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The Electrification of Nova Scotia, 1884-1973: Technological Modernization as a 

Response to Regionai Disparity 

Lionel Bradley King 

Department of History, University of Toronto 

This dissertation investigates local attempts to use technology as a force for regional 

rehabilitation in the econornically-depressed Maritime region of Canada. At the t h e  of 

Codederation in 1867, the Maritime province of Nova Scotia was prosperous, progressive, and 

cultureci. By the end of the 1910s, the province had entered a long penod of economic and social 

decline. Recent historiography has shown that, far fkom passively accepting their fate, Nova 

Scotians and other Marithers actively resisted marginalization with political, cultural, or social 

action. The thesis expands upon that literanire by explorhg technology-based strategies of 

provincial rehabilitation using Thomas P. Hughes's systems perspective and David E. Nye's 

serniotic approach. In doing so, it applies methods fkom the social constructivist school of the 

history of technology to the larger concems of Maritime Canadian historiography. 

In large part, the North Arnerican culture of technology detemiined the ways in which 

Nova Scotians applied technological solutions to provincial concerns. Technology has long been 

cenaal to the Western idea of progress. As the "high technology" of the late nineteenth and early 

twentieth centuries electricity reinforced that view: its ephemeral nature and silent efficiency led 



people to endow it with transfomative, even mysticai, powers. As a result, Nova Scotians 

adopted a program of electrical modemkation in the late 19 10s as a remedy for regional 

dispaity. The Nova Scotia govemment's first step was the creation of an Ontario-style 

hydroelectric commission designed to bring order to the province's fiagmented and inefficient 

electrical network. Over the next few decades, the Nova Scotia Power Commission implemented 

rural electdication, home modernization, and regionai system-building models that had already 

proven succesfil in Ontario and the United States. The system-building philosophies behind 

these programs were adapted to local conditions and disseminated throughout the province by 

politicians engineers, businesspeople, and social reformers. AIthough electrical modernization 

failed to address the structural reasons for the province's deche, Nova Scotians continued to 

include it in their provincial rehabilitation plans until the 1960s. In sum, the electrification of 

Nova Scotia was not merely a technical event, but was shaped by the province's aspiration to 

regain its prior position in Codederation. 
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Chapter One 

introduction: Electricity, Modernization, and Maritime Society 

ln  1936, D r  D.F. MacDonald, a professor at St. Francis Xavier University in Antigonish, 

Nova Scotia, wrote an article for the Extenssion Bulletin, the journal of the Antigonish Movement 

for rural and regional rehabilitation in Eastern canada.' MacDonald's subject was electricity and 

the economic and social benefits that electrical technology couid bring to the senously depressed 

Maritime provinces. But before the technology could work its wonders, the backward attitudes 

of the many fmers ,  fishermen, lumbermen, andhousewives who still clung to what MacDonald 

cded 'the old rough way that grandfather foilowed" had to be rooted out. Modemization 

through technology was the Linchpin of his rehahilitation efforî, but people had to be willing to 

take full advantage of the new machines, at home and on the job, if prosperity was ever to be 

regained. Those who resisted the march of progress shodd realize, he said, that "social justice 

must go hand-in-hand with material progress, if the better civilkation which we need is to 

rnaterialize." ln other words, technology would address bath economic and social issues: it 

would help transfonn their region from an impoverished and backward area to prosperous and 

enlightened one.2 

MacDonald's article reveals a good deal about the perceived relationship between 

technology and progress in the middle part of this century, for he clearly associated technological 

improvement through electrification with an increasing level of prosperity and civilU:ation. It is 

the goal of this dissertation to explore that relationship with regard to the question of regional 

' See map on p 235 for locations of towns andcities cited throughoutthis dissertation. 
Extension Bulletin' Oct. 9,1936. 

1 



disparity in Canada. In the years following the First WorId War, the Maritime region of which 

Nova Scotia is a part experienced a long period of deindustriabation and depopdation. Through 

the work of other historians, we already know that Maritimers did not passively accept their fate, 

but formulated strategies by which they resisted the growing gap between the "have7' and "have 

not" provinces of the federation. My aim is to investigate how technology fit into that pattern of 

resistance. In the chapters to follow, 1 will examine the ways in which Nova Scotians used 

electrical technology as a tool for provincial rehabilitation in a century of economic and social 

decline. It is my contention that, more than any other factor, the belief that electricity could 

transform the province and redore it to its pre-Codederation status shaped the course and 

direction of the electrification process. This approach will provide a new perspective on 

Maritimers' resistance to economic and social marginalization. Furthemore, it will shed light on 

the character of technological enthusiasm in Canada, a rather neglected aspect of Canadian 

culture. 

Where did these beliefs corne from? Technology and progress have been closely 

intemvined in Western culture for centuries. As historian Michael Adas has shown, technology 

has been the standard against which civilizations have been measured since the days of the 

European voyages of exploration.' This deep-rooted cultural belief persisted into the twentieth 

century, and, despite a moment of doubt in the wake of the First World War, becarne stronger 

with the rise of machine civilization and American power.J In the United States in particular, 

where people believed that invention and technological innovation were "endeavors in which they 

' Michael Adas, Machines as the Meanrre of Men: Science. Technologv, and ldeologies of Western Dominunce 
(Ithaca, N.Y., and London, i 9891, pp. 3 4 .  
4 Ibid., p. 402, 



could surpass ail other peoples, including those of western Europe", technology came to be seen 

as the rneans by which Amencans could spread their political philosophy around the world? As a 

result, the Amencan version of the "civilizing missiony' of the late nineteenth and early twentieth 

centuries had technological transfer as its centrepiece. In short, a technology-centred view of 

progress came to dominance during this period; until recently, almost all Westerners believed that 

material culture detennined all other aspects of culture, and that the most advanced 

technologicaiiy were the most advanced politically, economicaiiy, socidly, and so on, in every 

field of human endeavor. Indeed, to a great extent, a nation's level of civilization continues to be 

rneasured in tenns of technological advancement. Ask a contemporary Canadian about this 

country's achievements, and he or she will iikely rattle offa list of material inventions beginning 

with the birch-bark canoe and ending with the space shuttle's Canadarm. 

In the mid-twentieth century, cultural beliefs about the relationship between technoiogy 

and progress coalesced in ccmodemization theory", a non-racist version of the civilinng mission 

of earlier timed As sociologist Anthony Giddens has said, the key idea in modernization theory 

is that cccunderdeveloped' societies remah trapped within traditional institutions, from whichthey 

have to break fiee if they are to approach the econornic prosperity achieved [in the  est]".' 

Although they no longer ascnbed underdevelopment to innate charactenstics, modemizers 

believed its persistence to be a result of cultural lag, or a failure to fully absorb the cultural values 

5 Ibid, p. 406. See aiso Thomas P. Hughes, American Genesis= A Century of Invention and Technological 
Enthusim. 1870-1970 (New York, 1989) for more on America's fascination with the machine. 

Adas, Machines as the M e m r e  of Men, pp. 4 1 1 1  12. 
7 Anthony Giddens, Sociologv: A Brief but Critical Inîroduction (San Diego, 1987), p. 29. 



of the modemized ~ o r l d . ~  Chief among these values was an openness to science and technology. 

In modemization theory, technology occupieda centralplace in the meastire of any one 

civilization; modemizers often held that technological transfer was the key to accelerated 

economic growth Because they believed that technology "drove" social developme* other 

types of progress would necessdy follow on the heels of technological improvement. Although 

modernkation theory and the technologicai deterrninism at its core has corne under attack in 

recent decades by academic cntics, it held sway among those who would solve the problem of 

economic and social disparity between the su-caiied 'First" and 'Thud" worlds until the 1960s. 

Familiarity with modernization theory is necessary to understand a good deal of the 

historiography of the Canadian Maritimes over the past twenty-five years. In keeping with the 

cultural beliefs that lay beneath modernization theory, many Canadians w i r h  and without the 

regîon believed that Maritimers' unwillingness to embrace modernity had handicap ped economic 

and social development and had condemned the eastem provinces to second-tier status. But since 

the revival of the regional approach to history, symbolized in Atlantic Canada by the founding of 

the journal Acadiensis in 197 1, historians have questioned this myth of Maritime 'cconsenratism" 

by criticizing modernization theory's power to explain the roots of regional dispariq in the 

twentieth century. Alternatively. they have turned to "dependency theory", an idea first put 

fonvard by the sociologist André Gunder Frank in 197 1, which shows how imbalances are built 

into national and international capitalist stnict~res.~ According to the sociologists Constance P. 

DeRoche and John E. DeRoche, this idea has "redirected attention to the macroeconornic 

Constance P. DeRoche and John E. DeRoche, ';Introduction" in Constance P. DeRoche and John E. DeRoche, 
eds., "Rock in a Stream": Living with the Political Economy of Underdevelopment in Cape Breton ( S t .  John's, 
Nfld, 1987), p. 5- 
9 See André Gunder Frank, Capitalism and Underdeveïopment in Latin Amen'ca (Harmondsworth, U.K, 1971). 



structures that produce ~nderdevelo~ment."~~ When applied to the Maritime situation, the 

dependency approach reveals how those imbalances have hindered Maritime economic progress 

vis-à-vis the rest of the country. As the DeRoches state, dependency theoiy's main contribution 

to Maritime history was its insistence that 'local troubles are macrosocietai issues". " Since the 

theory's debut, historians such as T.W. Acheson, David Alexander, Emest R Forbes, and David 

Frank have shown that the Maritimes' relatively lower standard of living and rate of economic 

growth cannot be blamed on the people's unwilliogness or inability to abandan "traditional" or 

"pre-modem" rnindsets. Rather, they have insisted that the region's problems must be considered 

fkom the viewpoht of "the development of underdevelopment" or with respect to the larger 

context of federd politics and industrial capitdism." In doing so, they have chdenged the myth 

of Maritime '%onservatism7' and, in academîc circles at least7 have effectively destroyed it. 

Scholars have not only pinpointed the macroeconornic reasons for regional disparity, but 

have dso chronicled Marithers' resistance t O marginalization lnstead of passively accepting 

their new, weaker position in Codederation, Marithers fiercely resisted the decline of local 

prosperity and loss of regional prestige. For example, Ernest R Forbes, in his book on the 

political agitation known as the Maritime Rights movement of the 1 9 2 0 ~ ~  reveals that Marithers 

protested vigorously against the perceived injustices built into national political and econornic 

stnicture~.'~ Ian McKay7s examination of Maritime strikes between 190 1 and 19 14 illustrates 

'O DeRoche and DeRoche, uIntromiction'y, p. 5. 
" Ibid., p. 16. 
l2 T.W. Acheson, T'he National Policy and the ï rdmaha 

. . tion of the Maritimes, 1880- 19 LO", Acadiensis, I ,2  
(Spring 1 972), pp. 3-28; DaMd Alexander, Atlantic Canada and Con federation: Essays in Canadian Poiitica! 
Economy (Toronto, Buffalo, and Londog 1983); Ernest R Fo-, Challen@g the Regional Stereotype: Esscrys 
on the T~ventieth-Century Maritimes (Fredericton, 1989); David Fradq T h e  Cape Breton Cod Inciustry and the 
Rise and Fall of the British Empire Steel Corporation", Acadiensis, VU, 1 (Autumn 1977), pp. 3-34. 
l 3  ~ ~ m e s t  R Forbs, The Maritime Rights Movement. 19 19- 1927 (Montreal, 1979). 



workers' attempts to control their own fate in an industrializing society. l4 In yet another study, 

David Frank describes Cape Breton workers' e f f i  to ce& corporate exploitation in the f i t  

haif of the twentieth century by creating a worhg-class culture of their o ~ n . ' ~  Cleariy, these 

historians are unwilling to show Maritimers as passive recipients of their fate; rather, they are 

depicted as reai human beings who exercise a degree of human agency. 

Although we now know a great deal about the macrosocietal causes of regional disparity 

and the ways in which Maritime people chose to deal with it, we know littie about technology's 

role in strategies for regional rehabilitation. ne ver the les^^ historians have begun to pay attention 

to the generd topic of modernization. For example, Miriam Wright has studied the forced 

reconstruction of the east Coast fishery by the federal govemment f?om the 1940s to the 1960s. 

Wright describes how imperious Ottawa bureaucrats, convinced of the innate "backwardness" of 

Atlantic Canadians, imposed modemization t h e q  on the industry while contemptuously 

disregarding local waniings of impending disaster. They hoped that by infusing a "traditional" 

society with capital, entrepreneurship, and technolog-, the region's economy would diverse of 

its own accord. Sadly, they ultimately laid the groundwork for the disastrous state of the fishing 

industry today. l6 

As is evident from Wright's work, the 'technological standard'' of economic and social 

development hfluenced twentieth-cenniry attempts to address regional economic and social 

disparities within Canada. But where Wright's thesis examines the technological standard 

l4 Ian McKay, "Sûikes in the Maritimes, 190 1-19 14", Acadiensis, XUi, 1 (Auhimn 1983), pp. 3-46 
'* David Frarik, 'Tradition and Culaire in rhe Cape Breton Mining Communi~ in the Early Twentieth Centqn 
in Kenneth Donovaq ed, Cape Breton of 200: Hisiorical Essays in Honour ofthe isIand's Bicentennial1785- 
1985 (Sydney, N.S., 1985), pp. 203-218. 
l6 Miriam Wright, "'The Smile of Modernity': The Sfate and Modernkation of the Canadian Atlantic Fishery. 
1945- 1970" (unpub. M.A thesis, Queen's University, 1990)- 



incidentdy and fiom an Ottawa viewpoint, my dissertation looks at its role directly and nom a 

Maritime perspective. Cultural ideas about t echnology and- progress alsa infiuenced indigenous 

responses to decline; after the Fust World War, Nova Scotians incorporated technology into their 

homegrown strategies for provincial rehabiiitation Not ody did they blame the political 

disabilities that had corne with Codederation for their deteriorating situation, but they also 

believed that their region lagged behind Central and Western Canada because of merhg rates of 

technological development. As a result, they became convinced that backward modes of uiinkllig 

had to be made more progressive, that cIraditionaI" economic and social structures needed to be 

swept away, and that technological irnprovements had to be introduced into the region. With 

regard to the latter, electrical technology rankednear the top of the list. The discourse of 

politicians, refomers, engineers, businessmen, and, to some extent, the general public, provides 

evidence in favour of t his uiterpretation Consequently, electrification was not simply a technical 

event, untouched by the political, social, and economic contexts of the province in which it took 

place, but was shaped by the goals andaspirations of Nova Scotians themselves. 

Why study electical technology in particular? Electricity, as the "high tech" of the late 

nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, was infused with cultural rneaning. Certainly meanings 

had been assigned to other technologies as well, but electricity appears to have been a special 

case. Clean, quiet, and efficient, this science-based technology pbolized modemity in ways that 

power sources Wce stem and oil engines could not. Moreover, electricity had become an 

"'everyday" technology by the early twentieth century, accessible to a wide variety of people. By 

the 1890s it had begun to enter the homes of the wealthy; just a decade or two later, it had 

become a common presence in ucban homes. Electricity touched the masses, and the peculiar 



characteristics of electncal power, nich as its Uivisibility, its ephemeral nature, and its association 

with awesome natural forces, led them to endow it with strong, almost mystical, powers. As 

David Nye has said, "eiectriiication. .is. .. far more than the story of inventions and corporations; 

it involves a popular absorption in the potentialities for persona1 and social tran~forrnation."~' 

The idea of CIransformation" is a key one. Modernization, d e r  ail, is also a transformation, and 

electncity, as an empowering technology with popular appeal, appeared to many Marithers as a 

sure agent of modernity and progress. A study of electrification, then, offers a way to examine 

modemization as a social process involving elites and commoners alike. It is the ideal ccresearch 

site" for a study of Marithers' attempts to use technology to shape their own fate. 

In a rnethodological sense, this study is informed by recent work in the history of 

technology field. 1 have chosen the systerns approach as the best method of uncovering the 

cultural meanings that informed Nova Scotians' attempts to use electricity as a tool for provincial 

rehabditati~n.'~ Viewing the technological world in ternis of systerns helps impose order on the 

often confising and contradictory course of technologicd development. Ln vast and complicated 

ways, technological systems order the modem world, and a full understanding of the society in 

which we Live can only corne ifwe admit the pervasivevess and ubiquity of technological systems 

in Our lives. In no case is this more true than with twentieth-century electric power networks. 

Although they are just one part of a larger pictue of technological innovation and system- 

building that has taken place in factory design, mass transit, urban sprawl and managerial and 

organizational innovation, electrical grids now criss-cross the landscapes of almost every country 

17 David Nye, Electri$ing -4merica: Social Meanings cJa New Technology (Cambridge, Mass., and London, 
1990), p. 341. 
'* Thomas P. Hughes? "The Order of the Technological World'', Histoty of Technology? V (1980), pp. L- 16. 



on ea~-th-'~ 

The systems perspective is part ofa  historiographical school known as social 

consmictivism. Social constnictivists reject older, detenninistic views of technological history. 

For them, socid and political factors, not technicai imperatives, determine the pace and direction 

of technological change. Ln social constructiivism, there is nothing objectively '"bette? about one 

technology when compared to another; competing technologies are adopted or rejected 

accordhg to the outcome of ''negotiationsYY between relevant social groups.20 In other words, the 

evolution of any given technology will be multidirectional, not linerT technological development 

cannot be seen as the ciriving force behind humanity's inexorable march toward ~ t o ~ i a . ~ '  Social 

constructivism, then, is the polar opposite of technological determinisrn. Rather than endowing 

technology with autonomy, social constructivists believe human choice is the most important 

factor in the invention, transfer, development, and evolution of any technological artifact, 

includiig its physical and organizational components. Context is perhaps the most important 

word in the social constmctivist vocabulary; the local political, social, economic, and cultural 

contexts in which those choices are made are ultimately responsible for that society7s 

technological outcomes, not some ùiherent logic of the machine. 

The systems approach reflects the social constructivist agenda in several ways. Indeed, 

the very definition of cYechnological systemY7 includes social as weil as technical elements. 

l9 Mark Rose, Cities of Light and Heut: Domesticating Gm and Electricity in Urban America (University Park 
Pa., 1995), p. 190. 

T.J. Pinch and WE. Bijker, ' m e  Social Construction of Facîs and Artifacts: Or How the Suciology of Science 
and the Sociology of Technology Might Benefit Each m e r "  in W,E. Bijlcer, T.P. Hughes, and T.P. Pinch. eds., 
The Social Construction of TechnologicaI Sys tem Nav Directions in the Sociologv and History oJTechnology 
(Cambridge, Mass.. and London, 1987). p. 40. 
" Ibid, p. 28. 



Accordiing to Thomas P. Hughes, a technological system is a senes of htercomected 

components: in the case of electrical networks, it would include technicd "hardware", or a 

network of centrally-controkd, htercomected central stations generating and distributing 

curent, as well as organizational "software", or a set of commerciai, professional, and regulatory 

structures. Systems can be closed or open; electrical systems are of the open variety, meaning 

that both 'liardware" and ccsofturare~y are sbaped by the various contexts in which they are 

embedded? Far fiom being mere technical artifacts, then, systems are the products of social 

processes. Like al1 technologies, a system is an "essentially human phenornenon" that, according 

to historian David Noble, "does not simply stimulate social development fiom the outside but, 

rather, constiîutes fundamental social development in itself.. .'" The final form of a technological 

system therefore depends upon political, social, economic, and cultural contingencies. S tudying 

Nova Scotia's electrification f?om a systems perspective, then, d l  not only provide a window 

into the motivation of provincial system-buifders, but it wiU ais0 give insight into the larger 

society in which the technology was embedded. 

Hughes's model of systemic development provides a structured way to apply the social 

constmctivist perspective to the process of electrification." Developed in his examination of 

electncal system-building in Berlin, Chicago, and Londoq the model explains each city's 

particula. path to electrification by identifying the social and political environments within which 

" Nye, Electri@ng America, p. 13 9. 
David Noble, America By Design: Science Technologv, and the Rise of Corporate CapitaZism (New York, 

1977), p. Ai. 
24 For a deeper discussion of the model, see Thomas P. Hughes, Nehvorks of Power: Electrificution in Western 
Society, 1880-1 930 (Baltimore and London, 1983), pp. 14- 17, and Thomas P. Hughes, T h e  Evolution of Large 
Technologicai Systems", in Bijker, Hughes, and Pinch, eds. The Social Construction of Technoiogical Svstems, 
pp. 5 1-82. 



human system-builders operated and under which eledfïcation proceeded.u There are five 

stages in a technological system's 'Wespan": invention, deveiopment, innovation and growth, 

cornpetition, and cons~lidation.~~ Stage one, invention, is dominated by the inventor- 

entrepreneur. Hughes calls t hem T~edgehogs", or innovative, entrepreneurid sy stem-builders 

who understand both the economics and politics of system-building and who pursue a coherenî 

central vision with single-minded determination." Stage two, development, continues the process 

of technical evolution and defines the uses to wbich the new technology will be app lied. System 

growth and innovation occur in stage three. Here the intercomection of system cornponents 

takes place, and during this phase "'reverse salients" may appear. A reverse salient is a problem in 

one part of the system that retards its development; since components are htercomected, the 

evolution of the entire system is delayed. "Critical problems" are defhed out of reverse salients; 

when such a problem cannot be solved, a new system may emerge out of the old. In these fkst 

three stages, sociocdtural phenornena loom largest; human choices based on business decisions, 

public policies, or consumer preferences are the chief determinants of system development. 

Technological transfer between regions or societies may take place at any stage in the 

system's evolution. In large part, transfer depends upon the inventor-entrepreneur, 

businesspeople, financiers, or others with a vested interest in spreading the new technology 

beyond the area of its genesis. In its new surroundings, a technologicd system may be adapted to 

fit local conditions. This idea of ctechnoiogical style" gives some creative latitude to system- 

builders. As Hughes States, "the concept of style accords with that of social construction of 

Hughes, Neiworks ofPower, Chaps. 7-9. 
'4 Hughes, "The Evolution of Large Technological Systems", p. 56. 
'' Thomas P. Hughes, 'The Electrifrcation of Arne-: The Systems Builciers", Technologv and Culture, Vol. 20, 
No. 1 (January 1979), pp. 124-125. 



techology. There is no one best way to paint the Viigin; nor is there one best way to build a 

dynamo.''B A ~echnology's most up-to-date technical components may be transferred into a 

region, but that region's poiitics, geograp hy, culture, historical experiences, and other contextual 

factors will detemine the ways in which those components are linked in a system. The idea of 

style is particularty important for a study of electrical system-building in Canada since most of the 

invention and development took place elsewhere. 

nespite the views of many social constmctivists, Hughes beiieves that a technologicd 

system can shape, as well as be shaped by, society. Stages four and five, competition and 

consolidation, are characterized by an increasing degree of technological determinism in the form 

of m~rnenturn.~ According to Hughes, an evolving system develops increasing mass (machines, 

devices, and other durable physical artifacts), velocity (rate of growth), and direction (goals) and 

develops an intemal inertia that becomes more diEcult to overcome as the systern ages. To help 

explain the persistence of technological fonns over tirne, momentum theov posits that the 

socially constructed feahires of the system are projected into the future by the durability of the 

artifacts and knowledge incorporated into the system during its formative period.30 All of this 

does not mean that an old technological system becomes autonomous; indeed, Hughes takes 

pains to point out that momentum ccencompasses both structural factors and contingent event S.'" ' 

-- -- -- 

" HughesT "The Evolution of Large Technologicai Synems", p. 68. 
Hughes, Networks of Power, p. 15. Hughes explains the ditference between technological momentum and 

techno1ogi.d determinisrn in his "Technolo&ical Momenhim" in Memtt Roe Smith and Leo Macq eds. Does 
Technology Drive Histoty? The Dilemma of Technological Detem~inism (Cambridge, Mass.. and London, 1993), 
pp. 10f -113. Brkfiy, he ~ ~ O W S  that large, mature technologicai systems can shape, as weU as be shaped by, 
mieSr. But a system's de@-shaping features are not purely determinïstic because they contain socid as weii as 
purely technicd components- This feature makes mumennuna fonn of "soft" determinim. 

Hughes, "The Evolution of Large Technological Systems". p. 77. 
3' Ibid., p. 80. 



'Momentum does not contradict the doctrine of social construction of technology", he States, 

"'and it does not support the erroneous belief in technological determinisrn?* 

As a system grows, as more and more capital is invested, and as personnel become 

professionalized, its technical and organizational cornponents become institutionalized. In other 

words, it develops its own culture. The culture &a system,composed ofelements such as 

business concems, govemment agencies, professional societies, and other organizations, tends to 

becorne more entrenched as the system ages.j3 The culture of the system then, tends to increase 

its momentum- As a by-product of the growuig culture of the system, the last two stages are 

characterized by the increasingly important role of engùieers, managers, and financiers in 

problem-solving. As the system becomes larger, the major reverse salients become political and 

financial rather than technical. Therefore, political skills and financial resources are needed to 

solve the critical problems that emerge during this final phase. 

While historians of technology have made good use of Hughes's rnodel, anthropologists 

and cultural historians have recently expanded on bis systems perspective- These approaches to 

technological systems stress the role of cultural meaning in the social construction of 

t e ~ h n o l o ~ ~ . ~ ' '  In recent years, cultural historians such as David E. Nye and Mark H. Rose have 

combined this anthropological approach with a historical sensibility in their work on 

electrification in North American society. In Electr-ying America: Social Meanings of a New 

TechnoIogy (1990), Nye traces the development of meanings for electricity and examines their 

infiuence on the construction of the electrical infrastructure. Likewise, Rose focuses on '"agents 

3' Ibid. 
33 Hughes, Networks ojPower, p. 363. 
" For a concise statement of this approach, see Brian Pfaffeabuger, "Fetisked Objecis and H k m k d  Nature: 
Towards an Anthropolopy of Techology", bfan, 23,2 (June 1988), pp. 236-252. 



of technological diffusion7', such as sales personnel, social reformers, and educators, in his Cities 

of Light mzdHeat (1995). Rose shows that social groups not only negotiated the adoption of 

new technologies or the evolution of existing ones but that they also shaped the technologies' 

r n e a ~ i n ~ s . ~ ~  From historians Like Rose and Nye, we leam that a society's chosen path to 

electrification is iduenced not only by its politicai, econornic, and social contexts, but also by its 

hopes, dreams, and aspirations. hcorporating this anthropological or cultural approach into the 

study of electncal system-building cm therefore reveal a particular society's goals for the 

technology. 

Some of the most fascinating historical work of recent years has uncovered the roots of 

our consumer society. Hïstorians of technology have contributed through their studies of 

electrification7s role in that broad historical trend. For exarnple, Harold L. Platt has related the 

rise of consumerism to the growth of electrical systems. Platt's 1991 book on the electrification 

of Chicago shows how the utilities entrepreneur Samuel Insull's mastery of the technical and 

econornic aspects of the central station electrical system helped him expand his business.36 Key to 

hsull's plans was the increased consumption of electric power, and to that end he devised 

promotional rate schedules and adopted novel metering techniques. Insofar as his methods were 

copied by utilities executives al1 over North America, Insull's load-building measures were crucial 

to the development of the Western world's energy-intensive Lifestyle. Platt defily app!ies the 

systems approach to the question of electricity's role in the creation of the consumer society, and 

for him an understanding of the network is a prerequisite for an understanding of an important 

'' ROS, Cities oJLight and Heat, p. 20 1 .  
Harold L. Plan The Efechic City: Enegy and the Growth ofthe Chicago Area, 1880-1930 (Chicago and 

London, 1991). 



aspect of modemization. 

The recent interest in the origins of consumer culture has encouraged historians to focus 

on the consumer's role in shaping technological systems. In fact, they have shown others how 

technological systems c m  be studied fiom the '8ottom up." Here scholars who study gender 

history have been particularly active. Much of their work has focused on home appliances, the 

smail but ubiquitous electricdy-powered machines that have had a profound innuence on aii Our 

lives. Historians such as Ruth Schwartz Cowan and Carolyn MaMn in the United States and G. 

Leslie Oliver and loy Parr in Canada have related household technologies to much larger issues, 

such as this centuy's redefinition of sex roles and the emergence of the consumer ~oc ie ty '~  But, 

as Cowan in particular has shown, the diffusion patterns of domestic technologies have had a 

tangible bearing on the development of technological ~ ~ s t e r n s . ~ ~  In the case of electrical 

networks, the extent to which individual householders choose to utilize the product of that 

system (electricity), or, to put it another way, the extent to which they decide to modernize their 

homes, affects the pace and direction of system-building. As the anecdote that began this chapter 

tries to illustrate, those who associated electncity with prosperity believed that mass adoption of 

electrical appliances was crucial to their efforts. Nova Scotians7 home modemization choices 

were therefore infiuential in detennining the success of system-builders' plans to employ 

electricity as an agent of provincial rehabilitation. Here the systems approach is brought down to 

37 Ruth Schwartz Cowan, More Work for Mother: The Ironies ofHousehold Technology From the Open Hearth to 
the AMicrowave (New York, 1983); Carolyn Marvin When Old Technologies Were N m  Thinking About Electric 
Communication in the Late Nineteenth Ceniwy (New York 1988); G. Leslie Oliver, "The Fractional Horsepower 
Motor and Its Impact on Canadian Society and Culturen, Materiol History Review, 43 (Spring 1996), pp, 55-67; 
Joy Parr, "Gender, Technology, and Resource Use", Donald Creighton Lecture, University of Toronto, Jan. 22, 
1997. 
38 Ruth Schwartz Cowan, T h e  Coosumption Junaion: A Proposa1 for Research Strategies in the Sociology of 
Technology" in Bijker, Hughes, and Pinch eds., The Social Construction of Technological $vstems, pp, 26 1-280. 



a micro level; instead of shidying sweeping developments such as the invention of modem 

electnc power networks, these historïans look at the consumer's role in the shaping of those 

networks. 

1 have included elements of ail these approaches in my study of technology and 

modernkation in Nova Scotia. A brief précis of the thesis will illustrate how cultural beliefs about 

electncity encouraged Maritime people to think of it as a tool for provincial rehabilitation, and, in 

~ n ,  how the provincial context shaped the actual system-building process in that province. At 

the tirne of Confederation, the Maritime provinces were prosperous and cultured, but in the 

decades following that event, for reasons that have been well descnbed by the historians 

mentioned above, they slipped economically and socially vis-à-vis the rest of the country. 

Consequently, Marithers had developed a clear sense that their region was losing ground to the 

central and western provinces by the end of the First World War. According to contemporaries, 

the cure for that state of affairs lay in protest, planning, and resistance. One strategy for resisting 

decline was technological in nature. Although ideas about the transfoniiing potential of electric 

power were found in the region from the technology's infancy, Nova Scotians applied them to 

the problem of regional underdevelopment ftom the late 19 10s to the 1950s and beyond. Like dl 

North Americans, they associated technological improvement in the fom of intensive electncal 

development with modemity, progress, and prosperity. Because they believed that electric power 

had the ability to transform regions, Nova Scotians saw it as a means by which the province 

coutd catch up to the prosperous provinces in Confederation. 

Chapter Two lays the groundwork for fùture efforts to rehabilitate the province by 

describing the context into which electncal technology was transferred and in which the early 



development of the electncal id?astructure took place. Because invention occurred elsewhere, 

this chapter compares the Nova Scotian experience with the transfer and development stages of 

Hughes's model. For geographical, economic, and political reasons, Nova Scotia's electrical 

system was severely fiagmented by 1914. With just a few exceptions, by this time a plethora of 

small, independent electrical utilities served the province, each operating within its own specinc 

technical and organizational framework and each confined to a limited service area Under these 

conditions, Nova Scotia's utilities, whether privately- or publicly-owned, were unable to take 

advantage of economies of scale and were forced to charge higher than average rates for their 

product. The result was a '%icious cycle7' of high rates and low consumption that plagued the 

province until the 1960s. 

By the late 19 1 Os, these conditions led many to believe that a retarded state of electrical 

development was contnbuting to the province's economic slide. From that time on, the perceived 

importance of cheap and abundant electricity to the region's economic weli-behg drew the 

provincial government into the system-building picture. Here the province looked to the example 

of areas that had successfbily used elecvicity as an agent of industrial expansion. Eor Nova 

Scotians, Ontario's Hydro-Electric Power Commission provided a particularly attractive model. 

At first, the Nova Scotia govemment decided to encourage the private sector to buiid 

hydroelectric generating stations through the Nova Scotia Water Power Commission, established 

in 1914. But when the vagaries of wartime economic conditions subverted most pnvate attempts 

to tap the resource, the provincial government created the Nova Scotia Power Commission, 

modeled on the Ontario exarnple, in 19 19. Chapter Three deais with Nova Scotia's attempt to 

emulate Ontario's successfbl experiment with public power generation and distribution- These 



events correspond to the growth and innovation stages of system evolution. 

The Central Canadian '%ydro myth" lay b e h d  Nova Scotia's decision to create a 

publicly-owned hydro development agency. The hydro rnyth, which prornised an industrial boom 

through cheap and abundant hydroelectnc power, appeared in Ontario around the tum of the 

century in response to local manufacturers' drearns of rivaling Arnerican industrial might. 

Although it seemed out of place in a coai-rich but waterpower-poor province, the myth tapped 

into a deep cultural belief in electicity's power to transform. It also elevated hydroelectricity to a 

symbol of high modemism. As such, it appeared indispensable to a prosperous, progressive, and 

modern society, and in spite of geographical realities such as the lack of large waterpower sites, 

Nova Scotians became convinced that their province could not regain their prior place in 

Codederation without an intensive program of publicly-financed hydroelectric construction. 

Hydro development proceeded under public auspices in Nova Scotia in the 1920s, but by 

the onset of the Great Depression, a decade of deindustrialization and depopulation had already 

devastated the region's economic and social fabric. Moreover, the Power Commission was 

unable to establish a province-wide network of public hydropower. Chapter Four discusses this 

failure to duplicate Ontario's feat. Here context is ail important, and system-builders learned that 

the straight transfer of an organizationd form that had been established under Ontario conditions 

would not necessarily work under Nova Scotian circumstances. While a great number of hydro 

stations did get built in the interwar period, the politics of systemic fragmentation disrupted the 

Power Commission's plans to establish a province-wide network of publicly-generated, 

distributed, and retailed hydropower. The episodes described Ui this chapter iilustrate that this 

simpiistic relationship between electrical development and economic prosperity overlooks the 



social construction of technology. 

Yet Nova Scotians continued to associate technological improvement with social and 

economic progress. In fact, new linkages between technology and modemization emerged during 

the intenvar period. As Michael Adas points out, "the long-standing assumption that 

technological innovation was essential to progressive social development came to be viewed in 

terms of a necessary association between rnechanization and rn~dernity. '~~ In other words, 

technological improvement no longer led to modernity; it was modernity. In this light, regions left 

behind in the race for greater levels of technological development were doomed to irrelevance by 

dennition. By implication, it became increasingly important to those who advocated technological 

modemization as a route to provincial rehabilitation that the people, many of whom were 

considered to be rather backward, develop more progressive mùidsets. Exposure to technology 

would help achieve that goaI. 

Chapters Five and Six descnbe these developments with regard to rural electrification and 

home modernization, both of which would expose the masses to electncal technology. Rural 

electfication was particularly important in Nova Scotia, which in the rnid- 1930s was still a 

predominantly rural province in which only about 40% of the total population had access to an 

electrical supply. The electrification of the countryside would help balance urban and rural 

standards of living and, in tum, stem the outflow of population from the outlying areas. Rural 

industries would also benefit. The result was an intensive rural electrifïcation program, hanced 

by the provincial government through its Power Commission. Although academics, engineers, 

and social reformers also caiied for a publicly-sponsored home modemkation program on the 

39 Adas, Machines as the Measure of Men, p. 110. 



lines of Roosevelt's New Deal to accompany the rural electrincation effort, financial constraint s 

forced the provinciai governent to delay untii 1959, when the Power Commission introduced a 

Load Building Program designed to boost domestic consumption througb propaganda and loans 

for appliance purchases. With the late establishment of that program, and with Nova Scotia's 

high electrical rates still discouraging greater consumption, Nova Scotia7s rate of home 

modernkation lagged behind that of the rest of the country. Here Cowan's approach has been 

particdarly informative, for, when applied to the Nova Scotian situation, it reveals that a rational 

calculus lay behind these consumption decisions. As Ronaid C. Tobey has shown, financial 

incentives were required to boost the rate of home rnodernization in the United  tat tes," and it 

was the governrnent's failure to provide those incentives, not an unwillingness to accept the 

values of modern society, that delayed the full-blown &val of the energy-intensive society in 

Nova Scotia- 

Chapter Seven deals with consolidation, the final phase in Hughes's model of systemic 

evolution. Severe sy stemic ffagmentation had hampered modernizers' attempts to use electricity 

as a force for provincial rehabilitation. But those who were still interested in electncal 

development for social and econornic progress hoped that the efficiencies gained through 

intercomecting the systems of the province's various utilities would lower rates and boost 

consumption. Systernic integration, rneaning complete interconnection under one central 

authonty, would yield even greater efficiencies. In some cases, advocates of integration such as 

the Rev. Dr. Moses M. Coady of the Antigonish Movement looked to the Tennessee Valley 

Authority as a model. The creation of a publicly-owned, province-wide network of power, then, 

40 Ronaid C .  Tobey, Technology as Freedorn: The New Deal and the Elecirkal Modemitafion of the Amencan 
Home (Berkeley and Los Angeles, 1 W6), especiaiiy pp. 1 1 1- 1 15. 



concludes the stoy of electrifïcation in Nova Scotia. More than any other factor, the rural 

electrification program broke the inertia of fragmentation by transforrning the provincial Power 

Commission into a larger and more aggressive organization. Although the political and economic 

obstacles presented by the existence of some twenty-five separate utilities as late as the early 

1940s delayed the completion of the process until the 1960s, the Commission's new 

aggressiveness corresponded with the provincial government's desire to re-industnalize the 

province in the 1950s. Cheap and abundant power, believed to be a necessary ingredient to any 

industrialkation policy, would only corne if the efIiciencies that came with systemic integration 

could be exploited. As a result, the govenunent authorized a takeover policy that made systemic 

integration a reality by the early 1970s. 

The hope that hydroelectnc power development would stimulate industrial growth in the 

period d e r  the First World War, the belief that rural electrification and home modernization 

would raise the standard of living and level of civilization during the Depression and afterward, 

and the idea that systemic integration would yield economic and social benefits in the postwar 

period encapsulates the story of electrification in Nova Scotia. In each case, current ideas about 

the transfonning potential of electric power were absorbed by provincial politicians, businessmen, 

social reformers, and system-builders and fashioned hto templates for provincial rehabiiitation. In 

so dohg they incorporated meanings for the technology into the tangible artifact called the 

electrical network. At each stage of the process, a deep cultural belief in the inherent value of 

modernization coloured technological choice and shaped paths to electrification. Clearly, Nova 

Scotians had absorbed the idea that machines were the "rneasures of men", and of provinces as 



we11.~' ConWlced that the mechanized world represented a beacon that would lead them on to 

greater prosperity, they attempted to modemize through electrîcity's transforming power and 

thus restore their region to its former status. 

- 

4 1 Adas e.uplains the retention of selJst language in Machines as the Measures of Men by stating in n. 1 on p. 403 
that the thinking of social scientists on modernization has been "overwhelmingly oriented to problems relating to 
male attitudes, economic activities, and political participatioc." Thus he retiiins the phrases "mankind" and "men" 
in recognition of that bias, "both in development theory and aii  too often in the resulting programs." 



Chapter Two 

The Electrifieation of Nova Scotia, 1884-1914: The Persistence of Fragmentation 

The history of electrification in Nova Scotia must begin with the system. Because aii 

fùture attempts to use electrical technology as a force for regional rehabilitation were channeled 

through the system-building process, an understanding of the nature of that process is essential. 

Following the social constructivist model, the political, economic, and social contexts into which 

the technology was transfemed determined the course and direction of system-building. This 

chapter explores those contexts whiie laying the foundations for the story to come. 

Perhaps the most recurrent theme in the history of electrification in Nova Scotia has been 

the persistence of systemic fiagrnentation. A "Yragrnented" system means a chaotic, unintegrated 

network: instead of a province-wide (or even district- or county-wide) web of intercomected 

power stations Iinked by transmission iines, there existed a plethora of srnall utility companies, 

each owned by a petty local entrepreneur and serving a very limited ares often just one t om.  

UsuaiIy such ccsystems" were made up of a single central station. Although many other 

jurisdictions in North Amenca had begun to benefit fiom an increasing level of systemic 

intercomection and integration by 19 14, Nova Scotia continued to be burdened by this inefficient 

electrical i&astructure for decades to come. As late as 1934 the province had as many as nfty- 

three separate electrical utility companies, and that year's Jones Commission, a provincial 

economic inquiry into the economic disabilities of the Maritimes in Codederation, noted that 



Nova Scotia was out of step with the rest of the continent. As Professor Irene M. ~ i s s '  stated in 

the inqujr's report on electnc power, '?n a community of halfa million people and in a country 

2 1,000 square miles in area this multitude and diversity of organizations is remarkable.'y2 Unable 

to take advantage of economies of scale, these multitudinous Nova Scotian utilities typicdly 

provided less-than-adequate seMce at higher-than-average rates. The resuk was a vicious cycle 

of high rates and low consumption that affected fùture systern-building efforts as well as 

economic and social life in the province. 

This chapter explains why systernic fiagrnentation became so entrenched in the period 

before the First World War. In large part, the persistence of fragmentation resulted from the 

context into which the technology was transferred. As elsewhere, early opportunities for 

electncd development arose in towns and began with street Lighting, and by the early 1890s most 

urban places were served by small, jerry-built central stations designed to handle the town 

Iighting load and little else. With the exception of Halifax and Sydney, where the electric 

companies feli into the hands of moneyed Boston capitalists, these plants were owned by petty 

local entrepreneurs with neither the money nor the inclination to expand their ~ ~ e r a t i o n s . ~  

Whatever ambitions they may have had were discouraged by Nova Scotian geography and 

demography; in the late nineteenth century Nova Scotia was essentially a rural province with a 

low population density and just a few major urban centres. The distances between population 

1 At the time of her death, Irene (Biss) Spry (1907-1998) was Professor Emeritus of Economics at the University 
of Ottawa. Her late husband Graham Spry, figureci prominentiy in the founding of both the CCF and the CBC. 
Both Sprys were interesteci in economic and social reconstruction in the 1930s and aftenirard, and it is Iikely that 
irene Spry was chosen to mite a report on the future of Nova Scotia's electrical Uitiastnicture for that very reasoa 

Prof. Irene M. Biss, "Report on Electnc Power" (hereafier Biss memorandurn) in Report of the Royal 
Commission, Provincial Economic Inquiry (Halifa.y 1934), p. 80. 

A group led by Boston's Henry M. Whitney gained control of the Halifax electric company in 1896; Stone and 
Webster, a Boston engineering fïrm, were the controlling interests of the Cape Breton Electric Company of 
Sydney, incorporateci in 190 1. 



centres, and the scarcity of population between them, tended to discourage interconnection, 

integration, and consolidation. Nova Scotia's particular circumstances thus favored the 

entrenchment of a small, localiy-owned central station in each town. In the late nineteenth 

centuy, this situation was not at all unusual, and to this point the province's electncal 

development rnirrors that of other North American jurisdictions. But by about 19 14, it was clear 

that Nova Scotia's particular geographic and demographic realities had combined with existing 

market conditions and political circumstances to ensure that systemic fragmentation would 

remain the d e  for many years afterward. 

The electrical market was înextricably tied to the pattern of industrial development in the 

province and an analysis of that pattern provides one of the most important explmations for the 

persistence of fragmentation. Paradoxically, Nova Scotia was the site of several major industrial 

developments in this period, yet the influx of energy-consuming industries never provided a 

reliable market for electrical entrepreneurs to exploit. Why? Geography, specifically the 

province's lack of large waterpower sites, played an important role; the crucial coduence of 

large, exploitable waterpowers and ready-made markets, such as that which had triggered 

extensive private sector investment on the Niagara River in the 1890s, sirnply did not exist in 

Nova Scotia- The very large and modem industrial concems that did corne to Cumberland, 

Pictou, and Cape Breton Counties in the 1890s used massive amounts of electric power, but 

because such quantities were unavailable fiom the small-town central stations serving these areas, 

companies like Dominion Iron and Steel had no choice but to build self-contained electricai 

plants. Timing was also important; the major wave of Maritime industrialization occurred just 

before the electrification of factories became possible, and stearn remained the power source of 



choice for those setting up shop in the 1880s. Finally, the slowdown of industrial development 

&er 1900 left centrai station utilities without a massive market for their power and deprived 

many of the incentive to expand. 

wth so little progress towards larger-scale system-building, electrical utilities continued 

to charge high rates for poor service. But with the rise of the Progressive movement in the first 

decade of the new cenhiry, concemed citizens, municipal leaders, and manufacturing interests 

began calling foi govenunent intervention to deviate that situation. Here the character of 

George Murray's Liberal government, in power from 1896 to 1923, is au-important. It is true 

that Murray's govermnent first addressed the "big questions" of the electrical age, such as 

monopoly versus cornpetition, pnvate versus public ownership, and regulation versus laissez- 

faire. It is also true that the regulatory infiastructure in place in Nova Scotia by 1909 appeared to 

be quite progressive. But that was the extent of government intemention into electrical system- 

building. Moreover, despite public hopes to the contrary, regulation could not actually improve 

systemic conditions. Nor was it really intended to; it was simply a device put in place to ensure 

f i r  business practices and to deflect political criticism. UntiI 1919, when the govemment created 

the Nova Scotia Power Commission to develo p provincial hydro resources, Premier Murray's 

reluctance to interfere in business affairs, combined with the very real fact of the provincial 

govement7s straitened financial circumstances, left the public sector unwilling and unable to fill 

the gap lefi by the lack of dynamic pnvate-sector leadership.' 

