many years in power the Liberals had gained a reputation for elitism, 

corruption, and cronyism that made them vulnerable. Any attack could not come from the 

hapless provincial Conservatives, who had only formed a token, toothless opposition to 

the Liberals for decades. Even now, in their opponents’ potential moment of weakness 

they were burdened with the unpopular record of their federal cousins, which included 

their questionable management of the war effort, the onset of the post-war recession, and 

their controversial handling of post-war unrest, such as the Winnipeg General Strike.
84

 If 

the farmers wanted political change, they would have to do it themselves.  

Despite Nicholson’s warnings, many NSFA members shared the enthusiasm for 

direct political action. After the official end of the 1920 annual meeting many delegates 

remained to pass an informal resolution, thus absolving the association of direct 

involvement, in favour of the creation of a Nova Scotia farmers’ party. They would not 
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have long to wait. On 14 April 1920, at a rowdy convention held at the Truro court house, 

the United Farmers of Nova Scotia was born. The delegates assembled at this meeting 

were clearly in tune with the broader farmers’ movement, as its constitution was adopted 

almost verbatim from that of the United Farmers of New Brunswick (formed two years 

earlier). In addition, it adopted several policy ideas from other United Farmers’ parties, 

and placed them in a party platform calling for furthering agricultural education through 

an expansion of the NSAC (including dormitories), legislation for greater marketing and 

consumer co-operatives, devising policies for reforestation and the protection of timber, 

mineral, and hydro resources, as well as general populist policies for improved highways, 

more equitable taxes, the abolition of the Legislative Council, and the implementation of 

prohibition.
85

 J. J. Morrison, the secretary of the UFO, was present at the founding 

meeting and likely gave the fledgling party advice and guidance.
86

 It was likely 

Morrison’s input that convinced the delegates to attempt to hash out an agreement with 

the urban-based Independent Labour Party to co-operate in the legislature; a similar 

agreement had given the UFO their majority government. 

Not all was smooth sailing at the premiere meeting, as rifts in the movement 

quickly became evident. In a brief memoir discussing the meeting, future NSFA 

Secretary-Treasurer Harry Brown wrote that at one point a man named Duncan F. 

MacLean of Port Hood, Inverness County, stood to address the meeting, only to be 

shouted down by J. Archie MacDonnell, “a fiery little man” from Judique in the same 

county. MacLean was the editor of a local newspaper, the Port Hood Greetings, and had 
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previously written in opposition to the organization of a local branch of the Canadian Co-

operative Wool Growers, in which MacDonnell had been actively engaged. When 

MacLean rose to speak MacDonnell greeted him by shouting “[p]ut that man out…he’s 

no friend of the farmer.” Order was restored after some heated exchanges, but the fight 

between the two Cape Bretoners demonstrated that the rift between the forces of co-

operative and private marketing was already creating splits within the new party.  

An equally serious rift between the UFNS and their Labour allies was exposed 

that evening at a joint meeting when John MacDonald, a farmers’ delegate from Hants 

County, proposed a motion opposing the implementation of an eight-hour work day. This 

was a key plank of the Labour platform and enjoyed considerable support among its 

industrial constituents, but farmers viewed it with aversion. A mandatory limit for labour 

in a controlled environment like a factory or mine was one thing, but farm work was 

often a race against the elements, and farm employees were expected to work until the 

job was done, not by the clock. The motion “fell like a thunderbolt,” to use A. A. 

MacKenzie’s words, and sparked fierce arguments between the two parties, with the 

farmers passing a motion condemning any attempts to introduce an eight hour work day 

for farm labour. Such was the tumult that their alliance almost ended that night. 

According to Brown a delegate from Sydney named Dan O. MacKay “poured oil on 

troubled waters,” and convinced the assembled to drop the motion by arguing that the 

issue of an eight hour work day was not a matter of immediate concern, preserving the 

UFNS-Labour alliance.
87

 Years later, Brown heard stories that the motion was actually 
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planted by Liberal forces, on order from Murray, seeking to sow discord between the two 

factions, with MacDonald acting as an unwitting dupe. Brown admitted he had nothing in 

the way of proof of this accusation, but concluded that the story “was so typical of those 

concerned” that he had no doubts of its veracity.
88

 

Despite internal divisions and government animosity, the UFNS party was up and 

running, and though Murray was certainly no ally, the party may have had some friends 

in influential positions. Morrison was not the only important figure in attendance at the 

founding convention. Brown also recounts seeing NSAC professor, and future principal, 

John Trueman among those present. For Trueman, an employee of the provincial 

government, to be present at the founding of a new opposition party took no small 

amount of courage. His presence indicates that there were those within the province’s 

agricultural bureaucracy who supported the idea of a farmers’ party, even if they could 

not do so openly. At the 1927 NSFA annual meeting, well after the party’s demise, the 

provincial Dairy Superintendent W. A. MacKay perhaps revealed himself a closeted 

UFNS supporter when he spoke wistfully of the former party, attributing its collapse to 

lack of organization rather than lack of support from the farmers themselves.
89

 Support 

for the movement, or at least sympathy, may have reached the very top of Nova Scotia’s 
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agricultural bureaucracy. Although Melville Cumming never spoke publicly in favour of 

the movement, among his personal possessions was a copy of the autobiography of E. C. 

Drury, the United Farmers’ premier of Ontario, autographed and inscribed to his 

“longtime friend” Cumming.
90

 

The department Cumming headed was almost silent on the UFNS in its Annual 

Reports. The one exception came in 1917, when the department was “pleased to report” 

that a United Farmers’ Co-operative had been established in Pictou County, and was 

already second in volume of business only to the Berwick-based UFC.
91

 This initial 

enthusiasm coincided with the early stage of the UFNS, when they were purely a co-

operative movement. Once they began to organize as a political movement mere mention, 

to say nothing of support, from state organs disappeared. 

But sympathy in high places, even if it was covert, was not needed initially, as the 

UFNS had an auspicious start. Hoping to catch the upstart party off guard, the wily 

Murray called an early provincial election in July 1920 when most farmers would be 

occupied with haying. Despite their nascent organization and the inconvenient voting 

date, the UFNS surprised many political observers when the final vote was tallied. 

Murray’s Liberals were returned to power with a comfortable majority, winning 44 

percent of the vote and 29 of 43 seats, but the UFNS came in second, winning 14 percent 
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of the vote and electing 7 MLAs.
92

 The Independent Labour party also exceeded 

expectations, winning 17 percent of the vote and electing 4 MLAs. When the House 

resumed they formed the official opposition under the leadership of Cumberland County 

farmer Daniel G. McKenzie. For a third party to assume this role was a monumental 

achievement, replacing the perpetual official opposition Conservatives who, though 

winning 25 percent of the vote, only returned 3 MLAs. That October, their compatriots in 

New Brunswick pulled off a similar achievement, electing 9 MLAs, holding the balance 

of power, with their 2 Labour allies, in a minority legislature. The following year proved 

a banner year for farmers’ parties as they won a majority government in Alberta in July, 

and federally, under the banner of the Progressive Party, they achieved a breakthrough in 

the December election, becoming the official opposition, another third party first. In 

1922, as the Progressive Party, they won a majority in the Manitoba provincial election. 

Things seemed to be looking up for farmer politics, but the shine on their success 

wore off very quickly. Within a year the UFNS faced a significant public backlash after 

all but one of its MLAs accepted an offer from Murray to divide the government's budget 

surplus among the members of the legislature. For a party that had purported to be against 

patronage and back room deals, it smacked of hypocrisy.
93

 Worse was to come. The 

powers that be in the region were not content to allow the rise of the upstart farmers’ 

parties to go unchallenged. The pages of The Maritime Farmer carried blistering editorial 

attacks on the United Farmers’ movement, denouncing it as tool of western grain interests 
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who were intent on bilking Maritime farmers with exorbitant grain prices.
94

 Additionally, 

the alliance between the rural UFNS and Labour proved to be a liability in the aftermath 

of the 1917 revolution in Russia and the ongoing labour unrest in industrial Cape Breton. 

The radical rhetoric from some labour leaders led many in the press to associate labour 

politicians, and their allies, with revolution. The UFNS thus came to be viewed as at once 

beholden to Winnipeg grain interests and in league with Bolsheviks in Moscow.
95

  

The final blow came when it was revealed that McKenzie had accepted $500 in 

patronage from Murray. Thereafter the party was beset with defections, and by 1925 it 

had faded into political oblivion.
96

 Its decimation mirrored trends seen across the country. 

The New Brunswick party suffered a similar decline after their 1920 breakthrough, and 

the UFO were thrown from office after one term in 1923.
97

 Federally, the Progressive 

Party was so outmaneuvered by Liberal Prime Minister William Lyon McKenzie King 

that it ceased to be a political force by mid-decade. Only in Alberta and Manitoba did the 

farmers’ parties endure as governments, until 1935 and 1943, respectively. 
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The decimation of the UFNS left the NSFA, once again, as the only body that 

could claim to represent the collective voice of Nova Scotia’s farmers. How to use their 

voice most effectively was a question that perplexed the association for the remainder of 

the 1920s. Throughout the UFNS’s four years in opposition, the NSFA had remained 

silent on it and its performance, reflecting their position as a politically neutral body. The 

silence only served to convince many farmers that the association was little more than a 

state subsidized establishment stooge, not the voice of farmers.
98

 As a result, farmers’ 

support for the body and its affiliated organizations waned, a trend that was exacerbated 

by the persistent recession depriving farmers of money to spend on membership in 

agricultural societies, to say nothing of travel and accommodation to attend the NSFA’s 

annual meetings. 

Butter vs. Oleomargarine 

The collapse of the UFNS and the seeming impotence of the NSFA were made all 

the more bitter by an example from the same period of the political power farmers could 

wield if they unified: the successful campaign to reinstate the ban on oleomargarine. 

Oleomargarine, a butter surrogate, had been prohibited in Canada since 1886 thanks to 

the lobbying efforts of dairy farmers who, rightly, viewed it as competition to butter. But 

in 1917, due to the demands of the war effort, especially exporting butter to feed 

servicemen and British citizens, Ottawa reopened the issue of legalizing its production, 

importation, and sale. This action elicited considerable criticism from farmers and their 

allies. Writing in The Maritime Farmer in January of 1917 W. A. MacKay criticised 
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legalizing oleomargarine as both detrimental to the interests of dairy farmers and a threat 

to public health due its being made from various oils and fats, lacking the nutritional 

value of butter. Furthermore, he argued that oleomargarine was simply an inferior 

product in terms of taste and provided no financial relief to the consumer, being almost 

equal in costs to butter.
99

 That same year, the NSFA passed a resolution echoing 

MacKay’s arguments urging Ottawa not lift the restrictions on oleomargarine.
100

 Ottawa 

was unmoved, and oleomargarine was legalized in 1917. To ease the farmers’ fears, 

Ottawa included a sunset clause in the legislation set for September 1921.  

But as the 1921 deadline approached, much to the dismay of Canada’s dairy 

farmers, the federal government introduced a bill that allowed the importation and 

manufacturing of oleomargarine to continue. Not willing to let this happen uncontested, 

in 1921 the NSFA prepared a resolution condemning the sale, manufacturing, and 

importing of oleomargarine and urged that the ban be reinstated. If this could not be 

accomplished, they called for strict regulations to be placed on the oleomargarine 

marketed, such as that it could not be coloured yellow, and that its identity and 

ingredients be clearly marked on the packaging so that no one would be “tricked” into 

believing that they had purchased butter.
101

 The NSDA also passed a resolution in 1922 
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calling for a ban on its importation from the United States, which was then forwarded to 

the federal Minister of Agriculture and all Nova Scotia MPs.
102

 

Despite strong lobbying by farmers across the country, the bill to extend 

oleomargarine’s legality was passed. This set-back only served to strengthen farmer 

agitation against the product. At the 1923 annual meeting in Yarmouth the NSFA 

members, not the executive, brought forward a resolution condemning the sale and 

manufacturing of oleomargarine in Canada, arguing that the threat it represented to dairy 

production made its legality contrary to national interests. The members urged that the 

product once again be outlawed, and that the contents of their resolution be made known 

to all Nova Scotia MPs, including the federal Finance Minister, the NSFA’s old ally, 

William S. Fielding.
103

 The continued pressure by the NSFA and other likeminded 

farmers’ groups across the country worked. The federal oleomargarine ban was reinstated 

late in 1923, allowing dairy producers a reprieve from competition that lasted for twenty-

five years when it was lifted permanently after another world war.
104

 

Though their oleomargarine foe was seemingly vanquished, farmers and their 

allies kept up the attack on the product. In May of 1924 two issues of The Maritime 

Farmer featured a lengthy front page story framing the fight against oleomargarine in 

quasi-militarized terms. Using language that would have been familiar to those who 

answered the call to arms in 1914, the first article called those fighting against 
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oleomargarine as “perpetual soldiers engaged in righteous warfare” to protect their way 

of life. Oleomargarine, “the Cream Cheque’s Undertaker,” was seemingly a foe no less a 

threat than the recently vanquished Germans, and preventing its return was a matter of 

service and sacrifice in defense of Canada’s farm economy. “Honest butter” represented 

the livelihood of thousands of Canada’s farmers, and the lifeblood of the rural Canada, 

while oleomargarine, “that cheap, filthy grease,” represented only the welfare of a few 

dozen factory owners and packers. Keeping with the war insinuations, the article argued 

that the producers of oleomargarine, “a cheap and pernicious substance,” had only 

maintained the legality of their product after the war by mobilizing a concentrated 

propaganda campaign to “demoralize and divide the Canadian people” on their product’s 

worth, and through them their elected representatives.
105

  

An article in the next issue bemoaned the propaganda efforts by oleomargarine 

promoters against butter, defending butter against charges of unsanitary conditions in 

creameries (an argument that no doubt struck a nerve with dairy reformers), and boasting 

of butter’s health benefits over margarine.
106

 The WINS’ Helen Macdougall offered a 

similar rebuke, using her 1924 address to the NSFA to argue that oleomargarine was both 

a threat to dairy farmers’ prosperity and to public health. It being derived from what she 

deemed nutritionally inferior vegetable oils and animal fats (as opposed to healthy 
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cream), she linked oleomargarine consumption to a rise in cardiovascular and digestion 

ailments.
107

 

While the battle to neutralize the threat of oleomargarine was being fought, efforts 

to improve Nova Scotia’s dairy sector continued apace, and there were signs of progress. 

Several of Nova Scotia’s creameries reported that they were expanding in size and scope, 

with some boasting modern refrigeration units.
108

 Butter quality was improving, and the 

Reports asserted that it was of flavour and grade equal to any other made in Canada. But, 

much could still be done to improve butter quality through standardizing grading and 

inspection used in all creameries. In 1921 the provincial government responded to 

MacKay’s calls for greater standardization in cream by amending the 1914 Act for the 

Encouragement of Dairying to strengthen grading in all Nova Scotia’s creameries, and to 

make the amount patrons were paid contingent upon the quality of cream they 

provided.
109

 This legislation, backed by an Order-in-Council, was drafted by MacKay 

himself, imposing strict regulations on how creameries were to store test samples of 

cream and allowing for government inspectors to have access to the samples at all 

reasonable times. The Order also allowed for suppliers to request to have samples of their 

cream re-tested if they felt it was being unfairly assessed. To ensure against it, the dairy 

division issued new instructions for dairy producers informing them of the proper 

methods for storing and caring for their cream, including separating the milk immediately 
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after milking, keeping it in deep, cool cans, stirring the milk frequently, and keeping 

clean everything involved in its production. The following year MacKay reported that 

while some creamery operators had been hesitant to implement the new policies, within a 

few months all such reservations had been sorted out.
110

 

 MacKay may have had reason for some satisfaction, but thanks to the recession 

the overall picture of Nova Scotia agriculture was becoming ever grimmer by the time his 

new regulations became law. In an effort to increase farm production and profits, the 

department began a push for greater use of limestone as a fertilizer. Widely regarded as a 

means to overcome the low fertility of much of Nova Scotia’s soil and improve its 

agricultural yields, lime fertilizer usage was pushed hard by NSAC professor of 

chemistry and provincial chemist, Leslie Harlow, an 1897 School of Agriculture graduate 

who had held both titles since 1906. New developments had made widespread use of the 

mineral more feasible. A private lime pulverizing plant was operating in Windsor, which 

the department felt could supply much of western Nova Scotia with lime. The department 

itself had two portable lime crushers in operation in the eastern part of the province 

capable of supplying the rest. Getting this fertilizer to farmers had recently been eased by 

a lowering of tariffs on railway cars carrying less than 30 tons, and the department 

quickly took advantage of the opportunity.
111

 

In 1924 it began subsidizing a limestone processing plant in Pictou County and 

was absorbing its freight rates as well as those of the Windsor plant. By 1925 ground 
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limestone could be obtained at every railroad station in Nova Scotia, a development that 

no doubt pleased the NSFA’s Agricultural Committee.
112

 In 1924 it endorsed greater use 

of limestone fertilizer and urged the government to create favourable rail shipping rates 

to encourage both quarrying companies and consumers to sell and buy it. The Committee 

asked the federal government to lower general freight rates on goods sold and purchased 

by farmers, arguing that such action was necessary if prosperity was to be restored to 

Nova Scotia’s farmers. Recognizing that farmers’ prosperity rested on the purchasing 

power of workers in other economic sectors, the Committee urged lowering freight rates 

on the fish, manufactured goods, coal and steel being sent to market in central Canada.
113

 

The efforts to spur greater dairy production and quality thus contributed to other avenues 

for farm modernization. 

WINS Reorganization and Consumer Activism 

The involvement of the WINS in the campaign against oleomargarine illustrates 

how it was broadening its activities beyond the promotion of home economics. 

Superintendent Helen MacDougall had taken the helm with a promise of re-organization 

and reform, and she was soon delivering. Macdougall had ambitious plans to reorganize 

the WINS to make it more effective in spreading its ideas on home economics and for 

organizing for community and provincial work. In 1921 she introduced her first reform, 

creating provincial conveners, who were heads of standing committees to oversee 

specific elements of institute work and were headed by prominent WINS members. The 

                                                           
112

 Province of Nova Scotia, Annual Report of the Secretary of Agriculture, 1925, 17. 

 
113

 All preceding information was taken from an unpublished copy of the Agricultural committee’s 1924 

report to the NSFA, found within the papers of the Nova Scotia Federation of Agriculture in Truro.  

 



196 
 

conveners were, Home Economics, headed by Anita Baird (the wife of the superintendent 

of the Nappan experimental farm, W. W. Baird), Home and School, headed by Dora 

Baker, Public Health, headed by Dr. Anne Dickson, Agriculture, headed by D. W. 

DeWolfe (the wife of L. A. DeWolfe, the head of the province’s Boys and Girls Clubs, 

the forerunners of the 4-H program), and Legislation, headed by Margaret Hilton.  

These committees were charged with developing and circulating materials to each 

WINS chapter containing ideas and information on their assigned areas to help the 

Institutes to do constructive work in their local communities.
114

 In 1923 the WINS 

instigated Home and Country, a quarterly newsletter, edited by Macdougall, to inform 

members of the latest institute news and announcements (provincially and nationally), 

and the latest tips and ideas they could use to improve their home making or community 

work.
115

 The paper’s title was derived from the motto of the national WI movement, “For 

Home and Country,” and is notable for being the first provincial WI newsletter in 

Canada. Despite the idea being welcomed by many WIs and members, in the January 

1926 issue, Macdougall reported that they had been considering discontinuing the paper. 

Polling the members on this question ended any such talk for they saw it as a useful 

source for information and ideas on WI work, and the paper’s future was secure.
116
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Reorganization occurred at the local level as well. In 1922 Macdougall travelled 

to Kentville to meet with various Kings County WIs. From this meeting emerged the first 

WINS county district, a body that allowed for greater co-operation and co-ordination 

between a county’s WIs, as well as the spread of new ideas and the encouragement of 

new friendships therein.
117

 Shortly after the formation of the Kings County district, 

similar bodies were formed elsewhere, a move signaling Macdougall’s insight that if the 

WINS were to thrive it had to thrive at the local level. Given constraints on time and 

money, the fulltime WI staff in Truro could only do so much to nurture grass-roots 

growth through visits and direct involvement. Capable local leadership and organization 

needed to be fostered across Nova Scotia, which would, in turn, allow the central 

authority to focus its efforts on encouraging the movement in areas where it was weak or 

had yet to take hold.
118

 

In June 1925, the provincial convention in Truro decided that the districts would 

be organized on a multi-county basis, namely Yarmouth, Digby-Annapolis, Queens-

Shelburne-Lunenburg, Hants-Kings, Colchester-Cumberland-Pictou, Cape Breton Island, 

Antigonish-Guysbourgh, and Halifax.
119

 The local reorganization coincided with a 

similar process at the provincial level. At the 1926 meeting, the assembled members 

considered whether or not the WINS should form a governing body that could aid and co-

operate with the superintendent. Among the suggestions was to form a provincial 
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executive consisting of a president, secretary and treasurer that could relieve the 

superintendent of some of the day-to-day administrative chores of running the WINS, 

confer with her on matters of both provincial and national importance to the movement, 

and, in the event that superintendent had to leave her duties, administer the body in her 

absence.
120

 To this plan the members agreed, voting to create such an executive, with 

Anita Baird serving as the first president. Within four years the various county districts, 

seeking better local organization and coordination, had set up similar governing bodies 

for themselves.
121

 

The first few years of Macdougall’s tenure thus witnessed impressive reforms in 

the WINS’s internal organization, showing that it was a movement of increasing maturity 

and scope. Yet another important organizational reform Macdougall brought to the WINS 

was establishing a permanent central office to manage the now province-wide 

organization. Where Fraser had conducted her work is not recorded, but Macdougall was 

headquartered at the NSAC campus in Truro from the outset of her tenure. It was logical 

move, for the college was the centre of Nova Scotia’s expanding agricultural bureaucracy 

and the heart of its farm modernization mission. Furthermore, the WINS’s annual short 

courses had been based in the NSAC science building, so having the superintendent 

based on campus meant that she could organize and run the course with greater ease. In 

all these changes the WINS was fortunate in that it never seemed to lack in popular 

appeal. Unlike the NSFA and its affiliated agricultural societies, which almost always 

seemed to be scrounging for members or funds, or undergoing periodic crisis of 
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confidence in their utility, the WINS strode through this period with well-lined coffers 

and a dedicated membership.  

 During the 1920s women in Canada first began to enjoy the full fruits of 

achieving the right to vote and run for public office. Although the WINS never took a 

formal position on women’s suffrage, it was relieved of the question in April of 1918 

when women in Nova Scotia received the provincial right to vote and gained the federal 

vote a month later. While the WINS women had not directly fought for the vote, now that 

they had it they meant to use their new political clout to their advantage. From the 1920s 

onward, the WINS was never shy about lobbying politicians and campaigning for issues 

and causes it cared about. That the Legislation committee was among the first created in 

1921 is indicative of activism. 

 The WINS frequently reminded its members that women now had political power. 

In a 1924 edition of Home and Country, Macdougall argued that “the women of today” 

should use their political influence in national and provincial political life to make their 

country a better place. Macdougall framed this position within an article that called for 

women to lobby politicians to ensure that national historic sites were maintained, 

patriotic holidays were observed, and that schools were supplied with flags and books.
122

 

Concerns about values and patriotism were not the limit of the political activities 

undertaken by the WINS; some were much more directly tied to women’s concerns.  

In 1923, in the premier edition of Home and Country no less, the public health 

committee reported on an idea of the Bible Hill WI, calling for the provincial Department 
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of Health to ensure that store-made bread was properly wrapped as a sanitary measure. 

This had been standard practice before the First World War, but through wartime 

restrictions it had been abandoned and never reinstituted. The WINS was concerned that 

bread left exposed to contaminants from dust, insects, and unwashed hands was a health 

risk. So impressed was the public health committee by the Bible Hill idea that they 

encouraged every other WI to write their local MP and the Department of Health 

requesting the practice be reintroduced. The writing campaign caught the attention of the 

government, as the Department of Health wrote back to the Institute saying that there was 

already legislation that could deliver their desired outcomes. A provision of the Public 

Health Act allowed for local health boards to dictate how foodstuffs could be handled in 

their districts. While true, the WINS argued that because much of the bread sold in stores 

was manufactured and shipped from large central plants, it fell out of the authority of 

local health boards until it arrived at the local grocer. Faced with such a situation, the 

public health committee adopted a twofold strategy; it recommended that the WINS, 

provincially and locally, exert pressure on both bakers and local health boards to 

guarantee the proper wrapping of baker’s bread; and it recommended passing a resolution 

at the annual meeting that June calling for a law stipulating that bread, regardless of 

manufacturing source, be properly wrapped.
123

 

Mid-Decade Crisis and the Search for New Avenues for Reform 

 By the middle of the 1920s, the overall economic picture was still grim, as the 

post-war recession stubbornly refused to lift. The decline in farm numbers and profits 
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began to have a detrimental effect on the NSFA. Membership in its affiliated agricultural 

societies dropped off dramatically. According to F. L. Fuller, whereas in 1921 there were 

225 societies with 8,808 members, by 1926 the number of societies had dropped to 189 

societies with 6,664 members. The decline impacted attendance at NSFA annual 

meetings. Before the war attendees at the meetings frequently numbered over 100. A 

decade later numbers ranged between 50 and 60, a pitiful figure considering that each 

society had the right to send at least one delegate to the meeting.
124

 Declining attendance 

paled in importance to the drop in association revenue caused by the membership loss. 

By the middle of the decade the NSFA frequently reported large deficits, a situation that 

was exacerbated by a 1924 spree of provincial spending cuts that slashed its annual 

$1,000 department grant. For the next few years a good government grant would be $500, 

but, more likely than not, the grant would only be enough to cover the costs of the annual 

meeting. 

The post-war slump in attendance at the NSAC refused to lift. In 1925 Cumming 

framed the attendance situation as not only a problem for the school but also for Nova 

Scotia agriculture, arguing that the industry was underdeveloped from the lack of 

farmers’ education in modern agriculture. As a solution he argued that, while the college 

should retain a central role, more effort should be given to bringing agricultural education 

to the farmers where they lived through the press, agricultural meetings, and 

demonstrations. In his final report as NSAC principal he stated that developments in 

farming such as marketing, cooperatives, and scientific cultivation called for greater 

agricultural education as a necessity to survive in the modern world. If Nova Scotia 
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farmers were to adapt to modernity, more education must be offered to farmers on 

agricultural, scientific and marketing practices, a task in which both the NSAC and the 

state could play a leading role.
125

 

At the NSFA the mid-1920s were a time for introspection. President Rev. R. L. 

MacDonald, spoke of “hard times” in his 1924 address, with costs of living and 

production rising while farm profits remained miniscule. MacDonald linked the travails 

of rural Nova Scotia to those resulting from the broader global recession. MacDonald was 

confident that the system would eventually right itself, but nonetheless he pushed for 

farmers to ensure that they were well prepared for the eventual economic recovery. To 

this end, MacDonald suggested several routes for farm improvement, but he mostly 

advocated co-operative buying and marketing. Indeed, he blamed the rising costs and 

stagnating prices that farmers faced squarely on their lack of organization and haphazard 

marketing. Pointing to the success of the UFC, he urged farmers of all stripes to form co-

ops and accept the more stringent standards of grading that went along with them, as 

grocers and customers were becoming more insistent on produce quality. The following 

year MacKay echoed wartime debates over co-ops, argued that the constitutions of the 

NSFA’s client societies and affiliated CFAs could be easily amended to allow them to 

operate co-operatives, a proposition endorsed by the Secretary of Agricultural Societies, 

F. L. Fuller. Becoming more involved in co-operative activity, MacKay argued, would 

help foster a new era of relevancy and vitality for farmers’ organizations.
126

 The appeal 
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of co-operation as a means for rural economic renewal reached a new level of intensity in 

the years that followed MacDonald’s address. 

The immediate trends did not inspire much hope. For the department and the 

NSAC the need for reorganization and renewal took on a more urgent tone in the mid-

1920s when the financial crisis hit the NSAC budget hard. Since its inception in 1913, the 

federal Agricultural Instruction Act had been a boon to the provincial department.
127

 At 

its peak, the annual grant averaged around $80,000, money that Cumming and his fellows 

had put to good use improving the NSAC, paying agricultural agents, conducting 

experiments, and funding agricultural societies and the Women’s Institute. But the poor 

economy was prompting belt tightening in Ottawa, and its grants to provincial 

agricultural departments, already slated to expire late in 1923, were on the diet list. 

Sensing that his budget was about to be trimmed, Cumming wrote, in vain, a lengthy 

account of all the benefits his department had reaped from the grant. In 1923, Nova 

Scotia’s grant was reduced by 25 percent to about $62,000, prompting the department to 

cut back on its number of agricultural representatives.
128

 The following year the 

Agricultural Instruction Act was discontinued, causing a sharp decline in government 

agricultural funding. Whereas in 1920 government agricultural expenditures were 

$199,879, by 1925 it was at $143,122, a reduction of $56,757.
129

 This was done in spite 

of the protests of the NSFA, which in 1924 had resolved to petition Nova Scotia’s MPs to 
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restore the Agricultural Instruction Act or enact new, similar legislation.
130

The Maritime 

Farmer bemoaned the cancellation of the funding as a “serious blow to agriculture,” and 

noted, in language of regional grievance that soon enveloped Maritime politics, that it 

would be the smaller and less wealthy provinces that felt the brunt of the blow.
131

 

The same Maritime Farmer article reported that the department fully understood 

Ottawa’s position, and appreciated why they felt the cuts had to be made. However, the 

loss of federal money was, by Cumming’s own admission, deeply felt and stood to 

severely curtail his department’s activities. This loss perhaps prompted a rare moment of 

frank disappointment in the Annual Reports, when he admitted that, despite some real 

development in some sectors, progress had not been as great as they had anticipated.
132

 In 

the dairy industry, where compulsory cream grading had been in the law books since 

1921 only modest success was achieved. A full time grading inspector, W. R. Kinsman, 

was not appointed until 1923, but even after his hiring some creameries were still not 

complying with the act and others were doing so improperly. By 1925 Kinsman had 

resigned and MacKay was contemplating legal action against delinquent creameries.
133

 

The experience of the past decade had been difficult for the agricultural reformers. 

Despite their accomplishment as far as both Truro and Halifax were concerned, change 

was direly needed. In 1925 provincial politics would provide an outlet. 
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Conclusion 

The decade between the onset of the First World War and the provincial election 

of 1925 tested Nova Scotia’s agricultural reformers. Despite the advantages they enjoyed 

in terms of funding and organization, to say nothing of zeal, their mission to stave off 

rural decline seemed to be faltering. Though persistent in their drive to produce a modern 

farming sector, their efforts proved insufficient to help farmers adapt their operations to 

the hardships of the war and the post-war recession. Furthermore, the post-war hard times 

kept students away from the NSAC, and drove members away from supporting the NSFA 

for lack of funds; both institutions needed a substantial overhaul by the late 1920s. In the 

face of hard times, farmers experimented with political organization. But the UFNS, 

though surprising many by riding a populist wave to become the official opposition in the 

election of 1920, did not prove capable of enacting effective change for farmers. Internal 

division, a lack of organization, and scandal rendered it a spent political force within the 

space of a few years. Only the WINS seemed immune to the trend of stagnation and 

uncertainty. It remained a growing, financially stable, and popular institution; something 

its fellow organizations sought to emulate in the years that followed. Yet provincial 

politics would prove an avenue for Nova Scotia’s agricultural bureaucracy and its 

modernizing mission to receive a new lease on life. The UFNS had failed, but another 

political protest movement, “Maritime Rights,” allowed for the rejuvenation and renewal 

of the agricultural reform impulse, although renewal would pose challenges of its own. 
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Chapter 5 

“A Painful Process”: Reorganizing in the Face of Crisis: 1925-1939 

Harry Brown was a troubled man in early 1926. By all accounts the Pugwash, 

Cumberland County, farmer should have been in good spirits. He had just become the 

Secretary-Treasurer of the Nova Scotia Farmers’ Association (NSFA), a position he was 

so eager to secure he had agreed take it at a reduced salary.
1
 His keenness for the job was 

partially personal; having recently left a sixteen-year career in agricultural promotion 

with both the federal and provincial departments of agriculture to return to running his 

family’s farm, he felt isolated and missing the stimulation of department work. Working 

for the NSFA seemed a good outlet for these frustrations. The Association’s goal of 

improving farming through education and lobbying was not at all dissimilar to that of his 

previous career, and it was a mission that he embraced. Brown assumed his new job with 

high hopes that he could make the NSFA a more effective and popular body, but his 

initial enthusiasm soon evaporated.
2
 Brown’s tenure at the NSFA (1926-1938) would 

prove to be tumultuous. Internally, the NSFA struggled with declining membership, 

confusion over its purpose, prolonged constitutional wrangling, and often acrimonious 

relations both within its executive and with the department, in which Brown was front 
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and centre. The ills of the NSFA were symptomatic of a broader transition and 

introspection for the whole of Nova Scotia’s agricultural infrastructure. 

In response to the continuing farm crisis, a new and more aggressive promotion of 

modernization was adopted, a trend that had begun in the year prior to Brown assuming 

the helm of the NSFA.The average Nova Scotia farmer would probably not have thought 

that the year 1925 was an especially significant one for his craft. Nothing momentous 

seemed to have happened. Though the weather had been cooler than average, the harvest 

was good and returns decent, save for losses in apple production from an outbreak of scab 

and a reduction in hay sales due to a rise in automobile ownership.
3
 But in Halifax and 

Truro bureaucrats and college officials were busy laying the foundations for sweeping 

changes. Within the space of a few years the Department of Agriculture would be remade 

to include a formal cabinet position and new divisions to help further agricultural 

modernization, and the college would be reorganized to allow, it was hoped, better 

instruction of the young in modern farming and reach more people than it had previously 

been able to do.  

All in all, the years between 1925 and 1939 marked a turning point for the effort 

to modernize Nova Scotia’s agricultural industry. The overall goal of shoring up the 

agricultural industry (and with it society’s rural foundations), by making it scientific, 

efficient, productive, and market oriented remained the same as ever, but the urgency and 

the means of realising that goal underwent a dramatic transformation. In the face of 

continuing stagnation those pushing for this vision became more aggressive, and were 
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more willing to marshal the power of the state and the law to ensure that their goals were 

met. Over the course of these years, the power the state and its agents wielded in rural 

Nova Scotia grew exponentially. In 1925 the provincial department’s authority was 

largely confined to funding the NSAC, importing purebred stock and seed, and giving 

some financial assistance to bodies like the NSFA and the Women’s Institute of Nova 

Scotia (WINS). By the outbreak of the Second World War the scope of its authority had 

grown to include extra-NSAC instructional capabilities and a legislated role in 

determining what produce was suitable for market. By 1939 Nova Scotia’s marketing of 

agricultural products was more centralized through the advent of co-operatives (both state 

sponsored and grass-roots). The NSAC retooled itself to allow it to instruct more farmers 

in modernized farming, and the NSFA and WINS sought new and inventive ways to do 

the same. Away from the official halls of power, the NSFA was undergoing a 

reorganization, which proved a grueling process. In contrast, the WINS did not needing 

reorganization, thus allowing it to concentrate its energies on providing an attractive 

agenda for domestic reform and women’s activism, which served to broaden its appeal.  

The goals of the new Department of Natural Resources created in 1925 

(rechristened the Department of Agriculture in 1929), in concert with the NSAC, NSFA, 

and WINS, was to infuse agriculture with capital, introduce modern farm technology, and 

promote the centralized organization of produce grading and marketing. The dire 

economic conditions seemed to give the drive for a productive, prosperous, and efficient 

agriculture a new life. But underlying this push was recognition that a modern farming 

sector would be a smaller farming sector. The long standing trends of industrialization 

and urbanization were not stemmed by the economic crisis of the interwar years, and 
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indeed, most government programs for economic renewal were geared towards urban and 

industrial concerns rather than rural and agricultural. The travails of Harry Brown and the 

NSFA were symptomatic of this trend, as they demonstrate a farming sector in 

demographic decline. The desire by the government for a revitalized agricultural 

industry, though still strong, was waning in favour of an urban-industrial future. The 

farming sector that emerged from the depression would have to adapt to this reality.  

Despite the department rhetoric depicting the creation of a lucrative farming 

sector through modernization, there were signs that the department had condemned many 

farmers to economic purgatory, or worse. By the latter half of the 1930s there was talk of 

the economic problems of “marginal farm land,” that is, farms located in areas of low 

quality soil or poorly developed farm markets, in relation to the overall efforts for 

agricultural reform. By 1937 this sentiment had developed to the point that the 

department could downplay the loss of 16,589 farms over the previous 30 years by 

deeming many of them “marginal.” Premier Angus L. Macdonald himself claimed at the 

Maritime Winter Fair of 1937 that agricultural leaders had assured him that these farms 

had folded because of their inefficiency and inability to compete in the market.
4
 A 1939 

editorial in The Maritime Farmer echoed these sentiments when it argued that farming 

was now a business based around cash derived from the market, and farmers needed to 

adjust themselves to this new reality.
5
 During the next 20 years this sentiment would 

mature, and, for those unfortunate enough to live on what were deemed marginal farms, 

                                                           
4
 Angus L. Macdonald, Maritime Winter Fair (Found in the Nova Scotia Archives, File# F478/3), 4. 

 
5
 “Farmers’ Problems Now Different,” The Maritime Farmer and Co-operative Dairyman 44 (9) (February 

7, 1939), 3. 

 



210 

 

there was increasing pressure to modernize or give up. The abandonment of marginal 

farms was the outcome of the ideology being pushed upon farmers by the agents of the 

department of agriculture and its allies between 1925 and 1939. A contemporary 

observer, Edward D. Haliburton, a farmer, apple shipper, and journalist from Avonport, 

Kings County, wrote in 1940 that “Agriculture is not merely sharing a depression; it is 

out-growing its old form and character and assuming a new, a painful, process.”6 The 

modernization of the agricultural sector was a painful process, but, in the eyes of many, 

however painful it was necessary if the industry was to remain economically viable and 

provide farmers a better standard of living.7 

Political Transition in a Boom and Bust Economy 

The burst of activity that occurred between the years 1925 and 1939 was part of a 

much broader push for provincial economic renewal spawned by the persistent economic 

crisis following the First World War. In the Maritimes, hard times bred considerable 

social, political, and economic discontent. The unrelenting post-war recession, 

diminishing regional political clout in Ottawa, continuing outmigration, and a sharp 

climb in railway freight rates in the years that followed the 1918 amalgamation of the 

regional Intercolonial Railway into the newly created Canadian National Railway 

combined in a perfect political storm to incubate the Maritime Rights Movement. This 

movement captured the popular and political imagination of Maritimers of all walks of 

life in the mid-1920s. Maritime Rights promoters sought to check the region’s long term 
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trend of economic and demographic decline through agitating for economic policies, 

especially lowering the spiraling rail freight rates, which would both stave off further loss 

and build a foundation for future prosperity. In the depressed atmosphere of the 1920s 

this platform proved attractive to many professionals, journalists, and workers, and not 

least farmers.
8
 In 1924 the NSFA urged the federal government to lower general freight 

rates on goods sold and purchased by farmers. Recognizing that farmers’ prosperity 

rested on the purchasing power of workers in other economic sectors, it also urged a 

lowering of freight rates on the fish, manufactured goods, coal and steel being sent to 

market in interior Canada. And it endorsed the constitutional basis of the Maritime Rights 

Movement’s argument that a reduction of freight rates was in accordance with the British 

North America Act. Thus it was Ottawa’s duty to engage with the movement’s 

objectives.
9
 

Sensing this change in popular mood, politicians began to adopt Maritime Rights 

ideas and rhetoric. Unlike the other political protest movements that shook the post-war 

political establishment, such as the labour and farmer parties, the Maritime Rights 

Movement had potential to access the levers of power. A movement championed 

primarily, though not exclusively, by the region’s commercial elite, Maritime Rights was 

positioned to influence the established political parties. It was the Conservatives, who had 

languished in provincial opposition since 1882, who exploited the opportunity the 
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movement opened. In Nova Scotia the time seemed ripe for political change. Many 

viewed the long ruling Liberal dynasty as tired, ineffectual, and corrupt. Now headed by 

Ernest H. Armstrong, who succeeded George Murray following his 1923 retirement, the 

government offered no solutions to the unending recession and came under criticism for 

its heavy handed response to labour unrest in industrial Cape Breton. Sensing an 

opportunity, the Conservatives based their platform for the 25 June 1925 provincial 

election on Maritime Rights rhetoric and were swept to a landslide victory winning 40 of 

43 seats and 61 percent of the vote, ending over four consecutive decades of Liberal 

government. Their compatriots in New Brunswick accomplished the same feat in their 

provincial election that August, and the federal Conservatives carried a majority of the 

Maritime seats in the federal election in October of that year. These Tory victories 

prompted Liberal Prime Minister William Lyon Mackenzie King to establish the Royal 

Commission on Maritime Claims, chaired by Sir Andrew Rae Duncan, to traverse the 

region in 1926 to investigate its economic ills and recommend how to combat them. The 

findings of the Duncan commission were eagerly anticipated, and it was hoped that they 

would provide a blueprint for regional renewal. 

The interwar years were marked by wild economic fluctuations of boom and bust. 

While the immediate post-war period witnessed a recession, by mid-decade the national 

economic climate looked much sunnier. Manufacturing picked up considerably in 

Ontario, with the demand for automobiles and modern home appliances fueling what 

historians have called the “second industrial revolution.” Rural Canada initially enjoyed 

some prosperity, especially on the Prairies where wheat production expanded to 

constitute 40 percent of the world market, a feat that was helped in no small part by the 
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co-operative wheat pools the farmers had established to market their produce and give 

them fair returns. By the late 1920s the Maritimes were also enjoying some economic 

growth. Although heavy industry continued to stagnate, overly confined to coal mining 

and the production of steel railway beams, the new pulp and paper mills breathed life into 

several old saw mill towns. Commercial activity benefited from a program of road 

paving, as American motorists were increasingly vacationing in the region, giving 

hoteliers and merchants much welcomed income.  

This new prosperity did not last. On 29 October 1929, the New York stock 

exchange crashed beginning the greatest economic collapse in modern history. Within 

months the industrialized world, including Canada, was engulfed in economic chaos. For 

most people the 1930s were a time of want, high unemployment, and decreased wages.
10

 

Governments proved slow to respond. The reaction of the federal government, be it 

Liberal or Conservative, proved ineffective. Canadians, it seemed, would have to wait out 

the economic storm.
11

 For the Maritimes, the ‘dirty thirties’ more than lived up to their 

name. The region’s already fragile industrial economy was further undermined by the 

crash. Maritime workers endured high unemployment and reduced wages with little hope 

of relief, as government aid, be it federal, provincial, or municipal, was doled out 
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sparingly. Many were forced to fall back upon themselves and their communities to see 

themselves through tough times.
12

  

This is not to say that the crisis did not impact government economic philosophy. 

