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The largely

untold histories
of Nova Scotia's
original black
communities are
preserved through
a group of devoted
women, an

iconic museum,
and an array of
comforting dishes
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NOVA SCOTIA

Thisis Nova Scotia, avaguelylobster-shaped peninsula that juts,
with its surrounding islands, east out into the Atlantic, one time
zone farther than the rest of Canada’s east coast. We’re in Dart-
mouth, just across the harbor from Halifax, and in the windows,
the fogis thick like milk. Evergreens stand out like emerald-robed
figures in the gray-white mist.

T've come with my mother and daughter—my first time here since
Iwas a teenager—in search of a connection to my ancestors, my
roots. I was born in Halifax, Nova Scotia’s capital, but my grand-
mother’s family had lived in the region until moving to Montreal in
1955. My mother returned at age 21, when she was a private in the
Navy. It was then that she met my father, a Quebecois, in the forces,
and after I was born, we left permanently for Quebec. My parents
took us back to visit Nova Scotia every few years, a12-hour road trip
backward into my heritage.

In my grandmother’s adopted city, people spoke a different lan-
guage and ate different foods, so many of the ingredients she was
accustomed to were not available. Rather than cling to the past, she
chose to adapt to her new life and encouraged her five children to
do the same. They left behind many of the African Nova Scotian
recipes she was raised on. Every now and then, she would crave
something from home—fish cakes, or “boiled dinner” (an old Irish
staple of corned beef and cabbage adopted throughout Nova Scotia),
or the salt cod and pork scraps she was practically raised on—and
seek out what was needed to cook up the memories.

Blacks have lived in Nova Scotia since the early 1600s, but Can-
ada’s black history is unknown to most Canadians—even to many
black Canadians themselves. “We’re in the process of document-
ing and collecting information about our history,” says Poitras,
who likens culture to an iceberg: Food, music, and language are
among the parts visible above the water’s surface, but the vast,
deep bulk of it—values, beliefs, shared experiences—can be hid-
den beneath. In the case of African Nova Scotians, even much of
what’s traditionally above the surface has been lost or obscured
over the years. It can feel like we’re still, as Poitras puts it, “trying
to legitimize the culture. We're figuring out the food piece. We’re
still working on the other pieces.”

Imet Poitras after I'd read about her efforts to promote Afri-
can Nova Scotian culture by sharing her family’s recipes. She has
cooked for her third-grade class and helped design menus for Afri-
can Heritage Month events. “There is no one dish that’s particularly
African Nova Scotian,” she explains. “It’s the collection of recipes
from all these different places that make up the cuisine.” Indeed,
African Nova Scotian food is heavily influenced by the places black
settlers came from, the landscape and climate of the province, even
the cuisine of British colonialists and Irish settlers.

Accordingto the Black Cultural Centre of Nova Scotia, the province
hasbeen home to 52 black communities. But over the generations,
migration to cities such as Winnipeg, Montreal, and Toronto since
the Great Depression has left only about adozen intact today. These
areas, mostly rural communities and inner-city neighborhoods,
were settled in waves: slaves brought by colonialists, and eventu-
ally theblack Loyalists who fled the U.S. at the close of the American
Revolution. (In exchange for their service, the British had prom-
ised the Loyalists freedom and land in the northern colonies, which
included “New Scotland”—or in Latin, Nova Scotia.) In1796, a small
contingent of Jamaican warriors, called Maroons, were exiled to
the province after an uprising. Most left a few years later for Sierra
Leone, where a group of African Nova Scotians founded Freetown.
More blacks came as refugees following the War of 1812, and after
slavery was abolished throughout the British Empire in 1833, Nova
Scotia saw an influx of escaped slaves from the U.S.