On provincial finances, see Colin Howeii, "The 1900s: In-, U M a t i o q  and Reform" in ER Forbes and 
D A  Muise, eds., The Atlantic Provinces in Confederation (Toronto. Buffalo, London and Fredericton, 1993), p. 
158. On the character of the Murray govemment, see J.M. Beck, The Government of Nova Scotia (Toronto, 1957). 
p. 161-163, 166-167,201-203,240,257,329-330. 



In focusing on the persistence of fragmentation and the failure of regdation, the chapter 

sets the stage for future efforts to rehabilitate the province through technological modemkation. 

The close relationship between technological advancement and economic and social progress lay 

beneath those attempts. Since modern and progressive societies needed modem and progressive 

technologies, many Nova Scotians blamed the province's inefficient electrical infrastructure for 

the province's relative decline in the years immediately following the First World War. It was 

clear that provincial industry, burdened with high rates and poor service, could not hope to 

compete with industries operating in low-rate envkonrnents Like that of Centrai Canada. In short, 

the fiagmented condition of the provincial electrical system produced c d s  for public-sector 

intervention in system-building as a weapon against regional disparity. Nonetheless, systemic 

fiagrnentation, deeply entrenched by the end of the war, was to plague Nova Scotian system- 

buiiders for decades to corne. Even as late as the mid-1930~~ there were still few signs that the 

continental trend towards utility consolidation had even begun to take hold. 

A Shorr History of Elec~ical System-Building 

Before dealing with the early electrification of Nova Scotia, it is necessary to give a brief 

history of electrical system-building in the Western world. In general, electrical systems have 

gone through three major technical configurations. The first, the Edison system, dates from the 

d a m  of the electrical era in the 1880s. The Edison system consisted of a single central station 

sup plying a homogenous load, usudly a fixed number of incandescent lamps. Self-cont ained 

systems for factories also existed on the Edison model. In both cases, reciprocating s tem engines 

drove direct current @C) generators of extremeiy lirnited capacity which supplied a constant 



voltage to the load. Due to the intrinsic technical limitations of DC power, a station could only 

supply a very Limited are% about a kilometre or two in radius. Alternathg current (AC) solved 

the problem of long-distance transmission, but the continuing existence of small DC-based 

systems, plus the lack of a set standard voltage or frequency made the intercomection of many 

central stations into one network difEcult if not impossible. 

The "'universal system" solved this "%ritical problern" in system development. The 

universal system, introduced at the Chicago World's Fair of 1893, used devices called "rotary 

converters" which allowed the outputs of generators with difEering characteristics and at difFerent 

stations to be c~rnbined.~ With the increasing interconnection of many Werent generators the 

nature of the load had aiso changed; rather than supplying just a few incandescent lamps, a group 

of central stations using the universal system codd now supply factories, stores, and Street 

railways. Consequently, the load fluctuated radically over the course of a typical day. This 

situation required a new type of technician, the load dispatcher, to control the many 

intercomected generators f?om a central switchboard and ensure that each carried a fair shaïe of 

the load! During periods of low load, interconnection allowed load dispatchers to mn only the 

system's most efficient generating units. Much more flexibility was thus built into the system; 

loads which would have overwhelmed an older, single plant could be absorbed by a new chah of 

intercomected central stations scattered over many square kilometres. 

With intercomection, a concept known as 'load factor" becarne crucial to system 

operation. Load factor is defined as ''the ratio of average load to maximum load of a customer, 

Hughes, Neiworhx of Power, p. 208. 
Ibid, p. 214. 



group of customers, or the entire system during a specified period.777 Since the capital investment 

in the generating and distribution plant cm be recovered most quickly with the system loaded to 

capacity, high load factors are desirable. The Edison system, which camied lighting loads ody, 

suffered fiom a poor load factor since it was underloaded for most of the day. The universal 

system, capable of canying diverssed loads, could increase load factor because such a system 

could handle many different m e s  of load; industrial demand could be used to employ the 

generating machinery at formerly off-peak hours of the day. Utilities seek to boost their load 

factors whenever possible, since it is always more cost-effective to have system components 

working at full capacity. An electncal system's average load factor typically runs between forty 

and fifty percent. 

The third and final configuration of Western electrical systerns was the regional system, in 

vogue by the 1920s. Again, increasing heterogeneity characterized this type of system. Now, as 

well as having %fFerent kinds of loads. ..systematically joined according to the concept of load 

factor", there were "difEerent kinds of energy sources.. xombined according to the more recently 

articulated concept of economic mix." The economic mix, defined as, "an intercomection of 

power plants whose energy sources are utilized complementarily", was made possible through 

the development of hi&-voltage transmission which perrnitted the construction of large regional 

systems.* For example, intercomection of various local systerns into a regional network 'kould 

permit judicious use, or scheduling, of hydroelectric plants on a daily and seasonai basis, so that 

low-head hydroelectric plants connected to the grid would carry a heavy Ioad when rivers and 

' Ibid., p. 218. 
Ibid.. p. 367. 



streams ran full and a light load in winter when scant rallifall and ice prevented utilization.'" 

During such times, thermal, and later nuclear, generating stations would carry the bulk of the 

load. Again, the overall effect was to increase eEciency and to lower costs. 

It is worth noting that components may be interconnected without being integrated. In 

addition to the interconnections between stations within a universal system, interconnection also 

refers to the Iinking up of several of these networks each of which may be under different 

ownership, with high-voltage transmission hes .  Here close CO-operation between different 

authorities is necessary for efficient operation. lntegration solves the potential problerns in that 

arrangement by bringing the entire system under central control. Both interconnection and 

integration produce economies of scale that tend to lower the cost of power, but true systemic 

integration will produce the greatest efficiencies because it allows for the best utilization of 

power sources for any @en set of load or environmental conditions. Moreover, integration 

allows future planning to become more efficient. Ifa system is integrated, the increased total load 

that cornes with interconnection can enable management to design the system according to the 

most cost-effective configuration; a smaller number of stations with larger generating equipment 

lowers both the total capital investment and the utility's overhead costs. Even with a high degree 

of interconnection, the separately-owned utilities that make up a network that is not fblIy 

integrated must plan for their own generation requirements, yielding a greater number of smaller 

stations, each catenng to the local load. 

Yet there is a role for human choice here. It may be true that an integrated regional 

system is more efficient in a technicd sense, but the resulting savings are not necessarily passed 



d o m  to customers. In the early part of this century, most North Amencan utility managers 

favoured high-use industriai customers over their low-use domestic counterparts in their rate- 

making practices. This had the e f f i  of keeping pices for household electncity artificially high.IO 

Rate-making is a highly cornplex activity, and systemic integration cannot by itself ensure that 

rates will be as low as possible for everyone. Nevertheless, while systemic integration cannot 

guarantee cheap power, systemic fragmentation dmost certainly ensures the opposite. 

What circumstances led to this final stage of system-building, the growth of fÙUy 

integrated, regional networks of power? How was integration, which allowed f ù U  exploitation of 

the concepts of load factor and economic mi- accomplished? Harold L. Platt shows how the 

universal and Iater the regional system emerged from an early morass of cutthroat cornpetition 

and faulty technology by focusing on the case of Chicago." Here utilities magnate Samuel 

Insufl's imaginative systems-building efforts, including the adoption of key technicd innovations 

and a cornmitment to aggressive business policies, overcarne the electrical anarchy and provided 

a roadrnap for utility managers al1 over the continent. In the 1890s, Insull's adoption of 

altemating current systems and steam turbine technology gave his Company a technical edge and 

enabled him to provide an abundant supply of power to al1 who waqted it. Once the supply side 

prerequisites were met, Insu11 encouraged higher consumption with innovative rate-making 

policies, introducing a 'cstep-rate" schedule that lowered prices per kilowatt hour for customers 

whose consurnption rose above a preset base ~evel. '~ Finaily, he initiated aggressive sales 

10 See Tobey, Technology as Freedom, pp. 13- 14. 
" Platî, The Electric City, pp. 60-9 1. 
l2 For a description of how these rate schedufes worked, see Tobey, Technology as Freedom, pp. 13-14. 



campaigns, particularly airned at factories and large office buildings, to build up the system's load 

factor. 

I n sd  also understood the advantages that came with interconnection. Beginning in 1893, 

he laid the technical bases for the integration of the multitude of small, single station utilities by 

p i o n e e ~ g  the universal system. In this endeavor he needed business savvy and financial 

ruthlessness, since petty entrepreneurs ran each smaü utility with jealous regard for their own 

ùiterests. Insu11 was the embodiment of Hughes's "hedgehog" figure, a system builder who 

proceeds with a single dominating vision in mind. Far fiom being inevitable, then, the growth of 

regional networks of power depended on the actions of dynamic systems-builders such as hsull 

in Chicago, Henry Doherty in Denver, or Adam Beck in Ontario, all of whom combined technical 

know-how with a deep understanding of the political, econornic, and social contexts in which 

they lived. Thanks largely to their pioneering work, a general Nonh Amencan pattern had 

emerged by about 19 14. Although the Pace of regional systemic integration varied fkom 

jurisdiction to jurisdiction, a trend towards consolidation gained headway as a few large fims 

that operated increasingly integrated electrical 'cgrids'' gradually emerged. 

Eady Electr~fication in Nova Scotia: Technologzcal Trmsjer 

Electrical L igh~g and power technology in the form of the central station generating and 

distribution system anived in Nova Scotia about thirty months afîer its introduction in the United 

States in 1882. The opening of Thomas Edison's Pearl St. plant in New York City on September 

4 of that year received a great deal of attention across the continent and around the world. At this 

t h e  "technological enthusiasm" was becoming part and parcel of North American culture; as 



Thomas P. Hughes has argued, a powerfùl belief in technological progress is a defining 

characteristic of our society. l3  The speed with which the electrical gospel spread spoke volumes 

about the public's fascination with idiomatic 'csciencey7 (a generic term for both scientific and 

technological advances) and about its thirst for news of the latest scientific breakthrough. This 

"theatre of science" in which inventors and entrepreneurs performed helped prepare the public 

for technological advances by generating hype and enthusiasm. l4 

In Febmary, 1885, the Haiifax Eiectric Light Company inaugurated the fkst central 

electrk station in the province of Nova Scotia. A great deal of the credit must go to John Starr 

(1828-1909), a descendant of a prominent 'Tlanter" family and the founder of one of the first 

electrical supply houses in Canada (ca. 1882). Starr's group was not the first to incorporate an 

electric utility; a previous organization, also narned the Halifax Electric Light Company, received 

legislative approval on April 14, 1881, but never got so far as to file a constitution or set of by- 

laws, let alone produce any power for ~ i g h t i n ~ . ~ ~  By contrast, the success of the later venture was 

due to Starr's personal drive and business acumen and to the more stable state of the technoIogy 

itself. Interested in the potential of central stations for Street lighting, and no doubt concemed 

with expanding the business of his electric supply store, Starr made a business trip to Montreal in 

- - -  

13 For an extendeci discussion of technological enthusiasm, see Hughes, American Genesis. Aithough Hughes 
considers oniy the United States, 1 have e~tended his analysis to include Canada due to the rapidity of 
technological transfer across our mutual border. 
14 Christopher Aniistrong and H.V. Neiies use the term "theatre of science" 10 describe the chancter of publicity 
about science and technology in the iate nineteenth century in Monopoly 's Moment: The Organization and 
Regulation of Canadian Utilities, 1830-1930 (Philadelphia, 1986), pp. 6 1-63 - 
'' M d e  Schofield "Hinory of Nova Scotia Light and Power and Its Predecessors in Gas, Transi& and 
Electriciiy'' (unpub. manuscript, nd), now in the possession of Nova Scotia Power, Inc. SchofieId was a longtirne 
ernployee of the Nova Scotia Light and Power Company and served as the unofficial company historian in the 
1960s. The manuscript is a haphazard colledon of articles on many different topics in the history of Nova 
Scotia's eIectdïcation and is not paginated in a consistent way. For that reason 1 am unabte to refer the reader to 
precise page numbers. 



Febniary 1884. Here he exarnined the Royal Electric Company's system of lighting and soon 

began exploring the possibility of tramferring the technology to ~alifax. l6 Royal Electric, a 

subsidiary of the Thomson-Houston Company of Boston, becarne one of the most important 

agents of technological transfer in Eastern Canada in the late nineteenth century, and agents of 

the Company were responsible for attracting local investors a d  organizhg electrical cornpanies 

that would use the Thomson-Houston DC system of generation.17 Once the operation was a 

success, Royal Electric would sell out to a local syndicate. '' In the case of Halifax, Stam acted as 

the agent for Royd Electnc and helped bring together a group to fom the second Halifax 

Electric Light Company, which received a charter f?orn the Provincial Legislature to supply 

electric light in the City of Halifax in December 1884." With the help of Starr and others, Royal 

Electric rapidly organized new utilities in Charlottetown, St. John's, and Moncton in the mid- 

1880s. It dso acted as the 'klearing house" through which new electrical technology would reach 

the region for years aftenvard. 

Royal Electric had prepared the way for the introduction of electric Iight in Halifax with 

an impressive exhibition in May 1884. This was literally the "'theatre of science" in practice, and 

the brilliance of the display generated favorable publicity which in tum whetted the public 

appetite for more.20 The Halifax Herald, comparing the brilliance of the electric Iight to the 

dullness of the existing gas lamps, contemptuously remarked that the gaslight had 'cut a most 

16 Biographical sketch of John Starr (na., n-d), MG 9, Vol. 225, Public Archives of Nova Scotia (hereafier 
PANS). A brief description of Starr's visit to Montreai aiso appears in a clipping dated Aug. 1884, Starr 
Scrapbook, MG 9, Vol. 20, PANS. 
17 Armstrong and Nelles, Monopolv 's Moment, p. 75. 
l8  16id, p. 76. 
l9 Clipping dated Jan 15, 1885, Starr Scrapbook, PANS. 
'O Ibid., clipping dated May 16. 1881. 



ridiculous figure alongside the electric lamps" and that its days in Halifax were n~mbered .~~  The 

enthusiasm unleashed by the exhibitions also eased the company's dealings with City Councïl, 

which had to agree to the financial terms under which electric street lighting would be provided. 

So, when Starr contacted City Council in the fd of 1884, he quickly received permission to erect 

poles on a few downtown streets? The electric age began in HaiEax on February 23, 1885, 

when the sixty arc lights in the system were supplied with power fiom a new hundred- 

horsepower c d - b u d g  plant at Black's Wharf on the Halifax waterfront. 

To be successfùl, the new utdity had to overcome the opposition of the Halifax Gas Light 

Company. This period of competition between electric and gas lighting was one aspect of the so- 

called "battle of the systems" and similar events were being played out everywhere in urban 

North ~merica? Gas was the established lighting technology in the region; by the 1870s, severai 

Nova Scotian t o m s  had gas service, and Halifax had been lighted by gas since the 1840s. But 

many were unsatisfied with gaslight. Citizens such as '2ampostY7, who wrote to the editor of the 

Acadian Recorder in 1882, complained bitterly about the quality of seMce and the dimness of 

the Iight,24 and with the introduction of electricity the complaints only grew louder. Moreover, 

the modernity of electricity, a science-based technology, was creatïng problems for gaslight's 

image. In 1 8 84, the Halifax Herald noted that "Enterprising Haligonians are adopting the electric 

Light. But a great many people still cling to the sickiy gas," thus associating the older lighting 

" Ibid., clipping dated May 20, 1884. 
Halifax City Couocil Minutes, Oct. 7,1884, Oct. 2 1, 1881. 

2, Note tbat Plaît extends Hughes' &nition of the term fiom the battie between AC and DC systems to the 
stmggie between centrai-station and seLfaWed  electnc plants and the competition between gas and electricity 
for the right to illuminate urban places. See Platt, The Elecrric City, pp. 23-24. 
24 Ruth Blake, "Lighting the Streets of the Atlantic Provinces". The Maritime Advocafe and Bu- East (Oct. 
195 l), p. 5. 



system with conservatism and backwardness? Given the apparent superiority of electncity as a 

Lighting medium and the public thirst for technol~gical progress, the Halif" Gas Light Company 

rightly viewed the introduction of electric light as a serious threat to its business. 

Gas companies came up with several strategies to head off the new cornpetitor. Firstly, 

they tried to take advantage of the public's ignorance of electricity by encouraging lingering fears 

about the technology. Gas boosters emphasized its lethal potential and pointed out that the 

"electric fluid" was too dangerous to have running amok in wires strung over public streets and 

highways. Some people agreed. "Citizeny7, in a letter to the editor of the Herald, wamed of the 

risk of fire fiom electric wires, and, in an attempt to dissociate himself from the gas companies, 

clairned to be speaking solely on his own behalf 26 To counter such propaganda, electricity 

advocates such as Professor I.G. MacGregor of Dalhousie University reassured the public with 

educational efforts. MacOregor7s timely piece was published in the March 7, 1885 edition of the 

Halifax Herald, just two weeks d e r  the opening of the Black's Wharf station. Here MacGregor 

tried to debunk some of the most comrnon misconceptions about electncity and set d o m  some 

ground mies for its safe usage." Because of efforts such as this, most urban dwellers accepted it 

as a safe technology by the end of the 1 8 8 0 ~ ~  even though misunderstandings persisted in some 

rural areas until well into the twentieth century. 

Not to be outdone, the gas company tried to appeal to the citizens as taxpayers, pointing 

out that electricity was more expensive than gaslight. This was an entirely justifiable charge; 

when negotiations with the City resumed in August 1885, the electric company offered to Light 

Ciipping dated June 9, 1884, Starr Scnpbwlq PANS. 
'6 Ibid, ciipping datedMar. 9, 1885. 
" Ibid., clipping dated Mar. 7, 1885. 



the streets with 39 larnps for $3900 per year, as cpposed to the current cost of $3 80 1 -25 for 1 59 

gas lamps.28 Gas advocates pressed their advantage by arguing that the extra money spent on 

electnc light codd be used to improve water and street infiastructure or to improve f i e  

p ro tec t i~n .~~  And, in a final attempt to sway the doubters, the gas company cut its rates and 

started a price ~ a r . ~ '  Nevertheless, the City agreed to enter hto a contract with Starr's Halifax 

Electric Light Company, effective on Nov. 1, 1 8 8 5 .3 l RecogniPng that popular and civic 

enthusiasm for electric iighting could not be overcome, the gas company shrewdly purchased the 

electric utility in 1887 and made it part of its own business. Gas cornpanies also acquired electric 

rights in Sydney, Pictou, and Yarmouth in the late 1880s .~~  

One of the major defmïng characteristics of eariy electrification in Nonh Arnerica was the 

astounding number and variety of electnc companies, and the Nova Scotian experience followed 

this general pattern. One amateur histoiian, Mumlle Schofield, found that by the hirn of the 

cen- "more than iXy electric utilities had been organized [throughout the province] in the 

fifteen years since the kilowatt had first gone commercial in Halifax in 1885."~~ This chaotic 

proliferation of electric companies shows that local entrepreneurs were quick to respond to the 

new opportunities in street lighting. In both small and large toms, cornpetition for temtory 

arose: for exarnple, in 1889 North Sydney's town council had to choose between two 

incorporated cornpanies vying for the opportunity to light the ~ t r e e t s , ~ ~  and in 1887, the upstart 

28 Ibid., clippulg clated Aug. 5, 1885. 
" Ibid., clipping dated Oct. 12' 1885. 

Blake. "Lighting the Streets of the Atlantic Provinces", p. 7. 
W a x  City Council Minutes. Aug. 18' 1885, Nov. 3. 1885. 

32 M m e  Schofield, "Electrical U(ilities in Nova Scotia From 1881 to 1973, Part Y, pp. 4-5. MG 100, Vol. 1, 
No. 10, PANS. 
33 fiid-, p. 5. 
34 North Sydney Town Council Minutes, M y  15, 1889. 



Chandler Electric Light Company constructed a small hydroelectric plant, the fist  in the 

province, at Chocolate Lake, in the wealthy Northwest Ami district of Halifàx, to compete with 

the gas company's electncal ope ration^.'^ Cornpetition for Halifax was especially vicious, and 

over the next few years a confusing jumble of new companies, mergers, and acquisitions hally 

culminated in the birth of the HaMax Electric Tramway Company, financed with Boston capitai, 

in 1896.~~ While it is unnecessary to describe in detail the early business history of all electrical 

utilities in the province, it is clear that the scramble for the marketplace produced chaotic 

development, and, in the parlance of the day, ccruinous competition". The disorder was reflected 

in the actual plants, which were usudy low-capacity, jerry-built thermal stations financed by 

local business or professional people to supply power for Street lighting and little more." In the 

early years of electrification, faulty technology and unbndled competition produced poor s e ~ c e  

and high rates. But this situation was the nom around the continent, and the rapid growth of 

utility companies shows that the commercial potential of electric Lighting was never in d o ~ b t . ~ ~  

A second cornponent to the "battle of the systems" was the competition between AC and 

DC current. The first electrical technology transferred to Nova Scotia was of the direct current 

type, the £irst to corne on the market and the personal favorite of Thomas Edison. But it could 

not be practically transmitted over long distances and was soon to face competition fiom the AC 

system. Edison's dogged, but ultimately doomed, defense of the DC systern helped prolong its 

" Terry Eyiand, "A Prehh î ry  Report on the History of Hydro Electricity in Nova Smtia" (unpub. report Nova 
Scotia Museum of Inc£usûy, I990), p. 7. 
36 Schofeid, "Electrical Utilities in Nova Scotia From 1881 to 1973", pp. 3-4. The Boston-backed tirm merged 
the Halifax ïiluminating and Motor Company (formerly Chander, inc. 1887), the Halifax Street W w a y  
Company (inc. 1886) and the Nova Scotia Power Company (inc. 1889) in 1896 and bought the gas company, and 
its share of the ekchnc light business, in 1897. 
" MG 9 Vol. 232, PANS, ''Histo~y of Companies Taken Over by Nova Scotia Light and Power", contains 
idormation regarding the organization and ownership of early electrical companies in the province. 
'' Plan The Elechic Ciiy, p. 39. 



We, but he was unable to overcome this difficult technical problem. Since it was impossible to 

change the voltage of DC power once it was generated, the voltage at both the generator and the 

lamp, no matter how far one was fiom the other, had to be the same. To ensure that this would 

be the case, wires of increasing cross-sectional area were needed for reasons that can be made 

clear by making an analogy to water mains. To maintain water pressure over distance, water 

pipes must increase in size in direct proportion to the distance from the pumping station. 

Similady, to maintain electncal 'pressure" (voltage) with increasing distance 60m the generating 

plant, DC "mains" (wires) must also be steadily increased in size. But because the cross-sectional 

area of copper wires cannot be increased beyond a certain point, it was impossible to transmit 

DC power, at constant voltage, very far. In practice, the radius at which the proper electrical 

"pressure" could be rnaintained was less than a kilometre. As it was, larger conductor sizes meant 

that DC systems were inefficient, and energy losses between the generating station and the 

customer's meter commody ran as high as 25%.39 

At first, Edison and his staffhad tned overcome DC7s limitations by ushg high- 

resistance, high-voltage lamps comected in parallel, and initially had some success in reducing 

the amount of copper wire needed in a circuit. From Ohm's Law, Edison's technicians deduced 

that since the power lost in transmitting electricity varies with the square of the current, then 

reducing the arnperage would correspondingly reduce the energy wasted and thus the thickness 

of the wires." Edison's high-resistance, high-voltage DC lamp system achieved this effect, but 

the DC system still proved impractical for servicing large urban areas. Besides, Edison realized 

'' Ibid., p. 71-72. 
40 Matthew Josephson, Edison: A Biography (New York, Toronto, and London, 1959), pp. 229-23 1. Obm's Law 
is expressed mathematicaiiy as V=m where V= voltage, I=current, and R=resistance. 



that high voltages in the home could be dangerous and subsequently chose the relatively low 

figure of 1 10 volts for his system. Even with these modifications, Edison had to plan for at least 

36 central stations for New York City a~one.~l This "critical problem" in electric power system 

development was solved by the adoption of the AC power, but not before a penod of intense 

competition that lasted from about 1887 to 1892." The adoption of the AC systern made the 

exploitation of remote hydroelectric sites and the construction ofhtercomected electrical 

networks feasible. 

Nova Scotian utility operators began installing newly-developed American AC hardware 

just a few years after its original introduction south of the border.43 Although DC hung on in 

many of the smaller towns as late as the 1920s, others began changing over to AC by the mid-to- 

late 1890s. One of the many successors to Starr's company, the Halifax Illurninating and Motor 

Company, instded Canadian General Electric alternators in 1896," and in the rest of the 

province Royal Electric continued to play an important role in technology transfer. Their 

"S.K.C." system of two-phase AC generation, first marketed in 1894, found its way into the 

electncal plants of Bridgewater, Windsor, Sydney, and Parrsboro between 1897 and 1 9 0 0 . ~ ~  

Aithough evidence is scarce, it appears that none of the conflict between AC and DC systems 

was actually played out in Nova Scotia, and the time delay in technological transfer allowed 

utility operators to change over when it was clear that AC had been crowned champion. But 

many of the province's smaller utility companies never had the means to do so, and the retention 

41 John H .  Dales. Hydroelecnicity and Indusirial Development: Quebec 1898-1940 (Cambridge, Mass., 1957), 
p. 15. 
4Z Hughes, Networkr ojPower, p. 106. Chapter 5 is entireiy concemeci with this phase of the battie of the systems. 
43 Armstrong and N d e s  point out in Monopofy 's Moment, p. 9 1, that this was the usuai Canadian eqxrience. 

Canadm Electrical News (March l896), p. 5 1. 
45 This information was taken from these issues of the Canadian Elecfncal h'ous: on Bndgewater. ûct. 1897. p. 
203; on Windsor, Dec. 1897, p. 247 on Sydney, Mhy 1900, p. 87; on Parrsboro, W. 1900, p. 234. 



of obsolete DC technology in places such as Truro and Antigonish weU into the twentieth century 

contnbuted to the persistence of poor seMce in these areas. 

So far, then, the electricd development of Nova Scotia follows the generd North 

American pattern. Enthusiasm for the new technology, and the superiority of the s e ~ c e  it 

provided, encouraged towns and d i e s  to adopt the electric light. Sensing oppominity, 

entrepreneurs moved quickly to exploit the new marketplace, and American hardware was 

transferred to the province to provide the technical base. But it is at this point that Nova Scotia 

began to deviate fiom the nom. No one dominant utility operator emerged in the province, and 

no one was able to alleviate the anarchic electrical situation. Meanwhile, many other jurisdictions 

on the continent saw the emergence of dynamic system-builders who began the process of 

intercomection and integration, following the Insuil example, by the mid-to-late 1 8 90s. Although 

this happened to a Iunited extent in Halifq where one well-financed company won the amggle 

for the city's power market by 1896, the population density in the countryside outside the city 

was simply too low to make expansion beyond the city's borders worthwhile. 

171e Cultural Memings of Electricw in Nova Scorza 

Electricity became the lighting medium of choice in HaIifax and throughout Nova Scotia 

soon d e r  its introduction. There were several reasons for this development. On a practical level, 

electricity provided the best way to satisfy the "search for better lïghting7' that was common 

throughout North America in the 1880s." Gaslight did not disappear, and the Halifax company 

continued to Light the unelectrified sections of the city for a few years after 1885, but electncity 

46 PIatt, The Eiectnc City, p. 3. 



was clearly the superior lighting technology. And, in addition to electncity's practical advantages, 

people wanted its modemity and up-to-date appearance. Whereas gaslight was increasingIy being 

associated with a bygone era, electric liahg was becoming a symbol for modernity, progress, 

and the advance of Christian civilization. Moreover, it facilitated mord and social i~n~rovemen t .~~  

"AU the forces in the world are moving towards the consumation of [the Lord's] work", said a 

Mrs. Dodge, president of the Presbyterian Church Women's Foreign Missionary Society in 

Halifax. "AU the paraphemalia of modem science are accessories towards this end; telephones, 

telegraphs, submarine cables, steam, electricity, rapid transit, are all bringing the world nearer to 

~hrist.'"@ The sheer brilliance of the electnc light, and the ephemerai nature of electricity &se& 

encouraged people to endow it with fantastic, even mystical, transfomative powers. With the 

exception of the gas interestq public opinion was overwhelmingly favorable to electricity and 

people eagerly awaited the fulfillment of its promise. As the Halifax Evening Mail stated, 

cc[electricity] was bitterly opposed, but the progressive spirit of the age t r i u n ~ ~ h e d . ' ~ ~  In a cultural 

atmosphere such as this, gaslight simply could not compete. 

The cultural meanings attached to electncity were tinted in Nova Scotia by the particular 

concerns of that area of Canada- The industrialization of the Maritimes in the 1880s had 

produced economic and social upheavals as regional entrepreneurs shifted their economic activity 

nom a sea-based 'bood and wind" economy to a land-based industrial ~ ~ s t e r n . ~ '  At the same 

tirne, outmigration and decline in the countryside counterbalanced industrial expansion and 

47 Nye, Elech?@ng America, p. K. See also Ch, 2 for a more detailed discussion of early meanings attached to 
electric lighting. 
48 Quoteci in Howeli, "The 1900sn, p. 155. 
49 Clipping dated Nov. 2, 1885, Starr Scrapbook PANS. 
50 See Eric W. Sager and Gerry P a n h g  Maritime Capital: The Shipping hdustry in Atlantic Canada. 1820- 
1914 (Montreal, Kingston, London, and Buffalo, 1990). pp. 150-16 1. 



progress in the towns.'' Dissatisfaction in the rural parts of the province became apparent during 

the recession of the rnid-to-late 1880s, when a secessionist movement emerged under Premier 

W.S. Fielding. For many, the social and econornic changes of the period, the general econornic 

recession of the 1880s, and the relative progress of the central provinces dl raised serious doubt 

that Nova Scotia's cornmitment to Confederation would improve the province's fortunes. Frorn 

this time on, Nova Scotians and other Maritimers would demand "etter terms" fiom Ottawa. 

A concern for technological improvement accompanied this early potitical protest 

movement. Aithough the reception given to the introduction of the electric light in Halifax was 

overwhelmingly positive, a common theme of twentieth-century Maritime history is 

foreshadowed in the Halifax Evenzng M d  's February 1 88 5 description of the general mood 

surrounding the opening of the Black's Wharf plant: 

The electric light was the taik of the city last night and this moming. 
Everybody praises it. Everybody wishes the city was iïghted by it. There 
will be henceforth a general and irresistible demand that Halifax shall in 
this modem idea occupy a position at least abreast of St. John and other 
Canadian citied2 

Local attitudes toward electnc lighting were coloured by a growing feeling of peripherality within 

Confederation and the need to erase the city's nagging reputation as a bastion of economic, 

sociai., and cultural "cconservatism".53 From this perspective, the reception given to electnc Street 

lighting in Halifax c m  be attributed to the province's wider concerns as weil as to enthusiasm for 

new technology. Every t o m  wanted electric lighting to ease nighttime travel, encourage 

'' See Judith Fingard, T h e  1880s: Paradoxes of Progress" in Forbes and Muise, eds., The Atlantic Provinces in 
Con federation, p. 82. 
" Clipping dated Feb. 23, 1885, Starr Scrapbook, PANS. 
" References to Halifax as a "slod' city abound in contemporary Maritime comment in the pericd before the 
First World War. For more on Maritime conservatism, see Forbes, "in Search of a Post-Confederation Maritime 
Historiography", in Challenging the Regional Stereotype, pp. 48-66. 



industrial invesmient, and cut down on street crime, but no lighting medium symbolized 

modernity and an up-to-date, '%vide-awake" amtude iike electricity did. The emerging culture of 

technology, dong with the 'Yheatre of science7', had imbued people with the idea that 

technological progress was synonymous with the progress of civilkation itself. It followed, then, 

that for Nova Scotia to prosper within the new federation, it was essential that the province 

acquire al i  the trappings of modernity. '3 now remains for the city council to have the streets 

Lighted with electricity", said the Halifax Herald in January 1885, for "then Halifax will be abreast 

of Winnipeg, Montreai, Toronto, Hamilton, Quebec, and other Canadian t o~ns . "*~  The adoption 

of electric lighting was a necessity if Halifax, and the province in general, was to keep Pace with 

progress in other parts of Canada. The perceived relationship between electricity and economic 

and social progress led nearly every important town in the province to seek ways and means of 

electrifjing their streets by the late '80s and early '90s, and local magistrates considered the 

acquisition of electrical equipment essential to a town's municipal status and economic success. 

The Pernstence of Fragmentation 

As companies in other parts ofNorth America began to absorb competitors into their new 

universal systems, small Nova Scotian utilities were becoming more deeply entrenched. Part of 

the responsibility for this development can be placed at the feet of the provincial govemment. 

Although the construction of large regional systems was still many years in the future, legislation 

passed in 1899 made it dBicult for a large Company to even begin the process of utility 

consolidation by integrating the separate systems of neighboring towns. This issue first came to 

54 Clipping dated Jan. 13, 1885, Starr Scrapbook, PANS. 



the public's attention when a bill for the incorporation of the Nova Scotia Electric Light 

Company came up for discussion in the 1898 and 1899 sessions of the provincial legislature. The 

promoters of this concem, some of them moneyed capitalists based in New York City, wanted 

the power to distnbute electric light and power over a wide area in the Annapolis Valley. 

According to the Tory member for Hants, C.S. Wilcox, they "seemed to indicate that it was a 

company whose operations would ernbrace the whole pro~ce."55 The bill also gave the 

company the right to expropriate cornpetitors as weii as carry power lines through t o m s  and 

temtory already served. Such a situation had not been a problem before, but by 1899, as 

Conservative M.L.A. Arthur Drysdale stated, 'it was the universal expenence that there was not 

room for more than one electric light company in any t o m  in Nova Scotia", because of the 

danger of ruinous co~n~e t i t i on .~~  Furthemore, Drysdale believed that 'people who had put their 

money into establishing electnc lighting plants in the towns where no such plants existed before 

had vested rights that should not be interfered wîth without compensation."57 Although it was 

becoming apparent that electrical service in the province was being comprornised by chaotic 

development, opposition to the bil! was chiefly due to a concem for the safety of local 

shareholders' capital. 

Premier George Murray, whose govemment had sponsored the Nova Scotia Electnc 

Light Company legislation, believed that it was "merely a bill to incorporate a private 

c ~ r n ~ a n ~ . " ~ ~  But Murray badly misjudged the ability of local utilities to protect their interests in 

- -  - -  

55 Debates and Proceedings of the House ofAssembiy During the First Session of the Thirty-Second Parliament 
ofthe Province of Nova Scotia, 1898 (Halifax 1898; hereafîer Debates), p. 35. 

Ibid-, 1899, p. 131. 
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the legislature. Existing companies serving the Annapolis Valley towns of Kentville, Woifville, 

and Windsor all sou& exemptions to the bill, and it soon became obvious that their message had 

gotten through. Because the bill was sponsored by the Liberai member H.H. Wickwire and 

supported by Murray, it passed, but amendments added by the Legislative Council during the 

course of the session conhed the company's operations to Annapolis, King's, Hants, and Halifax 

counties and barred it fiom operating in the city of Halifax and the towns of Dartmouth and Bear 

River. More importantly, it could not set up a plant or seU electrical power within the borders of 

the t o m s  of Annapolis Royal, Kentville, Wolfville, or Windsor without first obtaining the 

consent of the local companies who already served those areas?' If consent was not forthcoming, 

then the new company could atternpt to purchase the existing utility. But if that utility refùsed to 

sell, the new company could not expropriate; any exchange of property had to be by mutual 

consent. The new company did have the right to compete, but since it was impractical and 

ineEcient to set up a duplicate system to compete with the existing one, these restrictions 

effectively ended the Nova Scotia Electric Light Company's aspirations in light of the vigorous 

resistance mounted by the existing local utility interests. For the next few years it confined itself 

to logging operations and in 1902 changed its name to the United Lumber Company to reflect its 

truer business i n t e r e d O  

Ideally, the govenunent had hoped to please everyone by providing a measure of 

protection for local capital while still allowing competition in the utility business. Practically, the 

bU tended to shore up the petty local monopolies that provided most of the province's electricity. 

As Murray cabinet minister W.T. Pipes diplomatically explained a few years later in reference to 

59 The Statutes of Nova Scotia, 1899, pp. 452-454. 
Schofiela "Estory of the Nova Scotia Lighî and Power Company'. 



these events, the legislature '%ad corne to the conclusion that the best policy was to dlow one 

Company to take up the business in each t o m  and protect it to a certain extent and not ailow 

c~rnpetition.'~' Although the policy was made in a very indirect way, the decision had a 

discemable effect on the overall process of system-building. By entrenching local companies and 

protecting thern fkom cornpetition fiorn larger, better capitalized concems, Nova Scotian 

politicians inadvertently discouraged electricai '8edgehogs". In effect, they helped to 

institutionalize the plethora of small companies whose stock-in-trade included technical 

inefficiency, poor service, and hi& rates. The main legislative promoter of the Nova Scotia 

Electric Light Company bill, Wickwire, may have been merely the political mouthpiece for a 

group of outside investors, but his defense of the bill, which included a cal1 "to supply electric 

light to the people of the particular localities ... at a lower rate and in a more eBcient marner than 

it [is] now being supplied", reveals a growing concem with the quality of electrical s e ~ c e  in the 

province.62 

Yet on the surface it appeared that the province was making substantial progress. Mer 

all, the Maritime region was enjoying an industrial boom, and by 1900 almost every town in 

Nova Scotia had a Street lighting system. Even more impressive were the electnc streetcars 

which tan in Halifax and Yarmouth and which were soon to do so in Pictou County and Sydney. 

But by the tum of the century, the fears voiced by Wickwire in 1899 had begun to manifest 

themselves in a vague sense of alam which infiltrated the othenvise hopefbl predictions for the 

fliture. In 1895, a Halifax newspaper cornrnented that the city '%as hitherto been behind other 

cities in the general use of electricity as an [illuminator] to public and private building[s] - chiefly 

Debates, 1909, p. 75. 
62 Ibid., 1899, p. 133. 



ri63 because of inability to obtain a satisfactory supply ... A few years later, as electricity and 

industry became more ciosely associated, these womes grew in intensity. The editor of the 

Mmitime Merchant, eyes f i d y  6xed on the massive potentid of a California hydro project, 

wrote in 1901 that 'Walifax needs an abundance of cheap power in order to prepare itself for 

more successfd manufacturing enterprises.'" Sentiments such as these were to become 

comrnonplace in Nova Scotia over the next fifty years, but for now they illustrate the nagging 

feeling that the province was fding behind in things electricaL, and by extension, in things 

industrial. Optimism may have been the order of the day, but it was of a rather shallow and 

tentative variety where electrical progress was concemed. 

Perhaps the most important reason for the persistence of the many small, undercapitalized 

electric utilities in the province was the absence of a market for industrial power. Lacking an 

outlet for massive quantities of centrally-generated electricity, private capital did not £ind the 

province attractive for investment in large-scale power development. Something of a vicious 

cycle began here as well, for the lack of an industrial market provided a disincentive for electric 

cornpanies to expand their operations or for new capital to develop new power projects. The 

small ske of Nova Scotian central stations impeded their ability to provide cheap and abundant 

power for the demand that did exist, which acted in turn to discourage industrial investrnent. 

According to Peter Wylie, the inability of utiiities to provide industry with an adequate supply of 

central station power was a longstanding problem and was a significant factor in the region's 

slower industrial progress after 1900 and actual deindustnalization afler 1918.65 AS a result, the 

63 Cljpping dated Nov. 14, 1895, Starr Scrapbook PANS. 
Murifîtne Merchant, May 23, 1901. 
Peter J. Wylie, "When Markets Fail: Electdication and Maritime Industrial Decline in the 1 920s7', 

Acadiensis, XVII, 1 (Autumn l987), p. 93. 



third tier of the '8attle of the systems", central station vernis self-contained plant service, 

manifested itseff in the industriai sphere. Here the self-contained plant won out because Nova 

Scotian industrial concerns could not rely on purchased power and therefore had to provide it for 

themselves. This situation was hardly conducive to progress in either industnal development or 

network building. 

These events need explmation. How could the Maritimes have been rapidly 

industnalizing in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries and yet have had no appreciable 

market for industrial power emerge? A large part of the reason lies in timing. The great boom in 

Maritime industrialization occurred just before the advent of large-scale factory electrification in 

the early 1 goOs, and many Maritime plants built in the 1 880s and '90s had been ouffitted with 

stem-dnven machinery. In other words, the penod during which Maritime entrepreneurs had 

chosen to reinvest in manufacturing enterprises to serve the Central Canadian market 

corresponded to the period during which electricity was a lighting technology only. In fact, 190 1 

census figures show only fXty-three eiectnc motors present in the entire province of Nova Scotia, 

indicating local industry's heavy reliance on stearn and other sources of power.66 The slowdown 

of industrialization afler 1900 was also a factor; when the electrification of factories gathered 

headway in the early twentieth century, the better part of the Maritime industrial boom was 

already over. In addition, the very large, power-intensive industrial operations that had set up in 

the region around the turn of the century, such as the steel plants in Sydney and Sydney Mines, 

the pulp mil1 on the Mersey, or the gold mines at Liscomb, were forced to provide themselves 

with power from self-contained plants. At the time of establishment, they could not rely on 

66 A figure qyoted in Thornas Henderson, "The Electrincaîion of Factories in Nova Scotia" (unpub. report, Nova 
Scotia Museum of Inciustry, 1990), p. 2 1. 



purchased electricity because the massive quantities needed simply did not exist. Worse, the 

excess from their plants was sold in the communities in which they were iocated, effectively 

competing with the local central station for an already-scarce market. For aii these reasons, there 

was little industrial demand for which a massive centrai station development could provide. 

Electncai development was also affected by the transfer of financiai control out of the 

region and the fadure of Maritime industriaiist s to creat e a regional rnetr~~olis.~'  Because 

electrical entrepreneurs were forced to rely on outside capital, many found it ditficult to find 

backing for their schemes. The province's industrial situation played a role here as well; the lack 

of large industial markets for power made it even harder to persuade Central Canadian investors 

that Nova Scotian power projects were a good risk. Still, some tned their best. On the theory 

that an abundant supply of electrical power would attract new industries to consume it, a few 

local syndicates came up with severai big power development plans after 1900. Many of these 

schemes focused squarely on the city of Halifax, which was considered to have real potential as a 

manufachiring centre ifonly it could be provided with a cheap and abundant reserve of 

electricity. By this tirne, civic boosters believed that an adequate electrical inf?astructure was a 

prerequisite for social and industrial progress, the lack of which would condemn Halifax to the 

second tier of Canadian cities in ~ e r p e t u i t y ~ ~  Unfortunately, a lack of money prevented such 

plans fiom becoming reality, and Halifôw languished with a deficient electrical supply until a 

hydro developrnent hanced by the provincial govemment came on h e  in 1922.~' 

" Acheson, 'The National Policy and the 1 n ~ ; i l i z a t i o n  of the Maritunes", pp. 27-28. 
" See an undated, UIlSigned Qcument by one Nova Scotia hydro developer (probably John R MacLeod of 
Liverpool, writing in 1912) which cIearly elucidates the contemporary fear that Halifax was falling behind due to 
the lack of suf€ïcient eIectricai power. N.S. Power Co. Papers, MG 3' Vol. 1218, PANS. 
69 This was the Nova Scotia Power Commi&on's fïrst project, at St. Margaret's Bay. 



A well-known example of an attempt to fulfill this need was that of Sir Frederick Borden, 

a Canning native and a cabinet minister in the Laurier government. In 1899, Borden was one of 

the original Uivestors in the Nova Scotia Electnc Light Company, which in 1901 had obtained the 

rights to lands on the Gaspereau River for logging purposes.70 By late 1906, the original 

company had sold its rights on the river to Borden who then organized a new concem called the 

Gaspereau Water Power Company. The new enterprise soon experienced senous hancial 

diEculties. The high cost of the development forced Borden to go outside the region for 

fïnancing, and he approached E.A Robert, a Montreal utilities magnate, to enter the syndicate. 

Robert agreed, and together they formed the Nova Scotia Power and h l p  Company in 1909. 

Mer much political and business manoeuverkg, Robert and Borden gained control of the 

Halifax Tramways Company in the face of bitter public opposition, ostensibly to provide a ready- 

made market for the power generated from the company7s fuhire Gaspereau works but redy to 

boost the value of the company for later sale at an inflated price. The public's opposition to these 

plans was justified when it becarne clear that Robert was more interested in hancial specdation 

than in the actual developrnent of electncal power, and Borden's original plans were never 

realized. " 

The lack of a large pre-existing market for power ruined the plans of another local group 

in the 1910s. This syndicate, which included Acadia University President George Cutten and 

future Conservative Premier E.N. Rhodes, proposed a massive tidal power development on the 

" Schofield, "History of the Nova Swtia Light and Power Company". 
This story is told in detail in Chnstopher Armstrong and HV. Nelles, "Gening Your Way in Nova Scotia: 

'Tweaking' Halifax, 1909-1 9 1 7 ,  Acadiensis, V, 2 ( S p ~ g  1976), pp. 105-13 1. Its implications for hydro 
development in the province are dealt with in Ch. 3 of this dissertation. 



Bay of Fundy in 19 15 based on the technical designs of Acadia's Professor RP.  ~larkson. 

Their initial report stated that "'dthough we have a at our doors ... no use is being made of 

it, and. ..the provinces are receiving no advantage fiorn this opportunity for cheap power."D 

Despite the high hopes, the syndicate was unable to obtain adequate financing for the project 

because of its doubtfd commercial ~otential.'~ AT. Croft, Secretary of the Nova Scotia Power 

Commission, put it best in 1924 when he wrote that 

.. .with any market at present available, or in sight in the Maritime Provinces, the initial 
expenditure for such huge tidai power projects ... is quite out of the question. It is tme that 
to a large extent power will create its own market, but there must be some fair 
compromise between existing development and existing market, or else power rates will 
be so prohibitive as to defeat their own ends." 

