
Nova Scotia Big Boat Program, May 2020 

The canoe plays a big part of the history of Nova Scotia. Surrounded on all sides by ocean and laced on 

the inside by thousands of glacier-created lakes and rivers, transportation around and through the land 

followed the water. The water highways provided access to the interior and connected people to the 

Bay of Funday, the Atlantic Coast, Prince Edward Island and Newfoundland. 

The Mi’kmaq people like many of their Algonquin relatives, were master builders and paddlers of both 

small and ocean-going canoes built from birch bark. The canoe served as transportation and enabled 

access to fishing and the gathering of foods.  

 

 

Rideau Canal Brigade 

With the modern rise of regular big boat brigades in the western provinces in the late 1990s, a small 

group of canoe enthusiasts in Nova Scotia rented a boat and entered a big boat crew in the 2013, Rideau 

Canal Brigade organized by the Canadian Voyageur Brigade Society (CVBS). One Nova Scotian also 

participated in the Brigade with an Alberta crew and again in 2014 in the Alberta Badlands brigade.  

 



 

 

 

The brigade passed through 45 locks on the way from Kingston to Ottawa 



St. John River Brigade 

Following the Rideau Brigade experience, and through the encouragement and support of the CVBS, 

Nova Scotia big boat enthusiasts, with the help of a few individuals from New Brunswick and PEI, 

decided to organize two Atlantic Brigades for the 2017 Canadian wide celebration of its 150th 

anniversary as a nation. Thus, the St John River Brigade and PEI Brigade were planned to include 

paddling on two of Canada’s Heritage Rivers - the St John River and Hillsborough River. These big boat 

Brigades formed part of the 10 brigades happening across the country supported by the CVBS.  

The 7-day St John River Brigade started at Florenceville/Bristol and finished in St John, after running the 

reversing falls.  Nine big canoes and approximately 100 people, ages 2 – 83 from across Canada, took 

part in the event. Each stop included participation and celebrations from various First Nations and town 

folks. Stops were made at villages and towns along the river route. 

 



 

 

 

 



 

 



Prince Edward Island Confederation Brigade 

The three-day PEI Brigade began a few days after the finish of the St John River Brigade with a crossing 

of the Northumberland Strait.  Boats departed from the old ferry terminal in Cape Tourmentine, New 

Brunswick, and followed under the Confederation Bridge to Borden-Carlton, PEI. One of the 

participating boats was a replica of a Mi’maq ocean-going boat (pictured below). 

The following 2 days Brigaders paddled two tidal rivers - West River from Bonshaw into Charlottetown, 

and the Hillsborough River from Charlottetown to Scotchfort. 

 

 

 



 

  

Big Boats in Nova Scotia 

Big boat brigades and paddling continue in the Maritimes. In 2017, a Big Boat Committee was 

established as part of Canoe Kayak Nova Scotia (CKNS), creating an opportunity to grow the big boat 

paddling community. With funds donated by organizers of the 2017 brigades and funds allocated by 

CKNS, a used 25’ North Canoe and trailer were purchased in 2018. 

Recent uses of this boat include: 

• a 3-day paddle in PEI on the Montague and Cardigan rivers, along with Tracadie Bay  

• Shubenacadie, Canoe to the Sea events (2018 and 2019) 

• 3-day paddle in Nova Scotia along the Annapolis River, from Middleton to Annapolis Royal  

• Boy Scouts used the big boat numerous times in the summer months 

• People-in-Boats were offered to the public several times during summer 2019 and enjoyed by a 

wide diversity of people  

In 2020, with funding from Canoe Kayak Nova Scotia and from the Canadian Voyageur Brigade Society, a 

second used North Canoe has been purchased. 



 

 

Members of Canoe Kayak Nova Scotia now can rent a big boat for paddle events or personal use.   Non-

members are also invited to experience paddling in a big boat with a certified leader.  

A Big Boat Paddling and/or Crew Chief certification course organized and funded by CVBS and members 

of the CKNS Big boat committee is planned for the near future to be hosted by the South West Paddlers 

club.  

For information on any of these opportunities, please contact: 

Canoe Kayak Nova Scotia 

Email:  admin@ckns.ca 

Website: www.ckns.ca 

 

Canadian Voyageur Brigade Society 

Email:  bksmith660@gmail.com  

Website: www.voyageurbrigade.org 
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