Asachild, I'd see 60-second ads depicting snippets of Canadian
historyair on CBC, the Canadian Broadcasting Corporation. In one,
Iremember ayoungblack man hidden in the base of a church pew
was reunited with his family: an escaped slave who had fled safely

100 SAVEUR.COM

*MUCH
S BEEN

FEEL LIKE
WE'RE STILL
“TRYING TO

LEGITIMIZ
THE
CULTURE.

redpoint



The Africville Mu-
seum (top) is housed
in a replica of the
community’s Baptist
church (pictured

at left in 1958).
Archival photo-
graphs from the
museum also depict
a convenience store
belonging to Matilda
Newman in 1964
(above) and homes
painted in cheerful
colors, circa 1965
(far left).
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It's damp and
chilly outside, but
it’s toasty in Wendie

Poitras’ kitchen,
where rendered pork
skins sizzle and pop
in a cast-iron pan.

Poitras—a teacher and
artist who has become a
vocal advocate along with scholars and
activists to help define and commemo-
rate African Nova Scotian culture—is
cooking traditional dishes for a few
friends and relatives. She’ll eventually
add the pork to boiled potatoes and
flaked salt cod. Yellow-eyed beans
bake for hours to a deep brown, the
ham hock in the center of the pot
falling softly apart. Oxtails swimin
arich sauce next to a pot of rice and
beans and a pan of cornbread.

AAAAAAAAAAAA

Iredpoint



Artist, school-
teacher, and
activist Wendie
Poitras outside
her home in
Dartmouth,
Nova Scotia.

redpoint



Former Africville
resident Linda
Mantley (above)
cofounded the
Africville Geneal-
ogy Society with
childhood friends
Deborah Dixon-
Jones and Brenda
Steed-Ross. Salt
cod and pork scraps
(right) is a comfort-
ing dish that many
black Nova Scotians
grew up with.

She’s elsewhere now: her mother’skitchen, her childhood. “We had
baked beans every Saturday. I hated the routine of it,” she says in a
small voice, mostly to herself. “But they were so good.” Poitras, too,
wouldn’t fully appreciate her parents’ cooking until later. At one
of her first jobs, she often traded her home-cooked meals for a co-
worker’s fast food, thinking she was getting the better end of the
deal. It wasn’t until she became a mother herself that she under-
stood just how valuable her family’s recipes were.

As guests cram into Poitras’kitchen, a few of us find seats in the
livingroom, plates balanced in laps, glasses of cold Scotian rosé and
bottles of Alexander Keith lager, the ubiquitous local beer, leaving

wet rings on the coffee table.

Talk turns toidentity. “Remember that when we came from Africa,
through the Middle Passage to the southern United States, our lan-
guage was taken from us. Our names were taken. We don’t really
know why we eat certain things or speak certain ways,” says Poi-
tras, a thick mop of tight curls framing her face. “As a people, we
collected recipes from Africa, the Caribbean, and the American
South, and put our own spin on them.” Baked beans might get a
dose of maple syrup. Instead of hot sauce, the main condiment on
the table is often chow-chow, a tangy green tomato relish. Boiled
dinner is sometimes made with pig’s tails instead of beef in black
homes. Oxtails have Jamaican roots, but with Canada not being a
land of hot peppers, the Caribbean spices became muted. For other
dishes you might find across the Maritime provinces, such as fish
cakes, typically made with potatoes and salt cod or haddock, the
flavors are revved up. “We tend to like alittle more spice than our
fellow Scotians,” says Poitras. “And probably alittle too much salt.”

On one damp, foggy morning, my mother, daughter, and I set
out for a place that no longer exists. Africville, on the outskirts of
Halifax, overlooking the Bedford Basin, was home to a tightknit
group of families who kept a few animals, fished and swam in the
basin, and performed their baptisms in its cold, brackish waters.
Kids even played ice hockey on it when it froze, although few alive
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NOVA SCOTIA

Salt Cod and Pork Scraps
SERVES 4-6; Photo at left
Active: 1 hr. = Total: 13 hr.

African Nova Scotian teacher and artist
Wendie Poitras recalls her mother mak-
ing this simple potato hash often. This
version uses small, red potatoes, but
peeled, cubed russets can be substi-
tuted. The savory dish s flavored with
saltcod and pork scraps—unsmoked,
salted, fatty pork. The hash makes a
thrifty, satisfying supper. Reheatany
leftoversinaskillet and top withone or
two fried eggs for ahearty breakfast.