Liberalism, with its emphasis on personal and property rights and largely unregulated 

capitalism, remained the dominant ideology, but the grim realities of widespread 

unemployment and poverty undermined its legitimacy. Radical alternatives, like fascism 

and communism, found limited appeal in Canada, but farmer driven protest parties, such 

as Social Credit and the Co-operative Commonwealth Federation, did gain a foothold in 

the federal parliament in 1935 (as well as winning provincial elections in Alberta and 

Saskatchewan, in 1935 and 1944 respectively).
13

 The economic crisis and the rise of new 

populist parties prompted some soul searching within government circles, calling into 

question the primacy of the prevailing brand of laissez faire liberalism. In the face of the 

depression crisis, governments began to invest in infrastructure projects, such as road 

constructions and paving, public works, and school improvement, to provide much 

needed employment. This “new liberalism” struck a chord in some Liberal quarters, 
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although it unsettled others, such as the man who became Nova Scotia’s Premier 

following the election of 1933, Angus L. Macdonald.
14

  

Although they had been swept into office on the high hopes of ‘Maritime Rights’ 

in 1925, the lackluster results of this movement and the onset of the depression hit the 

Conservative government hard. This situation, coupled with allegations of attempted 

voter suppression, led to the election of the Macdonald Liberals in 1933, winning 22 of 

30 seats, and 53 percent of the vote. Macdonald served as Nova Scotia’s premier until his 

death in 1954 (save for a stint in the federal war cabinet between 1940 and 1945), and his 

time in office was marked by a transformation and ideological shift in Nova Scotia’s 

government. In his own political thought Macdonald favoured the classical individualist 

form of liberalism, feeling that a limited government was the best vehicle to ensure peace 

and prosperity while allowing the individual the space and initiative to prosper. He was 

thus wary of the new variant of liberalism for its potential to stifle personal liberty and 

sap personal initiative for achievement. But given the enthusiasm that many expressed 

towards the new doctrine, Macdonald was compelled to give it some credence when 

devising government policy. During the 1930s the Macdonald government introduced old 

age pensions, regulated oil and gas sales, expanded highway paving and rural 

electrification, introduced the first modern labour laws in Canada, and pushed for 
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constitutional reform that would increase federal transfers to poorer provinces.
15

 All of 

these initiatives required the expansion of Nova Scotia’s civil service, including the 

Department of Agriculture. 

Maritime Rights and the Revitalization of Agricultural Reform 

  The department had already undergone an extensive expansion under the 

Conservatives that preceded Macdonald’s administration. It was sorely needed, as the 

effort to modernize Nova Scotia farming had stalled by the mid-1920s. The loss of the 

federal funding in 1924 with the end of the Agricultural Instruction Act hit the 

department and college hard, and worried allies in the NSFA and WINS. All retained 

their ambitions to reform and modernize Nova Scotia’s agricultural industry, but the loss 

of generous federal funds hampered them. The election of 1925 offered a means to 

redress this situation, and the new “Maritime Rights” Conservative government of Edgar 

N. Rhodes wasted little time in introducing new agricultural policies. The movement’s 

goals for improving industry, trade, and the fisheries are well known, but less recognized 

is how large agricultural reform loomed on their agenda. On 16 July 1925, not a month 

after the Conservatives’ election victory, the Rhodes government created, via an Order-

in-Council, a new Department of Natural Resources, absorbing the existing Department 

of Agriculture and charging it with directing government policy in agriculture, land 

settlement, industrial development, public health, and vital statistics. Unlike the old 
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department, it was presided over by a Cabinet Minister, the first being Halifax County 

MLA John A. Walker.
16

  

  The creation of this new department allowed for a new era of expansion in Nova 

Scotia’s agricultural services, though much of its infrastructure and staff remained in 

Truro at the NSAC. Its access to a large and stable stream of tax revenue had a dramatic 

affect on government agricultural expenditures. While in 1925 agricultural spending was 

at $143,122 by 1930 it had risen over three times to $439,376.
17

 In its first Throne 

Speech, the Rhodes government claimed that agricultural development, save for apple 

and dairy production, was wholly unsatisfactory and the outlook for rural areas not 

encouraging.
18

 On 29 December 1925, via another Order-in-Council, the provincial 

government established an Agricultural Enquiry Committee, consisting of the Minister, 

four MLAs, and Dr. William Saxby Blair, the superintendent of the Kentville 

Experimental Farm, to investigate the state of Nova Scotia farming and devise plans for 

its betterment.
19

 The committee was well received. NSFA President Jacob Andrews 
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lauded the creation of the committee in his address at the annual convention in 1926 and 

urged delegates to take advantage of the opportunity and present their problems and 

concerns to the men in charge of Nova Scotia’s agricultural policy. The Maritime Farmer 

was likewise pleased with the formation of the committee, and offered similar advice to 

farmers.
20

 

  Early in 1926 the Agricultural Enquiry Committee began holding public meetings 

-- 33 in all -- with farmers across the province, and in the spring of that year, they 

published their report. Their primary recommendation was for the province to create an 

Agricultural Extension Service that would be staffed with full time agricultural 

representatives who would be stationed throughout Nova Scotia. These ‘reps’ were 

charged with many of the duties formerly delegated to the old agricultural societies. 

Though not having any legal authority over the local farmers, they were tasked with  

furthering their “educational, economic and social advancement,” through distributing 

literature, holding meetings, and providing demonstrations geared towards promoting 

modern, scientific farming practices. Unlike the old societies they would be charged with 

ensuring that their farmers produced standardized, high quality produce that was 

marketed through quality conscious co-operative marketing pools.
21

 These full time reps 

could devote themselves to extension service, working in tandem with local farmers’ 
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organizations in instructing farmers in the latest developments in agricultural science and 

co-operative marketing. This new initiative would serve to relieve the hitherto 

overburdened NSAC faculty, who now could devote more time to instruction and 

research at the college rather than extension work.  

The government responded quickly to these recommendations, forming a new 

Agricultural Extension Service along the lines recommended by the committee in May of 

1926, initially staffed by eleven agents; all but one was an NSAC alumnus.
22

 This was 

not the only college connection; the first head of the Extension Division was John 

Trueman, NSAC professor of animal husbandry and school farm manager. Upon 

Trueman’s becoming NSAC principal in 1927 the position was taken over by W. V. 

Longley, NSAC professor of economics, who held the position until his retirement in 

1952.
23

 These were sweeping changes, and greatly expanded the powers of the state to 

enact agricultural reform. Reflecting on them in 1976, their 50th anniversary, W. J. 

MacLeod, who served as the first Dean of Residence at the NSAC during the post-

Second World War era, placed this development on a par with the reformist government 

initiatives that introduced social security, a minimum wage, and other cornerstones of the 
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social welfare state designed to improve the lot of the average citizen.
24

 This claim may 

seem an exaggeration to the modern reader, but state interventions in agriculture were no 

less momentous than the later social policies to which he referred. 

How the farmers themselves reacted to these changes is difficult to gauge. 

Official records give the impression that farmers welcomed the new representatives and 

were eager for their instruction. Doubtless such descriptions contain more than a little 

boosterism for the representatives. Farmers were notoriously individualist, and it is not 

difficult to imagine many resenting the government men trying to tell them how to run 

their affairs. While official records only supported the new interventionist regime, voices 

of dissent are found in the short story “Second Spring” by Alistair MacLeod, set on a 

Cape Breton farm. In the story the father of the narrator bemoans agricultural 

representatives as “all the same. They just talk and talk and talk and never do anything. 

They come in their fancy cars in the middle of haying season and expect you to drop 

everything and talk to them. Almost everything they say is common sense anyway. ‘Plant 

early and you will harvest early.’ ‘Rotate your crops.’ ‘Use lime.’ ‘Heavy rainfall results 

in a high yield.’ ‘Turkeys are needed for the Thanksgiving market.’ Who doesn’t know 

that? What they say is all baloney.”
25

 It may not be representative, but it suggests the 

farmers’ side of the story merits further investigation. 

                                                           
24

 Hicks and Sampson, Running Hard to Keep us Together, 3. 

 
25

 Alistair MacLeod, “Silent Spring,” in Island: The Collected Stories (Toronto: McClelland & Stewart 

Ltd., 2000), 229. 

 



221 

 

The scepticism that existed did not deter the Rhodes government from codifying 

these changes in formal legislation in 1927 in a revised Agricultural Act.
26

 It would see 

its decisions reinforced by the recommendations in the Duncan commission’s final report, 

which was released later that year. Agriculture took a secondary place to other economic 

concerns in the final report, but its position as the “largest and most basic industry of the 

Maritime Provinces” ensured that it caught the commissioners’ attention. Much of what 

they had to say was not favourable. According to the commission, agriculture was in a 

“backwards” state, and, unlike other areas of industry, this stagnation could not be 

blamed on the terms of Confederation or the high railway freight rates, but rather on the 

province and the farmers themselves. In the estimation of the commission members, 

farms were too small and insufficiently oriented towards the demands of the markets, 

especially the export markets.  

To remedy this situation, the Duncan commission recommended that the 

government and farmers’ organizations continue to further education in modern 

agricultural methods, and set up co-operative pools for marketing produce and buying 

supplies. The onus was laid almost entirely on the shoulders of the provinces, but the 

report included two substantive and potentially very significant recommendations for the 

federal government: to reinstate a funding program similar to the one that had existed 

under the Agricultural Instruction Act, and the lowering of Maritime freight rates.
27

 The 
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NSFA issued a resolution supporting the report’s recommendations to lower Maritime 

freight rates and increase federal agricultural subsidies to the Maritimes.
 28

 Yet Ottawa 

would ignore the Duncan Commission’s recommendations; any reform would have to 

come from a provincial initiative. 

Federal Funding for Agricultural Modernization 

The federal government had not retreated entirely from the provision of funding 

for modern farming after cutting funding for agricultural education in 1924. In the years 

that followed the First World War, farmers across the country were feeling pinched due 

to falling grain prices, rising land prices, the financial demands of mechanization, and the 

difficulty gaining access to long term credit from banks or provincial governments. The 

Mackenzie King government was mindful of the credit problems farmers faced and 

sought devised new programs to help them. A committee, headed by the Minister of 

Finance, and former Premier of Nova Scotia, William S. Fielding was formed to 

investigate current agricultural conditions and ascertain how Ottawa could help. The 

committee reported in January 1923 that Canadian farmers were starved for long term 

and intermediate credit and that government action would be required to remedy the 

situation. But the committee recommended no immediate action because it recognized 

that government farm credit programs in other countries needed to be studied to provide 

Ottawa with data on which to base a decision about the best way to proceed. Another 
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committee was formed, this one headed by University of Alberta President Henry M. 

Tory, which tabled its report to the government in March 1925. 

The Tory committee concurred with the Fielding committee on the credit crisis in 

rural Canada, with private lenders unwilling or unable to meet the financial needs of the 

farmers. It further reported that farmers in the U.S. and several European countries, 

thanks to government aid, were able to obtain capital at 5 to 6 percent, while in much of 

Canada lending rates ranged between 7 and 10 percent. For Tory, farming was a business, 

and farmers’ need for capital and credit should be treated the same as any other economic 

sector. Since banks were not receptive to farmers’ credit needs, federal and provincial 

governments were obliged to step in and fill the void. Tory recommended a program of 

co-operation between the federal and provincial governments to use public money to 

provide farmers with much needed long term credit to allow for the rational use of 

agricultural finances, and to promote scientific applications in farming.
29

 

Tory’s report laid the foundation for federal farm credit legislation which was 

drafted in 1926 and received Royal assent in April of 1927 as the Canadian Farm Loan 

Act, establishing the Canadian Farm Loans Board (CFLB). The CFLB did not make the 

first loans until 1929, as the provinces had to pass legislation to allow the board to 

operate within their jurisdictions and the federal government needed time to establish the 

bureaucracy to oversee the loans. In Nova Scotia the CFLB branch began operating in the 

spring of 1929, and distributed its first loan that November. Initially it made loans 
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available to farmers to refinance old debts or to finance improvements to their current 

farm holdings. The number of loans issued in Nova Scotia during the early 1930s was 

small, averaging around 30 per year. The crisis of the depression spurred federal 

amendments to the CFLB’s mandate to open up more capital to farmers. Amendments to 

the act in 1935 enabled the federal agency to lend directly to farmers without involving 

provincial organizations and to offer loans assets other than mortgages or land purchases, 

including improving farm property, purchasing livestock and equipment, or covering 

operating expenses.
30

 Loans were granted using the farmer’s land as security. To be 

acceptable as security, a property was to be a complete farm unit, large enough to 

maintain the farmer and his family, and capable of producing enough revenue to repay 

the loan.
31

 These regulations required that farms be appraised by government agents 

before loans were approved. The following table displays the CFLB monies dispensed to 

Nova Scotia farmers between 1932 and 1939, and clearly shows Nova Scotia farmers 

taking advantage of the opportunities offered by the opening of the board’s coffers after 

1935 when the number of loans shot up dramatically, although the average value loans 

awarded was largely on par with those offered before 1935. 
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     Table 5.1: Loans to Nova Scotia Farmers by the CFLB, 1932-1939: 

Year Number of Loans Amount Approved Average Amount 

1932 36 $55,100 $1,531 

1933 33 $36,200 $1,097 

1934 9 $14,700 $1,633 

1935 25 $23,400 $936 

1936 205 $414,250 $2,021 

1937 231 $276,900 $1,199 

1938 149 $213,550 $1,433 

1939 157 $221,200 $1,409 

Source: The Government of Canada, Canadian Farm Loan Board: Annual Report 1932-1939 (Ottawa: 

Printer to the Kings Most Excellent Majesty). 

 

Growth and Change at the NSAC 

The winds of change not only affected the Department of Agriculture in the late 

1920s. Its reorganization and assumption of new responsibilities had a dramatic impact 

on the NSAC. The NSAC staff welcomed the creation of the new Extension Division, 

which could now take up the field work that had previously taken the faculty away from 

their classes and research. The NSAC was still viewed as a vital part of the province’s 

agricultural infrastructure. Giving young farmers an education in modern farming was 

still a major priority, as was conducting scientific research into what farming stock and 

methods were best suited for Nova Scotia’s soil and climate. Having more time to 

conduct such research was only one benefit of the recent department expansion, as the 

new Extension representatives stationed around the province could ensure that the results 
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of this research reached a wider audience than if it was done by the professors 

themselves. This freeing up of the NSAC resources from extension work allowed it to 

focus on getting its own house in order, as it was beset by several problems.  

  Part of the NSAC’s reorganization involved a changing of the guard. In 1924, 

after a career of 39 years in the SoA and NSAC, Herman W. Smith retired as Professor of 

Botany, receiving a laudatory passage in Cumming’s annual report that year. In 1927 

Cumming ended his 22 years as principal to become head of the provincial Marketing 

Division, and John M. Trueman became the NSAC’s second principal.
32

 Personnel were 

only one form of change; the college revised its program, and, before he officially passed 

the torch, Cumming had a pivotal role to play in devising this new program.  

The college decided to formally divide its course of instruction between students 

seeking degrees in agricultural science and those oriented towards the practical work of 

farming. This decision grew out of the observation that insisting the vocationally focused 

students do the experiments and lab work demanded for a degree in agricultural science 

was both unfair and ill-suited as preparation for life on the farm. The college’s instruction 

was thus divided between a two-year Degree Course, focused on instruction in 

agricultural science that would prepare students to go on to pursue a formal degree in 

agricultural science at another university, and a two-year Farm Course geared towards 

instruction in practical farming methods. While the Degree Course was constructed like a 

conventional college degree, the farm course was set up more like a series of short 

courses. Much of the instruction took place between January and April, when farm work 
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was least demanding, and gave students training in new methods of farming and farm 

management. This division, while practical also had the ulterior financial motive of 

offering more practical education, which was viewed as a good strategy for encouraging 

greater enrolment in the financially pinched post-war years. It seemed to work.  

Cumming reported an increase in enrollment for the 1925-26 year with a total of 67 

students, 12 in the Degree and 55 in the Farm sections.
33

 The Agricultural Enquiry 

Committee endorsed the changes in its 1926 report, and was particularly adamant about 

the need for the practical instruction and training being offered by the Farm Course.
34

 

  For those students studying agricultural science in the “Degree Course,” the 

NSAC took steps to ensure that their two-year course would be a springboard to further 

education. The NSAC had informal understandings with its sister agricultural colleges in 

central Canada to secure its graduates the opportunity for further studies. In 1926 a 

formal agreement was struck with Macdonald College of McGill University to coordinate 

courses so that NSAC graduates with two years of instruction could be admitted into the 

third year of its degree program. This agreement also ensured that for a month each year 

two Macdonald professors would lecture at Truro to strengthen familiarity between the 

students and instructors of both colleges. This agreement still allowed for NSAC students 

to continue their studies at the OAC if they so wished, but a 1934 amendment to the 

agreement formalized Macdonald as the NSAC’s “finishing school;” any student who 
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wished to continue at the OAC would be required to take additional courses, such as 

bacteriology and genetics, to be admitted.
35

 

  Overseeing this new program was newly appointed Principal John Trueman, an 

1891 alumnus of the SoA who had been a NSAC professor of animal husbandry and farm 

manager since 1913.
36

 He and entomology professor William Brittain had been largely 

responsible for reorganizing the NSAC farm course, so he was well suited for the job of 

principal. The increased emphasis on modernity and market-based agriculture is evident 

in Trueman’s first report as principal. In describing the nature of the Farm Course, he 

claimed that it was intended for those who expected to make a business of farming, 

particularly for those who wanted “to become versed in modern business methods as 

applied to farming.”
37

 The NSAC hoped that, with its revised program and new blood at 

the helm, it could help young farmers become savvy businessmen. 

Forging an Independent and Refurbished NSFA 

By the mid-1920s, the NSFA was in a state of demographic and financial crisis 

with membership in steep decline, and the government grant at a bare minimum. Added 
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to these problems was a crisis of relevancy. The recently created Extension Division 

assumed responsibility for the agricultural societies, a move that allowed the long 

standing Superintendent of the societies, and former manager of the model/college farm, 

F. L. Fuller to retire in late 1926.
38

 The new Extension Division absorbed much of the 

NSFA’s, and its affiliates’ former responsibilities in educating farmers in new methods of 

farming and marketing.
39

 Furthermore, the spread of co-operatives, something 

championed by the NSFA, had cut into the economic and social utility of agricultural 

societies, and thus the NSFA itself. Faced with declining funds and members, the NSFA 

came to recognize that drastic reform was needed to ensure that their association did not 

become an anachronism in Nova Scotia’s ever changing agricultural economy. The same 

attitude was found in the 1926 report of the Agricultural Inquiry Committee, which, 

while attesting to the necessity of the NSFA and its affiliated societies, recommended 

they be made both more efficient in popularizing modern farming and more 

representative of the opinions and concerns of their members.
40

 

The first signs of a reformist impulse came in 1926 when the NSFA hired Harry 

Brown to be their Secretary-Treasurer, replacing the long serving C. R. Bryan. While 

Bryan’s tenure, 1899-1925, had seen many progressive developments, he had been 

                                                           
38

 “F. L. Fuller Retires from Agricultural Societies Work,” The Maritime Farmer and Co-operative 

Dairyman 32 (5) (December 7, 1926), 11. At their 1927 annual meeting the NSFA passed a resolution 

commending Fuller for his work, especially in livestock improvement. “Nova Scotia Farmers’ Association 

Express Appreciation of Services Rendered by F. L. Fuller,” The Maritime Farmer and Co-operative 

Dairyman 32(9) (February 3, 1927), 8. In 1932 Fuller was further honoured by the NSFA with the 

association’s premiere “Honour Farmer” award. By that time Fuller was in ill health, and died shortly 

thereafter.  “The Passing of F. L. Fuller,” The Maritime Farmer and Co-operative Dairyman 37(12) (March 

15, 1932), 8. 

 
39

 Nova Scotia Federation of Agriculture, In Union Strength, 36-38.  

 
40

 “N.S. Agricultural Committee Report,” 10. 

 



230 

 

working full time at the NSAC since 1915, leaving him little time to devote to his duties 

for the NSFA.
41

 Brown recognized that the farmers’ parliament was in dire need of 

rehabilitation. The recent reorganizations of the department and the NSAC, while in line 

with the NSFA’s long standing agenda and welcomed by it, made much of the NSFA’s 

previous educational work redundant.
 
Adding to this problem, attendance at NSFA 

gatherings had been declining for years, as had membership in its affiliate agricultural 

societies; both factors contributed to the large deficits that plagued the institution when 

Brown took charge. Upon assuming his position, he began a series of reforms that he 

hoped would both reinvigorate the association and increase its appeal to the farming 

public. Among the first orders of business was to change the long standing perception of 

the NSFA as a tool of the provincial government rather than an independent voice for the 

farmers. In Brown’s mind this meant asserting its financial independence from Halifax. 

Accomplishing this goal presented Brown with the unpleasant task of challenging a man 

he greatly admired, Melville Cumming.  

Though shortly to be replaced as the head of both the NSAC and the Department 

of Agriculture, when Brown first assumed his position Cumming was still the man who 

controlled the NSFA’s coffers, and, as far Brown could see, was intent on retaining that 

role. As Brown later recalled in a short memoir, soon after he assumed his position 

Cumming invited him to his home and explained that he had learned from experience that 

he could not trust anyone, and consequently insisted on having joint authority with 
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Brown in signing the NSFA’s cheques. Brown, in his own words, was “completely 

flabbergasted” and placed in “the most embarrassing position” he had ever been in, torn 

between his admiration to Cumming (his former superior in the department), and his 

desire to have the NSFA be completely free of state interference. Institutional autonomy, 

in Brown’s view, was essential if the NSFA was to have its relevancy revitalized, and it 

would be nigh impossible to convince farmers that the association was not little more 

than a tool of the department if all its cheques bore Cumming’s signature.  

Brown’s refusal deeply hurt Cumming, as did the news that the NSFA was 

perceived as a stooge of the department; still, he remained firm that he should have joint 

signing authority on the cheques. The matter remained unresolved until early 1927 when 

the two again met. Cumming informed Brown that he had a $1,000 cheque but still 

insisted on signing it, but Brown was equally adamant that he not. After some discussion 

they finally reached an agreement whereby Cumming would forego signing authority if 

Brown would take out a $1,000 bond for the cheque in the NSFA’s name. Cumming may 

have been bluffing; according to Brown, he seemed skeptical that Brown could procure a 

bond. But Brown’s well-connected friend, W. B. Armstrong, a Conservative MLA for 

Colchester County, quickly arranged the needed bond.
42

 Once Brown received the bond 

Cumming sent him the cheque, without his signature.While Brown emerged victorious in 

this feud, the fact that he was administering an association afflicted by many troubles 
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took much of the shine away from his victory.
43

 Nonetheless, with a year’s financial 

security, Brown was determined to secure the NSFA’s financial independence. He and 

other NSFA members realized that this ambitious goal could only be accomplished 

through a massive overhaul of the association and its affiliates.  

The first steps came at the 1927 annual meeting held at Truro. The issues raised 

there dominated the association’s internal politics for the next two years. The issue of low 

attendance at society and NSFA meetings was raised for discussion by the soon to retire 

Secretary of Agricultural Societies, F. L. Fuller, and new NSAC principal John Trueman, 

both suggesting that societies be docked part of their grant for low membership and 

failing to send delegates to NSFA meetings. Trueman also raised the subject of amending 

the 1923 Agricultural Act to allow for society activity beyond importing and owning 

livestock and holding exhibitions. Trueman felt that these were not sufficient for the 

needs of modern farmers, and argued that their scope be broadened to include sponsoring 

Boys and Girls clubs and organizing agricultural competitions; events that would serve to 

improve both agriculture and community spirits.
44

 Trueman’s proposals received an 

enthusiastic endorsement from W. A. MacKay, who argued that since the cause of 

progressive agriculture had collapsed as a political movement, it was only the societies 
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dangling in the air.” Suffice it to say, the NSFA records do not detail any dissatisfaction with Cumming, 

but then the Secretary of Agriculture was not a man to have as an enemy. 
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that could provide the grassroots fervour capable of furthering agricultural 

improvement.
45

 In the end the association decided that the status-quo was no longer 

tenable and tasked Brown and Trueman to spend the summer of 1927 studying how the 

NSFA could be reformed.
46

 

  In doing so, they were drawn to the proposals that MacKay had introduced two 

years earlier including broadening the NSFA’s reach to other farmers’ bodies, such as co-

ops and clubs, and reforming the CFAs into county-based organizations that would link 

the NSFA to these other groups and select delegates to attend the central association’s 

annual meetings. Even more boldly, they advocated having the CFAs replace the 

agricultural societies as the source of NSFA delegates, arguing that having delegates 

attend from both was more than the association could accommodate. When they 

presented these proposals at the 1928 annual meeting in Amherst, members broadly 

agreed in principle, but strongly disagreed on certain provisions, such as the requirement 

that societies hold monthly meetings to be eligible for their funds, the introduction of per 

capita taxes on societies to pay for the upkeep of CFAs, and the idea of basing the 

number of delegates a county could send to the annual meetings on total membership 

rather than on the number of societies.
47
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  Absorbing these critiques, Brown and Trueman spent the summer of 1928 again 

in consultation and study, presenting the delegates at the 1929 annual meeting in Truro 

with a draft of a new act of incorporation. Under these terms, every county with three or 

more agricultural societies was obliged to form a CFA, which would now only be 

concerned with selecting the two to six (depending on society membership numbers) 

delegates to send to the NSFA annual meeting. Also, in a nod to MacKay’s 1925 plan, 

any organization or association devoted to progressive agriculture was also eligible to 

send at least two delegates to the NSFA annual meeting. The CFAs were now shorn of 

their original educational obligations, as was the NSFA itself, which returned to its 

“farmers’ parliament” roots, being defined as a body which would “enable its members to 

confer together for the interchange of information with a view to united action in matters 

relating to welfare and progress…of agriculture and other rural industries.” While these 

terms were readily accepted, Brown was disappointed that the NSFA did not adopt a plan 

for achieving financial independence from the province. The most the delegates could 

agree upon was creating a system of transfer payments by which the societies paid a 15¢ 

per member funding fee to the CFAs, and a 5¢ fee to the NSFA to help pay for delegates’ 

travel and accommodations expenses for the annual meeting.
48

  

Brown reported that Trueman was confident that the reorganization would result 

in a membership increase that would ensure more association funds; for the time being 

the NSFA and its affiliated bodies would still accept their provincial grants. After 
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finalizing the draft for an amended Agricultural Act, the NSFA sent it on to the recently 

appointed Minister of Agriculture J. F. Mahoney, who then steered the amendments 

through the House. It was an important achievement, one for which Brown gave Trueman 

most credit.
49

 The NSFA hoped they were on the cusp of regeneration, but were soon 

dealt a setback in one of the key projects they endorsed at this time. 

The Reformers vs. Bovine Tuberculosis: Round I 

  Among the most ambitious projects for agricultural modernization launched in 

these years was a joint project of both the federal and provincial departments of 

agriculture to eradicate Bovine Tuberculosis (BTB), a disease which frequently infected 

cattle and the humans who consumed their milk, often with fatal results. By the turn of 

the century combating this disease was a pressing issue for agricultural scientists and 

bureaucrats alike, but they were divided over how best to do it. A quarter century of 

intense debate revolving around the practicality and affordability of a centralized effort to 

test for and eradicate the disease resulted, with strong arguments issued for and against 

the idea.
50

 The NSFA was decidedly in favour of testing and in 1916 urged the 

government to develop a program to suppress BTB.
51

 In 1923, after much debate, 
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likeminded lobbying from farm groups and public health advocates across the country 

convinced the federal government to introduce a nationwide ‘Restricted Areas’ plan.  

Under this plan, federal and provincial governments worked together to set up 

restricted areas wherein, after testing, all infected cattle, as well as those cattle which had 

come into contact with them, were quarantined or destroyed. Strict regulations were then 

established for new cattle entering these zones, so as to prevent the disease’s return. By 

1926 restricted areas had been set up in Quebec, Manitoba, and British Columbia, while 

in the Maritimes, the whole of Prince Edward Island was restricted and efforts were 

underway to create a zone in southern New Brunswick.
52

 The department did not want 

Nova Scotia to be left out of this effort, and a plan was hatched to make all of Nova 

Scotia a restricted zone, a move the NSFA endorsed in a resolution passed at its 1926 

annual meeting.
53

 A massive petition campaign was launched in 1926 through the 

agricultural societies, the press, and even public schools to convince the federal 

department that there was widespread support for the creation of such a zone. Soliciting 

every district of Nova Scotia took considerable time and effort, and it was not until 1928 
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that the petitions were finally sent to Ottawa. Once federal permission was received work 

proceeded quickly, and by 1928 mainland Nova Scotia was declared a restricted area.
54

 

Not all were onside with these actions. Sending out government agents to inspect 

cattle and compensating the farmers whose animals were culled was a pricey 

undertaking, and many in the general public were skeptical about whether the program 

would completely eradicate the disease. There was even scepticism that BTB could be 

transferred from cattle to humans, and some feared that the slaughtering of so many cattle 

would lead to dairy shortages. Even some farmers had reservations, as the culling of 

seemingly healthy cattle that had potentially been exposed to BTB on the advice of 

government veterinarians was seen by many as an intrusion into their business, despite 

the compensation they received for their losses. The arguments of such critics were 

rebutted by many, including Melville Cumming, who argued at a public debate that BTB 

was indeed transferable to humans, the test was reliable, any dairy shortages could be 

easily remedied, and that the monetary costs of the policy were dwarfed by the economic 

and public health benefits that would be derived from it.
55

  

Despite these efforts public unease and opposition to the BTB free zone continued 

unabated, and the issue became a major plank of the Liberal platform for the 1928 

provincial election. Exploiting the voters’ wariness, the Liberals charged that the BTB 

free zone policy represented an unlawful government intrusion on the rights of farmers, 
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and the compensation a drain of taxpayers’ money. A more base political criticism was 

that the program was a patronage gift for Conservative supporters to earn money 

canvassing and chauffeuring veterinarians around rural areas. Recollecting years later, 

Harry Brown regarded the Liberal’s stance as “one of the most stupid moves ever made 

by a political party.” He conceded that they may have had a point on the patronage, but 

this, in his mind, was no excuse to abandon the entire program.  

While Brown may have thought that the Liberals made a stupid policy move, it 

seems to have been a shrewd political one. The Conservatives won the election but their 

majority was reduced from 36 seats to 6. While the government’s failure to decisively 

turn around the struggling economy weighed heavily in creating voter disenchantment, 

the government placed most of the blame for their weaker showing on the BTB 

controversy. Subsequently, they declined to go through with a planned second test that 

would have confirmed that the disease had been eradicated from the mainland and 

expanded the tests to Cape Breton. It was a bitter disappointment to those who had 

agitated for the BTB free zone. Brown believed that the government was wrong to blame 

the BTB test for their election woes. In his memoir, Brown provided a convincing 

analysis to refute the idea that the BTB campaign had hurt the Tories electorally. 

Agricultural concerns did not factor into their seat losses in Cape Breton, the city of 

Halifax, and the eastern shore. Also, while they lost seats in Yarmouth County, the area 

strongly favoured the BTB restricted zone. In fact, it can be inferred from the results that 

farmers sceptical towards the program seemed to be in the minority. Brown contended 

that without the support for the government shown in agricultural counties in the 

Annapolis Valley, central province, and north shore, the Conservatives may have lost the 
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election entirely.
56

 Despite this setback, the reformers were determined to revive the 

campaign. Doing so would take nearly a decade. 

The WINS’s Crusade for Domestic Reform and Economic Rejuvenation 

For the WINS the late 1920s were not quite the era of upheaval they were with the 

other players in the agricultural modernization movement. Its organizational structure and 

program had been put in place in the early 1920s and both seemed to be on a sound 

footing. Tellingly, the 1926 report of the Agricultural Enquiry Committee had nothing to 

say about reforming the WINS, only to endorse its work and encourage its further 

popularization.
57

 The short courses changed little in this time, nor did the activities of the 

committees, but this is not to say that the institute did not adopt new policies and tactics.  

For example, at the 1928 provincial exhibition Helen Macdougall herself managed a 

display called the “Nova Scotia Kitchen” that provided demonstrations on how to manage 

a modern kitchen to greatest efficiency and productivity. These included tips on how best 

to use modern kitchen appliances, and advice like avoiding kitchen clutter, having sinks 

and counters raised to allow for work while standing erect to avoid fatigue and back pain, 

and having a window over the sink to allow for proper lighting and ventilation when 

preparing food.
58

  

The WINS also participated in a department sponsored demonstration train, which 

traversed the province in the summer of 1926. Federal and provincial agriculturalists 
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travelling together by train visited scores of rural communities with a “veritable 

Agricultural college on wheels,” providing agricultural demonstrations as they went.
59

 

The train was outfitted with six CNR cars, including a dairy car, a poultry car, and and a 

bacon hog car, all equipped for demonstrations on how to properly care for and feed these 

animals for maximum returns. One car, equally divided between the WINS and the 

Public Health Department, gave demonstrations on nutrition, cleanliness, and child 

welfare. The train made quite a splash, as it travelled a total of 1,743 miles, made 68 

stops, and was visited by 45,775 people.
60

 The following year the train toured again, with 

an estimated 50,000 people visiting it. The second year the WINS prepared a display 

called the “Nova Scotia Pantry” stocked with food products that had been grown and 

packaged in Nova Scotia, to encourage consumers to buy local products.
61

The same 

products were seen in that year’s exhibition display, part of a much larger WINS 

consumer persuasion campaign and political outreach program. 

Perhaps the most important WINS campaign of these years was one to encourage 

the women of Nova Scotia to improve the overall provincial and regional economy. 

Home economics had been rhetorically linked to economic improvement for quite some 

time. It was an age that stressed greater productivity and prosperity through scientific 

efficiency in the economy, and home economics promoters sought to bring the same 

ethos to domestic labour. Homemaking, in their eyes, was a business, and a house run 
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under the principles of home economics was, according to the WINS, efficient, 

productive, and scientific in every respect.
62

 This emphasis on labour improvement and 

economic prosperity made them natural allies of the new “Maritime Rights” Conservative 

government and its agenda of economic renewal. The WINS worked to ensure that farm 

women did their part to renew provincial prosperity.  

  The WINS recognized that women were the primary household consumer and 

thus it placed great emphasis on the importance of buying locally produced items and 

careful purchases. It was, by and large, the women who did the family shopping, and if 

they could be encouraged to purchase Nova Scotia products and demand quality from 

merchants and producers, it would make the project of realizing economic renewal all the 

easier. Realizing this, a campaign was begun to persuade consumers to buy Nova Scotia 

products. Though aimed at consumers broadly, WINS heartily endorsed and advertised it 

to its members. Early in 1925, well before the provincial election that June, the WINS 

had, in the pages of Home and Country, alerted its members to a plan proposed by a body 

called the Maritime Development Association to encourage consumers to “buy at home.”   

The campaign focused on improving business conditions by keeping as much 

money in Nova Scotia as possible. The promoters argued that upwards of 75 percent of 

consumer goods sold in Nova Scotia originated from out of province, but this need not be 

the case as Nova Scotia had industries that could cater to these markets.  In an article 

published in Home and Country, Helen Macdougall argued that it was not overly 

optimistic to predict that they could increase the home market by fifty percent. Maritime 
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industries could provide for nearly every necessity for life, but many of them were “under 

nourished,” a problem that could be solved by educating the public and merchants to ask 

for and sell Maritime made goods. Mindful of product quality, she assured her readers 

that Maritime-made goods were of equal, if not higher quality compared to those 

produced elsewhere. If such a purchasing increase came to pass, the plan’s boosters were 

confident that there would be a 50 percent increase in the work force, and an increase in 

the population as a whole, which would create a fifty percent increase in demand for farm 

produce. Concluding her argument, Macdougall admitted that, were these predictions not 

“built upon solid and concrete facts one might be accused of exaggeration.”
63

 

  To realise this plan the WINS created a new committee dedicated to promoting 

the provincial economy at their 1925 annual meeting, the Home Industries, chaired by 

Mary McGregor Dawson of Bridgewater, Lunenburg County.
64

 Reporting for the first 

time in the April 1926 issue of Home and Country, Dawson urged every WI member to 

show her “peace time patriotism” and, “get to work to make herself familiar with the 

Industries of her own county. Read, observe, and inquire...and you will be amazed to find 

out how widespread and important they are. Make a list and pin it to your institute 

wall...Then begin to talk at home and elsewhere. Find out if you and your friends are 

patronizing Home Industries and if not – why not?” By following this plan, Dawson 
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argued, WINS members could help ensure provincial prosperity, and (tapping into one of 

the great anxieties of the era, outmigration), ensure that their “bright and capable” 

children would be able to find lucrative work at home rather than through emigrating 

elsewhere.
65

 In Dawson’s mind, the women of Nova Scotia were capable of restoring 

prosperity and ending outmigration through wise use of their spending money. To this 

end, she asked that individual WIs forward their lists of local industries to the central 

WINS authority so the information could be relayed to their fellow WIs across the 

province. By early 1927 Dawson was disappointed that only about half the WIs had done 

so, but urged more to send in information to help their fellow WIs make wise consumer 

choices, provocatively arguing that this was “our power as women, let us use it.”
66

 

  Despite all this talk of helping Nova Scotia ‘industry,’ it seems that the products 

WINS members were primarily encouraged to buy were natural resource based. Farm 

produce, preservatives, fish, and furs loomed large in the WINS’s product promotion 

rather than finished manufactured goods; the only such item Dawson mentioned in her 

1926 article was a hooked mat that a Lunenburg county woman had sold for $800.00.
67

 

Keeping with this trend, the first Nova Scotia product that WINS women were instructed 

to patronize, though subtly, was butter. This plea, issued in the January 1927 edition of 

Home and Country came not from Dawson’s Home Industries committee, but from the 

Agricultural committee, now chaired by Ceneth Thomas. Thomas lamented that her 

committee had not “wrought the miracles for our women in Agriculture as we had 
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hoped,” and complained of the lack of Nova Scotia butter on the market, pointing to a 

large shipment of “foreign” butter that was recently brought in to meet the Nova Scotia 

demand. Thomas did add that it would be unfair to blame WI women entirely for this 

situation, but did scold that perhaps “the spending of that additional pin money [on 

butter] would have heartened us up a bit, wouldn’t it?”
68

 

To ensure that women knew what to properly spend their money on, the province 

devised a marketing scheme that the WINS endorsed, a “Product of Nova Scotia” label. 

The WINS announced the beginning of this campaign in the October 1928 edition of 

Home and Country with a front page illustration of the label. The label features an 

illustration of Nova Scotia, situated as if one were approaching it from the Atlantic at 

great height, illuminated by a sun (setting, though that was likely not the implication the 

designer had in mind), emblazoned with a coat of arms featuring a tall ship, a fish, and a 

plow, representing the province’s resources and trade potential. The text below this 

illustration reads: 

This label is being issued by the Department of Natural Resources to all 

manufacturers in Nova Scotia. The purpose is to signal out and identify 

Nova Scotia products and advertise them in the markets of the world. It 

will also assist our Nova Scotia people in their efforts to buy home 

products and thus help to support our industries. Women’s Institute 

members who have been interested in our Home Industries work will 

welcome this assistance. WATCH FOR THE LABEL
69

 

That same issue also featured a write up of the aforementioned Nova Scotia 

Kitchen at the 1928 provincial exhibition, which featured displays of Nova Scotia food 
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products. Above the display was a framed slogan urging “Make Nova Scotia Prosperous 

by Using Nova Scotia Products,” and the whole display area was stacked with products 

bearing the department label, including fruits, vegetables, fish, and meat. All of these 

products were used in canning and preparation demonstrations by the WINS members 

working the display. Macdougall reported that recipes were in such demand that they 

could not fill all the requests at the exhibition and had to ask several for their mailing 

addresses.
70

 This consumer persuasion campaign continued as the 1920s came to an end. 

A lengthy article by a member of the Chester WI, Mary Mitchell, appeared in the October 

1929 edition of Home and Country extolling Nova Scotia’s natural bounty, but chiding its 

inhabitants for not having confidence in their ability to harvest that bounty, leading to 

rampant outmigration. Mitchell then proceeded to take her reader on a cross-province 

tour exploring the various products (natural and manufactured), that one could buy in the 

various communities the tour visited. Mitchell’s main point was that if WINS members 

patronized these businesses they could help a struggling provincial economy, an 

argument that had become all the more urgent by the time her article went to print.
71

  

Hard Times and a Changing of the Guard   

  Although the Conservatives had been swept into office on the high hopes of 

‘Maritime Rights’ in 1925, the lackluster results of this movement and the onset of the 

depression hit the government hard. This situation, coupled with allegations of attempted 

voter suppression, led to the election of the Liberals, headed by the dynamic Angus L. 
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Macdonald, in the provincial election of 1933, a changing of the guard that gave 

reformers a boost.   

 Overseeing the Department of Agriculture was newly minted Minister John A. 

McDonald, who would hold the post until 1945. McDonald, a Kings County farmer and a 

former president of the Nova Scotia Fruit Growers Association, was an established 

Liberal MLA, sitting in the House from 1920 to 1925, and again from 1933 to 

1945.
72

Another figure of great influence during this period was F. Waldo Walsh, who 

was either officially or unofficially deputy minister of agriculture and director of 

marketing for most of these years, and heavily involved in the extension services and co-

operative initiatives. In this he replaced Cumming, who left the Markets Division to 

become the department’s agricultural statistician, a position he held until his retirement in 

1947. Though still in the employ of the department, this transfer effectively ended 

Cumming’s career as a major force in the effort to modernize Nova Scotia farming, 

though he remained keenly interested in its progress. Hereafter he assumed the role of 

elder statesman, lecturing and writing on the cause of farm modernization, but no longer 

having a direct role in the administration of government policy or the NSAC. Age may 

have been a factor in his slowing down. He was approaching 60, and after having spent 

nearly 30 years as Nova Scotia’s ‘Mr. Agriculture,’ handing over responsibilities to 

capable younger men may have been a relief. 
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  The challenges of the depression meant that Cumming’s successors could not 

breathe easy. The continued decline of farm numbers had evidentially convinced 

Trueman that a change in outlook among young farmers was needed, and that the NSAC 

must play a role. Seeing modernization and rationalization as a means to turn around the 

fortunes of both provincial farming and the college, Trueman initiated another bout of 

course and curriculum reconstruction in the mid-1930s to promote this vision and calls 

from the college’s constituencies. By the early 1930s the NSAC was hearing calls from 

farmers to reform its campus-based program. While the newer farm course had proved to 

be a draw for students, it had not been the boon that the college was hoping for. Many 

students and parents were critical of the program’s short duration of three to four months. 