Much of the tidd project's hopes were pinned on its centrai location at Cape Split, Nova Scotia, 

which gave it accessibility to al the large industrial centres in the Maritimes. But again, the 

slowdown in industrial development in the province d e r  1900 forestaled any future 

development of a large market for a massive output such as a project like this could produce. It is 

true that technicd questions also cast doubt on the syndicate's chances for success, but the chief 

reason for their inability to obtain hancing was the condition of the market. In sum, the 

industrial slowdown in the region afcr 1900 played a vital role in the persistence of systemic 

fragmentation, because a low dernand for industrial power discouraged investment in electricd 

development. 

" For a brief review of this story, see "Harnessing the Tides of the Bay of Fundy", The Buq East ofCanada 
(Nat. 1918) pp. 10-13. 
73 Tape Split - Report on Tidal Power Situation7' (19 ls?), E.N. Rhodes Papers, MG 2, Vol. 6 15, PANS. 
74 K.K Smith, Chief Engineer of the Nova Scotia Water Power Commission ,voiced tbis opinion, secondeci by a 
Toronto consulting fing in an Apr. 23, 1917 memo. By tbis tirne, the Cape Split company had been attempting, 
unsuccessfirlly, to obtain financing for the past two years. K.H. Smith Papers, MG 1, Vol. 8 13, PANS. 
7s Letter of AT. Croft to the Editor, Toronto G l o b ~ ,  dated Feb. 15, 1924. It is likely that the lener was 
ghostwritten by KH. Smith. K.H. Smitb Papers, PANS. 



nie 0rigN.s of Public Regdation 

While an advance supply of cheap and abundant electric power may have been the key to 

future industrial progress, few of Nova Scotia's existing utility companies could produce power 

that met either criterion. In fact, many had a difEcult t h e  providing adequate power for street 

and commercial Lighting, let done the massive quantities needed by manufacturers. Nova Scotian 

electricity was expensive, even by the standards of the day, and all companies charged luxury- 

level rates. For example, flat-rate domestic users in .Amherst, Halifax, and Pictou paid thirteen, 

meen, and sixteen cents per kilowatt hour in 1907, r e~~ec t ive l~ . ' ~  These rates fell very Little, if at 

Al, over the next decade and a haK Following Insull's example, these prices were based on two- 

tier, "step-ratey' schemes that included a flat rate for most customers and a second, lower rate for 

consumption above a predetermined arnount, Say, fifty kilowatt hours. The flat rate included 'ihe 

average charge to the individual customer needed to cover capital and operating expenses, 

proportional to the aggregate ratio of capital and operating expenses for domestic consumers as a 

w h ~ l e . " ~  Because the flat rate failed to provide for a discount for increased use below the "step7', 

in an age where many would be using only eleven or twelve kilowatt hours a month for lights, it 

acted as a disincentive to greater consumption. Newer, more progressive "split-rate" schedules, 

in which customers pay a fixed monthly rate according to their dwelling's floor area plus a meter 

rate for actual power used, were introduced in Ontario before the war and had the effect of 

increasing consumption, which in tum further lowered the province's already rock-bottom rates. 

In Nova Scotia, the provincial Public Utilities Board adopted the split rate schedule as a standard 

'' &'Re: Prke of ELectrk Light and Power", 1907. Rovincial Secretary Papes, RG 7, Vol. 390, PANS. For 
comparîson, consider light rates in Galt, Ontario in 1914, wbich srood at 2-5 cents per kiiowatt hour plus a service 
charge based on floor area. See the Electrical ~ V m s  (Sept. 15, 1914), pp. 23-24. 
77 Tobey, Techno logy as Freedom, p. 1 3. 



in 1924, but pnor to that, hi@ rates encouraged low consumption, which in turn helped keep 

rates u ~ . ' ~  

SeMce was equally poor. Only the largest local utilities could keep the lights on past one 

AM., and fewer still could supply day service. Worse, the situation did not appear to be 

improving. In WolfviUe, the Acadia Light Company had been in business for over twenty years in 

19 14, yet could supply light to the town for only seven hours out of t~en ty - fou r .~~  Dartmouth, 

despite being across the harbour fiom the province's largest city, lacked day seMce untii 1916.~' 

Perhaps the worst case was that of Antigonish, where obsolete DC generators supplied the town 

until new AC equipment anived in 1925. Even then, the plant was so hadequate that at times the 

Street lights had to be switched off to accommodate domestic and commercial demand.*' Similar 

conditions existed in Yarmouth until the Iate 1920s .~~  Such conditions womed those who 

equated electricai progress with provincial progress, and the relationship between the towns, the 

citizens, and their electric s e ~ c e  providers began to deteriorate shortly d e r  the turn of the 

Widespread dissatisfaction with s e ~ c e  and rates soon forced municipalities to do 

something about the situation. Some t o m s  asked the provincial legislature for permission to take 

control of their unsatisfactory utility companies and run them as municipally-owned enterprises, 

but success often proved elusive for both political and financial reasons. For one thing, bills to 

" Report of the Board of Commissioners of Public Utilities, 1924, p. 6 1. 
79 James Doyle Davison, ed, hfud Creek: The Story of the Town of Woffiiile, Nova Scotia (Wolftille?. 1985), p. 
156. 
" With the exception of "ironing then  on Fnday morniags. See Schofield, " H i s t o ~  of  the Nova Scotia Light and 
Power Comparf . 
" D.G. Whidden, History offhe Town of Antigonish (Antigonish, 1934), p. 163. 
82 Haiifiix Herdd, Dec. 7,  1923. 
83 T e :  Price of Electric Light and Power", Provincial Secretary Papers, PANS. 



enable a municipality to take over the local company could be a d e d  in the legislature by fiends 

of the utility. An exarnple of this tactic occurred in 1900, when the Town of Dartmouth sought 

permission fiom the legislature to provide itselfwith a system of electnc Lighting. The bill died 

because M.L.As could not agree on a compensation package for the existing company." The 

City of Halifax, which had been unhappy with its electnc and tram s e ~ c e  for a number of years, 

found that a takeover of its powerfùl and well-financed utility was impossible. Yet dissatisfaction 

was so intense that City Council decided in 1901 to compete with the Company by building a 

municipally-owned plant. The plant never got built; faced with the obvious waste and inefficiency 

of two parallel systems, and fnghtened b y the $1 00,000 price tag, the City ended up settling for 

rate  concession^.^^ 

In conflicts with t o m  administrators, utility companies could and did resort to blackmail. 

In Spnnghili in 1900, a contract disagreement between the Town and the local electnc company 

became so acrimonious that the company cut the power off and left the town in darkne~s.*~ [f 

blackrnaii failed, and if the town was able get a municipalization bill passed, then the ut%ty could 

f d  back on hard hanciai bargaining. Wolfville received permission to purchase its company's 

works in 1907, but d e r  getting authorkation corn the taxpayers to spend $20,000, the owners 

staüed their efforts until 19 18 by promptly raising the price to $35,000." A simiiar situation 

occurred in Kentville in the same period. Although most agreed that s e ~ c e  and rates were 

unsatisfactory, these small companies were very diaicult to dislodge. By 19 13, only eleven t o m s  

- - - 

" Debales, 1900, p. 178. 
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were able to municipalize their systems, while another twenty were senred by private ~tilities.'~ 

The effect was to fùrther increase the variability and complexity of the separate power 

generation, transmission, and distribution systems in the province 

Although many believed that municipalization was the cure for high rates and poor 

service, such conditions were more often the resuit of the market, systemic fragmentation, and 

faulty technology. Given such conditions municipalization could not by itselfguarantee lower 

rates. Since this was ofien the case, municipal inquiries sometimes revealed that there was simply 

no justification for a takeover. For example, in 1905 the City of Sydney initiated an inquiry into 

the &airs of the Cape Breton Electric Company, which had a thirty-year contract beginnùig in 

190 1, in an attempt to prove suspicions of pnce gouging. But, when reporting to Council in 

Febmary 1906, the City Engineer and City Auditor revealed (much to the chagrin of local 

citizens) that ail was in order and that the utiiity's domestic lighting rate of twelve cents per 

kilowatt hour was "fair and reasonable", given the state of demand and the condition of the 

There was sirnply nothing that the City could do in this case, and Cape Breton Electnc 

remained in business until 193 1. Even if the City had found irregularities, legislative permission to 

take over a pnvate utility was far from a sure thing. Not only were most towns plagued with the 

mediocre performance of their local utility companies, but they had Little recourse towards 

improving it. 

hbl ic  anger over high rates and poor seMce was only part of the story. A good deal of 

the outcry against public utilities in Nova Scotia was related to the rise of civic populism, which 

J.S. Roper, "Pubiic Utility Regulation in Nova Sc~tia'~, Dalhousie R e v i q  Vol. XW, No. 1 (Apd 1937), p. 
71. 
89 Report to the Mayor and City Councii, City of Sydney, Feb. 22, 1906; MG 14,27, L-T, Box 7, Beaton Institute 
Eachdraidh Archives, Universily College of Cape Breton (hereafter Beaton Institute, UCCB). 



at bottom was an attempt by municipal corporations to reclah their traditionai pnvileges.90 Civic 

leaders feared that electric companies and other utilities were becoming more powerful than the 

municipal corporations in which they operated. And because utility seMces were becoming so 

important, the public and the politicians resented the fact that decisions afTecting the lives of 

Wtualiy every resident were being made in corporate boardrooms instead of t o m  halls. They 

therefore calied for reform in the shape of public utility regulation which would redress the 

balance of civic power.g' This desire for regulation was part of the continent-wide drive for 

progressive reform that characterized the first decade and a halfof the twentieth century. 

Sometimes town politicians called for regulation on principle: for example, the Sydney Mines 

town council passed a resolution in 1900 protesting the incorporation act of the Cape Breton 

Electric Company, which in their opinion gave the Company far too much power over electricity, 

telephone, and ferry s e ~ c e  when "those franchises should be reserved for the people.''9 More 

oflen it was bad behaviour on the part of public utilities, such as instahg poles or cuaing down 

trees without first n o t w g  the t o m  administration, that produced chic outrage. Whatever the 

reason, municipaiities were eager to reclaim the prerogatives that they believed to be rightfully 

theirs. 

It was during this so-called "Progressive era' t hat people recognized the fündamentally 

dBerent nature of the utility business. The increasing identification of public utilities with a 

modem and progressive style of Me led jurisdictions in Canada and the United States to deal with 

" A good summary of the research relating to the Rogressive era in the Maritimes is found in Howeii, "The 
1900s'' and Ian McKay, Wne 19 10s: The StilIborn Triumph of Progressive Reform" in Forbes and Muise. eds. 
The Atlantic Provinces in Confederation, pp. 155-1 9 1 and 192-229, respectively. 
'' Armstrong and Nefles, Monopo[v 's Moment, p. 14 1. 
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a number of important questions, including monopoly versus competitioq public versus private 

ownership, and regulation versus laissez-faire, in order to balance the rights of business with the 

rights of the public. In many localities around the continent, the pressure for progressive reform 

encouraged the extension of regulation to 'Yhe logicai conclusion of public, municipal 

ownership" of utilities." But Nova Scotia's political and economic circumstances threw up 

formidable obstacles to municipaiization, and regulation in that province was confined to 

rneasures designed to ensure fair business practices. Despite the fact that many Nova Scotians 

hoped that it would improve the rate and s e ~ c e  situation in the province, regulation of this type 

could do nothing about systemic fragmentation, the underlying cause of high rates and poor 

service. Nor could it; it was never designed to solve systemic problems, only to eliminate the 

worst corporate abuses. From this perspective, regulation in Nova Scotia was rather irrelevant, 

except insofa as it muted public cornplaints about electric senrice and defiected public cnticism 

away from the government. 

The style of Premier Murray's government dunng this penod determined the extent of 

public utility regulation. Murray, a Cape Breton lawyer with pnor expenence as soiicitor for the 

North Sydney Electric Light and Water Company, occupied the premier's office &om 1896 to 

1 9 2 3 . ~  Risk-taking was an anathema to Murray, and he was a consummate politician who, 

according to J.M. Beck, "pursued a course of innnite cauti~n.'"~ His govemment was reactive, 

rather than proactive; as "new ideas cropped up nom time to time ... it was the duty of the 

93 H.V. NeHes, The Politics of Development: Forests, Mines. and Hyclroelectric Power in Ontario, 1849- 1941 
(Toronto, 1974), p. 222. 
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government to discem the wishes of the public and to meet those wishes as occasion 

demanded."% When public opinion favoured governrnent regulation of utilities, Murray 

acquiesced, but the statutes he brought in were highly ineffectuai aithough superficiaiiy 

impressive. His approach to regdation closely reflected his personal philosophy: the electrical 

trade was just another business, and govemment interference was no more legitimate there than 

in any other facet of commerce. To be fair to Murray, his abiiity to satisQ demands for 

progressive reform was Limited by political partisaa~hip, financial restraints, and a lack of caucus 

~olidari ty.~~ Nonetheless, he clearly preferred to follow the proven exarnple of others and, as 

Beck points out, "the Ontario statute book becarne the utmost l b i t  to which Nova Scotia might 

hope to aspire in many mat ter^.'"^ In this light, seemingly ccprogressive" regdatory measures such 

as the passage of a Rate Act in 1907 or the creation of a Public Utilities Board in 1909 were only 

taken with the prior assurance that they had been undertaken elsewhere with success and that 

they were çupported by the mass of the voting public. In fact, the Public Utilities Board 

legislation was closely modeled on Amencan precedent.99 

The municipalities and the public were not the only groups demanding utilities regulation 

as a solution. As discontent rnounted, much of the pressure came from the utilities themselves, 

many of whom believed it far better to be under the control of a reasonably objective public body 

based in Halifax than a vengefui town council in the area in which they operated.*" The emerging 

consensus was not lost on the Murray govemment, which responded to the increasing din of 

% Quotedinlbid., p p  161-162. 
97 Howeii, "The 1 goOs", pp. 158-159. 
98 Be& The Governrnent of Nova Scofia, p. 20 1. 
99 The Haiifax Moming Chronicle of Feb. 22,1909, stated that the Vibunal me- on whch the Public Utilities 
Commission was based had "been employed with satisfactory results in the United States." 
' 00  Debutes, 1909, p. 75. 



complaint with the passage of the Rate Act in 1907. This was a minimal measure that was 

intended more as a means of deflecting criticism than as a serious attempt to lower electncal 

prices. But it semed a useful political purpose; not only did it give the appearance of action, it 

also provided an outlet for municipal and public anger and freed the utility companies from the 

possibility of local censure. Under the Rate Act, all utilities operating in the province were 

required to file a schedule of rates with the Provincial Secretary, and all rate changes had to be 

approved by that office. Complainants were to file their petitions directly to the Provincial 

Secretary, d e r  which public hearings would be held to investigate the validity of the charges. 

The new governent rnacliinery accomplished very Little, and the short Mespan of the Rate Act, 

which was replaced by the Public Utilities Act just two years later, indicates just how ineffectua1 

it was. In fact, neither could do much to solve the province's electrical problems, and were little 

more than political d e 5  valves that vented public anger into the abyss of the provincial 

bureaucracy . 

The Faifure of Reguiation: The "Chambers Controversy " 

The story of the Chambers Electric Light Company of Tmro provides evidence in support 

of this rather negative appraisal of the Rate Act and the Public Utilities Commission. The 

Chambers &air, one ofthe thorniest utility controversies in the province's history up to that 

tirne, took place in Tmro between 1907 and 19 16 and revolved around utility owner Sylvester E. 

Chambers, his operating policies, and his rate-making methods. The controversy offers the 

opportunity to study the electrical conditions in an average Nova Scotian town and the 

difficulties hvolved in dislodging an inadequate service provider. It also shows the sad state of 



utility Company public relations in this era and provides an example of civic populism in action. 

Finally, the controversy enables the historian to examine the workings of the Rate Act, the Public 

Utilities Act, and, by extension, the Murray govemment itself. At the conclusion of the affair, it 

was obvious that public utilities regulation could do nothing to solve Truro's rate and service 

problems. Nor did it lead inexorably to municipal ownership. Truro did get a municipally-owned 

system in 19 16, but only because of Chambers's death. 

The Chambers Electnc Light Company was typical of the many small-town, personall- 

run operations that provided electric service to Nova Scotian t o m s  in the late nineteenth and 

early twentieth centuries. Chambers had purchased the original town utility, the Tmro Electric 

Light Company, in 1888 and spent the next twenty years building up the business. A native 

Truroian and the son of a former M.L.A., he was a self-taught machinist with a keen interest in 

electricity, and was said to have once infiltrated the Edison laboratories in New Jersey by posing 

as an employee in order to learn about electricd technology fiom the master himselflO1 Bodily he 

ccpossessed...a somewhat nigged exterior", but was also said to have had " a  big, kindly heart."lo2 

His most important trait was his political orientation: Chambers was a Melong Liberal, a fact 

which likely helped in his struggles with the provincial bureaucracy. 

The trouble began in September 1907, when a group of concerned citizens and 

businesmen formally cornplained to the Provincial Secretary about the Chambers company's 

rates and poiicies under the new Rate Act. Premier Murray, who was also the Provincial 

Secretary in 1907, was directly responsible for the administration of the Act and quickly becarne 

'O' Terry Eylau4 "A Prelimuiary Report on Electrical Generation in Nova Scotia, 1880-1950". (unpub. report, 
Nova Scotia M w u m  of hdmiry, 1992), p. 56. 
'" Obituary ciipping dated Jan 15, 19 16, from the Doane Scrapbook Colchester Historicd M u s e u  Truro, 
N.S. 



weli acquainted with the depth of public anger over electrical rates in Truro. Practicaily speaking, 

the legisiation acted as a release mechanism for several years' worth of pent-up hstration with 

the Chambers operation. But the imrnediate catalyst was the new rate-making scheme introduced 

by Chambers just d e r  the bill's passage. The new method, called the "'ready-to-servey7, appeared 

to discriminate against the short-hou, low-consumption user, and it was this that eamed him the 

enmity of most of the townspeople. In addition, there was a littie persona1 history behuid the 

agitation. Accordhg to Chambers, politics accounted for much of the aggression against his 

Company. Most of the complainants were local Conservatives who believed that they had been 

denied the right to compete for a share of the ~OWQ'S electrical market by a Liberal legislature 

bent on protecting Liberal utility owners. 'O3 Moreover, local businessmen resented the fact that 

Chambers was using his electricd fknchise to subsidize his other business interests, most 

specifically a laundq operation that used excess steam from the electric plant, thereby enabling 

him to undercut the cornpetition. 

The resulting bittemess generated the first of rnany petitions to Murray in September 

1907 f?om a group of important professional and business figures led by T.S. Patillo, a leading 

downtown merchant and town councillor. In the petition, Patillo and his fiends argued that 

Chambers's rates were ''unfair and unjust" because they discriminated against short-hour users. 

They also implored Murray to 'Yix a more equitable and definite rate" and to set out 'plain and 

straightfonvard schedules" of rates such as other towns in the province, particularly Amherst, 

then enjoyed. Finally, they complained that Chambers was guilty of "evading the spirit of the 

'O3 This rwelation appears in an undated, wigned document probably written by Chambers in 1908. Provincial 
Secretary Papen, RG 7, Vol. 390, PANS. 



w t e ]  Act" which in their Mew was intended to lower rates and improve ser~ice.'~' It appeared 

to them that Chambers's new rate-making policies were doing just the opposite. Not surprisingly, 

the protesters called for the complete elimination of the ready-to-serve method of ratemaking in 

Truro. 

At first, very little action was taken. But more pressure in the f o m  of another cornplaint, 

this one under the sponsorship of RT. Craig and Company, forced Murray to proceed with 

public hearings on the Chambers issue in December 1907. It quickly became apparent that the 

Premier / Provincial Secretaiy and his staff were not electncal experts, and the issues being 

discussed required some familiarity with both the electrical business and with electrical 

technology. Because Murray and his stafTwere unable to make infonned judgments about this 

question, which concemed the highly technical subject of rate-making, the Premier felt it 

advisable to commission the services of Parker R Colpitt, a welI-known figure in Maritime 

electrical circles. Colpitt had been a driving force behind the several incarnations of the Maritime 

Electrical Association (1 898, 1900, and 1906) and had for years been the City Electrician in 

Halifax.'05 He would go on to becorne one of the first appointees to the hiblic Utilities 

Commission in 1909. In the meantirne, Colpitt's investigations into the Tmro situation yielded a 

report which he submitted to Murray on March 30, 1908. 

Colpitt's recommendations reflect a close familiarity with the current state of electrical 

technology and the electrical business, and he quickly saw that Chambers's rate-making policies 

lay at the hart of the matter. Because electricity cannot be stored in large quantities, and because 

electrical demand fluctuates at dserent times of day, an electnc plant has to be of sufficient 

'" Petition of T.S. Patillo et. al. to Premier Murray, Sept. 5, 1907. Provincial Secretary Papen, PANS. 
'O5 Canadian Elecirical News (May 1898), p. 8 1, (February 1906). p. 32. 



capacity to handle the peak load placed upon it, even though the plant d l  be underloaded most 

of the tirne. As Colpitt explained, '%te capacity of the plant must equal the highest point of the 

load, though that point may only be maintained for one hour out of the twenty-four ..." Charges 

to the consumer, then, had to be high enough not only to cover the amount of current used, but 

also to account for that consumer's share of excess plant capacity that was required to meet his 

daily peak dernand. This requirement led to the development of the ccready-to-serve7' system, in 

which the customer is charged a flat rate to account for his portion of the peak load, and another, 

floating rate based on his actud electncal consumpt i~n .~~~  In his report, Colpitt defended the 

practice, stating that "the p ~ c i p l e  of charging a customer in some way for the system necessary 

to his supply [mut bel upheld." He also noted that some rate discrimination was unavoidable 

between short- and long-hour users, because it was possible, "on a flat meter-rate basis, for a 

consumer to use energy for one hour a day, at a cost less than that necessary to cover fixed 

7,107 charges only, on the value of the plant used. In other words, without the ready-to-serve, it 

could conceivably cost the Company more (in capital investment terms) to serve short-hour users 

than that which they paid back in charges per kilowatt-hour of electricity. By charging short-hour 

disproportionately high rates, the 'cready-to-serveyy syst em provided a built-in disincent ive to 

short-hour usage. 'O8 

Chambers had adopted the ready-to-serve in the summer of 1907, fully aware that this 

system of ratemaking was now widely used in large cities in Canada and the U.S. But there were 

'Ob Platf The EIectnc City, pp. 83%. 
107 Parker R Colpitt, report to Premier George Murray (hereafter Colpitt Report), Mar. 30, 1908. Provincial 
Secretary Papers, PANS. 
'" Harold L. Plan describes Samuel W ' s  ingenious plan to increase electrical consumption in the Chicago 
area fiom 1893 onward in ne Elecb?c Ciiy, pp. 60-9 1. The wide diffusion of lusuil's rate-making methods were 
one of the major reasons for the steady increase in electrical coflsu~llption, and the ensuing arriva1 of the "energy- 
intensive society", in the fht third of the twentieth century. 



several ways of charging customers for their share of the plant's peak capacity, and a large part 

of the problem lay with Chambers's manner of doing so. In his report, Colpitt explained that the 

best method used a rneter with two movements: one to rneasure the current used, and one to 

measure the customer's actual share of the peak load. But instead of using this type of meter, 

Chambers covered his £ked costs with the "Doherty" method, which used a meter with only a 

single rnovement to measure current connimed. He then based the standby charge on the number 

of light sockets installed, meaning that a custorner would be charged a flat rate on the ready-to- 

serve portion of his biii for his potential peak Ioad, whether he actuaiiy made a habit of using all 

the lights at once or not. These "socket charges" were the main basis for the complaints, and 

Colpitt found it cbnjust to place any person in a position where they cannot practice econorny" 

since the socket charge assurned that a customer's share of the peak load was always the 

maximum amount of current that he could possibly use.log Those wishing to have lights installed 

for emergencies oniy, while using some other method of lighting most of the t he ,  were the most 

heavily penalized under the "ready-to-serve" scheme; to cover their share of the plant's peak 

load, they would be charged the same socket rate as customers who used their Lights ail the tirne 

and would thus be carrying far more of their share of the plant's fixed costs. While Colpitt found 

that Truro's high-use customers paid less per kilowatt hour than their neighbors in Amherst, the 

rnajonty of Chambers's customers did not fdl into the high-use category and therefore had the 

most to lose from the socket charges. 

Colpitt recommended a solution that would supposedly protect both consumers and the 

Company, but which would continue to allow Chambers to charge according to the number of 

'@ Coipin Report. 



sockets installed. A sliding scale of charges provided the answer to the problern; the socket 

charge would no longer be a flat rate, but would go d o m  with increasing numbers of sockets. 

Justice would best be served by bashg the ready-to-serve rate on "a sliding scale of rates that 

wodd insure [sic] the Company a faû return on the ready-to-serve cost, thus affordhg protection 

against the class of consumers who use the current as a convenience only ... At the same time 

giving the consumer a definate [sic! knowledge as to what the fked rate will be plus the current 

used, both of which he is privileged to economise [sic] in ifhe so desires.""% seemed iike an 

ingenious compromise, but again the custorner's latitude to ''economise" was most limited for 

those willing to have only a minimal number of sockets. Once again it appeared as though short- 

hour users suffered the most, and public sentiment against the ready-to-serve system in all of its 

forms hardened. 

Another petition landed on Murray's desk almost as soon as Colpitî's report was made 

public. Once again, it asked that Chambers be forced to follow the spirit of the law and institute 

the type of rate schedule that existed in Amherst."' In Colpitt7s eyes, such a course of action was 

impossible, because it failed to provide the Company with a fair ready-to-serve charge. But it was 

now clear that the type of socket charges levied by Chambers had to be scrapped. In a May 1908 

memo to Deputy Provincial Secretary Fred Mathers, he suggested that short hour users pay 

meen cents per kilowatt hour up to a hundred kilowatt hours per month; over that, the rate 

would drop to thirteen cents per kilowatt hour.'12 Long hour users paid two cents less for each 

category of consumption. These rates would replace the company's old schedule of ten cents per 

- - -  

" O  Ibid. 
L I 1  Petition to M m y ,  Apr. 9, 1908. Provincial Secretary Papers, PANS. 
"' Culpin to Mathen, memo dated May 7, 1908. Provincial Secretary Papers. PANS. 



kilowatt hour plus a ready-to-serve charge of ten cents per month for each fdly watt lamp socket 

installed, thus eliminating the socket charges through higher rates. But Murray delayed acting 

upon Colpitt's recomrnendations, and Chambers continued to charge per socket installed. 

h accordance with the public rnood, the Town of Truro made an unsuccessfùl attempt to 

get a bill passed during the s p ~ g  1908 session of the House of Assembly that would have 

dowed it to take over the Chambers plant. The Murray govenunent was not amenable to 

allowing toms  to expropriate private property, especidy the private property of good Liberals 

such as Chambers, without compelling reasons for doing so, and evidently Murray did not feel 

that Chambers's use of the ready-to-serve system constituted just cause. Moreover, Chambers 

did a good job in defending hirnselffkorn his enemies. During a House committee hearing on 

April8, 1908, he spoke eloquently against those who wanted '30 confiscate my only means of 

Iivelihood" by describing his years of s e ~ c e  to the town. He then accused his detractors of 

wanting his plant not because they wanted to irnprove service, but because "'afler twenty years of 

hard work. ..the venture at last is considered a financial ~er ta int~.""~ In fact, Chambers remained 

strong enough to keep the municipal expropriation advocates at bay not only in 1908, but again 

in 1909, 19 10, and 19 1 1. The only positive development for the Town, in 19 1 1, was its success 

in convincing the legislature to expunge a 1902 amendment to the Town's charter that had taken 

awq council's right to control the erection of poles and lines on town streets.I14 In the 

meantirne, cynicism toward both Chambers and the provincial govemrnent grew, and one 

anonymous letter-writer to the Colchester Sun wondered ''how much of the over charges 

- - 

l i 3  Speech to Bills Conmittee of the Legislaîure, reprinted as "Why the Town Electric Light Bill Did Not Pass", 
Truro Dai@ News, May 12, 1908. 
I l 4  TNO Town Council Minutes, Jan. 8, 19 12. 



squeezed fiom electric light users finds its way into the piberal] party headquarters in Halifax to 

assist in debauching other constiiuencies and keeping the ring in power?7115 

The Chambers controversy made it clear that the Rate Act did not provide an adequate 

means of dealing with complaints. Because the chief adrninistrator of the Rate Act was also the 

Premier of the province, he could not devote his fuil and undivided attention to what was now 

recognized as a cornplex and difficult problem. Furthemore, public hearings under the Act had to 

be held in Halificu, which added aggravation and expense to the process. Finally, despite the 

commissioning of an expert to investigate, his recommendations were not binding. The final 

decision lay with the Provincial Secretary, who rnay or may not have understood electrkity and 

who could be accused of acting according to his political interest. As a result, the Rate Act was 

reveaied to be ineffectual, and the Truro power fight raged on as bitterly as before. 

In 1909 the Legislature passed the Public Utilities Act, a strikingly modem piece of 

legislation that was modeled on current Amencan practice. This Act set up a three-member 

Public Utilities Commission, a type of court in which complainants would be heard, relevant 

precedent consulted, and binding recornrnendations made. The Public Utilities Commissioners 

would travel to the locality from which a complaint originated, thus eliminating any travel 

difficulties that complainants may have had. According to J.M. Beck, the Public Utilities Act 

'tiolated all the canons of the old order" because it effectively replaced the ordinary law of the 

land with Board-made law, but the proven success of the form in the United States and the 

growing demand for public regdation in Nova Scotia justifled it to Murray.'16 In large part, it 

was inspired by the troubles in T w o ,  where the machinery provided by the Rate Act was shown 

l t 5  Reprinted in the Truro Doify News, May 2, 1908. 
'16 Beck, The Governent o f l o v a  Scotia, p. 226. 



to be 'lnwieldy", inefficient, and ineffe~tive."~ The governent could thus ciaim credit for an 

up-to-date, progressive measure, but it is more accurate to say that it was a politicaily astute 

response to an emerging consensus. Whether it would aiso be an effective way of deaiing with 

cornplaints about high rates and poor service remained to be seen. 

After the initiai flare-up of the contrnversy in 1907-08, there was a short "cooling-down" 

penod during which people waited to see the way in which Chambers would react to the 

agitation- With his negative response, it was oniy a matter of t h e  before the petitioners 

approached the new Public Utilities Board, which they did soon after its establishment. Upon 

reception of the complaint, the Commissioners scheduled a set of hearings for the f d  of 1909. 

During the proceedings, the complainants charged that Chambers had refûsed to voluntarily 

replace the socket charges with some other method. Instead, he had tried to hide them by basing 

his ready-to-serve charge on the lamp wattage installed rather than the number of lamp sockets. 

That rather transparent bit of sleight-of-hand brought fùrther derision fiom the citizenry . 

Chambers then proceeded to punish Truroians for their disloyalty first by ending the dl-day 

service that he had put in place in the 1890s, then by re-instituting it but confinhg it to a small 

downtown area. l" The testùnony continued in this vein throughout the hearings, and it was no 

surprise when, in their first-ever decision under the new Act, the Commissioners found that 

Twoians were "so prejudiced.. .against [the ready-to-serve] systern of charging," and agak t  

Chambers himself, that the task of creating a ready-to-serve rate structure on which al1 could 

agree was a virtual impossibility.llg Chambers, too, came in for his share of criticism, and was 

117 Debates, 1909, p. 75. 
118 Decision dated June 10, 19 1 1, reprinted in Report of the Board of Commissioners of Public Utilities, 19 13, p. 
25. 
119 Ibid., decision dated May 5, 19 10, p. 2 1. 



castigated for turning the people against the ready-to-serve system. The Commissionen also 

noted the validity of customers' complaints in that Chambers was quite unable to make an exact 

determination of each individual's share of the peak load. Consequently, they ordered him to 

establish a new rate schedule that elirninated the socket charges and instituted a flat rate of 

skieen cents per kilowatt hour with a sliding scale of discounts for greater c o n ~ u r n ~ t i o n . ~ ~ ~  

The order may have elirninated the ready-to-serve system, but it did so by actually raising 

rates for hi&-use customers. It also did Little to end the struggle between Chambers and the 

people of Tmro. Over the next few years, a nearly continuous Stream of cornplaints poured into 

the Public Utilities Commission's Halifax office regarding Chambers's various business practices, 

to which the Commission tried to respond with the legislated procedure of public hearings. More 

petitions and hearings followed, and in 1913 the Board felt it necessary to order that a complete 

valuation of the Chambers plant be carried out so as to ascertain whether that year7s application 

for higher rates could be justified.12' By this time, it was clear that there was Little the Board 

could do to solve the Truro electrical problem; the constant bickeiing had given rise to an 

endunng bittemess between the Town, its citizens, and the Company. As if to prove the Town's 

point, Chambers acted as though he owned the streets over which his wires hung. Even worse, 

the odious 1902 amendment to Truro's municipal charter appeared to sanction such behavior in 

law. T.S. Patillo voiced the sentiments of dl embattted municipal councillors when he protested 

that Chambers, "regardless of orders fiom the Town authorities, deliberately cut into Our streets 

''O Ibid 
12' The valuation resulted in a new rate sche&.de that Iowered rates slightiy, to 1% per KWH for the fim 15 
KWH use& between 15 and 50 KWH. the rate was 12c per KWH. and so on- EIectncal News (Feb. 1, 1914), p. 
72. 



and sidewalks and placed his poles where he pleased ... he has also cut, slashed, and destroyed 

ornamental trees throughout the ~ o w n .  " 122 

The final act in the Chambers drama was played out between 19 12 and 19 16 and involved 

the Town's repeated atternpts to either expropriate the Chambers plant or set up its own lighting 

systern. Anûnosity between the Town Council and the Chambers Company extended back to 

1908, when the Town first began considering expropriation of the electrical system during a 

disagreement over street lighting charges.lE 111 accordance with the experience of other towns in 

Nova Scotia, expropriation proved difficult. But in 1912, negotiations between Chambers and the 

Town for a renewal of the street iighting contract again ran into senous difficulty, and talk of a 

separate municipal street lighting plant, as opposed to the outright expropriation of the Chambers 

works, began to be heard.'" Now that the Town had recovered its legal nght to control its own 

streets, there was nothing keeping it nom supplying itselfwith street lighùng, and in January 

1912 Patillo and another councillor sponsored a resolution asking the Town to hire an engineer 

to give a cost estirnate for a possible municipal plant. lZS Meanwh.de, the contract situation 

deteriorated throughout the next year and a haif and the Chambers Company finally cut power to 

the street lamps on March 1, 19 13, throwing the town into darkness for the first time since 

1 888.126 This action had a decisive effect. If the town fathers lacked the resolve to build a 

municipal street lighting plant before, they certaidy did not lack it now, and in August 19 13 they 

decided to go ahead with plans to build a separate municipal system. The new street iighting 

122 Letter to the editor, Tnuo Dai& N m s ,  Sept. 12, 19 13. 
'= T m 0  Town CounciI Minutes, Sept. 28, 1908. 
124 EIecirical News (Feb. 19 12), p. 76. Despite the emergence of an alternative, note that expropriation was stil i  a 
live issue in 1912. 

T w o  Town Council Minutes, Jan. 8, 19 12. 
lz6 ElecîricaINews (Apr. 1, 1913), p. 64. 



system was put in operation in December. Now the Town of Tmro lighted its own streets and 

public buildings, while Chambers continued to supply other domestic, commercial, and industrial 

customers. 12' 

During the construction of the municipal lighting systern in September 19 13, Chambers 

heightened the a-osity when he apparently tried to dismpt the erection of poles for the Town's 

plant, which rose adjacent to Chambers Company poles, by simuItaneously removing his own 

poles to the other side of the Street. Chambers t&d to defend himseifby claiming, with some 

justification, that d e t y  concems moûvated his actions. Few believed that; most people thought 

that Chambers had purposely set out to obstruct the construction of the Town system out of 

spite. Subsequently, the Town took the Chambers Company to court.12* The judge agreed with 

the Town and issued an order requiring Chambers to submit a request to the Town Engineer 

before any fùrther action could be taken. l" The whole episode must have looked like ingratitude 

and betrayal to Chambers, who no doubt felt underappreciated for aII he had done to make Truro 

an up-to-date place. 'Walifax, Amherst, New Glasgow, Sydney and other t o m s  help out the 

local companies by having them light the streets," he protested in 19 13. '7s  there any reason why 

Truro should not do the ~ a m e ? " ' ~ ~  Because of the events in Truro, control of the streets would 

never again be an issue in Nova Scotia; in 19 14 the govenunent passed an amendment to the 

Public Utilities Act that finaliy prohibited any utifity fkom setting up poles, wires or conduits 

'bithout first obtaining the consent of the Council of such city or t o ~ n . " ' ~ '  

127 lbid., (Jan, 15, 1914), p. 66. 
128 Truro L)ai[vNews, Oct. 29- 1913. 

Ibid., Nov. 21, 1913. 
'" Letter of Chambers to Mayor and Council, Sept. 10, 1913, reprinted in TNO Town Council Minutes, Sept. 
12, 1913. 
131 Nova Scotia L a w ,  19 14, 



The completion of the new lighting system effectively ended the struggie between the 

Town of T w o  and the Chambers Company. But the duphcate systems represented an inefficient 

and wasteful situation that continued until Chambers died in January 19 16, a testimonial to the 

ineffectual nature of the provincial regulatory infrastructure. In this case, regdation's failure to 

address the concems of Truroians had had the ultimate effect of actually exacerbating the degree 

of systemic fkagmentation. Despite the ongoing connict, the rate and s e ~ c e  problems, and the 

public animosity towards Chambers, the Public Utilities Board could h d  no workable solution to 

the problem. Expropriation, the action taken by many municipalities throughout North America, 

was a non-starter in Truro, and the provincial government consistently refused to gant the Town 

permission to take over the Chambers operation. Even in 1916, the Town had to win that ri@ 

by submitting a successful bid of $57,000 in the auction that disposed of the dead man's a ~ s e t s . ' ~ ~  

Without the support of the provincial govemment or the Public Utilities Board, the municipality 

repeatedly attempted to assert its rights, initially through the procedures set up by the provincial 

regulatory mechanisms, and hally, when these procedures proved ineffectual, by freeing itself 

from the Company altogether and constructing its own Street lighting system. 

The Chambers &air offers a glvnpse into the service provided by the typical Nova 

Scotian utility in the years before 1914. Clearly, Chambers's rates were expensive and 

discriminated against the short-hour user. Furthemore, the plant was barely able to handle even 

the lighting and industrial load of a small agricultural and commercial centre like Truro. The 

records of the Public Utilities Board prove this point, revealing that Chambers had to make 

special arrangements with Truro's small electrified manufacturers in order to meet their demand. 

13' ElectrïcalNovs (Aug 15, 1916), p. 10. 



The Truro Camiage Company, for example, agreed not to use power for sawing during lighting 

hours in r e m  for a better rate, and similar restrictions appiied to other industrial concems. '33 

Unfominately, this situation was typical; t o m s  al1 over the province were forced to tolerate this 

low level of performance fiom their public utilities. 

Christopher Armstrong and H.V. Nelles, in their book Monopoly 's Moment: 7he 

Org~zatiort and Regrïiatim of Canadiun Utiiities, 1830-1930, note that devices such as public 

utifities commissions "tended to act mady as insulators against complaints for the companies and 

guardians for investors"; in other words, urility operators used public regulatory bodies as a way 

of diverting and dissipating ~riticisrn.'~~ According to Armstrong and Nelles, the Nova Scotian 

version of regulation fit the cccapture" mode1 of public regulation, in which utilities commissions 

serve private rather than public interests, more closely than any other jurisdiction in Canada with 

the possible exception of New B n i n s ~ i c k . ' ~ ~  This was true to the extent that electric companies 

saw regulation as protection from the anger of their customers and municipal hosts. Regulation 

had its uses for government as well, for it fked the Murray government fiom petty local 

problems such as the Chambers controversy and allowed it to appear up-to-date and progressive. 

But it is clear that regulation could do nothing to solve the problem of high rates and poor 

service. Despite the hopes of people throughout Nova Scotia, it failed to provide a means of 

dislodging the host of small companies that contributed to systemic fragmentation. The belief that 

the Rate Act or the Public Utilities Commission would solve the rate and seMce problem soon 

13' Decision dated Iune 13, 19 1 1, reprinted in Report of the Board of Commissioners of Public Utilities, 19 13, p. 
95. 
1% Armstrong and Neiies, Monopoly 's Moment, p. 200, 

13' Ibid., pp. 205-206, 



proved u~ealistic, and public anger sweiled as it became obvious that the situation that was not 

irnproving and in some cases actually got worse. 13' 

By about 19 14, afier some thirty years of electxical developrnent, Nova Scotia had a 

fiagmented electrical system that produced high rates and poor service. Fragmentation became 

entrenched for geographic, demographic, political, and economic reasons. It persisted due to the 

character of industnalization in the province, a lack of capital, a weak regdatory scheme, and a 

cautious provincial govemment. If anything, the degree of Eagmentation increased: by 1936, 

Nova Scotia had twenty-eight publicly-owned and twenty-six privately owned utilities, each 

operating in its own deiineated service area and each unable to benefit fiom the efficiencies that 

came with intercomection and integration.13' As a result of systernic fiagrnentation, a vicious 

cycle of high rates and low consumption were already in place by the onset of the First World 

War. From that time on, calls for public intervention in electncal system-building, and especially 

hydroelectnc development, were heard with increasing ftequency. At a time when a society's 

degree of technologicd progressiveness indicated its future potential, the problems inherent in the 

Nova Scotian electrical infrastructure had begun to cause grave concem. For many, the very 

future of the province was at stake, and Adam Beck's dictum that regulation without ownership 

was only a half-measure began to take on a special meaning. 

'" Rate increases and service cutbacks were cornmonplace ciuring the war years and were d i r e  relateci to Nova 
Scotians' reliance on cd-fired central stations. Ln Sydney? for euample, Cape Breton Electnc paid an average of 
$2.62 per ton in 1914 and $6.04 per ton in 1920. See reports to the Public Utilities Board, RG 56, Series Rep., 
Vol. 8, PANS. 
137 Roper, LLPublic Utüity Regulauon in Nova Scotia", p. 71. 



Chapter Three 

Eydroelectricity and the "Hydro Myth" in Nova Scotia, Part I: 

The Birth of tbe Nova Scotia Power Commission 

In appraising the electricai progress of the pas  decade and a half, the editor of the 

Canadian Electncal Novs pointed out in 1897 that "the greatest work has been accomplished in 

the utilization of water powers for the generation of electricity, in which direction Canada is 

rapidly wming to the fiont."' With the advent of long-distance power transmission, Canadians 

had begun to appreciate the industrial possibilities ùiherent in their waterpower resources as well 

as their potential to be world leaders in hydroelectric production. As hydroelectric construction 

surged ahead in the following decades, the editor's foresight appeared to be accurate. 'No 

country enjoys to a greater degree the benefits of cheap dependable hydro-power," said 

Dominion Water-Power Branch (Department of the Interior) superintendent J.B . C hdies in 

191 8, "and no country has had these benefits more universally applied for municipal, industrial, 

and domestic use."2 By 192 1, water turbines generated weil over 90% of Canadian central station 

output, while nearly 93 % of the country's total waterpower capacity remained undeveloped.' 

Clearly Canada's hydroelectric potential was intemvined with the nationdistic ambitions 

of the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. Macdonald's National Policy had attempted 

to provide an economic focus to nation-building  effort^,^ but slow growth and recession in the 

1 Canadian Elecîrical News @ecernber 1897), p. 235. 
H3. Challies, "Water Powers O f  Canadan, Canada Year Book, 1918 (Ottawa, 19 l9), p. 28 1. 

3 LB. Chailies, "Water Powers of Canada", Canada Year Book, 1921 (Otraw* l922), pp. 39 1-3 92. 
Craig Brown, "The Nationalism of the National Policy" in Rter  Russeii, ed., Nationalism in Canada (Toronto, 

1966), p. 157. 



1880s had created a good deal of pessimism about the fiture of the ~ount ry .~  Although the 

National Policy7s tarif% gave protection to Canadian rnanufacturers, one of the chiefimpediments 

to industrial success in the Canadian heartland was the lack of a readily-available energy source: 

then as today, Canadian coal reserves are concentrated at the eastern and western extremities of 

the country. But the arrival of long-distance electrical transmission and the successful installation 

of a hydroelectric plant at Nilagara Falls in 1895 changed all that. Central Canada's waterpower 

resources were known to be extensive and many believed that the key to transforming the 

traditional '8ewers of wood" economy and catching up with the industrial progress of Britain and 

the United States lay in this magnificent new t e ~ b n o l o g ~ . ~  Ontario and Quebec manufacturers 

believed that this hitherto untapped but potentially awesome source of power would be 

tremendousiy beneficial to an economy that was struggling to industrialize without any 

appreciable coal reserves. Moreover, they expected hydro to stimulate science-based, twentieth- 

century-type industries such as aluminum smelters, chemical factories, and nitrogen-fixing plants, 

none of which had even existed just a few years before. Not only would Canada be h d l y  fkee of 

dependence on foreign sources of energy, but her abundant waterpower resources would aiso 

initiate a "'second Industrial Revolution" that would boost her prosperity and promote her to the 

fiont rank of the world's nations? 

The nation-building characteristics of hydroelectricity were not confined to the economic. 

Along with its obvious utilitarian benefits, hydroelectricity took on a powerfùl symbolic meaning 

in the optimistic days of the late 1890s and early 1900s. Hydroelectricity appeared to CO-exist 

See Goldwin Smith, Canada and the Canadian Question (Toronto, 189 1) for an argument against the long-tenn 
viability of the Canadian codederation. 

Neiies, The Politics of Development~ p. 2 16. 
Ibid. 



with nature, bringing it into accord with Progressive-era ideas such as the conservation 

movement, a trend that was gaining strength in the h t  few years of the new century8 According 

to H.V. NeUes, hydro existed ''in hamony with the rational and romantic world" and therefore 

could 'cresolve the paradox of ugliness that had blighted nineteenth century ind~strialîsm".~ 

Moreover, hydro represented man's mastery over nature. Hydroelectricity, then, was a 

modemiring as weii as an industrializing force. Clean and inexhaustible, representative of both 

science and poetry, hydroelectric power was emblematic of a progressive, '%ide-awake" nation. 