1 Ib.saltcod

4 smallred or Yukon Gold potatoes
(12 0z.), quartered

%  lb. skinned salt pork, diced

2 largeyellow onions (1%21b.),
sliced

Freshly ground black pepper

10ne day before you plantoserve the .
dish, soak the salt cod: Inalarge bowl,

add the cod and enough cold water

tocover by 4inches. Refrigerate for at

least 12 hours, draining the cod com-

pletely and adding fresh water 3 times

during the soaking to draw out the salt.

2Inamedium saucepan, add the
drained cod (discard the soaking
water) and enough fresh water to
cover by 8inches. Bring to a boil over
medium heat, then lower the heat to
simmer. Cook until the fishis tender
butnot falling apart, 10-12 minutes.
Use aslotted spoon to transfer the
cod to a small bowl and discard the
cooking liquid.

3 Rinse out the pot, then add the
potatoes and enough cold water to
cover by 3inches. Bring to a boil over
medium-high heat, then lower the
heat to simmer. Cook until the pota-
toes are tender, 6-8 minutes, then
drainand discard the cooking liquid.
Set the cooked potatoes aside.

41n alarge cast-iron skillet over high
heat, add the pork. Cook until golden
brown and crispy, 5-6 minutes. Add
the onions and cook them in the pork
fat until they are fully translucent and
beginning to caramelize, about 10
minutes. Add the potatoes and salt
cod to the pan, flaking the fish gen-
tly but still leaving large, bite-size
chunks as you stir to combine. Sea-
son with freshly ground black pepper
and serve hot.
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NOVA SCOTIA

Braised Oxtails

SERVES 4
Active: 1 hr. = Total: 10 hr.

Juices from the bone-in beef, wine,
and cooked-down vegetables com-
bineto createarich gravy for this
braise. Nova Scotian teacherand
cook Wendie Poitras advises that
yousave the precious leftovers: A
few spoonfuls make a satisfying
lunch overrice and beans.

3 Ib.oxtails, cut into 2-inch-
thick cross sections

Kosher salt

Freshly ground black pepper

All-purpose flour, for dusting

%  cupvegetable oil, divided

1 smallyellow onion, finely
diced (1% cups)

2  medium celery stalks, thinly
sliced (%2 cup)

2  smallcarrots, peeled and
finely diced (% cup)

2 garliccloves, minced

1% tsp. brownsugar

1% tsp.jerk seasoning

% tsp.groundginger

1  bayleaf

1 staranise

Pinch of ground cloves

1 cupdryredwine

1% cups beefstock

Cooked whiterice orrice and
beans, for serving (optional)

1Pat the oxtails dry with paper
towels, season with salt and
pepper, and dust the pieces all
overwith flour. Ina Dutch oven
set over medium-high heat, add
2tablespoons of oil. When the
oilis hot, add the oxtails, work-
ingin batches as needed to avoid
crowding. Let cook, turning occa-
sionally, until deeply seared on all
sides, 15-18 minutes total.

2 Transferthe meat to alarge plat-
ter; drain and discard any excess fat
from the pan (do not wash the pan).
Return the panto the stove and add
the remaining 2 tablespoons of oil.
When the oil is hot, add the onion,
celery, and carrots, and cook,
stirring occasionally, until the veg-
etables are soft but not yet colored,
4-5minutes. Add the garlic, brown
sugar, jerk seasoning, ginger, bay
leaf, anise, cloves, and wine and
stir, scraping the bottom of the pot
with awooden spoon to deglaze.
Bring toasimmerand cook until
the wine has reduced slightly,

5-7 minutes. Add the stock, bring
toa simmer, cover, and cook,
skimming the grease and gen-

tly stirring occasionally, until the
meatis very tender, 8-9 hours.
Adjust the seasoning with salt and
pepper to taste. Serve hot, with
white rice orrice and beans.