As most of the elementary training in agricultural education was now being done in rural 

communities through the provincial Extension Division and 4-H clubs, it was 

increasingly argued that the NSAC should offer more than a three-month instruction for 

education in modern farming.
73

  

  In 1934 Trueman and the NSAC responded to these concerns, and the ascendant 

modernist ideology, by restructuring the farm course, making it closer to the degree 

program than the old short courses. Now a two year program, it would train students not 

only in scientific methods of farming, but also in modern methods of farm organization 

and marketing. Trueman spelled out the rationale for this change in his report for 1934, 

emphasizing how integral farming and farmer leadership were to the larger society. He 

argued that young men who expected to be leaders in rural communities needed 
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…more education than can be obtained in the common district school. 

When they become farmers under present day conditions they cannot 

expect to live and work independently of others. As farmers they must be 

able to fit into cooperative organizations, to know about markets and 

marketing, to know how to grow and grade the products they expect to 

sell. They must have that mental alertness that comes from study and 

training. In short they must have the knowledge that will enable them to 

farm to the best advantage and to meet other business men on an equal 

footing...This knowledge can only come to the farmer from a careful study 

of his own business, from meeting men who are acquainted with modern 

farm problems and who in turn are in touch with the latest developments 

in farm practice and marketing requirements.
74

 

 

 This passage clearly demonstrates that Trueman and his cohorts were determined to 

make the NSAC program an effective vehicle to modernize the province’s agricultural 

sector.  

 The remainder of the depression decade saw the NSAC increase its instruction in 

modern marketing and grading and expand its capacities for agricultural science. Despite 

its growing emphasis on business methods, the NSAC was aware that many of the 

entrants in the Farm Course would only have a limited school education. For those 

students it offered courses in composition, book-keeping and mathematics to supplement 

their grasp of such matters. For those who were unable to reach Truro for instruction the 

NSAC set up a province-wide program of home study. This course mirrored the former 

short course program, allowed for a much wider audience for NSAC curriculum, and was 

in tune with Cumming’s call for a broader reach for the college and more agricultural 

reform activism. Trueman introduced this program by initiating a home-based poultry 

course in 1931, which proved to be a success with 48 people participating. Building on 

this momentum, the following year the home-based program  included courses in soils 
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and fertilizers, field crops, horticulture, animal husbandry (specifically cattle feeding), 

farm economics, and apiculture.
75

 The courses consisted of the NSAC sending the home-

schooled students weekly notes and questions that were based on a book the college 

provided and the students in turn sending the college answers and reports to these 

questions. The response the NSAC received to these courses was positive, as evidenced 

from their healthy enrollment and the feedback expressing how helpful they were to those 

who could not afford the time or money to travel to Truro.
76

  

  The year following Trueman’s reconstruction of the NSAC courses, the college’s 

professor of economics, and director of the department’s Extension Division, W. V. 

Longely, taught a second-year course in the farm program called “Principle in 

Economics,” emphasising how marketing and prices work, indicating that the college 

believed that simply learning farming methods was no longer sufficient for modern 

agriculture.
77

 Its traditional emphasis on science continued. Indeed, the NSAC’s capacity 

for science instruction and its role in scientific research increased in the 1930s. In 1934 

the professor of chemistry and provincial chemist, Leslie Harlow, began systematically 

surveying of the soil of the Annapolis Valley as part of a Canada wide soil survey 

program sponsored by the federal government.
78

 The College’s scientific capabilities 
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received recognition from the British Museum Association and the Carnegie Foundation 

in 1931 when these bodies recognized the NSAC Biology Museum on their lists of 

museums in the British Empire.
79

 

  Although his reforms increased the NSAC’s capacity to educate Nova Scotia 

farmers in methods of modern farming, Trueman did not have long to enjoy his 

accomplishment. In 1936, finding his health failing, he retired as principal, passing the 

torch on to Lyman Chapman, a 1916 graduate of the NSAC who had spent the ensuing 

twenty years working in various agricultural jobs in western Canada, including editing 

the agricultural newspaper the Nor’West Farmer in Winnipeg. In January 1937, four 

months after his retirement, Trueman died, an event that prompted Minister McDonald to 

write a full page memorial tribute to Trueman at the head of the 1936 department report, 

lauding his commitment to teaching and the quality of his character.
80

  

Trueman was gone, but the spirit of his tenure as principal continued in his 

successor. Among the first of Chapman’s efforts was an attempt to expand the 

educational reach of the NSAC even further by reinstituting the old short course program 

in 1937. The courses were called “vocational short courses” and were to run for three 

weeks during the winter, much like the short courses of old. In their first year the short 

courses concerned livestock, poultry, field crops, and silver foxes (reflecting the booming 
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1930s industry in silver fox pelts in the Maritimes), but by their second year they 

included farm mechanics, home crafts, and handicrafts.
81

 Chapman was also expanding 

the facilities of the NSAC. Despite tight finances, Chapman managed to expand the 

NSAC library facilities (both in terms of space and titles), and to revamp and modernize 

the facilities of several of the college’s science departments.
82

  

An Independent NSFA?: Harry Brown vs. John McDonald  

Although the NSFA welcomed what reforms and new programs its allies 

introduced, behind the scenes there was considerable tension, largely thanks to a 

prolonged and bitter feud between NSFA Secretary Harry Brown and the Minister of 

Agriculture John McDonald. Despite McDonald being a farmer in his non-political life 

(as well as past president of the NSFGA, a body just as dedicated to agricultural reform 

as the NSFA), his relationship with the NSFA was strained from the start. Much of the 

trouble emanated not from a conflict over policy but rather from a conflict of 

personalities and egos between McDonald and Brown. The first sign of trouble occurred 

early in 1934, when Brown had invited McDonald to address the NSFA annual meeting 

in his capacity as Minister; however, McDonald declined, instead sending the Minister of 

Highways, and former NSFA president, Alexander S. MacMillan.  
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While McDonald’s declining to speak to the NSFA was disappointing, another 

issue, the location of the annual meeting, became a more significant source of conflict 

between the Secretary and the Minister. The convention had initially rotated among 

various towns, but since the late 1920s it had been held on the NSAC campus in Truro, 

the centre of Nova Scotia’s agricultural infrastructure. Despite its obvious merit as a 

meeting place for agricultural reformers, many in the NSFA were dissatisfied with a 

Truro meeting place because of its dearth of accommodations. Thus, in 1933 Brown and 

the association directors decided to hold the convention in the Halifax Hotel, a more 

accommodating downtown location near the railway station. McDonald disapproved of 

this move and informed Brown through a proxy that he wanted the meeting to continue to 

be held in Truro. Brown retorted that the meeting location was the prerogative of the 

NSFA executive, not the Minister, and it had decided on Halifax. McDonald evidently 

took this declaration as a challenge to his authority, and relations between him and 

Brown quickly deteriorated into a series of petty spats.  

A few years later, McDonald informed Brown that unless he was given assurance 

that the annual meetings would be held outside Halifax he would not give the NSFA its 

annual grant. Brown informed the directors that if the NSFA was dictated to in such a 

manner he would resign. The executive, including Whitefield Ells, sided with Brown. 

Ells, from Sheffield Mines, Kings County, was one of the Minister’s constituents, and he 

took this news to McDonald. As Brown later related, “I don’t know what was said, but he 

came back with the cheque.” For the duration of Brown’s tenure as Secretary, his 

relations with McDonald remained strained. Although the executive never moved to oust 

him, the Minister was convinced that Brown was acting outside his authority, and made 
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several attempts to have him dismissed by the executive on allegations of abuse of his 

office and embezzling NSFA funds. For his part, Brown denied any improper behaviour, 

but did later admit that his stiff position on maintaining NSFA independence from the 

government rubbed many in both the department and association the wrong way. Like his 

earlier quarrel with Cumming, Brown’s feud with McDonald reflects the NSFA’s often 

uneasy relation with the state, and serves as a precursor to the wartime constitutional 

debates centred on the NSFA’s financial independence from the department.
83

 

The Reformers vs. Bovine Tuberculosis: Round II  

  The NSFA and the department did manage to co-operate and coordinate efforts to 

eradicate bovine tuberculosis, an indication of the gravity of the problem and the need set 

aside personal animosities. The perceived political backlash against the 1927 BTB test of 

Nova Scotia’s herd in the 1928 election had led the Conservative government to abandon 

its plans for a second test that would confirm the eradication of the disease, much to the 

chagrin of many in the NSFA, especially Secretary Brown. Throughout the remainder of 

his tenure the association called for the province to resume the tests and finish the job of 

eliminating BTB. Talk of continuing the tests was first mentioned at the 1933 meeting, 

which featured a lengthy discussion on performing a BTB test on Cape Breton Island, 

which had not been included in the original test as there were no veterinarians available 

for the task. Their non-BTB free status had made it difficult to import cattle and bulls to 
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the island, something island members were keen to change, but politics made this nigh 

impossible.
84

 The Conservatives were loath to raise the issue again during their remaining 

years in office, and their defeat in the 1933 election did nothing to improve the prospects 

of a second test. The victorious Liberals had led the charge against the BTB tests in 1928, 

and the passing years had done nothing to change their opposition.  

Still, proponents of a second test would not be daunted; among them was Walsh 

who lobbied furiously behind the scenes for such a test. He was aided by the NSFA 

which passed a resolution requesting a second test in 1936.
85

 The province finally 

assented, but on condition that the NSFA undertake another petition drive to gauge 

support, paid for out of its own pocket. Brown and the directors were livid about these 

conditions, arguing that the first petition was still legally valid, but the government was 

firm in its decision. With no other recourse available, late in 1936 the NSFA once again 

undertook the massive chore of conducting a province-wide farmer petition for support of 

a second BTB test. Perhaps as a peace gesture, the department offered the NSFA $500 for 

expenses, but any goodwill that this move could have produced was lost when McDonald 

informed Brown that he expected reports of how the money was spent, only deepening 

the rift between them. Nonetheless, by 1939 the petition had been completed, and the 

association reported that a second BTB test was to begin, with the NSFA recommending 
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that Cape Breton be included in this new round.
86

 Testing, on a county by county basis, 

began in 1940, and by the end of the war all of Nova Scotia was at last a BTB free-zone. 

While satisfied with this outcome, the whole “frustrating experience left a bitter taste in 

the mouths of NSFA leaders, making them yearn for the day when no government would 

dare ignore the interests of organized agriculture,” a desire which probably explains the 

growing association between the NSFA and another farmers’ body by the late 1930s.
87

 

The NSFA’s Trials and Tribulations 

  In 1934 a group of similarly frustrated farmers met in British Columbia to discuss 

how they could make a hitherto unresponsive provincial government enact legislation 

that would allow farmers to control produce prices. This meeting created a new farmers’ 

lobbying body, the British Columbia Chamber of Agriculture. The idea of a farmers’ 

body that could reflect the collective will of the farmers to the state proved to be an 

inspiration to farmers across the country, and within a year a new national umbrella 

group, the Canadian Chamber of Agriculture was formed, a body it was hoped would 

give farmers’ societies and co-operatives a united lobbying voice at the federal level. This 

included the NSFA, as at the 1935 annual meeting Brown announced that the association 

had been invited to send delegates to the national organization’s founding convention that 

November in Toronto. Two Nova Scotia delegates did attend the meeting, though 

whether they were from the NSFA is unclear.  
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Following the national founding, plans were quickly devised to found regional 

Chambers across the country and by mid-1936 a Maritime Chamber of Agriculture was 

created at a meeting in Moncton. In January, at its 1937 annual meeting, the NSFA 

endorsed the idea and opted to affiliate itself with the Maritime Chamber, a move pushed 

by former President V. B. Leonard and Secretary Brown. Both recognized the potential 

lobbying power that the Chambers represented, and their independence from state 

funding would have appealed to Brown; however, they had to persuade some skeptics, 

including President R. J. Smeltzer, who believed that both Chambers were “built in the 

clouds” and lacked a solid agenda.
88

 Ultimately, Brown and Leonard won over the 

delegates, and the NSFA began a long and significant association with the larger 

groups.
89

 In 1941 the Chamber was rechristened the Canadian Federation of Agriculture, 

and became an influential voice in wartime Ottawa. 

  That the NSFA so eagerly sought affiliation with larger farmers’ lobbying bodies 

perhaps reflects its frustrations with its lack of clout. Though the records are silent on this 

issue, it may be that Brown and several other NSFA leaders sought affiliation with larger 

bodies as their association’s membership numbers did not allow them their desired sway 

over government policy. Despite the fervent hopes of renewal through the constitutional 

reorganization of the late 1920s, membership in the NSFA and its affiliates continued to 

stagnate, and by the mid-1930s society membership was mired, embarrassingly, 
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somewhere between 5,000 and 6,000. This situation precipitated another, lengthy, round 

of constitutional debates and eventual amendments; in the meantime, the association tried 

other avenues for increasing its appeal among farmers. 

Among these was an idea imported from the prairies in 1930, a “Scotia Premier 

Farmer” award, an annual honour given to farmers, nominated by the societies, whose 

operations exemplified the principles of progressive agriculture and who took leadership 

roles in furthering agricultural development in their communities.
90

 From the many 

nominees submitted for consideration, the NSFA would usually select about a half a 

dozen men to be awarded the “Premier” moniker, with a similar number being awarded 

the lesser title “Scotia Honour Farmer.” The winners were given laudatory write-ups, 

with their progressive practices well detailed. In another invention geared towards 

increasing its appeal, a monthly association newsletter was started, The Bulletin, 

containing NSFA news and general agricultural information. Begun in 1932, The 

Bulletin’s reach proved more limited than hoped for, as cost considerations meant that the 

association could only afford to send copies to its delegates and directors, rather than 

every society member, as had originally been planned.
91

 Cleary, much more than populist 

programs were needed if the NSFA was to increase its influence among Nova Scotia’s 

farmers. Its executive believed would take more reorganization and greater independence 

from Halifax. 
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  By the early 1930s the defects of the 1929 constitution were evident. While the 

new settlement had succeeded in making the delegate representation at the annual NSFA 

meeting better in terms of county representation and had made the CFAs a better forum 

for local debates, many of the ills that the new constitution had sought to remedy 

remained. First and foremost among them was that membership in societies and CFAs 

continued to stagnate. Added to these woes, few other farmers’ organizations had opted 

to attend the NSFA meetings, as was originally hoped, as they, unlike the government 

subsidized societies and CFAs, had to pay a 20¢ per capita membership fee to attend. Not 

surprisingly, few opted to pay this charge. As the official NSFA history colourfully put it, 

the whole situation left the NSFA looking like “nothing more than a government-

subsidized cattle breeders club with delusions of grandeur.” This image had lessened the 

NSFA’s influence, according to Brown, who was convinced that its limited membership 

was a direct contribution to the government’s unresponsiveness to their campaign for a 

second BTB test.
92

 Further complicating matters, in 1932 the province realized that it had 

neglected to ratify the 1929 constitution’s by-laws, rendering the association, technically, 

not a legal institution. Fortunately, the government agreed to continue to recognize and 

fund the NSFA as if it were fully legal while the association sorted out its constitutional 

issues.  

  Talk about another round of constitutional reform and association reorganization 

began in earnest in 1935 and 1936 when a committee, headed by Brown, compiled and 

presented a report on the subject to the association. It would prove to be a controversial 

                                                           
92

 Nova Scotia Federation of Agriculture, In Union Strength, 52.   

 



259 

 

report, primarily because it called for the right of all other provincial farmers’ 

organizations to send delegates to the NSFA conventions to be abolished. This did not 

stem from a desire to end co-operation with these bodies; rather Brown and his supporters 

hoped that by ending delegate sharing they would encourage members of other bodies to 

become involved with the NSFA’s local affiliates, and thus boost their (and by extension 

the NSFA’s), membership. This was part and parcel of Brown’s long held desire to 

improve the NSFA’s clout with the province via membership numbers and financial 

solvency. Brown wished to ensure the pre-eminence of the NSFA among the farmers’ 

bodies by making it the one body through which all others debated issues and forged 

policy.
93

 Unfortunately for Brown, many directors objected to his plan on the grounds 

that solidarity among the various farmers’ bodies would be jeopardized by excluding 

them from the NSFA meeting. These objections prevented any concrete plans coming 

from the Brown committee’s proposals, and its ideas were shelved. Brown resigned in 

1938, worn down by poor health and his often acrimonious professional relationships, but 

his call for further reorganization and constitutional reform dominated NSFA affairs for 

the next seven years. It was up to his successor, Dr. William Saxby Blair (secretary from 

1939-1944), recently retired from his career running the federal research station in 

Kentville, to shepherd the NSFA through further constitutional renewal. 

  The same year Brown left, another committee presented a report on revamping 

the NSFA constitution. Headed by J. A. Moore, a Director from Shinimicas, Cumberland 

County, the committee presented three options for renewal. Dispensing with the 
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agricultural societies entirely and replacing them with purely county based 

representation, eliminating the NSFA in favour of a provincial farmers’ council, and 

modifying the NSFA in its current condition to make it more effective and financially 

soluble. Moore’s committee favoured the third option which hinged upon increasing the 

provincial grants to the NSFA’s affiliated societies to $15,000 a year (it was at $10,000 a 

year in 1938, a figure halved from the grants of early 1920s), and awarding societies 

more money based on their membership and activity, and their efforts to reach out and 

co-operate with other farmers’ bodies via the CFAs. Moore’s committee was confident 

that as many as 4,000 new members could be gained from such a move. Won over by this 

prospect, the NSFA Executive endorsed Moore’s plan, as did the province which 

incorporated it, almost word for word, into the Agricultural and Marketing Act of 1939, 

placing the association’s existence back on a firm legal standing. Hopes were high that 

this new arrangement would end the NSFA’s long term membership and financial woes, 

but it was not to be. By 1942 it had only gained slightly over 900 new members from 

outside its affiliated societies, only a fraction of the new members predicted in 1939.
94

 

The WINS Confronts the Depression 

For the WINS the impact of the depression was immediate and deeply felt. Relief 

work loomed large in its activity, as the leadership encouraged its members to donate 

their time, and what goods and money they could, to help those who were less fortunate 

than they. Such relief could range from donating to local charities to participating in the 

great effort to send food and clothing to those in the west suffering through the 
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“dustbowl.”
95

 The effect of the depression was greater on WINS than simply inciting 

greater charitable work; it also influenced how the WINS viewed itself and its mission. 

Like their colleagues in the department, college, and NSFA, the WINS felt that its 

mission of improvement was needed more than ever to combat the crisis facing them. 

And like their fellow rural reformers, the WINS did not seek new methods to combat the 

ills of rural Nova Scotia, but rather stuck to their previous positions and increased their 

efforts to educate the people.  

Home Economics, in particular, was seen as a prime means of alleviating the 

depression’s sting. After all, a woman who kept a well-managed, efficient, and frugal 

home could help her family weather the bad times with less income, and one 

knowledgeable in nutrition and modern home making could preserve their health. Such 

skills were, in the eyes of the WINS, needed more than ever to combat the consequences 

of the depression.
96

 However, the WINS leaders were well aware that the depression 

placed great strain upon many women, and consequently they could not devote much of 

their time and resources to Home Economics instruction. Furthermore, many areas lacked 

women who were, in their estimation, qualified to properly instruct and train anyone in 
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the field.
97

 Faced with such a situation, new approaches to education and outreach were 

needed, which entailed both reforming the old methods and attempting novel ones.  

In regards to reforming existing programs, the WINS took several approaches. 

One way was simply to provide more of the services that had been offered in the past. For 

example, in the summer of 1930 the institute announced that it would be providing more 

meetings on Home Economics instruction, often in areas where it had not done so in the 

past.
98

 In the same vein, that fall the WINS announced the creation of a new study group 

correspondence course designed for those women who could not make it to the Truro 

short course, or whose local WI (if they had one), was unable to hold evening classes. 

The course was designed to allow for its participants to form their own study clubs of 

eight or more members (WINS membership being optional), appoint their own executive 

charged with collecting the 25¢ membership fee, and contacting Macdougall’s Truro 

office to send them seven lessons over seven months (in two series) on modern cooking 

and nutrition.
99

  

The program was well received by the women of rural Nova Scotia: by early 1931 

demand for lesson plans outweighed supply, and the following year it was reported in 

Home and Country that 32 such study clubs had been formed with a membership of 
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322.
100

 While this tactic seemed to be meeting with success, others in the WINS 

suggested using new methods to spread the message of Home Economics. In early 1930 

Anita Baird pointed to the burgeoning medium of radio as a tool the WINS might wish to 

explore. The women she had spoken too always enjoyed hearing new Home Economics 

“pointers” on the radio, and thus she suggested that the institutes consider broadcasting 

portions of their meetings, short courses, and demonstrations over local radio, as well as 

reading off general tips on cooking and housekeeping, to broaden their reach.
101

 Using 

radio as such an educational tool would certainly have been a far sighted move by the 

WINS; but whether it or any local WIs pursued this course is not recorded in any of their 

records. 

  Other depression responses by the WINS were continued from the 1920s, 

particularly the campaign to encourage consumers to buy Nova Scotia products. With the 

onset of hard times this campaign took on a new aura of urgency, as buying Nova Scotia 

products was viewed as a way to insulate the province against the ravages of the 

depression. By 1930 this program had moved beyond a simple consumer campaign on the 

part of the WINS to become a full-fledged division of the Department of Agriculture, the 

Home Industries Division, designed to “awaken more interest in home industry products 

and to secure markets for saleable products” and to increase the quality of such products. 

The new division was keenly aware that it needed to enlist the help of the WINS to 
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achieve its goals; women’s role as the home’s shoppers made their participation 

necessary to ensure that more high quality products from Nova Scotia were purchased.
102

  

Not surprisingly they recruited Macdougall to sit on the six-person advisory 

council, a role she shared with two other women and three men. The role of the Board 

was to advise the department on product prices and quality, and it was charged with the 

right to refuse a product’s entry on the market if it failed to meet the Board’s standards. 

The role of the WINS in this campaign was similar to its role in the consumer campaign 

waged in previous years; its members were encouraged to educate themselves on what 

Nova Scotia products were available to them and to make a point to buy them. The issue 

of Home and Country announcing the beginning of the campaign featured an account of a 

local WI meeting at Kemptville, Yarmouth County, where the members were shown a 

variety of Nova Scotia products, ranging from natural resources to finished manufactured 

goods, and instructed to remember these products when they were shopping.
103

  

This push was further developed three years later when the WINS announced the 

creation of the “League of Loyal Nova Scotians” which all of its members were 

encouraged to join. The League had its own “consumer pledge” whereby members 

promised to buy quality, well priced, Nova Scotia products in order to stimulate trade.
104

 

Although the formal campaign vanished from the WINS records after this point, it 
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appears that the policy of trumpeting Nova Scotia products continued; in early 1936, for 

example, Helen Macdougall led a short course in Berwick which included teaching 

recipes based on Nova Scotia products.
 105

 Near the end of the decade Home and Country 

featured an article encouraging the WINS women to continue to demand that their 

grocers provide them with Nova Scotia canned foods, and lauded them for their 

‘persistent consumer demand” that ensured such products were stocked in Nova Scotia 

stores at all.
106

  

  Of course, it would be untrue to say that the only things the WINS offered its 

members in hard times were the promotion of Home Economics and consumer 

campaigns. WIs also encouraged their members to express themselves creatively through 

the making of handicrafts. Farm people had long made decorative tools and household 

ornamentations in their spare time, and frequently displayed them at local and provincial 

exhibitions. Beginning in 1924 the WINS began to show an interest in handicrafts, 

submitting displays to the Canadian National Exhibition in Toronto that both told the 

history of the WINS through pictures and posters, and offered demonstrations on 

nutrition and school lunch preparation. The display was well received, and was revived 

for the next two National Exhibitions, and when the WINS participated in the 

department’s Demonstration Train in 1927. Though these displays were primarily 

educational, the WINS thought it wise to include some decorative items to increase its 

appeal to visitors. The display, which was a source of particular pride to the Institute, 
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featured a square rigged model ship, complete with a background of sea and sails, a verse 

singing the praises of the WINS’s mission and work, and a foreground display of Nova 

Scotia products. On the model ship, christened the “W.I.N.S,” the sails were labelled with 

various institute activities.
107

 

This focus on the model ships points to the WINS’s growing interest in rural 

handicrafts and the link they made between them and economic recovery. This was in 

line with a general trend of revival in homemade handicrafts that was underway at this 

time. By the end of the 1920s urban people had begun to value rural handicrafts for their 

artistic merit, as well as their supposed resonance to a more “innocent” pre-industrial 

world. As such, tourists taking in the sights of rural Nova Scotia frequently bought 

trinkets from locals as souvenirs of their trip, often taking those that were visually 

appealing and decorative, prizing in particular the homemade hooked rugs that many 

rural women had made from scraps of torn clothing or fabric. Seeing the obvious 

commercial opportunities built into this “folk revival”, the provincial government began 

promoting handicraft production and sales during the depression. As mentioned above, 

the NSAC even began offering short courses in handicrafts, and they proved to be a draw, 

with annual attendance usually ranging from 150 to 200.
108

 By 1943 the government had 
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created a division within the Department of Industry, headed by Mary Black, specifically 

geared towards promoting the manufacture and sale of handicrafts.
109

  

The WINS was quicker to recognize the potential of handicrafts than the 

government as it had been encouraging its members to participate in creating and selling 

them since the late 1920s. The objectives here were twofold. One was to satisfy their 

members’ creative impulses. This was viewed as part and parcel of the WINS’s overall 

mission to improve women’s lives; being engaged in an artistic hobby or pastime could 

help alleviate the busy woman’s anxiety and enrich her work and home life by having 

objects of beauty to adorn both.
110

 The second objective was more basic: helping women 

make some extra income in tough times through selling their handicrafts to interested 

urban locals or visiting tourists.
111

 The WINS must have been aware that consumers were 

covetous of Nova Scotia hooked rugs, as in 1926 it began a campaign to promote the skill 

among its members. That year, it sent around a circular letter to local WIs requesting 

member help in compiling a pamphlet on rug making to instruct their fellow members in 

the skill. The following year, after getting a generous response and crafting and 

distributing a detailed pamphlet, it initiated a rug making competition to coincide with a 

joint meeting of the WINS and Federated Women’s Institutes of Canada, being held from 

6 to 10 June in Wolfville. The competition, which boasted 68 entries each with a 
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“Product of Nova Scotia” label sewn on it, explicitly tying them into the recently 

launched campaign of economic boosterism, was hailed as a success and served to spark 

further WINS interest in creating rugs and other handicrafts.  

A formal WINS handicraft exchange was organized in 1929, allowing for WIs to 

pool handicrafts in several centralized selling stations that were conveniently located 

along the highways in areas frequented by tourists. By WINS estimates, fully 90 percent 

of the sales of these handicrafts were to tourists, who favoured the hooked rugs, 

homemade quilts, and fir balsam pillows above all.
112

 The WINS handicraft exchange 

continued until 1931, when it was absorbed into the newly created Home Industries 

Committee. Handicrafts remained of vital interest to institute members. 

Conclusion 

As the foregoing suggests, the years between 1925 and the outbreak of the Second 

World War were busy ones for the main actors in the quest to modernize Nova Scotia’s 

farming sector. All had responded to the economic crisis of those years by expanding 

their scope and more fiercely promoting their agenda. The creation of the department’s 

extension division in 1926 greatly expanded the scope of the state’s authority in the 

agricultural economy, and gave it more muscle to direct agricultural modernization. The 

reformation of the NSAC curriculum and course structure made it better suited to cater to 

the needs of Nova Scotia farmers while still promoting modern farming. The NSFA was 

likewise refitted to make it more efficient in its mission and more appealing to farmers, 

                                                           
112

 The five initial selling spots were Port Maitland (Yarmouth County), Amherst (Cumberland County), 

Bridgewater (Lunenburg County), and Upper North Sydney (Cape Breton County). By 1930 the North 

Sydney station had closed and was replaced by one in Lawrencetown (Annapolis County), Pauley, Through 

the Years, 8-10. 



269 

 

but the results were mixed. The WINS was on a sound footing, popular, and working 

hard to modernize the rural home. Still the improvers were not satisfied, and sought to 

further legislate their ambitious agenda of agricultural reform and modernization. The 

most important development in the effort to further advance agricultural modernization 

during these years has only been hinted at in this chapter. A year after the Extension 

Division was created, the department created a Markets Division which was charged to 

work in tandem with the Extension Division to promote the spread of agricultural co-

operatives and educate farmers on the value of market driven and oriented farming. This 

pivotal development and the change and reform it inspired are the subject of the next 

chapter. 
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Chapter 6 

Fighting for and with the ‘Little Man’: Co-operative Organization, 1925-1939 

  In 1922 a young man named F. Waldo Walsh toured through Nova Scotia 

promoting cooperative sheep and hog buying clubs for the federal Department of 

Agriculture. Writing about this experience in his memoir, he noted that the best means to 

improve Nova Scotia agriculture was not only increasing production, but also providing 

farmers with a better net income, a development that would hinge upon “achieving an 

improvement in the quality of the product and a better system of marketing farm 

products.”
1
 Co-operatives were viewed as the best way of realising this goal. While on 

the job, Walsh had the opportunity to meet James “Jimmy” Tompkins, a reformist Roman 

Catholic priest, and professor at Antigonish’s Saint Francis Xavier University, who 

impressed Walsh with his concern for the economic lot of Nova Scotia’s farmers and 

fishermen. At the time Walsh was one of only a few state employed workers promoting 

co-operatives, and Tompkins’ concern for the working poor was largely academic. 

Within a few years the situation had changed dramatically. Following the reorganization 

of the Nova Scotia Department of Agriculture in 1925, Walsh, a “larger-than-life, hard-

driving agriculturalist” as Michael Welton described him,
 
was joined by a cadre of 
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agricultural extension agents, for whom co-operative promotion was a top concern.
 2

 By 

decade’s end, Tompkins, though ‘exiled’ to Canso by Bishop James Morrison for 

aggressively promoting the amalgamation of Maritime universities, was a chief figure in 

a burgeoning populist crusade promoting producer and consumer co-operatives, the 

famed Antigonish Movement. Both of these developments had a dramatic impact on 

farming in Nova Scotia.  

  The rise of agricultural co-operatives, and their vigorous promotion by the state 

and its agents, was perhaps the most significant development in Nova Scotia farming 

during the interwar years. In the wake of the collapse of the United Farmers of Nova 

Scotia reformers turned their energies to organizing farmers economically rather than 

politically, a process that included Walsh’s 1922 tour.
3
 Co-operative promotion got a 

further boost in the aftermath of the departmental reorganization of 1925 and the release 

of reports by both the Duncan Commission and the Agricultural Inquiry Committee. 

Several plans were employed to shore up farming by making it profitable and efficient, 

but the thrust to organize co-operatives stands out among these efforts. Cooperatives and 

cooperative marketing had a central place in the imagination of agricultural modernists, 

and for obvious reasons: co-ops represented an efficient and rational way to market and 

sell large quantities of farm produce and goods at low costs to producers and to ensure 

that what produce was marketed was of high quality and appealing to consumers.  

In the minds of the reformers co-ops were essential to ensuring that Nova Scotia 

farming was run cost effectively, was geared towards the demands of the marketplace, 
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and was profitable to producers. Agricultural extension agents and college officials 

actively ensured that farmers were well versed in co-operative ideology. They 

encouraged them to form co-operatives and gear their farm operations even further to the 

marketplace. This development in turn inspired efforts to improve the quality of Nova 

Scotia’s produce. A series of legislative acts at the end of the 1930s brought considerably 

more of the province’s farm sector under state regulation. By 1939, through co-

operatives, farm marketing in Nova Scotia was more organized and subject to stricter 

control than had hitherto been the case. This was not accomplished without resistance 

from some farmers and private interests who were wary of increased government 

intervention in the farm economy. Though the co-operatives the department helped 

establish were producer owned, many farmers and retailers viewed these co-ops and their 

stricter regulations as a threat to their independence and profits. Despite these objections, 

the economic crisis of the interwar years served to weaken the hand of market 

conservatives and gave the reformers opportunity to promote co-operatives as a means of 

alleviating rural poverty. Some sectors, most notably apples, were able to withstand the 

push for co-operative marketing, but they still came under increased regulations for the 

quality and packaging of their produce. The power the state wielded in the agricultural 

economy grew during this period, and by 1939 the sector resembled the ideal of the 

reformers more than it ever had in the past.  

The Roots of the Co-operative Movement 

  Farmer co-operatives were not an unfamiliar concept in the mid-1920s. Although 

the state had been encouraging the formation of agricultural co-operatives since the late 

1890s, the Maritime co-operative movement had far deeper roots than state promotion. 
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The tenets of the philosophy of co-operation are ancient, but promoters and analysts of 

the movement usually cite the so-called ‘Rochdale pioneers’ as the founders of the 

modern movement. Responding to the harsh poverty of Britain’s industrial cities, in 1844 

a group of tradesmen from the Lancashire town of Rochdale pooled their resources to 

form a co-operative store that allowed its members to have access to goods and produce 

that they could afford on their often meager salaries, and that was not under the control of 

their employers or associates.The store proved to be a success, and the  movement began 

to spread, laying down the fundamental principles of co-operation, which included 

members pooling resources to eliminate the middle men, members owning shares in the 

co-op’s profits, and democratic control of its business.
4
  

The movement enjoyed great success in Britain, and by the end of the nineteenth 

century it had spread across the Atlantic. The ethic of co-operation inspired many 

Canadians, offering a non-violent and non-revolutionary means of remaking the capitalist 

order to the greater benefit of the average person. Co-operation was an ideology that 

applied equally to urban and rural dwellers, but it was in the countryside that co-

operatives made their first great impact. Seeking to ease the financial plight of Canadian 

farmers and promote a fairer marketing system, cooperative societies were formed 

nationwide, and in 1909 they united under the banner of the Cooperative Union of 

Canada.
5
 In Nova Scotia the United Fruit Companies (UFC), formed in 1912, 
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amalgamated several formerly independent apple shipping co-operatives into one body 

that commanded over $200,000 in capital and owned several warehouses along the 

railway, although the majority of the apple trade remained with private shippers.
6
  

The appeal of co-operatives received a boost from the onset of the recession that 

followed the First World War. With the markets in a deep mire and producers struggling 

to make ends meet, the collective pooling of resources and profits offered by co-

operatives held considerable appeal as a means of economic security, if not prosperity. 

Western grain producers clung to their co-operative grain pools to deliver fairer returns 

than they received from private interests, and central Canadian dairy producers owed 

increased returns to the organized marketing and strict grading of their products. When 

faced with the calamity of the depression, co-operative organization took on a more 

urgent tone, with some co-operators coming to view co-operatives not only in terms of 

economic betterment, but also in terms of social and moral regeneration.  

Such was the case in the Antigonish Movement that grew out of the imagination 

of the reform-minded Roman Catholic clergy that staffed the Extension Division of St. 

Francis Xavier University, especially Tompkins and his first cousin Moses Coady.
7
 

Agents of the movement travelled to rural Maritime communities arguing that through 

adult education, exemplified by ‘study groups,’ the working poor could learn new 

scientific and managerial techniques to improve their production, earn more from their 
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labour, and improve their standard of living. Antigonish workers had striking success 

organizing fishermen, farmers, and industrial workers into producer, retail, and housing 

co-operatives, as well as credit unions, that served to alleviate poverty and hardship in 

many depression ravaged Maritime communities.
8
 In 1938 ‘Antigonish’ supporters 

boasted that at least 50,000 people were active in their co-operative circles throughout the 

Maritimes, which included 42 co-operative stores, 17 lobster canneries, 10 fish 

processing plants, 140 credit unions, and 2,390 study groups. An impressive record to be 

sure, but sectarian divisions ensured that the vast majority of Antigonish co-operatives 

were found in the eastern Maritime counties with Catholic majorities, whereas the 

Protestant majority western counties largely avoided a movement with a predominantly 

Catholic leadership.
9
  

Overcoming old prejudices was not the only problem co-operatives faced. While 

growing in popularity amongst farmers, cooperatives were not welcomed among the 

larger private interests, who viewed them as a threat to the free-market economy, over 

which they held considerable influence.
10

 The established parties joined business interests 
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in their opposition to retail or political co-operatives, such as the United Farmers 

movement; however, many political leaders were far more receptive to co-operative 

marketing and buying pools for farmers. Such bodies did not pose a threat to the 

established capitalist order, but rather represented a means to better help farmers survive 

in an increasingly competitive marketplace and to adjust farmers’ attitudes to be more 

profit driven.
11

 Co-operative marketing of produce and co-operative buying of farm 

supplies, it was believed, would make farmers ever more market oriented and encourage 

them to be sticklers for produce quality and more cost effective in their operations.  

The provincial government, be it Conservative or Liberal, was enthusiastic 

towards these types of co-operatives between 1925 and 1939, devoting considerable 

resources to their promotion and organization. The Liberal government of Angus L. 

Macdonald, elected in 1933, was particularly keen on co-op promotion. Macdonald, 

though wary of direct state intervention in the economy due to his ideological preference 

for ‘classical liberalism,’ nonetheless supported co-operatives as they exemplified his 

ideal of helping people help themselves and were not completely at odds with free market 

economics. Additionally, Macdonald’s friendship with Coady and Tompkins, going back 

to his student days at Saint Francis Xavier, ensured that he looked favourably towards co-

operatives during his time as premier; but the state thrust for farmer co-operation began 

with the preceding Conservative ‘Maritime Rights’ administration. 
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State Co-operative Promotion in Hard Times 

That co-operative promotion loomed large in the imagination of the recently 

reconstituted Department of Agriculture was evident early on. In a speech given at the 

1927 annual meeting of the Nova Scotia Farmers’ Association (NSFA), Minister of 

Natural Resources John A. Walker laid out his department’s agenda, including the 

promotion of farmers’ co-operatives.
12

 The modern farmer, he argued, did not expect to 

live off his produce, but rather off the profits he earned from selling the fruits of his 

labour. Walker boasted that his department would be geared toward ensuring that farmers 

became more market oriented and more efficient and scientific in their operations. The 

new agricultural representatives recently appointed by the department would alert farmers 

to potential new markets (which individual farmers could not do themselves) and instruct 

them in modern methods of marketing, especially co-operatives. Co-operatives, for 

Walker, presented a means for centralized, large scale, marketing of graded produce and 

the pooling of shipping and marketing costs to allow farmers to enjoy a greater share of 

the profits from their goods. In other words, cooperatives were the perfect fit for the 

business oriented farm economy. Walker recognized that smaller farms would have to 

amalgamate into larger units for efficiency. But, he stressed, the prosperity these co-

operatives engendered would allow people to remain in rural areas, and thus help insure 

that the “simple life” prevailed in rural Nova Scotia.
13
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Across Canada agricultural production had been transformed in the years that 

followed the First World War and producers were struggling to keep up. Consumers were 

demanding that their food be of the highest quality, increasing pressure on farmers. The 

Nova Scotia Department of Agriculture recognized that continued advances in 

transportation technology and improved methods of storage and packaging meant that 

produce from diverse locations could now reach distant markets in prime condition. 

Consequently, Nova Scotia’s produce had to be able to compete in local and export 

markets; products had to be on par with the quality of distant producers and be shipped 

efficiently to ensure a profit. Thus in 1927, a year after the Extension Service was 

formed, the department opened a Markets Division charged with furthering co-operative 

marketing, the opening of new markets, and the standardization of produce quality. In the 

department’s own words, the new markets division was to “study these [co-operative] 

movements to bring them to greater perfection.” The division’s employees were tasked 

with analysing transportation and other costs, with trying to open up new markets for 

produce, and, above all, with promoting the standardization of produce marketed and its 

assemblage at strategic centres, so that Nova Scotia producers were marketing to their 

advantage.
14

 The Markets Division expanded its mandate to become a bureau of 

marketing information, advising farmers where and when to sell their products and 

directing wholesale dealers to where they could purchase large quantities of foodstuffs.
15

 

  Heading this new division was Melville Cumming, who resigned as NSAC 

principal in 1927 to fill a role he believed was critically important. Addressing the NSFA 
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in 1929, he stressed that recent improvements in agriculture had been thanks to the 

department’s agitation for mass production and quality standardization, and pressed for 

further progress along those lines. Farming was becoming more market oriented, and, 

Cumming argued, farmers needed to pay close attention to the quality of goods they 

produced and the demands of the market.
16

  

Given the success that many co-ops had, many farmers were responsive to the 

idea; the NSFA in particular was an enthusiastic supporter of cooperatives. At the 1927 

annual meeting dedicated to internal reorganization, the NSFA still found time to devote 

to the promotion of co-operation. Walsh gave a lengthy lecture extolling the value of co-

operatives, in terms of both efficiency and profitability, using the recent success in hog 

marketing to illustrate his point. W. A. MacKay, a familiar face, lectured on dairy 

improvement at the same meeting, and noted with pleasure the increased attention on 

organized marketing, commenting wryly that he had “nearly shouted my darn fool head 

off” for several years on the need for greater organization in agricultural marketing.
17

 

  The longtime members doubtless got a chuckle out of MacKay’s remarks, but 

they were nonetheless true. MacKay, however, was not among the players that oversaw 

the new burst of co-operative organization. Later in 1927 he announced his resignation as 

Nova Scotia dairy superintendent and returned to his creamery roots, taking over 

management of a creamery at Stellarton, Pictou County, and leaving his division in the 
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hands of W. J. Bird.
18

  For his services to dairying, MacKay was feted in early 1928 by 

the Nova Scotia Dairyman’s Association and the NSAC, who lauded him for his tireless 

work promoting better dairy. The commendation noted that since his 1912 appointment 

as dairy superintendent the amount of creamery butter produced in the province had 

grown from 300,000 to over 5,000,000 pounds.
19

 MacKay no doubt took satisfaction in 

these improvements, and would have been pleased to see the continued increase in both 

the quantity and quality of Nova Scotia’s dairy products in the years that followed. Sadly, 

he did not live to see it. He died in 1930, depriving Nova Scotia of a major agricultural 

reformer. 

While his loss was a blow, a new crop of reformers assumed MacKay’s mantle. 

The 1929 NSFA annual meeting, this one in Truro, featured a speech of another up and 

coming reformer, Tompkins. Although he presented himself, presumably facetiously, as a 

humble priest from a “fishing district” (meaning his parish of exile in Canso, 

Guysborough County), to speak before “a lot of intelligent farmers and a lot of 

professors,” Tompkins spoke passionately about solutions to the ills of rural Nova Scotia. 