These practical and symbolic quaiities generated sublime feelings within those who 

marveled at the massive concrete dams and rapidly-spinning turbines that converted the rushing 

waters into a silent, unseen, yet beneficial force. 'The sublime taps into ftndamental hopes and 

fearsY7, &tes historian David E. Nye. "D]t is an essentially religious feeling aroused by the 

conftontation with impressive abjects."'* The reverence most observers felt when contionted 

with monumental technology was captured by H.G. Wells7 who said in reference to Niagara that 

hydroelectricity was Yhe will made visible, thought translated into easy and commanding 

things."ll Given the sheer awe with which people beheld hydro sites, it is easy to see how these 

power stations '%ecame symbols of modernity and the future."'* 

In Canada, the sublime feelings aroused by hydroelectric technology gave rise to a 'liydro 

myth" which took hold by the end of the nineteenth cent~ry'~  According to sociologist Daniel 

MacInnes, myth 'cintegrate[s] various strains of existence into a coherent account of reality. It 

8 See Samuel P. Hays, Conservation and the Gospel of Eflciency: The Progressive Conservation Movement, 
1890-1 920 (Cambridge, Mass., 1959), an old but stiU usefiil study. 

Neiles, The Poliiics of Deve[opment., p. 2 17. 
'O David E.  Nye, Americon Technoiogical Sublime (Cambridge, Mass., and London, 199 J),  p. 'riii. 
" Quotedinlbid., p. 135. 
IZ Ibid., p. 134. 
l 3  Neiles, The Pol i th of Datelopment, p. 2 15. 



creates a conceptuai claiity permitting action to take place. Correspondingly, myth orders a 

variety of actions which would othenvise be thought to be haphazard or fÙtile."l4 In this case, the 

myth synt hesized earlier hopes for a greater industrial Canada and focused t hem on hydroelectric 

technology. In doing so, it transfonned hydro into a symbol for a magnificent national future. The 

hydro myth had its ongins in Central Canada, where the complexity, romance, and sheer 

magnitude of engineering feats at such fabled sites as Niagara Falls in the last years of the 

nineteenth c e n w  idamed the Canadian consciousness with glorious possibiiities and stimulated 

action in the form of a well-organized movement for public hydropower that arose in Ontario by 

1902.15 Sir WEid  Laurier's famous statement about the twentieth century belonging to Canada 

reflected an optimism that stemmed partly nom the idea that modem technology applied to 

Canadian resources would produce a thriving and progressive civilization. 

Early hopes for hydroelectricaily-driven manufacturing growth were not far wrong, in 

Central Canada at least; as John H. Dales has said in reference to Quebec and Ontario, 

"hydroeiectric development has b e n  a powerful agent.. .in the transition from an economy based 

on the exploitation and exportation of a few naturai resources to an economy ... which depends to 

a larger extent on manufacturing ind~stry"'~ Industrial progress in Ontario, w here the provincial 

government had created the publicly-owned Hydro-Electric Power Commission of Ontario 

(HEPC) in 1906, attracted particuiar attention, as did drastic decreases in electrical rates that had 

become cornmon in electrified regions of the province by about 19 14. To outside observers, the 

relationship between cheap power, hydroelectricity, and industrial development was 

14 Daniel William Maches,  "CIerics, Fishennen, Farmers and Workers: The Antigonish Movement and Identity 
iri Eastern Nova Scotia 1928-1939" (unpub. Ph.D. thesis, McMaster University, 1978), pp. 387-388. 
lS NeUes, The Politics of Dwelopment, pp. 2 18-22 1. 
l6 Dales, Hydroe fectricity ond lnduswid Deve lopment, p. 182. 



unmistakable, and those who had witnessed the apparent veracity ofthe hydro myth in Ontario 

were anxious to reap the same benefits for theu own provinces. In other words, Ontario's 

experience provided evïdence that technologicd irnprovement equaled economic and social 

progress. As a result, both Nova Scotia and New- BmflSWick instituted their own publicly-owned 

hydro commissions by 1920. Womed about their hcreasingly marginal position in ConMeration 

but intriguai by the possibilities inherent in their watercourses, Nova Scotians and New 

Brunswickers beiieved that their public hydroelectnc agencies would help them dupiicate the 

success of Ontario and lead them d o m  the road to m o d e m .  The hydro myth played a crucial 

rote in these developments; just as its Central Canadian version had given rise to visions of 

greatness in that part of the country, its Maritime manifestation revived the region's increasingly 

rnoribund dream of becoming the workshop of the Dominion. This chapter, then, investigates the 

role of these ideas and beliefs in the creation of the Nova Scotia Power Commission (NSPC) in 

1919. 

The concept of %chnological style7' wiii be useful for undernanding the course and 

direction of such public-sector system-building efforts in the 1910s and '20s. Accordhg to 

Thomas P. Hughes, style cm be defied as ""adaptation to environment" and local conditions." 

There are many determinants of style, including politics, economics, geography, and historical 

experïence, and the concept can help the historian compare the electrical systems of different 

regions and account for their differing characteri~tics.'~ What factors, then, determined the style 

of the Nova Scotian electrical system after 1919? In light of Nova Scotia's excess of coal and 

dearth of waterpower, the provincial govemment's hydro policy seems out of place. The fact 

" Hughes, 'The Evolidion of Large Technologid Systemn, p. 69. 
'' Ibid., p. 68 



that it did exist, contradictions and aU, provides evidence of the province's integration into a 

larger culture of technology. Ln this case a partidarly Central Canadian manifestation of 

technological enthusiasm, the hydro myth, proved to be an important determinant of style in 

Nova Scotian system-building. 

To understand events in Nova Scotia, an appreciation of the circumstances surrounding 

hydroelectnc development in Ontario, and especially the birth of the public power movement 

there, is crucial. To Ontario's business communïty in the 1890s, most of whom were weU aware 

of the booming industrial growth occwrhg on the Arnerican side of the Great Lakes, cheap 

industriai power would help the province regain economic ground lost in the recessions of the 

late nineteenth cent~ry.~~ With the completion of the first successful hydro project on the 

American side of the great Niagara site in 1895, it looked as though hydroelectricity could satis@ 

that need while shultaneously ending the province's reliance on American mal. But southem 

Ontario manufacturers feared that only a select number of weu-comected Toronto mdacturers  

would benefit, namely those in league with the Toronto interests responsible for new 

developments on the Canadian side of the This resentment agaùist the "Electric Ringy7, 

coupled with a long-standing rural prejudice against the big city, produced a public power 

movement in the province's smaller manufacturing towns by 1902. The hadequacies of private 

distribution of electricity were all too clear, as Merrill Denison points out, the public beiieved that 

private disîribution amounted to little more than "a few privileged men.. holding the mass of 

ordinary citizens under tribute by arbitrarily supplying very poor s e ~ c e  at very high cost?' 

'' On the importance of businesmen for the public power movement, sce Nelles, The Politics of Developmenf, 
pp. 248-254. See also Merrili Denison, The People 's Power: The History ofOntario Hydro (Toronto, 1960), pp. 
7-9. 
20 Denison, The People 's Power, p. 37. 



Public power distribution could solve that problem. In sum, the zeal of the public power 

organizers was based on the conviction that a publicly-owned hydro network would 

"~evolutionize the industries of Ontario" and guarantee a robust economic f û t ~ r e . ~ '  

The movement, which quickly fell under the control of London mayor and cigar-box 

manufacturer Adam Beck, laid the groundwork for the creation of the HEPC. Originating in the 

Berlin (now Kitchener) area and supported by small businessrnen and manufacturers fiom al1 over 

the southwestern part of the province, it cded  for the fair distribution of Niagara power through 

a publicly-owned system of long-distance transmission hes .  The power, once delivered to the 

various towns that made up the public power alliance, would then be distributed by municipally- 

owned utilities. The agitation for public distribution thus rnanifested itself through a CO-operative 

alliance of Ontario municipalities whose magistrates, such as Beclg were most often these same 

businessmen who owned the factories that were so much in need of cheaper power. The power 

was to be sold "at cost" and not for profit, since the province's vast waterpower resources were 

a public trust to which everyone, meaning al1 manufacturers in towns other than Toronto, had a 

right. In its drive to preserve the natural resources of the province for "Yhe people" as opposed to 

"'the interests", the movement had al1 the earmarks of a crusade. Soon the public power 

advocates obtained the support of the Ontario Consemative party under James Whitney, who 

became Premier in 1905 partly because of his statement that waterpower should be "as fiee as 

air". The next year, Whitney's Tories created the Hydro-Electric Power Commission of Ontario, 

a public body initially dedicated to the construction of a network of transmission lines comecting 

the manufacturing towns of southem Ontario with Niagara Falls and other important waterpower 

sites. According to Neiles, the circumstances surrounding the creation of the HEPC can be 

" W. R Plewrnan, Adam Beck and the Ontuno Hydo (Toronto, 1947). p. 30. 



attributed to Yhe unique social and political environment of early mentieth-century Ontario," 

including the "fnistrations of retarded development and metropolitan social tensions operating 

wîthin a statist political traciiti~n."~~ 

By contrast, Nova Scotia's industrial boom of the late nineteenth century was closely tied 

to the province's massive coal reserves. Correspondingly, Nova Scotians thought of electric 

power in terms of coal; whereas Central Canadians had developed a mythology surroundhg 

hydroelectncity, Nova Scotians loo ked to thermal plants to provide adequate power for industrial 

progress. The reasons for these stylistic differences were obvious. Although Maritimers had long 

used their rivers and s t r m  to drive various types of d s ,  these provinces had few waterpower 

sites comparable with those of the upper provinces and certainiy lacked one with the myth- 

making potential of a Niagara Falls. Besides, most factories still used s tem to run their 

machinery . The electrified few usually generated their own power in coal-fired self-contained 

plants; only seldom did they rely on a centrai-station supply. It therefore appeared that both the 

industridization and the electrification of Nova Scotia were dependent on coal, and a much- 

ballyhooed pitmoiith plant that opened at the Canada Electnc Company's works in Amherst in 

1907, believed to be the first North Amencan application of Edison's well-known belief that 

electricity could be transmitted more cheaply by wire than coal could be transported by rail, 

nicely symbolized the wave of the future. In fact, Edison himself had sent a telegram to the 

Amherst Board of Trade in which he offered his congratulations "on the inauguration of the first 

power plant on the American continent for the generation of electricity at the mouth of a coal 

mine and the distribution of the sarne to distant commercial  centre^."^ In 1907, there were few 

a Nelles, The Politics of Development, p. 223. 
Reproduced in Eyland, "A Preliminary Report on the History of Electrid Genemtion in Nova Scotia", figure 

VIT. 



greater endorsements of a power policy than this. With such an abundance of coai, there was no 

appearance of a public trust under threat fiom the greedy "interests", as was the case with regard 

to waterpower in Ontario. Consequently, srnail manufacturers in scattered towns lacked a reason 

to organize in order to preserve a power source for the people. Udike southern Ontario, Nova 

Scotian manutactuers and municipal officiais never organized for public power distribution; the 

local trust" was coai, which was cheap, plentiful, and easily obtained. 

It was not that Marithers were ignorant of hydro's potentiai. Burdened by hi& rates and 

poor service, they had noticed the progress made elsewhere and had made tentative queries about 

its relevance to the provincial situation. "If electricity c m  be developed cheaply fiom water 

power," said the editor of the Maritime Merchant in 190 1, "it would manifestly be wise for 

maiifax] to consider how that might be done in its case ... there are valuable powers at distances 

not too far away 2" Despite this cautious enthusiasm, hydroelectnc development in the 

Maritimes in general, and in Nova Scotia in particular, was small-xale and individudistic, and 

even the province's rnost promising rivers were not developed up to their potential because Nova 

Scotia lacked the crucial confluence of large waterpower sites combined with abundant capital 

and large power markets? A byzantine riparian law further discourageci private-sect or 

developers, and most of the province's streams remained conduits for logging interests well into 

the twentieth centuiy. A few towns, particularly those far &om the Cumberland, Pictou, and 

Cape Breton coalfields, used hydro to power their town Iighting systems, but such developments 

were too small to produce an appreciable amount of power. 

- 

24 Maritime Merchant, May 23, 190 1. 
25 R d  McCo11. "Water Powers in Nova Scotia", memo to J.B. Ciailies dated Feb. 12, 1909. Dominion Water 
Power Branch files (RG 89), National Archives of Canada (hereafter NAC). 



Despite the geographical, economic and legal obstacles, and the rich coal-fields, 

hydroelectricity became the power source of choice in the region by the end of the 1910s. Several 

factors accounted for the shift. Firaly, coal prices had increased dramatically dunng the war 

years. In Cape Breton, the heart of coal country, the Cape Breton Electric Company saw its coal 

bills triple between 19 14 and 1920, £tom $2.62 to $6.04 per ton.26 Furthemore, the supply was 

constantly threatened by labour strife and mine disasters. Secondly, a series of events between 

1909 and 1919 had convinced many Nova Scotians that their waterpower resources were larger 

and more plentifid than had been previously thought. Much of the new interest in hydro cm be 

attributed to the efforts of engineer Kenneth H. CXilowatt'') Smith, whose widely publicized 

investigations between 2 9 15 and 19 19 revealed that Nova Scotia did indeed have a reliable 

supply of waterpower. FinaUy, the province's rapid economic decline afler the First World War 

combined with an increasing familiaïty with the hydro-dnven success of Ontario generated 

unprecedented public pressure for hydroelectric development. The logic behind such thinking was 

fairiy straightfonvard: if Central Canadians had been so successful in using hydro as a tool to 

rival the industrial might of the United States and Britain, then Nova Scotians coutd think of it as 

a means of catching up with the industriai growth rates of Ontario and Quebec. While most 

people in 1914 were still quite optimistic about the region's future, ccdeclinuig influence at 

Ottawa..[and] the gradua1 erosion of the industrial base that had emerged during the last quarter 

of the nineteenth century" had created a sense of unease in the backs of some people's mindsn 

The events that followed the end of the war had c o h e d  those fears. In sum, a Nova Scotian 

version of the Ontario hydro myth managed to take hold by 19 19, when the province decided to 

26 Coal pnces are culled fiom reports of the Cape Breton Electric Company to the Public Utilities Board, Public 
Utilities Board files, RG 56, Series Rep., Vol. 8, PANS. 
'' Howeii. "The 1900s1', p. 191. 



create a publicly-owned Power Commission on the Ontario model. The meanings that Central 

Canadians and others had created for hydroelectricity were adopted by Nova Scotians and 

fashioned into a technology-based ternplate for provincial rehabilitation. 

At fkst, Premier Murray tned to encourage pnvate-sector development. Unwilling to 

commit scarce public fûnds to hydro schernes, in 1914 Murray's government created the Nova 

Scotia Water Power Commission, an investigative body designed to give private hydro 

development a boost by compilig data on rainfd, Stream fiow, and maximum ''head" or vertical 

drop, and then fowarding the information to prospective investors. Although the Commission 

completed a great deal of valuable work under Commission Chief Engineer K.H. Smith, no 

pnvate Company was able to bring a major commercial project to completion in the 1910s. By the 

end of the decade, it was clear that any effort to bring the benefits of cheap hydro to Nova Scotia 

would have to corne fiom the public sector. With increasing pressure fiom the public and the 

business comrnunity, both of which were concemed with keeping Pace with the political influence 

and the industrial and social development of Central Canada, and greatly influenced by the 

system-building visions of Smith, the provincial government created the Power Commission, 

modeled on the Ontario example, to exploit hydro sites with public rnoney and ensure the future 

advancement and well-being of the province. 

Support for the hydro policy came from many sectors of society. The hydro myth cut 

across political lines; politicians such as Conservative leader Charles Tanner and Liberal Minister 

of Public Works and Mines Ernest H. Armstrong both voiced the sarne types of hydro rhetoric in 

their public pronouncements. Like their Central Canadian counterparts, Nova Scotian engineers 

such as Rod McColl, W.G. Yorston, and K.H. Smith provided the technical backup, engineering 



data, and infectious enthusiasm to support the politicians' c~airns .~~ Business groups, who had 

rnuch to gain frorn cheap power, also cded  for public hydro development. Finally, large sections 

of the public believed in hydro's transfomative powers. As Dr. Norman T. Avard, general 

manager of Amherst's Canada Electric Company, observed in 1935, the benefits of hydro 'liave 

been so widely discussed that the very name 'hydro' has corne to cany with it a magic influence - 

so much so, that many people have irnbibed the idea that if a hydro power supply can be brought 

to any cornmuni ty,... that community will be saved nom aJI womk for the fùt~re.''~ Avard's 

comment sums up an attitude which, by the early 1920s' had taken a fkm hold on the Nova 

Scotian consciousness. 

At bottom, Nova Scotians believed that hydroelectricity could be a technological panacea 

for the region's industrial stagnation because it yielded cheaper power. As the Commissioners of 

the new Nova Scotia Power Commission stated in their first annual report in 1920, '?f as a 

province we made progress dong industrial lines, the utilization of our dependable water powers 

was of first importance. That other provinces had outstripped us, and would outstrip us unless 

abundant and cheaper power were being made available at the earliest possible tirne, was self- 

e~ident."~ In reaiity, hydroelectric power is not necessady cheaper than thermally-generated 

electricity, the respective expense of each being dependent on a multitude of local load factors 

and economic circ~rnstances.~' Generaliy speaking, heavy industries such as coal and steel 

produce fluctuating loads that are better handled by a thermal power plant. Thermal-based 

28 The writings and sayings of McColl, Tanner, Armstrong, and Smith are cited throughout this chapter. For 
evidence of Yorston's enthusiasm for hydro, see his "Water Powers on the Mersey Rivei', Proceedings and 
Transactions of the Nova Scotia Institute of Science, XI, 4 (1 9O8), pp. 65 1-656. Yorston was also described 
l i t edy  as "an eathusiast on the subject" by the W a x  Morning Chronicle, Aug. 20, 19 10. 
" Norman T. Avard, "A Plea for Coai", Efectricof News and Engineering (June 15, 1935): pp. 73-74. 

NOM Scotia Power Commission, Annual Report, 1920, p. 7. 
'' See Leslie R Thomson, "Which is Cheaper - Hydro or Stem?", Indusirial Canada (May 1925), pp. 48-50 for 
an interesting e.uploration of each method's relative merits. 



systems are more flexible; as Christopher S. Beach explains, '%el can be stored indefinitely and 

purchased only when merited by market demand; generating facitities can be designed to varying 

capacities and then easily increased, depending on current market conditions; capital expenditures 

can be made o d y  when justined by current markets." By contrast, hydro systems are less flexible, 

being most cost-efncient when loaded to &il capacity at ail t i m e ~ . ~ ~  Yet the majority of Nova 

Scotians living in the first halfof the twentieth century accepted hydro's superiority uncritically. 

By the early 1920s, the idea of hydroelectric development for industrial prosperity was the 

central organizing principle of the Nova Scotia power policy, and it revived the collapsing 

Maritime dream of becoming the workshop of the Dominion. 

Despite the prevailing optimism, the apparent relationship between hydroelectric power 

and industrial development proved difficult to duplicate in the east. Firstly, there were obvious 

ciifferences in waterpower endowment. Secondly, and most imporiantly, the Nova Scotian 

commission could not match Ontario Hydro's ability to bring all local retailers together in one 

integrated system. Unlike the Ontario body, which was origindy an agent of distribution, the 

Nova Scotia Power Commission was an organization that dedicated its limited funds primarily to 

development. But the deeper reasons for the different outcornes in two provinces with nearly 

identical hydro commissions can be found in the local context out of which each emerged. 

Although focused on development, the Nova Scotia Commission was also mandated to build 

transmission lines to municipalities that requested the Commission's hydropower, just like its 

Ontario cornterpart. But the elites in those municipalities lacked the network-system thinking 

which lay at the heart of the Ontario coalition. Before the advent of public hydro distribution, 

" Christopher S. Beach, "Electrification and Underdevelopment in New Brunswick: The Grand Falls Roject, 
1896-1930", Acadiensis, XXIII, 1 (Autumn 1993), p. 62. 



many Ontario municipalities had already operated publicly-owned distribution systems within 

their own towns. Wïth the rise of the public power movement, local leaders were anxious to have 

a public body build a web of transmission lines frorn Niagara Falis to link it with the existing 

distribution systems in their various comrnunities. The public power movement thus iiad systemic 

integration as part of its very structure; it was a goal right from the b e g i ~ i n ~ . ~ ~  

This situation was far removed fiom that which existed in Nova Scotia, where most town 

plants were owned by petty local entrepreneurs who were ofien antagonistic to the municipal 

govemments. Besides, Nova Scotia's version was instituted as a iast resort in the face of 

repeated private-sector failure, whereas Ontario Hydro was born in a burst of civic populism and 

public-ownership idealis~n.~~ Finally, the circumstances that led to the municipal CO-operation that 

was so crucial in Ontario did not exist in Nova Scotia, where self-contained plants dorninated in 

manufacturing establishments, where private companies and not municipal utilities served the 

majority of towns, and where there was no 'Electric Ring" threatening to steal the people's 

rightful waterpower heritage away from them. Even when such sentiments did arise, as they did 

with the Robert controversy in 19 13 and 19 14, they were confined to just one city and blunted by 

an unsympathetic provincial government. Indeed, until the full-blown arriva1 of the hydro myth in 

the province in the late 'teens and early twenties, most Nova Scotians seeriied unaware that there 

was a valuable waterpower resource worth stealing. 

Consequently, the public's hope that the Nova Scotia Power Commission would 

duplicate the Ontario expenment was rnisplaced. In theory, it was a producer of power that 

contracting municipalities would purchase and distribute at cost. In practice, because so few 

33 Denison, The People 's Power, p. 54. 
" Ibid, pp. 27-45. 



towns had municipally-owned distribution systems, Power Commission hydro was ofien 

distributed by exïsting private companies for a profit. ïhus the Power Commission more 

accurately represented public aid to existing utility companies than the principle of public 

~wnersh i~ .~ '  As a force for systemic integration, it was handicapped fkom the beginning, and the 

expectation that the Commission would immediately provide the province with cheap and 

abundant hydro was, for the most part, to be disappointed. 

Obstacles to Private-Seclor Hy&oelectric Development 

There were many practical barriers that worked against private-sector hydroelectric 

development in the years before 1919. In addition to the province's lack of major waterpower 

sites, reliable engineering and water flow data were not available, even for known power rivers. 

In fact, the scattered and smd-scale nature of the province's waterpowers were of such a 

character that no one knew exactly how many actual kilowatts of hydro potential were waiting to 

be exploited. The dearth of knowledge is illustrated by a 1909 memo produced by Nova Scotia 

Provincial Engineer Rod McColl for J.B. Challies of the federal Dominion Water Powers Branch 

on Nova Scotia's waterpower potentiaI.36 Challies used McCol17s information in the Canadian 

delegation's presentation to the 1909 North Amencan Conservation Conference in Washington, 

D . c . ~ ~  In his memo, McCoIl had estimated that the province had a grand total (developed and 

undeveloped) of ody 50,430 kilowatts, and that only 25% of that amount would be available in 

the dry months f b m  June to ~e~te rnber .~ '  In light of later investigation, it is clear that McColl 

35 Armstrong and Nelks, MonopoIy 's Moment, p. 302. 
MCCOU, "Water Powers in Nova Scotia". 

37 McCoii's information was incorporated, often word for word, into Challies's presentation, entitied "Canadian 
Waterpower". Dominion Water Power Branch files, NAC. 
38 MCCOU, "Water Powers in Nova Scotia". 



significantiy underestimated the province's true reserves as weU as raidal1 arnounts, because of a 

lack of data and because he concentrated on the power available fiom single watercourses oniy: a 

1932 estimate more accurately put the province's waterpower potential at 149,200 kilowatts.39 

With few major rivers, McCoil and others had not yet realized that any prospective development 

would have to consolidate whole watersheds, not just tap single streams, in order to obtain any 

substantial power yield. As such, his estimate was little more than an educated guess; it is 

signifcant that he failed to even mention the St. Margaret's Bay watershed, a 807 1 kiiowatt site 

and the first to be developed by the new Nova Scotia Power Commission in the early 1920s. 

Other problems related to the state of the economy. As McColl explained in a piece 

written for the New York Commercial in 1908 and read as a statement to the provincial 

legislature in 1911, hydro had been neglected "partly fiom a lack of demand for power and partly 

nom a lack of capital.'a Most factories in Nova Scotia relied on self-generated steam power, 

and the inadequacies of the provincial central station system ensured that many would continue 

to do so for years to corne. This introduced a "catch-22" situation: only with an abundance of 

cheap power could they be convinced to elect*, but only with a confinned demand for 

industrial power could a developer be convinced to invest the massive sums required for 

development. Mea.nwh.de, many factory owners continued to use s tem or self-contained electric 

plants rather than tie themselves to the unreliable and inadequate service offered by most of Nova 

Scotia's small local utilities. 

FinaiIy, the province's antiquated riparian laws hampered hydroelectic development in 

Nova Scotia. Until 19 1 8, when ownership of aU watercourses was invested in the Crown, 

" Elechicol iVews and Engineering (Feb. 1 ,  193 2), p. 26. 
Debates. 1914, p. 206. 



nparian rights on Nova Scotian rivers were derived fiom the old English Common Law 

doctrines. As McColl had pointed out in his 1909 memo, cTractically ail the water powers in the 

Province are owned in fee simple, the powers belonging to the parties who purchases [sic] the 

land on each side of the river.'*' These ancient rights were modified only slightly by an Act of 

1900 regarding the conveyance of timber on watercourses. Briefly, this Act authorized the 

appointment of Commissions with the right to award access to streams and to order the rernoval 

of obstructions to log-driving." There was a reference to waterpower in the Crown Lands Act of 

1910 which reserved water rights for the Crown, but this law only applied to watercourses in the 

public dornain, which by that time were few and insignificant. The nature of provincial 

waterpowers complicated the problem. Apart nom a few major rivers, most power streams were 

not worth developing on their own; it was necessary to consider whole watersheds in order to 

squeeze out enough kilowatts to make development worthwhile. Unfortunately, this approach 

would not only be more expensive, since it would require more damworks and extensive 

diversion of streams, but it would also open up the possibility of codict with the riparian rights 

of several dBerent interests, each of which would have to agree before any such project could go 

ahead." These serious legal issues proved a formidable disincentive to hydroelectric development 

in Nova Scotiz. 

Because of these disincentives, Nova Scotians were latecomers to the hydroelectric game. 

Ln the years before 19 19, the private sector had only been able to bring hydroelectrkity to the 

4 1 McColl, "Water Powers In Nova Scotia". 
" The description of this Act wmes fiom a "Memorandum on the Nationalization of Water Power in Canadan 
prepared for the Swedish government and dated Jan. 2 1, 192 1. Dominion Water Power Branch files, NAC. 
43 Leo G. Denis and Arthur V. White, Water-Powers of Canada (Ottawa, 191 l), p. 195. Compare this, for 
example, wiîh Quebec, where most hydro development occurred on streams traversing Crown land See Dales, 
Hydroelectnkity and industrial Datelopment, p. 30. 



province on a small scale. Nova Scotia's first hydroelectric plant, built by the Chandler Electric 

Light Company in 1887, had harnessed a very modest 74.6 kilowatt site at Chocolate Lake in 

HaMax's Northwest A m  district, but the works were plagued with technical problems and were 

gone within ten years. Some industries, especially pulp and paper and gold mining, had provided 

themselves with hydropower for their operations For example, the pulp works on the Mersey 

River had been using it since 1903, while the gdd  mines near Liscomb had powered their 

separation and washing facilities with hydroelectricity since about 1902. But these were self- 

contained plants of rather limited capacity. Even the Mersey installation, located on the 

province's most promising watercourse, had developed only about 14% of that river's total 

power potential by 19 15." l n  general, pnvate-sector hydroelectric plants developed the amount 

of power required for a pdcu la r  industrial operation and no more. 

To serve the local lighting demand, several municipalities in the southwestern districts of 

the province had built their own small hydro installations. Here, far nom the coal fields of 

Cumberland, Pictou, or Cape Breton counties, hydroelectricity had gained a modest foothold, 

and by 19 10 the town corporations of Yamou* Shelbunie and several other Yarmouth, 

Shelburne, Digby, and Annapolis County municipalities operated small plants of a few hundred 

kilowatts." But these municipal hydro plants were srnall exceptions to the rule of coal-fired 

central stations. Moreover, they usually failed to take advantage of d the power potential in a 

watershed, pref-g to tap but a single stream. The amounts of capital required to fully develop 

3 190 kiiowatts out of a total potential of some 22.380 Howatts had been developed KH. Smith, Water Powers 
of Canada: The Maritime Provinces (Ottawa, 19 1 5)' p. 32. 
" Eyland, "A Prelimtnary Report on the History Of Hydro E l d c i t y  in Nova Smtia". pp. 30-3 1. As an example 
of sale, on p. 3 1 Eyland descrt'bes how, in 1924, Bridgewaîer's municipal irydro plant was upgraded to 373 KW 
capacity. Compare this to the output of the Nova Scotia Power Commission's first major hydro project at SL 
Margaret's Bay, which obtained its capacity of 8071-7 KW by deveioping the entire watershed, not just one river. 



such sites, which included expensive diversions and multiple dams, was quite out of reach of 

these s m d  municipalities. Consequently, even towns that had hydro service suffered nom an 

hadequate power supply . 

Ihe Emergence of Hydioelectn'czty a s  u Pubiic Issue 

With so little activity around the province, hydroelectric development ranked Iow on the 

govemment's agenda. Evidence for this view cornes eom aperusai of the records of the 

provincial legislature, which are Wtually berefl of meaninml debate on the subject until 1907. 

The reasons for this apparent lack of interest were fWlv straightfionvard. Over the years, Murray 

had acquired a good grasp of the structural problerns of the province's electncal system and was 

certainly aware of the progress of the other provinces, but believed (dong with alrnost everyone 

else) that Nova Scotia's waterpowers were simply too s d l  to warrant serious attention He 

made these beliefs public in the 1907 session of the House, when questioned by Tory opposiùon 

leader Charles Tanner regarding a bill to allow the City of Halifax to develop hydroelectricity and 

distribute it withh its own borders. Since the City Council had obviously thought that the supply 

was worth developing, Tanner wondered whether the government would consider launchùig an 

investigation of aii provincial waterpowers befbre they fell into the hands of private 

corporations." Tanner was likely influenced by the federal party's Halifax Platform of 1907, 

which advocated public ownership of waterpowers, as well as the recent debate in Ontario where 

a Conservative governent had created the HEPC. Public hydro development, then, was a 

Conservative policy, and Tanner canied the parîy's hydro platform into the Nova Scotia 

legislature. But, aware of the meagre nature of the resource, he was not yet advocating the bold 

- - 

46 Debates, 1907, p. 168. 



step of public ownersbip; at this point, Tanner was asking for more information, to see whether 

Nova Scotia' s waterpower potential was great enough to be a viable provincial resource. Lf so, 

then the govemrnent was in the best position to manage it so as to benefit the public at large. 

Murray based his respome on the common assumption that Nova Scotia had few 

waterpower sites of value and that its electical power was best produced fkom coal. This being 

the case, he saw no reason to involve the governent in elecmcal ventures of any h d :  had not 

the private çector recentiy opened the pioneering Amherst pitmouth plant? With regard to 

waterpower in particular, Murray explained that Nova Scotia had no site that even faintly 

approached the grandeur of Nagara Fails, which had ùispired the push for govermnent 

involvernent in Ontario. In fact, he claimed to have "no knowledge of any waterpower in this 

province that was capable of being developed for other than purely local purposes."7 Most Nova 

Scotians agreed with their Premier. hibiic apathy towards hydroelectric development derailed 

Tanner's attempt to stimulate a public debate and ensured that the issue remained on the back 

bumer for the next few years. For the time being, Murray would go no M e r  than a haif-hearted 

atternpt to create a c l ï ï t e  that would attract capital for the development of whatever hydro 

potential that did exist, and the governent took its first tentative step to that end in 1909 with 

the passage of an act designed to stimulate the gold indusîry by offering financial assistance for 

the construction of hydroelectric generation facilities at mine sites.'' 

Until the creation of the Water Power Commission, that was the extent of direct public 

aid for waterpower development. But indirect aid was another matter. When Sir Fredenck 

Borden and E.A Robert arrived at the door of the legislature in that same year of 1909, the 

47 Ibid. 
Note that this act was not in aid of the hydroelecuic in- per se. See Chapter 5 of the Acts of 1909, =An 

Act for the Further Development of the Gold Mining Inchistry", Statutes ofNova Scotia, 1909. 



M m y  goverment welcomed them with open a m .  For the purposes of this chapter, the Robert 

&air is important for its effect of raising public consciousness about hydroelectncity in Nova 

Scotia. It played a major role in bringing the issue to the top of the public agenda and introduced 

Nova Scotians to contemporary ideas associatecl with the technology. Over the course of this 

episode, it became more and more evident that the province was loshg ground in hydroelectric 

progress vis-à-vis the centrai provinces, and the shriU tenor of the controversy at its height in 

1914 provides evidence that hydro was being taken much more seriously as a potentially 

important naturd resource. 

A brief recapitulation of the events surrounding this story is necessary" Of a l l  the cities 

and towns in the province, the Halifax market held the greatest appeal for power developers such 

as Borden and Robert, both of whom were eager to profit nom Nova Scotia's undemtilized 

hydro potential. With this goal in min4 Borden formai a company to develop the Gaspereau 

River waterpower site in 1906, but soon ran into serious financial dficulties and by 1999 was 

forced to seek out another source of capital.50 He subsequently approached Robert, who quickly 

took control of the new syndicate and immediately set to work on the Legal and legislative 

obstacles. In 1909, a bill was prepared that incorporateci Robert and Borden's new company, 

Nova Scotia Power and Pulp, endowing it with a charter that gave the company the nght to 

develop hydro on the Gaspereau River and seli the power to the citizens of Halifax, or to the 

existing Tramway Company. But because the legislature had given them permission to enter the 

49 Most of the description to corne is extracted fiom Armstrong and Nelles, "Getting Your Way in Nova Scotia". 
Borden's schemes are chronicled in the Borden Papers, PANS, especially MG 3, Vol. 335 which contains two 

bundles of documents relating tti the fïnancing and start-up of the Gaspereau Water Power Company. From this 
fiie cornes a 1908 letîer h m  Borden to his Iocai lieutenant, W E  Roscoe, in which he cornplaineci that "1 have not 
received a dollar fiom this Company ... and todq 1 am out of pockeî... between nine and ten thousand dollars, with 
no certainty whatever that anything wiil corne out of it." 



city and build inüastrucîure without the consent of city authorities, the bill immediately generated 

nies of protest. In a shrewd display of political acumeq Robert offered to confine operations to 

the Gaspereau area in return, his company could be exempted f?om the scrutiny of the Public 

Utilities Board. Agreement was secured and the bill was passeci. 

But Robert, of course, had no intention of connning himselfto the Kentville-Wmdsor 

comdor of the Gaspereau when the whole purpose of the exercise was to crack the Halifàx 

market. By 19 1 1 his representatives were petitioning the legislaime to remove the geographicai 

restrictions on the company and to allow it to own stock in other compaoies, particularly the 

W a x  Tramways Company, which would provide an assured load for the new hydro works 

while eliminating troublesome cornpetition Once again they obtaüied the consent of the 

provincial govement. At this tirne Robert aiso had to deal with a rival syndicate known as the 

Nova Scotia Hydraulic Company, with John R MacLeod and BE. Pearson at its &ad, which 

also planneci to export power to Halifax fiom a hydro development on the Mersey River. 

Naturally, MacLeod and Pearson were also interested in the Tramways Company. Reaiizing that 

a smiggle would consume valuable resources as well as bring unwelcome publicity to each 

group, the two companies announceci a merger in December 19 1 1 

The merger of the Nova Scotia Power Company and the Nova Scotia Hydraulic 

Company was big news in the Canadian business ~ o r l d . ~ ~  Immediately it brought an air of great 

anticipation to the Halifax area. Newspapers such as the Halifàx Herald spoke confidently of the 

cccoming industrial revolution in Halifax7' and waxed eloquently about fuhue provincial 

prosperity. 'Theap power, and plenty of it, is what [Halifax] requires in order to induce an 

51 Armstrong and Neiies, "Getting Your Way in Nova Scotia", p. 110. 
52 See "A $6,000,000 Power Merger For Nova Scotla", article clipped fiom Saturday Nighr, Dec. 16, 19 11, in the 
N.S- Power Co. Papers, PANS. 



investment of capital" crowed the Herufii's editorial   ri ter.'^ It hnally looked as though the 

cheap power needed for industrial development would fhally corne, and not a moment too mon- 

At this time electncity for lighting cost eleven cents per kilowatt hour, and only a quarter of the 

&y's homes were serviced. Power for industrial purposes was seven cents per kilowatt heur? 

W~th the introduction of hydro, the prablem of high rates and i n d c i e n t  supply would be 

solved. Moreover, the syrnbolic power of hydroelectncity as a modernking force would help 

erase the city's quiescent reputation For the fkst time, cheap and abundant hydroelectncity 

would become available to the industriai, commercial, and domestic life of Halifax, and 

Haligonians generalLy believed that their city was on the cusp of an industrial transformation. The 

important point is that in 191 1 hydro was being talked about* and people in the Halifax area and 

beyond became much more aware of the possibilities that lay dormant in their watercourses. 

Unfominately, the glowing expectations for the merger were to be disappointed as the 

excitement of 19 1 1 and 19 12 tumed gradwliy to disiilusionment in 19 13 and 19 14. The rest of 

this story revolves around the ability of the Robert group, using political influence and financial 

wizardry, to overcome the growing resistance of the Tramways Company, the Haiifâx public, and 

the civic authorities, who tned to obtain control of the local utility for the municipality. 

Resistance also came nom unexpected quarters. By the fall of 19 12, MacLeod and Pearson were 

out, and, having been paid o e  had to promise to stay out of the power business for five years. 

Yet it was said behind the scenes that a good deai of the =&Robert agitation originated nom the 

MacLeod camp in an attempt to delay the project until the five years were u ~ . ~ ~  Whatever 

reasons the various players had for opposing Robert, none of their efforts were successfÙi; by 

53 W a x H e r a l d ,  Dec. 16, 1911. 
" Armsnong and Neiïes, "Getting Your Way in Nova Scotia", p. 1 15. 
55 Un&ted memo, H K  W s o n  to J-C. Tory, W.A, J-C. Tory Papers, MG 2 Vol, 7 17, PANS. 



1913 the Halifax Eiectric Tramway Company was in his hands. In 1914 he rnanaged to get 

iegislative approval for a new company charter which would greatly increase the capitalkation of 

the company, ostensibly to enable it to develop the Gaspereau but in reality to erect a financial 

bulwark against those who favored municipaIiilration as weii as to provide for spectacular tùhire 

profits on the overvalued company when the t h e  came to sell. H.H. Wickwire, one of Murray's 

most trusted Lieutenants, carefully shepherded the reincorporation bill through the legislature with 

the aid of Murray as well as important Consematives such as fiture premier EN.  Rhodes and his 

uncle, Senator Nathaniel Curry. To make a long story s h o q  Robert's Nova Scotia Tramways 

and Power Company was bom on June 10, 1914 in the face of overwhelming local opposition. 

Robert then proceeded to load the company up with debt so that the city could not buy him out 

in the fiiture. Ironicaliy for W a x ,  which had originally expected lower prices and better service 

fiom the scheme, that very debt justifid the retention of high rates? Needless to say, the plan to 

develop Gaspereau hydro for the Halifax market never went ahead, and the Robert syndicate 

made a hearty profit on th& overcapitalized company when it was sold to Boston interests in 

2919. 

The machinations of the Robert group brought hydro into the public spotlight for the first 

t h e ,  and at this point it is necessary to ask why the controversy in Nova Scotia did not develop 

into an Ontario-style movement for public power. On the s d k e ,  it would seem thai some of the 

circu~~lstances were sunilar: the municipality and its citizens were womed that valuable hydro 

resources would pass into the hands of rapacious capitalists who were interested only in profit, 

not the greater interests of the city or the province. Moreover, both the Robert interests and the 

Murray govemment had to endure daily atiacks from the voderous Tory press, in particular the 

56 Armstrong and Neiles, "Genùig Your Way in NOM Scotia". p. 13 1. 



Halifax Herald, which championed public ownership of waterpowers against the '%ig interests" 

which were plotting to steai the benefits of Nova Scotian resources for outsiders. But although 

resistance to the Robert syndicate did have echoes of the earlier power fight in Ontario, it could 

not grow into a provincewide movement because the municipal CO-operation that had convinced 

the Ontario govemrnent to intervene into the hydro field was simply nonexi~tent.~' The local 

circumstances were vastiy different: most other towns' electrical needs were served by pnvately- 

owned companies, not municipal corporations, and most industries used coal-fired power plants 

or bought electricity from coal-fired cenaal stations. As ares& they looked upon events in 

Halifax with a sense of detachment. Because the Robert controversy focused on Halifax and had 

the most public impact within the capital city, the galvanïzing issue, the loss of a 'cpublic trust" to 

outsiders, was missing everywhere but there. 

For most Nova Scotians, the Robert afEr revealed more about the evils of extemal 

financial control than about hydro's potential for industrial progress. Nonetheless, it marks Nova 

Scotians' f h t  in-depth contact with the mythology surrounding the resource, and as such 

represents the beginnings of public interest in hydro's economic and social promise. In a practical 

vein, the controversy produced the first direct m e m e  for provincial waterpower management, 

the Nova Scotia Water Power Commission, an investigative body charged with the task of 

determining the extent of provincial water resources and making that information available to 

potential hydro developers. The debates surrounding this Act are revealing in three ways. Firstly, 

they show the extent to which Nova Scotians deferred to the example of Ontario. Members fiom 

the Opposition benches kept remindimg Murray of Adam Beck's successes with his Hydro- 

Electnc Power Commission and Ontario's refusal to let the "big hterests" control what rightfùlly 

'' Plewman, Adam Beck und the Onturio H ' ,  p. 40. 



belonged to the Secondly, they irnpart some idea of the depth of ignorance that existed 

as to the nature and extent of provincial waterpower resources, as well as the inconsistency of 

governent policy in the area. People had become more interested in hydroelectric potential in 

the wake of the Halifax power controversy, and it seemed eminently sensible to know just where 

the province stood with regard to its waterpower reserves. Finally7 the debates show just how 

closely people associated hydroelectricity with industnal growth and provincial economic 

development, both of which were key elements in the Central Canadian hydro myth. 

The Water Power Commission was not esîablished without a fight, and it took a lengthy 

public debate before Murray's governent became convinced of the need for such a measure. 

When the issue was raised in the House in 19 14, Murray simply repeatedthe old policy, stating 

once again that the province lacked "great water powers capable of development that would 

reach in a great measure the necessities of our people." Local waterpower sites, he said, were 

"not of sufficent magnitude to j u m  the investment of public rn~ne~s . ' "~  With the deteriorating 

state of the govemment coffers in 1914, Murray had some very good fiamcial reasons to stay out 

of the hydro business. With justification, Mumiy believed that governent investment in one 

smail waterpower for one town would commit it to providùig the same for any t o m  that 

requested it, something that the Provincial Treasury could dl afTord at a tirne when coal revenues 

were declining and federal subsidies were stagnant.60 Together, these two sources made up 89% 

of provincial revenues, and any loss of income was bound to put a serious strain on govemment 

fund~.~ '  This was especially tnie in the 1910s, a time when demands for social seMces were 

" Repeated derences to Ontario's hydroe1ectric progress appear in the Debates in 1914. See, for example, pp. 
84,679, and 7 1 1. 
59 Ibid, p. 83. 
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steadily growing. Given these worrisome financial conditions, it is aot surpnsing that Murray was 

so reluctant to commit scarce provincial h d s  to a resource that, in his view, could be more 

efficientiy developed by the private sector. Consequently, it was 'the policy in this Province to 

promote the formation of private companies ta develop water powers" and although he agreed 

that they had to be regulated by the mechanisms provided by the statutes, he beliwed that it was 

simply irnpractical for the government to intemene in any other way.62 Murray professed to be 

surprised that Nova Scotians were not more grateful for Robert's presence, for, after dl, he was 

investing his money for the betterment of the province and was entitled to a fair profit. 

Meanwhile, Tanner's opposition tried to make the Liberds look backward and 

unprogressive. They introduced a partisan tinge to the debate by raising the exarnple of Ontario's 

"progressive govemment" which had introduced the successful public hydro policy in that 

province.63 In doing so, Tanner hoped to rnake a wnnection between Tory governments and up- 

to-date public policies. Furthemore, the idea that the province's waterpowers were too meagre 

to warrant public attention came under attack d u ~ g  the course of the debate, and the Robert 

flair gave the Tories a chance to embarras the government for their lack of knowledge of 

provincial waterpower resources. In the k t  place, at lest two streams (the Mersey and the 

Gaspereau) were large enough ta  warrant the attention of big-name capiralists. For ail  the 

govenunent knew, there might be even more potential waterpowers hidden in the woods and 

mountains of the province. In the second place, the govenunent's spokesmen obviously lacked 

depth of knowledge on the issue and could only repeat old platitudes when question&. This 

point was brought home when the Tories used the govenunent's own promotionai pamphlet on 

" Debates, 1911, p. 718. 
" Ibid, p. 679. 



c'Irîdustrial Opportunities in Nova Scotia" against it. This short tract, issued in 191 1, contradicted 

Munay's official h e  on waterpower by informing prospective investors that the province had 

some 373,000 kilowatts of hydroelectnc potential waiting to be tapped." Then, to provide some 

justification for public intervention, the Tories quoted the federal Commission of Conservation's 

191 1 report on the waterpowers of Canada. 'Though most of the water-powers of Nova Scotia 

have passed fiom the ownership of the Crown", said the authors, ccnevertheiess, the conservation 

and intelligent use of the waters are matters for public ~oncern.'"~ Finally, they linked 

wat erpower develo pment with industrial success b y again citing the Commission of Conservation 

report, which pointed out that the province's many small water sites were ideal for providing 

s m d  local factories with power.66 To reinforce the idea that hydroelectricity equaled industry, 

they quoted prominent eogineers such as W.G. Yorstog who believed that Wova Scotia's water 

powers are destined to becorne of great value in her industrial life...'"' 

