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Chapter | THE LAND

Of Canada, Margaret Atwood has written: ” In a country with such a high
ratio of trees, lakes and rocks to people, images from Nature are almost every-
where.” Whimsical but true. In Canada, some 70% of the land is wilderness
- land with no sign of human settlement.

As Canadians, we celebrate this: our novels, poems, songs, our nation-
al anthem, our conversation, our newspapers are all rich with images of the
land.

The land challenges us to describe it, and we take up the challenge,
“ No European except for a Russian can ever take in the size of Canada except
by traveling by train,” writes author Mavis Gallant. “A long plane joumney
gives some idea, particularly at night when the lights of cities are like rafts in
what seems to be the emptiest and darkest of seas.”

Canada’s size makes it the second largest country in the world, topped
only by the Russian Federation. We have 7% of the world’ s landmass, and
9% of its fresh water supply. Of a total area of nearly ten million square kilo-
meters, over nine million are land, and 755, 000 fresh water. The three
oceans that couch our shores — the Atlantic, the Pacific and the Arctic -
provide us with the world’s longest coastline at 244,000 kilometers.

Given Canada’s image as “the great white North,” it may come as a sur-
prise to find that our southemmost land is an island that shares a latitude with
Northern California to the west and Rome to the east. Appropriately named
Middle Island, it sits in the middle of the Lake Erie shipping channel just north



of the 41st parallel. The most southerly occupied land is nearby Pelee Island
near Point Pelee, Ontario, a national park and mecca for bird-watchers.

The True North? It took more than a century of debate to pinpoint the
precise location of Canada’s northem extremity. Finally, in 1987, the Depar-
tment of National Defense determined that it was a small point extending from
Cape Columbia on Ellesmere Island at a latitude of 83°06’41.35"N. From this
point to our southemmost point, Canada stretches 4,634 kilometers.

East to west, the width of the country is such that Newfoundlanders are
already at lunch when British Columbians are having breakfast. Canada spans
six time zones: there’s a four-and-a-half hour difference between Pacific Time
and Newfoundland Time. Canada’s most easterly land (and that of North
America too) is Cape Spear near St. John's, Newfoundland. The most west-
erly is the Yukon-Alaska boundary, 5,514 kilometers away .

Tying this country together is the world’ s longest national highway. The
Trans Canada Highway runs from St. John’s, Newfoundland on the Atlantic
ocean to Victoria, British Columbia on the Pacific, an asphalt ribbon nearly
8,000 kilometers long.

STARTING POINT “Canada begins right here,” proclaims the sign at
St. John's City Hall, Mile O / Kilometre O of the Trans Canada Highway.
Author Farley Mowat has described Newfoundland as “a mighty granite stopper
over the bellmouth of the Gulf of St. Lawrence.”

In fact, the province is made up of the island of Newfoundland, and La-
brador, part of the mainland. The scenery is best described as rocky; Labra-
dor is covered by thick forests to the south and barren mountain peaks to the
north. According to Canada’s climate severity index, the residents of St.
John’s experience the most severe weather in Canada: their days are the foggi-

est, snowiest, wettest, windiest and cloudiest.



In 1994, Newfoundland was one of only two regions (the other being
Yukon Territory) to lose population. That year, Newfoundlanders numbered
582,000, down 2,000 from the previous year. With a total area of 406,000
square kilometers, Newfoundland has the lowest provincial population density
(1.6 people per square kilometer) .

In terms of natural resources, for generations Newfoundlanders have de-
pended on their fishery. Now, with this industry in decline, Newfoundlanders
are having to find other means of livelihood and, in some cases, are moving
elsewhere. However, Newfoundland is Canada’s leading source of iron ore; in
1992, the province produced almost 18 million tonnes.

THE ISLAND “Fair Island of the Sea” is how Lucy Maud Montgom-
ery, creator of Anne of Green Gables, described her home province. And with
its red soil and white, sandy beaches, Prince Edward Island has a distinctive
beauty. Much of it is farmland, with potato and mixed grain fields covering
45% of the island.

At 5,660 square kilometers, “the Island” is Canada’s smallest pro-
vince, but it actually has the country’s highest provincial population density:
about 23 people for every square kilometer, although the total population is
under 135,000. The province is also the least urbanized, with just 40% of
Islanders living in towns or cities.

The natural beauty of the Maritime provinces — Prince Edward Island,
Nova Scotia and New Brunswick - makes them a popular summer vacation
destination, but winter brings widely seesawing temperatures and heavy
storms.

NOVA SCOTIA  With much of its land edged by the rugged North At-
lantic, Nova Scotia is a province of the ocean. Famous for the Bluenose schoo-

ner, Canada’s fishing and sailing champion of the 1920s, its inhabitants are



often affectionately called “Bluenosers”, even to this day.