In spite of having been banished from his academic position for several years, he 

remained current on the latest news from the wider world, and presented an impressive 

array of statistics. Using the United States as his point of reference, he argued that 

farmers were falling behind economically because of increased costs of living and 
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production and diminishing returns from their labour. These trends would have been 

familiar to long time NSFA members.  

The solution Tompkins proposed was co-operation. Sticking with the American 

example, he discussed individuals and organizations that were advancing co-operation 

and modernizing American farming.
20

 Co-operatives, as Tompkins conceived them, were 

“Agricultural Corporations,” which could accomplish for farming what big business had 

for industry, making it organized, efficient, productive, and profitable. Tompkins 

recognized that adopting a corporatist agenda for farming would entail a drop in farm 

numbers, as smaller and less productive farms were absorbed into larger ones, but this 

loss would be worthwhile given the enormous economic benefits that would stem from 

creation of large, efficient, and productive farms. As he put it, people “say put business 

into your farming and fishing, as they do in the other corporations, and you will get 

results. That is about the truth.” Tompkins concluded by advocating for organizing to 

educate the mass of rural people on co-operation and modern farming: “Educate the 

people up, and when they are educated they will take care of themselves.”
21

 It was a 

remarkable address, foreshadowing the Antigonish activism, department policies, and the 

NSFA’s position on agricultural development for the next two decades. Tompkins’s 

points on increasing farm profitability would have new resonance within a few months of 

his address.  
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  The crash of 1929 spurred the efforts of co-operative promoters, as the depression 

did not hit farming areas as hard as industrial centres. For a variety of reasons, such as 

unemployed young urbanites returning to their parents’ farms, the closing of the 

American border, and municipal residency requirements for welfare relief, rural 

populations began to increase. This development may have served to boost farm 

reformers’ confidence. In addition, the Maritimes had essentially been in a depression 

since the early 1920s, so a trying economic environment was nothing new to the region’s 

farmers. Several arguments for optimism were heard at the NSFA’s 1931 meeting in 

Truro, including from President V. B. Leonard and NSAC principal John Trueman, both 

speaking favourably of the financial state of Nova Scotia farms and expressing 

confidence that its farmers could face the challenges of the depression.
22

 The long held 

desire for greater organization of Nova Scotia’s farmers under the NSFA banner was 

given a new sense of urgency during the depression, as was bringing more farmers in line 

with the association’s reform agenda. The foundation of this agenda remained the 

promotion of rational and graded marketing and the further organization of broad farmer 

co-operatives. 

Throughout the 1930s NSFA guest speakers pressed the point for greater co-

operative organization, and pointed out to the assembled delegates the economic and 

social benefits they could expect. Marketing head Melville Cumming addressed the 

NSFA in 1930, lauding the ongoing transition from private to collective marketing in 

Nova Scotia. This was, Cumming argued, a social as well as economic boon, as it 

allowed for community service and society improvement through shared prosperity, a 
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message that resonated with his depression era audience.
23

 The promise of community 

renewal through co-operation was repeated the following year by visiting CNR 

Superintendent of Agriculture Waldo Walsh who argued that co-ops’ emphasis on 

teamwork and equality offered a means of social renewal and political progress.
24

  

Soaring rhetoric was one thing, but success needed pragmatic plans, a point 

driven home in 1934 by Dr. A. B. MacDonald, one of the inner circle of the Antigonish 

Movement. Speaking of the practical applications of co-operatives, rather than their 

ideological or social utility, MacDonald argued that “You can bring tears to the eyes of a 

downtrodden farmer. But that is not much good unless it is applied in solving of the 

problems of the farmers, so what we should do is apply the principles of co-operation in 

all our endeavors.”
25

 Cumming similarly argued before the association in 1931 that 

produce quality was essential if co-operatives were to deliver a profit for their members. 

Nova Scotia farmers faced stiff competition from out of province produce, and if they 

wished to expand their foothold in their home market they would need to pay close 

attention to grading and packaging, and market food consumers favoured.
26

 Profits, not 

principles, Cumming believed, were the only gauge for co-operative success, and pivotal 

for member loyalty.
27
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In 1932 the NSFA Board of Directors introduced a resolution to its members 

arguing that the association spread the “principles of true co-operation, i.e. co-operation 

for the other fellow’s benefit as well as your own,” among their members.
28

 The motion 

carried after some brief discussion; many in the association were wary of the further 

spread of co-operatives, still holding to the traditional ideals of agrarian individualistic, 

free market capitalism. These tensions between the co-operative and free market 

proponents within the NSFA came to a head at a formal debate at the 1934 annual 

meeting. Co-operative advocates argued that the old free market system was no longer 

sufficient to serve the small farmers. The countries that had introduced co-operative 

marketing legislation, such as Britain, Australia, and New Zealand, were marked by 

economic stability and fairness for small producers. In contrast, their opponents, 

including former President V. B. Leonard, argued that co-operative legislation 

represented nothing more than government price fixing and protectionism, designed to 

improve its own financial status, at the expense of farmers’ profits and success. These 

counter arguments failed to impress the debate judges, who, perhaps in a sign of the 

times, awarded the contest to the co-operative boosters. That each subsequent meeting of 

the 1930s included discussions and speeches on co-operation was a testament to the 

NSFA’s endorsement of the principles of co-operation. The support of the “farmers’ 

parliament” added an air of popular approval to the already extensive department efforts 

at co-operative organization then underway. 
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The Onset of Co-operative Promotion 

Hog and lamb production were the first farm sectors that department agents began 

to organize under co-operative shipping associations, even before the creation of the 

Markets division in 1927. Under the old system, animals were sold on farms to the 

middle-men drovers, who in turn sold to merchants. This system came under heavy 

criticism both for its inefficiency and for the low returns to producers. After a furious 

summer of organizing in 1926, a higher percentage of Nova Scotia’s pork and lamb were 

marketed and shipped through co-operative bodies owned and run by farmers, and they 

were receiving an additional $113,900 in pork sales and $128,900 in lamb. This success 

convinced the agents to continue club organization, and by 1927 hog shipping clubs 

numbered 30, and they had marketed 4,233 hogs for $85,618.50. Lamb clubs also 

enjoyed growth. The department did not provide province-wide statistics, but a twelve-

carload shipment of lamb from Inverness County brought in $17,000.
29

  

The egg and butter sectors witnessed similar success. The department had been 

promoting co-operative creameries and egg circles since the immediate post-war years, 

and by the end of the 1920s that effort yielded impressive results. Between 1926 and 

1928 the sale of co-operatively marketed eggs increased from 19,530 to 190,000 cases of 

a dozen each, a development the department attributed to the regional Maritime Egg 

Exchange’s emphasis on grading and its ability to absorb surplus egg production. This 

last point also benefitted non-co-operative egg producers as it ensured they could receive 

better prices by preventing a glut in their local markets. Co-operative creameries were 
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yielding similar results for dairy producers, and they were fostering an increased 

emphasis on product quality and standardization, something Cumming hoped could be 

achieved in other sectors.
30

 

Simply establishing co-operative marketing bodies could not guarantee that 

farmers would use them. For example, although Nova Scotia wool producers marketed 

the bulk of their product through the Canadian Co-operative Wool Growers (CCWG), 

which had been in operation since just after the First World War, the promise of ready 

cash from selling wool tempted some producers to sell some wool outside the co-

operative. The department was quick to point out that this expedient course was to the 

farmers’ detriment, for while the CCWG took longer to deliver returns to farmers than 

direct sales, the profits procured through the co-op were much higher than those outside 

it.
31

 Ensuring that farmers understood the consequences of marketing outside of co-

operatives and the benefits of marketing within them was a primary concern of the new 

Markets Division, along with studying and improving existing co-ops.  

  This thrust for efficiency was not limited to co-operative marketing bodies; it also 

included farming communities themselves. In its 1927 Annual Report, the department 

issued a four-point guide for communities to take advantage of the market for perishable 

products. Communities were implored to produce sufficient quantities of farm products to 

allow them to ship it in rail carloads, produce products for which there was a market 
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demand, grade and package their produce in ways that markets demanded, and be in a 

position to fill orders promptly and supply trade regularly.
32

 

  The same year the department issued the above guide, livestock farmers met in 

Moncton to form a regional marketing pool, the Maritime Livestock Board (MLB), a 

central marketing pool for livestock dedicated to promoting the efficient marketing of 

large numbers of quality animals.
 33

 Its efforts to organize Maritime livestock shipping 

soon caught the attention of staff at the Department of Natural Resources, who realized 

that the pool’s marketing machinery and rail cars could be put to good use by mutton and 

pork producers. Sensing the potential the MLB represented, Cumming became a member 

of its executive, fusing this position with that of Marketing Director to guide further co-

operative organization in Nova Scotia under the MLB banner. Pork producers were quick 

to take advantage of the MLB. Its absorption of the surplus hogs for export left local 

markets with a reduced supply, and thus higher prices for hogs, both alive and dressed, 

were established, much to the delight of producers who responded in kind to this 

market.
34

 Despite the success, one of the main preoccupations of the Maritime Livestock 

Board in early years, cattle shipping, did not have much impact in Nova Scotia; by 1928 

it had not sent a single carload of beef to market because of an unusually strong world 

demand for beef, which allowed buyers to traverse the countryside scooping up beef on 

farms before co-operatives could make a bid. 
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 By the end of the 1920s the department’s mission to rationalize and 

commercialize Nova Scotia agriculture seemed to be bearing fruit. In 1929 it trumpeted 

its success in organizing marketing for dairy, eggs and poultry, lamb, and hogs on the 

basis of the principles they had laid out in 1927, and the increased profits farmers had 

enjoyed under them.
35

 Capitalizing on those successes, agents organized marketing 

bodies for potatoes, garden vegetables, and berries; but they argued that much more work 

needed to be done in improving and standardizing the quality and quantity of produce 

already marketed in co-operatives. As far as the department workers were concerned this 

was the only way to ensure any commercial progress in the sector.
36

 

 Resistance to Co-operation 

  Despite these successes and Cumming’s hope for establishing more co-ops there 

was opposition within the government. The Conservative government of Edgar Rhodes, 

broadly speaking, supported the growth of co-operatives; however, powerful commercial 

interests, some of them within government ranks, viewed them as a threat. Among the 

critics was J. Fred Fraser, a Halifax County MLA, who had been director of both the 

Bank of Nova Scotia and Mutual Life Insurance Company of Canada, and was a senior 

partner in the meat packing company Davis and Fraser Ltd, which did extensive business 

in the Maritime meat market. Fraser had been one of the members of the Agricultural 

Enquiry Committee that had recommended the state promote co-ops, but, according to 

Walsh, Fraser’s stake in the meat packing business made him wary of organizing meat 

marketing co-operatives. Davis and Fraser were moving over 10,000 hogs a year and 
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apparently paying producers 25 percent, or $10 per hog, below the price on the Toronto 

market; meat co-operatives, giving farmers a fairer deal, represented a threat to them. 

Walsh claimed that the only reason Fraser signed on to the committee’s recommendations 

was due to a “bit of chicanery” on the part of deputy minister of natural resources Col. 

Robert Innes. Aware of his reticence to support the committee’s recommendations, Innes 

waited until Fraser was busy and rushed into his office with a copy of the 

recommendations and pressed for his signature, claiming the premier wanted them on his 

desk immediately. Fraser thus signed it without reading the fine print, in what Walsh 

called “a smart move…although I must confess it was a dirty trick.”
37

 After receiving this 

go ahead to establish co-ops Walsh and his allies immediately set to work, and within a 

year they had organized about one-third of Nova Scotia’s hog producers. Fraser, viewing 

this success as a threat to his business interests tried to use his clout to influence Walsh, 

and not for the first time.  

Walsh had first encountered Fraser on his 1922 tour promoting lamb and hog co-

ops, the two having several discussions over the prices of meat. Despite Fraser’s hostility 

to co-operatives, Walsh remarked that the two of them got along relatively well. At one 

point when Walsh was staying in a Charlottetown hotel, Fraser, also in town, came to his 

room for a business chat and offered him a bottle of whiskey. Walsh saw the offer as a 

bribe and refused it, telling Fraser, a prominent Baptist layman and known teetotaler, “I 

don’t drink alone, and I don’t drink with people with whom I do business.” Four years 

later the two had another encounter, one in which Fraser did not even feign friendship. In 

the two weeks prior to this meeting Walsh had spoken at several meetings around Nova 
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Scotia pushing co-operatives and arguing that non-cooperative meat packers were bilking 

farmers. Upon learning this, Fraser summoned Walsh to the premier’s office. Fraser was 

then serving in the capacity of “acting premier” while Rhodes was away, and Walsh 

interpreted his use of this room as an attempt to impress or intimidate him. Fraser began 

to read out snippets from various local newspapers detailing Walsh’s speeches and 

demanded to know if the details were true. After reading three such excerpts, and having 

their content verified by Walsh, Fraser (now red with rage) barked that if Walsh did not 

stop making such speeches he would have him fired. Unfazed, Walsh retorted that he had 

more friends in Nova Scotia than did Fraser and tried to explain his position and the 

rationale behind it; he doubted his talk did much good as Fraser “kept roaring, and I’m 

sure he could have been heard all over the building.” Walsh took satisfaction in showing 

Fraser that he, a “lowly civil servant,” could not be bullied or bought, but the incident 

demonstrates that co-operation was not welcomed by those with a vested interest in the 

status-quo.
38

 

Resistance was strongest in the “crown jewel” of Nova Scotia farming, apple 

production. In the 1930s the apple industry was enjoying its heyday. Bucking the 

depression, Nova Scotia’s lucrative apple trade with Britain was producing record crops; 

1933 marked the largest Nova Scotia crop ever harvested, 2,762,700 barrels comprising 

48 percent of the total Canadian output.
39

 The United Fruit Companies (UFC), a 

federation of most apple co-operatives, existed; but, it only handled 40 percent of the 
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total crop. With the British apple trade booming, few apple farmers saw much need for 

co-operatives, which they feared would deprive them of their market freedom and cut 

into their profits, attitudes that were encouraged by the large private apple shippers who 

had organized themselves into the Nova Scotia Shippers Association in 1919 to counter 

the influence of the UFC.
 
 

Despite the heady times orchardists were enjoying, many feared that their 

prosperity was built upon a shallow foundation. By the late 1920s it was becoming 

apparent that the industry was suffering from severe defects which threatened its future 

viability. Many older orchards were growing varieties that were no longer in strong 

demand. Far more serious was a lack of industry organization. Whereas growers in other 

apple producing areas supported legislation for strict grading, packing, variety control, 

and organized marketing, Nova Scotia growers resisted such moves. Furthermore, many 

Nova Scotia growers were not solely orchardists but mixed farmers who used their 

orchards as a supplementary source of income. This left them financially vulnerable to 

shifts in demand and operation costs. It also made them susceptible to speculators like 

George Chase, a prominent apple shipper based in Port Williams, who was always eager 

to expand his holdings by foreclosing on growers who had over extended their lines of 

credit.
40

 

 In 1930 these anxieties were strong enough to convince the provincial 

government to establish a royal commission, chaired by H. M. Tory, head of the National 

Research Council of Canada, to investigate the industry and make recommendations for 
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its betterment. The Commission’s findings, reported later that year, painted a less than 

flattering picture of the sector. It was an industry in which apple growers were raising 

crops in poorly managed orchards and selling a product that was insufficiently inspected, 

poorly packaged and handled, and reached the market in an unappealing condition. A 

chief defect concerned the way the crop was stored. Nova Scotia growers still used 

traditional barrels for shipping their apples, while most other apple producing areas had 

switched to box storage, which offered a way to store apples with less damage. The 

commission argued that to rectify these failings fruit growers would have to adopt 

modern methods of spraying, fertilization, packing and shipping.
41

  

To ensure that the crop reached the market properly inspected, packaged, and 

handled, the commission recommended the establishment of a large co-operative body it 

tentatively named the Consolidated Fruit Company of Nova Scotia, to absorb both the 

UFC and the private shipping firms. This company was not only charged with marketing 

the apple crop, but also with distributing equipment to its members, instructing them on 

proper cultivation methods, and providing them financial assistance.
42

 These ambitious 

and sweeping proposals proved to be controversial among growers, shippers, and 

government officials alike. The delegates at the NSFGA’s annual convention in 

December 1930 heatedly debated the commission’s report, in the end voting in its favour 

202 to 48, with 32 abstentions; only two-thirds of the delegates had bothered to cast a 

vote. Addressing the same meeting, Premier Gordon Harrington, who had replaced 

Rhodes following his departure for federal politics, informed the delegates, in what Julian 
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Gwyn called a remarkable display of “shortsightedness, and lack of political courage,” 

that they would get no help from the government to implement the commission’s 

proposals unless they spoke with one voice.
43

 Harrington was likely influenced by the 

private apple shipping firms who were defending their interests, which the commission’s 

recommendations directly threatened. The idea of a centralized apple marketing body was 

not revived until the outbreak of war in 1939 which precipitated a crisis in the sector.  

Despite reluctance to embrace co-operation, the apple sector did adopt some 

improvement efforts. The department was as keen as the Tory commission to promote the 

box storage of apples over barrels, and to ensuring that apple warehouses had modern 

cold storage capabilities. Like the commission, it recognized that Nova Scotia apples 

were at a disadvantage relative to other apple producing areas in Canada and the United 

States, which had adopted these practices. In 1930 the department conducted experiments 

in boxed apple storage at a cold storage plant in Halifax. Rough handling rendered 

several shipments of apples bruised and susceptible to rot and decay despite cold storage, 

only serving to illustrate the need for further instruction and improvement in the way 

Nova Scotia’s orchards were harvested.
44

 Proper care for orchards was being promoted 

too, and it seems some orchardists were listening. In 1931 the department reported that 

record amounts of sprays and fertilizers had been purchased by apple growers to protect 

and nurture orchards.
45
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Efforts at improving the apple crop were exemplified by the foundation of the 

Apple Maggot Control Board (AMCB) in 1932. Directed by the Provincial Entomologist, 

it promoted methods that would reduce the effect of the apple maggot parasite. After a 

founding meeting in Kentville in December 1932 (which included the Premier, the 

federal and provincial Ministers of Agriculture, and several members of the legislature), 

the Board began canvassing apple growers on their thoughts on compulsory control of the 

pest. Farmers were receptive to pest control, and the board’s report of 1934 set the path it 

would follow for the rest of its existence: the promotion of compulsory spraying of 

orchards, the encouragement of farmers to keep potentially infected wild apple trees 

away from their orchards, and a push for orchards to be certified by the AMCB to sell 

their produce. By 1937 this had been accomplished, and the Board recommended that all 

apples exported from the Nova Scotia should come from orchards certified by the 

AMCB. If owners wished to export their apples, they would have to ensure that their 

trees received AMCB approval and destroy trees that did not conform to its standards.
46

 

The WINS and Co-operation 

While apple growers proved wary of co-operation, the WINS proved to be a keen 

supporter, and many local WIs backed co-operatives. Given their focus on domestic 

labour and women’s social activism, co-operative promotion was never a major WINS 

undertaking. Co-operation, however, did align with its commitment to help improve 

agriculture and its consumer activism, as both consumers and producers stood to benefit 

from co-operation. Shoppers would benefit from access to high quality, home grown 

                                                           
46

 Province of Nova Scotia, Report of the Department of Agriculture, Province of Nova Scotia, For the Year 

Ended September 30, 1933 (Halifax: King’s Printer, 1934), 67-68, and 75-81; Idem, Report of the 

Department of Agriculture, 1935, 133-137. 

 



295 
 

produce. The provincial economy would benefit from the money generated by increased 

farmer prosperity. To ensure that the WI members knew the importance of the co-

operative movement, the WINS invited two of its most prominent champions, Moses 

Coady and Waldo Walsh, to address meetings in the 1930s. At the 1932 convention, 

Coady gave a rather esoteric speech extolling the individual and community betterment 

that could be achieved through greater co-operative action. Walsh, speaking at the 1935 

convention, gave a more practical talk, discussing the groundwork necessary for 

successfully organizing co-operative marketing. Both men’s talks seemed to have been 

well received by the WINS. Writing of Coady’s speech, superintendent Helen 

Macdougall said that it was a “privilege” to listen to such an able speaker.
47

 

Co-operation and the Macdonald Government 

Co-operatives needed more than able speakers if they were to spread further. 

Fortunately, co-operation promotion in Nova Scotia received a boost from the 1933 

provincial election that swept Angus L. Macdonald’s Liberals to power. The new 

government discovered that marketing was an important concern for the voters, both 

producers and consumers, and upon achieving office decided to act. Although the idea of 

a Nova Scotia Marketing Board that would encompass all products, natural or 

manufactured, was floated around in the early days of the Macdonald government, it 

ultimately decided to expand the co-operative program already established.
48
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The man heading this push was Waldo Walsh. Walsh had not worked in rural 

Nova Scotia since 1927, when he had accepted a job in Montreal as the Superintendent of 

Agriculture for the Canadian National Railway. In 1933 John McDonald, a Kings County 

MLA and the new Minister of Agriculture, invited Walsh to Kentville for a meeting to 

discuss the provincial marketing situation. A few months later McDonald invited Walsh 

to a meeting in Halifax, this one attended by Premier Macdonald and Wishart Robertson 

(a former Liberal MLA and later Senator). The trio invited Walsh to serve as the head of 

a tentative Nova Scotia Marketing Board. Walsh turned them down, largely due to his 

lack of knowledge in economic fields outside agriculture. He did, however, express 

interest in being the Department of Agriculture’s Director of Marketing, replacing 

Cumming who was shortly to become provincial agricultural statistician.  

Walsh agreed to write a report for them on his ideas for Nova Scotia agricultural 

policy and returned to Montreal. His hesitancy to return to Nova Scotia was mostly 

financial. His Montreal job had a comfortable annual salary of $5,200 (over $88,000 in 

today’s money), and he had turned down a similar offer from the government of his 

native New Brunswick only a few months earlier. He told McDonald that he would only 

come to Nova Scotia if the department could match his salary. Much to his surprise 

Halifax agreed to his terms, and by the end of the year he found himself immersed in 

agricultural promotion in Nova Scotia.
49

 He and his fellow department staff had their 

work cut out for them, as the depression was still bringing down farmers’ profits and 

raising their costs. Even products in strong demand, like dairy or eggs, were often 
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bringing in low returns and facing stiff competition from imported produce, against 

which they were not sufficiently protected by trade policy.
50

 

The Macdonald Liberals armed the extension workers with more than staff; they 

began to collect information and devise policy recommendations to confront the 

depression. This took the form of the Royal Commission: Provincial Economic Inquiry, 

established in 1934 to ascertain the roots of the province’s economic malaise. For 

commissioners, Macdonald called upon seasoned academics J. H. Jones and Harold A. 

Innis and veteran civil servant Alexander Johnson to investigate the effect of federal 

fiscal and trade policies on the economy of Nova Scotia and the adequacy of the fiscal 

relationship between Ottawa and Halifax.
51

 Agriculture was not the primary focus of the 

Commission, but in its recommendations with respect to agriculture, it made several 

points that the department could easily endorse. The report sided with the Macdonald 

government in arguing that the federal government had a duty to offer financial 

assistance to the social services and economies of poorer provinces, including agricultural 

sectors.
52

 Federal tariffs and freight rates were deemed detrimental to Nova Scotia’s 

economy, including its farm sector, as they made grains and machinery more expensive 
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to purchase.
53

 As for farming itself, the commissioners argued that there should be a shift 

away from mixed farming towards producing specialized cash crops. For the industry to 

remain viable, farming would have to become a more efficient enterprise with the costs 

of production lowered and the margins of profits increased. This goal could be realized 

through the better organization of produce marketing, and a greater application of 

scientific principles to production.
54

 

Winning over Reluctant Farmers 

While Ottawa paid little heed to the recommendations of the Jones Commission, 

its report was music to the ears of the provincial Department of Agriculture. The 

emphasis on an efficient, productive, and profitable agricultural industry was in line with 

the policies the department had been pursuing, especially co-operative promotion. For the 

duration of the 1930s department officials persisted in their efforts to improve the way 

farmers marketed produce, arguing that older methods were inadequate and not in line 

with the more effective trends in marketing elsewhere. Despite apparent benefits, 

improved marketing organization remained a difficult sell to many farmers, because of 

what the department called their “intrinsic individuality.” More practical concerns may 

have held greater sway over farmers’ minds. Farmers were reluctant to ship their produce 

through the co-operatives, which often only gave modest immediate returns. This 

sentiment hampered department efforts to establish steady export markets for Nova 
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Scotia produce, as the farmers wished to wait to sell when prices were highest, not supply 

a year round market.
55

  

Despite this resistance to marketing organization, be it “individualist” or 

pragmatic, department officials were firm in their conviction that marketing organization 

was necessary. In a demoralized market, producers’ costs needed to be reduced, and the 

system of co-operative marketing of graded produce was viewed by the department as the 

only way to achieve this goal.
56

 Extension director W. V. Longley addressed his division 

at a conference held on the NSAC campus in June 1934 on the marketing situation in 

Nova Scotia and argued that marketing was now an integral part of production 

(agricultural or otherwise). Any plan for agricultural advancement needed to focus on co-

operative marketing. In a sign of a growing relationship, A. B. MacDonald of the St. 

Francis Xavier Extension Department promoted the movement’s study clubs as a way to 

further the spread of co-operation and economic improvement among Nova Scotia’s 

producers.
57
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  A similar conference was held the following year, at the same venue, with the last 

session featuring several luminaries, including Premier Macdonald, Minister McDonald, 

Walsh, and Moses Coady, the public face of the Antigonish Movement. The success of 

Antigonish agents in organizing fishermen in study groups, co-operatives, and credit 

unions was of special interest to farmers as they presented a model for future department 

activity. Walsh spoke of the need for more educational efforts among primary producers 

to go hand in hand with efforts of organized marketing so that farmers could make more 

informed decisions about how they conducted their business. The need for such education 

was further brought home in the Annual Report of 1935, which noted that “[t]oday the 

wholesaler, retailer, and consumer are demanding products of a specified type, weight 

and grade, and therefore only individuals and organizations that are prepared to meet 

these requirements can hope to compete successfully in the open market.” The Report of 

1935 laid out a four-step plan to achieve the desired marketing and grading organization. 

Its provisions were familiar; they included eliminating the competition among individual 

producers, eliminating the competition among groups of producers, the establishment of a 

sufficient quantity of a graded product for mass marketing, and the provision of a 

continuous supply to meet the market demands.
58

 

Co-operative Poultry Marketing 

  These steps were not idle musings. Through the Co-operative Associations Act of 

1935 the department initiated a massive new push to co-operatively organize and grade 

poultry. Armed with new legislation, farmers could organize marketing and retail co-ops, 
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and the department could inspect their produce and holdings. By year’s end co-operative 

marketing pools, which only accepted graded poultry, had been established in Yarmouth, 

Antigonish, and Mabou. It was only the beginning of a program that would soon span the 

province.
59

 Producers supplying these pools were expected to feed, finish, and dress their 

poultry in accordance with guidelines established by the department and deliver to the 

pool on set days for grading, packaging, and marketing. The meat was offered to the 

highest bidder in wholesale lots, with prices and returns to producers determined by its 

graded quality. This development was not welcomed by all poultry producers, some of 

whom resented the intrusion on their business and independence by the state and its 

agents. However, the program’s results soon weakened opposition.
60

 

  Prior to the introduction of the program, Nova Scotia produced poultry meat that 

was in disrepute on the local market, and imported poultry almost always sold at a 

premium. Under the new regime wholesalers and retailers began to buy more of the 

locally produced, attractively packaged, and graded poultry.
61

 Realizing that their income 

depended upon selling a high quality product, more and more poultry producers opted 

into the co-operative system. Between 1934 and 1939 the amount of co-operatively 

marketed Nova Scotia chicken increased from 9,437 to 122,649 pounds, and strict 

grading ensured meat was sold at prices equal to elsewhere in Canada.
62

 As is seen in the 
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Table 6.1, Nova Scotians were increasingly raising and buying their own poultry, and 

farmers were supplying chickens graded at the highest quality, especially the coveted 

status of “Milkfed” which designated the meat that was raised to be particularly tender 

and flavourful. It accounts for the vast majority of the ever increasing percentage of 

poultry marketed in Nova Scotia during the decade accounted for here. Between 1934 

and 1945, the lowest grade poultry entering the market declined precipitously from 41.5 

percent of all chicken to 6.6 percent, illustrating how responsive Nova Scotia farmers 

could be to consumer demand when offered viable marketing. 

           Table 6.1: Poultry Marketed in Nova Scotia, 1934-1945 

Year Lbs. % Milkfed % Grades 

A & B 

% Grades 

C & D 

1934 9,437 25.5 33.0 41.5 

1935 12,628 45.0 20.0 35.0 

1936 42,437 60.3 29.0 10.7 

1937 107,556 51.2 25.1 23.7 

1938 105,119 58.6 27.4 14.0 

1939 122,649 81.8 4.4 13.8 

1940 205,132 80.0 8.2 11.8 

1941 224,011 83.9 5.6 10.5 

1942 340,351 81.8 11.8 6.6 

1943 402,748 86.4 5.5 8.1 

1944 912,310 64.8 25.8 9.4 

1945 586,228 74.6 18.8 6.6 

Source: Nova Scotia Department of Agriculture and Marketing, Report of the Department of Agriculture 

and Marketing, Province of Nova Scotia, For the Year Ended November 30, 1945 (Halifax: King’s Printer, 

1946), 52. 

The success of poultry co-operatives in Nova Scotia was obvious, and it sparked a 

new rush of investment in the industry. By decade’s end there was talk of a much grander 

vision for Nova Scotia chicken production. Walter Pierce, a Kentville area farmer, 
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proposed a centralized processing plant that would collect all of the poultry within a 50-

mile radius of its location. His plan came to fruition in 1943 when the Annapolis 

Cornwallis Avon (ACA) Cooperative Association was formed with a processing plant in 

an old apple warehouse in Port Williams, equipped to handle all the poultry and eggs 

produced within the western Annapolis Valley and eastern Hants County. By 1946 the 

new co-op was doing such a brisk business that Canada Packers, the largest meat packing 

company in the country, sought to set up shop not half a mile from the ACA plant. Upon 

hearing this, Walsh and his cohorts arranged a meeting between Premier Macdonald and 

the company’s general manager Norman MacLean. According to Walsh, MacLean gave a 

“tear-jerking performance” at the meeting, waxing poetically about how it was Canada 

Packer’s mission to help the farmers by establishing a processing plant to handle their 

poultry. Macdonald was unmoved and told MacLean that he would only allow such a 

plant to be opened in Cape Breton, where it may help improve the fortunes of farmers, 

but not near the successful ACA.
63

 Walsh saw this meeting as proof of Macdonald’s 

commitment to helping the “little man” and it does demonstrate that his adherence to free 

market classical liberalism was not rigid. Macdonald’s intervention on behalf of the ACA 

represents the high point of state aid for co-operatives; in the post war era it was private 

marketing that, more often than not, held its favour. 

Dairy Rationalization 

Another pillar of Nova Scotia’s agricultural sector, dairy, was undergoing a 

similar co-operative and regulatory process to poultry. In the last years of his tenure as 

                                                           
63

 Walsh, We Fought for the Little Man, 70-72.  

 



304 
 

Dairy Superintendent W. A. MacKay continued to push for the formation of creamery co-

operatives and to strengthen the powers of inspectors to improve the sanitary conditions 

in creameries. This drive continued after his retirement, and an intensive study of Nova 

Scotia’s dairy industry, named “The Dairy Project,” was conducted in 1932 with the goal 

of making dairy production more efficient and productive. This study found that even 

after nearly a decade of improvement efforts, many of the industry’s ills remained. Some 

creameries continued to display wide variances in production during the winter months, 

and many farmers were still reluctant to sell their cream on a graded basis. There were 

signs of development. The department reported a higher number of improved dairy farms 

operating in Nova Scotia that subscribed to the policies the department had been 

promoting. There were opportunities for further expansion, but only, the department was 

keen to stress, on farms that possessed suitable soil, used proper feeds and fertilizers, and 

had a location proximate to urban markets. These farms by default had to be equipped to 

thrive in a market oriented and capital intensive agricultural industry that the department 

was set on creating; marginal farms, as they put it, would be marginalized.
64

 

In 1934 the department created the Dairy Herd Improvement Association (DHIA), 

which grew out of efforts to eradicate Bovine Tuberculosis (BTB). Although the disease 

was seemingly eradicated in Nova Scotia, cattle still needed annual testing to ensure that 

it did not return once again to ravage the herd. In 1934 the federal department announced 

that it was pulling out of its testing responsibilities, leaving the province to form the 

DHIA to pick up the slack. Centred at the NSAC, but with several smaller affiliated 

bodies scattered throughout the province, its chief goal was to prevent the return of BTB 
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and to contain brucellosis (commonly known as Bang’s disease), a malady that frequently 

claimed the lives of pregnant or calving cattle and their calves (and could  infect 

humans). The agency also encouraged the breeding of dairy cattle that would produce 

quality milk in larger quantities.
65

 As can be seen in Table 6.2 the production and value 

of creamery butter and ice cream increased slowly but surely between 1925 and 1939.  

The impact of the dairy association on marketing, however, was not as great as in other 

sectors of the agricultural economy because early public health policies to improve the 

quality of dairy products had already had an impact.  

Table 6.2: Creamery Production of Butter and Ice Cream, 1925-1939 

Year Suppliers Ice Cream 

(qts.) 

Butter 

(lbs.) 

Value ($) 

1925 10,593 686,664 4,504,156 $2,212,035 

1926 9,754 4,764,807 4,764,807 $2,635,852 

1927 10.947 1,410,324 5,108,110 $2,851,518 

1928 10.922 1,548,441 4,561,667 $2,900,362 

1929 10,137 1,765,424 4,254,379 $2,987,663 

1930 11,005 2,071,982 4,724,118 $2,983,954 

1931 11,441 1,834,141 5,896,270 $2,777,516 

1932 13,040 1,171,248 5,968,600 $2,267,991 

1933 13,168 1,033,003 6,087,819 $2,196,160 

1934 14,081 1,100,214 5,804,352 $2,386,366 

1935 12,924 1,144,422 4,900,102 $2,368,535 

1936 13,145 1,100,551 5,726,303 $2,516,596 

1937 13,803 1,500,536 5,850,257 $3,180,373 

1938 13,886 1,426,857 6,711,508 $3,233,717 

1939 13,843 1,471,014 5,693,335 $2,979,040 

Source: Nova Scotia Department of Agriculture and Marketing, Report of the Department of Agriculture 

and Marketing/Natural Resources, Province of Nova Scotia, 1925-1939 (Halifax: King’s Printer, 1926-

1940). 
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To ensure that Nova Scotia’s dairy herd had suitable feed, the department 

promoted the use of fertilizers in fields and pastures. Low soil fertility was recognized as 

a major hindrance to further agricultural development, especially for increased dairy 

output fuelled by high quality feed. Lime was being heavily promoted as the fertilizer of 

choice in the hopes that its application would increase the fertility of soil and allow for 

greater production of quality grains and grass feed. The provincially sponsored system of 

lime quarries had grown to six, in Pugwash, Windsor, Stewiacke, Parrsboro, 

Musquodoboit, and Churchville. After being ground, lime was distributed to farmers by 

rail to spread on fields. To encourage greater lime use the department continued to 

sponsor quarries and helped pay freight rates for limestone shipping. By the mid-1930s, 

in the spirit of co-operative marketing, it was encouraging farmers to organize into co-

operative lime pools to ensure that they could afford and have access to lime supplies, 

even if they were personally short on cash. Despite aggressive campaigning, the 

department found its efforts coming up short. Farmers not proximate to the railway were 

reluctant or unable to take advantage of the department’s offer of subsidized rail-

transported lime. Others wanted to quarry and crush lime themselves in the spring and 

fall when crushing machines were least occupied with road work.
66

 

Regional and National Co-operation 

Despite provincial sponsorship of the creation of co-operatives and increasing 

concern for the quality of produce marketed, all department aided co-operatives were 

private, not government, ventures. Once established, the department limited the 
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involvement of its agents to sending co-operatives useful information to market their 

products. Indeed, the department hoped to hand over more responsibility to local leaders 

rather than government employees. This objective was born out of a desire to save public 

money in the hard times of the 1930s, but was also pragmatic. As the typical agricultural 

representative had roughly 2,000 farmers in his district he could not feasibly expect to 

visit and instruct them all regularly. Local oversight and administration of farmer 

organizations was a necessity.
67

 

There were regional and national dynamics at play in co-operative marketing. 

Integration into regional bodies was viewed as a way to further co-operative progress in 

hard times, as witnessed by the foundation of the Maritime Co-operative Council in 1930. 

This organization included representation from the five largest regional co-operative 

bodies, including the former Maritime Livestock Board (now the Canadian Livestock Co-

operative), the Maritime Egg and Poultry Exchange, United Fruit Companies, the Prince 

Edward Island Potato Growers Association, and the Canadian Co-operative Wool 

Growers.
68

 The regional nature of the Maritime Co-operative Council reflected the 

broader effort at co-operative organization, both provincially and federally.  

On the federal level the fervour for organized marketing was such that in the mid-

1930s Ottawa moved beyond the encouragement of voluntary co-operatives to devise a 

scheme of compulsory organized marketing. In 1934 the government of R. B. Bennett 

passed the Natural Products Marketing Act allowing for the creation of provincial or 
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regional marketing boards. They had exclusive control over the marketing and exporting 

of certain natural products in their jurisdictions, so as to eliminate competition among 

producers and ensure higher returns and product quality. Among the 22 boards approved 

under the act was a Nova Scotia Apple Marketing Scheme, although it never was allowed 

to fulfill its mandate. The act proved to be unpopular in many quarters. While some 

farmers approved of it, others viewed it as an undue state intervention that encroached 

upon their economic independence. Furthermore, it was viewed as constitutionally 

suspect. The terms of the British North America Act gave Ottawa and the provinces joint 

control over agriculture, a division that the Bennett government had seemingly 

overridden. Following his victory in the 1935 election, William Lyon Mackenzie King 

wasted no time in referring the act’s constitutionality to the Supreme Court, and 

eventually to the Judicial Committee of the Privy Council in London. Both ruled the act 

ultra vires, and by 1937 it was repealed and its marketing boards were dismantled.
69

 

Legislating Quality, Sanitation, and Marketing 

  Even without the federal marketing boards, by the late 1930s, Nova Scotia’s 

agricultural sector was far more organized than at any time in its history. The advent of 

co-operatives had rationalized farm marketing to a striking degree, and the emphasis on 

grading had significantly improved the quality of the produce marketed. Still the 

improvers were not satisfied and sought to legislate their ambitious agenda. Calls had 

been voiced for several years for greater legal incursion into farming so as to encourage 

greater modernization, and some laws to that effect had been introduced. To fully realize 
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an agricultural sector where organized marketing and strict grading was universal, a 

greater legal framework was required. This objective was realized in the Natural 

Products Act of 1938 and its direct successor the Agricultural and Marketing Act of 1939. 

Under the terms of the 1938 act, the government was given considerably more power in 

determining what produce met the standards of grading, packaging, and inspection to be 

marketed in Nova Scotia.
70

 The government now had the power to establish marketing 

grades for any agricultural product in regards to quality and packaging, and government 

inspectors were to be allowed access to all produce at all reasonable times, whether in a 

warehouse, a processing facility, or in transit, to ensure that it met packaging and sanitary 

standards. Those products that failed to meet standards were to be removed from the 

market. Failure to comply with the inspectors, from anyone along the chain of sale, could 

result in a $100 fine or 30 days imprisonment!
71

 

  The Natural Products Act thus represented a serious effort to wield the power of 

the state to improve product quality. Increased state intervention was also seen in the 

provincial dairy industry. In 1938, at the behest of Walsh, a Dairy Arbitration 

Commission was set up under the provisions of the Dairy Arbitration Act.
72

 Despite 

decades of effort to regulate the quality of dairy products produced and marketed in Nova 

Scotia, the persistent reluctance of some farmers and creameries to subscribe to grading 
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standards and inspection continued to undermine department efforts to ensure uniform 

quality. The unregulated means by which much fluid milk was still produced and 

marketed in Nova Scotia continued to result in both an unsatisfactory product and low 

returns for farmers.  

Once initiated, the Commission recommended that several long-standing 

department goals be implemented in law, such as licensing persons engaged in any fluid 

branch of the dairy industry, bonding dairy distributors to ensure that farmers would be 

paid on the basis of the weight and quality of the milk, and that milk distributors’ 

facilities would be inspected periodically to ensure sanitary conditions.
73

 The 

monumental achievement of legalized province-wide dairy standards led Walsh to boast 

in his memoirs that “[t]his was the beginning of milk control in the province…we 

brought order out of chaos—the type of order that was helpful to the farmers and, I think, 

to the consumer as well.”
74

 Walsh may be overselling himself, for it had been a priority 

of the department to “bring order out of chaos” in dairy quality for several decades. 

However, he and his cohorts could claim credit for finally achieving the unanimity of 

grading and inspection of dairy products agricultural improvers had long sought. The 

achievement would not prove as long lived as they hoped.  

  Despite these legislative achievements, the department was still not satisfied. The 

1939 Agricultural and Marketing Act reiterated existing legislation regarding agricultural 

societies, the NSFA, registering purebred bulls and stallions, and the authority of figures 

such as the provincial horticulturalist, entomologist, and chemist. It gave the provincial 
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government greater powers to intervene in the farm sector.
75

 The act clarified provincial 

authority to intervene in the agricultural industry and the conditions under which the 

government could exercise its power, thereby further bureaucratizing many facets of the 

sector. By the terms of the act, the state had increased power to intervene in the 

agricultural economy through creating and enforcing higher standards for the marketing, 

packaging, and processing of produce, and stipulating penalties that would occur if these 

standards were violated.  

The 1939 Act furthered the state’s authority to regulate the dairy industry, 

building upon the foundation of the Dairy Arbitration Act. Under the Act, any dairy 

inspector appointed by the government would, at all reasonable times, have access to all 

creameries and cheese factories and everything therein and on the premises. Owners of 

creameries were required to keep proper records of the amount of cream they had 

received, the grade of the cream received, and the weight of butter and cheese they 

produced. Such records had to be given to the provincial inspectors or producers when 

requested. Furthermore, regulations were strengthened regarding the sanitary conditions 

of facilities that were involved in the processing or packaging of agricultural products. 