However gleeful the Tory attacks, no one redy knew how much waterpower potential 

existed in Nova Scotia, and until there was an investigation to clear up the confusioq it was 

pointless to talk about emulating Ontario's success. The discrepancy between the government 

pamphlet's exaggerated 191 1 figure of 373,000 kilowatts and McColl's meagre 1909 estimate of 

50,000 kilowatts underlines just how Little even relatively weil-inforrned engineers knew of the 

provincial waterpower situation. In fact, when Leo G. Denis and Arthur V. White were 

compiling information on Canada's water reserves for their Wuter-Powers of C d  in L9 1 û, so 

little information was available for the Maritimes that White had to conduct his own whirlwind 

" The pamphlet was cited by the Tories in Ibid., pp. 167-168 but not seen by the present author. 
" Denis and White, Water-Powers of Canada, p. 195. 
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tour of the regiod8 But that could not produce anything like a comprehensive report on the 

extent of the region's tme resources, and for the tirne being the legislators debated in the dark. 

With a view toward r e g  this situation, Tanner repeated his 1907 call for a 

provincially-fùnded hydro investigation Once the extent of provincial waterpowers were known, 

he reasoned, then the government could then formulate a suitable policy for their management. 

Therefore, Tanner believed that the province 

ought to emulate the example of Ontario. and enter upon a thoroughinvestigation of these 
sources of power; firt make ourselves thoroughly acquainted with what we [have], and 
having amiveci at that degree of knowledge ... then apply that knowledge in the adoption 
of a general policy which would measure the greatest good to the greatest number 
throughout the 

For Tanner, the Tramways Bill to incorporate Robert's overcapitalized Company had provided an 

opportunity to take the initiative on the hydro question. In the face of the public uproar, the 

vociferous Tory opposition, and the growing realization that Nova Scotia could be missing out 

on a potentiaiiy profitable natural resource, it became obvious that something positive had to be 

done. Clearly, the province's hydroelectric development was slow and unprogressive when 

compareci to that of the rest of the country, and an investigative body would at least provide the 

govemmmt with a better idea of existing reso~rces.'~ 

In recognition of the validity and logic of some of the Tory claims, or perhaps because 

Tanner had struck just the nght note by referring to Ontario, Murray tabled ''An Act Respecthg 

the Development of Water Powers in the Province" on May 13, 19 14. To deflect some of the 

credit for the bill his way, Murray clairned that his government had actually been preparing the 

bill long before the recent uproar in the House. But the political posturing is less important than 

68 Denis and White, Water-Powers of canada, preface. 
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the resulf for out of that bill came the Water Power Commission, whicb, up util its dissolution 

in 19 19, managed to gather a substantiai amount of idormation on the waterpowers of the 

province. More irnportantly7 it wnfirrned suspicions that the province had much more 

hydroelectric potential than was e s t  thought and laid the groundwork for public intervention into 

hydro development through the Nova Scotia Power Commission in 191 9. 

The Water Power Commission Act was consistent with the govenunent's stated policy of 

leaving hydro development to private capital, but it at least represented the begianings of a 

coherent public policy on the issue. Agood deal d î h e  credit for this accomplishment must go to 

Tanner. Although J.M. Beck criticized him in 1957 for "seldom offer[ing] constructive 

proposais" and contenting himseifwith "ccriticism purely for the sake of criti~ism",7~ in this case it 

is clear that Tanner had tapped a responsive chord This is not to say that Tanner was a 

particuiarly brilliant or prescient leader, but in 1914 it was he who took up the cause and cast it in 

progressive t e m .  When hydro-related news occupied the fkont pages in the spring of 19 14, 

Tanner and his caucus seized the oppominity to point out that the report released by the 

Commission of Conservation in 19 1 i was far fkom thorough and that no province could 

formulate a hydro policy without fxst knowing how much of the resource it possessed. Although 

Tanner's recomrnendation for an investigaîive commission was certainly not anoriginal one, it 

was a common sense suggestion that tapped into an emerging consensus on the govenunent's 

role in the province's social and economic me. 

'' Be&, The Governrnent ofNova Scotia, p. 162. 



Nova Scotia 's HydZo Apode: Engineer Kenneth H. ("KiIawatf'~ Srniih 

The new Water Power Commission set to work in the summer of 1914. Under the 

Minister of Public Works and Mines, Ernest H. Armstrong, the k s t  officials of the Commission 

included Nova Scotia Technicd College principal Frederick K Sextoq provincial Road 

Comrnissioner Himm Donkin, and engin= W.G. Yorston. Secretary of Industries and 

Immigration (later Provincial Secretary ) Arthur Barnst ead cauied out the Commission7 s 

administrative functions. AU the Commission's key s t a  with the exceptions of Armstrong and 

Banistead, were highly q&ed engineers. Buf however accomplished the Commissioners might 

have ken, they did not know exactly how to proceed, and, bogged d o m  with many other duties, 

they did not have suflicXent time for the Commission's work Fominately, that SuIIlIIler they met a 

young e n a e e r  named Kemeth H. Smith (b. 1887), a native of Kent County, Ontario, and a 

191 1 graduate of Victoria University's engineering program? Smith was then employed by the 

Dominion Water Power Branch of the federal Department of the Interior, a body dedicated to the 

investigation and administration of waterpowers on Crown lands across the country, and had 

corne to Nova Scotia in search of data onMaritirne rivers for use in the Canadian display at the 

upcoming 1915 Panama Pacific Exhibition in San Francisco. As Smith tells it, he 

came into contact with local authorities who were at that time giving active 
consideration to the best possible means of obtaining dependable data as to their water 
resources. On leamhg of the extent and nature of the facilities of the Dominion Water 
Power Branch, for work of this kind, a formal communication was forwarded to the 
Department requesting assistance ... Following several subsequentconferences between the 
officials of the Dominion Water Power Branch and the provincial authorities, a formal 
agreement was executed ... covering assistance to the provincial authorities on a co- 
operative basis. n 

" Victoria University is a federated mUege in the University of Toronto. Apart fiom the K.H. Smith Papers in the 
PANS, more material on Smith's life and work can be found in the K.H. Smith Collection, F298 / MU2835-2836, 
Public Archives of Ontario. 
" K X  Smiîh, "Dominion Water Power and Reclamation SeMce in the Maritime Provinces", report dated Dec. 
3 1, 1925. K.H. Smith Papers, PANS. 



This agreement gave the provincial Water Power Commission the services of a Dominion Water 

Power Branch engineer for a period of one year, withthe possibility of the contract being 

renewed for an extended period. Naturaily that engineer was Smith himself, who amiveci in 

Halifax to take up bis new tasks in Apd  19 15- The Commissioners had found the perfect 

solution for their dilemma, and their duties, according to Smith, became 'caimost wholly 

abrogated to the representative of the Dominion Water Power  ranch."'^ Aithough redy only on 

loan fiom the federd department at fir* Smith seemed to revel in the challenges presented by his 

adopted province and was to spend the next ten years there, the last six as Chief Engineer of the 

Power Commission. Smith resigned fiom that post in the fall of 1925, and fkom his Dominion 

govemment job in the spring of 1926, to seek oppomuiities in the private sector. 

Smith was the chief popularizer of the hydro rnyth in the province for years foilowing his 

anivai. The acquisition of his services was a turniog point in the electrification of Nova Scotia, 

for Smith proved to be a tireless promoter of hydroelectricity and of electncal system-building on 

the Ontario example. Nova Scotians were obviously aware of hydro's possibilities before 19 15, 

but it is Smith more than anyone else who should be credited with generatiag enthusiasm and 

with adapting the myh to the Nova Scotian situation as he saw it. He constantly referred to the 

experience of his home province, which at that time was leading the nation in electricd matters 

by the example of its progressive water power strategy and its foray into public ownership. 

D u ~ g  his tirne in Nova Scotia, Smith actively spread the idea of a publicly-owned, M y -  

integrated electrical syaem that would include both hydro and stem plants: in his own words, he 

was the r d  drivhg force behind the "'conception, organization., and initial construction of an 



electrical generation and transmission sy stem covering the whole Smith's vision of 

an integrated electncal network would take decades to become reality, but it does not appear that 

he was being boastfui; the avaiiable evidence suggests that he was the first public figure to think 

in t e m  of a province-wide system in the opening quarter of this c e n t ~ r y ~ ~  In the short nin, his 

efforts played a huge role in creating widespread support, not only for the work of the Water 

Power Commission, but also for the more direct govenunent intervention that was to corne later 

in the decade. 

Smith's philosophy of hydroelectricity and elecîric power in g e n d  can be found in the 

many articles and speeches he wrote during his t h e  in Nova Scotia, and taken together the 

outhes of a Maritime version of the Central Canadian hydro myth can be seen Upon his arriva1 

in the region, Smith immediately noticed the electncal problems in the region, especially with 

regard to industrial power, and sensed aneed to educate Maritimers in the bene£its of hydro. To 

Smith, who was familiar with the respective States of Central Canadian and Maritime industrial 

development, the problem was urgent In 19 1 4  when researching the region's hydro resources 

for the Panama Pacific Exhibition, Smith was shocked to discover that Halifx and Saint John 

were the only two major cities in the nation without hydroelectric power. Years later he recalled 

that "AU the larger industrial centres of the Dominion of Canada .... already had ample supplies of 

~ydroelectric] energy," and the fact that the two largest cities in the Maritimes were going 

begging for adequate power supplies was an orninous sign for the region's aspiration to be the 

' Smith to H. W. Tate, Dec. 27, 1962. KK Smith Papen, PANS. 
'' ApiiTt fkom his own writbgs, Smith feceives credit for the îdea of an intef~~~ected,.province-wide srjtem 
based on publicly-generated hydropower in an April20, 1920 speech by the HonoUrable E r n e  H. Armstrong, 
Minister of Pubiic Works and Mines and Chairman of the Nova Scotia Power Commission, pribiished-in pamphlet 
form and now in the possession of the kgislative Lïbrary of the House of Assembly, Halifax. 



workshop of the ~ominion? Recogninng the importance of a reliable central station supply for 

industrial growth, he stressed that 'We cannot hope to attract industries to this wmRlunity if 

each industry rnust bring its own power plant with it," and the best way to easure continued 

growth was by making the construction of a hydro network a first-class priority.78 

Although he recognized that certain areas of the province, such as coal-rich Cape Breton, 

would probably be beîter served by steam plants, Smith believed that hydroelectnc power heid 

many important advantages over the t h e d  varie@- Not only did he beiieve that it was an 

i nhe rdy  cheaper form of power (once initial development costs were absorbed), but also that 

the supply was more reliable. And, it symbolized a progressive hture based on high technology 

in a way that coal could not. In fact, the industries that Smith had in rnind for Nova Scotia were 

science-based, "second Industrial Revolutionyy types, including "electro-chemicai processes based 

on the mineral resources of the provincey7 and a nitrogen plant.79 These hdamentals of the hydro 

myth, acquired during his youth and training, led Smith to spend the next few years artempting to 

convince Maritirners that hydro could indeed be used as a force for a more advanced type of 

industrial progress in the region. For Smith, this line of development was the way of the fuhire, 

and by the late 19 10s he believed that the hydroelectnc development necessary to support it had 

to proceed immediately. Any further delays would mean that the region's industries would soon 

fd into irrelevance alongside theû Central Canadian counterparts. 

Smith's efforts to spread the hydro gospel went beyond the economic. In fàct, he believed 

that hydroeledc development was as much a moral duty as it was an economic imperative. In 

the first place, the use of waterpower wodd help the conservation movement by saving scarce 

-. 

" Speech to the Commercial Club of Halifax. Feb. 17, 19210, KH. Smith Papers, PANS. 
Ibid. 
KH. Smith, " Water Power Possiaililies of Nova Scotian, The Conadim Engineer (Apr. 19 16), p. 153. 



coal and oil reserves, lowering their prices, and presemhg them for fùture generations. "The use 

of c o a  naturd gas, or petroleum products for power purpose[s] is analogous to ushg capital", 

, Y 8 0  said Smith, 'khereas the use of water-power is like using interest on ly... In the second place, 

hydro wodd also go a long way towards improving social conditions in the region. The fact that 

hydro was inexpensive made extensions into rural areas a real possibility. Frorn an econornic 

standpoint, f m  electritication was necessary because ccsatisfa~tory industrial conditions depend 

upon prosperous agricultural communities"; nom a moral perspective, it was reqiired because a 

healthy democratic society owed an equal standard of living to aU its citizen~.~' Practicaliy 

speaking, agriculture had to be made more attractive to prevent the drudgery and isolation of 

farrn Life nom eroding the rural base of society. The belief that a robust rural sector was the 

foundation of modem civifization was widespread arnong educated North Americans in the early 

part of the twentieth centuy, but it had a special resonance in a region which had experienced 

unintemipted rural decline since the late nineteenth cenhiry. " As a symbol of the progress of 

civilization, few technologies could approach the status of hydroelectncity in the k s t  third of the 

century, and Smith made sure that Marithers became familiar with its modemking power. 

In generai, Nova Scotians found Smith's ideas highly attractive, and the results of the 

Commission's investigations soon banished any residual skepticism about their applicability to 

local conditions. In the summer of 19 15, Smith and his statf had begun taking hydrometric 

measurements of the province's watercourses as well as more precise estimates of local rainfd 

amounts. At selected points around the province, stations had been set up to collect data on 

water flow and storage facilities, two pieces of infoxmation wbich together make up the 

80 KH, Smith, "Water Power Developrnent in Nova Scotia", The Busy East of Canada (Dec. 19 13, pp. 17-1 9. 
'' Ibid 
82 This topic is dealt with in detail in Chapter Five of this dissertation. 



foundations of waterpower calculations, and staff had been appoïnted to rnake regular rounds of 

the sites. Smith CO-orduiated the Commission's work with that of the Meteorological SeMce of 

Canada and the Dominion Water Power Branch and soon the various organizations had a 

comprehensive database of information for the use of prospective waterpower developers. Based 

on the evidence coilected over the next few years, Smith becarne convinceci that Nova Scotia had 

'ccomparatively large hydro-electric resources particuiarly suited to her needs," perhaps as rnuch 

as 223,000 kilowatts of commercial capacitytyp3 Aithough there were no great falls in the 

province, the Commission's work showed that there were large watersheds wntiiinuig many 

lakes and rivers that codd be CO-ordinated with extensive stream diversions to yield a substantial 

quantity of power. In other words, few single rivers could produce an appreciable amount of 

power on their own, but whole watersheds, considered holistically, could make an investment 

worthwhile. Nova Scotian waterpower resources may not have been as obvious as Ontario's or 

Quebec's, but the results of the Commission's work, and the publicity efforts of Smith, began to 

generate considerable optimism in the province as weil as favourabie comment in the engineering 

~ o r l d . ~ ~  

That Murray did not abandon his hope for more pnvate investment is revealed in the 

Commission's mandate and in its e s t  report, which stated that investigative work was to be 

undertaken with respect to "considerations of immediate commercial importance [and] 

'785 opportunities for CO-operation with existing interests ... But the Water Power Commission had 

very little actual success in promoting private hydroelectric development. In 1919, Nova Scotia 

" Speech to the Union of NOM Scotia M ~ n i c i ~ t i e s ,  Aug 25,1920. KH. Smith Papers, PANS. 
84 For e-xample, see Lt. T.W.J. Lynch's comments in The Canadian Engineer's Aug 23, 1917 issue, p. 16 1. ''In 
general", said Lynch, "Nova Scutia bas many sites wbich h m  their location, distriition, and size are weiï suited 
to meet the immediate and prospective industrial needs of the country." 
85 Nova Scotia Water Power Commission, Annual Report, 19 15, p. 18. 



had only thirty-eight kilowatts of developed capacity for every one thousand people in the 

province, ranking seventh of nine provinces and below aü others except New Brunswick and 

Prince Edward ~ s l a n d . ~ ~  In fact, not a single major central-station project was brought to 

completion before the founding of the new Power Commission in 1919. Besides the nagging 

structurai disincentives to waterpower development in Nova Scotia, entrepreneurs also had to 

contend with further difEculties caused by the conflict in Europe, namely the increased scarcity of 

capital, labour, and materiais. These circumstances certaùily had a detrimental impact on what 

was perhaps the biggest hydro disappointment of the war years (aside from the Nova Scotia 

Tramways and Power Company's refusal to develop the Gaspereau site as prornised): the ]Halifax 

Power Company. Detennined to be the first to a c W y  bring hydropower into the city of Halifax, 

this concem had actuaIly begun dam consmiction and Stream diversion at the St. Margaret's Bay 

watershed, but was unable to finish the job due to a scarcity of capital. Despite the fact that 

contracts with the City of Halifax had been signed, and the fact that the City had advanced 

$400,000 of emergency fùnding to the company. Halifax Power was in serious trouble by the 

spring of 19 18 and hally bankrupt by the fdl of 19 19. Soon aftenvard, its unfinished works 

were taken over by the Nova Scotia Power Commission and expanded to become the 

Commission's fist development.*' But in the meantirne, the province continued to fd behind the 

others in hydropower production, and Nova Scotia's installecl hydroelectric turbine capacity 

registered a very minor increase of ody 1 19 1 kilowatts between 191 5 and 19 1 9.88 

'' Compare this with Manitoba's 99.2 KW per thousand, or Ontario's 267.8 KW. See Chaiiies, "Water Powers of 
Canadan, Canada Peur Book, 1919, p. 287. 
" More on this story appearr in Chapter Four of this dissertation. 
" Canada Year Book, 1939, p. 361. Again, for comparative purposes, consider the 8071.7 KW capaciîy of îhe 
hwer Commission's St. Margareî's Bay project 



Smith's appraisal of the situation, as weli as his personai point of view, led him to believe 

that public power development would be the best possible course of action for the province to 

take. This opinion was based on his favourable assessrnent of the Ontario experiment with public 

o ~ n e r s h i ~ ~ ~ ,  but also on the province's particular geographical, economic, political, and 

regdatory circ~lll~fances. Smith summed up his views in a 1920 speech to the Union of Nova 

Scotia Municipalities: 

In the first place, f?om an engineering and economic standpoint, it is highly desirable that 
the various waterpowers of the Province should be linked together in a network of 
transmission h e s  which would supply the more important sections of the Province with 
an adequate amount of electrical energy. Obviously, the inter-connecfion of a number of 
plants could more advantageously be carrïed out by a public body than by any private 
body or by a number of private corporations.. . .In the second place, the necessity of 
extensive diversions of water.. .cm be more satis£àctorily arranged by a public 
organization than by a private orgarhtion.. .In the third place, the operation of the Public 
Utilities Act. ..acts somewhat detrimentdy to the private promotion of new public utility 
enterprises and particularly those involving large hydro-electric developments because of 
the limited return on investment aliowed by the ~ c t ] . ~  

Smith's address to the representatives of the province's municipalities was certainly calculated to 

inspire an Ontario-style movement for public power distribution. Insofar as public development 

of waterpower was concemed, he was successful; the strength of his argument, and the previous 

experience of the province, had convinceci many that one agency would have to take control if 

the province was ever to reap the benefits of hydroelectncity. But, as Smith came to understand 

only too well in the next few years, few municipalities were interested in getting into the power 

business themselves. Nevertheless, fiom the late ' teens onward Smith became a leading advocate 

of Ontario-style system-building: if Nova Scotians were to obtain any ben& fkom the resources 

89 Speech to Union of Nova Scotia Municipalities, Aug. 25, 1920. K.R Smith Papers, PANS. 
lbid The Public Utilities Act limited utiiity profits to what the Board considemi "just and reasonable" until 

1921, when a very generous 8% return on invesîment was ailowed by Chapter Three (section 14-1-a) of the Acts 
of that year, "An Act to Amend and Consolidate the Acts to Suppiement the Revenue o f  the Crown and the 
Taxation of Certain Companies in the Province of Nova Scotia." 



of their proMnce, he argued, then ccdevelopments must be camed on largely by public enterprise" 

and the power generated in those developments rnust be sold to municipal utilities at c o ~ t . ~ '  Nat 

only would such a policy provide cheap and abundant power to attract industry, but it would also 

begin the process of systernic integration on the Ontario model. 

7he Bn?h of the Nova Scotia Power Commission 

In 1918, the provincial govenunent passed the Nova Swtia Water Act, a meanire which 

signaled Murray's willingness to reconsider his laissez-faire position on waterpower 

development. Yet Murray and his government had not given up on the private sector, and the 

real purpose of the Water Act was to remove the byzantine legal obstacles that discouraged 

private developers. Essentially, it ceded control of all provincial watercourses to the Crown, a 

measure which was necessary because the successfiïl exploitation of most Nova Scotian 

watersheds required extensive strearn diversions. Since landowners had riparian rights to the 

rivers that passed through their property, prospective developers were faced with the task of 

dealing with a large number of owners with possibly competing interests, any one of whom 

"might tie up completely or needlessly delay a project."* Removhg such roadblocks would 

"insure [sic] that water systems are developed dong comprehensive lines wherein each unit is a 

component Link in a system.'" By "'system", the drafters of the legislation meant that each stream 

in a watershed could be made to work in concert with the others, ultimately augmenthg the total 

amount ofpower that any particular drainage basin could yield. The wording shows the influence 

'' KH. Smith, "Water Powers and Hydro Eleciric Developments in the Maritime Provincesn, Indusmial C d a  
(May 1922), p. 53. 

Smith, "Dominion Water Power and Reclamation Services in the Maritime Provinces", p. 8. 
* Nova Scotia Luws, 19 18. 



of Smith's work with the Water Power Commission; his systemic thinking discouraged small- 

scale or indMdualistic hydro developments To moU@ the province's many smaU millowners the 

Act included provisions which explicitly protected riparian rights for existing installations and put 

decisions relating to watercourses in the hands of a board of commissioners. Finally, the Act 

sought to eluninate the type of speculation perpetrated on the Gaspereau River by Sir Frederick 

Borden and E-A. ~ o b e r t ?  

The Water Act had Little opportunity to demonstrate its effectiveness. Over the next year, 

support continued to build for a more direct public role in the exploitation of provincial 

waterpower resources. As had happened in Ontario, much of the pressure came kom the business 

community, which perceived hydroelectncity's importance in a strategy of indushial 

development. The idea that a supply of cheap hydro would attract hdustry was not new, but it 

took on greater signincance in the postwar adjustrnent period, when numerous cornpetitive 

disadvantages became more evident to Maritime manufachirers. With fieight rates having 

increased between 140 and 2 16% in the Maritimes between 19 16 and 1920 and with the growing 

trend toward the metropditan consolidation and outright closing of Maritime branch piants, 

manufacturers had ample reason to worry." As a result, the Maritime Conference of the 

Canadian Manufacturers' Associatioq held in Amherst in 1918, passed a resolution ta the effect 

that 'ihe Middle and Western Provinces of the Dominion ... obtain power for manufacturirg 

heating, and lighting purposes ... at much less cost, which operates against the Maritime 

Manufacturers.. ." Although not quite able to b ~ g  themselves to explicitly recommend 

governent intervention, the manufacturers supported "any move in the direction of developing 

P4 Ibid. 
95 Emest R Forbes, The Origins of the Maritime Rights Movement", Acadienris, V, 1 ( A m  1975), pp. 57- 
58. 



Maritime Water ~ o w e r s . ' ~  Cheaper power was becoming an economic necessity, not just to 

attract new industries, but to simply maintain the existing ones. It is likely that these fears for the 

future of local industry p!ayed a large role in convincing the tight-fisted Murray government to 

commit public funds to hydro schemes. Support for a Nova Scotian version of Ontario Hydro 

continueci to spread, thanks in no small part to the growing belief that hydroelectncity meant 

cheap electricity, and in turn that cheap electricity meant modemkation and progress. 

Yet there is Little indication that the government had made the final decision to set up a 

provincial Power Commission before the spruig of 19 19. In fàct, that year's Throne Speech 

mentions neither public power development nor a Power Commission, and the government's 

changing goals for the session suggest that the masure was the product of a long intemal debate. 

A rough draft of the speech included a strongly-worded proposal for the municipalization of 

street railways in response to protests against unsatisfactory service.97 Street railways were 

particularly unloved in this penod because offare increases brought on by a scarcity of labour 

and an increase in coal prices. But by the beglluiing of the sitting, the finished version spoke only 

in a vague way about a bill "to facilitate the public ownership of street railways" which would 

somehow "give the desired irnpehis to the development of the water power resources of the 

province.'"8 No such bill was ever achially tabled. There is strong indication, then, that Murray 

and his cabinet realized that some response to the growing desire for a greater public role in 

hydro development was needed, but were undecided on how to proceed. At the very least, it can 

be said that the creation of a Power Commission was not in the original legislative program for 

% Re~~lution of the Canadian Manufacturers' Association, Dec. 1 1,19 18. KR Smith Papers, PANS. 
97 Draft copy of 19 19 Throne Speech. E.H. Armstrong Papers, MG 2, Vol. 8, PANS. 

R e p ~ t e d  in the Halifax Moming Chronicle, Feb. 28, 19 19. 



1919 and it appears that the bill was fomulated during the session itselfg9 Moreover, it appears 

that cabinet opinion may weli have been split on the issue. 

Whatever the circumstances surroundhg the rneasure, by rnid-session the Murray cabinet 

had made its decision, and the Power Commission bill was presented to the House on April 17. 

In introducing the bill, Attorney-General O.T. Daniels reviewed the success of the 'Wydro- 

Electricyy in Ontario and recommended its passage on those g r o ~ n d s . ' ~ ~  As a cornpanion masure, 

revisions to the Water Act were introduced on the same &y, purportedly to eliminate the 

duplication that would have resulted with the sirnultaneous existence of water commissioners (as 

provided for in the original Act) and hydro commissioners. But the new Water Act signincantly 

weakened the eariier protection &en to existing millowners. From now on, the govemment had 

the power to authorize the use of any provincial Stream, regardless of the disruption to existing 

d s .  Furthemore, 'Yhe payrnent of compensation to any person whose rights may be injuriously 

affecteci" by such actions was no longer automatic but was now at the discretion of the 

~ovemor-in-~ound.  'O1 While the Power Commission bill was acceptai wit h virtuaiiy no debate, 

the changes to the Water Act inspirecl a great deal of rancour, and Opposition Leader Wfiam 

Hail cded the revised measure 'legalized robbery" because it appeared to represent 

expropriation without compensation.102 But Hall's agitation had little effect, and the govemment 

simply denied the charges and refùsed to amend the bill in any way. Ironicdy, Daaiels called 

" The Halifax Herald's Apr. 1 8, 19 19 edition speaks of the Power Commission Act, introduced the day More, as 
%e latest innovation in the program of the NA Scotia govemment." 
'Oo Ibid. 
'O1 Nova Scotia h s ,  1919. This clause prochiced several protracted Iegal cdses over compensation paymens for 
expropriateci lands, some of which took ten years or more to resolve. 
'" Halifax Moming Chronicle, May 8, 19 19. 



these two late additions to the government's program 'the two most important bills of the 

session."103 

The Power Commission Act was closely modeled on its Ontario counterpart, and the idea 

that Nova Scotia was foUowing in Ontario's footsteps was certainly played up by the 

govemment. Stnicturdy it was nearly identical- As in Onîario, the Commission consisted o f  a 

board of three members to be appointed by the government of the day, one of which was to be a 

Minister of the Crown. The Commission was to have close financial ties with the govemment, 

which again mimicked the Ontario situation There was also a philosophical sixdarity: the 

Commission would b d d  hydro works and transmission hies and distribute power "at coçtY7 to 

any municipality tbat wanted it, mirroring Adam Beck's ernphasis on higher consurnption through 

cheaper power.104 There was a good deal of systernic thinking at work in the establishment of the 

Power Commission's mandate, and on the surface there was littie to suggest that the Nova Scotia 

commission would be any less effective than its Ontario f o r e m e r .  

Nonetheless, there were severai highly visible incongruities. Nova Scotia's Power 

Commission committed the buik of its funds toward hydro development, not distribution. Even 

more anomalous was the fact that development decisions were made outside the govemment: the 

Commission was a passive agent ''moving not on its own initiative but at the request of the Public 

as represented by municipalities or individu al^'^ to develop hydro sites. 'O5 In other words, the 

Commission could not develop hydro sites at wilL The Nova Scotia Power Commission's 

essential impotence becomes even more apparent when contrasted with the dynarnism that 

lm Ibid,  Apr. 18, 1919. 
'04 Paui McKay, EIeciric Empire: The Stwy of Ontario Hydro (Toronto, 1983), p. 2 1. 
'O5 KG. Chisholm and KZI. Smith, draft of article for the Halifax Herald, New Year's Edition, 1923. K.H. Smith 
Papers, PANS. 



marked Ontario Hydro under Adam Beck. Beck's chenshed independence h m  political 

interference could not be duplicated in Nova Scotia, where politicai ties with the govemment 

were much closer. Not only were commissioners replaceci with every change in government, but 

veq  often the serving Premier simultaneously acted as ~hairman.'~~ Strong evidence of political 

tamperhg in the Commission's affairs appeared d e r  the change of government in 1925, when its 

moa valuable employee, K.H. Smith, resigned dong with the three commissioners. Smith, a 

public servant, was not required to leave, but a c h e  to his behavior appears in an October 1925 

letter to the new Commission Chairman, J. Fred Fraser. Here Smith protested against political 

interference in the appointment of engineers and asked to be relieved immediately.107 Smith, wom 

down by years of working in a highly politicized environment, was probably ready to try the 

private sector anyway, but his outburst suggests that patronage seriously cornpromised the 

politicai independence of the Power Commission In any case, the Commission hctioned as an 

arm of the government throughout its existence. 'O8 

The most serious problem was contextual. Even though great chunks of the Power 

Commission Act were borrowed directly f?om the Ontario statute book, its authors overlooked 

the econornic and social conditions that had led Ontarians to create a publicly-owned network of 

power. The act that created Ontario Hydro worked because the organizationaï infrastructure - a 

coalition of municipalities, each of which ran its own distribution network and each of which was 

IM Cher a period from 1923 to 1973, the Liberal premiers Emest H. Armstrong, Alexander S. MacMillan, Angus 
L. MacDonald, Henry D. Hicks, and Gerald A R e m  and the Progressive Conservative premiers Robert L. 
Stanfield and George 1. Smith, al held both positions simultaneously for various periods of tirne. The 
Conservative regime of Edgar N. Rhodes and Gordon S. Hamagton (1925-33) saw the appointment of cabinet 
minister J. Fred Fraser to the Power Commission Chair. See Appendices Two and Three. 
'O7 Smith to JEred Fraser, Oct 10, 1925. KK Smith Papen, PANS. 
'" RA Young in "Planning for Power. The New Brunswick Electric Power Commission in the 1950sW, 
Acadiensis, XIl, 1 (Autumn 19821, pp. 73-99, descrii how the New Brunswick hydro commission's e'rpansion 
in the 1950s prochiced a Ioosening of political control (see esp. p. 78). Expansionary forces also affécted the 
NSPC, but political control remained a factor throughout the Naa Scotia Commission's lifiespan. See Chapter 7. 



led by officiais who believed fervently in the hydro myîh - was already in place in 1906. These 

municipal leaders thought in tenns ofnetwork and system; the power was aiready developed, but 

the web of transmission Lines needed to bring them its benefits required a public distributor. The 

Nova Scotia Power Commission, as a reasonable facsimile of its Ontario counterpart, dso left 

retailing arrangements up to individual municipalities, but most were served by private utility 

companies, not municipally-owned agencies. The Commission's first Chaimian, Minister of 

hblic Works and Mines E.H. Armstrong, stated in the House that the Commission was "a 

trustee for the various Municipalities of the Province to supply power in bulk at a d  cost. The 

distribution and sale of power A s  a matter which the municipality will take into its own hands," 

which reveals bis hope that the province's towns would foilow Ontario's lead and band together 

in some sort of organization to facilitate a public distribution n e t ~ o r k . ' ~ ~  But that was unlikely 

when the majority of towns were served by private companies that would have to be forcibly 

removed by any municipality that wished to get into the retailing business. And, unlike the 

Ontario hydro advocates, the Nova Scotia manufàcturers who cded  for public power were not 

the sarne people who controlled the privately-owned local electrical companies. Because Nova 

Scotia lacked the coalition of municipal utilities and local manufachirers that had given birth to 

Ontario Hydro in the first place, there was no guarantee that publicly-owmd agencies would get 

to distribute publicly-generated hydroelectricity. The Power Commission's organizational setup 

and madus operandi paved the way for debilitating struggies between municipal and private 

interests over who would get the right to sek and profit nom, Power Commission-generated 

hydroelectricity. Consequently, the Power Commission could not duplicate the feat of Ontario 

Hydro and becorne an effective agent of systemic integration. 

109 E H  Armstrong speech in the House of Assembïy, Apr. 20, 1920. 



Regardless of the inconsistemies between the Nova Scotia and Ontario Actq the new 

Commission was weU received by the mass of the public. In commenthg on the hydro policy, the 

Mmirme M e r c h  was supportive because of the need to adopt a long-terni perspective: 

"private enterprise always looks for the oppominty where big installations and a large market 

can be joined at once, [whereas in Nova Scotia] it is probably a question of developing the 

market up to the capacity of a &st large scale unit which may mean a long period of small, 

possibly no, profits.. ."'1° Certainly the experïence of the past few years lay behind this 

observation, and few had any doubt that it was more sensible to put development in public hands. 

Furthemore, there was nothing that prevented private companies fiom competing with 

municipalities for Power Commission distribution contracts. Even if some companies stood to 

lose if their particular municipality decided to expriment with public distribution, others stood to 

gain: obtaining Commission-generated hydropower at cost would enable pnvate utilities to eam a 

hefty profit on the distribution while saving themselves the massive expense of additional power 

development in a period of increasing domestic and commercial demand. The former scenario 

occurred in Pictou County in 1924 when the Pictou County Elecmc Company was put out of 

business by the new, municipally-owned Pictou County Power Board, but the latter came to pass 

in Halifax in 1922 when the Nova Scotia Tramways and Power Company was able to make a 

contract with the Power Commission and in the process eliminate the need to construct an 

expensive addition to their Water Street stearn plant.111 Both development decisions and h a l  

retailing arrangements were dependent on the choices made by individual municipalities, not on 

the systern-building philosophies of Power Commission engineers. 

-- 

110 Mdtime Merchant, May 1 ,  19 19. 
11 1 This deal was surrounded by intense controversy, descnbed in Chapter Four on the politics of hydro 
distriition. 



Could the govemment of Nova Swtia have passed a bill that would have ensured a 

duplication of the Ontario-style outcome of Illunicipal distribution? Realistically, the answer is 

probably no, partly because of the comext of systemic bgmentation, and partly because of the 

persod sympathies of Murray himself Because he was a tnie political animal, Murray 

recognized that he could hold the public power advocates at bay no longer. 'Une thing is 

certain," warned K.H. Smith in 1920, "unless Nova Scotia does pursue this Cpublic power 

development] policy with vigor, its whole development industrial and otherwise will fa11 

hopelessly behînd certain intenor sections of the It is likety that sentiments such as 

these proved decisive in winning the battle that must have taken place in the back rooms of the 

legislature in the spring of 19 19. Yet Murray's heart was never really in the Power Commission 

Act just as it was never really in the idea of state-nin social welf'àre prognims.113 Since he 

constantly worried that the province mi& overextend itseK, Miuray probably resented the heavy 

fuiancial cormitment that came with intensive hydroelectric development. More to the point, 

Murray knew that establishg a tnily Ontarian system of public power generation, distribution, 

and retailing would be aimost impossible given the complexity of the Nova Scotian electncal 

business. As a result, he lefi the door open for existing utility companies to contract for the 

Commission's power. In short, Murray was a practical man, and it is all but certain that he never 

bought into the hydro myth that had begun to sink roots in Nova Scotian soil. 

But even though Murray never feli under hydro's speil, countless other Nova Scotians 

did. They believed that hydroelectricity would transform and modemize the province as it had 

already done in Ontario. Evidence for this view comes from the fact that Little or nothing in the 

112 Speech to Union of Nova Scotia Municipalities, Aug. 25, 1920. KR Smith Papen, PANS. 
I l 3  Be& The Governent of Nova Scotia, p. 167. 



surviving record indicates that anyone thought that the Nova Scotia Power CoIIlfniSSion wodd 

be any l e s  effective than the Ontario version. By wntrast, positive pronouncements abound. As 

one AB. Clarke of Bear River wrote to the editor of the Digby Weekly Carrier in December 

1920, Wom the start of the &st power development, industries in [Ontario] increased by laps  

and bounds.. . fiikewise, hydroelectric development in Nova Scotia] would stimulate industry and 

raw factories and enterprises in this vicinity providing steady and profitable employment, and in 

all ways bel  a great benefit to the community as a ~ho le . " "~  That these sentiments were 

prevalent in a coal-rich province spoke volumes about the assumptions with which hydro was 

regarded. The hydro myth was powerfùlly seductive in its promises: the examples of the hydro- 

driven success of Ontario and Quebec gave rise to the beliefthat cheap hydropower wodd enable 

Nova Scotia to keep up with the progress of Centrai Canada. Its essentials had been disseminated 

by people such as Smith; its possibilities were adopted by Nova Scotians and envisioned as a 

solution for the problem of high rates and poor service, an insurance policy against industrial 

stagnation, and a sure route to modernity and progress. In short, hydro fever gripped the 

province by 1920, and provincial municipalities flooded the Power Commission's Halifax office 

with requests and inquines regarding hydroelectric projects for their particular towns. '15 Along 

with its promise of industriai expansion, hydro had been elevated to a symbol of modernity, and it 

was this as much as its economic potential that made it so popular. 

Digby Weekly Courier, Jan. 7,  1921. 
Ofncials in Yarmouth, Digby, Halifax, Pictou County, and Chape1 Island, Cape Breton, to name but a few 

towns, a i l  sought hydro supplies for their areas in the early 1920s. See, for example, a listing of rnunicipalities 
desiring hydro as descrx'bed in an article on Yarmouth's attempt to secure a new development in the Halifax 
Herald on Dec. 7, 1923. But this did not mean that the municipafities themsehres were interested in d i s t n i g  
the power as in Ontario; the power of the hydro myth was such tbat they believed the provision of a supply would 
be enough to secure the tecimology's benefits. The i M i h  and Pictou County situations are amered in detail in 
Chapter 4. 



The sublime feelings engendered by the hydro myth had made such an impression on 

Nova Scotians that many excluded thermal power nom their vision of the electrical fùture, 

despite the fact that the vast majority of the province's electncity still came f?om coal-fired plants 

in 1919.'16 Thermal power was looked down upon as an outmodeci technology that would soon 

pnce itself out of the market, and the Mantirne Merchant even went so far as to say that '?n a 

very few years fiom now, the cost of coal will be so great that power generated with steam in the 

old way will...be numbered among the lost arts7"" Then there were the transportation and labour 

problems. Unlike coal, waterpower did not depend on rail lines, and as Commission Chair E.H. 

Amstrong pointed out in 1920, with a hydro-based system 'leu cannot be held up by.. .strikes 

which often occur in supplying fuel for s t e m  plants."118 Moreover, hydroelectricity represented 

efficiency and modemity to a province becoming ever more concerned about maintaining its 

place in a modemking Canada. Although Smith had more realistically envisioned a network of 

intercomected hydro rmd s t e m  stations, mch of the rhetoric of the day forecast a rosy 

industrial fuhire for the province based entirely on the former. 

Contemporary assumptions about electricity' s power to transfomi, and about the 

relationship between technological improvement and general progress, lay beneath the public 

policy decisions undertaken by the Nova Scotia govenunent in the late 1910s. The chief 

manifestation of those assumptions, the Nova Scotia Power Commission, would develop 

waterpower sites on the request of municipalities and seU the power either to the municipal or 

private retailer. The Commission preferred the former, but the immediate hperative was to 

' l6 N m  Smtia's developed thermal power capacity equaled 15,576.5 KW in 19 19, compareci with a developed 
hydropower capacity of 2650 KW. See Figure 1, p. 182. 

Maritime Merchant, Dec. 1 1, 19 19. 
118 E.H. Armstrong, speech to the House of Assembly, Apr. 20, 1920- 



provide cheap hydropower to a province suffering fkom high rates and poor senrice. In so doin& 

hydro boosters believed that the province wodd becorne 'ththe nucleus of a manufacturing area 

that wiU make Nova Scotia second to no Province of ~ a ~ d a " ~ ' ~  Such predictions proved to be 

oversanguine. Nova Scotian policy makers had aîtempted to duplicate the Ontano experience 

without reference to the overali poïltcd and economic structure. As it tumed out, political 

battles over distribution created dificulties for the Power Commission throughout the 1920s, and 

the deeply-rooted problem of systemic fragmentation delayed the full realizaton of Smith's vision 

of a province-wide network of intercomected power stations. In the atmosphere of 

deindustriaiization, depopulation, and despair that overtook much of the region in the next two 

decades, it became clear that the promises of the hydro myth could only be firifilled under a 

specific set of politicai, economic, and geographical circumstances, only a few of which existed in 

Nova Scotia after 1919. 



Chapter Four 

Hydroelecîricity and the "Hydm Myth" in Nova Scotia, Part II: The Distribution Battles 

of the 1920s 

IR March 19 19, K.H. Smith addressed a large meeting of the Commercial Club of Pictou 

County. His speech focused on the need for a province-wide network of electnc power, and at 

one point in the evening he clearly articulated his plans for Nova Scotia's e l d c a l  fùture: 

1 want to very strongly irnpress upon you that the only way we can secure 
cheaper power ... is by CO-operating and, so to spealc., pool our demands so 
thaî we may generate power in large units. What I have in mind is a 
network or system of transmission lines comecting all the communities and 
fed by one or more generating stations either by waterpower, coal, or 
whatever source of energy. ' 

Smith's vision was inspired the example of Ontario, a province in which municipal CO-operation 

had resulted in a public power movement, systemic integration, and cheaper power. Network- 

building on such a grand scale had not yet been seen in Nova Scotia, yet the idealistic young 

engineer was sure that once the benefits of CO-operation were understood, municipal officials 

wodd waste no tirne in fonning rnunicipdy-owned utilities that would agree to distribute Power 

Commission-generated hydroelectricity throughout their respective toms. In those early days, 

Smith was naïve enough to hope that "if a spint of fianlcness and hearty CO-operation.. .is manifest 

in all undertakings initiateci under [the Power Commission Act], it wili indeed go a long ways 

towards improving social and industrial conditions in this province.."2 But municipal CO- 

1 Picîou Advocate, Mar. 7, 19 19. 
Speech to Union of Nova Scotia Municipaiities, h g .  25, 1920. KH Smith Papen, PANS. 



operation was crucial; without it, interwmection, integration, and the ultimate goal of cheaper 

power would be much more difficult to achieve. 

Although Smith had finished his engineering courses years before, bis political education 

had just begun, and the actual experience of the Nova Scotia Power Commission in the 1920s 

was quite different from that which he had envisioned in 1919. According to the Power 

Commission Act, public hydro developments could not proceed without formal requests from 

local municipalities. But if a town submitted such a request, it was not legally required to oust the 

existing private utility, form a new municipal utility, and retail the resulting hydropower itself. 

And even ifa town wanted to form a municipally-owned retailing agency to distribute Power 

Commission hydro, it had to deal with the existing private utility, which was usuaiiy un&g to 

give up its corporate pnvileges without a fight. In reality, most towns were unsure that they 

wanted the responsibility for local distribution, and the arriva1 of a hydro supply in any municipal 

district produced political stritie as municipal officials tried to reconcile confhcting interests and 

competing proposals. In short, the comuig of publicly-generated hydroelectricity destabilized the 

already established (although non-uniform) terms under which the system had developed and 

reopened uiforrnal "negotiations" between the various social groups in the comrnunity over the 

course and direction of electrical system-building.3 Smith and the Power Commission had 

overlooked the poiitics of hgmentation, believing that public hydro development naturally led to 

municipal distriiution, but in actuality Commission officials were forced to rely on persuasion in 

order to convince municipalities that publicly-retailed hydro would produce an Ontario-style 

network of power and deliver aii the benefits of cheaper electricity. They were not always 

On the role of negotiations between social groups in the construction of technological artifacts, see Pinch and 
Bijker, The Social Construction of Facts and Artifacts", pp. 17-50. 



successful. As a resdt, the evoiution of the systern proceeded in unexpected and unpredictable 

ways. 

This chapter will examine the three most important hydro distribution battles of the 

1920s, in W a x ,  Pictou County, and Sydney. Each city was given the opportunity to benefit 

nom a Commission-generated hydro supply in that decade, and each produced a Mereut result 

in terms of rates, service, and systemic organization. In H a W i  lingering concems about the 

long-range costs of municipal controi, and the credibility of the Power Commission itseE were 

manipulateci by advocates of the Nova Scotia Tramways and Power Company to kîll a 

prospective deal between the City of Hallfax and the Commission Aithough the City had 

formally requested that the Commission develop the St. Margaret's Bay watershed late in 19 t 9, a 

long political stniggle over distribution nghts eventually resulted in a Whcal deadlock on City 

Council. In January, 1922, Council removed itselffkom the hydroelectric business after almost 

two years of negotiations by hinung down the Power Commission's final contract offer by a vote 

of 9 to 8 dwing a meeting held on January 1 O.' This outcome occurred in spite of the fact that 

the Power Commission had favored municipal control and had attempted to give the City every 

advantage in contract negotiations. The result ofthat decisive Council vote forced the 

Commission, now without a distributor, to turn the power over to the Tramways Company. As if 

to prove Smith's point that only public ownership could b ~ g  prices down, rates in Halifax did 

not fall at a i l  until 1924, and then only because of a Public Utilities Board inquiry into the issue. 