Griddled Fish Cakes
MAKES 8 CAKES
Active: 1 hr. 10 min.
Total: 1 hr. 40 min,

Haddock is often used for these fish
cakes, though any firm white fish
will do. This recipe, adapted from
Nova Scotia Cookery, Then and
Now (Nimbus, 2018), creates ten-
dercakes with golden edges. The
mixture can be shaped into pat-
ties a day ahead and refrigerated,
but don'troll the pattiesin bread
crumbs untiljust before frying.

1 small Yukon Gold potato
(50z.), peeled

2  |b. firm white fish fillets
(haddock, cod, or hake)

1% cupsbread crumbs

%  cupfinely chopped parsley

%  cupfinely chopped scallion

Ya  cupsourcream

%  tsp.cayenne pepper

Freshlemon juice

Koshersalt

Freshly ground black pepper

1 cupextra-virgin olive oil

Green Tomato Chow-Chow,
recipe atright, for
serving (optional)

1Preheat the oven to 360°F. Line
abaking sheet with parchment
paperand set aside.

2 Inasmall pot, add the potato
and enough cold water to cover;
bring to a boil over high heat

and cook until the potatoiis ten-
derwhen pierced with a knife,
13-15 minutes. Drain, and let cool.
When the potatois cool enough
totouch, coarselymash witha
fork and set aside.

3Meanwhile, cook the fish: Set the
fillets on the baking sheet, transfer
tothe oven, and roast until the fish

flakes easily, about 15 minutes.

4 Pourthebread crumbsontoa
plateand setaside. Remove the
fish from the oven and cool slightly.
Inalarge bowl, break the fishinto
chunks. Add the mashed potato,
parsley, scallion, sour cream, and
cayenne; mixwell, then seasonto
taste with fresh lemonjuice, kosher
salt, and black pepper. Form the
mixture into eight patties, thenroll
eachin bread crumbs.

5Lineaplatterwith papertowels
and set by the stove. Inaheavy skil-
let over medium-high heat, add the
oil. Once hot, add the fish cakesin
batches and let cook, turning once,
until golden brown and heated
through, 3-4 minutes perside.
Transferthe cakesto the platter
and serve hot, with green tomato
chow-chow, if desired.

Green Tomato
how-Chow

MAKES 2 CUPS

Active: 30 min.

Total: 7 hr. 10 min.

Florence Jackson, the author's
grandmother and a Nova Scotia
native, made use of shoulder-
season produce to prepare this
tangyrelish. It is often served with
meat and fish dishes, where it
adds a bright note of sweetness.
While chow-chow can be used
immediately, its flavorimproves
with time. Consider makinga
large batch and puttingitupin
properly sterilized canningjars to
last through the winter months.

1% Ib.green (unripened)
tomatoes, cored and finely
diced (3 cups)

% Ib.yellow onion, finely diced
(1cup)

% cupfinelydiced greenorred
bell pepper

1 Thsp. koshersalt

%  tsp. brown mustard seed

%  tsp.corianderseeds

3 allspice berries

3 black peppercorns

1 bayleaf

1 wholeclove

Y small cinnamon stick

Pinch ground cardamom

Pinch powdered ginger

% cupwhitevinegar

2  Thsp. light brown sugar

3 Thsp.sugar

1Inalarge bowl, combine the
tomatoes, onions, diced pepper,
and salt. Coverthe bowl witha
plate and let stand at room tem-
perature for at least 6 hours, and
up toovernight.

2 Setafine meshstrainer over the
sink and drain the tomato mixture,
gently pressing to extractas much
liquid as possible. Discard the liquid.

3Inasmallbowl, combine the
mustard seeds, coriander, allspice
berries, black peppercorns, bay
leaf, clove, cinnamon stick, car-
damom, and ginger. Transfer the
mixture toa sachet made froma
double layer of cheesecloth, and
tietoseal.