Dairy facilities failing to meet government sanitary standards could be denied a permit by 

provincial inspectors. The act gave the province authority to establish the grades that 

produce had to meet to be marketed. It laid out the standards for the packaging and 
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transportation of produce. Failure to meet with provincial standards or obstruction of the 

inspectors would meet with the same penalties as those in the 1938 act.
76

  

Conclusion 

The Agricultural and Marketing Act represented the culmination of the 

department’s expanded extension work from 1925 to 1939. Since the mid-1920s the 

department’s efforts had been geared toward making Nova Scotia agriculture more 

organized, productive, profitable, and market oriented, and co-operatives were a vital part 

of those efforts. Co-operatives, in the form that developed in Nova Scotia, offered a 

means for farmers to market large quantities of produce through central pools that graded 

for quality and provided regular supplies for the market. The success co-operatives 

enjoyed in raising the quality, productivity, and profitability of key farm sectors 

convinced the department that greater state intervention was needed to ensure product 

quality and orderly marketing, hence the creation of apple and dairy improvement bodies, 

and the passage of sweeping legislation towards decade’s end. The deprivations born out 

of the depression allowed reformers the opportunity to enact key parts of their agenda. 

The process was only accelerated by the outbreak of war in 1939.  

The front page of the 5 September 1939 issue of The Maritime Farmer showed a 

picture of an idyllic country scene, with gentle rolling hills and well-kept farms, with the 

subheading “Peace, Perfect Peace.”
77

 The editors no doubt meant this image as a tonic to 

the grim reality their readers were facing; Britain had declared war on Germany two days 
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earlier, and Canada was only five days away from its own declaration. For the farmers of 

Nova Scotia, the war would mark another important turning point for their industry; for 

the reformers, it meant the stage was now set for even more ambitious plans for 

marketing organization. Those sectors that adapted to organized marketing and strict 

quality control during the 1930s, such as poultry and dairy, were better placed to adapt to 

these new conditions, while those that resisted, such as apples, were not. 



314 
 

Chapter 7 

A Farmers’ War: Wartime Agricultural Modernization, 1939-1946 

At the outset of the Second World War (1939-45), there were no illusions about 

the size and scope of the conflict; all were aware the war would be a long, hard slog. 

Such cognizance is seen in the department’s Annual Report of 1939, which included the 

proclamation that “any who read this report now or in future years, may know that the 

policy of the Nova Scotia Department of Agriculture was, on the declaration of war, 

directed towards enlisting the farmers into a greater production effort.”
1
 The agricultural 

reformers realised that the war effort would entail unprecedented state intervention at 

both the federal and provincial levels and decided to use the opportunity to further their 

agenda for agricultural modernization. Greater demands for food, to feed Canadian 

servicemen and the citizens of the beleaguered United Kingdom, made the long-standing 

reformer goals of promoting the organized marketing of graded produce, furthering the 

application of science in farming, and encouraging farmers to adopt business tenets more 

palatable than ever.
2
 The crisis of war even brought the marketing of one agricultural 

sector, apples, under complete government control. These events did not come about 

without some struggle, as some in the dairy and apple sectors were resistant to further 

oversight and regulations, and for the first time in some years they had allies in very high 

positions in the provincial government. The war forced the Nova Scotia Farmers’ 

Association (NSFA) and the Women’s Institute of Nova Scotia (WINS) to revaluate how 

they conducted their missions and drew them ever closer to likeminded national 
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organizations. By 1945 all actors in the reform movement were deeply involved in 

planning for a post-war world in which it seemed likely that their vision for a profitable 

and scientific agricultural industry would at last triumph; but, much like the war itself, 

victory brought its own challenges. 

The Farmers and Reformers Confront the Outbreak of War 

Like most Canadians, the farmers and agricultural reformers of Nova Scotia had 

hoped that the war of 1914 to 1918 was the “war to end all wars,” but the interwar years 

were marked by upheaval and rising tensions abroad. By the late 1930s war clouds were 

gathering once more, and finally burst late in the summer of 1939 when Adolf Hitler’s 

expansionist regime invaded Poland, prompting Britain to declare war on Germany. 

Unlike in the previous war, Canada was under no constitutional obligation to join in the 

fight; but emotional attachment to “Mother Britain” in English Canada made its 

participation a foregone conclusion. After a parliamentary debate Canada declared war on 

10 September.
3
 Even before the formal declaration Canada “quietly” went to war, putting 

the forces on a wartime footing and invoking the War Measures Act, a piece of 

legislation from the last war which gave the state sweeping authority to intervene in 

Canada’s economy and society.
4
 The federal and provincial governments, both informed 
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by the growing consensus inspired by the writings of British economist John Maynard 

Keynes, used this authority to revitalize Canada’s depression ravaged economy.
5
 

 Despite the uncertainties that all wars bring, the department of agriculture 

officials were confident that the war effort would require greater food production, and 

were eager to avoid the shortages seen in the last years of the First World War. 

Consequently, it announced an eight point plan of action to guide the agricultural war 

effort. Firstly, it issued an appeal to farmers to plough more land for spring cultivation. 

Secondly, came an appeal to grow more livestock feed to support livestock production. 

Thirdly, it reduced the price of ground limestone to $1.50 per ton to encourage its use. 

Fourthly, it made highway tractors and ploughs available to farmers for the breaking of 

new land. Fifthly, it negotiated an agreement with fertilizer companies not to increase 

other fertilizer prices by more than a dollar in the coming year. Sixthly, it requested the 

federal department take steps to ensure price controls on stock, seed, fertilizers, and other 

chemicals (as well to provide information on what farmers should produce). Seventhly, it 

encouraged farmers to avoid excessive expenditures. And eighthly, it added additional 

members to the legislature’s agricultural committee to oversee the war effort. This list 

would prove only the beginning of an impressive war effort, and, of note, the department 
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remarked that these efforts were responses to “both an opportunity and a need for greater 

farm production in Nova Scotia during peace as well as war.”
6
 

 For their part, the farmers were well informed of the department’s wartime 

priorities, and were firmly onside. NSFA President A. M. Gates began his address at the 

January 1940 annual meeting by pledging his association’s loyalty to the Empire and to 

Canada’s democratic values that were now threatened by a war Canada into which had 

been “forced.” Gates also pledged the full support of the NSFA in responding to the 

department’s call to increase farm production, but warned that many farmers would be 

hard pressed to find the funds to support such an increase; he was eager to hear what help 

the government could offer them.
7
 The outbreak of war was acknowledged by the WINS 

in the October 1939 edition of Home and Country, in a message from the provincial 

Minister of Agriculture and Marketing, John McDonald, composed especially for the 

WINS. The minister called upon the organization to give its all for the war effort, which 

he was sure would be a “long and terrible struggle,” asking them to repeat their laudatory 

efforts in the previous war providing comforts and necessities for both the men serving 

and those coping with their absence or death. McDonald said that the WINS’s 

“[d]evotion to duty and readiness for whatever sacrifices may be asked of them,” were 

sorely needed for the war effort, and he was especially keen to enlist their help for 

encouraging greater agricultural production.
8
 They were not long in replying to him, as at 

                                                           
6
 Province of Nova Scotia, Report of the Department of Agriculture and Marketing, 1939, 10-11. 

 
7
 Nova Scotia Farmers’ Association, Forty-Fourth Annual Report of the Nova Scotia Farmers’ Association, 

Proceedings of the Annual Convention Held at Truro, N.S., 23-25 January 1940 (Truro, NS: NSFA, 1940), 

9-10. 

 
8
 John McDonald, “A Message from the Minister of Agriculture,” Home and Country XVII (4) (October 

1939), 1. 



318 
 

the convention held the following month they pledged to aid the department in seeking 

increased production.
9
 The farmers’ press was onside as well. The Maritime Farmer 

published two separate editorials in the first month of the conflict calling for greater farm 

production for the war effort, and urging unity and co-operation among the farmers and 

the federal and provincial departments.
10

 

Federal Wartime Agricultural Policy 

As The Maritime Farmer’s federal appeal indicates Ottawa’s role was pivotal. 

The full power of the federal state was brought to bear on managing the war effort, food 

production included. Increasing the output of Canadian farms became all the more urgent 

in the spring of 1940 when the German armies overran all of Britain’s primary food 

suppliers in Western Europe. The Nazi conquest of Denmark was a particularly hard 

blow, as it deprived Britain of its major source of butter, cheese, and bacon. To make up 

for these shortfalls Britain turned to Canada, and Ottawa quickly responded. Shortly after 

the conflict began, Ottawa established the ‘Canada War Food Policy’ to oversee the 

production of wheat, bacon, dairy products, wool, and poultry. On 3 September 1939, 

before Canada was even officially at war, Ottawa introduced a system of price controls, 

overseen by the Wartime Prices and Trade Board. The board was charged with 

preventing undue increases in the costs of food, fuel, or other necessities, and regulating 
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their sale.
11

 To ensure that eastern Canadian farmers could afford the greater production 

necessary for the war effort, Ottawa took additional steps to reduce the price of feeds. In 

the spring of 1941, after considerable negotiations with the provinces, the federal 

government agreed to eliminate most freight rates on feed grains being sold from the 

head of the lakes in Ontario to the Maritimes.
12

 

While this federal program was welcomed by the provinces, it nonetheless raised 

concerns over the possibility of duplication in federal and provincial responsibility. To 

waylay these concerns, in 1940 representatives from both levels established a Joint 

Advisory Committee, a body that met several times a year for discussion and 

coordination on the formulation of agricultural policies. Chaired by provincial Minister of 

Agriculture, John McDonald, the Committee included prominent members of the 

department and Nova Scotia Agricultural College (NSAC) staff, such as Marketing 

director F. Waldo Walsh and Extension director W. V. Longley, representatives from the 

federal research farms in Nappan and Kentville, and NSFA Secretary W. S. Blair. After 

1942 the body was renamed the Nova Scotia Advisory Committee on Agricultural 

Services, but throughout the war its topics of discussion remained constant. War issues 

such as farm labour shortages (and promoting mechanization to overcome them), and the 

high freight rates for feeds took precedence in their discussions; other issues, more in line 

with past department efforts, such as encouraging fertilizer use, organized marketing, and 

stricter grading were also up for debate. Other ideas discussed included establishing a 
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provincial abattoir, the formation of artificial insemination units, and marshland 

rehabilitation. Realizing all these goals would have to await the peace.
13

  

 The Canadian Farm Loans Board (CFLB) continued much as it had before the 

war, but the conflict changed the dynamics of farm credit considerably. The demands of 

the war did not engender as great a demand for the long term credit the CFLB was geared 

towards, but rather it was short term credit for purchasing farm machinery and 

implements that could help farms increase production via mechanization that were the 

main draw. Because of this deficiency the number and value of loans granted farmers 

declined during the war years, although the value of the average loan did show growth.
14

 

The need to confront this issue led to innovations in federal farm credit in the post-war 

years. Table 7.1 shows the CFLB’s wartime Nova Scotia loans. 

Table 7.1: Loans to Nova Scotia Farmers by the CFLB, 1940-1945: 

Year Loans Amount($) Average 

Amount 

1940 132 $192,900 $1,461 

1941 152 $70,600 $464 

1942 28 $50,650 $1,809 

1943 15 $27,300 $1,820 

1944 21 $44,550 $2,121 

1945 27 $53,700 $1,989 

Source: The Government of Canada, Canadian Farm Loan Board: Annual Report 1940-1945 (Ottawa: 

Printer to the King’s Most Excellent Majesty). 
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MacMillan takes the Helm 

 Across Canada there was urgency as greater farm productivity was now 

perceived as a matter of national security. The Nova Scotia department’s war effort drew 

heavily on its previous efforts, promoting organized marketing of graded produce, 

furthering the application of science in farming, and encouraging farmers to opt for a 

greater business orientation in their work. But in 1940 the outbreak of war created an 

unexpected turn of events when Premier Angus L. Macdonald left Halifax for Ottawa to 

serve in William Lyon Mackenzie King’s war cabinet to oversee the Royal Canadian 

Navy, leaving the premiership to Hants County MLA Alexander S. MacMillan. 

MacMillan had a farming background and had served as the president of the NSFA in 

1915, but had spent much of his career in the lumbering business and highway 

construction. As premier it was his experience as a businessman, not as a farmer, that 

governed his attitudes towards agricultural policy. 

MacMillan proved to be no friend to the department in its efforts to promote 

farmer marketing co-operatives and evinced a strong personal dislike for their champion, 

Marketing Director F. Waldo Walsh. Walsh reciprocated MacMillan’s animosity in kind 

and considered the five years he spent working for the MacMillan government the worst 

of his career. The tension between the two men was long standing. Throughout the first 

Macdonald government, MacMillan, the Minister of Highways, was one of the fiercest 

opponents of co-operative marketing in Cabinet, along with John D. McKenzie, an 

Annapolis County MLA and the owner of two creameries in Middleton and Windsor. 
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McKenzie’s opposition to co-operatives was largely rooted in self-interest; 

MacMillan’s opposition seems to have been primarily ideological. Walsh believed that 

MacMillan’s background in business had convinced him that profit on the free market 

was the only measure of economic success and that co-operatives represented a socialist 

threat to the capitalist order. According to Walsh, at his worst MacMillan behaved as if 

he thought co-ops were communistic, and he further believed that MacMillan’s hostility 

to co-ops in the Antigonish model was rooted in anti-Catholic prejudice.
15

 Prior to 1940, 

with Premier Macdonald and Agricultural Minister McDonald fully in favour of co-

operatives, the impact of MacMillan and McKenzie’s opposition was negligible, but with 

MacMillan now in the premier’s seat, and McKenzie serving as his Minister of 

Highways, things could change dramatically. While there is little evidence that 

MacMillan hampered or diminished the further organization of co-ops during the war, 

this can probably be attributed to McDonald retaining the agricultural portfolio. Still, co-

op advocates no longer had a friend in the premier’s office, much to Walsh’s chagrin. 

Department Wartime Policy 

Overall the wartime environment aided the agenda of the agricultural improvers. 

Increased food demands necessitated greater production, but the absorption of men into 
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the forces and wartime factory production made this somewhat problematic. Rural areas 

experienced acute labour shortages, especially during harvest time. To counter this 

deficit, the department encouraged volunteer organizations and school children to aid in 

the harvests. Servicemen stationed in Nova Scotia were being detailed to aid in farm 

work in 1943 when a program of allowing servicemen compassionate leave to return to 

their family farms during haying and harvesting seasons was begun. A program enlisting 

550 servicemen to aid with the apple harvest was initiated the same year.
16

 To better 

counter labour shortages the department promoted the further mechanization of farm 

production. Many farmers still did not own a tractor, so the province lent the tractors and 

heavy plows used by the Department of Highways to break land for new roads for 

farmers to open or cultivate land. According to the census information, only 1,386 

tractors and 2,697 trucks were to be found on Nova Scotia farms in 1941, compared to a 

whooping 36,172 horses.
17

 Exact figures on how many farmers took the department up 

on its offer are unavailable, but in the fall of 1939 provincial machines broke up over 

1,000 acres before the onset of frost.
18

 In 1944 the department developed a policy of 

assisting groups of farmers to co-operatively purchase tractors or other farm machines, 

offering up to one-third of the entire price, provided it did not exceed $600, met the 

Department’s approval, and could be regularly inspected.
19
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The Department of Agriculture went on a hiring spree during the war years to aid 

in its quest for greater wartime farm production. In 1939 alone it hired an additional 30 

men for extension work, bringing the total to 307 employees, who organized 3,967 

meetings, made 27,798 farm visits, took 32,864 phone calls, answered more than 28,711 

letters, and tended to 23,573 office visits.
20

 As the war dragged on, the number of 

Extension employees declined slightly as some enlisted, but the jobs Extension workers 

were expected to perform continued to expand throughout the war.
21

 

The “Farm Improvement Project” (founded in 1938, with its work beginning in 

earnest in 1939), assisted farmers who wished to re-arrange their farming operation to 

make it a more profitable enterprise. The work usually consisted of department 

employees visiting farms, performing soil samples, and recommending use of fertilizers, 

crop rotations, and new strains of livestock that were best suited for the farm’s 

capabilities to make a profit. Limestone was still the department’s fertilizer of choice, 

and, throughout the war, its staff promoted the co-operative purchasing of limestone and 

continued to subsidize freight rates for shipping it. These efforts and the greater demands 

of the war had a marked effect; by the third year of the conflict provincial sales of 

limestone were at 34,370 tons, more than double the 14,808 sold in 1939. By 1945 sales 

of ground limestone in Nova Scotia had reached 50,000 tons, with a new quarry opened 

in Upper Musquodoboit to meet the increased demand.
22
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Wartime Co-operation 

Walsh’s Markets Branch continued in wartime much as it had in peacetime, with 

the policies laid down in 1934 providing the guidelines for continued marketing 

development. Marketing agents continued to stress the organization of producers in co-

operative pools, and the strict grading of products. New wartime demand made the 

agent’s role of informing farmers on market demands and prices more important than 

ever before. Thanks to the aggressive promotion of co-operatives and grading in the 

previous decade many farmers were well placed to meet the demand. Those who had yet 

to join co-operatives were often persuaded by the pools themselves, which were used as a 

front for educating unorganized farmers, and persuading them to set up their own 

marketing pools. As early as 1941 these efforts, along with federal freight assistance, 

delivered considerable dividends, with Walsh reporting that the financial situation of 

many farmers had considerably improved.
23

 

Livestock promotion was the primary beneficiary, as organized marketing brought 

huge dividends to the dairy, pork, and, especially, poultry sectors. The higher returns on 

graded and centrally marketed poultry became evident to more and more farmers, and the 

number of poultry marketing pools grew from 14 to 30 between 1939 and 1940 alone. 

With increased demand, farmers increased their orders for chickens to raise, and by 1943 

Nova Scotia’s hatcheries were producing over 1,342,198 chicks, an increase of 36.7 

percent over 1942 and an impressive 210 percent over 1939. Towards the end of the war 
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new facilities for refrigeration and processing were introduced to the poultry pools, 

allowing for Nova Scotia poultry producers to achieve new levels of quality and storage-

life, a harbinger of post-war developments in the poultry sector.
24

 

The farmers reciprocated the department’s push for greater production, more 

organized marketing, and stricter grading. The NSFA endorsed the call for farmers to 

increase production for the war effort, and welcomed the expanded role of the state in 

farming as a way to provide a more ordered marketing system and fairer returns for 

producers. During the war, the association was heavily involved in local improvement 

efforts, chiefly by its continuing support for co-operative organizations. Graded produce, 

increased farm efficiency, and steady deliveries to central marketing pools were deemed 

a perfect match for the war effort’s need for increased production.
25

 But for the NSFA, 

co-ops were becoming more than economic. In the wartime atmosphere co-ops took on a 

new importance as a vehicle for social renewal and reform, an element of co-operative 

thinking that had long been prevalent among the co-operators inspired by the Antigonish 

Movement, much more so than those established with department assistance. Given the 

fear of a return to depression in the post-war economy, it found a wide audience. 

At the 1942 NSFA convention, Father James Kiely made the case that co-

operatives represented a fairer deal for workers and exemplified the democratic principles 

that Canadians were fighting for overseas, thereby providing a blueprint for a more just 
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and prosperous post-war social order.
26

 These ideas dominated the following year’s 

convention, which featured lectures and discussions on the economic and social utility of 

co-operatives for the post war world.
27

 This wartime enthusiasm for organized marketing 

eventually led the NSFA to agitate for new legislation. In 1944 the association resolved 

to request that Ottawa bring back national marketing legislation similar to the Bennett era 

marketing board that had been declared unconstitutional.
28

 

As the request for national marketing standards indicates, the war prompted the 

NSFA to become more national in its thinking. Since Canada’s wartime agricultural 

policy was national in scope, the NSFA deepened its relationship with the Canadian 

Federation of Agriculture to ensure that the national lobbying body would push for 

agricultural policy that would best serve the interests of the Maritimes.
29

 The NSFA sent 
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delegates to the meetings of both the regional and national federations to discuss and vote 

on policy positions and draft proposals to be presented to the federal government. The 

federation was instrumental in convincing Ottawa to introduce fixed price rates, ease 

inter-provincial trade of farm goods, and reduce freight rates on farm products, fertilizers, 

and tools to ensure that farmers could afford to produce more for the war effort while still 

making a profit.
30

 The success of the federation in making Ottawa listen to farmers’ 

concerns convinced NSFA members mid-way through the war that closer co-operation 

with the national body (and its regional affiliate), was needed to ensure that more policies 

were crafted to meet the farmers needs.
31

 

The Battle of the Dairy Arbitration Commission 

Agricultural improvement efforts, however, always come down to provincial and 

local applications. Dairy improvement continued along pre-war lines, with the provincial 

Department of Agriculture, supported by the NSFA continuing to push for greater 

production and improved quality through regular inspection of dairy production facilities. 

The increased department sway over creameries under the 1939 legislation made the 

latter possible, while the increased demand for dairy products brought on by the war 

secured the former. The dairy sector also benefited from labour shortages, which were 

easier to overcome than they were in other sectors thanks to advances in technology. In 

1941 Walsh reported that use of milking machines was on the rise, allowing farmers to 
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produce large quantities of clean milk efficiently. The advent of price controls and 

subsidies under the auspices of the federal Wartime Prices and Trade Board and the 

Prices and Commodity Prices Stabilization Corporation, ensured that Nova Scotia dairy 

farmers enjoyed reasonable financial stability.
32

 

The demand for dairy products seemed insatiable. By 1943 dairy production had 

reached an all-time high, for which the department credited the favourable prices of 

feeds, thanks to the subsidized freight rates that kept costs down.
33

 Furthermore, the 1938 

creation of the Dairy Arbitration Commission (DAC), which had the authority to regulate 

the quality of dairy products sold, the sanitary conditions of dairy processing stations, and 

the prices of fluid milk, meant higher quality products for consumers and greater returns 

for producers. The reformers who staffed the provincial department were ecstatic when 

the DAC was created. Walsh, who headed the board, proudly proclaimed in his memoirs 

that this achievement had brought “order out of chaos” in Nova Scotia’s dairy industry.
34

 

During the course of the war, dairy came under even greater state regulation. In 

December 1942 Ottawa issued an Order in Council (No. 220), which rationed butter to 

eight ounces a week per person to ensure that Canada could supply enough butter and 

cheese to its servicemen overseas as well as British civilians.
35
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Despite these successes, the DAC had enemies in the form of private dairy 

marketing interests who resented greater government regulation in their business, the 

possibility of being mandated to pay farmers higher prices, and the potential costs that 

stricter sanitation regulations could bring. Fortunately for them, they had friends in high 

places. In early 1944, the DAC reported 10 major violations in creameries to the 

government, including cheating on weights and improper butterfat tests. For several 

weeks it received no reply on the appropriate course of action from the cabinet. During 

this same time, the NSFA, an enthusiastic supporter of the DAC, passed a resolution 

calling for the DAC’s price setting authority to be expanded to provincial creameries.
36

 

The MacMillan cabinet met this proposal with hostility, especially from creamery owner 

John D. McKenzie, the Minister of Highways. The tensions over the authority and scope 

of the DAC came to a head at a meeting of the House Agricultural Committee on 24 

March of 1944, which included politicians, representatives from the NSFA, and creamery 

interests. 

The first shot was fired by Frederick M. Blois, leader of the opposition 

Progressive Conservatives, who claimed the creamery owners were defrauding producers 

by at least 27 percent, and that the government was allowing it due to the influence of 

McKenzie. J. J. Creighton, a representative of the creamery owners, in answering Blois, 

sidestepped the accusation, and instead pointed to the improvements witnessed in 

provincial creameries over the last 20 years. He asked why, therefore, creamery owners 
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should be burdened with further regulations and price controls.
37

 McKenzie echoed these 

laissez-faire objections to greater creamery regulation, arguing that it would hurt 

business. Newly appointed NSFA secretary-treasurer Clarence T. Fitzrandolf countered 

McKenzie’s claims, arguing that the plan had wide support among the farmers who felt 

that they were getting a raw deal from the existing system, which allowed creamery 

owners to set the prices they paid for cream. He claimed that cream producers in western 

Nova Scotia suspected creamery owners of working in cahoots to keep their purchase 

prices down, as they were being paid considerably less, 3 to 4 cents per pound of butter 

fat, than their fellow dairy farmers on the North Shore. Regulating prices would thus 

improve the relationship between farmers and creamery owners through eliminating 

mutual suspicions. 

McKenzie did not take the bait and respond to Blois’s partisan shot; instead he 

launched a volley at Fitzrandolf, no doubt recognizing the personal jab embedded in 

Fitzrandolf’s argument. The two were familiar adversaries. In addition to his NSFA 

work, Fitzrandolf was a member of the Nova Scotia Apple Marketing Board (NSAMB), a 

staunch co-operative promoter, and, until recently, manager of the Maritime Food 

Council, as a body dedicated to promoting the organized and strictly graded marketing of 

foodstuffs, putting him at logger-heads with the laissez-faire creamery owners. 

Furthermore, Fitzrandolf, a resident of Bridgetown, was one of McKenzie’s Annapolis 

County constituents. But if their exchange was any indication, the minister was not 

interested in seeking Fitzrandolf’s vote. McKenzie first retorted by asking for specific 

complaints against individual creameries undercharging dairy producers. Fitzrandolf 
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replied that he had received such complaints against McKenzie’s own creamery. 

McKenzie, in turn, accused Fitzrandolf, incorrectly, of never working as a farmer, and 

being little more than an “agitator trying to stir up trouble” on behalf of the Food Council 

that paid him $4,000 a year. He then bemoaned having to listen to “men who are trying to 

do the same thing with farmers that union leaders did with labor.” But Fitzrandolf and his 

fellows remained adamant on the need for an independent body measuring and testing the 

cream delivered to creameries, and consequently determining its price, arguing that the 

owners could not be trusted with this responsibility and that the operation of creameries 

was a “public concern.”
38

 

With the NSFA pressuring it, and the members of the DAC threatening to resign 

en masse if the cabinet did not respond to the reported violations, the MacMillan cabinet 

deliberated on the issue for a week. They decided to completely dismantle the DAC, and 

transfer its mandate to a body with wider authority over public health and safety, the 

Board of Commissioners of Public Utilities (BCPU). Premier MacMillan, McKenzie, and 

John McDonald, Minister of Agriculture and Marketing, all supported the restructuring, 

claiming that the BCPU was far better equipped to administer dairy regulations than the 

DAC. Shortly thereafter the BCPU drafted new regulations for the sale of milk and 

cream, encouraging greater pasteurization, and increasing creamery sanitation. 

Creameries bore the brunt of the BCPU’s revised regulations, and those failing to meet 

sanitary standards or doing sufficient business to justify installing modern equipment and 
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employing trained personnel were to be closed immediately.
39

 Those new regulations 

gave a distinct advantage to the large creameries.    

The BCPU, however, made no attempt to regulate creamery pricing, causing 

suspicion to grow in the minds of many NSFA members that their interests had been 

sacrificed for those of private creamery owners.
40

 There can be little doubt that McKenzie 

used his influence to quash any price setting proposals, and doubtless the premier, a man 

of a similar mindset, needed little convincing on this point. Walsh, for his part, agreed to 

the transfer of the DAC authority to the BCPU, calling it “necessary” in his memoirs. 

Perhaps the greater reach of the BCPU won him over, though he seemed to have resented 

the move somewhat, claiming that he and his fellows had been “outsmarted,” an 

indication that he favoured greater price controls, but was willing to accept what controls 

he could get from a hostile premier and cabinet.
41

 

Apples: Canada’s First Agricultural War Casualty 

Given the amount of attention it received, it is no surprise that the department 

now viewed dairy as Nova Scotia’s most important farm sector in terms of revenue and 

health.
42

 This esteem probably surprised those engaged in the apple trade, which was 

particularly hard hit by the war. The phenomenal success of the province’s apple trade 

with Britain proved to be a liability in 1939. The financial constraints of total warfare 

caused the British to divert nearly all of their capital expenditure to the war effort, and 
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London made plain to Ottawa that it would not be expending funds on importing apple 

products, fresh or processed.
43

 The closure of Nova Scotia’s chief market, threw the apple 

industry into a tailspin, and the 1939 crop seemed destined to rot in the barrels. Several 

commentators claimed that the apple industry was Canada’s first war casualty.
44

 Apple 

growers acted swiftly to avert a crisis. A three-man committee consisting of George 

Chase, a prominent apple grower and shipper, George Wilson, the manager of a co-

operative fruit company, and Walsh, the provincial Marketing Director, traveled to 

Ottawa in early September to seek federal aid. Fortunately for the apple growers, they 

had a well-placed friend. James Lorimer Ilsley, MP for the riding of Digby-Annapolis- 

Kings which straddled much of Nova Scotia’s apple country, was one of the most 

prominent ministers in Mackenzie King’s Cabinet.
45

 

But even with such a prominent supporter, the apple committee had a struggle on 

their hands to acquire the assistance they desired. After two weeks of lobbying and 

meetings in Ottawa, Ilsley called Walsh, Chase, and Wilson to his office and informed 

them that Cabinet had agreed to offer $1,750,000 in aid, well below the $2,225,000 the 

apple growers had requested. Undeterred, both Ilsley and the committee went back to 
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work lobbying the Cabinet and the Department of Agriculture, and within a week had 

hashed out a deal closer to what the growers wanted.
46

 Having one of the Prime 

Minister’s chief lieutenants as their MP thus gave the apple growers something of an 

advantage, but this help was not without a price. To placate central Canadian fruit 

growers Nova Scotia growers agreed that their crop would be excluded from Ontario and 

Quebec markets, and would instead be shipped to processing plants to be juiced, canned, 

or evaporated.
47

 These products were, in turn, destined for the domestic market (though 

some were shipped to Canada’s allies and servicemen), and Ottawa launched an 

advertising campaign to promote the consumption of apple products.
48

 Once this deal was 

in place, Ottawa used a provision of the War Measures Act to create the NSAMB, headed 

by apple co-operative manager R. J. Leslie, to oversee the dispersion of the crop. 

In short, the war precipitated the complete centralized marketing of the entire 

apple crop, 10 years after it was recommended by the Tory Commission of 1930. At that 

time it had been met with a lukewarm response from growers and the department and was 

never implemented. The war crisis had changed attitudes dramatically. An emergency 

meeting of apple growers, shippers, and processors in Kentville in the early days of the 

war endorsed the creation of a Board.
49

 This irony was not lost on Agricultural Minister 

John McDonald when he addressed the Nova Scotia Fruit Growers Association’s 

(NSFGA) 1940 annual meeting, taking the opportunity to bemoan the fact that it took the 
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crisis of the war to achieve complete centralized marketing.
50

 McDonald did not stop 

there, and urged the NSFGA delegates to endorse the other recommendations of the Tory 

commission, including improving the packing system, subjecting their produce to 

rigorous inspection, and paying more attention to the health of their orchards. The 

delegates apparently listened to McDonald’s address in “grim silence,” but nonetheless 

endorsed the creation of the NSAMB, and thanked the federal government for its 

assistance to their industry.
51

 It proved a fateful meeting. The board’s control over the 

industry and McDonald’s call for its modernist reform dominated the apple sector’s 

wartime experience. 

For financial reasons, processors were initially wary of taking such a large portion 

of the crop (over 1,500,000 barrels in 1939), but the federal government assured them 

that they would be compensated for any losses they suffered. Producers were offered the 

same guarantee.
52

 The apples that were not processed were sold by the NSAMB as fresh 

fruits on the local market, an additional 500,000 barrels in 1939. Expecting the British 

market to reopen at the end of hostilities, these were regarded as temporary measures. But 

many in the department were mindful of problems the apple industry had faced when the 

market was open, and decided to take advantage of the situation to push for greater 

modernization to ensure that the apple sector could thrive when the market returned. To 

work out a plan for future development, a survey of the Annapolis Valley orchards was 

launched in the fall of 1939 to obtain definite information on the amount of orchard 
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acreage, the number of trees, and their variety and age.
53

 Further change was being seen 

in the destination of the crop, as a ready Canadian demand for Nova Scotia apple 

products was soon discovered.
54

 In light of this development the NSAMB began studying 

how Nova Scotia orchards could further supply the domestic market, concluding that 

more effort was needed to improve apple grading, packaging, and cold storage to ensure 

that apples reached the market in a more desirable state.
55

 

These changes began a major reform effort in Nova Scotia’s apple sector, which 

was sorely needed. Despite its long success, the apple industry had serious weaknesses. 

Despite the warnings they had received in the previous decade, Nova Scotia apples still 

packaged and shipped in barrels, not in boxes as was now standard in most other apple 

producing regions. Retailers and customers criticized barrel packaging for causing 

frequent apple bruising and spoilage; box packaging produced less in both regards; 

retailers also found boxes much less cumbersome to move and store than barrels.
56

 Nova 

Scotia’s apple sector also lagged behind other apple sectors in Canada in the number of 

modern cold storage facilities it used. By 1942 the NSAC was conducting experiments in 

apple cold storage, and the initial forays produced results that made the staff hopeful for 

further development in the near future.
57

 For its part, the NSFGA passed a resolution at 

their 1943 annual meeting requesting that the federal government construct at least one 
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central cold storage facility. Walsh, a guest speaker at the meeting, backed the resolution, 

telling the delegates that organized marketing was the salvation of their industry.
58

 Other 

delegates urged further reforms to how apples were harvested, handled, and packaged. 

These repeated concerns were backed up the following year when the department, in co-

operation with the NSFGA, completed a report on the future of the apple industry, which 

recommended that the industry construct several cold storage facilities for central 

marketing, and switch over from barrel to box packaging. The Markets division believed 

that if the apple sector adopted these policies it could compete and thrive in the national 

and export markets.
59

 

In 1944 the department and NSFGA established a committee of five men to visit 

orchards in Ontario, British Columbia, and Washington State to examine their use of cold 

storage.
60 

After traveling for nearly two weeks in February 1945 the committee returned 

to Nova Scotia and recommended that a cold storage facility, with forced air circulation 

and strictly monitored temperatures, capable of holding at least 50,000 bushels be 

constructed immediately in the Annapolis Valley, and that it be equipped for box 

packaging (though barrels remained the most common packaging method in Nova Scotia 

until the turn of the 1950s).
61

 The policies for the post-war apple development were now 
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set, but the post-war years would see the apple industry in a crisis so deep that all the 

modern packaging and storage in the world could not revive prosperity. 

Wartime government supervision of the apple industry could boast significant 

progress in the orderly marketing of apples and the promotion of modernization, but not 

all in the apple sector were pleased with the situation. Many growers and shippers 

resented what they deemed a government intrusion into their business, and longed for 

peacetime and the return of the laissez-faire status-quo. Among the most prominent of 

these voices was Edward D. Haliburton, a farmer and journalist from Avonport, Kings 

County, who had worked for several apple shipping firms. Haliburton was not opposed to 

organized marketing in general, and some of the apple shipping firms he had worked for 

in the past were co-operative. But as an adherent of “rugged individualism” in his 

political and economic thought, Haliburton despised the NSAMB and all it stood for. 

Writing to John D. McKenzie in April 1942, he argued that while he always supported 

co-ops, “compulsory co-operatives are not co-operation at all, just another word for 

Facism[sic]…Co-operation from the top down…has never worked, and never will work, 

but it can play wreck and ruin with the set up we have.”
62

  

McKenzie, the laissez-faire creamery man, was no doubt sympathetic, but 

Haliburton expressed his views to a less like-minded correspondent, Walsh, one of the 

NSAMB’s main architects. He wrote to Walsh in December 1942 in protest of what he 

thought was unfair coverage of an apple growers meeting discussing the future of its 

marketing system, feeling the reports were skewed in favour of centralization. Haliburton 
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desired a return to market decentralization, “under such conditions as prevailed…before 

the war,” under which “good growers and managers made a good living, poor growers 

did not. As was right and proper.” He did concede that such conditions might not return, 

and that “there may be better arguments for Centralization. I am willing to be convinced 

by study, argument, or decision of the majority. But I am not going to lie down when I 

believe a small leadership group is trying to herd us into something, not because we 

believe it, but because they believe it.”
63

 

Haliburton’s frustration about state organized marketing was so great that he 

could not limit venting it only to McKenzie and Walsh. In December 1942, responding to 

a proposed plan to centrally grade all poultry, he penned an open letter protesting 

compulsive central marketing addressed to Agricultural Minister John McDonald. 

Seeking to publish his letter, Haliburton submitted it to his friend John S. Scott, owner 

and editor of the Berwick newspaper Register. Though largely concurring with its 

arguments, Scott refused to publish the letter, knowing that McDonald could be sensitive 

to criticism and also fearing that its publication could be counterproductive to their 

cause.
64

 Scott was likely right, as Haliburton had held little back. While he lauded the 

department for its promotion of limestone fertilizer, and its policies for drainage and land 

clearing, the promotion of centralized marketing, earned nothing but his scorn. 

Haliburton condemned a system he argued mostly benefited the retailer and the 

consumer, rather than the producer, and eliminated a direct link between farmers and 

consumers, an idea he mockingly deemed “horrifying to some of your advanced 
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thinkers.” In his estimation, the department, in its zeal for organization, ignored the more 

serious problems of inefficient farming and the scarcity of arable land. The department’s 

chief goal was ensuring there was “more grading, more storing, more hands for the 

product to pass through. There must be ‘Centralization’ which Mr. MacMillan says has 

and is ruining…industry but judging from some of the propaganda emanating from your 

Department, is to usher in a glorious new era for producers.” Yet, he noted derisively that 

while the crown jewel of the efforts at centralization, the NSAMB, was “extolled to the 

skies for what it has accomplished” there was “never a reference to the Federal Money 

which has always guaranteed its success.” As far as Haliburton was concerned, “anything 

sells today, anywhere anytime,” and centralized marketing would do little to improve the 

situation for producers. Beyond policy disagreements, Haliburton seemed personally 

offended at the way he felt the department agents presented their laissez-faire opponents 

as “sinister, suspicious character[s], wanting in sincerity and honesty.”
65

 Haliburton was 

obviously frustrated with the situation, but to little avail. During the crisis years of the 

depression and war, opinions such as his were sidelined by organized marketing’s 

promise of prosperity. Their hour came in the post-war years, and Haliburton was at the 

front of a charge against centralized apple marketing. 

The NSAC in Wartime 

The NSAC was deeply involved in the wartime efforts for farm modernization. 

But the conflict presented several unique challenges for the college, beginning with 

leadership. Lyman Chapman had been college principal since the resignation of John 
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Trueman in 1936; the outbreak of war shortened his tenure as in 1940 he was called back 

into active duty in the Royal Air Force, as a recruitment officer.
66

 Chapman was replaced 

by Leslie Harlow, who had served as professor of chemistry and provincial chemist since 

the 1910s. Harlow, however, was, by this time, near the end of his long career and, after 

his retirement in 1941, was replaced by Charles Boulden.
67

 Apart from this quick 

succession of principals, the Second World War had a similar effect on the NSAC as the 

previous war. Like other colleges and universities, the NSAC saw many current and 

potential students, as well some professors and staff, enlist, and resources and energy 

were directed to the war effort.
68

 The drop in attendance was not as conspicuous as it had 

been in the earlier war. From 1942 to 1944 up to 90 members of the Royal Canadian Air 

Force received training on the NSAC campus under the canopy of the War Emergency 

Training Plan School. To carry out this task, the Air Force built new and refurbished old 

facilities on the NSAC campus, which after the war would be used to house an expanded 

NSAC faculty and the Nova Scotia Land Settlement Board.
69

 Throughout the war the 

NSAC offered special short courses, funded by the Dominion Department of Labour, on 

modern farm methods,  their raison d’être being to prepare farmers to adapt to the post-

war economy.
70
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Even some of the spare time of NSAC students was devoted to agricultural 

improvement. Every Monday evening, students would gather to listen to CBC radio’s 

Farm Forum, developed in the late 1930s by adult educators, among them former NSAC 

professor W. H. Brittain (now at MacDonald College), to disseminate new ideas in 

farming to the Canadian people and encourage discussion of these issues. NSAC students 

were enthusiastic participants in the Forum, usually dividing themselves up into 

“listening groups” that congregated in the homes of NSAC professors to listen to and 

discuss the issues raised by the program; once a month special sessions were held for all 

the groups to meet and talk. Such encouragement was not limited to NSAC students, as 

Farm Forum listening groups were also organized for local farmers throughout the 

province.
71

 The Monday evening forums were a tradition at the NSAC until the CBC 

cancelled the program in the 1960s.
72

 Students also began to venture beyond the confines 

of the NSAC campus in the latter part of the war, with the college organizing day trips to 

various locations outside Truro, especially the burgeoning poultry co-operatives in the 

Annapolis Valley, to give students first hand instruction in modern agricultural 

production and processing.
73

 This was not the only contact that NSAC students had with 

the broader farming community, as the Extension Division’s courses on Economics 

would forward students papers on cooperation to provincial cooperatives for review and 

criticism, fostering links between NSAC students and cooperatives.
74
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Internal Wrangling at the NSFA 

The war years saw the NSFA go through another round of introspection and 

internal reform. As the war wound down, NSFA’s attention had shifted back to financial 

and constitutional matters. It had little option, for by 1941 Secretary Blair was reporting 

that association expenses would exceed its revenue by $600, not including the $100 he 

was willing to contribute to the coffers. The burgeoning costs incurred in printing the 

nearly 8,000 copies of its annual reports distributed to its members and affiliated bodies 

was a major factor in creating the deficit. The NSFA found itself contemplating either 

cutting back on its services to its members, or raising the fees it charged to them, both 

unattractive options for an association that was having difficulties attracting and keeping 

members. A Committee on Co-operation and Co-ordination, headed by ‘Antigonish 

Movement’ stalwart A. B. MacDonald, was formed to investigate the problem. To 

determine how well the NSFA represented the needs of farmers, the committee sent out a 

questionnaire to the province’s 225 societies; only 62 responded.
75

 Based on the 

information provided, in 1943 the Committee proposed a series of radical reforms that, if 

adopted, would substantially alter the composition and management of the NSFA. 

In news that would dismay many in the NSFA, the committee found that there 

was a profound lack of farmer interest in either the societies or the NSFA, but that many 

believed greater organization and coordination among farmers was needed to ensure that 

they could adapt to a changing modern world. In devising ways to meet these needs, the 

MacDonald committee revisited the proposals the Brown committee had put forward in 
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1938, and were drawn to its first proposal for reorganization, doing away with their long 

standing association with the agricultural societies. Thus, in its report it recommended 

that NSFA cut any and all formal ties with the societies and create two new modes of 

farmer organization -- community clubs and district farmers’ associations -- to replace 

them as the source of NSFA members and funds. Under the terms of this plan, any local 

farmer organization, such as co-ops, Women’s Institutes, or an agricultural society, could 

qualify as a community club, and would be united with other bodies under a county-

based district farmers’ association. It would meet regularly and be entitled to send up to 

five delegates to the NSFA’s annual meeting. This move, in line with the long standing 

NSFA policy of encouraging greater agricultural co-ordination under its banner, would 

end the favourable status granted to the old, often stagnating, societies, allowing the 

NSFA to draw members from more dynamic organizations.
76

 

As radical a break from the past as this was, the MacDonald committee had 

another up its sleeve. In a move that would have pleased former Secretary Harry Brown, 

it called for the NSFA to become completely financially independent from the province’s 

annual $1,000 grant. To achieve this, the committee recommended increasing 

membership fees to $1.00 per member, whereas previously it had been only a few cents. 