The controversy seriously mut& the impact of the Commission's firsî hydro project, and what 

--  

Halifax Morning Chronicle, Jan. 1 1. 1922. 



should have been a triumphant moment for the government and the Commission degenerated into 

an embarrassing fiasco. 

In Sydney, burdened with some of the most outrageous rates in the province, an 

imrnediate source of cheap power was absolutely urgent. After a few years of study, the Power 

Commission proposed a major hydro development at Lake Ainslie in 1927, about 11 5 kilometres 

fiom the city. Although initially embraced with enthusiasm by local politicians, a near- 

simultaneous proposal for the construction of a large coal-fired faciiity at Glace Bay by the 

British Empire Steel Corporation (BESCO) complicated the power question; not ody would the 

aidermen have to consider the merits of pnvate versus public distribution, but also those of hydro 

versus thermal generation. Less directly influenced by vested interests than was the case in 

W a x ,  the Sydney district's very low power consumption levels lay behind the city's refbsal to 

formdy request that the Commission develop the Lake Ainslie site, as required by the statute 

before any work could commence. Until consumption in Sydney could be drarnaticaiIy increased, 

it was cheaper for the city to obtain its power fiom the Glace Bay thermal plant. In no case was 

the Commission's weakness more clearly revealed: in the late 1920s, it wuid not even develop a 

hydro site at will, let alone begin intercomecting scattered stations into a coherent network. 

Only in Pictou County, where a broad-based consensus had emerged in the local 

cornmunity by late 1923, did the Commission's ideal situation of municipal control of publicly- 

produced hydroelectricity corne about. Here was a microcosm of the situation in southern 

Ontario, where a group of municipalities had banded together to agitate for cheaper power 

through public distribution. Much of the credit for Pictou's success was due (ironically) to 

W a x ,  which had so recently provided Pictonians with an example of what could happen if 



pnvate companies were allowed to hijack local distribution rights. Worried that the benefits of 

hydro might be lost to the people, as  was so obviously the case in W a x ,  the Pictou County 

municipalities formed the Pictou County Power Board, a public body created specincaliy to 

distribute Commission hydroelectncity. Despite the fact that they were bogged down by political 

struggie and corporate resistance and were forced to build a much smaller plant than had 

origuially been plamed due to low consumption levels, the Commission and its allies were able to 

produce an outcorne that was similar to Ontario's in principle. Thankç to the fact that the 

municipal offices of Pictou County industrial towns such as New Glasgow, Trenton, and 

S tellarton were stacked wit h well-placed hydro advocates who bought into the Power 

Commission's vision of municipal CO-operation for cheaper power, Pictonians enjoyed the lowest 

power rates in Nova Scotia within five years. 

The 1920s7 by alI accounts, were disastrous years in the Maritime 

Deindustrialkation, depopulation, and demoraiization sapped the Weblood of many commUNties 

and the budgets of their municipal govemments. In the tumultuous climate of the day, askùig 

local officiais to make decisions based upon an appeal to the fuhire good of the province ignored 

the more concrete everyday realities that such men had to face. Under such conditions, the 

Commission found that municipdities were often reluctant to get into the power business, 

preferring to lave the distribution of Commission-generated hydroelectricity in the hands of the 

very same private utility companies that had delivered such poor service in eariier years. Instead 

of integrating the province's power network, then, the Power Commission merely added several 

5 A syathesis of scholarship on the Maritime region in the 1920s appears in David Frank, T h e  1920s: Class and 
Region, Resistance and Accommodation" in Forties and Muise, eds., The Atlantic Provinces in Confederation, pp. 
233-271. 



new generation and distribution scenarios to the multitude that already existed, putting an end to 

Smith's hopes for a uniform public system of Commission-generated and municipaily-distibuted 

hydroelectncity. By the end of the decade, the availability of publicly-generated hydro coupled 

with increasing electncai consumption did begin to drive down rates, but the same process was at 

work elsewhere in the c o u n t ~ ~  and Nova Scotian rates contuiued to float high above the national 

average, while average consumption lagged behindm6 

Even with the apparent failure of the province's policy of industrial development through 

hydroelectic power and the continuation of poor economic and social conditions throughout the 

1920s and into the 1 9 3 0 ~ ~  the hydro myth refused to die out completely. While many Marithers 

had resisted decline through political activities such as the Maritime Rights movement, the hydro 

myth had formed the basis of a technological response to regional marguiaiization. In Pictou, for 

example, it is clear that people clung to the belief that hydro would revive the county's collapsing 

industrial infkastructure and restore prosperity to the area. More evidence for its longevity cm be 

drawn fiom the loud popular clamour for hydro in the Sydney area in the late 1920s. Such hopes 

were not surrendered easily. But although the myth had indeed lost a great deal of its power by 

the end of the decade, and although people had a h o a  given up on the old drearn of becorning 

the workshop of the Dominion, they had not yet lost their fath in electricity 's power to 

muisform. It was not hydro per se that had failed them, but rather unsatisfactory arrangements 

between the federal and provincial governments and the disabilities built into the Codederation 

scheme, both of which had poisoned the clhate for local industry, that had done so. Moreover, 

they held the impersonal "big interests", whose machinations put the region's industries in an 

6 See consumption and rate tables on p. 269 and p. 276, respectively. 



unstable financial condition, responsible for Iocal economic difliculties.' In short, it was st. an 

article of faith that, under nomial conditions, cheap power would attract industry . Unfortunately, 

conditions were no longer "nomal", and the structural problems of the region's economy were 

far deeper than anyone had yet realized. 

The "Halifàx Situation": me Politics of Pmer  Distrihtim 

Halifax was the fkst city in Nova Scotia to use Power Commission-generated 

hydroelectricity, and the inauguration of the St. Margaret's Bay plant, located about 25 

kilometres southwest of the city, was cause for great excitement. The festive spirit was captured 

by the Halifax Herald, which featured an article in its New Year's Eve edition for 1 92 1 that 

forecast a bright hydro-dnven future for the province. The paper trumpeted a 'Wew Era of 

Progress Opening for Nova Scotia" and illustrated it with an degorical drawuig of a sun-like 

d i c  labeled Wydro-Electric" rising over a forest of building tops and power poles.8 The 

mythological status of hydroelectricity in the cartoon indicates something of the power that 

people attnbuted to the new technology and its ability to guarantee a prosperous provincial 

fbture. That the Conservative HeralGs fiont pages exalted the efforts of the Liberal 

government's Power Commission demonstrates the pride with which Nova Scotians viewed it 

and its activities, now that they had h d i y  succeeded in developing part of the province's long- 

dormant waterpower potential. 

7 See Frank, The Cape Breton C d  hdustry and the Rise and Fall of the British Empire Steel Corporationn for 
information on the unstable corporate stnrcaire of one of the region's most important industrial concems in the 
1920s. 
* ~a l i fax~erak i ,  Dec. 31, 1921. 



In retrospect, the Heralcf s celebratory mood was premature. It was tme that construction 

work at St. Margaret's Bay had been completed late in 1921, but the headhes masked the 

continuhg uncertainty over local distribution rîghrs. For the past year and a ha& the city's 

residents had looked with increasing dismay upon their feuding City Councillors, roughly half of 

which were for municipal control of the hydro, and half of which were against. The city's 

elecmcai utility, the Nova Swtia Tramways and Power Company, had made no secret of the fact 

that they desperately wanted the nght to retail the power within the city's borders, and their 

efforts behind the scenes wodd pay off during that decisive Council vote of January 1922. 

Unfortunately for power consumers, their electric bills would not register any substantial 

decrease for the next few years and the entire province Learned an expensive lesson about the real 

effectiveness of their Power Commission. 

The history of St. Margaret's Bay power stretched back several years. The first serious 

attempt to develop the watershed came f?om the W a x  Power Company, with Maritime 

Telegraph and Telephone president Samuel L. Brookfield at its head. M e r  entering into a 

wntract with the City of Halifax in March of 1 9 1 6, the company had run into senous financial 

difliculties and had begun to seek a municipal bailout. The City responded by asking the 

Iegislature to pass a bill during the 1917 session that would allow it to own shares in the 

company. These shares wodd be held as coiiateral for a loan of $400,000 of city taxpayers' 

money to the company towards the cornpletion of the project. The bill passed, and Haligonians 

authorized the loan, as weil as the transfer of 5 1% of the company's shares to the City, in an 

April 19 18 plebiscite.g Unfortunately, the development proved to be far more costly than anyone 

9 Halifax City Coutlcii minutes, Marck 7, 1918- The results of the vote, held on April24, were 2 116 in favour, 
484 against. 



had anticipated and the !§400,000 loan failed to ensure that the work would be completed. Unable 

to obtain M e r  financing in the straitened economic climate of the immediate postwar perïod, 

Brooffield wrote W a x  Mayor John S. Parker on October 2 1, 19 19 and fonnally asked that the 

Company be released fiom its contractual cornmitment to supply the city with hydroelectricîty.10 

In light of the company's hopeless financial situation, City CounciI had little choice but to 

acquiesce. 

The outlook for the project had bnghtened considerably with the proclamation of the 

Power Commission Act in June of that year. Aware that W a x  Power was in serious trouble, in 

mid- 1 9 1 9 the newly-formed Commission had enlisted the consulting services of C .H and P.H. 

Mitchell of Toronto, who were weil known for their long experience in the hydro engineering 

field, to advise on the project's overd feasibility as well as the value of the company's partly- 

completed works and property.ll In September the Mitchell &m sent its confidentid report on 

the site to Commission Ch- E.H. Armstrong's office. The Mitchells' su- of the 

situation assured the Commission that the site was well worth developing.12 Thus, when Mayor 

Parker contacted Armstrong regarding iùture plans for the site on October 24, l3 Chief Engineer 

K.H. Smith was able to reply that the Commission had "already secured a most encouraging 

prelimirmy report" and sketched out the correct procedure by which the City Council could 

petition the Power Commission to begin development . l4 Anned with this very positive response, 

- - -  - 

'O Samuel M. Brwkfïeld to Mayor John S. Parker, read in W a x  City Councii Minutes, Nov. 6, 19 19. 
11 Memo, "Re Nova Scotia Power Commission", ad, EH. Armstrong Papers, PANS. 
'' The contents of the Mitcheu firm's confidentid September 1919 report were released to the pubiic in lanuary 
1922, in order to help Mend the Commission h m  accusations of ftnancid and contract irreguiarities. The 
Halifax Herald reprinted the report in its Jan. 28, 1922 edition. 
13 Mayor John S. Parker to Power Commission Chair EH. Armstrong, Oct- 24, 19 19, read in HalXax City Council 
Minutes, Nov. 6, 19 19. 
l4 KH- Smith to Mayor Iohn S. Parker, Nov. 6, 19 19, read in Hal&x City Council Minutes, Nw. 6, 19 19. 



City Council passed a remlution f o d y  requesting the Commission to develop the site on 

November 27." In early December the Governor-in-Council authorized the Commission to 

expropriate the Hatifax Power Company's property and to go ahead with ~onstruction.'~ Over 

the course of the winter the original Mitchell plans for the development were upgraded and 

expanded, calling for a capital expenditure somewhat higher than had originally been forecast. 

Questions about cost estimates and contract detds  would corne back to haunt the Commission in 

the following months, as anti-municipal ownership advocates sought ways of discrediting the 

Commission and securing control of the power for the Tramways Company. But, for the time 

being, no one anticipated any problems, and actuai construction began in the spring of 1920. 

W~th  construction underway, it remained for the City and the Commission to settle the 

distribution arrangements, and their respective officiais sat down to hammer out a contract. 

Although the Commission had originally wanted to deliver a minimum of almost 21 million 

kilowatt hours per year,17 many of the aldermen were very uncornfortable with this figure, which 

exceeded the city ' s current annual consumption Ievels. Consequently the Commission agreed to 

deliver only 18 million kilowatt hours per year for an annual payment of $200,000, which 

represented the cost pnce of about 1.1 cents per kilowatt hour. l8 The standard Power 

Commission contract ran for thirty years, in order to stabilize the power situation in the city and 

ensure that the Commission could carry out its responsibility to develop the province's 

" Halifax City Councii Minutes, Nov. 27, 19 19. 
l6 Bmoffield fought mtii his death in 1924 to get what he considerd to be a fairer compensation payment than 
the one he was offered Such problems of expropriation and compensation plagued the Commission through the 
k t  decade of its existence. 
" Draft letter, Smith (?) to Parker, n.d E.H. Armstrong Papers, PANS. 
18 Memo, Nova Scotia bwer  Commission to Halifax City Corncil, Sept, 16, 192 1, read in MaLifax City Council 
Minutes, Nav. 16,1921. 



waterpower sites to their maximum capacities with a minimum of legal complications. Thirty 

years would also enable the Commission to completely retire the govemment's capital 

investment . 

Smith and the Commission foresaw no real diffculties with the contract proposal. 

Although he had reminded the Mayor and Council that the Commission's policy lefi 'the 

distribution of power.. . entirely in the hands of [the] municipality' ', l9 he beliwed that "the ultimate 

end of aiI public utilities is.. .govenunent ownership and operation" and was sure that an equitable 

arrangement could be made to allow the City to set up some type of public body to distniute the 

power. He also believed that the Tramways Company would realize that public ownership was 

the wave of the h r e  and would act accordingly. For Smith, it was "inconceivable ... that any 

vested interzsts would not be disposed to  meet municipal authorities on an equal footing'', 

especially with the firme industrial prosperity of the province so clearly at ~take.~' Surely, he 

thought, private operators would know that it was time to step aside, and he was positive that 

municipal ownership of electrical utilities was al1 but inevitable given the common antipathy 

toward the ''big interests" and in light of the progress of public ownership elsewhere on the 

continent. Besides, a fùll municipal takeover of the private utility would allow it to connect the 

company's steam plant with the new hydro system and begin the process of network 

constructi~n.~' With regard to the Halifm situation, Smith took it for granteci that the City would 

agree to distribute the power on principle alone, especially since it appeared to buy into the 

Commission's vision when it requested public development of the St. Margaret's Bay site. In his 

l9 K H  Smith to Mayor john S. Parker, Nov. 6, 1919, read in City Councii Minutes, Nov. 6, 1919. 
20 KK Smith, speech to Commercial Club of HaEm, Feb. 17, 192 1 (?). K.H. Smith papers, PANS. 
2L Draft of letter, Smith to Parker, n.d E.H. Armstrong Papers, PANS. 



minci, then, the City's development request implied agreement that the municipaiity should 

distribute the power, although such agreement was not binding. 

Neverîheless, problerns soon appeared. In the £hst place, the dekition of "power at cost" 

was far fiom straightforward. In Nova Scotia, the coa price per kilowatt hour included both 

sinking fund and depreciation charges to enable the Commission to retire its debt as well as to 

take care of the progressive devaluation of the plant as it aged. These comervative financial 

practices reflected the fiagile state of provincial revenues in the late 1910s and early 1920s. As 

more units were brought on line in succeeding years, up to the project's total capacity of 30 

million kilowatt hours per year, the extra power would be delivered to the city accordingly and 

the cost pnce per unit of power would fd. But the complicated financial accuunting that 

ultimately determineci the wst price could not be understood by the average ratepayer. This fact 

became a problem for municipal distribution boosters as the negotiations wore on because 

Tramway Company operatives and private power advocates found it easy to manipulate the 

figures and lay charges of corruption. 

In the second place, Smith's brand of idealism was a rare comrnodity within the gritîy 

atmosphere of Halifax city politics in the early 1920s, and the aldermen spent much of 1920 and 

192 1 grapphg with the practical elements of their knplicit commitment to municipal control. 

Firstly, the legal position of the City with regard ro its possible new role as a retailer of power 

had to be established. Accordhg to City Electrician (and Public Utilities Board Commissioner) 

Parker Colpitt, the &amers of the Power Commission Act had probably copied the section 

relating to municipal distribution verbatim fiom the Ontario statute, overlooking the fact that the 

laws of Nova Scotia did not allow a city to engage in the sale of elecaicity without special 



Iegklative dispensationn Before any positive steps codd be taken, another Act wodd be 

necessary to allow the City to get into the distribution business. Secondly, there were the 

problerns related to the possible takeover of the Tramway Company's poles7 lines, and load 

distribution centres7 as weU as the issue of adequate compensation Building a paralle1 system was 

out of the question due to the expense and obvious inefficiency. In keeping with Smith's political 

creduliîy, he believed that the company wodd not resist, but resist they did; when it became 

obvious that the company would fight to stay in business and retain its corporate privileges, some 

of the aldermen backed off f?om thei. cornmitment. Far from acquiescing to the 'Fnevitable" tide 

of public ownership, Nova Scotia Tramways and Power bewne very interested in acquiring 

control of St. Margaret's Bay hydro because it could barely supply the city's growing load with 

its outdated steam plant and was in such poor financial shape that it codd not af5ord to upgrade 

it? Finally, there was no strict legal requirement that the City agree to any type of contract, 

regardless of the fact that City Council had f o d y  requested public development. 

As the complexities of municipal distribution made themselves known, the city fathers 

began looking at other options. Colpitt Listed five different distribution scenarios for St. 

Margaret ' s Bay power, including two extreme positions - outright municipal or pnvate 

distribution of the entire output - and three hybrid proposais involving various mixtures of 

municipal and private CO-operation." Unavoidably, such investigations consumed valuable tirne. 

" City Electrician P.R Colpin to Miiyor John S. Parker, July 2, 1920, rad in Halifax City Council Minutes, Jan. 
6, 1921. 
23 Nova Scotia Tramways and Power Company, Annuai Report, 1920. The cornpany also ran a public propaganda 
campaign. See, for example, the speech given by Tramways Company General Manager WL. Weston to the 
Halifax Commr&I Club, as reported in the Moming Chronicle on April 1, 192 1, in which Weston did his best to 
denigrate municipal distn'bution while defendllig his own company's pst  record 
24 Colpitî to Parker, July 2, 1920, read in Halifax City Councii Minutes Jan. 6, 192 1. 



As the completion date for the St. Margaret's Bay development approached, Power Commission 

officiais realized that the City's implicit cornmitment to make a contract for the hydro was 

weakening, and that it was entirely possible that Council would pass the responsibility for 

distribution on to the Tramways Company. As early as November 1920, Commission assistant 

AT. Croft had warned Council that, should the City continue to delay its decision, the 

Commission "may be compelled to depart nom the original policy in comection with the disposal 

of energy fiom th is  particular deve~o~rnent.' '~ ln eE', the Commission was threatening to 

abandon its municipal distribution philosophy and begin negotiations with the Nova Scotia 

Tramways and Power Company. But it was a rather empty threat, designed chiefly to get 

contract negotiations between the City and the Commission moWig at an increased pace. 

Meanwhile, because none of the councillors were electrical experts, they spent the next few 

months writing endless requests for technical and financial information to both the Power 

Commission and the Tramways Company. 

Having learned a great ded about the implications of municipal distribution, many of the 

councillors were getting cofd feet. Debate on the pros and cons of the issue continued through 

the winter and spring until Council passed a resolution on May 20, 1921, stating that it was 'hot 

advisable for the City of Halifax to enter into any contract with the Power Commission.. .the 

Power Commission should make arrangements with any concem willhg to distribute the current 

to the users of electricity." During that meeting, the Mayor had reported on the feasibility of 

municipal distnbutioq noting that if the City took over the Tramways Company's system, they 

would no doubt be forced to pay for "the heavy consequentiai damage due to the practical 

25 AT. Croft to W a x  City Corncil, Nov. 30, 1920, E.H. Armstrong Papen, PANS. 



closing down of the Tram Company's plant." The plan for outright municipalkation of the 

system was, in his opinion, "whoily ~ntenable".~~ 11 therefore looked as if the City's nirtation with 

municipal control of St. Margaret's Bay hydro was over, even though provincial legklation 

ailowing the City to sell power within its own borders was passed on May 28. 

Suddenly, with the plant nearing completion, the Commission had no distributor for its 

hydro. With the City of Halifax out of the ninning, Commission officials were forced to begin a 

series of meetings with Tramways Company executives in an effort to ensure that a distributor 

would be waiting to take the power when it came on h e  later that year. But, unwilling to let 

control of a potentidy valuable resource slip through its fhgers just yet, Council reversed its 

position on June 16. On the motion of Alderman John W. Regan, it passed another resolution 

asking the Power Commission '90 not conclude any contract with any pnvate Company with 

respect to Hydro Electric distribution in W a x "  (italics added) pendmg an investigation to be 

camied out by a comrnittee of four aldermen." The wntradictory resolutions wnfused and 

hstrated Power Commission officials, and once again they wamed the Mayor that the 

Commission would not 'tefiain fiom takkg such action of an alternative nature as may.. .be 

3328 necessary.. Again, such threats contained more show than substance, and the Commission 

quickly agreed to give the City another chance. On August 6 Commission Secretary RG. 

MacKay prornised Council that they would break off negotiations with the Tramways Company 

and go back to the table with the City if the CounciI would rescind the resolution of May 2 0 . ~  

26 Halifax City Council Minutes, May 20, 1 92 1. 
*' ibid, June 16, 192 1. 
" Commission Sec rew  RG. MacKay to Mayor John S. Parker, Jdy 1 1, 192 1, read in Ha1ifa.x City C o d  
Miautes, Aug. 19, 1921. 
29 Commission Secretary RG. MacKay to Mayor John S. Parker, Aug. 6, 192 1, read in Hdifax City Council 
Minutes, Aug. 19,1921. 



By this the ,  City Council had resolved itselfinto two antagonistic camps. The anti-public 

power faction was led by Aidennan John Regan, the same man who proposed the fact-fmdhg 

cornmittee in June. Along with the Mayor and two other councilmen, Regan chaired this 

cornmittee and spent the summer of 192 1 inteniewing officials and gathering information. By 

mid-hgust it had corne up with its report, which was stridently opposed to municipal 

distribution, partly because of the expense involved in constructing or taking over the Tram 

Company's system, and partly because that company had promised to sell the power "'at cost7' to 

the residents of the city30 In this case, it appeared to make no Merence who actually did the 

distribuîing since no municipaüy-owned utility codd a o r d  to seIi electricity below cost. But 

very few citizens understood that the company's definition of "'at cost7' dEered fiom that of the 

Power Commission; as company manager W.L. Weston explauied when asked in a letter fiom 

Chairman Armstrong, it meant "the cost which will include interest on the value of the light and 

power portion of the Company's undertaking, plus operating expenses and a fair ailowance for 

depre~iation.'~' Even though Regan's wmrnittee certainty knew this, since the letîer was read 

into the City Council Minutes on the same day the cornmittee's report was made, they 

nonetheless recommended that the City stay out of the hydro business, and subsequently 

requested the Power Commission to conclude a contract with the Tramways Company 

immediately. As the report stated, "the only pnident course for the City is to maintah an 

independent position as a consumer and not to becorne entangled financially with either the 

'32 producer or distributor ... Since the meanùig of "at cost" could be manipulated in any number 

30 Report of the Hydro Committee, Aug. 18, 192 1, read in Halifk City Council Minutes Aug. 19, 192 1. 
" Weston 10 Armstrong, Juiy 23,1921, read in Halifax City Cound Minutes, Aug 19, 192 1. 
" Report of the Hydm Cornmittee, Aug 18, 192 1. 



of ways, Regan's committee took advantage of the public's ignorance of rate-making with this 

supernciaily reasonable but effectively meaningless catchphrase. 

Regan became the Council's biggest detractor of municipal distribution as a p ~ c i p l e  and 

of the Power Commission as an institution Although he was responsible for the June 16 

resolution, and although he may have become honestly convinceci of the Tram Company's 

sincerity over the course of his cornmittee's investigation, it is more iikely that he was persuadeci 

in less savory ways. here is no evidence that Regan took bribes, but as the debate wore on., so 

did the height of his anti-public ownership rhetoric. To those who suggested that control of the 

hydro would pass out of the public's hands, he replied that the Public Utilities Board would give 

the City all the wntrol it needed, as if the Board had proved an effective tool el~ewhere.'~ When, 

Iate in 192 1, he saw that Council might actually agree to take the power after all, he began to 

question the veracity of the Power Commission's wst estirnates, charging that the hydro price 

tag of $200,000 a year would increase to $300,000 as a result of inefnciency and cost ~ v e r m n s . ~ ~  

Even more senously, an ~ 1 ~ 1 i ~ ~ e d  member of his party alleged that the people would M e r  

because there was outright graft in Commission operations, an accusation made just days before 

the crucial January 1922 Cound vote." For Regan, casting doubt on the Commission's htegrity 

was good politics; the citizens of HaWax could be convinced to hand control of the hydro over to 

the Tram Company ifthey beiieved thaî the Power Commission was a hotbed of comiption. Over 

the course of the affair, he brought up every conceivable objection to the Power Commission's 

33 fiid. Regan repeated tbis claim in the Halifax Herald's Jan  1 1 ,  1922 edition One is reminded of the Board's 
powerlessness in the Truro power fight, or its spineless sanctioning of E-A Robert's questionable finaacial 
practices in 1916. 
" HalXax Herald, Jan  4, 1922. 
35 In the Jan. 4, 1922 edition o f  the Neraid? Regan stated that the Commission's $200,000 figure was "an absolute 
fake to fml the council". On the graft charges, see the Herald for Jan. 12, 1 922. 



terms and during the late stages of the debate even claimed that Council had never passed the 

November 19 19 resolution requesting the Commismon to develop the Regan's behaviour 

casts doubt on his credibiiity; his obfiscatory techniques in Council, his obvious prejudice against 

the Power Commission, and the unsubstantiated charge of graft on the eve of the decisive 

January 1922 vote al l  point to the tikelihood that he was the Tram Company's chief 

propagandist . 

The City Counci17s municipal distribution party was led by a fbture mayor, Alderman John 

Murphy. During the investigation of Regan's Hydro Committee, Murphy and his group had 

commissioned their own report on the power question. Anxious to discredit Regan, Mwphy had 

asked the Hydro-Electric Power Commission of Ontario to send down an independent 

investigator to examine the St. Margaret's Bay developrnent. On the recommendation of Sir 

Adam Beck himse~" wwhich gave the exercise a high degree of credibility (if not complete 

objectivity), Hydro sent down engineer J.J. Jeffery to examine the project. Jeffery reported in 

August, 192 1, and found that on all wunts including design, workmanship, and finances, the 

objections of Regan's group were ~ n s u ~ ~ o r t a b l e . ~ ~  There were no cost or construction 

irreplarities in the St. Margaret's Bay project, nor was the price which the Commission had been 

asking at aU out of line with the 'power at cost" poiicy. Most importantly, and perhaps not 

surprisingly, Jeffery recommended municipal distribution of St. Margaret's Bay power, stating 

that rates would be cut "approximately 3 5% immediately and up to a total of about 50% within 

36 HaMu Herald, Dec. 15, 192 1. 
37 Murphy to M e r ,  Aug. 18, 192 1, read in HaMax City CounciI Minutes, Aug. 19, 192 1. 
38 JefEery's report was &ted Aug. 8, 192 1 and was originally published in the Evening Mail, the Herald's sister 
publication- 



the next two or three years as [consumption] increa~es . '~~  By contrast, the Tramways Company 

had steadfastly refused to speculate on rates, saying only that they would distribute the power at 

cost, while neglecting to go into any detail on what effect the company's current financial state 

might have. In submitting the report to Councif, Murphy wamed the others about the Company's 

unsavory track record, pointing out that "past experïence with this Company does not encourage 

the hope of very generous treatment at th& h a n d ~ . " ~  

For the moment, JeEery's report made Murphy's position the strongest, and it swayed 

those aldermen who remained neutral in the direction of public ownership. A resolution calhg 

for the City to contract with the Power Commission passed on August 19, but by a rather 

indecisive vote of ody 9 to 8. The vote revealed the depth of the split on Council, and the 

proponents of hydro did not consider this mandate to be strong enough. Council passed yet 

another resolution, this one designed to placate the uncommitted skeptics, on September 2. The 

resolution ailowed the City to negotiate a contract with the Commission, but dso gave them the 

right to "ascertain the ternis upon which the Nova Scotia Tramways and Power Company will 

sell and distribute the said electrical current ...'*l In othher words, the City would reserve the right 

to regulate the conditions under which the power could be sold while allowing the Tram 

Company to a c d y  distribute it. Passing by a much wider margin of 13 to 4, the resolution 

represented a compromise which dowed the City to retain at least some control of the hydro. In 

voting against the masure, Regan and three other hard-core Tram Company advocates 

39 W a x  Heraid, Jan. 10, 1922. 
Ibid 

" Halifa.~ City Cound Minutes, Sept 2,192 1. 



demonstrated their steadfast belief that the Company shouid be given outright control of the 

hydro and that the City should even stay out of the regdatory business, let alone the retaii trade. 

Meanwhile, wnstruction work at the St. Margaret's Bay hydro plant was nearly finished, 

and the Commission still had no distributor. The negotiations between the City and Commission 

thus took on an urgent tone as they proceeded through the autumn of 1921. By this tirne, the 

bargaining had produced two separate proposals: either the City would take the entire output of 

the hydro plant, including power developed f?om hture plant expansions, at the cost price, or the 

Commission would supply the minimum amount of 18 million kilowatt hours per year to the City 

and sell the rest to anyone who wanted it, induding the City, given one month's notice." In both 

types of contract, the Commission insisted that it be given the right to bring the entire 30 million 

kilowatt hour per year capacity of the project on line according to its own schedule. The first 

proposal's main stickhg point appeared to be the requirement that the City take the total amount 

ofpower the site could produce when developed to capacity in years to corne; that is, they would 

be forced to contract in advance for power that had not yet been developed, estimated at 30 

million kilowatt hours per year, regardless of future consumption levels. That was unacceptable 

to almost everyone on Council. As for the second proposal, the City wanted a first option on that 

power, and three months' notice from the Commission before it was allowed to seek out another 

buyer. In effect, it meant tying up fiiture power production at St. Margaret's Bay until civic 

politicians could figure out their own best interests. Given the delays of the past year, that 

demand was unacceptable to Power Commission officiais." In faa, Chaimian Armstrong flatly 

" Memo, Nova Scotia Power Commission to HaliEvr City Counciï, Sept. 16, 192 1, read in Halifax City Corncil 
Minutes, Nov. 16, 1921. 
43 &und H y b  Cornmittee to Nova Scotia Power Commission, Oct 13,1921, read in Halifax City Council 
Minirtes, Nov. 16,1921. 



refùsed to wnsider any type of option, explaining that "the energy in the meanhme would rernain 

dormant. Not cdy would this be objectionable, but it would be contrary to public policy. Ifthe 

Commission consenteci, it would violate a public It was now two years after they had 

first asked the Power Commission to develop the site, and the City had thrown yet another 

roadblock in the way of the Commission's plans. 

In an effort to break the impasse, in earlly December Council set up another special hydro 

cormittee of four, including both Murphy and Regan, to dr& a third version of the contract. 

This one incorporatecl a wmpromise version of the option penod. During the proceedings, 

Alderman Regan did his best to antagonize the Power Commission as well as the other 

cornmittee members. Among his suggestions was a motion calling for the Commission to sel1 all 

power ftom the St. Margaret's Bay developrnent at no more than 1 cent per kilowatt hour, 

knowing all the while that such a price, being below cost, was out of the question He ais0 called 

for a complete valuation of the entire project, ostensibly to ensure the Power Commission's 

probity, but really to raise suspicion about the Commission's practices. Regan did this in spite of 

the Jeffery report and men though Armstrong had already indicated that the Commission would 

never agree4' Despite his best efforts tu derail the contract, the other three cornmittee members 

were able to agree on the new proposal. EssentiaUy, the Commission would guarantee a supply 

of 18 million kilowatt hours per year for thirty years, and the City would have a one-month 

option on power f b m  any fûrther expansion of the development's capacity. If, afler a month, the 

City refùsed to take the excess power, the Commission would be free to seil it elsewhere without 

further delays. This was contrary to the intent of Power Commission poiicy, but Armstrong, 

44 E H  Armstrong to -Mayor John S. Parker, Dec. 23, 192 1, read in EWfàx City Couricil Minutes, Jan. 10, 1922. 
" 5 Heratd, Dec. 15, 1921. 



convinceci that municipal control of hydro could not become a reality without it, backed d o m  

His reversal is further evidence ofjust how badly the Commission wanted to contract with 

municipaïties as O pposed to private utility companies. 

On November 16, as the contract between the City and the Power Commission neared 

cornpletion, Council authorized negotiations between itseif and the Tramways Company to 

determine the finai distribution arrangements.46 In accordance with the September 2 resolution, 

almost everyone had agreed that the costs of setting up a municipal distribution agency and 

removing Nova Scotia Tramways and Power from the city's electncal picture were too hi& The 

best that Council could do was to firy to retain a certain amount of control by contracthg with 

the Commission, then tuming the power over to the Company for distribution. This compromise 

arrangement had delayed the conclusion of the City-Power Commission contract. Sirice it was 

obviously necessary to know just what the exact cost to the City would be over the thirty year 

life of the wntract with the Power Commission before entering into negotiations with the 

Tramways Company, the City codd not agree to take all fuhre power from the St. Margaret's 

Bay plant without some kind of option.47 Now that this particular stumbiing block had been 

cleared, negotiations between the City and the Tram Company could proceed. 

Talks got under way in early December. Shortly d e r  Christmas, Council decided that the 

company's promise of lower rates and a street paving program was justification enough to 

conciude a contract." But just when it seemed that aN was settled, Murphy's party on the hydro 

56 Resolution authorking the Hydro Cornmittee to confer with the Tramways Company, HaWh City Coucil 
Minutes, Nov. 16, 1921. 
47 Hydra Cornmittee to Nova Scotia Power Commission, Oct. 13, 1921, read in Halifax City Council Minutes, 
Nov. 16, 1921. 

Halifax HeraId, Dec. 30, 192 1. 



cornmittee refùçed to negotiate further unless the Tram Company made its new rate schedule 

public. It so happeneci that the company's property was at that time being evaluated by the Public 

Utilities Board, and until that valuation was complete, the company refuseci to comply with 

Murphy's request. According to company manager W.L. Weston, there would be no way that 

rates rdecting the aiiowable 8% return on the value of the company's property could be 

determinecl without a completed va l~a t ion .~~  By contrast, Regan spent much of the meeting 

defending Weston and lobbying for the Tram ~ o r n ~ a n ~ . ~ ~  In any case, the company refised to 

distriiute the hydro on a temporary basis untii the Public Utilities Board completed the valuation- 

It aiso denied the City's request that the taxpayers have some input when the company was ready 

to formulate a rate schedule. W1th this latest twist, it looked as though delivery of the hydro to 

city consumers would be delayed yet again. 

Moreover, Council had yet to sanction the tentative contract between the City and the 

Power Commission. Although the Hydro Cornmittee had recornmended acceptance, the outcome 

of the final vote on the issue, set for January 10, 1922, was far f?om certain. It was cornmon 

knowledge that tbis third contract was the Power Commission's nnal offer, and that a negative 

vote meant that negotiations between the City and the Commission were probably finished for 

good. Both sides carried out an intense lobbying campaign in the days leading up to decisive 

vote. Even K.H. Smith weighed in, saying that "the Commission.. should not be hampered by 

seemingly seifïsh sectional demands ... Rather the vision of the greater and more prosperous Nova 

- 

49 ~bid., Jan- 4, 1922. 
lbid, J a a  10, 1922. Given the sad state of the company's books, their refusal to aüow public input was 

understandable. AAer the company began distrïïting hydro in hue 1922, it became clear that the expected rate 
decreases were not going to materialize, and îhat the hydro merely prevented rates h m  going even higher. See 
Nova Scotia Tramways and Power, Annual Report, 1922. 



Scotia of the firme shodd be made a reaiity by concerted &ort and those entnisted with this 
0 

great work should receive CO-operation and support.'"' But these lofty sentiments carried fittle 

weight in Council chambers. When the result came in, 9 to 8 against the Commission wntract, 

few doubted that Regan's group had b e n  behind the verdict. Such impressions were confùmed 

when, in the &ennath of the vote, the Reganites moved to block Murphy's request that a public 

plebiscite be held in view of the fact that the tally had been so close. Now the Tramways 

Company would have direct control of the hydro without the mediating innuence of the City to 

hs t ra te  its plans. To show that they were not unreasonable feUows, Regan and his allies put and 

passed a resolution offering to purchase 18 million kilowatt hours per year nom the Commission 

at the £ixed price of one cent per kilowatt hour. The Morning Chronicle called the resolution the 

"death blow" to the contract, for its editors and everyone else knew that the Commission's poficy 

was to sell the power "at cost", whatever that might be in a particular year, and that the motion 

was put merely to deflect accusations of rigidity?* 

The defeated public power advocates, led by the Herald, wasted Little t h e  in calling for 

the Power Commission to step in and distribute the power itselfs3 But that would have gone 

directly against the Commission's legislateci mandate which, as in Ontario, had put the onus for 

local distribution on municipalities. Lie Ontario's HEPC, the Power Commission could develop 

power sites and build transmission lines to those municipalities that requested s e ~ c e ;  the crucial 

ciifference was that the HEPC delivered power to willing municipal distributors, whereas the 

situation in Nova Scotia was far less certain. To quash any further discussion, in early February 

HaLifax Herald, Dec. 31, 1921. 
Halifax Momzïzg C h i c l e ,  Jan. 1 1, 1922. 

53 Halifax WeraId, Feb. 7, 1922. 



Premier Murray utterly rejected any suggestion that the Commission's mandate be e ~ p a n d e d . ~ ~  

By Febniary 1922 the St. Margaret's Bay development had been ready to deliver power for 

about three months, and the pressure on the Commission to unload the power on soineone had 

grown unbearable. Consequently, the Commission signed a contract with the Tramways 

Company on February 7, 1922, and its electncity hally entered Halifax in  une.^' 

The sniping of the Herdd and its aldermanie allies continued over the next few years, 

mostly directed towards the perceived betrayals ofRegan and the Tramways Company, but also 

aimed at Power Commission Chair Armstrong and even Premier Murray h h e K  The papa went 

so far as to dege  that Murray had intervened behind the scenes to ensure that the Tram 

Company's efforts were successful by using his influence with certain key alde~men.'~ W g s  got 

worse when it became apparent that power rates were not going to fall, and statements made by 

Chairman Armstrong in the heat of the power fight were coming back to haunt him. Armstrong's 

most unfortunate utterance dated f h m  Ianuary 5, 1922, when, in an effort to sway alderrnanic 

votes in favour of municipal control he predicted that "electncal energy cm be delivered in bulk 

at Halifâx.. .for at least one-half the cost of providing the same fkom steam.. .'"' Naturally 

everyone took this to mean that rates would fd by half, but Armstrong was comparing 

generation and transmission costs without uicluding distribution cost S. But explainhg that to a 

hostile press and a fkustrated citizenry was an upidl battle. Armstrong's public floggkg 

Ibid, Feb. 8, 1922. 
55 The delay was necessary for techical reasons. Once the contract was made, the Commission estunateci it would 
take a b ~ ~ t  three months to nui transmission lines to the successful bidder's stations. Nova k t i a  Power 
Commission, Annual Report, 192 1, p. 13. 
56 ZIaliGUL Heruld, Aug 25, 1923. 
57 The Herald activeiy encuuxaged the g r o d  of the cuntroversy with editorials such as "Waiting, Mi. 
Armstrong!", (Feb. 6, 1923) whicb calleci on the Chairman (now also Premier) to make good on his "promise". 



continuecl &er he becarne Premier in 1923 and carried on into 1924, even though it had been the 

Tramways Company that had specifically promised "power at cost" and "'much lower power 

rates".58 Indeed, prominent Lihrals such as federd M.P. Robert E. Fim privately advised 

Armstrong to exercise political damage control or nsk defeat in the next provincial e l e~ t ion .~~  

The public may not have h o w n  why rates stayed up, but they did believe that the Power 

Commission had let thern down. Only a Public Utilities Board inquiry into Halifax light rates in 

1924 removed suspicion that the Power Commission had given St. Margaret's Bay hydro away in 

1922, hding that the failme of the cornpany to reduce rates was mostly the product of the 

company's tenuous financial position and questionable accounting practices.60 

A Public Power C o m e ~ s :  me Care of Pictm Cmnty 

Having leamed a great deal nom the vexatious Halifax situation, the Power Commission 

no longer took anything for granted. Although the St. Margaret's Bay development was a great 

technicd success (its turbines still generate electricity, over 75 years later), the outcome of the 

distribution battle was not what the Commission had wanted. The idealism that had characterized 

the writings and sayings of K.H. Smith had been battered in over two years of nasty politicai 

battle, and nom that t h e  on his ietters betray a much more wary approach to public relations and 

a much more sawy attitude to local mwûcipalities. For example, Smith advised Armstrong in 

58 Halifax Herafd, W. 30, 1921. 
59 RE. Finn to EH- Armstrong, Jan. 22, 1924. EN. Armstrong Papers, PANS. 

Report of the Board of Commissioners ofPublic Utilities, 1924, p. 252. Rates did fàil signincantly after the 
in-, chie partly to the Ebard's order that the Tramways Companry could oniy eam an 8% profit on the value of 
its three operations (efectncity, gas, and tram) separately, W d  of on the total value of the cumbined property of 
the company, and to increasing consumption in the Halühx metroplitan area t h u g h  the 1920s - h m  
some 19 miIlion KWK per year in 1923 to over 26 miilion KWH per year in 1928. See Nova Scotia Power 
Commission, Annual Report, 1929, p. 40. 



January 1924, at the height of interest in the Public Utilities Board inquiry into Halifax Light rates, 

that "no statement should be made before the Public Utilities Board in this matter by any person 

associateci with the Commission or the Government, and if a statement is to be made, it may 

more opportunely be made when rates are fïxed.'*' Such was dso the case with other Power 

Commission personnel; once burned, ail were now twice shy. The Commission brought this new 

awareness to its next project, the development of the Sheet Harbour watershed for transmission 

to industrial Pictou County, and was determined to settie the distribution arrangements before 

construction would even begin. 

Serious interest in hydroelectric power as a solution to Pictou County's industrial 

problems dated back to at l e s t  1914, when former Provincial Engineer Rod McColl formed the 

Canadian Provincial Power Company, a concern dedicated to developing a waterpower site on 

the East River, Sheet Harbour and transmimng the electncity to Pictou County. MCCOU, like so 

many other would-be hydro developers in Nova Scotia, could not raise suaicient capital to 

finance the project, and when the govenunent passed the Water Act in 19 18 and expropriated the 

site the next year, he engageci the Commission in a long battle to win adequate compensation for 

his lands.62 Skyrocketing coal pnces during the First World War &ove power rates up ali over 

the province and rekindled interest in East River hydro, and by 19 19 a group c a h g  themselves 

the Progressive Club, made up of leading citizens fiom county towns, began to investigate ways 

of obtaining cheaper power.63 K.H. Smith's caii for municipal CO-operation had obviously smick 

61 Smith to Armstrong, intenial NSPC rnemo, lae 14, 1924. E.K Armstrong Papers, PANS. 
62 McCoil's le@ çtniggle with the Power Commission and the provincial goverment is chronicled in the EN. 
Rhodes Papers, MG 2, VoI. 653, PANS. The matter was s t d  unsettIed as late as the early 1930s. 
63 AT. Logan, "Historical Outlùie of the Pictou County Power Ehrd? (n-ci; early 1%0s?), Pictou County Power 
Board Papers, MG 3, Vol. 6050, PANS. Logan was the Town of Trenton's original representative on the Power 
Board 



a responsive chord, for in 1920 the Club applied to the Legislature for an Act to incorporate the 

Pictou County Power Board, and each of the municipalities in the area (with the exception of the 

municipality of the County of Pictou, which held out until 1926) appointed a representative. 

The Power Board was created to f o d y  request the Power Commission to develop the 

East River site and to distriiute, or to oversee the distribution oc  the hydroelectricity produced 

by the new project. Its existence put the Pictou County Electric Company in a diflicult position. 

The County had been sewed by Pictou Electric since 1909, but wartime dernands had put the 

company's generating capacity under great  train.^^ Its rates, as usual, warranted considerable 

concem. Pictou Electric's 1923 schedules show an average price of 15.3 cents per kilowatt hour 

for consumers using less than 100 kilowatt hours per month. Homes and businesses using over 

200 kilowatt hours per month, which in 1923 were very rare indeed, could expect to pay a 

modestly lower rate of 13 -5 c e d 5  In the eyes of the local citizenry, theq there was good 

reason to form a Power Board to solve the county's energy problem However anmirable that 

goal might have ken, someone manageci to slip a clause into the Board's incorporation bill that 

prevented it nom acting in "any way to affect or interfere with the rights or privileges of the 

Pictou County Electric Company" while the bill was in committee, without the knowledge of the 

Board's founders or the M.L.A who had sponsored it? With the genesis of the Power Board, 

Pictou Electic had a fight on its hands for the local electrical field and it is likely that one of its 

niends in the Iegislature saw to it that the Board's articles of incorporation kept it legally 

" James M. Cameron, Picfou County 's Histoty (Kentville, N.S., 1972), p. 244. 
61 Teport on Rates for the Sale of Electric Light and Power for the Pictou County Power Board?, 1924, Pidou 
County Power Board Papers, PANS. 
" Logaq "Historicai Outline of the Pictou Cuunty Power Board". 



impotent. Until this portion of the Act was repealed in the 1921 session of the House, the Board 

was essentidy powerless.67 

Despite this temporary setback, the Town Councils of the various local municipalities 

formally requested that the Power Commission develop the Sheet Harbour watershed. In turq 

the Commission sent s t a f f  engineer Harold S. Johnston to carry out a detailed investigation of the 

East River site in the spring of 1920.~~ Johnston produced a highly detailed report in which he 

recommended that the site be developed up to its fidl capacity of 40 d o n  kilowatt hours per 

year and that the municipality acquire the steam plant of New Glasgow's Acadia Cod Company 

as a standby in years of low rainfâil. With this output, hydro could be obtained at a cost price of 

1 -25 to 1.12 cents per kilowatt hour. It is interesthg to note that Johnston never once mentioned 

the impact of the development on the Pictou County Electnc Company. Apparently Smith's other 

engineers also shared his political naïveté. 