4Transfer the tomato mixture toa
medium saucepan. Add the vine-
gar, sugars, and the spice sachet,
and bring to a boil over medium
heat. Lower the heat to main-

tain a gentle simmer, then cook,
stirring occasionally, until the
chow-chow has reduced to a fra-
grant, dry relish, 40-50 minutes.
Chill, then serve immediately, or
refrigerate in a coveredjar for up
toone month, ed $F - iy S
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across the border. The message was that Canada was a place of com-
passion and refuge, which reflects how many Canadians view their
country to this day. What the PSA didn’t reveal was how poorly the
man was likely treated upon his arrival. Slavery had been abolished,
but racism remained. The land promised to black Loyalists, when
that promise was even kept, was the least hospitable, least arable.
Early black settlers relied on fishing, foraging, and what meager
farming the barren land would allow, such as keeping chickens
and pigs, or growing root vegetables. They salted their meat and
fish to preserve them, canned wild fruits and berries for winter,
and picked dried dulse—a pungent purplish edible seaweed that
grows in northern climates—from the shore to survive.

By the early 20th century, institutions and businesses in Canada
had adopted Jim Crow-style practices, and legislation to prevent
racial discrimination didn’t appear until after World War IT (and
wouldn’t be enforced until even later). Early in 2018, when a new $10
bill was unveiled bearing the likeness of Viola Desmond, many Cana-
dianshad never heard of her. Several years before Rosa Parks famously
refused to give up her seat at the
front of a bus in Montgomery,

Alabama, Desmond had taken E A R LY

astand against entrenched seg-

:cgation ifn Nov:;l1 Scot]i:x, refusirllg Bl ) ACK

0 move from the whites-only

section of amovie theater in New SErFT LERS
Glasgow. But her story didn’t

make its way across the nation REL] ED ON
the way Parks’ did, so she never

attained status as acivil»right; FISHINGI

icon. It was heard in enlight- >
:;Oel:i circleson l;l;thlsr;decs c:f the F ORAG ] N(] 4
border, even capturing the atten-

ti(:)n ;f W.E.B. Dubois, but for the A ND W H AT
most part, it remained alocal M EAG ER

legend—until now. In recent

decades, thanks to the work of FARMING

scholars and grass-roots orga-

nizations, the stories of black T]—IE LAND

Canadians—particularly African

Nova Scotians—are emerging. WO U LD

Last year, the United Nations

released a report on Canada’s Al 4] JOW,
relationship withits black pop-

ulations. Despite the country’s

image as a multicultural haven, the report cited the country’s his-
tory of black slavery and disenfranchisement, as well as its failure
to recognize those black communities that have existed since the
country’s earliest days. Such revelations are arude awakening for
most Canadians. For the blacks in Canada, it is a pivotal time.

In Poitras’ kitchen in Dartmouth, stories from the past are
reflected in the steaming pots of braised meat, in the bubbling tin
of ham-hock baked beans. Peeling potatoes for the salt cod and
pork scraps always puts Poitras in mind of her mother, who would
expertly pare the skins off her spuds in one long, magical spiral.
Poitras’ father—who worked the dockyards and held a pastoral role
within the community—would cook oxtail and otherspecial-occasion
dishes; her mother did the everyday cooking. Poitras remembers
the vegetable man passing through the neighborhood to sell his
fresh produce; her mother would buy 50 pounds of potatoes at a
time and store them outside the back door. The mackerel man also
passed through, calling out: “Maaaaack-erel! Mackerel-mackerel-
mackerel!” She can hear it when she closes her eyes.

My daughteris talkative, happily plying a piece of lacquered oxtail
meat from a bone. My mother has grown quiet, savoring the pun-
gentsalt of the cod fish tempered by the fluffy, peppery potatoes.
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Clockwise from top:
A young Africville
resident in Septem-
ber 1965; seaweed
dries on the shores
of Point Pleasant
park; Juanita Peters,
activist and docu-
mentary filmmaker;
the colorful houses
of Peggy’s Cove; an
Africville resident

is evicted from her
home, circa 1965.
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today remember winters that cold. Life in Africville, which existed
roughly from the mid-18th century to the mid-20th, could be dif-
ficult. Despite paying municipal taxes, residents weren’t provided
with plumbing, garbage pickup, or paved roads. In the 1950s, the
city dump was moved nearby. A decade later, after years of threats
to seize the valuable waterfront property Africville occupied, the
settlement, at its peak 400 strong, wasrazed to the ground. Its resi-
dents were forcibly relocated, and most ended up in public housing.