Raising membership fees had been an unthinkable action only a few years before, but, 

surprisingly, no voices were raised in objection. The committee’s plans were formally 

approved at the 1943 meeting, and trial runs of reorganization along the lines proposed 
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were begun in Hants, Inverness, and Yarmouth counties.
77

 Encouraging results from 

these trials prompted the province to amend the Agricultural and Marketing Act in March 

1944 to formally reorganize the NSFA. Although the 1944 amendments provided the 

NSFA with some degree of stability in terms of finance and membership, the post-war 

world offered even greater challenges. 

The WINS’ War Effort 

Among the agricultural promotional institutions in the province the WINS 

devoted the most attention to issues not directly related to the farm community. The 

WINS was particularly supportive of League of Nations’ peace initiatives. As early as its 

1931 convention, the WINS adopted a resolution calling for the local WIs to collect 

signatures for petitions endorsing a League disarmament plan, and the March 1932 

edition of Home and Country featured an article by a representative on the Federated 

Women’s Institutes of Canada’s League of Nations committee urging all WI members to 

promote peace through educational outreach in their local schools and communities.
78

 

These efforts had little effect. With war again upon them in 1939, the WINS’s motto, 

“For Home and Country,” suddenly found new resonance, for them, for their allies in the 

agricultural reform movement, and for rural Nova Scotia as a whole.
79
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The war years proved less challenging to the WINS than to the NSFA. As ever, 

this voice of rural women was sure of its mission and purpose and not beset by questions 

of constitutionality or relevance. Agricultural Minister John McDonald had made a 

specific plea to the WINS to contribute to the war effort, and its actions over the next six 

years justified his confidence. It was a body with considerable clout in rural communities 

that could help deliver results. Unlike in 1914, the WINS was now a well-established, 

province-wide institution with abundant experience that it could bring to bear for the war 

effort. While its clout had expanded, the WINS’s part in the Second World War largely 

mirrored that of the First: raising war funds, providing care packages for soldiers, and 

helping on the home front in any way they could. For WINS, the “present emergency” 

only proved that its own long term goal of promoting home economics was more crucial 

than ever. Women needed to ensure that their work was done with maximum efficiency 

and productivity to meet the demands of the war. Moreover, consumer education was 

necessary so that shoppers could navigate through rationing and want, and knowledge of 

nutrition was essential to ensure that Canadians had the health and energy to fight the 

war.
80

 The WINS would thus fight the war on its own terms. 

It wasted little time in informing its members about what they could do to assist 

the war effort. Like all public institutions, WINS encouraged its members to buy war 

bonds and save stamps. The response was impressive; in 1942 alone, 1,500 folders for 

saving stamps were distributed to members. Members were encouraged to donate their 

time and money to patriotic causes and charities, and the results here were equally 

impressive. The Red Cross and other such medical related bodies were among the prime 
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recipients of WINS’s wartime aid, receiving a generous annual donation from the 

Institute. There were other notable WINS contributions such as an ambulance, worth 

$1,750, for overseas service that was donated at the 1939 convention. Furthermore, 

members were encouraged to volunteer for the Red Cross in their local communities and 

make donations of clothing, supplies, non-perishable foods, books and magazines, and 

toys, which could be given to servicemen and British civilians. The generosity was all the 

more remarkable in an environment where wartime wage and price controls and rationing 

restricted the material and financial means of many members. Some local WIs did fold 

for lack of funds. In response, the WINS dedicated its efforts to ensuring that the WIs that 

survived used their resources effectively.
81

 

The WINS was convinced that wartime instruction in Home Economics was 

needed more than ever. The wartime regime of price controls and rationing left 

homemakers with little choice but to cut back on the money they spent on food and the 

materials they had available for garment making or repair. Efficiency and thriftiness in 

home making, long staples of the Home Economics movement, were now even more 

essential if homemakers were to ensure that both their families and the nation’s soldiers 

were well fed and cared for. Wartime need for manufacturing materials and energy meant 

that production and repair of sewing machines was severely restricted at a time when 

those machines were sorely needed. In response, the WINS organized what it called 

“sewing machine clinics” to instruct women in how to maintain and repair their sewing 

machines with materials they had on hand. The clinics, usually held twice a year, were 
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administered by Angus Banting, the Provincial Agricultural Engineer and NSAC 

professor of Farm Mechanics, who, in the course of his demonstrations, would dismantle, 

clean, adjust, and oil aged sewing machines in front of a WINS audience, instructing 

them in how to maintain their machines.
82

 

Of course, the immediate concern of most WINS members was ensuring that their 

own families were well fed. To help members provide for the needs of both their own 

families and the war effort, the WINS created a new committee, “Wartime Controls,” to 

guide members through the maze of rationing and price controls.
83

 Though women had 

become accustomed to thrift through the depression, the war’s ration regime threatened to 

tighten many families’ food budget and options. Educating women on new ways to make 

do with less was thus a top WINS priority. WINS members were encouraged to avoid 

wasting any money or materials that could be put to use at home or on the battlefield.
84

 

President Margaret Trenholm urged members to conserve foods such as sugar, beef, and 

bacon, as they were highly sought after supplies for the troops and British civilians.
85

 

Cutting back on these staples of the diets of many a WINS member’s family would not be 

easy; but women were encouraged to find or produce substitutes to compensate for the 

shortage or absence of rationed foodstuffs. For example, members were encouraged to 
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home-cure their own ham and bacon, and to raise their own honey bees or tap maple trees 

to satisfy their family’s sweet tooth.
86

 

Given its long standing emphasis on nutrition, the WINS did not limit its attention 

to treats and meats; ensuring that families and servicemen had enough fruits and 

vegetables also loomed large in their war plans. This concern led to the creation of local 

“garden brigades” in 1940. These “armies of the soil” were open to all citizens, young 

and old, regardless of affiliation with the WINS; but the Institute was an important 

recruiting medium through which such brigades could be formed or information about 

them spread.
87

 The brigades were designed to increase the production of garden 

vegetables and small fruits for home consumption, be it immediate table use or home 

canning, thus freeing up less perishable commercial crops for greater use by the war 

effort. The brigades met with an enthusiastic response. Two years after their founding the 

WINS boasted that 67 brigades, with a combined membership of 2,500, leading to greatly 

increased vegetable and fruit production.
88

 

The garden brigades complemented another major WINS wartime effort, which 

had considerable department support: greater promotion of home canning. Canning had 

been encouraged since the depression through short courses and demonstrations as a 

thrifty means of preserving healthy food for families during hard times. During the war 

era, canning ensured that families could provide for their own needs so that less 
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perishable commercial produce could be saved for the war effort. As early as 1940 five 

local WIs took on a 50/50 cost sharing agreement with the department to purchase can 

sealing machines that could be used for communal canning.
89

 By 1943 the surpluses of 

fruits and vegetables generated by the garden brigades prompted the WINS and 

department to organize province-wide “canning conferences” and expanded short 

courses, providing instruction and demonstrations on canning. The results were 

impressive; in 1943, 37 conferences were held in June and July alone, and in 1944 

Macdougall reported that, because of the conferences, 65,503 quarts of home grown 

vegetables had been produced provincially.
90

 

Preparing Agriculture for a Post-War World 

All the actors in Nova Scotia’s agricultural reform movement were thus deeply 

involved in the war effort, and this dedication carried over into post-war planning. By late 

1944 the end of the war was visible on the horizon and the state set to work devising 

plans for post-war economic development. Mindful of the recession that followed the last 

war, the state took steps to ensure a smooth transition to a post-war economy and to 

prevent a return to depression. The Keynesian variant of Liberalism was gaining 

increased credibility in the halls of power, and some degree of state economic 

management was now viewed as essential to ensure prosperity and provide citizens with 
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a social safety net.
91 

The recently converted Keynesian Liberals, however, had no 

intention of ending the free market economy; older liberal notions of property rights and 

the freedom of exchange still held considerable sway. Nevertheless, the post-war 

Keynesian consensus convinced many people that state assistance could ensure a brighter 

economic future. These years were filled with confidence that rational state planning 

coupled with modern technology would ensure Canada’s economic success. 

To forge a path for post-war development, in 1943 the province sought expert 

advice and organized a Royal Commission on Provincial Development and Rehabilitation 

(RCPDR) chaired by Robert MacGregor Dawson (1895-1958), a native of Bridgewater, 

Lunenburg County, who was a professor of Political Science at the University of 

Toronto. In his 1944 report, Dawson surveyed the problems facing every sector of the 

Nova Scotia economy and made several recommendations. The commission found that 

the agricultural sector was beset by a number of problems, but pointed out that these 

could not be attributed to neglect from the provincial government. Indeed, it claimed that 

no other group in the province had received such “assiduous attention” from the province 

as farmers, and lauded government efforts to provide agricultural education, promote 

modern farming methods, encourage co-operation, and support farmers’ bodies. Not 

surprisingly, the RCPDR’s proposals for the agricultural sector were largely in line with 

the department’s previous policies. In words that would have satisfied Minister 

McKenzie, the RCPDR squarely set itself against state determined prices and quotas, 

stating explicitly in the very first line of its chapter on agriculture that the “future of 

agriculture in the province will not and cannot depend on the fixing of prices by 
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governments, but rather on the farmers’ intelligent development of their resources and 

opportunities.”
92

 All other department policies were endorsed. 

The general thrust of RCPDR’s agricultural recommendation was for 

development to continue down the path towards efficiency, profitability, and market 

orientation. The RCPDR contended that the overall development of the agricultural 

industry depended upon far-sighted state planning, including promoting further 

agricultural mechanization and the scientific breeding and rearing of livestock. It 

supported the continued organization of state sponsored marketing bodies as a means to 

increase the efficiency and profitability of the industry, and endorsed the continued 

emphasis on strict grading of produce as a means of increasing the quality and 

marketability of Nova Scotia goods. It reserved special praise for the results such policies 

had wrought in the poultry industry, transforming it into an efficient and profitable 

industry in the space of a decade. It recommended the same principles be applied to the 

apple industry, endorsing what had been accomplished under the authority of the 

NSAMB, and recommending that centralized marketing be continued into peace time, but 

only with a mandate from the apple growers via a plebiscite. The report favoured the 

recent efforts at improving cold storage facilities and packaging, and urged that the 

federal government be approached to aid in the construction of five or six cold storage 

warehouses.
93
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The RCPDR came down in favour of similar modernizing reforms in the dairy 

industry. It stated that it was in the interests of all the consuming public, the farmers, and 

the creameries that dairy and butter production to be as sanitary as possible. To achieve 

this goal the Commission recommended re-outfitting the defunct DAC as a health 

supervisory body for the dairy industry, which should use its authority to enforce 

compulsory pasteurization of fluid milk across the province. As far as creameries went, 

the RCPDR recognized the lower prices producers received in the western part of the 

province, attributing this to duplication and inefficiency in cream collection and storage 

created by the monopoly creamery owners enjoyed. The report did not offer specific 

recommendations as to how to remedy this problem, only urging the province to collect 

more data and formulate its own solutions. The NSAC did not escape the RCPDR’s gaze, 

with the report urging the college to become a degree granting institution with a four-year 

program geared towards agricultural science instruction, while maintaining its two-year 

farm course. It recommended that the college staff devote more time to research, and that 

the province create more and larger scholarships to encourage greater attendance.
94

 The 

RCPDR recommendations were thus in line with the long-standing goals of the 

department; and they formed the basis of post-war agricultural policy planning. 

The End of the War and a Changing of the Guard in Halifax 

The war finally came to an end late in the summer of 1945. Like Canadians 

everywhere, the farmers and agricultural reformers greeted victory with a mixture of 

relief, joy, and gratitude. The WINS expressed gratitude in at least 75 WI organized 
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“welcome home” receptions and banquets for the returning servicemen, as well as 

various bridal showers for the “war brides” who had accompanied many of them.
95

 Once 

the celebrations died down, it became apparent that the post-war period was bringing 

several changes that would challenge all the players in the agricultural reform movement. 

The landscape was rife with challenges and opportunities for farmers. While the 

prosperous war economy had come to an end, food, as always, was in demand. The ruin 

that the war had wrought in Europe meant that demand abroad would remain strong. 

Britain was still rationing food, and its wartime agricultural contracts with Canada were 

retained, supplying a healthy market for farmers.
96

 

Overseeing post-war developments was a familiar face. In 1945 Angus L. 

Macdonald, after a largely unhappy wartime stint in Ottawa, returned to Nova Scotia to 

once again lead the provincial Liberals. Running under the campaign slogan ‘Angus L’s 

Back,’ he won a whopping majority (28 of 30 seats and 53 percent of the vote) in the 23 

October provincial election and resumed the task of modernizing the Nova Scotia state 

and economy. Interestingly, Macdonald was not an enthusiastic proponent of the 

emerging Keynesian consensus. His partiality to the older, individualist liberalism no 

doubt accounted for this wariness, and his bitter federal experience accounted for his 

adamant opposition to strengthening Ottawa’s hand in federalism.
97

 Despite this 

reluctance to encourage further state socio-economic intervention, the policies of the 

Department of Agriculture continued along the same lines as they had since the late 
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1920s. This can be attributed partially to the retention of Walsh in the department, 

although this was, for a time, in some doubt. 

No one was happier at Macdonald’s return than Walsh, who had struggled for five 

years under MacMillan. The situation became so bad by 1945 that he nearly resigned. In 

the spring of that year, long serving Minister of Agriculture John McDonald was 

appointed to the Senate, depriving Walsh of a staunch friend and ally in Halifax. Making 

matters worse, MacMillan himself took up McDonald’s vacated position. For Walsh, 

working directly under MacMillan would be bad enough, but insult was quickly added to 

injury. One of MacMillan’s first acts as minister was to create an official position of 

Deputy Minister. 

The department had such an office when it was created in 1926, but when the 

Macdonald Liberals came to power in 1933 they eliminated the position, apparently just 

to get rid of its Tory occupant, Lt. Col. Robert Innes.
98

 Without the official title, Walsh 

had functioned as deputy minister since he was hired in 1933, absorbing much of the 

role’s responsibilities. But MacMillan overlooked Walsh, instead appointing Arthur W. 

Mackenzie, recently decommissioned from the forces, to the position.
99

 Walsh was 
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furious. For the duration of MacMillan’s tenure as minister, May to October 1945, Walsh 

was convinced that MacMillan was maneuvering to force him to quit. He nearly took the 

bait, but prominent Liberals advised him to sit tight. Disenchantment with MacMillan 

was not limited to Walsh. The Liberal Party of Nova Scotia was working behind the 

scenes to push MacMillan into retirement, thus allowing Macdonald to return to the 

premiership.
100

 In fact, the original plan was for MacMillan, not McDonald, to be 

appointed a senator, but his age precluded it. 

Happily for Walsh, they succeeded and MacMillan retired. Walsh’s job and 

policies were secure and he was officially appointed Deputy Minister. His old position, 

head of the Markets Division, was given to R. J. McSween. Walsh could also enjoy 

working under the new Agricultural Minister Arthur W. Mackenzie who was elected a 

Liberal MLA for Guysborough County in the 1945 election.
101

 The NSFA, though 

saddened by the loss of McDonald, was pleased that Walsh was retained and welcomed 

Mackenzie’s appointment at their 1946 annual meeting, calling him “a man who knows 

the problems of the farmers, and who will do his best to assist us all.” Addressing the 

NSFA’s 1946 annual meeting, Mackenzie praised the farmers for their wartime diligence 
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and hard work, often in the face of supply and labour shortages.
102

 His presence, and 

pedigree with the agricultural reform movement, no doubt reassured the delegates that he 

would be an ally in assisting their industry to adapt to the post-war world. The assistance 

of Mackenzie’s department would be consistent with previous department efforts, but the 

post-war period would see further expansion of the scope of the department’s control. 

Continuity and Change in the Post-War Reform Movement 

Not all wartime policies were immediately scrapped following the peace. 

Assistance to farmers to co-operatively buy tractors continued. Co-operative marketing of 

poultry and meats continued apace. And likewise, efforts to increase the quality of dairy 

products through modern refrigeration techniques and pasture improvement survived. 

Acceptance of pasteurization was increasing amongst producers and consumers, but 

many dairy farmers were unable to produce enough milk to justify the costs of purchasing 

and installing the equipment necessary for pasteurization, perhaps giving weight to the 

RCPDR’s recommendations for dairy consolidation. 

The RCPDR’s dairy recommendations were not alone in weighing on the 

department’s actions. For example, late in 1945 the province passed the Cold Storage 

Loan Act, legislation that allowed for generous government loans to construct modern 

cold storage plants to service the apple sector, provided that the plants met the province’s 

approval and were open to inspection.
103

 By the end of 1946 the department had 
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approved two construction loans, one for the apple co-op UFC and another for the poultry 

co-op ACA, for plants to be constructed in Coldbrook and New Minas and at costs of 

$236,500 and $50,275, respectively.
104

 Within two years loans had been granted to 

construct plants in Pictou, Hillaton, Middleton, and Musquodobit. These plants were 

heartening accomplishments, but much more work was needed to ensure the apple 

industry survived in the post-war economy. Thus, a box packing course was conducted in 

the Coldbrook storage plant, and negotiations were undertaken between the provincial 

and federal governments and apple growers to devise a modern centralized marketing 

plan for Nova Scotia apples that could ensure the industry’s success.
105

 

The post-war environment provided opportunity elsewhere for the agricultural 

reform movement. At the NSAC ill health forced the resignation of Principal Eric 

Boulden in 1946. Kenneth Cox, deputy principal, as well as farm director and professor 

of agronomy, replaced him, and was principal until his retirement in 1964. Unlike the 

gloomy atmosphere that prevailed at the college after the First World War, the NSAC had 

good reason to feel optimistic about the future. Enrollment in both the degree and farm 

courses had spiked to more than 200 in 1945-46 due to the arrival of ex-service men.
106

 

For a campus that still lacked a student dormitory, the result was considerable 

overcrowding. Five new staff members had to be hired to instruct the swelling NSAC 
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student body, and arrangements were made with the Stanley Hotel to house 80 of the 

veteran students.
107

 

Change was also occurring at the WINS. In 1945, after 25 years in the job, Helen 

Macdougall resigned as WINS Superintendent, being replaced by her long serving 

deputy, Mary Powers. The reason for Macdougall’s resignation is not given in any WINS 

records, but it may be that after so many years of work, and given her age, she felt it was 

time to step aside.
108

 The WINS paid her fitting tribute, praising her warm personality 

and the tireless efforts she had put into making the WINS a popular province-wide 

institution.
109

 

Change for Nova Scotia’s agricultural bureaucracy was not limited to leadership, 

nor was it all welcomed. On the evening of 15 June 1946 fire once again struck the 

NSAC, this time destroying the campus’ centerpiece, the prized science building for 

which its founders had pushed so hard. The fire was apparently a spectacular sight, with 

great explosions when it reached the vats of chemicals housed in the building. The 
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aftermath was devastating, all of the science departments lost their laboratories and 

collections (including an insect collection with 35,000 specimens), and the records of 50 

years’ worth of research.
110

 The Maritime Farmer labelled it a disaster for Maritime 

farmers, but hoped that from the ashes a new and greater college would arise, perhaps 

one that offered a four year degree course, and it urged farmers’ groups across the region 

to unite in lobbying the powers that be to realise this goal.
111

 The fire also hit the WINS 

hard; though not as hard as the college: the institute lost its headquarters, library, and the 

laboratory space that had hosted its short courses for 30 years. Institute activity for 1946 

had to be cut back for want of material and equipment.
112

 

For the NSAC the fire posed greater challenges. During a period of high 

enrolment, it was especially deeply felt, as Principal Cox sought a temporary location to 

conduct the NSAC’s science instruction. Cox and the province negotiated with the 

Department of National Defence to secure the now empty military health services 

building in Debert, not far from Truro, as a location for college instruction and for living 

quarters.
113

 The Debert location had some advantages over the old Bible Hill site. The 

abandoned hospital facilities provided lab space to replace those destroyed at the NSAC, 

while the abandoned barracks provided much needed boarding space for NSAC students, 

which the college itself still lacked. Nonetheless, Debert’s 10-mile distance from Truro 
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was an inconvenience for professors and students who lived in Truro. Students boarding 

in Debert needed to use the intact Bible Hill facilities in their instruction, and vice versa 

for those boarding in Truro. The social activities of students were severely curtailed by 

the move to Debert. Athletic events became difficult to mount, and the formal dance 

scheduled for the year after had to be cancelled.
114

 Students adapted to the new situation 

well; many were former servicemen used to a more “Spartan” lifestyle, and academic life 

continued on despite the difficult circumstances. With the immediate crisis averted, Cox 

and his fellow administrators turned to rebuilding the Truro campus, and refurbishing it 

to further the push for the advent of agricultural science and modernity in Nova Scotia. 

Conclusion 

By war’s end the people advocating for the modernization of rural Nova Scotia 

had considerable grounds for optimism. With the help of wartime patriotism, the thrust 

for the organized marketing of strictly graded produce had been greatly enhanced by 

producer organization and government promotion, and in the case of the apple sector 

marketing had even become wholly government controlled. In stark contrast to their 

earlier resistance to organized marketing, in 1944 apple growers voted in favour of 

continuing the NSAMB into peace time.
115

 Farm mechanization had continued apace, as 

had the general promotion of scientific and rational production. These changes had 

greatly facilitated the wartime program of increased farm production. Like most 

Canadians, Nova Scotia’s agricultural reformers had high hopes that the material and 

financial progress they experienced during the war years would carry over into peace 
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time. Yet the post-war era would not be without its challenges, and the fire that gutted 

NSAC was a stark reminder. The rebuilding of the NSAC was thus just one facet of a 

broader project of reconstruction and regeneration. The post-war era saw considerable 

progress in Nova Scotia farming, much of it in line with the reformers’ ideology and 

policy platform, yet modernity proved to be a double-edged sword. During the war the 

outmigration from countryside to the towns and cities gathered new steam and the rural 

repopulation that had occurred during the depression was eroded. In the post-war era the 

government and popular vision for economic stability and renewal was increasingly an 

urban and industrial one, and rural and farm reformers would find they had to adjust to 

this new reality. 
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Chapter 8 

No Time for Nostalgia: Post-War Agricultural Modernization, 1946-1960 

On the evening of 16 February 1948, Nova Scotia’s Agricultural Minister, Arthur 

W. Mackenzie, gave an address on the Halifax radio station CHNS discussing his 

department’s policies. Mackenzie identified agriculture as “the base and framework of 

our provincial economy,” but he noted that Nova Scotia’s farm numbers had steadily 

declined throughout the twentieth century. He attributed this change to the inability of 

smaller farms to generate enough profits to stay afloat, leading many to go under and be 

absorbed by larger and more profitable farms. Mackenzie assured his listeners that the 

government was aware of the problem and was taking steps to confront it. He then went 

on to trumpet the policies of his department that he believed were helping the remaining 

farms adjust to modern conditions. He boasted of the progress the poultry sector had 

achieved through co-operative marketing, turning Nova Scotia from a net importer to a 

net exporter of poultry meat and eggs. He reassured his listeners that similar benefits 

would come to other sectors thanks to modernization efforts. True, the apple sector had 

been dealt a blow as a result of the recent loss of the British market, but thanks to the 

formation of a central marketing body, and government efforts to encourage modern 

packaging and cold storage warehouses, the situation would soon right itself. There were 

also government plans afoot for the encouragement of grass production to feed a growth 

in dairy and beef production. Mackenzie concluded by commending farmers for working 

with the department in its ambitious programs for rural revitalization.
1
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Mackenzie may have sincerely desired to stem the flow of people out of the farm 

sector, but in reality his department policies were only accelerating the problem. As far as 

the department was concerned, only those farmers that farmed efficiently, were market 

oriented, and ran their operation like a business, were in any position to be successful in 

the modern world of rationalized agriculture. The department recognized that farmers 

operated in a rapidly changing world in which improvements in transportation and 

storage technology were changing the marketing of foodstuffs. Many farms were in a 

precarious position, facing declining profits thanks to rising costs and competition. A 

farm could be run as efficiently and scientifically as possible, but if it was not returning 

its operating costs and turning a profit it could not expect to remain in operation.
2
 Despite 

the rhetoric of helping the “little man,” which often came from prominent government 

administrators, such as Deputy Minister of Agriculture F. Waldo Walsh, many in the 

department were comfortable with this demographic shift out of rural areas if not out of 

the province entirely, as exemplified by Mackenzie’s  radio address rhetoric. The 

department’s policies meant there would be fewer, and larger, farms. 

The example of the poultry sector is instructive in this context. The poultry sector 

grew steadily in importance in the post-war years, thanks in no small part to the 

encouragement of co-operative marketing and grading during the 1930s and war years. 

Indeed, the poultry sector could perhaps be considered the “crown jewel” of the 

department’s improvement efforts.  
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Table 8.1: Poultry Marketed in Nova Scotia, 1945-1953: 

 

Year Total Pounds of Graded 

Poultry Marketed in N.S. 

Graded Poultry Marketed 

by Co-ops 

Graded Poultry Marketed 

by other Bodies 

1945 586, 228 586, 228 ----------------------- 

1946 821, 151 821, 151 ----------------------- 

1947 1, 642, 549 1, 232, 774 410, 235 

1948 1, 186, 795 737, 954 448, 841 

1949 1, 417, 621 991, 568 426, 053 

1950 1, 132, 454 861, 332 271, 122 

1951 2, 400, 244 1, 226, 087 1, 174, 157 

1952 3, 196, 568 1, 714, 231 1, 482, 337 

1953 2, 611, 647 1, 149, 860 1, 461, 787 
 Source: Province of Nova Scotia, Report of the Department of Agriculture, 1954, 115. 

Table 8.1 shows that poultry production continued to grow in the immediate post-war 

years; by 1952 it was more than five times what it was in 1945. Yet, while quality and 

production continued to grow, farmers’ profits were decreasing. To produce high quality 

meat and eggs in sufficient quantity to meet market demands poultry farmers needed to 

raise ever larger flocks of chickens sustained by large amounts of expensive, high quality 

feed. As a result, raising poultry became an increasingly costly operation, but farmers’ 

returns did not rise in tandem with their costs. Furthermore, as the above table shows, the 

share of the poultry marketed by co-operatives was in competition with private marketing 

firms. Whereas in 1946 the poultry trade was entirely managed by co-operatives, by 1953 

private marketers accounted for more than half of the trade. This situation laid bare a 

dilemma of modernization. While adopting modern methods of production and marketing 

did increase production and quality, the expenditures needed to realize these goals could 

only be undertaken by the wealthiest farmers. Poultry farmers found it necessary to 

expand their operations and invest in new machines and pens to remain efficient and 

productive enough to stay afloat, and those who could not afford to do so were pushed 

out of the business. Yet even those who remained found themselves pinched as the cost 
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of supplies continued to rise, out of province competition increased, and federal freight 

rate subsidies were reduced.
3
 Co-operatives were also under increasing pressure from 

well oiled private competition and faced a cost-price squeeze themselves. Many co-ops 

were forced to adopt a “bottom-line” philosophy in order to stay afloat, and consequently 

veered away from their social democratic roots.
4
 This situation deeply affected post-war 

policies for agricultural development. 

Industrial Ascendency and Agricultural Adjustment 

In the post-war era the government of Nova Scotia had accepted that the majority 

of its population would live in urban, rather than rural, places.
5
 The decades-long trend to 

urbanization only accelerated after the Second World War; the 1951 census showed for 

the first time that Nova Scotia had an urban majority.
6
 The numbers also showed that the 

farm population was in the midst of a precipitous decline. The 1951 census reported that 

there were 23,515 farms operating in Nova Scotia and that the farm population of 
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115,414 represented 18 percent of the total population.
7
 A decade later, the 1961 census 

reported that the number of farms had nearly halved to 12,518, with only 4,939 of those 

being wholly commercial farms. The farm population showed a similar decline, dropping 

to 58,020, representing only 7.9 percent of the total population.
8
 A similar decline was 

seen in the province’s agricultural workforce.  

Table 8.2: The Nova Scotia Agricultural Labour Force, 1931-1961: 

 

Year Total Labour Force 

Male   |   Female 

Farm Labour Force 

  Male   |   Female 

% of Total 

Male   |   Female 

1931 152,632  |    27,811 42,429  |  1,295 27.80%   |  4.66% 

1941 153,712  |    36,952 36,805  |  638 23.94%   |  1.73% 

1951 177,905  |    42,680 22,918  |  501 12.88%   |  1.17% 

1961 178,559  |  58,260 11,951  |  482 6.69%   |  0.83% 
Source: Dominion Bureau of Statistics, 1961 Census of Canada, Vol. 3 - Part 1—Labour Force 

Occupations: Bulletin 3.1 – 1: Historical Table: Table 3. (Ottawa: Dominion Bureau of Statistics, 1962). 

Whereas in 1931 farm labourers (male and female) comprised over 30 percent of the total 

labour force, by 1961 they were just over 7 percent. This reflects both the decline of 

farming in demographic and economic importance, and to an enormous change within the 

industry itself. There was a declining need for a large agricultural labour force as the 

remaining farms were mechanized and no longer as dependent upon human and animal 

labour as they had been in years past. Indeed, thanks to mechanization, greater use of 

chemical fertilizers, selective breeding, and rural electrification, farms were yielding 

bounties heretofore unimagined.  
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The national statistics tell the story of increased production. Between 1930 and 

1970 the yields per acre for crops such as wheat and potatoes grew two and a half times, 

while those for corn, barley, and oats doubled. A similar trend was seen in animal 

husbandry, where the production of pork doubled, and that of beef and poultry trebled. 

Likewise, in dairy the average cow in 1975 was 73 percent more productive than her 

1930 counterpart.
9
 Despite these increases in productivity, there was little hope of growth 

in farm numbers. The remaining farms could only grow in acres from absorbing 

abandoned ones. Census figures bear this out; whereas the average Nova Scotia farm in 

1941 was 116 aces, by 1961 it had risen to 178 acres. This represented a substantial 

growth, but it pales when compared to the national average where the average farm size 

grew from 237 to 359 acres in the same period.
10

 This difference lends credence to the 

claims of contemporary agricultural economists who estimated there was no more 

suitable land in Nova Scotia to be put under cultivation.
11

 Interestingly, the census figures 

show that the amount of farmland in Nova Scotia declined from 4,723,500 acres (or 35.6 

percent of its total land mass) in 1931 to 2,775,642 acres (20.9 percent) in 1956.
12

 This 15 

percent change is perhaps accounted for by some former farm land being converted into 

non-agricultural use, such as housing, rather than being absorbed by still existing farms.
13
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The government responded to these demographic shifts with economic policies 

more directed towards urban and industrial economic development than agricultural 

development. While it still had a strong agricultural policy, and agricultural expenditures 

more than doubled from $679,275 in 1945 to $1,399,214 in 1960, the programs it 

supported were shaped by the consumer demands of an urbanized and industrial 

populace.
14

 This shift was reflected in numerous post-war policies designed to modernize 

primary industries to make them more productive, profitable, and efficient.
15

 The long 

standing policies for agricultural modernization -- the promotion of scientific, 

mechanized, efficient, and market oriented agriculture -- fit well into this new milieu, but 

the new post-war circumstances nonetheless posed distinct challenges for the reformers 

that required policy innovation.  

These policies ranged from introducing a new curriculum at the Nova Scotia 

Agricultural College (NSAC) to encouraging the production and processing of foods 

more suitable to the demands of pickier urban consumers who shopped in chain 

supermarkets and investing in new transportation and storage techniques to ensure 

products reached the market in pristine condition. At the same time, new transportation 
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and storage allowed food produced across North America to arrive in Nova Scotia 

grocery stores in marketable condition, dramatically increasing the competition 

provincial farmers faced. Helping farmers adapt to this new environment proved a 

daunting task. In the process, the long-standing tensions between co-operative and private 

marketing found new life, with the co-operators put on the defensive. Agricultural policy 

innovation involved rethinking older foundations of the Maritimes’ natural resource 

advantages, in particular the refurbishment of the dykes for grass production. Adjusting 

to demographic decline proved difficult for the two bodies claiming to be the organized 

voices of farm people, the Nova Scotia Farmers’ Association (NSFA) and the Women’s 

Institute of Nova Scotia (WINS). Questions arose about their relevance and their 

strategies for confronting rural change. 

In some respects, the agricultural reformers must have been pleased with what 

was unfolding, as their vision of modern farming finally came to full fruition. But their 

success proved to be a double edged sword as they were catering to a shrinking club. 

Despite the decline of farm numbers, there was barely a word of protest or concern heard 

from the reformers, or from the farmers themselves. If they had any misgivings they kept 

silent; the 1950s were, as Edward MacDonald put it, “no time for nostalgia.”
16

 

An Age of Prosperity and Disparity 

 This unsentimental attitude speaks to the general spirit of the age. In Canada, the 

20 years that followed the Second World War are generally remembered fondly as an era 

of progress, prosperity, and optimism. While much of the world was rebuilding from the 
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ruins of war or coming out from under the yoke of colonialism, North Americans enjoyed 

all the benefits modernity could offer. High income jobs were plentiful, new devices that 

could  make labour easier and life more enjoyable were affordable and widely accessible, 

and at all levels the state invested heavily in building and improving infrastructure, an 

investment mostly welcomed by the public.
17

 The federal government had largely 

controlled the wartime economy, and its oversight was credited with the relative ease of 

the transition back into a peacetime economy.  

Many believed the peacetime governments should guarantee an ordered and fair 

economic system. Older liberal ideas of free enterprise and private property had not lost 

their primacy within the federal and provincial governments, but investment in 

infrastructure increased exponentially in the post-war era.
18

 Federally funded mega-

projects like the Trans-Canada Highway, the St. Lawrence Seaway, and Trans-Canada 

Pipeline helped foster prosperity and create greater national economic and social 

integration, complemented by the expansion of national radio and television networks, 

most notably the CBC. For people who had endured years of deprivation from depression 

and war it seemed that their suffering and sacrifice had yielded a much deserved reward 

of peace, plenty, and comfort.  

The wealth was not enjoyed equally across the country. For Nova Scotia, and the 

Maritimes in general, the immediate post-war era was not one of great prosperity. They 
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were not ignored in the mega-project mania, as regionally, smaller ‘micro’ mega-projects, 

such as Halifax’s Macdonald bridge, the Canso Causeway, various power dams on the 

region’s rivers, and highway construction and improvement contributed to a similar trend 

of economic modernization and integration. But Maritime prosperity (such as it was) 

paled in comparison to that seen in the central and western provinces, and outmigration 

was again kicking into full steam. The growth of national economic and cultural 

integration lessened the blow, as did the knowledge that most migrants were largely 

leaving for greener Canadian, rather than American, pastures.  

In the Maritimes, confronting these persistent problems of population decline and 

economic stagnation sparked a series of political debates and policy innovations. Later 

known as “The Atlantic Revolution,” these policy innovations were dedicated to raising 

the Maritime Provinces (and recent entrant into Confederation, Newfoundland), out of 

stagnation and into prosperity and hashing out a better deal from Ottawa in terms of 

regional economic policy.
19

 Although rural development was not ignored, the economic 

and ideological ethos of the “Atlantic Revolution,” much like the national post-war 

development push, had a largely urban and industrial focus. The preceding decades had 

lessened the fears that urban industry posed a threat to Canada’s traditional values and 

democracy.  

In the aftermath of the Second World War, industry usurped agriculture as the 

perceived defender of freedom and democracy. The war had been won largely through 

Allied industrial strength, and that strength would need to be marshaled again if the 
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ensuing Cold War between the west and the Soviet Union ever got hot.
20

 Government 

planners sought to bolster industrial development and build a modern infrastructure to 

support it, and this had a marked effect on the Canadian economy. The pull of economic 

integration with the United States accelerated in the post-war period, a trend exacerbated 

by the bankrupt position of post-war Britain, once one of the largest investors in the 

Canadian economy. Britain’s economic stringency and the protectionism it engendered 

ensured an end to imperial trade preferences, further weakening the imperial bonds with 

Canada.
21

 For most Canadians, the end of the empire was primarily an emotional and 

diplomatic adjustment, but, as will be seen below, for Nova Scotia’s apple sector it 

proved a devastating blow. 

Immediate Post-War Agricultural Policy 

Despite all these changes, at home and abroad, there were grounds for optimism 

for what the post-war era held for agriculture. The modernization programs instigated by 

the war would surely bear fruit, both literally and figuratively, but they would have to do 

so without extensive help from the federal government. During 1946 and early 1947, 

nearly all wartime programs to prop up Canada’s agricultural industry, such as subsidies 

and price controls for butter and cheese manufacturing, assistance for freight rates, and 

government purchasing of the apple crop, came to an end. The immediate impact, in 

conjunction with the worldwide difficulties of post war economic rebuilding, was a rise 
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in costs for both producers and consumers. This situation did not dampen the 

department’s spirit or resolve. Modernization would continue as a provincial project if 

their federal counterparts were disinterested. Walsh was adamant that a long-term 

strategy for agricultural planning was needed, both to improve and promote the existing 

industry.
22

  

For Walsh, that strategy involved moving forward along a now well-established 

path: further organize marketing to ensure farmers low costs and high returns, which 

could then be passed on to consumers. Many farmers agreed, viewing the success of the 

federal management of the wartime marketing of apples through the NSAMB as a model 

for future development. The NSFA supported this approach. At its 1946 annual meeting, 

two speakers, R. J. Scott, an Ontario director for the Canadian Federation of Agriculture 

(CFoA) and Nova Scotia Premier Angus L. Macdonald, lauded the benefits of greater 

marketing organization. Scott pointed to the financial benefits farmers enjoyed from 

various Ontario schemes, and argued that Nova Scotia farmers could enjoy the same if 

they organized. Premier Macdonald encouraged greater co-operation among farmers, 

emphasizing the familiar themes of improving produce quality, increasing farm 

efficiency, and boosting farmers’ profits.
23

 But Macdonald had more in mind than 

voluntary co-operatives; though he made no mention of it in his speech, legislation for 

marketing boards was already in the works.  
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At the end of 1946, Macdonald’s government issued an Order-in-Council creating 

the Nova Scotia Marketing Board, and the following year the province passed the Natural 

Products Marketing Act which allowed for the organization of marketing boards for any 

and all farm products.
24

 Headed by Marketing Director R. S. McSween, this body 

promoted centralized marketing boards for Nova Scotia on a product-by-product basis. 

Within a year it had created marketing schemes for wool, tomatoes, and apples.
25

 The 

NSFA endorsed the legislation and encouraged the founding of as many marketing 

boards as possible. The Nova Scotia Wool Marketing Board, the first to be established, 

had strong NSFA connections, being headed by former Secretary-Treasurer Harry 

Brown. The NSFA also had national ambitions for organized wool marketing. In 1948 

the NSFA directors’ report called for the CFoA to lobby for dominion-wide wool 

marketing legislation.
26

 Such a bold national plan never came to pass, but does illustrate 

the faith agricultural promoters had in marketing organization to deliver prosperity. 

Apple Marketing and the Collapse of Imperial Preferences 

Hopes of salvation through organized marketing were most ardent in the apple 

sector. Further market organization and other modernization policies would, so the 
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thinking went, help the apple industry regain its pre-war glory. After six long years of 

war, apple producers eagerly anticipated the reopening of the British market. Cut off 

from this traditional market thanks to wartime stringency and the U-boat threat, the 

province’s apple crop had been limited to the domestic market. Aware that their product 

had a poor reputation in Britain and keen to take advantage of opportunities for reform, 

the province had doled out loans to construct modern cold storage facilities, under the 

terms of the Cold Storage Loan Act. Initially prospects were promising. A third of the 

1946 apple crop was shipped to Britain and brought in a good return, raising the hopes of 

apple growers.
27

 The department, however, was adamant that it needed to build the 

Canadian market for Nova Scotia apples, and cold storage apple plants with modern 

refrigeration and packing capabilities were essential. This suggests that their conviction 

that the British market would reopen was not as firm as it appeared in public statements.  

Such fears were well founded, as reform, it seems, came too late. The poor 

reputation the province’s apples had gained in Britain over previous decades had finally 

caught up with Nova Scotia producers. British consumers regarded Nova Scotia apples as 

a substandard product, poorly packaged and prone to spoilage. Their sole virtue was 

cheapness. With better quality apples available from other fruit producing areas, coupled 

with protectionist advocacy from British orchardists, London refused to spend its scarce 

dollars on what they deemed to be inferior Nova Scotia apples. This turn of events was 

deeply ironic. Combating this poor reputation, one which many improvers felt was 

deserved, was the department’s main purpose in investing in cold storage facilities and 

encouraging box packing. Adopting modern techniques was deemed the best way to 
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enhance the apple crop’s quality and marketability, thus ensuring the continuation of its 

British market. Nova Scotia apple producers now had a thoroughly modern apple 

marketing and processing system but few markets for their produce. Instead of being sold 

fresh, the bulk of the apple crop continued to be shipped to processing plants, which paid 

far less to producers.
28

 

This devastating blow resulted in considerable pessimism among orchard 

growers. Nevertheless, the department pressed ahead with its reforms. In 1948 it 

contended that the current malaise was temporary, and urged Nova Scotia farmers to take 

advantage of government orchard improvement programs rather than wallowing in self-

pity. Reorienting the province’s orchards to a domestic market and intensifying 

modernized apple production became a major state effort. The province began urging 

orchardists to switch from producing their traditional breeds of “culinary apples,” that is, 

apples best suited for use in prepared desserts or preservatives, to the dessert varieties 

favoured by North American consumers, which could be enjoyed without any cooking. 