It soon became apparent that there would be no market for Sheet Harbour's fùli potential. 

In 1920 Johnston had admitted that it was impossible to estimate the development's fùture 

market "because the plans of the British Empire Steel Corporation are not sufficiently advanced 

' 4 9  to allow for any definite staternent.. . But that Company soon made its intentions known, and 

they were not conducive to the efficient exploitation of the site. Although it was possible to 

develop some 40 million kilowatt hours per year fiom the watercourses that drained into Sheet 

Harbour, the BESCO-owned industries that produced their own power, such as the massive 

Nova Scotia Steel and Cod Company, would not agree to take Power Commission hydro. The 

67 Nova Scotia Laws, 192 1. 
68 See Harold S. Johnston, "Power Situation in Pictou County - 1920 and Devdopment of Sheet Harfiour Kydro- 
Eiectric Powers", NSPC report dated Sept. 10, 1920. Dominion Water Power Branch files, NAC. 
" ib id ,  p. 1. 



meagre wnsumption level of the rest of Pictou County for& the Commission to envision a 

much srnalier development of some 8 million kilowatt hours per year fiom Mday Falls on the 

East River rather than risk losing the interest of the Pictou municipalities; the development could 

always be expanded in the fiit~re.'~ The smaller size of the project forced Johnston to produce a 

revised cost pice estimate of 1 -3 8 cents per kilowatt hour, after which transmission and 

distribution wsts would of necessity be added." Yet even this higher figure, presented at two 

meetings held in the Pictou County area in May 1922, represented a 50% saviog over the 

production cost of Pictou Electric's thermal power.R At this time the Commission requested that 

an advance contract be made between itself and the municipalities to avoid a repeat of the delays 

then plaguing the St. Margaret's Bay project. The Commission assurecl the Board that, once the 

contract was signed, the whole installation could be completed in just fourteen months. 

The meetings' participants also discussed wnsurnption, since even a srnall development 

of only 8 mitlion kilowatt hours per year could supply far more power than the 2.6 million 

kilowatt hours then used by the company's domestic and commercial customers. Nonetheless, 

there were reasons for optimism. During the proceedings, Nova Scotia Steel and Coal Company 

engineer John Preston presented the hdings of a survey of possible new power customers. To 

begin with, Preston estimated that consumption in Pictou County would increase to a figure of 

about 4 million kilowatt hours per year, should power actually become available at the pnce 

quoted by the Commission. Furthemiore, Arch McColl, general manager of the Nova Scotia 

70 Harold S. Johnston, "Report on Proposed Temporary Hydro-Electric Power Supply for Pictou County, on East 
River", NSPC report dakd July 13, 192 1, Pictou Counîy Power Board Papen, PANS. 
" Elecm'cal News (Jan 1, 1924), pp. 58-59. 
" CLipping, probably h m  the New Glasgow Eastern Chronicle. The date scrawled on the dipphg's mounting 
paper, May 2 1, 1922, was a Sunday and is likely inaccurate. 



Steel and Cod Company, infonned all present that his operation had decided to make a contract 

for any excess power from the development over and above that used by the County's domestic 

and commercial consumers, up to 3 million kilowatt hours per year. There was dso the 

possibility that the town of Truro could be convinceci to take up to 800,000 kilowatt hours per 

year. But even without Truro, or the expected gains within the County, Preston concluded that 

an Unmediate market for 5.6 million kilowatt hours (present consumption of 2.6 d o n  kilowatt 

hours plus Nova Scotia Steel and Cod's conmitment to take 3 million kilowatt hours) dready 

existed and on that basis residents codd expect an immediate 35% Lighting rate reduction upon 

completion of the hydro project, from the present rough average of fourteen cents down to nine 

cents per kilowatt hou. " After some discussion of the details of the proposal, the New Glasgow 

Town Councii ended the second meeting with a resolution asking the Power Commission to 

submit a contract for its consideration. 

Now, with a proposa1 to work with, and with the offendhg clause rernoved fkom its 

articles of incorporation, the Pictou County Power Board met for the first tirne in June 1922 to 

discuss the cost and consumption estimates made by Preston and the Power Commission 

engineers, and to discuss possible markets for any extra power that the proposed development 

could produce.74 Serious negotiations with the Nova Scotia Steel and Cod Company continued 

through the summer, and when they were completed the Company had agreed to take at least 2.4 

million kilowatt hours, a bit less than Arch McCoil had promised, but enough to convince the 

local politicians that the project was worth pursuing. On the basis of this certain cornmitment the 

'3 Ciipping marked "E.C. [Eiew Glasgow Eastern Chronicle?] May 23/22". Pictou County Power Board Papers, 
PANS. Incidentally, Preston was hired by the Power Board early in 1923 and soon became its general manager. 
74 Clipping marked "E.C. June 20/22". Pictou County Power Board Papen, PANS. 



municipalities gave the Board the authorïty to sign a contract with the Power Commission, which 

they did on September 7, 1922.'' Because the Power Board could not predict exactly when and 

how consumption would increase to 8 million kilowatt hours per year, the Commission decided 

to be flexible and agreed to an initial delivery of a meagre 5.6 million kilowatt hours per year. It 

even gave the Board an option to request expansion ofthe project, up to 8 million kilowatt hours 

per year, which the Board exercised before the power came on h e  in the spring of 1924.'~ 

Now that the Power Board had control of the hydro, it tiad to decide how it would be 

distributeci. The question seemed to be a fairy simple one: wodd the Power Board sirnply tum 

aii the hydro over to the Electric Company for disaibutio~ or would they institute a municipal 

system? By early 1923, stiu bitter about the outcome in Halifax, the He& was already 

speculating that control of Sheet Harbour hydro would f d  into the hands of Pictou Electric, 

citing "niction7' between the Power Board and the Power Commission. Whatever was achially 

going on behind the scenes, the paper accurately stated that "the situation is not unlike that of 

~ a l i f a x " . ~  Although, by v h e  of their contract with the Power Commission, the municipakies 

of Pictou County could no longer foist responsibility for the hydro project onto someone else, the 

basic options were essentially the same as those considered by the City of Halifax a year or two 

before. The Power Board had three possible courses of action: it could ignore Pictou Electric 

cornpletely and b d d  a paralle4 municipally-owned distribution system; it could make a contract 

with Pictou Electric and have them handle distribution mangements; or it could take over Pictou 

Electric's system and distribute the power itseK effectively putting the Company out of business. 

75 The entire contract was reprcduced in the Haiifiw Herafd, Feb. 8, 1923. 
76 Logan, "Historie. Outline of the Pictou County Power Board"; see also the Electncal News (Jan, 1 ,  1924), p 
58. 
" Halifax HeruId, F&. 8, 1923. 



Beginning in Febniary and continuhg through the rest of 1923, officials of the Power Board, the 

Pictou Electric Company, and the Power Commission struggied with "'the big, thorny, Wcult  

question of ~istniutiion."~~ 

Of the three options, almost everyone agreed early on that construction of a completely 

new system to compete with Pictou Electric's existing h e s  was out of the question., for reasons 

of cost and cornmon sense; if' the Power Board was haWig trouble hding enough customers to 

consume 8 million kilowatt hours per year, they would certainly have no easier a thne with the 

load split between the Sheet Harbour hydro plant and Pictou Electric's t h e d  station. 

Interestingiy, K-K Smith was one of the few who considered the construction of a completely 

new system a Mable option. In March, 1923, Smith told Armstrong that ""If negotiations [to take 

over Pictou Electric's system] fail, the Board si.. has a remedy in cornpetition.. . ."" For Smith, 

who had so recently witnessed the events in Halifax, it was essential that municipal distribution 

by any means necessary be instituted in order to rnake the Commission's network-building 

visions a reality. But there were really only two choices as far as Pictonians were concerned: to 

contract with the company to distribute the power, or to take over the company's existing 

system. Like HaWax City Council in 192 1, the Pictou board was split on the issue. New Glasgow 

representative AR Chambers and Westde delegate Hugh Muir preferred to contract with the 

Electric Company, while Trenton representative AT. Logan and New Glasgow's second member 

Don F. Fraser stood for municipal distribution. The Town ofPictouYs James Floyd took no firm 

'' Pictou Advocate, F&. 16, f 923. 
Smith to Armstrong, Mar. 22,1923. EX. Armstrong papers, PANS. 



stand, but indicated that he would be willing to accept municipal distribution if an agreement 

could be made." 

John Preston had estimated that a new distribuhg system wouid cost about $275,000, 

and each town council had agreed to provide a percentage of the fùnds required for either a new 

plant or for the purchase of Pictou Electric's ~~stern.~'  But as talks went on, it appeared that any 

possible arrangement to purchase Pictou Electric's system had to also include the purchase of its 

tramway and its generating station, inflating the cost weil beyond $275,000 and therefore to a 

figure unacceptable to the more consenrative members of the Town Councils and the Power 

~oard."  It remained, then, to try and negotiate a contract with the Company, and discussions 

began in the spring. On May 8, Pictou Electric president Charles A Flaherty communicated his 

cornpany's preference regarding a distribution contract to the Power Board, offering to pay 

1.653 cents per kilowatt hour and sell at a domestic rate of 5 cents per kilowatt hourg3 Flaherty 

even offered to lower the cornpany's profit margin to 6% Eoom the 8% dowed by the Public 

Utilities Board. Flaherty's offer was quite reasonable, and d e r  reviewing the propased contract 

the Board asked the Town Counciis of Trenton, New Glasgow, and SteUarton tu hold a 

plebiscite on whether it should be accepted, or whether the Power Board should make another 

attempt to take over the Pictou Electric system and run it as a municipal operation. The plebiscite 

was mt held in the tcwns of Pictou and Westviile, which had not yet comfnitted themselves to 

the scherne; for the time being, their oficials sat on the sidelines. 

" Logan, "IIisMricai ûit l ine of the Pictou Comty Power Board?. 
8' Halifax Herdd, June 12,1923, 
" Lener of AR Chambers to Mayor and Corncil of New Glasgow, May 2 1, 1923, Pictou County Power Board 
Papes, PANS. 
83 Statement of Pictau County Electric Company to Pictou C o q  Power Board, May 8, 1923, Pictou County 
Power Board Papen, PANS. 



The campa@ was rather one-sided, with the pro-municipal distriiution advocates 

commanding the most attention in the press. James A Fraser, owner of the county's largest daily, 

the New Glasgow ZGufern Chronicle, greatly assisted the municipalization side with his strong 

support ofthe principle of public hydro distribution. Fraser echoed the sentiments of public hydro 

advocates ail over Nova Scotia when he said that ïiniess the community got cheap power, 

[Pictou County] industries would be unable to compete with the manufachirers of the provinces 

of Ontario and Q ~ e b e c . ' ~ ~  And the only way to get cheap power was to kick the private utfities 

out. Similarly, the Halifax H e d d  spared no effort in reminding its Pictou County readers of the 

late events in the capital, where "not one cent" had been "cut £fom the light and power bills of the 

citizens of ~ a l i f a x . ' ~ ~  Moreover, the Power Board officiais who were most in favour of 

municipal distribution campaigned hard for rejection of the contract with Pictou Electric. Don F. 

Fraser, secretary of the Board, clearly staked out his position when he said that '? believe that the 

people of this community should own and control this power and Light development throughout." 

That was the opinion of the majority of the Pictou County Power Board, he said, and it was one 

shared by the majority of the ratepayers? 

Fraser was right. Public sentiment for municipal ownership was strong, and most voters 

refused to agree to the Electrk Company's proposal. Srnitîen with dislike for the Company, and 

womed about replicating the recent "Hali£ax situation", in June 1923 the citizens of Trenton, 

New Glasgow, and Stellarton voted overwhehingly in favour of municipal distribution. By doing 

so, they gave the Power Board an impressive mandate to acquire or instaU its own system. In 

84 Haiif" He&, Iune 12, 1923. 
85 ~ b i d ,  June 1 1, 1923. 
86 Ibid., June 12, 1923. 



Trenton, 10 1 ratepayers voted for municipal distribution, with only 1 against; in New Glasgow, 

the margin in favour was 3 16 to 19; in Steilarton, 44 to 8." The Herald explained the rather low 

voter tumout by saying that "the ratepayers generaily considered it a foregone conclusion that the 

result wodd be as it tunied out."' With such strong public support, the Power Board had no 

option but to try and purchase Pictou Electnc's distnbuting system once again. 

Pictou Electric, which realized the fiagiiity of its position, decided to meet with the Board 

and try to corne to an agreement. Detailed discussions followed through the summer with the 

focus on the value of Pictou Electric's plant, which would provide the basis of the Power 

Board's purchase offer. In order to protect the shareholders, the company would not agree to 

anything but the sale of its entire plant, including the obsolete generating station and the 

tramway. In this they felt confident of the support of the Public Utilities Board. Subsequently it 

was agreed that two separate valuations be made, for the company, by J.H Waterman of Charles 

T. Main Associates, a Boston consulting fkm, and for the Power Board, by John Preston. 

Waterman found that the value of the company's property, after considering ''going vaiue" (the 

fuhire viability of the company as a moneymaking endeavor) to be about $528,000. Naturally 

Preston's estimate was lower, partly because he fded to add "going value", coming in at 

$443,000.~~ From these figures sorne percentage had to be deducted for depreciation. But &er 

months of haggling over the plant's actual value, the Power Board and the Electric Company 

could not come to an agreement on depreciatioq "going value', or a host of other kctors. This 

being the case, the Power Board applied to the Public Utilities Commission for a certificate 

87 Zbid, June 13 and 20, 1923. 
=ibid,  June 13, 1923. 
89 Report of the Board of Comnûssioners of Public Utilities, 1924, p. 2 55. 



entiitluig it to build its own distributing system, which Preston had estirnated could be done for 

$275,000.~ 

In early October 1923 the Public Utilities Board convened for hearings on the issue. The 

Board's cornmissioners were faced with a unique situation On the one hand, there was the 

Power Commission, which preferred municipal ownership of the power it produced. 

Accordiigly, the Commission had given the Pictou County Power Board the first oppominity to 

negotiate for Sheet Harbour hydro, and a contract had been concluded between the two. On the 

other hanci, there was the Pictou County Electric Company, which had a certain set of corporate 

privileges in the area in which it operateci. The one solution that would have been consistent with 

the long-accepted ccrules" of the utility business in the province, a contract between the Board 

and the company to distribute the power, had been resoundingly defeated by the citizenry. How 

was the Board to reconcile these ap parently contradictions? Firstly , the commissioners had t O 

account for the realities of the power business, aad recognized that allowing the Power Board to 

build its own system would introduce cornpetition between it and the company that was likely to 

ruin them both. Therefore they denied the Power Board's application to build its own system. 

But the Public Utilities Board could not ignore the people's desire for municipal distribution of 

the hydro, and they knew that Pictou Electric's thermally-generated power could not compete 

with it on a cost ba~is.~ '  The company had no nght to stand in the way of cheaper power and 

L.T. Flaherty (Charles's brother) of Pictou Electric had informeci AR Chambers of the Power Board on May 
12, 1923 that the Company believed a new d i s t r i i g  system would actually mst $308,000- Pictou County Power 
Board Papers file MG 3, Vol. 6050, No. 14, PANS, wntains nunierom papers relaîing to the valuation 
proceedings that took place in the summer of 1923. 
91 This was a key point, and one weli underlined by John Preston in his testimony in nont of the Board durhg the 
hearings. As the Commissioners stated, the Pictou Electric witnesses cuuld offer no substantive testimony to reftte 
the Power Board's cost claims. Halifax Moming Chronicle, Nov, 24, 1923. 



better s e ~ c e ,  and even though Pictou Electric's wrporate prideges would be trampled upon, 

the Public Utilities Board had few options other than to give the Power Board the nght to take 

over the Electric Company's distributing plant, by negotiation if possible or expropriation if 

necessq. The Board made no M e r  ruling in order to give the parties a second opportunity to 

come to an agreement between themsetves. 

Pictou Electnc's management knew that the game was almost over, and that it was in 

their best interests to come to some sort of agreement with the Power Board before that body 

exercised its nght of expropriation. The parties cded  upon KH. Smith to adjudicate between the 

two differing valuations. Smith came up with a compromise value of $465,000, to which he 

applied a depreciation deduction of 21%, bringing the actual value of the plant to $367,000. Wlth 

the addition of the value of supplies and equipment, Smith set the final pnce for the Pictou 

County Electric Company's works at $400,000.~~ In late December, 1923, the parties reached a 

tentative agreement based on this figure and put it before the various Town Councils for 

ratification. But, because Preston's estirnate of $275,000 for a new plant was common 

knowledge, this new, idlateci price offended some taxpayers in the towns. It also offended the 

New Glasgow Town Council, which refused to recommend the agreement to its citizens. One 

prominent resident, Dr. John Be& encapsulated the feeling of the contract's enemies when he 

pointed out that the Power Board would be gening outdated equipment for its money and that a 

new system would cost $125,000  les^.'^ But few people seemed to be against pubtic ownership in 

92 This summary of the vahation process was taken from the Report of the Board of Commissioners of Public 
Utilities, 1924, pp. 155-157. 
* Halifax Herald, Dec. 3 1, 1923. 



principle, and the local Councils decïded to settle the question with another series of plebiscites, 

to be held in January, 19%. 

Based on a p e n d  ofthe valuations that had been done in the summer of 1923, the 

generahg and distriiution plant of the Pictou Electric Company was probably not worth 

$400,000, but the Power Board tried to convince the citizens that there was no alternative. 

Power Board spokesmen remindeci Pictonians that the Public Utifities Board had tunieci d o m  

their request to b d d  its own plant, and that the ratepayers themselves had refused to allow the 

company to distribute the power. Therefore, the Power Board had no other option but to 

purchase the company's plant, and, in a final plea to the taxpayers before a vote was taken on the 

issue, Power Board Chairnian George W. Whitman defended the %400,000 prke tag by 

explainhg that the extra money was needed to pay for stores and supplies and that some 

dowance for the future money-making potential of the operation had to be made. In other 

words, the people were gettïng "an organized and going b~siness.''~~ But the underment of his 

message, that this contract was the only thing standing between cheap hydro or a repeat of the 

Halifax situatioq carried the rnost weight with the citizens, who had already seen what could 

happen when municipal politicians could not come to an agreement among themselves. The fact 

that W a x ' s  Nova Scotia Tramways and Power Company was about to come before the Public 

Utilities Board on charges of prke gouging was certainly not lost on Pictonians. Consequently, 

the taxpayers ovemhelmingly approved the contract, the largest majority being Steilarton where 

the citizens registered their agreement by a vote of 77 to 1 .95 

94 Clipping, n.d, Piaou County Power Board Papers, PANS. 
95 Clipping, ad, Pictou County Power Board Papen, PANS. 



This apparently decisive result masked a note of resignation in the air, no doubt related to 

the worsening industrial situation in the county. In a story about a public meeting on the 

agreement, held in the New Glasgow council chambers, the H e d d  reported that "speakers 

who ...p ointed out that the board had made a poor bargain received much applause &om the 

ratepayers even though they later voted for the agreement. There is a feeling of pessimism in the 

town ... and anything that looks like cheap power and the stabibing of industry here is 

wel~orned.''~ Municipal distribution carried a hi& price tag, and most people believed that the 

contract was a poor one, but they had no illusions about the alternatives. At least municipal 

distribution would lower rates and, hopefidy, reverse the dowmvard industrial trend. Wah the 

people's imprimatur on the contract, a date of May 7, 1924 was set for the transfer of the 

system's ownership to the Power Board. Despite the fact that actual ownership of the power 

would not be theirs for a week or two yet, Power Board members and Power C o d s s i o n  

engllieers saw no need to delay the amval of hydro in Pictou County, and in late April the first 

power fkom the Commission's Malay Falls plant flowed into the Electric Company's 

switchboard. 

By any standard, the Power Board's undertahg was an unquaMed success. Thanks to 

Preston's aggressive load building sîrategies, which included rural extensions and appliance 

marketing, consumption increased to 6.6 million kilowatt hours per year by 1925 and doubled to 

12 million kilowatt hours per year by 1 9 W 7  Rates fell accordingly. By 1935, when consumption 

had risen to over 15 million kilowatt hours per year, the average rate for al1 consumers was 1.78 

% Halifax Herald, Jan. 15, 1924. 
97 Consumption figures are h m  a HaMx Herald ciipping dated Feb. 20, 1930. Idormation on Preston's and the 
Power Board's business pradces cornes h m  the correspondence books of the Chairman, Pictou Co- Power 
Board Papers, PANS. 



cents per kilowatt hour, a pnce which may well have been the lowest in the Maritime provinces 

at that time and was certainly a far cry fiom the thirteen to fifteen cents that Pictou consumers 

were paying in 1923 .'' The Pictou County Power Board, in CO-operation with the Nova Scotia 

Power Commission, was therefore successful in drastically lowering the price of electricity for 

residents of that area. 

But the inadquacies of the Power Commission Act and of the province's hydro policy 

emerged even in Pictou County. Fistly, Power Commission engineers, e s p e d y  Smith and 

Johnston, must have been keedy disappointed with a hydro development of ody 8 million 

kilowatt hours per year when Johnston's 1920 investigation had revealed Sheet Harbour's 40 

million kilowatt h o u  per year potential. Although the Commission expanded the development 

greatly over the years, the hydro policy's original goal of providing an excess of power to attract 

new, science-based industries took a back seat to the realities of municipal politics. Secondly, 

there were no guarantees that the Pictonians wuld avoid the Halifax situation because there had 

been no changes to the Power Commission's structure. In fact, d that had changed was the 

initial approach of the Cornmission's staff, who, having becorne more politically astute, now 

dernanded a signed contract before any development could proceed. hdeed, it appears that the 

mess in W a x  was a necessary prerequisite for Pictou's success. Because the experience of 

Halifax had shown that private distribution had faid to lower power rates, Pictonians rejected 

the company's contract offer and opted for the municipal route. If rates had fden in Hahkq it is 

an open question whether or not they would have agreed to spend $400,000 for Pictou Electric's 

overvalued and obsolete plant. With the developrnent and distribution of Power Commission 

" These figures mme fkom a 1935 rnemo that was found inserted into the 1924 "Report on Rates for the Sale of 
Electric Light and h w e r  for the Pictou Co- Power Board", Pictou County Power Board Papers, PANS. 



hydro so obviously contingent on political negotiation, the Commission clearly lacked the ability 

to bring Smith's vision of a province-wide network of power to fruition. 

The Sydney P w e r  F m :  me Life andDe& of a Hy&o Projecl 

The case of Cape Breton, where the entry of politics into electncal system-building 

derded not o d y  municipal d i s t r i ion ,  but also the very existence of an entire Power 

Commission project, showed that little had changed by the end of the 1920s. Kaving witnessed 

the Commission's activities on the Nova Scotian mzinland, in 1927 several Cape Breton Island 

municipalities requested that the Commission investigate possible hydro sites in their part of the 

province.99 After some shidy, the Commission proposed a minimum 15 million kilowatt hour per 

year project at Lake Ainslie, about 115 kilometres f?om the coal and steel producing a x a  that 

had grown up around Sydney harbour. Fu- plans allowed for a gradua1 expansion of output to 

some 40 million kilowatt hours per year. Fortunately, the City of Sydney's 30-year contract with 

the Cape Breton Electric Company was due to expire in 193 1, and in the late 1920s politicians 

and concemed citizens fkom ail over the industrial area began to consider ways and means by 

which they might obtain cheaper power. This coduence of circumstances looked like a golden 

opportunity to lower the island's high electrical rates, and at fkst the Power Commission's hydro 

proposal looked like a godsend. 

In no part of the province was the need for cheaper power more pressing. The Cape 

Breton Electric Company, incorporated in 190 1, was saddled with an obsolete generating plant, 

tram and ferry obligations, high postwar coal prices, and an increasingly hostile public. Although 

99 NOM S c ~ t i a  Power Commission, Annual Report, 1928, p. 17. 



light and power consumption rose modestiy in the 19204 feny and tramway ridership fell 

drastically as auto usage grew, and the company subsidized these unprofitable departments with 

earnings &om the electrical side of the business.100 To make ends meet, Cape Breton Electric 

charged Sydney residents an average of 12 cents per kilowatt hour for their electricity in 1929, 

the same rate that the company was charging in 1906.'~' As a resuit, the company's 7,339 

domestic and commercial customers used only 4.6 miilion kilowatt hours in 1929. The trade 

journal Electncal News rmd Engineering reported in 1% 5 that Sydney and the nearby mining 

town of Glace Bay had the lowest consumption per household in the nation for cities with 

populations between 20,000 and 50,000 people, at 408 and 432 kilowatt hours per annum 

respectively. 'O2 With tramway consumption added, the total reached only 8.7 million kilowatt 

hours per year, some of wbich the company purchased fkm the British Empire Steel 

Corporation, which suppiied itselfwith all the power it needed for its nearby mines and 

steelworks. 'O3 

As was by now standard practice, the Power Commission would not begin construction 

on the project without first concluding a contract with the Cape Breton municipalities. But these 

sarne municipalities had to request development before contract negotiations, much less 

construction, could begin. The Sydney-area poiiticians never took this prehmary step. For one 

thing, the development at Lake &lie would require a 1 15-kilometre long tra~l~mission line, 

100 The Nova Scotia Tmways and Power Company did likewise in W a x ,  subsidizing their tram hes and 
inefncient gas uperation with profits made on retail electrical sales. 
101 The 1929 figure is drawn h m  Arthur Surveyor and Companyy "Report on the Possiiilities of Obtaining Lower 
Electric Power Rates for the City of Sydney, N.S.", (hereafter Sweyor Report) submitted to Sydney City Council, 
1930, p. 14. The 1906 figure is dram h m  a Sydney City Comd report into Cape Breton Elecîric's pricing 
policies dated Feb. 22,1%. Beaton Institute, UCCB. 
'" Elecm'ca~ News and Engineering @eh 1, 19361, p. 26. 
'O3 Sweyor Report, p. 16. 



îhrough sparsely populated parts of the island, in order to deliver the power to the Sydney 

district. Some womed about the reliabiïty of the power supply, especidy in wi~ter, and the 

possibility of lengthy power interruptions raised doubts about the project. For another, there was 

the cost of taking over Cape Breton Electric's plant. But most troublesome of al1 was the Sydney 

area's low power consurnption level. Even the maximum figure7 including tramway consumption, 

of 8.7 d i o n  kilowatt hours per year feli far short of the 15 million kilowatt hours that the Lake 

Auislie project could produce. With current consumption Iwels, the cost of hydro produced 

there, in addition to the cost of the transmission line, wodd be substantiaiiy higher than if al1 the 

development's capacity could be utilized. 

Moreover, BESCO refused to help matters. In mid-1927 its vice-president- J.E. McLurg, 

stated that there was "no possible chancey7 of the Company buying power from the Ainslie project 

because of its plan to constnict a massive, state-of-the-art thermal plant at Glace Bay to bum 

slack coal fiom its mines and to provide adequate power for their cornplete electnncation.'" 

Word around the industrial district had it that the plant would be designed to produce somewhere 

between 100 and 150 million kilowatt hours per year; when the rumours proved tme, BESCO 

made it clear to the local municipalities that there would be ample power to supply all the 

domestic, civic, and commercial needs of the area should they desire to buy fiom the c ~ m ~ a n ~ . ' ~ ~  

The question for local poiiticians, then, became one of coal versus hydro as well as one of 

municipal versus private distribution. 

Quoted by Toronto businessman Manning Dohexty in a letier to Premier E.N. Rhodes, Aug 24, 1927. E.N. 
Rhodes Papers, PANS. 
'OS Sydney Post, Apr. 25, 1929. See also W. A MaCDonai4 "A Brief Story of the Seaboard Power Corporationn, 
Utilities file, Beaton Instituîe, UCCB. 



Even with these serious obstacles, the project attracted support fiom al1 over Cape 

Breton and especidy fiom the rural districts. Here m a q  believed that hydro developrnent would 

produce signincant social and economic benefits, not just for the Sydney area, but for the e&e 

island. A groundswell of support fiom rural municipalities emerged by the s p ~ g  of 1928, and 

public agitation quickly picked up momentum in the ewuing months. Town councils Boards of 

Trade, and other hydro activists fiom the outlying areas spent parts of 1928, 1929, and 1930 

passing resolutions, wrïting letters, and organizing rallies, ail with a view to convincing the 

Sydney area civic poiiticians to formally request developrnent of the Lake Ainslie site. For once, 

political atFlation seerned unimportant; both Liberals and Conservatives put aside t heir 

differences for the moment in an attempt to keep the hydro issue on the fiont pages and to get 

their message out. 

On an economic Ievel, that message was that the Lake Ainslie development was a way of 

spreading a much-needed economic stimulus across the island, whereas power fiom BESCOYs 

thermal plant would only lower the electric bills of residents in the industrial area. But the hydro 

issue transcended the econornic, and rural activists tried to convince urban Cape Bretoners that a 

narrow discussion of rates alone would fail to take Uito account the less tangible benefits that the 

project would produce. Rural Cape Breton was at this tirne being steadily depopulated, as people 

moved on to greener pastures in the industrial towns of Nova Scotia, to harvest excursions on 

the plains of Western Canada, or to the mill towns and big &es of the northeastern United 

States. Because the rural activists believed that Lake Ainslie hydro would make rural 

electrification possible, they thought it would even out the standard of living between rural and 



urban areas and slow d o m  the exodus.'" The power question on Cape Breton in the late 1920s 

thus incorporated elements of the large North American clash of rural and urban cultures, scenes 

of which were being played out in microcosm 

Despite the pressure frorn mai groups, it was difncult for the Sydney politicians to get 

past the question of cost, and they tended to focus on the cheapest source of power. In Febniary 

1928 Power Commission engineers presented their cost fïndings regarding their Lake Ainslie 

investigations to the Cape Breton Power Board, a provisional body set up the year before tu 

examine ways of dealing with the local power problern.lo7 Once agaiq they offered to downsize a 

proposed development. Harold Johnstoq K-K Smith's replacement as Commission Chief 

Engineer, infomed the aldermen that they would be willing to develop the Lake Ainslie site if a 

market of only 9 million kilowatt hours per year could be assured, which meant that it was much 

more Likely that the hydro project could becorne an economically viable proposition Under these 

conditions, Johnston stated that hydro could be produced for 1.63 cents per kilowatt hour before 

distrîîution costs. By contrast, BESCO's thermally-generated power would cost 1.73 cents per 

kilowatt hour for the same level of production, assuming the price of coal to be $5 per ton.'** 

Although skeptical of the Power Commission's numbers, Sydney Mayor James McConneii 

agreed that a fact-finding cornmittee, with hùnselfas head, should be appointai to determine not 

106 In srne cases, the desire for rurai electrincation in Nova Scotia was an example of the "fallacy of sociaI 
conthuity"~ which assumes that technology will ensure the persistence of older forms of social organization. See 
Joseph 5. Corn, "Epilogue" in Joseph J. Corn, ed, Imugining Tornorrow: History, Technoiogy, and the American 
Future (Cambridge, hdass., and London, 1986), pp. 2 19-229- 
'O7 Sydney Post, Feb. 15, 1928. 
'" Ibid. There were several changes to the cost estimates over the following months; in April 1929 Mayor 
McConneU infonned a public meeting that the pnce of thermalIy-pro&iced power would be 1.96~ per KWH for a 
production of 9 million KWH per year, at a coal prke of $5 per ton ïiydro thus looked even more attractive. 



only the cheapest source of electricity, but also the best course of action as to distn'bution 

arrangements. 'Og 

Distribution was once again the main question M e r  all, those who distnîuted the power 

had the nght to detemine fkom where they would obtain it, and should the rnunicipalities opt to 

contract with another private distributor, the question ofcoal or hydro wodd be out of their 

hands. But in October, 1929, while reading the fact-Wig cod t t ee ' s  fmdmgs to Council, 

Mayor McCo~el l  stated that, although he wodd prefer private ownership of the distributhg 

plant, he had %O hesitation in recomrnending that the City estabtish a distribuhg system of its 

own ... to be operated by a commission".110 Suddenly it looked very much like Sydney and district 

would foilow Pictou County's lead and institute municipal ownership of its eleetrîcd system. In 

any case, the councillors needed independent expertise before making a final decision and 

McConneU recornmended that a consultant be retained in order to ascertain whether it was better 

to purchase Cape Breton Electric's distniuting plant or constmct a new one. He also charged the 

consultant with determining whether hydro or coai would provide the cheapest source of power 

for the City's systern. In short order City Council invited the consulting tirm of Arthur Surveyor 

and Company of Montreal to appraise the Sydney situation. The Surveyor people arrived in Cape 

Breton in early Decernber 1929 and proceeded with their work through the winter and spring of 

1930, reporthg to Council in June. 

Meanwhile, in Ianuary 1930 the City prepared a municipal ownership bill which would 

give it the power to acquire and operate a distributhg system. The bill passed during that spring's 

session of the House, but not without a moment of uncertainty, thanks to the introduction of an 

'O9 Sydney City Cornci1 Minutes, Apr. 18, 1929. 
''O 1bid-, Ocî 17, 1929. 



amendment in committee by the Board of Commissioners of Public Utilities. The Board, 

believing it unfair that Cape Breton Electric be pushed out of the Sydney elechical pichire, 

wanted to force the City to purchase all of the company's assets, including the outmoded 

generahng station and the unprofitable tram business."' The amendment threatened to be the 

death knell of Sydney's municipal power plans, and d e r  appearing in fiont of the House Bills 

Committee in A p a  Mayor Mccomeii ùiformed the press that, ifthe City was forced to buy the 

entire Cape Breton Electric plant, municipakation was probably out of reach. McConnellYs 

feelings were quite clear when he referred to the old generating station as 'Viat piece of junk" 

and doubted that the taxpayers of the City would want anything to do with it.l12 Fomuiately the 

amendment was shelved, and Sydney successfully obtained the right to acquire, install, and 

operate a distribution plant with the option of either taking over the distributhg facilities of the 

Cape Breton Electnc Company, or of building a completely new system. 

With the legislative requirements for municipal distribution in place, it was tirne for a 

detailed anaiysis of costs, and the Surveyor company's report provided the necessary data On 

the issue of distribution, the consultants considered it foolhardy to renew Cape Breton Electrïc's 

contract and recomrnended the purchase of their distribution plant. But on the supply issue, the 

report made it clear that the hydro project was in deep trouble. For current consumption levels, 

Lake Ainslie power wodd be 44% more expensive than that which could be obtained f?om 

BESCO. M y  ifwnsumption rose to a minimum of 15 million kilowatt hours per year would the 

cost of hydropower be equal to that of BESCO-generated power.113 There was, therefore, no 

11 1 The Surveyor Report, p. 15, said that both the tram and ferry divisions were "believed to operate without any 
profitn and that abandonment of both seMces was imminent. 
'12 Sydney Post, Apr. 25, 1930. 
113 Sweyor report, p. 77. 



advantage in requesting that the Nova Scotia Power Commission develop Lake Ainslie hydro 

when a cheaper source of power couid be irnmediately obtained fiom the coal Company. 

Soon the City's municipal distribution plans began to look as doubtfil as the Ainsiie 

hydro project. Ln early M y ,  almost immediately afler the release of the Sweyor report, the 

Mayor informeci Ci@ Council that he had been invited to Montreal by the Holt Gundy group, 

who were interested in taking over the Cape Breton Electnc plant and didbuting power 

purchased tiom BESCO. In cornpetition With Holt Gundy for the Sydney electncal field was the 

Royal Securities Corporation, controlling interests of the Nova Scotia Light and Power Company 

(formerly Nova Scotia Tramways and Power), which served ~al i fax."~ Although Council was 

split on the issue, municipal distribution had begun to look much less attractive on account of the 

deepening depression, and McComeU was very interested in both private proposds because 

successful negotiations with either of these fimis wodd relieve the City of the burden of rnaking 

its own distribution and supply arrangements. No action was taken for the present, but 

communications between each group and the City continued through the summer and into the 

fd. By this tirne, it was plain to d observers that McConnell, who admitted that he was %ot a 

public ownership advocate" preferred that private concerns take care of the power distribution 

problem.115 By extension, the controveràal hydro issue would then be conveniently taken off the 

City's hands. 

Proponents of Lake Ainslie hydro were not about to give up just yet. More rallies and 

delegations followed in the summer and fall of 1 93  0, including an August 1 93 0 presentation by 

Harold Johnston to City Council. Once again Johnston attempted to convince the aldermen to 

I l 4  Sydney City Council Minutes, July 3, 1930. Stone and Webster had sold the Tramways Company in 1928. 
"5ïbid, Oct. 17, 1929. 



make a commitment to the Airislie project and to municipal d i b u t i o n .  In defense of the 

Commission's February 1928 cost figures, Johnstoa claimeci that the Power Commission had 

more credibility in judging the situation than did the Surveyor group, whose representatives had 

made but a brief visit to the area. He aiso cited the successfùi example of Pictou County, where 

municipal ownership of the distribution system had produced some of the lowest rates in the 

Maritimes. Furthemore, he told the Sydney pofiticians that consurnption would quickly increase 

to levels that wodd lower the cost of hydro down below that of thermal power as it had in 

Pictou, thus making hydro the cheaper option in the long nin116 

A few weeks d e r  Johnston's presentation, two major hydro rallies were held in Cape 

Breton. The first, held in rural Inverness County on September 24, had as its keynote speaker J. 

Fred Fraser, the Chairman of the Power Commission, who promised to begin construction 

immediately if Sydney would request development and conclude a c on tract."^ The second was 

held the next day in Sydney and included Harold Johnston and other experienced hydro engineers 

to speak on the Power Commission's behaK During that meeting, Johnston and the other 

participants trotteci out the usual glowing statistics regarding the low price of hydro on the 

mainland and in Ontario. They also passed a remlution urging the City to hold a public vote on 

the hydro issue. Significantly, Mayor McCo~ef l  refùsed an imitation to attend, sayhg that he 

did not want to create a misunderstanding as to his position on the question.118 

The rallies and presentations had but a k t e d  impact. As the local Conservative daily, the 

Sydney Po* said in its September 27 editorial, the supporters of hydro "made a compelbg case 

116 Sydney Post, Au& 5, 1930. 
Former Chairman Armstrong and the other Commissioners had resigned upon the defat of the Likral 

govenunent in Juae 1925, to be replaced by Tory appointees. 
lL8 Sydney Post, Sept. 26, 1930. 



for hydro-electric developrnent ... on every score but the fhancial one." It was obvious to the 

paper's editors that the tramway s e ~ c e  wouid soon end, reducing total consumption far below 

the 9 million kilowatt hour per year figure required by the Power Commission, let alone the 15 

million kiiowatt hours necessary to bring hydro costs in Line with thermal power. With 

consumption in the area so low, the papa stated that the city would have to pay at least an extra 

$50,000 per year with Ainslie power as opposed to a BESCO supply, even ifconsumption 

increased by another 1.5 million kilowatt hours. lg These numbers were based on the findings of 

the Surveyor Company, and it was clear that the consultants' report had turaed public sentiment 

in the city and its immediate area against hydro development. 

At the same tirne, the attractive offers of the Holt Gundy group and the Royal Securities 

Corporation had tumed political opinion against municipal distribution. During the f d  of 1930 

the Mayor and his followers had agreed that the Royal Securities offer was the better one. Now 

they had to tind a way to invite Royal's subsidiaq, Nova Scotia Light and Power, in to distribute 

electricity without being held responsible for killing the Ainslie project. Despite the best efforts of 

the Council's hydro faction, led by alderman S.E. Muggah, and the city's Liberal daiiy, the 

Record, the Mayor and his group continued to evade the hydro issue while final negotiations over 

rates continued. By November of 1930, with just a few months to go before the expiration of 

Cape Breton Electric's contract, the Mayor announced that the City had a tentative agreement 

with the Nova Scotia Light and Power Company and released thei. proposed rate schedule, with 

a domestic charge starting at five cents per kilowatt hour and a sliding scale of promotional rates 

included for hi&-use customers. The new rates represented a whopping 57% reduction over 

'lg ibid, Sept. 27, 1930. 



Cape Breton Electric's 1929 average of 12 cents per kilowatt hour. The new contract, said the 

Pust, would give Sydney the third-loweçt rates in the province d e r  Pictou and ~ a l i f a x . ' ~ ~  

McComeIl also announceci the City's intention to put the matter to a vote to be held on 

Decernber 16. To the dismay of the hydro advocates Council agreed that the ballot would ignore 

the hydro issue and that the taxpayers would only be asked whether the City should be 

authorized to borrow $400,000 for the consmiction or purchase of its own distributing plant, or 

whether it should invite the Nova Scotia Light and Power Company into the city.12' If the 

citizens voted in favour of bringing in Nova Scotia Light and Power, the Mayor and councii 

could absolve thernseives of the Ainslie issue once and for ail. 

Tensions on Council were high in the runup to the plebiscite, and a public mudslinging 

campaign, carrieci out through the two daily papers, ensued beîween McComeU and Muggah, 

who accused the Mayor of accepting the contra~t %ght unseen" and that his refusal to attend yet 

another invitation to discuss Ainslie hydro, this one fiorn the Premier himseE revealed his bias in 

favour of the private c ~ r n ~ a n ~ . ' ~  It is important to understand that McComeU and his fiends on 

Council were not against hydro per se; it was the extra cost burden on the City that hydro 

represented, given current consurnption levels, t hat disturbed t hem. After dl, the tentative 

contract between the City and the private cornpany did include a clause providing for the use of 

hydro as suon as market demand becarne large enough to make it profitable.1u But this approach 

htroduced a problem: the Power Commission would never develop the site und a binding 

contractuai commitment was made, and the Company would never make such a commitment until 

' v b i d ,  Dec. 15, 1930 
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Sydney City Councii Minutes, Dec. 4, 1930. 
Sydney Post, Dec. 6, 1930. 
Ibid., Dec. 15, 1930. 



it was clear that consumption levels were high enough to lower unit costs below BESCO's, at 

which time the rates BESCO charged for its power would be correspondingly reduced due to the 

increased consumption. 

Most of the citizens of Sydney agreed with the rnayor. Given the prevailing sentiment in 

the city in favour of the cornpany's rate proposais, the effects of the depression on the city 's 

h c e s ,  and the inescapable facts regard@ hydro's costs as laid out by the Sweyor report, the 

results were a foregone conclusion. On December 16, city taxpayers voted to accept Nova Scotia 

Light and Power's offer by a margin of approximately 2 to 1. Responsibility for Lake Ainslie 

hydro, in effect, now belonged to a privately-owned public utility company. And there was no 

way that this pnvate company, controiled by Montreal interests, was going to rnake an 

unnecessary contract with the Nova Scotia Power Commission on a future power project when a 

supply of cheap power fiom BESCO's plant could be bed ia te ly  obtained, no matter how 

beneficial it rnight be for rural Cape Breton or for the Commission's visions of a province-wide 

network of electncal power. 

Ironically, Nova Scotia Light and Power never did enter the electric field on Cape Breton 

Island. The City refùsed to repeal the Act of the Legislature of 1930, which allowed them to 

acquire or build their own distribution plant, without certain guarantees fiom the company. 

Unwilling to give the necessary assurances, Nova Scotia Light and Power pulled out at the last 

minute. Meanwhile, Cape Breton Electric went hto receivership and the assets of the bankrupt 

company were sold to a secret group of investors in late April 193 1. The new owners went on to 

form the Eastern Light and Power Company in June and wasted no time in contracting with the 

Dominion Steel Company @ESCOYs successor) to take power ftom their Seaboard facility. 



Eastern Light's rates represented a substantial reduction over the old Cape Breton Electric 

prices, with most of the sifvings coming nom the immediate termination of the tramway and feny 

seMces and the decodssioning of the 01% inefficient generating plant. In short, the people of 

the Sydney area got most of the rate reductions that had been promised them. In fact, Eastern 

Light's new rates were quite similar to those the people had voted for in the December 1930 

plebiscite. 

But although the residents of industrial Cape Breton did benefit immediately 60m lower 

electical rates, the Sydney municipalities were once again tied to a public utiiity entitled to make 

an 8% profit on the value of its plant. In tum, that Company purchased current fiom another 

public utility entitled to make 8% on the value of its plant. In other words, there was a Limit to 

how far power rates could fall under such rules, and it is likely that electricity supplied at cost 

fYom Ahlie would eventually have become the cheapest option. As it was, Sydney's refusal to 

accept the Power Commission's proposal meant that there would be no repeat of the Pictou 

County success story there. 

Sydney's decision also produced social consequences that went beyond rate levels. As 

predicted by the rural hydro advocates, Eastern Light and Power proved stubbomly indifferent to 

requests for Line extensions, and rural Cape Bretoners remained chronicaily underse~ced until 

the 1950s. Moreover, the fact that the Power Commission had absolutely no generating capacity 

on the island until 1936 greatly hindered its ability to extend mai Lines on the island, even afler 

the passage of the province's Rural Electrikation Act in 1937. Most importantly of all, it 

excluded the island fkom the Power Commission's network-building plans for years to corne. 



The Nova Scotiu Paver Commission in the 1920s: An Assessrnent 

The hydro distribution battles of the 1920s aU highlight the inadequacies of the provincial 

hydro policy- The mythology surrounding hydro had obscured the social and economic forces 

that had produced the Hydro-Electric Power Commission of Ontario and had led the govenunent 

of Nova Scotia to conclude thai the very act of creating a Power Commission on the Ontario 

mode1 would solve the province's electrical problems and ensure its fùture industrial prosperity. 

But without a tradition of municipal CO-operation for electric power, the Commission could 

never be sure just what the final distribution arrangements would look like. Indeed, the Sydney 

situation demonstrates that it could not even develop a site unless municipal politicians could be 

persuaded to agree. Because the politics of local distribution had not been seîtled in advance, 

whether by statute or by some Ontario-style coalition of rnunicipalities, the Commission's plans 

for an integrated network of municipally-distributed hydroelectric power could be thwarted by 

local politicians with rather narrow interests. In short, the legislature's atternpt to transfer an 

Ontario statute, designed for Ontario conditions, into the Nova Scotian context without 

significant alterations produced a Commission that could not deal effectively with the m t e  

problems of systemic ffagmentation and the vicious cycle of high rates and low connunption. 