The province is also famous for its musical talent: the Barra MacNeils,
Rita MacNeil, Ashley Maclsaac, the Rankin Family and many more have
brought acclaim to Nova Scotia.

Schooners and crooners aside, Nova Scotia has traditionally relied on
fishing, but this is now an industry in trouble. On the other hand, Nova
Scotia has a larger and more diverse manufacturing sector than the other two
Maritime provinces. The province’s principal mineral is coal, the production
of which in 1992 was worth $ 265 million.

Most of the population of 937,000 live somewhere within 10 kilometers of
salt water, but then no part of Nova Scotia is more that 50 kilometers from the
sea. The province covers 55,000 square kilometers and includes Cape Breton
Island, now joined to the mainland by a permanent causeway.

PICTURE PROVINCE New Brunswick has been called the picture
province with the lush green of farmlands and forests and the cool blue of the
St. John River. The province is small, only 73,440 square kilometers, and
much remains treed, approximately 9% . Forestry dominates New Brunswick s
economy. The pulp and paper and forestry and wood qroducts industries ac-
count for 6% of all jobs and about 40% of provincial exports.

The St. John River, as much as the forests, has influenced the develop-
ment of the province. Flowing southerly, through the middle of the province,
it was a major transportation route for traders, loggers and shippers during the
late 18th and 19th centuries. It remains the lifeblood of the farmland that
stretches along much of its banks. Perfect for some crops, this land produced
about 16% of Canada’s potatoes in 1994, one of New Brunswick s major
crops. In the south, the pasture land provides suitable grazing land for dairy
and beef cattle. The river is also a source of power; about 90% of the prov-



ince’ s hydro — electric energy is fuelled by the St. John River.

New Brunswick retains much of the spirit and ways of its settlers. As
Canada’ s only officially bilingual province, it achieves a balance between the
largely Loyalist settlers of the south and the Acadian setilers of the north. To-
day, the province has a Francophone minority of 34% , which has remained
fairly stable over the past 20 years.

LA BELLE PROVINCE It’s large and it’s beautiful: about 80% of
“la belle province” is covered by the Canadian Shield, a mosaic of forests,
rocky outcrops, lakes and rivers. The fertile lowlands of the St. Lawrence
River counterbalance this wildness with their robust dairy and livestock indus-
tries,

Quebec is Canada’s largest province, covering 1.5 million square kilo-
meters. Of that area, 184,000 square kilometers are water: Quebec has a
quarter of Canada’s fresh water.

In 1994, the population of Quebec was 7.3 million, about 5.2 people for
every square kilometer. Most Quebecers (78% ) live in the province’s towns
and cities.

About half of all Canadians live in the corridor between Quebec and
Windsor, Ontario. One of the area’s natural advantages is its closeness to the
St. Lawrence River and the Great Lakes. The St. Lawrence Seaway, opened
in 1959, links the five Great Lakes and the St. Lawrence River with the At-
lantic Ocean, providing an economical means of shipping bulk commodities
such as grain, iron ore and coal . Quebecers produce about one-quarter of Ca-
nadian manufactured goods - mostly paper, primary metals and processed
foods. The province is one of the world’ s leading producers of asbestos. It
produces Canada’s second largest quantity of gold after Ontario, and of iron
ore after Newfoundland, and is also a major producer of copper.



Montreal, the largest urban center in this province, may be the snow re-
moval capital of the world. Of all major cities, it clears the most snow from its
streets, an average of 42 million tonnes a year. This reality moved Montreal
poet Emile Nelligan to write: “Oh! How the snow snowed!”

ONTARIO  Pianist Glenn Gould found Ontario’ s countryside
“absolutely haunting in its emptiness and bleakness and starkly magnificent
beauty.” But with all this largely true, Ontario is still where over one-third of
us live: close to 11 million in 1994.

As in Quebec, the Canadian Shield dominates the province but the cli-
mate and soil of the Great Lakes lowlands make Ontario the provincial leader
in agricultural production at $ 5 billion in 1991 (a quarter of Canada’s total) .
At the same time, the province is Canada’s industrial heartland, accounting
for about half the country’s manufacturing. The manufacture of transportation
equipment is its largest single industry. Ontario also leads Canada in the pro-
duction of gold and nickel.

Ontario is home to Canada’s largest metropolitan area, Toronto, with 4,
3 million inhabitants in 1994 . It shares the National Capital Region with Que-
bec: Ottawa — Hull, with just over one million inhabitants, is Canada’s fourth
largest metropolitan area after Montreal and Vancouver.

PRAIRIE POOL “Moving from east to west the land / rises in suc-
cessive giant steps / like prairie billiard tables,” wrote poet Al Purdy of this
part of Canada. Table-top flat for the most part, the Prairies encompass Mani-
toba, Saskatchewan and Alberta, and are covered by the deep fertile clay soils
left by glacial lakes. Hot summers and cold winters are the norm here, with
relatively light precipitation in all seasons. The area is largely built on agricul-
ture, with wheat and other grain crops being the most important.