To encourage this transition, both federal and provincial departments sponsored efforts to 

uproot older varieties of trees, through loans in money and machinery. Farmers proved 

receptive to the program, especially in the late 1940s when it became apparent that the 

British market was lost for good. By decade’s end, farmers had uprooted over 600,000 

older trees that produced “culinary” brands. Modern consumers wanted a year-round 

supply of fresh apples that were attractively packaged, giving weight to the department’s 
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arguments that cold storage and box packaging were the wave of the future.
29

 As a result, 

barrel packaging was phased out by 1950. The final blow to the venerable barrel came at 

the NSFGA’s 1949 annual meeting when its packaging committee endorsed box 

packaging as their only viable course, an opinion backed up by speaker Lloyd Green of 

the Dominion Stores grocery chain who was emphatic that grocers favoured apples 

packaged in box crates over barrels.
30

  

Despite these efforts, the apple sector faced a bleak future if the question of 

market access was not resolved. At the late 1947 annual meeting of the NSFGA these 

feelings were aired openly. NSAMB head R. J. Leslie told members that the British 

market was closed indefinitely and Nova Scotia apple producers would have to adapt to 

the North American market. At the same meeting NSFGA President, and future Minister 

of Agriculture, Edward D. Haliburton was blunt in his response to the crisis, telling apple 

growers to get out of the “horse and buggy era” and adapt their operations to the new 

realities.
31

 Many growers believed that the future entailed greater centralized marketing, 

and consequently the department and growers succeeded in convincing the federal 

government to continue the NSAMB into peacetime. The continuance of the board 

produced a protracted and bitter struggle between co-operative advocates and the private 

apple shipping interests.  
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Even under the NSAMB, and with modern storage and packing, carving out a 

niche in a glutted North American apple market was a challenge. Nova Scotia apple 

producers were little fish in a big pond. Cold storage plants, box packaging, and 

centralized marketing gave them no advantage; they only allowed them to catch up with 

the continental competition which had made these changes years, if not decades, before. 

Other developments had boosted the capacity of other regions to produce apples, 

especially the American Northwest and British Columbia. Massive hydro-electric dam 

projects along the area’s major rivers, particularly the Columbia, not only provided farms 

with cheap electricity they could use to mechanize their operations, but allowed for 

massive irrigation projects that increased the region’s fruit producing capacities, which 

were already substantial.
32

 In such an environment, Nova Scotia apple producers were at 

a distinct disadvantage. They could not hope to match other areas in terms of production, 

and the provincial government lacked the clout to open new markets on its own. To 

succeed in the post-war environment required federal help, which was often insufficient.  

Ottawa did continue some wartime policies for the apple sector, such as the 

NSAMB and the federal Prices Support Board. Beginning in 1946 the Prices Support 

Board underwrote the Nova Scotia apple industry at an average of $2.25 per barrel in 

anticipation of the British market reopening; however, this ended when it was clear that 

the market was lost for good. Ottawa continued to subsidize apples delivered to 

processing plants, at 90 cents per bushel, but by the end of the 1940s support for the 
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policy was waning.
33

 A federal program in 1949 allowed the British purchase of 

Canadian apples under the Marshall Plan, but Nova Scotia’s market share was not enough 

to offset losses, leading federal Agricultural Minister James Gardiner to announce a 

$500,000 compensation for apple producers, an offer, he stressed to Premier Macdonald, 

that would not be repeated.
34

  

In compensation for the loss of the British market, Ottawa encouraged the apple 

sector to look to continental markets, a course of action in line with Ottawa’s post-war 

economic policies, but one which favoured the central provinces. As Ernest Forbes 

pointed out, in this context the economic needs of the Maritimes ranked low in the 

visions of Ottawa’s economic planners, especially for C. D. Howe, the powerful Minister 

of Trade and Commerce in the cabinet of Louis St. Laurent. As a result, the region’s 

industrial sector did not get much in the way of federal aid in adjusting to the post-war 

continental economy, and Maritime industry continued to stagnate.
35

 The apple industry 

shared this neglect. Whereas in the past apple growers could count on federal support 

from Digby-Annapolis-Kings MP, and prominent Minister, James Lorimer Ilsley, his 

retirement from politics in 1948 deprived them of a valuable ally.
36

 Following Ilsley’s 

retirement, Nova Scotia’s chief cabinet representative was Robert Winters, MP for the 
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South Shore riding of Lunenburg. Winters was the federal representative with whom the 

apple delegation usually spoke while in Ottawa; he was, however, a protégée of Howe. 

His sympathies lay with those pushing for the continental integration of the Canadian 

economy, and he had little patience for the Atlantic-minded apple growers. 

Despite this seeming indifference, delegates of fruit producers and department 

agents annually traveled to Ottawa to press for more federal aid in finding new markets, 

but Winters’ handling of the file only increased their frustration. So raw were feelings 

that deputy minister of agriculture F. Waldo Walsh and Winters came to blows during a 

meeting between them, R. J. Leslie (NSAMB head), and Roland Stutton (a prominent 

Liberal in provincial farm organization).
37

 Walsh recalled Winters becoming increasingly 

frustrated with Leslie and Stutton’s unreceptive response to his call to sell more apples in 

the American market, preferring instead greater efforts to reopen the British one. 

Knowing he could not attack the farmers’ representatives, Winters turned on Walsh, the 

civil servant, to vent his anger, deriding him as an “imperialistic fool.” Walsh retorted, 

“Yes, I guess you can say that about me, Bob, but at least no one can say that I kissed C. 

D. Howe’s arse!” A brawl then broke out. According to Walsh, Winters threw the first 

punch, but Walsh threw the last, with Winters pushed into a corner and pleading for help. 

Leslie and Stutton had to pry the two men apart.
38

  

Relations were obviously at a low point. For Walsh, federal inaction and 

indifference amounted to a betrayal of both the farmers and the Maritime region as a 
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whole. In 1955 he took the unusual step of publicly attacking Ottawa for forcing Nova 

Scotians to buy federally subsidized Ontario manufactured cars, but not asking Ontarians 

to do the same for Nova Scotia apples, calling this a “miscarriage of justice.” Walsh’s 

assertion caught the attention of Winters, who was no doubt still nursing his wounded 

pride. In a reply to Walsh’s speech published in the Chronicle Herald, Winters chastised 

him for breeching civil service decorum by publicly criticizing government policy, and 

reminded readers of the more than $20 million the federal government had spent aiding 

the apple industry since the outbreak of war.
39

 The war of words between Walsh and 

Winters sparked a broader discussion, with Walsh gaining public support from his boss, 

Minister of Agriculture and Marketing Colin Chisholm, and his many allies in the 

department and farmers’ movement.
40

 Writing in his memoirs 25 years later, Walsh was 

convinced that the whole debate was simply Winters attempting to exact revenge for his 

humiliation.
41

 If this was so Winters need not have bothered, as the neglect his 

government showed the apple industry was retribution enough. Walsh may have won his 
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battles with Winters, both physically and in public relations, but he and his allies lost the 

war to secure a stronger position for Nova Scotia’s apple sector.  

Global economic forces and Ottawa’s intransigence were only partly to blame. 

Divisions among apple producers over the desirability of centralized marketing 

contributed to the problems. The divisions between advocates for greater organized 

marketing and those favouring private firms was long standing, only temporarily 

smoothed over by the crisis of the war. In 1944 apple growers voted to continue the 

NSAMB’s mandate into peacetime, and Ottawa had reciprocated in 1946; but behind this 

veneer of consensus there was considerable tension. With the persistent marketing crisis 

after the war, these tensions again came to the fore. The main advocates of further 

centralization were the NSAMB head R. J. Leslie and Walsh (as well as Agricultural 

Minister Mackenzie); on the private side the main figures were George Chase, owner of 

one of the largest apple shipping firms in the province, and Edward D. Haliburton, who 

was NSFGA President in 1948 and heavily involved in the private apple shipping 

companies. Haliburton’s opposition to the NSAMB may seem odd considering his 

support for modernizing the apple sector, but his personal investment in private apple 

shipping, and his philosophical adherence to a form of “rugged individualism” and 

laissez-faire economics, made him a firm opponent of state directed marketing.
42

 

The public debate began shortly after the war when Minister Mackenzie 

addressed the 1946 NSFGA annual convention and opined that apple growers risked ruin 

if they abandoned the organized marketing of their crop for a return to the unorganized 
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pre-war style of marketing.
43

 Leslie echoed these opinions at the next year’s convention, 

suggesting that the loss of the British market meant that apple growers would be served 

by the central NSAMB. For the next few years Haliburton, Chase, and their allies 

opposed Leslie’s efforts to expand and preserve the board’s power. While officially 

lauding Leslie’s work, behind the scenes they undermined his position by arguing against 

centralized marketing and suggesting that a laissez-faire system would be more beneficial 

to growers.  

At the 1948 NSFGA meeting, for example, Haliburton, the outgoing President, 

chastised the federal government for being party to the British trade policies that had 

ruined the industry, advising growers to take advantage of Ottawa’s $5-6 tree removal 

bonus, which would allow them (if they so wished) to get into other lines of farming, but 

to ask for no more help from the federal government. This suggestion raised the ire of 

Leslie, who called Haliburton’s comments “flagrant nonsense,” and argued instead for 

greater centralized marketing and improvements in produce quality. These remarks, in 

turn, so incensed Haliburton that he replied in print in the Berwick newspaper Register, 

arguing that Leslie only offered the status-quo. Haliburton argued that centralized 

marketing and produce improvement (via greater cold storage and inspection) had 

dramatically increased under the watch of Leslie’s NSAMB, but there was little benefit to 

show for the apple growers who were facing ruin.
44

 Haliburton’s points were not without 

merit. The persistent marketing crisis had undermined Leslie’s position and gave 

ammunition to his opponents. As Margaret Conrad argues, the debate swirling around the 
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apple sector at the turn of the 1950s was essentially a “bogus one…as without markets it 

mattered little how the growers grouped themselves, or, indeed, how rapidly they 

modernized their industry.”
45

  

The issue came to a head in February of 1951 when the laissez-faire group within 

the NSFGA forced another plebiscite on the continuation of the NSAMB. This time they 

had the advantage. Walsh complained of a campaign being waged in the Valley against 

the NSAMB by the private apple shipping interests, one that in the end proved effective. 

Only 30 percent of apple growers bothered to participate in the vote, and of those who 

did only 54.5 percent voted in favour of retaining the NSAMB system as it was, failing to 

deliver the two thirds majority needed for the NSAMB to continue operating past the end 

of the year.
46

 The loss was a bitter blow to the advocates of organized marketing, 

especially Leslie. In April he resigned his position as head of the United Fruit 

Companies, and died of a heart attack just over a year later.  

The apple growers’ choice brought little relief to their industry. By the late 1950s 

Nova Scotia apple growers were forced to reduce operations to catering to a limited 

regional market, with over 60 percent of the crop being processed.
47

 Fortunately, the 

previous twenty years of modernizing efforts had left them well suited to supply a high 
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quality product. This new status-quo, however, was a far cry from the glory days of the 

apple trade and fell far short of the visions of prosperity long nurtured for the sector.
48

  

Aboiteaux and Abattoirs: Revitalizing the Marshlands and Cattle Production 

When it was clear the apple trade was doomed, Nova Scotia’s potential to grow 

an abundant grass crop (as the department put it, the “natural product” of Nova Scotia), 

convinced many that provincial farming had a bright future in the cattle industry.
49

 In the 

summer of 1948 Haliburton noted in a letter that the “gloomy truth” of the matter was 

that Nova Scotia was finished as a big commercial fruit area, but its cattle husbandry 

potentially offered future prosperity.
50

 Improving the state of Nova Scotia’s cattle stock 

meant promoting better pastures and hay crops. Although the department continued long-

standing programs of encouraging greater use of fertilizers, it also began new projects, 

such as creating demonstration pastures and sponsoring community pasture experiments, 

both of which exhibited modern methods of fertilization. In conjunction with these 

developments, the department promoted silo construction, to allow farmers to keep the 

silage fresh and ensure quality meat and milk.
51
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Livestock promotion was tied into a major federal-provincial post-war effort, the 

rehabilitation of Maritime marshlands. The marshes were a resource that had been 

exploited by farmers since the early days of Acadian settlement. Vast networks of dykes 

to drain the tidal salt marshes around the Annapolis and New Minas Basins had been 

constructed to open new lands for cultivation, but by the twentieth century most had 

fallen into disrepair. Soil reclaimed from salt marshes was rich in the nutrients that root 

vegetables and grasses thrived upon, and thus vital to any potential expansion in livestock 

or dairy production. Marshland reclamation seemed like a sound investment, and during 

the war work began on repairing older dykes on an emergency basis under the Maritime 

Dykelands Rehabilitation Committee. Modern engineers had difficulty repairing the old 

dykes. How these dykes could have been built to withstand the tremendous Fundy tidal 

pressure without modern machinery baffled them, and the Acadians had left few records 

to enlighten them. Through trial and error, engineers came to understand the intricacies of 

the dykes and restored them.
52

  

This project got a major boost from the Royal Commission on Provincial 

Development and Rehabilitation (1944), which endorsed rehabilitation of the dykes to 

reclaim marshland for farming, and recommended that both levels of government become 

involved in the process by providing financial aid to property owners to improve the 

dykes on their lands.
53

 A system along these lines was codified by the federal Maritime 

Marshland Rehabilitation Act, passed in 1948, stipulating that the federal government 

would financially aid the Maritime Provinces in reconstructing dykelands provided that 
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the repairs had been recommended by an advisory committee, that the province 

undertook the greater part of the labour, and that the province or the property owners 

undertake to maintain the dykes in satisfactory working condition.
54

 It nearly did not 

happen though, as the Agricultural Minister, Saskatchewan’s James G. Gardiner, seemed 

intent on spending the bulk of departmental money for agricultural rehabilitation in the 

western provinces. It took lobbying from Ilsley to secure the Maritimes funding for 

dykeland repair. A meeting with Walsh provided him with a winning argument for 

federal funding: it was essentially no different from the funding of wharves and 

breakwaters, as both were used to protect property from the sea and aid the economic 

well being of producers.
55

  

Once the system was established, dykeland repairs were overseen by the Maritime 

Marshland Rehabilitation Administration, under which marshland owners (or groups of 

owners) could apply to the province for assistance. At end of the fiscal year the province 

submitted accounts to the federal Department of Agriculture to settle the federal claim so 

that all three parties shared expenses equally.
56

 Federal legislation was complemented by 

provincial legislation: an Act to Encourage the Development and Rehabilitation of 

Marshlands in 1949. The Act allowed for representatives to sit on an interprovincial 

Maritime Marshland Rehabilitation Administration and established the parameters under 
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which marshland owners could apply for its services.
57

 The project generated immediate 

response from owners and by 1950 major reclamation work was being done with 309 

marsh owners, and over 14,000 acres of marshlands were mapped for future work.
58

  

Despite these efforts, it was common knowledge that Nova Scotia farmers could 

not hope to exclusively supply the domestic market for meat, especially when high 

quality meat produced out of province had a strong presence in the province’s grocery 

stores. In a letter written to Walsh in the spring of 1953, Haliburton (soon to be elected a 

Progressive Conservative MLA for Kings County in the May 1953 election), suggested 

the possibility of a “beef institute” or an “eat more beef” campaign to promote its 

consumption. Walsh responded sardonically that a “campaign for stomach enlargement” 

would be more effective, as any potential success in beef would spark competitive 

movements amongst pork and chicken producers.
59

 Nevertheless, Nova Scotia beef 

producers needed an edge in their home market. On average they were receiving $40 to 

$50 per animal than their Ontario counterparts, a discrepancy which hindered 

production.
60

 To combat this situation, the idea emerged for a co-operative abattoir, 

centralized in Halifax. The idea was first raised in 1946 and championed by the NSFA. 

The association not only pressed the province to allow for the establishment of an 

abattoir, but argued that it should be co-operatively owned to protect farmers from 
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predations of big business interests.
61

 Walsh endorsed the plan, but neither the province 

nor any outside investors showed interest in providing funding; it was set aside, but was 

not forgotten.  

At meetings in the late 1940s and early 1950s, the association continued to float 

the idea of a co-operative slaughter house, but not until the mid-1950s, when the 

livestock promotion program was in full swing, did the abattoir project become viable. In 

1954 the association passed a resolution in favour of co-operating with the department to 

investigate the establishment of an abattoir.
62

 The following year, the NSFA formed 

Nova Scotia Co-operative Abattoir Ltd., which launched a province-wide subscriptions 

and donations campaign that generated over $70,000 in support of the project. The 1955 

NSFA annual meeting featured a guest speaker, J. A. Courteau, the general manager of 

Co-operative Abattoirs of Quebec. Courteau spoke of the benefits Quebec farmers reaped 

from collectively owned abattoirs, such as fair prices and market stability, and urged the 

NSFA to go through with its plans.
63

  

The association and its members may have been buoyed by their progress, but the 

provincial government proved to be a tougher sell. Premier Angus L. Macdonald died in 

office in 1954. To replace him as party leader and premier, the Liberals chose Annapolis 

County MLA Henry Hicks. Hicks pledged support for the project, but he proved hesitant 

to follow through with anything solid, especially the funding that was crucially needed. 
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Plans for the building were presented to the NSFA in 1956 but they were rejected as too 

expensive. Instead it asked the architect to revise his plans to meet the NSFA’s financial 

capabilities.
64

 The project’s fortunes improved later that year when the government 

changed hands and the Progressive Conservatives, led by Robert Stanfield, came to 

power. The new government proved more generous towards the project than their Liberal 

predecessors, pledging to match the farmers’ contributions to the project three dollars to 

one, provided the NSFA raised an initial $400,000.  

Armed with this good news, the abattoir committee eagerly went to work 

canvassing for funds. The abattoir advocates pushed for the project as one of necessity; 

only 15 percent of the meat marketed in the province was locally killed, down from 35 

percent a decade earlier. A modern, fully equipped abattoir would allow Nova Scotia 

meat farmers to compete on equal terms with imported meats, and regain a part of the 

local market.
65

 It proved a successful selling point, and the funds were raised within a 

year. The NSFA touted this success in its 1958 report, claiming that the campaign, thanks 

to the encouragement of their Quebec friends, the help of the provincial government, and 

the “loyalty and support of many farmers over the province, has shown that MUCH can 

be accomplished by working together. We believe this will go down in the annals of our 

Federation as the greatest single effort to date, to prove outstandingly successful.”
66

 Still, 
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the new facility faced some daunting challenges. The department and the NSFA 

recognized that if the abattoir was to succeed it would have to take in a higher volume of 

livestock than Nova Scotia was currently producing. Abattoir proponents recognized that 

the plant would have to operate at a loss for its first few years until livestock production 

rose to meet its capacity. But, as livestock numbers continued to grow in the 1950s, and it 

was believed that the abattoir itself would act as an incentive for further increases.
67

  

In the late 1950s construction began at the chosen site in Halifax, and in 1960 the 

Nova Scotia Co-operative Plant opened its doors for business. It was a great achievement 

for the NSFA, and one which they hoped would encourage prosperous livestock 

production, and ensure a rosier future for the farmers they represented.
68

 Initially its 

prospects seemed promising. Nova Scotia’s cattle producers who used the abattoir were 

paid the same price for their animals as their Ontario counterparts, and Nova Scotia 

consumers enjoyed a three cent per pound reduction in meat costs as Ontario meat 

packers, fearful of the competition, flooded the market with their produce. But the future 

would not prove kind. The abattoir proved a constant money loser, dependent upon 

government grants to stay afloat until livestock production reached a sufficient level for it 

to be self-sustaining, an event which stubbornly refused to happen. As the 1960s wore on, 

and the losses piled up, the support of the Stanfield government began to wane.  
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There was a glimmer of hope came for its future in 1967 when the province and 

the federal Atlantic Development Board agreed to a scheme whereby the latter would 

award the abattoir an $850,000 grant and the former forego $500,000 in interest 

payments over 10 years. All were pleased with this arrangement, but the federal Treasury 

Board refused to support the plan, effectively nullifying the agreement. The news was a 

terrible shock to the abattoir’s proponents who thought the Treasury Board’s approval 

was a mere formality. Walsh believed this refusal was the result of the machinations of 

the politically well connected private meat-packing firms of Central Canada who, fearing 

co-operative competition, used their influence to convince Treasury Board President Bud 

Drury to quash the grant.
69

 The abattoir limped on until 1972 when the Liberal 

government of Gerald Regan withdrew government support, forcing it to close. It was a 

bitter disappointment to those who had pushed so forcefully for its creation.
70

 

Dairy Adjusts to Modernity and Oleomargarine 

While beef production struggled despite valiant efforts at modernization and 

promotion, the other pillar of Nova Scotia farming, dairy, enjoyed much more success. 

Production was up thanks to decades of efforts at herd improvement and the post-war 

advent of milking machines, which, by 1950, had largely replaced hand milking. But 

offsetting these efficiencies were rising costs brought on by the price of feed and the 

expenses of ensuring that dairies were sanitary and their products of a high quality. 

Returns were not rising to meet these expenses. Even creameries suffered from decreased 
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returns due the increased costs of manufacturing and static butter market prices, as well 

as a decline in supplies resulting from an increased demand for fluid milk in the 

province’s expanding towns and cities.
71

  

Further complicating the situation was a move to begin marketing butter and 

cream on a graded basis. While decades long efforts to improve cream and butter quality 

had been largely successful, Nova Scotia butter and cream lagged behind the rest of 

Canada in quality; it was the only province not to have compulsory grading of all its dairy 

products. Strong local demand for dairy products had reduced the possible repercussions 

of this policy, but post-war improvements in refrigeration and transportation made 

competition from the arrival of superior imports a real possibility. After consultation with 

representatives of the NSFA and the Nova Scotia Creamery Association, who agreed 

with the necessity of grading, compulsory grading was made a reality through 

legislation.
72

 Department agents began to instruct creamery workers in the grading, and 

by the end of 1950 grading stations were established in Truro and Middleton.
73

  

Technological changes drove the move towards grading. In 1948 the Supreme 

Court of Canada effectively legalized the production and sale of oleomargarine by 

striking down the 25-year ban as unconstitutional. This decision spread anxiety among 

Canada’s dairymen. The ban had been put in place in 1923 at the behest of dairy 
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producers, who, rightly, feared the competition margarine represented. In early 1948 the 

NSFA resolved to protest any opening of the Canadian market to margarine, and 

launched an advertising campaign in conjunction with the Nova Scotia Milk Producers 

Association and the Nova Scotia Distributors Association to promote the nutritional value 

of dairy products, especially for children.
74

 But by the end of the year they seemed 

resigned to the legality of margarine and prepared to adapt to the new environment, 

resolving that the NSFA should explore all means for controlling its distribution and sale 

so that it would present the least possible threat to dairy producers.
75

 The agreed upon 

way to do this was to legally ensure that margarine could not be coloured yellow, 

reasoning that uncoloured margarine would not be confused with butter as it looked like 

unappetizing shortening.
76

  

Nova Scotia responded to the legalization of margarine, and the concerns of the 

NSFA, with the Act Respecting Margarine (1949). It required manufacturers to abide by 

strict quality standards, colour their product white, and allow the department to inspect 

their product and facilities.
77

 Within a year a margarine factory was operating in 

Hubbards, Halifax County. Thus, after spending decades modernizing their industry, 
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dairy producers now faced stiff competition from a lower priced, synthetic product.
78

 

Unfortunately for the dairy producers, margarine, even uncoloured, proved to be a 

product in demand. Its popularity with consumers prompted the NSFA to submit another 

round of anti-margarine resolutions, including a demand that margarine only be sold 

when butter was in short supply.
79

 One member, Ralph Loomer, recognizing that the 

battle had been lost, argued that pursuing anti-margarine measures any further would 

drive a wedge between farmers and organized labour, given that many urban workers 

favoured the cheaper butter substitute over the real thing.
80

 In the end, dairy farmers were 

forced to adapt to life with unwanted competition. 

Financing Modernization on the Farm 

        As the experience of the apples and meat sectors suggest, government support for 

agricultural modernization could be capricious and hard to come by. But the federal 

government did offer a consistent supply of credit to farmers in the post-war years. 

Federal officials had long recognized that rural modernization across Canada would 

require making low interest financing available to farmers. Through expanding the 

existing federal farm credit program, and creating new ones in the post-war period, 

Ottawa was able to provide struggling farmers with the capital to improve, expand, and 
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reorient their operations. With farms across the country expanding and mechanizing at a 

fantastic rate, financing this growth became a primary concern for the federal state. Yet 

lack of access to credit and capital to fund farm expansion remained a persistent problem 

in the post-war years, prompting a major overhaul of the federal system of farm credit. 

 During the war it became evident that the Canadian Farm Loans Board (CFLB) was 

having difficulty distributing intermediate and short-term credit to farmers, prompting 

many to question its utility. A review conducted in the early 1950s indicated that the 

Board’s effectiveness as a lender had been in decline since the early 1940s. Among its 

chief faults was its non-response to farmers’ increased need for long-term credit to aid in 

farm mechanization and consolidation.
81

 As a result, in the mid-1950s several 

amendments to the Canadian Farm Loans Board Act allowed the Board to give more 

long-term credit loans and increase the amount that could be lent to individual farmers. A 

more liberal CFLB spurred a massive increase of over 3500% in the number of loans 

awarded in Nova Scotia after 1955, from 44 in 1954 to 1615 in 1955, as is seen in Table 

8.3. Although the value of the average loan declined from $2749 to $1583, the total 

amount of money going into agricultural improvements went from just over $120,000 to 

$2.5 million, resulting in a far wider distribution of public resources. Much of that 

money, however, went into farm consolidation, as successful farmers bought the land of 

families who were abandoning farming as a way of life, as is evident from the above 

mentioned census figures that show the farm population’s share of the provincial 

population decline by more than half between 1951 and 1961. 
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Table 8.3: Loans to Nova Scotia Farmers by the CFLB, 1946-1959: 

Year Total Loans Total Amount Average Amount 

1946 29 $57,750 $1,991 

1947 36 $63,700 $1,769 

1948 31 $68,600 $2,213 

1949 40 $76,400 $1,910 

1950 54 $108,250 $2,005 

1951 50 $108,500 $2,170 

1952 38 $81,800 $2,153 

1953 42 $117,850 $2,806 

1954 44 $120,950 $2,749 

1955 1615 $2,556,599 $1,583 

1956 1651 $2,675,400 $1,620 

1957 1698 $2,899,374 $1,708 

1958 1751 $3,180,104 $1,816 

1959 1937 $4,744,348 $2,449 

Source: The Government of Canada, Canadian Farm Loan Board: Annual Report 1946-1959 (Ottawa: 

Printer to the King’s Most Excellent Majesty, 1946-1959). 

 

             Mindful that the remaining farmers also needed access to credit to mechanize 

their operations, a decade before the expansion of CFLB the federal government passed 

the Farm Improvement Loans Act (FILA) in 1944. While the CFLB was mostly 

concerned with long-term credit for large expenditures such as mortgages that banks were 

wary to touch, the FILA was geared towards short-term credit loans for the purchase of 

farm machinery, livestock, seed, or fertilizer, smaller renovations for farm buildings, or 

the improvement of their living conditions.
82

 Another, unspoken, rationale behind the act 

was the widespread fear of a post-war recession, and the desire to buttress purchasing 

power in every sector of the economy. Unlike the CFLB, FILA loans were made by the 
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chartered banks, which were guaranteed against loss by the government up to ten per cent 

of the aggregate principle amount of loans made by each bank.
83

  

         Farmers across the country responded favourably to FILA, with Nova Scotia being 

no exception, as is seen in Table 8.4. Few farmers borrowed monies in the immediate 

post-war years, but by 1950 the loans activated increased markedly, from a mere 37 in 

1945 to 340 in 1950. The number of loans peaked in the mid-1950s with over 1,000 loans 

per year valued at nearly a million dollars. 

      Table 8.4: Number and Financial Value of FILA in Nova Scotia, 1945-1958 

 

Year No. of 

Loans 

Total Fed. 

Loan Amt. 

Avg. 

Loan  

1945 37 $23,213 $627 

1946 76 $55,617 $732 

1947 56 $46,223 $825 

1948 90 $72,616 $807 

1949 163 $132,451 $813 

1950 340 $274,940 $809 

1951 695 $619,720 $892 

1952 888 $852,297 $960 

1953 1,077 $945,862 $878 

1954 1,034 $866,171 $838 

1955 1,089 $998,938 $917 

1956 931 $893,271 $959 

1957 779 $852,780 $1,095 

1958 871 $989,452 $1,136 

Source: Government of Canada, The Farm Improvement Loans Act of 1944, Report for Calendar Year(s) of 

1946-1958 (Ottawa: King’s/Queen’s Printer and Controller of Stationary, 1947-1959). 

 

True to its original intent, farmers mainly used the FILA to purchase farm machinery. 

Between 1945 and 1961, 83 percent of the loans handled by the board that administered 
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the act were requested for that purpose.
84

 Nova Scotia farmers were no exception to this 

trend. Table 8.5 details the FILA loans they requested for machines. 

Table 8.5:  FILA Machine Loans in Nova Scotia, 1948-1958 

Category No. of 

Loans 

Total 

Value 

Average 

Loan 

Tractors 3,167 $3,225,261 $1,018 

Trucks 1,455 $1,479,992 $1,017 

Miscellaneous 2,270 $984,256 $434 

Threshers/Bailers 443 $512,714 $1,157 

Combines 94 $135,012 $1,436 

Source: The Farm Improvement Loans Act of 1944, Report for Calendar Year(s) of 1946-1958 (Ottawa: 

Kings/Queen’s Printer and Controller of Stationary, 1947-1959). 

 

As can be seen from the above table, the most desired loan items were tractors. 

Between 1948 and 1958 farmers took out over 3,000 loans for tractors, worth a total of 

over $3 million. Post-war farm mechanization was driven by the advent of the tractor. 

Between 1941 and 1961 the number of tractors on Nova Scotia farms increased by nearly 

fivefold from 1,386 to 7,034, while the number of horses plummeted from 36,172 to 8, 

917.
85

 The FILA played no small role in this process. Table 8.4 shows that the FILA’s 

awarding of loans for tractors spiked dramatically in the last years of the 1940s, 

increasing by over 100% each year from 1948 to 1951. After this time, despite some 

years showing a slight decrease, they remained largely consistent throughout the 1950s, 

with some tapering off towards the end of the decade. This can perhaps be attributed the 

remaining farms largely being fully mechanized. 
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Table 8.6: Nova Scotia FILA Tractor Loans, 1948-1958 

Year No. Total 

Loans 

Avg. Change 

1948 36 $31,239 $868 --------- 

1949 72 $57,253 $795 100.0% 

1950 158 $144,014 $911 119.4% 

1951 350 $317,597 $907 121.5% 

1952 454 $442,218 $974 29.7% 

1953 471 $449,762 $955 3.7% 

1954 324 $335,940 $1,037 -31.2% 

1955 406 $423,205 $1,042 25.3% 

1956 324 $340,691 $1,052 -20.2% 

1957 267 $295,808 $1,108 -17.6% 

1958 305 $387,534 $1,271 14.2% 
Source: The Farm Improvement Loans Act of 1944, Report for Calendar Year(s) of 1946-1958 (Ottawa: 

King’s/Queen’s Printer and Controller of Stationary, 1947-1959). 

 

Tractors were clearly regarded as essential for running a modern farm, and the 

same was true for trucks. Trucks were the second most requested piece of farm 

machinery for FILA loans. They, like the tractor, clearly proved their utility for modern 

farming, as is seen below. 

Table 8.7: Nova Scotia FILA Truck Loans, 1948-1958 

Year No. Total 

Loans 

Avg. Change 

1948 12 $10,995 $916 -------- 

1949 31 $29,953 $966 158.3% 

1950 51 $50,186 $984 64.5% 

1951 85 $80,633 $949 66.7% 

1952 163 $165,218 $1,014 91.8% 

1953 223 $215,934 $968 36.8% 

1954 198 $174,195 $880 -11.2% 

1955 213 $207,946 $976 7.6% 

1956 159 $164,060 $1,032 -25.4% 

1957 155 $178,122 $1,149 -2.5% 

1958 165 $202,750 $1,229 6.5% 
Source: The Farm Improvement Loans Act of 1944, Report for Calendar Year(s) of 1946-1958 (Ottawa: 

King’s/Queen’s Printer and Controller of Stationary, 1947-1959). 
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Like tractor loans, requests for trucks rose dramatically in the late 1940s, increasingly 

158 percent between 1948 and 1949 alone. They reached their peak year in 1953, when 

223 loans, worth a total of $165,218, were granted, and they remained largely consistent 

throughout the 1950s. Both of the above tables demonstrate both how widespread the 

mechanization process was in Nova Scotia’s farming sector, and how eagerly the farmers, 

seeking to stay competitive, flocked to FILA credit to modernize their operations. 

 

An Agricultural College for the Modern Age 

While farm credit was a major federal form of support for agricultural 

modernization, the province’s biggest investment remained the NSAC. The college was 

an investment that needed a serious upgrade. The fire in 1946 that destroyed the prized 

science building had resulted in the temporary removal of its classroom and lab activities 

to the nearby decommissioned military base in Debert, while applied instruction in farm 

work remained at Bible Hill. Students could live in old barracks, a distinct bonus for a 

college that lacked a dormitory. Many faculty members, and some students, however, 

resided in Truro, and the distance between the two locations made these arrangements 

impractical for the long haul. In 1947 the college purchased more adjacent land to expand 

its facilities, and plans for the reconstruction and refurbishment of the Bible Hill campus 

began. But the rebuilding proceeded slowly, with construction beginning only in the early 

1950s. Despite this lack of progress, the NSAC staff did not seem too upset. In his 1949 

report, Cox praised the facilities at Debert and asserted that the students there were not 

handicapped in either equipment or instructional staff.
86
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Despite the strained circumstances following the fire, the NSAC managed to 

expand the scope of its instruction in agricultural organization. The provincial Marketing 

Division continued to give lectures in cooperative management and student trips were 

broadened to include visits to apple cold storage plants and the federal research station in 

the Annapolis Valley. In 1948 an egg grading short course was held at the NSAC to 

instruct students in the growing importance of the quality of eggs sent to market; the 

successful candidates in the course became certified egg graders. The advent of 

instruction in egg grading coincided with an increase in the experimentation at the 

college poultry plant in poultry breeding, feeding, and housing to determine which 

methods were best suited for Nova Scotia farms. A demonstration poultry farm was 

established on the NSAC campus where students could give guided tours to visitors and 

instruct them in the newest methods of poultry raising and marketing.
87

 To further 

promote Nova Scotia poultry in 1951 the NSAC began holding annual chicken barbeques 

for students, staff, and the public, a very popular innovation.
88

 

Although the NSAC continued to function as a dual-campus institution, the 

situation was not ideal. If, as promised, the Truro campus was to be rebuilt and 

refurbished the government needed to be spurred into action. As the NSAC’s leading 

advocate, the NSFA had frequently held annual meetings on the Truro campus. 

Convening at Debert following the fire, NSFA members became acutely aware of the 

difficulties inherent in a dual-campus college and soon began lobbying aggressively for 
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the province to rebuild the Truro campus expeditiously. The importance of the NSAC 

within the agricultural and educational strategies of the province was being both asserted 

and recognized with greater frequency and clarity as the 1950s wore on. In 1951 Walsh, 

an NSAC alumnus, boasted that the best farms in Nova Scotia were run by men who had 

attended the NSAC, had been involved in the province’s Junior Agricultural Clubs, and 

were now members of cooperatives and the NSFA.
89

 This boasting was perhaps simply 

propaganda, but it did demonstrate the central place that the NSAC and agricultural 

education held in the imagination of agriculturalists like Walsh and his allies. 

Agricultural science and organized marketing were solidified as the pillars of the 

province’s farm strategy, and thus increasingly emphasized at the NSAC. In his opening 

preamble to the 1955 Annual departmental Report, Walsh spelled out clearly what the 

province saw as the role of the NSAC in realizing its vision for agriculture:  

If agriculture in Nova Scotia is to be prosecuted successfully, it follows 

that all branches of the industry must be conducted in a businesslike 

manner. It is evident, therefore, that those who intend to farm 

successfully must be educated in the science and practice of agriculture, 

and it is in consideration of this belief that every attempt is being made 

by the Department to expand and extend its programme of agricultural 

education.
90

 

By the time this was written the province had a college worth boasting about. In 

1951 Cox had announced that new buildings were to be erected on Bible Hill.
91

 In 1953 

construction began on a new science building and plans for a new engineering building 
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for the Agricultural Engineering department were close to completion.
92

 To further 

promote this vision, the province ensured that the scientific capabilities of the NSAC 

were well funded and state of the art after the reconstruction. Not only were new 

buildings constructed; the entire campus was being landscaped, with shrubs and trees 

planted to make it more visually appealing.
93

   

By the start of the 1953-54 academic year the new NSAC science building was 

ready for classes and experiments. Named in honour of former NSAC chemistry 

professor and principal, Leslie Harlow (who had died two years previously), the building 

was thoroughly modern and equipped to house the NSAC’s biology, botany, chemistry, 

and bacteriology departments.
94

 Space was set aside to house the Federal Soil Survey 

unit, continuing the soil survey program that had begun in the 1930s. To help further this 

goal, the lab was outfitted with a state of the art spectrograph that enabled trace element 

work on the soils analysed.
95

 The agricultural engineering building, when completed in 

1954, provided NSAC students with facilities to learn carpentry, smith work, and the 

increasingly necessary skills of machine maintenance and repair.
96

 By 1955 construction 
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of the NSAC’s science facilities was complete, but other construction plans were afoot, 

including the long desired dormitory.
97

  

The lack of a dormitory was a glaring and long-standing weakness from the very 

inception of the college in 1905. For over fifty years nothing had been done to redress the 

problem, for lack of funds and other priorities. Now, with provincial and federal funds for 

reconstruction, the college began considering building a dormitory. The NSFA lobbied 

the provincial government in support of the project.
98

 In 1955 Premier Henry Hicks 

announced plans to construct a student residence on the NSAC campus. By early 1956 

construction was underway, with the anticipation of an influx of students to take 

advantage of the new living and learning accommodations, albeit only men.
99

 Although 

women were attending the NSAC in rising numbers, this was, apparently, not incentive 

enough to warrant construction of a women’s dormitory.  

The residence, housing at least 126 students (two to a room) was at last opened on 

16 September 1957, on a day of festive ceremony at the NSAC, with spectators treated to 

a beef barbeque and a pipe band. Premier Robert Stanfield laid the corner stone and 

named the residence Trueman House in honour of the former principal.
100

 On the same 

day the newly refurbished administrative building was christened Cumming Hall in 
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honour of Trueman’s predecessor, Melville Cumming, and the science building was 

formally christened in honour of Leslie Harlow. Stanfield had announced the honouring 

of all three former NSAC professors while addressing the NSAC’s spring convocation in 

1957, calling them “giants in their time,” who left an indelible influence on generations 

of students. Stanfield particularly stressed Cumming’s work promoting grassland 

agriculture, Trueman’s stressing of the importance of livestock as the foundation of the 

agricultural economy, and Harlow’s promotion of limestone fertilizer and soil 

management.
101

 All of these were now the foundation of a major Department of 

Agriculture effort to promote the beef and dairy industries. 

Ensuring dairies were equipped to adapt to the modern milieu was also a priority 

at the NSAC, though its resources to instruct farmers in modern dairy practices were not 

as great as they might have hoped. Although it had been over twenty years since its 

termination, the loss of the college’s Maritime Dairy School was still deeply felt. NSAC 

students were still granted funding to travel to the Ontario Agricultural College (OAC) 

for their dairy school, but in 1947 the idea had been floated that the NSAC might offer a 

dairy short course that would cover the same ground as a formal dairy school. Particular 

concern was given to teaching the methods of pasteurization, bacteriology, and operating 

new milking machinery. Given the new tougher stance on milk quality coming from 

Halifax, it was even suggested that to ensure efficient and uniform pasteurization of milk 

all those responsible for operating a pasteurization plant should be required to hold a 

                                                           
101

 “Agricultural College to Honor Three Former Faculty Members,” The Maritime Farmer and Co-

operative Dairyman 62(16) (May 21, 1957), 3. 

 



409 
 

certificate of completion of the dairy short course.
102

 Nothing came of this idea, and 

NSAC students continued their annual trek to Guelph. Still, the NSAC did find a way to 

promote better cattle husbandry close to home. In 1945 an artificial insemination unit for 

cattle was formed at the college, and in 1952 an artificial insemination co-operative, the 

Nova Scotia Artificial Breeders Co-operative, was formed. Based in Truro, its bull barn 

could supply tri-weekly shipments of semen, from several breeds, to various affiliated 

breeders’ co-operatives across the province.
103

 

The NSAC overhauled and expanded its curriculum to further professionalise the 

training of farmers. In 1953 it introduced a General Agriculture Course. This two-year 

program was a hybrid of the Degree and Farm Courses, with emphasis on lab work 

complemented with instruction in practical agriculture. Low enrolment obliged the 

NSAC to cancel the program in 1956-57.
104

 Yet in its curriculum development initiatives, 

the NSAC was part of a national trend, as all agricultural colleges were expanding their 

programs in the post-war years. The OAC, for example, expanded its capacity for 

scientific breeding, soil analysis, agricultural chemistry, and the new field of genetic 

research.
105

 The NSAC did not command the funds or size to match developments at the 

OAC, but, eager to keep pace with the changes in agricultural education, a committee 

was organized at the behest of Cox in 1959 to reconsider its offerings. Reporting in 1960, 

it recommended that the Farm Course be redeveloped and reorganized. Previously, the 
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school relied on Extension workers based at the NSAC to teach the applied farm courses, 

with the full-time professors mainly concerned with the Degree courses. The Extension 

staff had more or less free rein to decide on course content and teaching roles, with the 

NSAC principal having limited authority over their choices. This changed after the 

committee reported that students and staff were unhappy with the situation, and control of 

the Farm Course curriculum and staff was placed firmly in the hands of the NSAC 

principal; the course was renamed the Diploma Course.
106

 Renaming it was conceived of 

as a means to bring farm instruction into the academic mainstream and award it the same 

respect that other diploma courses enjoyed. As the 1960s wore on, the Diploma course 

was characterized by a further emphasis on science and efficiency in farming, on par with 

increasing emphasis on technology. 

The NSFA in Changing Times 

Their continued boosting of co-operatives as a solution for rural ills underscores 

that the NSFA found itself in a bit of a rut by the middle of the 1950s. Much of the time 

in its annual meetings was taken up by reports from affiliated farmers groups and the 

national CFoA, while its own activities seemingly were not worthy of a detailed 

discussion. The co-operative abattoir was the only great project it engaged in at this time, 

a far cry from its earlier activism for agricultural reform. Much of its other activity 

undertaken during this period concerned measures aimed at cutting farmers’ expenses. 

These included NSFA sponsored automobile and health insurance plans, but more often 
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than not they involved making farms more cost efficient.
107

 To do this, farmers needed a 

reliable source of credit to fund their increasingly expensive operations, but the banks 

were proving reluctant to provide the funds and co-operatives seemed unable to do so. 