_ The city used dump trucks to remove people’s belongings, a pain-

ful humiliation still fresh in the minds of former residents. Only a
few families were compensated for the full value of their home. The
rest were given a paltry sum and expected to start theirlives anew.

Linda Mantley, a former Africville resident who cofounded the
Africville Genealogy Society, gives tours of the Africville Museum,
housed in a faithful replica of the Baptist church that was once the
beating heart of the settlement. It was established as part of the
apology and compensation package issued by the city of Halifaxin
2010 for Africville’s destruction. Former residents are still fight-
ing for personal compensation for their homes. “Our parents kept

NOVA SCOTIA

all that from us,” Mantley says of the cruel evictions. Instead, she
recalls an idyllic childhood in the rustic settlement many outsiders
would have thought of as a slum. She and the other children would
pluck the periwinkles that clung to the rocks by the sea, left behind
when the tide went out, and cook them in a pot or a can over a fire
right on the beach. A pin or needle served as the utensil to dig the
tiny snail out from its shell. They also picked apples, wild pears,
andblueberries from brambly
bushes to take home for their
mothers to make blueberry
duff,asteamed dumpling that
would be served as dessert,
or maybe tossed into a pot of
boiled dinner.

At72,Mantley is wiry, high-
cheekboned, with a terse
mannerthatbeliesherwarmth.
“We were a self-sufficient
community,” she says curtly,
walking us through the one-
room museum, pointing out
black-and-white photographs
of the community, naming the
people she knew. Mantley’s
tour of the exhibit—made up of
text, images, and a few house-
hold artifacts—feelslikesifting
through a box of souvenirs.
Afterward, she hugs me like
we're old friends.

Juanita Peters, the
museum’s general manager
and a filmmaker who has
directed two documentaries
on Africville, feels strongly
about the importance of tell-
ing the stories of African Nova
Scotians. She recently moved back to Weymouth Falls, a historically
black community by the Bay of Fundy, about 160 miles from Hali-
fax, where her people have lived for nine generations, and where she
would spend summers with her grandparents (she herself grew up
in Toronto). Those summer meals consisted mainly of salted fish—
herring, haddock, halibut head, or the dried smelts her grandmother
strungup herselfbehind the wood stove. “She would sear them right
on the stove, not in a pan,” says Peters. “Then she’d peel and eat
them with toast and applesauce. And that was breakfast.” When
they weren’t eating fish, it was blood pudding, cow’s liver, tongue, or
lights (lungs). Most people had their own smokehouses. Today, many
of the homes in Weymouth Falls are vacant, and most of the farms
abandoned. With little need to smoke or salt foods now that people
have refrigeration, many of the old recipes risk being lost to time.

“My cousins say they won’t come down because it’s like visiting
ghosts. But I love itbecause it’s like visiting ghosts!” says Peters. She
still cooks some of the foods from her childhood—such as smelts,
fried, with a side of potato and chow-chow.

“Food is about nostalgia,” Saje Mathieu—a historian and author
of North of the Color Line: Migration and Black Resistance in Can-
ada, 1870-1955—tells me. “Migrant communities often stay stuck
in the moment of the initial departure.” In such communities,
food acts as a tether to a place of familiarity, of comfort. Food can
be home. For African Nova Scotians, whose original home might
be too far gone for them to remember, their foods can serve as
arecord, a map of the arduous journey of their ancestors. Mine
came to Canada with little more than the traditions that fed and
sustained them. But amid the emerald pines and damp, wet cold,
aworld away from their ancestral origins, they endured. m

“AS A
PEOPLE, WE
COLLECTED
RECIPES
FROM
AFRICA,
THE
CARIBBEAN,
AND THE
AMERICAN
SOUTH, AND
PUT OUR
OWN SPIN
ONTHEM.”
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