Manitoba Cool “If 1 am asked what my image of Manitoba is,” said



novelist Gabrielle Roy, the one that “comes to mind spontaneously is that of
the giant plain, open, immense, yet tender and full of dreams.” Manitoba is
Ca:ymda’ s geographic heartland. Its southem plain is the lowest of the three
step-like formations of the Prairie region, and is covered by deep, fertile soil.
Winnipeg, the capital of Manitoba, has the distinction of being the coldest
major city in Canada, with a January mean temperature of — 18C.

About 1.1 million people live in Manitoba, of whom 72% are urban
dwellers. Apart from agriculture, the province’s economy is based on manu-
facturing, mineral production (Manitoba is second to Ontario in production of
nickel), and a small commercial freshwater fishery.

Saskatchewan “And Saskatchewan and Saskatchewan and Saskatche-
wan: said the train.”

Author Malcolm Lowry’ s words evoke the rhythm of the train trekking
across the great plains of this province. One of Canada’s most palpable sym-
bols has been its rail system. In fact, the steel rails of the transcontinental
railways built in the late 19th and early 20th centuries welded the nation to-
gether and fuelled its industrialization. They also brought the flood of agricul-
tural immigrants to the Prairies.

More land area is given over to farms in Saskatchewan than in any other
province. Known as the “bread basket of the nation,” the province has a total
land area of 570,700 square kilometers, of which farming takes up 47% . De-
spite this, the province’ s population of just over one million lives mostly in
cities (63%) .

While the leading industry is agriculture, Saskatchewan is also a major
world producer of potash. In 1992, it was the Canadian leader in the produc-
tion of uranium (eight million kilograms), and was second to Alberta in the
value of petroleum produced ($ 1.4 billion) .



And Alberta “I want to scribble all over that enormous sky!” novelist
Arian Engel once exclaimed. While Alberta claims the famous Rocky Moun-
tains as its westemn border, most of the province lies in the plains. Alberta’s
2.7 million residents experience a highly vanable winter climate: the Chinook
arch, a strong, warm southwestern wind sweeping over the Rockies from the
Pacific Ocean, can raise the temperature 15°C in an hour.

Alberta is oil country. It accounts for about half the value of mineral pro-
duction in Canada ($ 16.4 billion) . Almost all of this comes from petroleum,
and natural gas and its byproduet. Grain and livestock production are also im-
portant to the provincial economy .

BRITISH COLUMBIA  Humorist Eric Nicol has called it “a large
body of land entirely surrounded by envy.” Indeed, the province’s natural
beauty, together with its mild climate, makes it increasingly a desirable place
to live,

Over the past two decades, the trend has in fact been westward. British
Columbia has Canada’ s fastest growing population: in 1994, there were 3.7
million British Columbians, an increase of 2.6% over the previous year — a
growth rate more than double the national average. Both immigrants and other
Canadians contribute to British Columbia’s population growth.

British Columbia’ s economy thrives on its natural resources, the forest
industry being the most important. In 1991, the province led Canada in the
value of forest products ($ 3.8 billion) . In 1992, it was also number one in
the value of coal produced ($ 706 million) and copper ($ 908 million) . Live-
stock — specialty crops and fruit are the major agricultural products. The ex-
tensive fishery — Canada’s largest — is based on salmon and herring.

YUKON “If the North has a soul,” Pierre Berton has mused, “it is
here in this empty land which, harsh though it is, has a beauty that no man



who has not lived there a lifetime can really understand.” This triangle of pla-
teaus and mountains covers 483, 000 square kilometers. Mount Logan, at
5,959 meters, the highest point in Canada, is located in the St. Elias Moun-
tains in the southwest. Yukon has the greatest average annual temperature
range in North America, at 40°C. As with the Northwest Territories, the pop-
ulation is sparse: with some 30,000 people, there are only 0.1 people for
each square kilometer. Mining is the chief economic activity.v

NORTHWEST TERRITORIES This vast area of 3.4 million square
kilometers — one-third of Canada - features extremes in topography, flora
and fauna, and climate. Most of the area is plains, but in the extreme north
are mountainous highlands. There are many fur-bearing animals and species of
fish, and brilliantly blooming plant life during the brief, cool summers. The
climate is harsh with long, cold winters, although surprisingly little snow.
This is the land of the midnight sun and the polar night, where the sun rema-
ins below the horizon for several weeks at midwinter.

Because of the climate and poorly developed soils, this is the most
sparsely populated region of the country with just 64,000 inhabitants. Popula-
tion density is a mere 0.02 people per square kilometer. The economy is dom-
inated by the mining industry; fur and fisheries are exploited commercially on
a small scale.