This was fatal to any hopes of increasing farm productivity, for in the eyes of the NSFA 

inadequate credit was worse than none at all, as it ensured that Nova Scotia’s farms 

remained small and inefficient.
108

  

In short, the driving policy goal would be a fully-fledged commercial agricultural 

industry, where only the most productive, efficient and profitable farms would have any 

place at the table. This attitude represents the logical conclusion of the NSFA’s decades 

long push for agricultural modernization and reform. In many respects, for all its trials, 

the NSFA and its mission were a stunning success. Its ideology had become predominant 

in rural Nova Scotia, and it was at last independent from the province for its survival. 

Casting a pall over all this was the fact that its favoured policies had left the farmer class 

it represented a much smaller part of society. In this new milieu, the NSFA was required 

to reinvent and reinvigorate itself yet again if its role of “farmers’ parliament” was to 

have any relevance in the modern countryside. 

One avenue they pursued was attempting to help farmers adapt to the rapid 

changes that were enveloping post-war society and their craft. This included an effort to 

                                                           
107

 Although the NSFA health plan had some success, by the mid-50s it was becoming apparent that the 

association was incapable of fulfilling their members’ health needs. Thus in a 1956 submission to the 

Premier and cabinet they urged the provincial government to push for a national health care plan which 

could cater to the hospital, dental, and optical needs of rural people. Submission to the Premier and 

Members of Cabinet by the Nova Scotia Federation of Agriculture, February 1, 1956, found in the papers 

of the Nova Scotia Federation of Agriculture in Truro, 3. 

 
108

 Nova Scotia Federation of Agriculture. Proceedings of the 62
nd

 Annual Convention held in The Nova 

Scotia Agricultural College, Truro, N.S., January 1-3, 1958. Truro, NS: NSFA, 1958.10. 

 



412 
 

make farming more attractive and rural life more comfortable. To that end, the NSFA 

lobbied the government to improve both rural electric and telephone service, even calling 

for public control over both services to do so.
109

 It stressed that its members should adapt 

their operations to cater to the local Maritime market, given that they were unlikely to 

break into any export markets. To ensure that farmers’ interests were represented in 

regional economic policies, the NSFA sent representatives to the Atlantic Provinces 

Economic Council (APEC) following its founding in 1954.
110

 

Fundamentally, the issue facing NSFA members was managing their farm 

finances and making a profit on the market, two things which were not always easy to 

achieve or balance. For many farmers the rapid mechanization of their craft offered a 

major challenge. Buying and maintaining modern machinery was costly, but it was also 

becoming a necessity due to the labour shortages brought on by the post-war exodus to 

the cities and the growing demands of the marketplace.
111

 But in addition to the cost-

price squeeze farm mechanization was placing on them, farmers had to contend with 

declining prices for farm goods due, ironically, to a glut in the market resulting from 

increases in production. These problems were discussed and debated by the NSFA, as, by 

the late 1950s, its meetings were dominated by gloomy speeches about how the margin of 

profit, even on the most successful farms, was small, costs of production were rising, and 
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net farm income was in decline.
112

 Adding to this situation was the equally worrying rise 

of agribusiness and its companion, vertical integration.  

      Agribusiness can be broadly defined as farms being run as businesses and farmers 

entering into partnerships with corporations in matters of supply and distribution. This 

system led directly into vertical integration, whereby all ownership in the food production 

chain, from cultivation and harvesting to distribution and sales was in the hands of a few 

individuals heading large corporate conglomerates. Farmers in this set-up were still 

legally the owners of their own business and property, but were contractually obligated to 

only receive supplies (machines, fuel, seeds, fertilizer, etc), from, and sell their products 

to, their corporate partners, who would, in turn, only market it in their supermarket 

chains. The rise of vertical integration unsettled many in the NSFA who valued farmer 

independence; indeed, in his 1957 address President J. M. Johnson speculated that it 

posed a grave threat to the existence of the family farm.
113

 Many NSFA members, 

including Johnson, concluded that the problem was not going to go away. How they 

proposed to counter it was familiar: more producer owned and controlled marketing and 

processing facilities through which farmers could successfully equip and finance their 

operations, and market and process their products.
114

 This confidence in the viability of 

farmers’ co-operatives belies the fact that co-ops themselves were in decline in the face 
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of cost-price squeezes and rising corporate competition.
115

 One casualty of the process 

was the scuppering of NSFA’s prized co-operative abattoir in 1972.  

As the problems its members were facing were not limited to Nova Scotia, the 

NSFA strengthened its affiliations with other similar organizations in these years, 

especially the national farmers’ lobby, the CFoA. Its successful lobbying efforts during 

the war had increased its standing among farmers immensely. It negotiated many benefits 

for farmers, including more favourable freight rates and better prices for fertilizers and 

seed. In the post-war years, the CFoA continued to lobby Ottawa aggressively on behalf 

of the farmers. Among other goals pursued were lower freight rates and tariffs for farm 

supplies and products, improved rural credit, setting market prices, and addressing farm 

labour problems. At their annual meetings the NSFA heard and discussed reports on the 

activities of the CFoA, and its regional affiliate, the Maritime Federation of Agriculture 

(MFA), reports which became a focal point of NSFA meetings by the turn of the 1950s. 

By the 1950s most of the lobbying on federal agricultural policy was conducted by the 

CFoA and MFA. Broader institutional co-operation was seen as the way of the future; 

thus the NSFA’s relationship with the CFoA grew closer during the post-war years.  

To reflect this bond, in 1951 the body resolved to change its name from the Nova 

Scotia Farmers’ Association to the Nova Scotia Federation of Agriculture (which 

helpfully allowed for the retention of the same acronym), a goal achieved with the 
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passage of an amendment to the Agriculture and Marketing Act in 1953.
116

 The CFoA 

wasn’t alone, as following the war a goodly portion of the NSFA’s meeting was taken up 

with reports from allied farmers’ bodies, such as the NSFGA, the WINS, the Nova Scotia 

Tomato Growers Association, the Nova Scotia Milk & Cream Producers Association, 

Maritime Co-operative Services, the Provincial Plowing Match, and the Nova Scotia 

Artificial Breeders Co-operative. In fact, the NSFA’s post-war annual meetings were 

largely taken up by reports from various affiliated bodies. 

In a similar national affiliation, the NSFA cultivated a close relationship with the 

popular CBC radio program Farm Radio Forum. Launched in 1941, the Monday night 

program presented listeners with a series of debates and lectures on agricultural themes, 

particularly the challenges faced by contemporary farmers. The show’s producers 

encouraged farmers to gather and listen in groups, take notes during the program, and 

discuss its themes afterwards, in the hopes that they could use what they heard to 

alleviate the problems that they and their communities faced.
117

 The Forum became 

popular among farm listeners, and its value for adult education was recognized by 

agricultural promoters at both the government and popular level, and the NSFA became a 

major booster of the program.
118

 The association encouraged the establishment of 
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listening groups, and by 1950 there were 108 such groups reporting to the NSFA.
119

 

While these initiatives were important and seemed well received, they represented a 

sharp downturn in the association’s activities and activism of old. Increasingly it was 

becoming a cog in a larger regional and national system of agricultural reform, while its 

attention to and influence in local matters declined along with its membership. The farm 

sector that now existed was much more in line with the modernist, scientific, market 

oriented vision the NSFA had been promoting since its inception, but thanks to the 

decline of farms that accompanied it, the NSFA had become a victim of its own ideology.  

The WINS’s “Golden Age” and the Paradoxes of Modernity 

While these were trying times for the NSFA, it was the exact opposite for the 

WINS. In contrast to the farmers’ association, its membership shot up dramatically and 

enjoyed a new burst of activity and relevance among rural women. Unlike the business 

oriented NSFA, concerning itself with more abstract matters of agricultural policy, 

economics and statistics, the WINS was more concerned with the lives of its members 

and the health of their families and communities, which accounts for their tremendous 

post-war popularity. Of course, a major part of the WINS’ mission remained instructing 

their members in modern ideas of home-making. This task was greatly aided by the 

WINS being reconstituted within the Department’s Extension Division’s new Home 

Economics division in 1948. This move did nothing to affect the independence of the 

institution, but gave it access to the Extension Division’s various offices located 

throughout the province, thus allowing for easier co-operation with the provincial 
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agricultural representatives for Home Economics promotion, and a greater network for 

spreading information and ideas. This no doubt aided the institute as it transitioned from 

the long leadership of the recently retired Helen Macdougall. By the early 1950s the 

Home Economics division had its own offices (outside its Truro centre), in Annapolis 

Royal, Antigonish, Amherst, Concession, Sydney and Yarmouth.
120

  

The creation of the new division did engender an important change in the WINS’s 

framework, in particular the role of the Superintendent. Whereas Macdougall had 

officially been charged only with overseeing the WINS itself, in reality she was 

unofficially the provincial head of Home Economics, a dual role that taxed her time and 

energy. But, in 1948 the roles were officially separated, as the duties of province-wide 

Home Economics promotion fell to the new Superintendent of Home Economics 

Services, a wholly separate department office affiliated with the WINS. The first woman 

to hold this position was Jean Munro, a resident of New Glasgow who had been active in 

the WINS for several years, and had previously supervised Girls’ Club activity in eastern 

Nova Scotia for the Extension Division.
121

 The role of Superintendent was now held by 

Florence Hilchey, who took over the post after Mary Powers resigned in 1948. A new 

team was emerging in the WINS, which, along with Munro and Hilchey, included 

prominent members such as Marion Lank, Anita Baird, Gabrielle LeBlanc, Elizabeth 

Rand and Margaret Hilton. These and other women formed the core of the post-

Macdougall WINS Executive. Macdougall may not have gotten her wartime wish of 

having a larger contingent of professional Home Economists to promote the WINS’s 
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agenda, but she did get a dedicated cadre of women who were more than capable of 

filling her large shoes.  

Realizing how large these shoes were may have prompted the creation of a new 

tactic for the WINS in securing leaders and workers for the Home Economics movement. 

Mindful of the need for more women professionally trained in Home Economics, and 

thus capable of offering instruction in it, the WINS began a program to encourage young 

women to study the subject formally, in university. While the Institute had always given 

moral support to this end, in 1945 it began collecting funds (hoping for an eventual sum 

of $5,000) that would be used to fund an annual $100 grant to any Nova Scotia girl who 

wished to major in Home Economics, the first being awarded to Virginia Grant of 

Churchville, Pictou County, in 1949. This scholarship was named in honour of 

Macdougall, and in every subsequent year of its existence, until 1964, it was named for 

prominent WINS members to honour their contributions to the Institute.
122

 

For the established leaders of the WINS, and those in training, the first and 

foremost priority remained improving the domestic life and labour of rural women 

through instruction in Home Economics, and thus improving the overall economic and 

social health of Nova Scotia as a whole. For the post-war WINS its core mission 

remained consistent from years past: to promote more efficient and productive 
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housework among rural women and girls, to improve the overall quality of life in rural 

areas, and to develop useful citizens.  

In seeking to carry out this mission, there was considerable continuity with the 

methods of previous years. Short courses and correspondence courses continued 

unabated, as did demonstrations and Institute sponsored lectures and speeches. Model 

kitchens were still being displayed in provincial exhibitions as tools for educating women 

on running a modern home with all the latest gadgets.
123

 Canning conferences were still 

being organized to instruct women in preserving fresh fruits and vegetables for the winter 

months; but the demonstrations now included new, modern equipment, and participants 

were encouraged to buy their own canning equipment after finishing the course.
124

 There 

were many signs of change in these years. While nutrition remained a prime WINS 

concern, it was becoming much more official and codified than in previous years. Hence, 

in 1958 Munro introduced the WINS to the Canada Food Rules for balanced meals.
125

 

Whereas previously, governments had only supported institutions like the WINS in 

promoting nutrition, now the federal bureaucracy was involved in seeing that citizens 

were fed healthily.  

The importance of women as consumers and the managers of family funds 

remained a focal point of WINS energy in these years as well, but in this field too the 
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WINS found itself seeking greater help from like-minded groups. WINS members were 

still being encouraged to be wise and frugal with their family’s money, and to favour 

Nova Scotia products with their patronage. Although the post-war years were more 

prosperous than the foregoing decades had been, Nova Scotia still lagged behind much of 

the rest of Canada economically. Encouraging shoppers to buy Nova Scotia products was 

thus, in WINS’s eyes, still vital to ensuring provincial prosperity. Munro went as far as to 

call the consumer the “hero” of the economy.
126

  

Throughout the 1950s Jean Munro took pains to remind members that they could 

improve their province’s fortunes through their financial support. Much of this advocacy 

was focused on agricultural products. WINS members were urged to buy more dairy 

products, both to improve their family’s nutrition and to give Nova Scotia dairy farmers a 

boost. Early in 1956 Munro reported that the Nova Scotia Milk and Cream Producers’ 

Association had launched a promotional campaign for their “highly nutritious product,” 

and suggested that the WINS would be well advised to support this campaign.
127

 Such 

support was manifested the following year, when the annual convention passed a 

resolution, crafted by the Port Williams WI, calling for dairy vending machines to be 

installed in the soon to be completed Horton and Cornwallis High Schools, specifically 
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with the goals of improving both the students’ health and the provincial dairy industry.
128

 

Similarly, linking consumption with the health of the agricultural industry, the WINS lent 

its support to the co-operative abattoir project. Like their allies in the NSFA, they 

furiously raised funds for the project, as a means of boosting provincial meat production, 

which, in turn, would provide products for the WINS members to purchase.
129

 WINS 

campaigns were not limited to promoting agricultural products. In 1951 Munro urged 

women to serve their families four or five extra meals of fish to give a boost to the 

provincial fishing industry.
130

 

The WINS’ focus on consumerism was not only an example of continuity in the 

post-war world; it was also a sign of change. Munro may have believed that consumers 

were the “heroes” of the Canadian economy, but that did not mean that she felt the heroes 

were capable of acting alone. By the mid-1950s the WINS had begun a partnership with 

the Consumers Association of Canada, a body dedicated to promoting consumer interests 

and raising consumer awareness. The president of the provincial wing of the national 

body, Mrs. D. L Whitby, addressed the annual convention in 1955, and echoed the 

longstanding WINS policies by urging members to buy locally. Mrs. Whitby deviated 
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from the traditional WINS line in telling the delegates of a study being conducted by her 

organization on the standardization of textile sizes and the percentage of fibre content in 

new materials, and that complaints in regards to both of these matters were being sent to 

textile manufacturers.
131

  

While her rationale here was likely to demonstrate the utility of her organization 

to the WINS members, it does serve to illustrate a change in the WINS’s position on 

consumer advocacy. By decade’s end it too was shifting tactics from simply encouraging 

women to buy certain products to helping ensure that the products they bought were of 

high quality. At the 1958 convention, where delegates were still encouraged to buy Nova 

Scotia products, the Institute, at the behest of the Grand Pre WI, passed a resolution 

opposing manufacturers placing a premium on essential household items. These 

sentiments were echoed in an Executive meeting early in the following year when Munro 

spoke strongly against what she termed a “premium racket” that placed constrains upon 

the choices of consumers.
132

 

The WINS was still concerned with their members’ role as economic producers. 

Of course, it was widely believed in the 1950s that a woman’s proper place was in the 

home, so the WINS’s idea of women as producers was still fixated on their creation of 

folk art and handicrafts. The variety of crafts being produced remained largely the same, 

with the same emphasis on hooked rugs and quilts. The more prosperous times, however, 

had eliminated the economic rationale of handicraft creation and sale as a subsidiary 
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income, or at least the urgency of it. Handicrafts were still viewed as an expression of 

creativity, as well as a source of personal pleasure, and, increasingly, of heritage, or at 

least a specific variety of it. By the middle of the 1950s the WINS was encouraging its 

members, and their daughters in 4-H Clubs to include Nova Scotia tartans in their quilts 

and other crafts, while others were encouraged to create histories (in print or through art), 

of their home towns replete with sections on the English, French, Indians, and Germans, 

for a Federated Women’s Institutes of Canada project, the “Canadian Mosaic.”
133

  

This emphasis on heritage was not limited to handicraft production. From the late 

1940s onward the executive made a concerted effort to encourage local WIs to form 

Institute choirs. Such choirs were promoted to both foster artistic expression amongst the 

members and to improve the cultural life of their communities. The WINS took the 

quality of these choirs very seriously, noting in the summer of 1954 a notable decline in 

choir quality. The organization took steps to improve the situation by appointing musical 

directors in each district to oversee their practice regimens and programs.
134

 The 

Executive took an active interest in the repertoire of songs for these choirs, frequently 

sending out lists of songs and music for them to perform. They were usually patriotic 

songs or old folk standards, thus conforming to the handicrafts emphasis on heritage and 
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nostalgia.
135

 It may also be that creating artifacts and singing songs celebrating their 

heritage and emphasizing patriotism brought comfort to the WINS members in what was 

becoming an increasingly tense Cold War and an ever changing economic landscape. 

  It was becoming clear to the WINS that much was changing in regards to the 

concepts of woman’s citizenship and their role in society. The place of women had long 

been viewed as in the home, keeping house and caring for young children. This idea had 

deeply influenced the Home Economics ideology and the WI movement that sprang up to 

promote it was geared towards making women better home makers through the use of 

science. However, in the post-war years, science seemed to be moving by leaps and 

bounds to make house work much more efficient and productive. The advent of electric 

household appliances revolutionized domestic labour; electric vacuums, stoves, sewing 

machines, and washers and dryers made the tasks of cooking, cleaning and mending 

much less arduous and time consuming than they had been in the past. Understandably, 

this development thrilled many a housewife, and though it was welcomed by the WINS, 

it was not greeted without some trepidation. Having electrical appliances was fine, even 

desirable, but many women had no experience with such gadgets and thus needed 

instruction in how to use them. To cater to such people, in 1949 the WINS created a 

pamphlet entitled “Facts and Figures on Electricity on the Farm and in the House” which 

laid out the basics for using electricity on the farm and in the home.
136

 The WINS 

encouraged local chapters to have demonstrations and workshops to instruct their 
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members in how to use these new tools to their greatest efficiency and to care for them to 

ensure a long life of service. Such actions hearkened to the WINS’s activist roots, and 

showed that its traditional model of grass-roots Home Economics instruction via the local 

WIs still had vitality.  

The arrival of electrical appliances had an unexpected consequence, as once they 

began to relieve the drudgery of housework it became apparent that women now had 

much more time on their hands. How they spent this time became a topic of debate. The 

WINS Executive, it seems, wanted their members to devote any spare time they had to 

self and community improvement. The Legislation committee argued in 1957 that women 

should devote their idle time to studying politics and current events to be better engaged 

citizens who could both actively participate in the great debates of the day and respond to 

localized problems.
137

  

Such opinions underscore that many within the WINS still thought a woman’s 

proper place to be the domestic sphere managing family affairs. No thought at all seemed 

to be given to the notion that women with time to spare from domestic chores might seek 

work outside the home. Despite the persistence of these beliefs, more and more women 

were finding it necessary to enter the off-farm labour market to make ends meet. These 

women were still in the minority, but their numbers were growing, so much so that the 

WINS made note of the trend. At the 1952 convention a guest speaker, CBC Radio’s 

“Women’s Commentator” Joan Marshall, told delegates that 28 percent of working 
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women were married, and urged more rural women to earn money from the home.
138

 She 

did not elaborate on how they were to do this, but did say that rural women had greater 

opportunities to earn money from their house work than urban ones, so she probably had 

selling handicrafts or fresh produce in mind. It did not take long for WINS to come 

around to this line of thinking; a mere two years later President Elizabeth Rand spoke of 

the farm wife’s importance in planning and working the farm, going as far as to call her a 

“partner” in successful farm management.
139

 

Attitudes, it seems, were changing in rural Nova Scotia, and this was not always 

to the benefit of the WINS. This was made apparent in 1957 when, in an address at its 

annual convention, Agricultural Minister Edward D. Haliburton suggested that the WINS 

may have to do without their annual grant from the province, which he pegged at 

$12,000. The threat of losing their funding caused considerable indignation among the 

WINS executive, as did Haliburton’s sum, as the Institute only received a $1,400 annual 

grant. In response to a flurry of criticism Haliburton back tracked, claiming that he 

mistook the $12,000 the province allocated to the salaries and expenses of the Home 

Economists extension workers for that set aside for the WINS. Given this fact, Haliburton 

argued that it was worth questioning the necessity of a provincially sponsored WINS. In 

response to the controversy, he told a reporter for The Chronicle Herald that “[w]ith the 

advent of government sponsored domestic science courses...sewing clubs, 4-H clubs, 

community nurses and public health services, hospital auxiliaries, Home and School, 
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adult education and group activities, all facilitated by modern transportation and good 

roads, country women were living in a very different world from that in which the first 

Institutes filled so great a need.” Nonetheless, he concluded by saying that he would 

never again “arouse the ire of the Institute ladies without considerable reinforcements.”
140

 

Haliburton’s remarks underscore that times were changing for the WINS, but it would not 

be until the 1960s that the scale of the change became apparent.  

The Farm and the Modernist Impulse 

Clearly, rural Nova Scotia was becoming a much more modern place. Social 

mores remained largely in place, but life and work were becoming much more 

mechanized, efficient, and productive. Despite some signs of trouble, such as the decline 

of co-operatives and rising costs, the department was convinced that thanks to them Nova 

Scotia farmers were farming better than ever. In a glowing preamble to the 1953 Annual 

Report, Walsh stated that the “better farmers” of the province had “adopted up-to-date 

methods,” had “mechanized their farms and, generally speaking…they are carrying on a 

successful farm enterprise.” While this was not a universal condition, Walsh was 

confident that their numbers would continue to grow, and that “the future of agriculture 

in Nova Scotia can readily be assured, when the farms of this province are operated by 

men of this stamp.”
141

 Furthermore, farm mechanization was on the rise, as Walsh 

reported that there was now hardly a section in farming that had not been affected by an 

increase in modern technology and scientific equipment. This situation posed something 

of a challenge for the agricultural representatives employed by the Extension Division, 
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who had to stay abreast of the ever quickening developments in agricultural technologies 

and methodologies if they wanted to do their jobs as instructors effectively.
142

 

Mechanization served to help farmers cope with a growing labour shortage. The 

prosperous post-war economy, with its secure and high paying 40-hour week jobs (and 

two weeks’ vacation), was drawing many rural labourers to urban areas, leading to 

farmers falling back upon the labour of themselves or their families. Although the rise of 

machines lessened the blow of the declining labour pool, the advent of modernity was not 

always benign. The advent of higher farm yields had led to a glut in the market, and 

improved transportation networks allowed for greater amounts of produce to be marketed 

in Nova Scotia, both of which factors served to drive down prices for farm goods.
143

  

Despite these troubling trends there was no sign that the department was 

considering a different course of action. The mid-1950s witnessed a burst of government 

driven economic reform and planning, the “Atlantic Revolution,” a regional protest 

movement for renewed prosperity and fair federal treatment not unlike the “Maritime 

Rights Movement” of a generation earlier. The white collar “revolutionaries” who led 

this new movement created a new system for regional economic and bureaucratic co-

operation in seeking out better terms of financial aid from the federal government and 

attracting new investment for industrial development, exemplified by the creation of the 

Atlantic Provinces Economic Council (APEC) in 1955. This new body soon had  the 

opportunity to make its case nationally, for in the same year Ottawa had formed the Royal 
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Commission on Canada’s Economic Prospects (commonly called the Gordon 

Commission after its head, economist Walter Gordon), to investigate Canada’s economic 

problems and recommend government policy to address them. In its submission to the 

Commission, APEC laid out the measures that it believed were necessary to improve the 

regional economy. In the case of agriculture, while it recognized that there were several 

physical hindrances to further agricultural development, it was nonetheless certain that 

more progress was possible if more “small and ineffective units” were consolidated into 

“farms of an economic scale with adequate mechanization,” and the reach of organized 

marketing bodies were extended to allow for the “disposition of produce in a 

concentrated volume.”
144

  

The NSFA submission to the Gordon Commission was largely in line with 

APEC’s, arguing that the greatest problem facing Nova Scotia farms was a lack of 

income and the lower standard of living it engendered. Outlining what they believed 

should be done to remedy the situation, the NSFA called for greater access to farm credit, 

but asserted that small scale farming was not compatible with the modern economy. For 

the sake of greater production and market stability they argued that it was essential for 

the government to craft policies that would “accelerate the flow of production facilities – 

land, labour, and capital – into the lines of production that offer the greatest return and 

the greatest possibility of expansion,” and that farmers should gear their operations 

towards maximum profit.
145

 In a similar vein, in a 1957 submission to the Royal 
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Commission on Rural Credit the association argued that farming must be carried out as a 

commercial venture in order to generate enough income to both keep people on the farm 

and give them a standard of living comparable to their urban counterparts.
146

 These 

policy recommendations were echoed in the final report of the Gordon Commission.
147

 

Conclusion 

The recommendations were not new; these were the policies that the department 

had been pursuing for decades in its quest to improve Nova Scotia’s agricultural 

economy. As far as the department was concerned, only those farmers who farmed 

efficiently, were market oriented, and ran their operation like a business, were in any 

position to be successful in the modern world of rationalized agriculture. This sentiment 

was evident in Mackenzie’s 1948 radio address that opened this chapter, and was the 

foundation of all programs of farm modernization in the post-war period. But progress 

had its costs. As the department recognized, many farms were in a precarious position as 

a result of declining profits, rising costs, and competition. As farms operated in a rapidly 

changing world in which improvements in transportation and storage technology were 

transforming markets, and consumer tastes were rapidly changing, a farm could be run as 

efficiently and scientifically as possible, but if it was not returning its operating costs and 

turning a profit it could not expect to remain in operation. This reality did nothing to stay 

the department, the NSAC, the NSFA, or the WINS in their pursuit of agricultural 

                                                                                                                                                                             
 
146

 Nova Scotia Federation of Agriculture, Submission by the Nova Scotia Federation of Agriculture to 

Royal Commission on Rural Credit, May 28th, 1957, found, uncataglogued, within the papers of the Nova 

Scotia Federation of Agriculture in Truro, 1-2. 

 
147

 Walter Gordon, Commissioner, Royal Commission on Canada’s Economic Prospects: Final Report 

(Ottawa: Queen’s Printer, 1957), 149-180.  

 



431 
 

modernization. If anything, the farm crisis of the 1950s only convinced them that further 

modernization was needed to ensure that the remaining farms were capable of surviving 

in the modern world. The 1960s would see a new burst of government programs and 

policy innovation to stem the seemingly intractable flow of people from farming and 

rural areas in general, but they would meet with similar results to those that came before. 

That decade was the one in which seeds of farm modernization, sown in the late 

nineteenth century, came into full bloom, and the bittersweet harvest was finally reaped. 
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Chapter 9 

Reaping what was Sown: An Assessment of Agricultural Modernity 

On 16 April 1969 Melville Cumming died, at the ripe old age of 93.
1
 One can 

only wonder what reflections passed through his mind towards the end of his long life. 

He devoted his professional energies to creating a Nova Scotia agricultural economy that 

was scientific, efficient, productive, and market oriented. To a large degree he, and his 

cohorts, were staggeringly successful. The agricultural economy of the 1960s functioned 

largely along these lines. Yet, however radically the industry differed from that of 

Cumming’s youth, the problems facing it in 1969 were strikingly similar to those of years 

past. Cumming had planned to attend the 7 May convocation ceremony at the Nova 

Scotia Agricultural College (NSAC), and his passing was noted by Principal William 

Jenkins, and his life and legacy given due honour. Cumming might have expected such 

accolades, but he may have been surprised to hear what guest speaker Dr. Harold Nason, 

Nova Scotia’s Deputy Minister of Education, had to say. Nason told the assembled 

graduates that the overall trend in the province’s farm sector was downward. Due to poor 

management and business practices, and poor use of the soil, farming had been usurped 

in economic importance by industry in every province, except perhaps Prince Edward 

Island. Nason argued that it was essential to build an appreciation for agriculture and for 

the farmer to be recognized for the key role he played in economic and social health and 
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development. For Nason the stakes were high, for he issued a dire warning that as 

agriculture went so went civilization.
2
 

Were Cumming present he likely would have been struck by how the farm crisis 

Nason expounded on was similar to the one he and his colleagues had confronted decades 

earlier. That crisis had spawned an aggressive effort by the agricultural reformers in the 

provincial Department of Agricultural, the NSAC, the Nova Scotia Federation of 

Agriculture (NSFA), and the Women’s Institute of Nova Scotia (WINS) to ensure that 

Nova Scotia agriculture was capable of surviving in an industrial economy that 

emphasized efficiency, productivity, and market orientation. To ensure that the sector 

could survive and thrive in such an environment the reformers marshaled the powers of 

the state to instruct farmers in new techniques to ensure production efficiency and to 

guarantee that produce met certain standards of quality. The result was a massive 

government intervention into a long established culture and economic sector that had 

hitherto existed largely free of state intervention. Moreover, this state intervention 

occurred decades before state efforts to modernize other natural resource sectors, such as 

lumbering and the fishery, were launched. Whereas in the 1860s government investment 

in the agricultural sector was limited to modest financial support for the province’s 

dispersed agricultural societies, by the 1960s the government encouraged the centralized 

marketing of produce, oversaw its grading, funded an agricultural college, employed 

agricultural representatives, sponsored provincial farmer and farm women’s groups, and 

generously supported farmer credit and loan programs.  
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The course the reformers charted was fraught with ideological quarrels between 

the forces of free market and co-operative marketing. Though co-operation enjoyed some 

state favour during the twenty years from 1925 to 1945, after the Second World War the 

forces of private marketing emerged triumphant and co-operation was put on the retreat. 

Despite their differences, one thing the advocates of co-operation and laissez-faire 

economics agreed on was that farming needed to be geared to the needs of the market and 

consumer demands, making both in tune with the government’s program of agricultural 

promotion. 

By any measure, these state efforts to found and support institutions dedicated to 

promoting modern farming represented a sizable state investment. That the effort to 

promote modern farming began so early and loomed large in the imaginations of a 

succession of provincial administrations demonstrates the importance of agriculture in the 

cultural imaginations of Euro-Canadians of all persuasions and professions. Since the 

seventeenth century farming had formed one of the economic and cultural foundations of 

Nova Scotia, and the threats to its health posed by creeping industry and urbanization 

spawned a massive government and popular effort to remould it to fit a modern 

framework. A healthy society, so the thinking went, required a thriving rural base to 

instill and safeguard traditional culture, morals, and civic values. Without such a base, it 

was feared, society would fall into physical and spiritual decay. The farm economy that 

existed in Nova Scotia in 1960 is testament to their success. Marshalling the power of 

state and grassroots activism, by the mid-twentieth century the agricultural reformers had 

realized their vision of a modernized farming sector, but at cost to the sector itself. 

Though Nova Scotia’s farms were efficient, productive, and market driven, its farmers 
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represented a winnowed portion of the overall population and a shrinking contribution to 

the provincial economy. 

Thus, by the turn of the 1960s the impetus for state directed agricultural reform in 

Nova Scotia had lost much of the urgency that had marked the effort since the late 

nineteenth century. Or at least it did so at the provincial level, as Ottawa introduced 

several policies designed to promote further rural modernization. Among the most 

notable was the Agricultural and Rural Development Act (ARDA), introduced in 1961, 

that infused cash into rural infrastructure and development projects with the provinces 

covering half of the costs. The governments of the Maritime Provinces took advantage of 

this program, but made clear to Ottawa that their main priority was confronting industrial, 

not rural, underdevelopment, and requested federal programs to meet those needs.
3
 

The change in attitude can perhaps be partly attributed to a changing of the guard 

in Halifax. In 1956, after 23 years in power, the Liberals were defeated by Robert 

Stanfield’s Progressive Conservatives in a tightly contested provincial election, with the 

Tories taking 24 of 43 seats and 49 percent of the vote. Despite the change of 

government, the trajectory of Nova Scotia’s agricultural policy did not change 

dramatically. The state remained committed to encouraging ever more efficient and 

market oriented farming, but the commitment to organized marketing was weakened. 

This change was brought on partly by the arrival of a new Minister of Agriculture, 

Edward D. Haliburton, who was, to put it mildly, not an enthusiast for state organized 

marketing. Haliburton’s political and economic ideology was laissez-faire liberalism, and 
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a few years earlier he had been one of the leaders of the offensive that brought down the 

Nova Scotia Apple Marketing Board (NSAMB) and with it the centralized marketing of 

the province’s apple crop. As minister, Haliburton was adamant that the province’s 

farmers needed more individual initiative and less state guidance. In a 1961 speech to the 

Nova Scotia Federation of Agriculture (NSFA) he argued that farmers should “give 

serious thought to the requests we make on government and attempt to make sure that the 

implications will not erode too much of our individual freedoms.” The following year he 

was blunter still, deriding the effectiveness of government farm assistance and arguing 

that “we need less philosophy and more sweat.”
4
 

The opinions of Minister Haliburton could not be more distant from those of his 

Deputy Minister F. Waldo Walsh, the department’s long time champion of centralized 

marketing. With the two having such divergent views, one would expect a clash of ideas 

and personalities, but peace more or less reigned in Haliburton’s department. Walsh 

wrote very little about this phase of his career in his memoir, and Haliburton comes 

across much better than Walsh’s other ideological opponents such as J. Fred Fraser, 

Alexander MacMillan, and especially Robert Winters. Whereas the latter three were 

presented as comical or dastardly, Haliburton is described as “a very nice – I could 

almost say sweet – fellow. He was pleasant, he liked most people, he was a great reader 

and a tremendous writer, he was very well educated and was knowledgeable on many 

subjects.” Indeed, Walsh only faults him for being unorganized and capricious in how he 

handled department matters.
5
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Why Haliburton was spared the wrath of Walsh’s pen despite his opinions on 

organized marketing and his role in the destruction of the NSAMB can perhaps be 

attributed to a personal rapport. They had known each other since the 1920s, and it 

appears that Walsh liked and respected Haliburton, despite their differences. Haliburton, 

it seems, reciprocated Walsh’s feelings, staring down partisan pressure to sack or transfer 

Walsh so as to make way for a Tory appointment in the throng of patronage firings and 

hirings that followed their 1956 victory.
6
 This may have been the result of friendship, or 

it could represent an act of expediency. Walsh who had been with the department for 23 

years, knew the job inside out, and was well known and respected by farmers. In other 

words, Walsh was just the man the Minister would want working for him.  

While Haliburton and Walsh more or less got along, the new government did 

bring with it a change in attitude towards marketing and co-operatives. In his memoir 

Walsh expressed respect for Premier Stanfield, and his right hand man, and eventual 

successor, George I. Smith, calling both “sterling characters and beyond reproach,” but 

made clear that some in the Cabinet were more laissez-faire than he would like. On one 

occasion, a cabinet minister (whom he left unnamed) told Walsh “Waldo, I will kill every 

goddamn co-operative in Nova Scotia, wherever they are, and don’t you forget it.”
7
 

Attitudes such as these convinced Walsh to retire in 1962 (though his age, 65, likely also 

played a factor). He remained involved in agricultural issues for the remainder of his life, 

taking up a job with the Co-op Advisory Services shortly after he left the department.  
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      The 1960s was a decade of change for the other pillars of Nova Scotia’s 

agricultural reform movement as well. For the NSAC, as with most Canadian 

universities, the decade proved to be a decade of expansion. The first “baby boomers” 

were reaching college age and attending universities at unprecedented rates.
8
 To cater to 

the growing student bodies, the government doled out generous grants to expand the 

facilities and staff of universities. Vocational colleges were no different. Under the 

federal Technical and Vocational Training Act of 1960 the NSAC received funding that 

allowed it further to expand its capacity for instruction and research.
9
 During the 1960s 

the NSAC’s scientific facilities expanded, its connections to the wider world of 

agricultural science and research increased, and it enlarged its role in government 

extension work. Cox retired in 1964, passing the torch of NSAC principal to William 

Jenkins who oversaw the expansion and further reconfiguration of the NSAC. Jenkins 

had spearheaded the latest round of curriculum reform, and under his leadership the 

newly christened Diploma Course further emphasised the role of science and efficiency 

in farming. The new course was modeled after those of technical colleges in placing ever 

greater emphasis on the scientific and technical knowledge and managerial skills that 

were suited to a specialized vocation.
10

 In some respects this course represented the 

culmination of the NSAC’s embrace of scientific agriculture as instruction was now fully 

geared towards training farmers who were wholly scientific, mechanized, and capitalized. 
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 For the NSFA the decade proved trying, as it was hit hard by the precipitous 

decline in farm numbers, and with them its membership. Modern farming came at a price, 

and the costs of procuring and maintaining the machines and chemicals needed for 

scientific farming brought on a “cost-price squeeze” that exacerbated the financial 

precariousness of farming. At its 1964 meeting the association was informed that Nova 

Scotia’s farmers were only netting $2 million from a total business of $46 million. The 

following year it reported that the average farm income had only risen from $1,670 to 

$3,837 since 1946, while manufacturing wages had gone from $1,516 to $4,200. In the 

face of this situation, the NSFA lobbied the provincial government to invest in soil 

replenishment, the replacement of old farm buildings, and legislation to allow farmers 

greater access to credit and financial assistance. The provincial government, however, 

was no longer as receptive to the concerns of the “farmers’ parliament” as it once had 

been. Halifax’s main priority was keeping the food sold in Nova Scotia stores as cheap as 

possible, so as to placate the province’s now largely urban consumers.
11

 In such an 

environment, the steadily diminishing population of farmers and their Federation carried 

little clout to sway the politicians. 

Even the venerable WINS was having a trying time in the 1960s. Though 

membership had been on the rise since 1945, by the latter part of the 1950s its numbers 

were declining, though not collapsing, and fewer women seemed to want to get involved 

with the WINS. Why this was so is not entirely clear, but the executive of the WINS 

seemed to think that the main culprit was the recent influx of televisions that were 

                                                           
11

 Nova Scotia Federation of Agriculture, In Union Strength, 79. 

 



 
 

440 

 

tempting more women to stay home at night.
12

 Furthermore, thanks to developments in 

communication and transportation technology the once stark differences between rural 

and urban women had lessened. These developments could only weaken the largely rural 

based WINS. Institutionally, the Institute was becoming less centralized, as the influence 

of the Executive waned and local WIs became increasingly independent in their 

activities.
13

 This change could not have come at worse time, as the 1960s witnessed 

dramatic changes in women’s role in society.  

The rise of second wave feminism challenged the age old ideas of a woman’s 

proper place being in the home tending to the family. New feminist activists insisted that 

women should not only be the political and legal equals of men, as the earlier generation 

of feminists sought, but that women should also not be restrained to the home and should 

be able to seek careers in the professional and commercial world. This new generation of 

activists was not prepared to see society improved by better housekeeping and nutrition, 

the staples of Home Economics, or to engender change by polite lobbying, rather than 

through protest and, if necessary, civil disobedience. The more mainline WINS had little 

to offer these young women, and it was well aware that the ground was shifting under its 

feet. The WINS did not necessarily disagree with all the points raised by the new 

generation, but it did not attempt to adapt institutionally to the situation. In its submission 

to the Royal Commission on the Status of Women of 1968 it recognized that more 

women were entering the work force and spoke forcibly in support of such women, 
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advocating equal rights and pay with men. However, true to its roots, it also called for 

greater Home Economics instruction in public schools to train girls for their future as 

wives and mothers.
14

  

The problems facing the NSFA and WINS were symptomatic of the larger legacy 

that they and their fellow reformers in the department and NSAC had wrought in rural 

Nova Scotia through their decades of reformist activism. Even the farms that remained in 

operation were often hard pressed to see a profit after all their expenses were taken into 

account. Profit, however, was now the underlying objective of the industry they worked 

in. It is a deep irony that the nearly century long effort to salvage the farming sector only 

served to further undermine it.
15

 

This continued erosion of rural life occurred during a time of great social tumult, 

the 1960s. The generation born immediately after the Second World War, the “baby 

boomers,” were not shy about voicing ideas about politics, society, and ethics that 

differed starkly from those of their elders. Youth across the western world led protest 

movements challenging the status-quo surrounding politics, economics, ecology, race and 

gender relations, sexual norms, and foreign policy.
16

 Protest was only one form of 

change, as the decade also saw the full realization of a Canadian welfare state that 

provided citizens with tax-funded social services such as health care, greatly expanding 
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the financial and social scope of the state in the process.
17

 The broad concern of the 

protesters and of the bureaucrats who oversaw the creation of the welfare state was 

predominantly urban and industrial with the rural relegated to the past or to the margins.  

 Not all overlooked rural concerns. A subset of the youth protesters included a 

cadre of would-be rustics who sought the simplicity of rural life embodied in the “back to 

the land” movement. For many the hectic, consumerist, and environmentally harmful 

realities of industrial modernity were degrading for the individual, society, and the earth 

itself, and a return to a more “primitive” existence dedicated to nurturing an honest living 

off the land gained some cultural currency. The movement, however, had limited appeal, 

as its emphasis on returning to labour intensive, non-mechanized farming won few 

converts, especially among those still engaged in farming.
18

 The movement’s immediate 

impact was limited, but by the early twenty-first century its concerns had become 

mainstream. The “back to the land” movement attests that even in the “high modernist” 

days of the 1960s the “farm question” was as potent as ever. The modern debates 

surrounding organic farming, buying locally, urban farming, and the growing number of 

farmers markets (themselves a form of co-operative marketing) show that the question 

haunts us still, and that the primacy of farming as the foundation of society and the 

economy lacked none of the urgency that it enjoyed in decades past. 
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 That these are still pivotal questions would not have surprised Melville Cumming 

or Waldo Walsh. These men and their colleagues based their lives around the question of 

farming in the modern age, and devoted their careers to realising what they deemed its 

solution, modernizing farming. The century that followed Canadian Confederation in 

1867 saw a tremendous effort on the part of the provincial government, via the 

Department of Agriculture and the Nova Scotia Agricultural College, and their allies in 

the Nova Scotia Farmers’ Association and Women’s Institute of Nova Scotia, to create an 

agricultural economy that was scientific, mechanized, efficient, productive, market 

oriented, and organized. As is evident from the material presented in this dissertation, 

they were remarkably successful, but the price for their success was a great decrease in 

the number of people engaged in the farm economy as only a select few could command 

the necessary resources to farm successfully in the modern world. The winnowing of 

farm populations continues unabated to this day, for much the same reasons. The answers 

to the ills of the farm economy are beyond the scope of this dissertation. For those 

seeking answers, this work may offer them some historical context, and perhaps 

inspiration, which is sorely needed. Though their agenda was contested, the passion and 

vigour the reformers exhibited in their drive to revitalize Nova Scotia farming was 

genuine. If farming in Nova Scotia and, indeed, in Canada, is to survive it will need 

passionate, vigorous advocates once more. 
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