Until the Power Commission was given increased powers by the Legislature in the 1940s, it 

could not act as an effective agent of systemic integration, but had to defer to the results of 

negotiations, both fonnal and i d o d  between relevant social groups. 

Yet it cannot be said that the Power Commission made a negligible impact on the Nova 

Scotian power situation in the 1920s. In fact, the opposite is true. Thanks largely to the efforts of 

the Commission, the province did Witness significant development of its hydroelectric resources 



in those years, wen though distribution arrangements varied widely and, in effèct, undercut the 

original goal of systemic integration through public ownership. Apart nom the three projects 

discussed here, the Commission pwchased a srnail, 522 kilowatt Lunenburg County project in 

1921, which supplied power to Lunenburg through a pnvate distributor, the Lunenburg Gas 

Company Limited. This development, h o w n  as the 'Mushamush system", was plagued with 

£inanciai dinicuities through the first halfof the 1920s due to Iower-than-expected connimption, 

although an increase in demand dong with nid extensions helped solve the problern by the end 

of the decade.'" In addition, the Commission signed contracts with the Western Nova Scotia 

Electric Company and Cosmos Imperia1 Millq Limited, both of Yarmouth, in 1927, to deliver 5 

million kilowatt hours per year fiom a major renovation of the town's old Tusket Falls plant,1z-' 

and dso with the Mersey Paper Company in 1928 to deliver 105 million kilowatt hours f+om a 

new Mersey River de~e lo~rnent . '~~  By 1935, 83% of ail hydropower generated in Nova Scotia 

came fiom Power Commission plants.127 That the Power Commission had fulfiled the part of its 

mandate that included power generation camot be doubted; although nature's endowment was 

small, 57.8% of the province's entire waterpower capacity had been tapped by 1935, the highest 

ratio in the country.128 

lZ4 On financial problems, see Nova Scotia Power Commission, Annual Reporr, 1926, p. 10. On increasing 
consumption, see Nova Scotia Power Commission, Annual Report, 1929, p. 43, where it is reporteci that 
consumption levels for the Mushamush system increased fiom 190,000 KWH per year in 1922 to 607,000 KWH 
per year in 1928 - an astouuding fourfold increase representing the absolute lunit of the system's capacity. 

WJI. iMahon, -Nova htia's  Power Resourcesn, EIechical News (June 15, 1929), p. 77. 
1% Clive W. Currie, "Mersey River Hydro Developments", The Canadian Engineer (Sept, 30, 1930), pp. 501-504. 
L27 Harold S. Johnston, "Nova Scotia's Power Indus&y", Electrical News and Engineering (June 15, 1935), p. 67. 

NOM S c ~ t i a  had 86,259 KW of developed power h m  an approximste total of 149,200 KW waterpower 
capaciîy, which represented a more redistic nurnber than Smith's estimate of 223,800 KW. For figures see 
Elechr'cal News and Engineering (Feb. 1, 1932), p. 26. 



Figure 1 

Total Generatiog Capacity (Kilowatts), Nova Scotia, 1919-1939'" 

The Power Commission was not the only agency interested in system-building in the 

1920s; in 1929 the Nova Scotia Light and Power Company, concerned with ever-increasing loads 

in the Halifax area, got Public Utilities Board approval to iink their larger system with that of the 

Avon River Power Company, which served part of the Annapolis a al le^.'^^ Also, a senes of 

major private hydro developnients baUy got under way in the 1 920s, the largest of which were 

those of the Avon River company, totaling some 6266 kilowatts in four generating ~tations.'~' 

Ir, Calculateci fiom data pubiished annuaily in Dominion Bureau of Statistics (hereafter DBS), Centrai Elechic 
Staciorzs in Cartada. 

Nova Scotia Light and Power Company, Annual Report, 1930. 
13' Mahon, "Nova Scutia's Power Resourcesn. 



But the Power Commission was still the only agency to think in terms of a province-wide system, 

and the only agency to develop water resources with the aim of provincial prosperity. 

Commemate with the promises of the hyâro myth, rates did fall with advancing hydro 

development. In her investigations for the Jones Commission, 1934's provincial economic inquiry 

into Nova Scotian disabilities within Confederation, Professor Irene Biss of the University of 

Toronto noted that power rates in Nova Scotia fell an average of 28.71% between 1926 and 

193 1, the larges such drop in canada.'" There is no doubt that this encouraging figure had 

much to do with the Commission's efforts in power development. It also had a great deal to do 

with the tremendous rise in power consumption witnessed everywhere during the 1920s. But this 

drop was a relative one; Biss also noted that ''the cost of electrical power is not yet at a level 

cafculated by its cheapness to stimulate production to any great e~tent ." '~~ In other words, the 

vicious cycle of high rates and low consumption had not really been broken, and Nova Scotia stili  

lagged behind the rate and connimption levels of most of the other provinces. Even more 

significantly, hydroelectricity had Eailed to rehabilitate the province's economy, and Nova 

Scotians never again accepted the promises of the hydro myth quite so uncritically . But they still 

beiieved in electricity's power to tramform. Because so many people associateci high electric 

power usage with industrial and social progress by the 1 9 3 0 ~ ~  the focus in Nova Scotia soon 

shifted fkom power development to power consumption, and especiaily rural elecmfication, as a 

means of resisting regional decline. 

Biss rnemolillldum, p. 86. 
133 ~ b i d ,  p. 87. 



Chapter Five 

Rural Electrification and Provincial Rehabilitatioa in the 1930s 

On the eve of the passage of the Rural Electrification Act in 1937, systemic fragmentation 

remained the rule in Nova Scotia. Even the Power Commission, a body founded with the ultimate 

goal of building a province-wide network of power, had yet to intercomect its own various 

developments. At that tirne, the Commission operated nine separate hydro-based systerns: St. 

Margaret's Bay, Mushamush, Mersey, Markland, Roseway, Tusket, Sheet Harbour, Antigonish, 

and Canseau, each supplying several different municipal and private utilities dong with a 

srnattering of retail customers. In the private sector, larger companies such as Nova Scotia Light 

and Power, Canada Electric, and Eastern Light and Power operated their own systems, although 

these were rather Limited gwgraphically. The largesi, Nova Scotia Light and Power, served the 

greater Halifax m a  and the Annapolis Valley. Nova Scotia Light and Power's çystem depended 

on a publicly-owned hydro site at St. Margaret's Bay, but where other private companies could 

not obtain electncity from the Power Commission, they often supplied some or ail of their 

requirements fiom their own plants. Alternatively, as in the case of Eastern Light, they bought 

excess power from private industry. Sometirnes these larger private concems sold excess power 

to smaller local retailers, with both utilities earning the allowable 8% profit on the value of their 

plants. There were several other generation, transmission, and distribution scenarios in the 

province, but this brief sketch gives a sense of the chaos that still plagued the provincial electrical 

infrastructure. 



More than any other single factor, the province's rural electrification program broke the 

inertia of Nova Scotia's fiagmented electrical systern.' The founding of the Power Commission in 

19 19 provided incalculable benefits to the province, but it could not realize K.H. Smith's origind 

vision of an Ontario-style network, nor could it uproot the multiplicity of private utilities that 

clung to their traditional privileges. By contrast, the demands that the Rural Electrification Act 

placed on the Power Commission had profound consequences for the Commission as a public 

agency. More than just another goveniment-hded social progr- it deashed expansionkt 

forces within the Commission that changed it fkom a developer and transrnitter of power to 

private or municipal utilities into a retailer of electricity in its own right. Although it took until 

the late 1950s and early 1960s for the Act's full implications to play themselves out, its passage 

in 1937 started a process which would eventually lead to systemic integration under public 

auspices. 

But that was still decades away. More important for the present chapter are the ideas that 

informed the Nova Scotian rural electrification program in the 1930s and which provided the 

bais for the construction of an integrated provincial system in the 1950s and 1960s. During this 

decade, Amencan and Central Canadian beliefs about rural electrification were borrowed and 

adapted to local conditions. Home modemization, the topic of Chapter Six, also received a good 

deal more attention in the '30s than at any previous tirne. The drive for both niral electrification 

and home modemization heralded a change of focus in provincial plans for rehabilitation through 

electncal technology: instead of emphasizing power development only, those who believed that 

technological improvernent equaled progress began highlighting power consumption as well. 

- - 

1 Hughes, in Networks offower, p. 3 19, descriibes how World War 1 did the çame for Britain by stimulating the 
reurganization of that country's fiagmented, feebIe electrical system. The resdt was the National Grid 



Greater consumption would not only help lower the price of power, but, since it implied the 

greater use of technology, would also b ~ g  people in contact with the rhyths  of the modem 

world. For those who believed that Marituners and Nova Scotians were intrinsicaliy "slow" and 

unprogressive, this last point was vital. Attempts to boost consumption and reduce rates by 

bringing power to all the people, then, characterized a second type of technology-based 

rehabilitation strategy. 

Nova Scotians' interest in rural electrification grew out of the regional economic and 

social crisis that ravaged the Maritimes through most of 1920s. During this period, both 

politicians and social refomers had begun to notice the potential of electric power for regional 

revival. But the Rural Electrification Act itself was more directly a result of 1934's Provincial 

Econornic Inquiry. A product of the province's severely depressed condition, this so-called Jones 

Commission sponsored Irene Biss's investigation into the state of electric power generation and 

delivery in Nova Scotia. Biss's report, which stated that it was "'generaliy recognized that 

intensive electrkal development is the key to almost Lunitless industrial and social advantages," 

provided the immediate justification for the rural electrification project.2 Although the quote 

originated with an expert on British electrification, Professor Marshall Dimock, Biss agreed that 

only a heightened Pace of electrical system-building and rural electrification could improve future 

industrial prospects and revive declining mai areas. With an eye on trends in other parts of the 

Western world, particularly Ontario and Britain, Biss advocated the creation of a province-wide 

system of power under the control of one central agency in the belief that it would improve 

systemic efficiency and flexibility. Her recommendation that the provincial govemment take 

positive steps toward systemic integration and rural electrification made the 1930s a turning point 

--- -- 

' Quoced in Biss mernorandun, p. 87. 



for systern-building in the province, and the delivery of Iight and power to country people becarne 

an urgent political prïorïty by the mid-1930s. 

Biss had been greatly iduenced by the broader philosophy of regional electrical systems 

as it had developed in Ontario, Europe, and the United States. Here social goals and engineering 

objectives were intem-vined. Regional systems had first appeared across North Arnerica in the 

wake of the First World War as a response to technical requirements.3 w h e  conditions had 

produced high coal prices and a large dernand for power, which in tum had led to severe power 

shortages. The solution was the integrated regional system, which solved a critical problem in the 

growth and development of electrical systems and produced a radical alteration in their 

evolutionary trajectories.' Regional networks are more flexible and more efficient than a s m d  

system because new efficiencies result fkom the interconnection of many diEerent types of 

generating plant: the most economical combination of resources for the time of year or type of 

load cm be utilized. For exarnple, a regional system's thermal plants codd be relied upon during 

periods of dry weather; at other times, hydro would be the predominant source, with the system's 

themial plants acting as standbys. To recapitulate, this practice is known as the "beconomic mix" 

and is define3 by Thomas Hughes as "an interconnection of power plants whose energy sources 

are utilized ~orn~lernentaril~."~ As a result of the greater efficiencies yielded by the economic 

mix, power output can be boosted while the costs of installing more generating capacity can be 

reduced or even avoided. 

But technical requirements were only a few of the reasons for the popularity of regional 

system-building in the 1920s. Arnerican advocates of regional systems were innuenced by a 

3 See Hughes, Nefworhs O r n e r ,  Chaps, XII and Xm. 
' Ibid, pp. 285-286. 

Ibid, p. 367. 



deeply imbedded cultural idea that historian Leo Marx has called the "middle landscape". Simply 

put, the idea refers to a halfway place between machine cities and pastoral farms: Man: defines it 

as an agrarian yet technologicaiiy proficient yeoman republic.6 The midde landscape ideal offered 

a way to take advantage of technology withoüt losing the benefits of agrarian society. This can be 

explained with reference to Jeffersonian democracy, a philosophy of government and society that 

had a firm hold on American culture in the nineteenth century. in Jel5ersonia.n democracy, the 

f m  was the moral centre, indeed the backbone, of the new civLlization that the American people 

had carved out of the North American wilderness.' Consequentiy, threats to the farm were 

threats to republicanism itself, the f m  was the source of the spiritual strength that made 

America the "city upon a hill" and the beacon for democrats ali over the world. The middle 

landscape ideal, then, became particularly attractive in the rapidly urbanizing and industrializing 

Arnerica of the middle and latter parts of the nineteenth century, as Americans struggled to 

reconcile their belief in the spintual purity of rural life with their awe of the technological 

wizardry that was driving Amerka's newfound prospenty. 

By the late nineteenth century, the urban-industrial juggernaut appeared unstoppable, and 

rural people began to flock to the cities. In this period, urbanity came to be identified with al1 that 

was modern and up-to-date, while agrarianism came to be regarded as al1 that was tradition- 

bound and backward. Moreover, new farm technology seemingly accelerated the deche of rural 

areas; thanks the adoption of new machinery and tools in this period, f m  production had 

reached unprecedented levels, causing prices to &op. As a result, rural populations were on the 

move all over North Arnerica, particularly after 1880, and fear for the continuhg viability of rural 

Leo Manc The Machine in the Gmden (New York, 1964), pp. 2 1-23. 
7 Nye, EIectrrBng America, p. 288. 

* Ibid., p. 291. 



society, and for the future of the American republic itseE was a cornmon theme in the public 

discourse of the period. 

Mth the mival of electricity, Arnencan system-builders began to see a way to revitalize 

rural Me by restoring the "middle landscape". Electric power, extended into the countryside 

through the technical device of the regional power system, wodd facilitate the arrival of a 

technological utopia in which people could live in the spiritudy uplifting atmosphere of the f m  

while still enjoying the benefits of modern science and technology. Electricity would do this in 

two ways: in a social sense, it would discourage people fkom leaving the farm by evening out the 

standards of urban and rural living, and in an economic sense, it would stimulate rural industries 

and increase agricultural efficiency. A good deal of the philosophy of rural electfication and the 

regional system of power was rooted in American technological utopianism; according to 

Howard P. Segal, "the envisioned domestication of both technology and nature [would] resolve 

the tension ... between the industrial and agrarian orders. .'" In short, electric power would 

reconcile Jeffersonian agrarianism with modem society. Because of the importance of the f m e r  

in Arnerican republican ideology, electric power would not only revive the rural areas, but in 

doing so would also reinvigorate Arnerican democracy. 

The rhetoric surroundhg regional systems and rural electrification in the 1920s and '30s 

reconciled the ambivalence toward technology that existed at the tirne.'' While many lamented 

the disappearance of traditional rural society, many others celebrated the emergence of machine 

ciMlization Rural electrification, undertaken with idea that technology would help preserve the 

traditional, brought these two apparently contradictory strearns of thought together. Apart from 

- - -  - 

Howard P. Segai, Techndogical Utopimim in American Culture (Chicago and London, 1985), p. 24. 
' O  Carrol W. Purseii, Jr., "Goverment and Technology in the Great Depression", Technoiogy and Cdtwe, Vol. 
20, No. 1 (Jan. 1979), p. 162. 



all the economic benefits nird power would bring, system-builders and social reformers believed 

that electric power, available throughout the countryside, would 'kxorcise social disorder and 

environmental dismption, eliminate political conflict and personal dienation, and restore 

ecologicd balance and communion of man with nature."' ' In an exarnple of what Joseph J. Corn 

calls the 'Wacy of social continuity", rural electfication would help preserve old social patterns 

and values. l2 

The Giant Power plan was a concrete example of these ideas in action.13 Proposed by 

Govemor Giffard Pinchot of Pe~sylvania in the early 1920s, Gant Power was an attempt to 

integrate the state's electrical grid under public auspices. According to David Nye, "in essence 

the idea was to build large coal-fired generating plants at the mines and ship electricity rather 

than coal throughout the stateyy with the processes of generation, transmission, distribution, and 

pricing to be managed and regulated by the government. l4 More than sirnply a technical pian 

conceived to generate greater systemic efficiencies, Gant Power represented the convergence of 

several important intellechial trends. Pinchot, who was liberal in his politics and forrnerly active 

in the Progressive rnovement, worried a great deal about the future of nird Me in a rapidly- 

mechanizing world. Before long, his Progressivist connections had led him into an alliance with 

engineer Moms L. Cooke, a lke-muided reformer and a one-the associate of Frederick Taylor, 

the father of scientilïc management." Efficiency was Taylorism's holy grail, and by the end of the 

l l James W. Carey and John J. Quirk, The Mythos of the Electronic Revolution, Part I"' The Americm Scholm, 
Vol. 39: No. 2 (Spring 1970), p- 222. 
li Corn, "Epilogue" in Corn, gL, lmngining Tomorrow, pp. 220-221. 
'' It is impossible to do justice to the fûii complexity of the Giant Power story here. See Hughes, Networkr of 
Pauer, pp. 297-3 13 for a more cietaileci account, 
14 Nye, Electnfing America, p. 297. 

lS See FreQnck W. Taylor, The Pn'nciples of Scentij'Îc Management (New York, 19 1 1). 



F i  World War, Cooke had begun applying scientific management to social problems.16 By the 

1920s his alliance with Pinchot had led him to adjust his Taylorisrn to the problems of rural 

America and to the possibilities ùiherent in the regional electric power system. The synthesis 

between Cooke's and Pinchot's ideas was cornpiete when Cooke stated that 'kre should have the 

maximum of decentrabation that is consistent with a strong and able and far-sighted central 

controi" in regional electrifïcation, in order to reconcile the twh ideals of democracy and 

eff i~ienc~. '~  The resuiting plan - Giant Power - attempted to re-create the ideal of the rniddle 

landscape and revitalize older social and ecor.omic Weways: a large, centrally-controlled 

technological system would bring power to the countryside, thereby raising living standards, 

eliminating f m  drudgery, and decentralking congested cities. In short, Pinchot and Cooke 

envisioned nothhg less than a full-blown social revolution through the publicly-controlled 

production, transmission, and distribution of electricity. 

Although the Giant Power proposal came up against tremendous resistance fiom private 

utilities and went down to defeat in the Pennsylvania legislature in 1926, its utopian vision of a 

public power rnovement for regional transformation remained iduential throughout the 1930s. 

Elements of the Giant Power philosophy appeared in the writings and sayings of such diverse 

American business and intellectual figures such as Henry Ford, Joseph K. Hart, and Lewis 

Mumford, with the cornrnon thread being the revitalization of rural areas through electric power 

and the re-establishment of the middle land~cape.~* To a great extent, Gant Power laid the 

foundations for the Tennessee Valley Authority (TVA), President Franklin D. Roosevelt's 

-- - 

l6 Samuel Haber, Enciency und Uplift: Scientific Mmagement in the Progressive Enz, 1890-1920 (Chicago and 
London, 1964), yp. 6566, 109-1 10. 
" Quoted in Ibid, p. 122. Note thai Cook had watered his Taylorism dom wimewhat by this h e .  
l8 Thomas P. Hughes: "Viens of EIeCtnncation and Social Changen in Fabienne Cardot, ed, 1880-1980: Un 
Siécle d'Électricité dans le Monde (Paris, 1987), pp. 327-340. 



massive New Deal program of hydroelectric power development and regional ~~stern-buildin~.'~ 

Indeed, Morris Cooke became the first head of Roosevelt's new Rural Electrification 

Administration in 1935. 

These American ideas influenceci Nova Scotian system-builders in the 1930s and provided 

the philosophical foundations for the province's Rural Electrification Act of 1937. And, once 

again, Ontario's successful nirai electrification program funiished Nova Scotians with an 

organizational fonn which they could ernulate. Although the provincial ambition to become the 

workshop of the Dominion had faded during the tumdtuous 1920s, the belief that rural 

electrification would bring what Thomas Hughes c d s  '0alanced regional developmentyy raised 

hopes for a more prosperous and progressive province during the 1930s.~' These ideas appeared 

in the writings and sayings of academics like Biss as well as engineers such as Harold S. Johnston 

and politicians Like Angus L. MacDonald. Social reformers, too, made a contribution; those 

involved with the Antigonish Movement filIed their speeches with 'cmiddle landscape" rhetoric. 

For dl, even businessmen, public investment was the only means by which rural electrification 

could be achieved. The rationale behind mral electrification through government intervention was 

the sarne werywhere: rural power would help revitalire the province by stemmhg the outward 

flow of population, evening out the urban and rurd standard of living irnproving agicultural 

efficiency, and hu1at ing small rural industries. With more than halfof Nova Scotiays population 

still classi£ied as rural in the 1930s, and with only about 13% of these supplied with electricai 

I 9  Evidence that Roosevelt believed wholeheartedïy in the promise of social modeniization through electric power 
appears in Tobey, Technology as Freedom, p. 40. On the TVA, examples of good scholarly works are Thomas K. 
McCraw, W A  and the Power Fight. 1933-1939 (Phüadelphia, New Yo* and Toronto, 1971), Erwin C. Hargrove 
and Paul K. Conkin. eds., W A :  Fifry iëars of Grassroots Bureaucracy (Urbana and Chicago, 1983), and Erwin 
C.  Hargrove, Prisoners of Myth: The Leadership of the Tennessee Valley Authoriy, 1933-1990 (Princeton, 1994). 
20 Hughes, "Visions of Electrification and Social Change*, pp. 3 38-3 3 9. 



s k c e  as late as 193 5, rural electrification began to appear indispensable to those familiar with 

the prevailing assumptions about the potential of electricity to transform entire regions.21 The 

reçulting Rural Electrification Act thus combined elements of the philosophy of regional systems- 

building dweloped in the 1920s and the spint of the New Deal's public activism that emerged in 

the 1930s. 

Rural Distress and Regional Decline in the Mantmes 

The economic and social cnsis ofthe 1920s had a deleterious impact on Maritimers' 

visions of their fuhire role as members of the Canadian Confederation. Certainly there was great 

cause for d m :  with 42% of manufactu~g jobs lost between 1920 and 1926, the population 

outflow fiom the region in this penod surpasseci the previous high point in the late nineteenth 

~ e n t u r y . ~  Yet Maritimers would not accept that regional decline was in any way permanent or 

inevitable and wuuid not be satisfied with a secondary or supporting role in the Confederation 

scheme. Not fully cognizant of the structural problems in the region's economy, many believed 

that the root of the problem lay in unjust financial and political arrangements between Central and 

Western Canada and the Maritimes, and that the application of political pressure could go a long 

way towards restoring regional prosperity. The result was the Maritime Rights movement, a 

reaction to the postwar decline in regional influence. According to Ernest Forbes, the rnovement 

was "'a spontaneous expression of the economic and social hstrations of the Maritime peopley' 

led by a coalition of business and professional men? Unfominately, success proved elusive; 

although the King govemrnent bad set up a Royal Commission (the Duncan inquiry) in 1926 to 

21 Harold S. Johnston, "Nom Scotia's Power Industry", Elechicol Novs and Engineering, (June 15, 193 51, p. 67. 
22 John Reid, Six Crucial Decades: h e s  of C h g e  NI the History of the Maritimes (Halifax, 1987), pp. 164-165. 

Forbes, The Muritirne Righls Movement, p. viii. 



look into Maritime claims, it was more a method of defusing the agitation than of redressing the 

balance of regional power. By the late 1920s, enough of Duncan's recommendations had been 

implemented to d o w  some Maritime Rights advocates to claim a Pyrrhic victory, but not enough 

to make a reai difference in the structure of the regional economy. 

While some protested on behalf of business and ïndustry, others looked with increasing 

concern on the plight of mral people, a sector of society that received unprecedented attention 

&om regional politicians, social reformers, and poiicy makers during the decade. Rural 

outmigration had been a problem in the region since the 1 8 7 0 ~ ~  but it came under close scrutiny 

early in the new century and particdarly in the 1910s and '20s. Population figures clearly showed 

the seriousness of the situation. Between 1891 and 19 1 1, for exarnple, Nova Scotia's rural 

population feU by approximately 67,000 people.24 Some areas were particularly hard hit: over the 

period 188 1 - 193 1, Antigonish County registered a 54% decrease in population, the largest such 

drop of any county in canada? The reasons for any large migration of people depend on 

conditions at the points of both origin and destination but in the Maritimes out-migration resulted 

mostly fkom the ccpull" factors of the region's growing industrial towns and the prosperous New 

England statesz6 The particular Maritime pattern of out-migration saw Young, highly skilled 

urban people rnoving out of the region. In tum, rural residents moved into the region's cities to 

replace them. Typically, rurai migrants were yomg and unskilled upon h v a i ,  but, d e r  h a h g  

gained new skills over time, soon became the next wave of émigrés. This process, representing a 

24 See Rudoif A Clemen, "The Movement of Rural Population in Nova Scotia During the M Twenv Y=", 
Indusirial Canada (Jan, 19 l3), pp. 856-857. This is a reprint of a prize-wïming essay written by a Dalhousie 
University undergraduate. 
2s Nova Scotia Department of Agriculture, Builetin No. 18, Antigonish Counfy, Nova Scoh'a: A Shtcjl ofLand 
Utilizafion, F m  Production. and Rural Living 1936), p. 42. 
26 Patricia A Thornton, "nie Roblem of Out-Migration kom Atlantic Caaada, 1871-1921 : A New Look", 
Acadlensis, XV, 1 (Autumn 1985), p. 20. 



continuous loss of the most productive elements of the population, may well have been a factor 

in the region's econornic dowdaKn Out-migration from the province, large enough to result in a 

f d  in total population between 192 1 and 193 1 created an urgent problem for policy rnakers and 

reformers? 

The movement of rural populations to urban areas in the 1880-1930 period produced 

great alarm throughout North Amenca. According to the Amencan historïan D. Clayton Brown, 

Treference for an urbau Life came as a shock to a country that had long regarded fanners as the 

backbone of the republic.'7B Canadians viewed the world in less republican tones, but aill 

believed that rural areas produced a heartier brand of human being and provided a wellspring of 

national leaders. Despite the outpouring of concem, rural people voted with their feet: rural 

poverty, hdgery,  and isolation were increasingly unattractive in an age of rapid urbanization. 

City arnenities such as good factory wages, varied leisure activities, and readily-available 

conveniences such as eiectric lights and central heating made rural He appear to be hopelessly 

behind the tirnes, and rural people experienced a heightened sense of relative deprivation. 

Culturaily, too, the "modemy' was inaeasingfy identified with the urban, and rural people found 

themselves looked down upon by their city cousins. Consequently, as Harold L. Platt states, rural 

folk %ere eager to join their urban counterparts in enjoying the benefits of an energy-intensive 

consumer Society" by the 1920s .~~  

*' Ibid., pp. 28-29. 
" The Problem of Population in Nova Scotia", Reporrs of the Nova Scotia Economic Council, Vol. 11, 1937 
(Halifax, 1938), p. 56. 
29 D. Clayton Brown, Electnciîyfor R u d  Arnerica: The Fight for the REA (Westport, Conn., and tondon, 1980), 
p. xvi. 
30 Platî, The Elecfric Ciîy, p. 236. 



Rural Nova Scotians were pdcularly vulnerable to the pull of the city, and numerous 

suggestions on how to reverse the trend were found in the popular press. For their part, farmers 

responded by organizing themselves into political pressure groups and they established a United 

Farmers organization in 1920 to deal spediically with rurd depopulation.31 Government was 

slow to respond, but an indication that the new provincial regime of Premier E.N. Rhodes was 

willing to tackle the rural problem in a scientific fashion appeared soon after the election of 1925, 

when it set up an Agricultural Enquiry [w Cornmittee to look into conditions on Nova Scotian 

farms." This goveniment board discovered that f m e r s  suffered from a lack of technical 

lmowledge and equipment. It therefore recornmended the application of scientific methods to 

agicultural techniques, which had the double purpose of improving productivity and providing 

farmers with a sense that their occupation was "modem3' in that it required a measure of 

advanced scientifc knowledge. The committee also recomrnended the establishment of marketing 

organizations to help f m e r s  seil their produce, as well as the inauguration of short courses to be 

given by provincial govenunent workers in order to educate farmers in up-to-date methods." To 

this end, the Rhodes govemment set up an extension division of the Department of Agriculture to 

S o m  farmers about newer and more efficient procedures. 

Aîtracting immigrants to occupy the lands abandoned by departing famers was an 

obvious solution, but one that overlooked the deeper causes of the rural exodus. Nonetheless, 

both business and government took steps in this period to attract new arrivals to the region. In 

1923 the Maritime Board of Trade organized the Maritime Colonkation and Development 

3' Louis Aubrey Wood, A History o / F m e r s  ' Movements in Canada (Toronto, 1924; rpt. Toronto and Buffalo, 
1975), pp. 301-303. 
32 Report of the Agricultural Enquiry Cornmittee (HaMky 1926). 
33 Ibid. 



Association for the stated purpose of "attracting suitable settlers for the vacant fa mil and^.'^^ 

During that same yen, the federal Department of Industry and Immigration had assisted a 

number of Swiss fanners to relocate to Nova ~ w t i a . ~ '  By the late '20s, Rhodes's provincial 

govemment had begun taking steps 'to attract financidy independent Britishers" to fïll the gaps 

left by emigrating Nova ~ c o t i a n s . ~ ~  To this end, several publicity leaflets were issued by the 

Department of Natural Resources around 1928 with the hope of convincing prospective 

immigrants that an agrinilturd utopia lay just a few days' steam to the West.  Sipnincantly, the 

govenunent's propaganda promised that 'celect~c iight and power are available in practicdy 

every county Apart from the fact that a few counties stiii lacked any access to a 

central station supply in the mid- 1 920s, the statement stretched the truth considerably by 

irnplying that power could be obtained thmghm each one. Despite the fact that government 

bureaucrats were aware of the importance of rural electrification in a successfùl immigration 

program, the Rhodes govenunent did very little to extend rural Lines in the 1920s. Moreover, 

there is Little indication that the immigration programs were successfui, or that more than a 

handfûl of foreign farmers actualiy m b e d  in Nova Scotia. 

Academics, too, thought about the problem; in fact, a regular gathering devoted to the 

revitalization of rural Iife arose during the decade. Professors and clerics at St. Francis Xavier 

University (St. F.X.) in Antigonish initiated the annual Rural Conference in 1924 as a forum to 

-- 
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discuss the social and economic problems o f m a l  life.38 The sessions were open to both 

layperson and priest, with the only requirement for attendance being an interest in improving 

conditions in eastem Nova Scotia. Registers of conference participants have not survive& and we 

cannot know exactiy who supported what measures, but we can say that the resolutions passed at 

the conferences reflected the opinion of the majority of those present. Moreover, we can say that 

resolutions reflected the opinion of the Bishop, who had the power to block proposed  action^.'^ 

In large part, the ideas expressed at the Rural Conferences laid the groundwork of the Antigonish 

Movement, a program of rural and regional rehabilitation through adult education and co- 

operative enterprise, developed under the broad nibric of Roman Catholic ideoiogy and co- 

ordinated through St. F.X.'s Extension Department fiom 1930 to the present? 

Up to the late 1920s, many Rural Conference participants viewed the rural problem fiom 

an antimodernist ~tand~oint .~ '  The clearest articulation of that philosophy came fiom a St. F.X. 

faculty member, the Rev. Dr. Daniel J. MacDonald, who wrote a pamphlet calleci "Country Life 

Versus City Lifé", published by the Minister of Natural Resources in 1927 as part of the 

govemment campaign to revive the agricultural sector. MacDonald's choice of illustrations 

revealed his point of view: idedized painted depictions of wholesorne rural vistas posed a 

drarnatic contrast with rd-life photographs of squaiid, overcrowded inner-city street ~ c e n e s . ~ ~  

- - 
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MacDonald's stated goal was '?O determine whether or not the peopie who left Nova Scotia are 

better off then those who remaineci on the famis." Since he was writkg the pamphlet in defense 

of Nova Scotia's 'traditional" way of We, it WU not be surprising to hear that his answer was 

"'no". He set about proving his claim by disputing the popuiar idea that city life was more 

prosperous and glamourous than We at home. Not only were ''real" wages lower in the city (after 

taking into account the high cost of city We), but many could not even maintain a decent standard 

of tMng while being forced to cope with the insecurities of the modem labour market." 

Believhg M y  that nual life in the Maritimes offered a "%ruer" or more essential way of Me, he 

stresseci that the Maritime f m  produced a hardy and resilient breed of hurnan being that stood 

head and shoulders above the urban dweller, who suffered fiom physical deterioration caused by 

bad housing and bad air." He also claimeci that people were more isolated in the city because of 

the falsity and superficiaiity of urban social relationships. Most darnning of a& he believed that 

urban He was nothing but comrnercialized sin and mord decay, and he warned rural Nova 

Scotians that the rush to abandon their farms was due "20 a wrong sense of values ... to attaching 

too much importance to undesirable things and too Little importance to the desirable features of 

country ~ife.'~' 

MacDonald's pamphlet protested against all facets of rnodernity: industrialization, 

urbanization, and the modem culture of consumption that was spreading its naterialistic ethos 

throughout the industrialized world. For MacDonald, rurd Life in Nova Scotia was an antidote to 

the hedonistic excesses of urban consumensm and was far more physicdy and spiritually 

43 Ibid., p. 5,8. 
44 Ibid., p. 7. 
45 Ibid, p. 16. 



fulnUùig than a worker's existence in one of the g-y cities of New England or New ~ o r k . "  

Many of his ideas had been presented at the Rural Conference in 1926, and that conference's 

recommendations reflected sùnilar values. For example, to encourage people to stay at home, 

MacDonald and those who thought as he did cded  for a propaganda effort that stressed the best 

things in rural life while warning people of the dangers of the city. Furthemore, the conference 

passed a series of resolutions calling on the government to improve rural schools and provide an 

agicultural scholarship. Finally, the participants urged local pnests to preach to t heir 

congregations on 'the evils ofgiving expression to discontent with rural conditions, especially in 

the presence of children.. .'*7 

Although rnany conference participants thought as D. J. MacDonald dici, others advocated 

modemization as the solution to the probiems of rural life. Instead of simply trying to convince 

people of the spintual punty of the farm, these clergymen saw electrification as the remedy for 

the decline of the countryside. For example, Rev. RL. MacDonald, parish priest and Indian 

Agent at Chapel Island, Cape Breton, had made an unsuccessfbl effort to develop 

hydroelectricity to supply rural industries on the Chapel Island Indian reserve as early as 1920. 

This MacDonald was also a leading supporter of Lake Ainslie hydro in 1928.~' Two other leaders 

of the agitation for Lake Ainslie power were the Rev. Dr. Moses M. Coady, soon to go on to 

international fame as the intellectual leader of the Antigonish Movement, and Rev. AH. Cormier, 

parish priest of St. Michael's Church in Margaree, Cape ~ re ton .~ '  Both assumed that 

Mam, of the same antimodernist themes appeared in a multitude of articles pubfished in the popular press 
dating h m  the tum of the century. Two examples are The Tragedy of City L W ,  Maritime Merchant, Apr. 11, 
190 1, p. 28, or "The Cities are Crowding, The Farms Are Desolaten, Everywoman 's Worid (March 19 14), p. 37. 
47 "Minutes of the Fourth Annuai Rural Conference of the Diocese of Antigonish", 1926, RG 30-3/28/15, St. 
Francis Xavier University Archives. 
" See records of the Department of Indian Anairs, RG 10, Vol. 66 13, NAC, and Inverness Town Council 
Minutes, Feb. 21: 1928, Beaton Institute, UCCB. 
49 The Sydney Post's Sept. 26, 1930 issue caiied Cormier "one of the prime movers of the Ainslie project." 



development of the Lake Ainslie watershed would bring electric power to the three rural counties 

in Cape Breton. Reflecting the strength of this point of view, that year's Rural Conference passed 

a resolution in favour of the project, a step that never would have been taken without the 

Bishop's fidl support.50 Cornmensurate with Catholic ideology, pnests in northeastern Nova 

Scotia and Cape Breton were very active in the fight to preserve rural Me in the 1920s and '30s. 

While there were a few conservatives in their ranks, it appears that a majority of Rural 

Conference participants saw rural electrification as a vital means of achieving their goal by the 

end of the 1920s.~' 

Part of the reason for the interest in rural electrification as a tool for rural rehabilitation, 

as Platt explains, was that "cultural codict between city and country" during the 1920s 'nelped 

draw public attention to the crucial role that electrical technology played in mauitainùig a modem 

style of life.'752 The dieérences between rural and urban levels of cornfort, cleanliness, and 

convenience were highlighted in any examination of the reasons for the flight f?om agriculture, 

and it became clear that providing the same seMces to rural people would do a great deal to 

redress the balance. There were also larger motives at play; according to D. Clayton Brown, rural 

electrification in the United States became "a means of restoring rural life and replenishing ... the 

nursery stock of American leaders and the source of democratic values."53 As illustrated by D.J. 

MacDonald's "Country Life Versus City Life", some Nova Scotians felt the same way about the 

physical hardiness and moral rectitude of those raised in a rural environment. Moreover, the Cape 

Y) Bishop James Morrisott, who presided over ail R d  (and Iater R d  and Industnal) Conferences between 1924 
and 1950, exercîsed a signîfïcant degree of control over conference resolutions. St. F X U .  archi* Kathleen M. 
MacKenzie to the auîhor, Sept. 28, 1998. 

See also Rev. John R MacDonald's work in St. Andrew's in 193 1, below, pp. 206-2 IO. 
" Plap The Elecîric Ciîy, p. 236. 
53 Brown, Eleciriciîy jor Rural America, p. 12 1. 



Breton hydro agitation of 1928-30 had introduced many to the arguments for rural electification 

and its potential ability to address nual problems. By 1930, then, many Nova Scotians saw rural 

electri6cation as a "technological W for the problems of the agricultural districts. 

The Realities of Rural Elecfrcfication in Nova Scotia 

Despite the rhetonc, little progress had been made in the 1920s. For their part, Power 

Commission oEcials believed that responsibïiity for rural electriflcation lay with the private 

sector. The governent that created the Power Commission had intended it to be an Ontario- 

style agency that would develop hydroeiectricity and deliver it, upon request, to municipal or 

private distributors. These local agencies would, in tum, retail the power directly to customers. 

In areas where private or municipal retailers feared to tread, there was simply no way to get a 

connection; although it was allowed by the legislation, the Power Commission had not been 

designed to be a direct retailer of power. With its full resources dedicated to hydro development 

in the first decade of its existence, the Commission had no plans to extend operations to cover 

unsemiced rural districts. The responsibility for electrifjmg the countryside thus rested with the 

private and municipal utilities that delivered power to the customer. 

Unfortunately, private and municipal utilities were more concemed with keeping up with 

the growing urban load than with building unprofitable rural extensions. As Nova Scotia Light 

and Power Company manager J.B. Hayes had explaineci to Irene Biss during her 1934 

investigation ïnto the provincial electrical situation, there was simply 'hot enough money comlng 

out of the country to rnake it worth while [sic] to put in mal line~.'"~ What Hayes meant was 

that the population density of the Nova Scotian countryside was often too sparse and the 

54 Biss memorandum, note 33, p. 92. 



distances too great for the Company to provide power at a reasonable rate. As it was, the low 

provincial population density had produced a pole line mileage in Nova Scotia that was 6.74% of 

that for the entire Dominion, whereas power output for the province stood at only 1 -74%: Nova 

Scotian utilities, although producing a relatively small amount of power, had to build a 

disproportionate amount of expensive pole line in order to distribute it? Under these conditions, 

companies could not keep mal rates at reasonable levels. Even if a particular stretch of rural 

road had sufficient potential customers ta keep rates down and still d o w  the extension to be 

profitable, there was no guarantee that all residents on the road would agree to subscribe; many 

mral people were too poor to S o r d  'lwniries" like electric light and would not agree to take the 

seMce at any price. It was true that a few utilities, such as the Avon River Power Company in 

the Annapolis Valley, had made a serious effort to extend mral lines, but these were exceptions 

that usually operated in the most prosperous and densely populated agriculturai districts. 

Despite its reluctance to wholeheartedly enter the field of local distribution, the Power 

Commission had aiready begun to serve a few rural customers through acquisitions made in the 

early 1920s. For example, in 192 1 the Commission took over the Lunenburg Gas Company's 

generating and transmission system, which pnor to that tirne had supplied both the Town of 

Lunenburg and parts of rural Lunenburg County. The Commission christened its new acquisition 

the cMusushush system" and proceeded to run it in the same way as it ran its other systems: the 

Commission assumed responsibility for supplying power to any distributor willuig to make a 

contract? The downsized Gas Company, now a retailing agency only, agreed to handle 

distribution within the town, but deciined to continue serving its former rural customers. 

s5 Ibid., p. 86. 
" NOM Scotia Power Commission, Annual Report, 192 1, pp. 13- 14. 



Therefore, responsibiiity for these households feil ont0 the Commission's lap; since these people 

had had the luxury of electric power under the old arrangement, they codd not be denied s e ~ c e  

now. By default, then, the acquisition expanded the Commission's mandate to include retailing, 

albeit on a very small scale and only under special circumstances. hdeed. the Commission 

approached its retailing responsibilities in a surreptitious way. Until the passage of the Rural 

Electrification Act in 1937, the policy of the Commission, according to Chief Engheer Harold 

Johnston (writing in 1929) was 'hot to distribute power and energy, but simply to generate same 

for sale or disposal at cost to municipaiities in a wholesale marner, with the distribution done by 

local agencies."57 The actual nurnber of m a l  retail customers sewed by the Commission show 

that Johnston meant what he said; at the end of September, 1925, only 135 households obtained 

their electricity directly fkorn the Power Commission, with the addition of just a few more here 

and there over the next several years.58 

With the growing clamour for rural power, and in iight of the pressing need to rehabilitate 

rural districts, the Power Commission's policy towards direct retaihg began to change. In 1930, 

Conservative Premier Gordon S. Harrington, who had relieved Rhodes when the latter resigned 

to join RB.  Bennett's new Conservative govemment in Ottawa, authorized a small but 

significant alteration in Power Commission policy. In that year, the Commission decided to 

extend rural lines and act as retailer of power to rural areas that requested senrice, just so long as 

the extension in question contrïbuted "sufficient revenue, through the reasonable schedule of 

rates established, to fully cover all costs connected there~ith.'"~ In other words, the Power 

Harold S. Johndon to Fr. J.R MacDonald, May 23, 1929. Bishop John R MacDonald Papen, St. Francis 
Xavier University Archives. 
Nova Smtia Power Commission, Annual Report, 1932, p. 4. 
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Commission would not seek a profit, but would agree to make extensions ifenough customers 

could be obtained to cover the cost of the h e .  In short, the vower at costy' policy would be 

extended beyond the corporate world to include retail customers in rural districts. In their annuai 

report to the Lieut enant-Governor, the Cornmissioners explained their reasoning : 

Your Commission feels that it is rendering a valuable service to rural communities in 
providing power and energy not otherwise attainable, which wiil add matendy to the 
amenities of Me, the extension of smailer industries, and the stabilizuig of the rural 
population.60 

This statement reflected ail of the concem ofthe past few yean, and described a role for electric 

power in the amelioration of harsh conditions in the countryside. In 1930 the Commission erected 

about 240 kilometres of new rural hne, signahg that the government had tumed to electrical 

technology as part of the solution to the problems of rural 

Yet the new policy did not produce an immediate surge of rural electrification activity 

throughout the province. In fact, unless there were more than six potential customers per mile, a 

relatively high rural density, neither the Commission nor any private utility was likely to gant a 

requed2 Furthemore, location was a factor; a rural community that petitioned for power had to 

be within a "reasonable" distance of an existing transmission line for their request to be taken 

seriously. Finally, the Commission would consider a petition oniy ifthere was absolutely no 

chance that a private company would step in and do the work. This proviso excluded many areas 

that were in range of their local service provider, but which had to settle for ' lip servicey' fiom 

companies with no desire to take on the expense of marginaily-profitable rural extensions. Even 

with all these conditions met, it was stili necessary for the Commission to make a sunrey in order 

Ibid, p. 7. 
61 The Canadian Engineer (Rb. 3, 1% l), p. 14. 
62 Biss memorandum, p. 86. 



to estimate variables such as present and future demand, the number of potential customers per 

mile, the pole Line rniieages involved, and the construction and operating costs of the proposed 

projecd3 The policy shift had more political than practical value because it dowed Premier 

Harrington to Say that the government supported the idea of m a l  electrification when it became 

an important public issue Iater in the decade? By the end of 1932, the number of  al custorners 

being directly served by the Commission had increased to just 768? 

The contingencies involved in obtaining a mai extension are weil iiiustrated by the 

exarnple of St. Andrew's, a viiiage in Antigonish County, in the penod between 1929 and 193 1. 

During this time a group of local people, Ied by their parish priest, successfdly convinced the 

Power Commission to extend their lines fiom the Sheet Harbour system that served Pictou 

County to their community. The priest, Rev. (later Bishop) John R MacDonald, believed in the 

social potential of electric power and tried to use it to improve the condition of the people under 

his care. At first t b g s  looked bleak. St. Andrew's is only about eleven kilornetres fiom 

Antigonish, but the nearest Power Commission transmission line at that time was in Pictou 

County, about seventy-five kilometres away. That being the case, MacDonald wrote to Harold 

Johnston early in 1929 and inquired about the possibility of the Commission constructing a small 

hydro plant to serve the area Apart fiom the fact that Antigonish County had no appreciable 

supplies of waterpower, Johnston pointed out the inefficiencies of a hydro plant supplying a 

village of only nfty houses, and recommended that the residents form a local electrical co- 

" Nova Smtia Power Commission, Annual Report, 193 1, pp. 32-33. 
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operative and supply the district with a self-contained diesel In any event, the 

Commission was clearly unwilling to entertain any thoughts of serving rural Antigonish County at 

this tirne. The matter was dropped and lay dormant for the next two years. 

With the change in Power Commission policy in the early '30s, and with the ongoing 

construction of a transmission h e  nom the Commission's S heet Harbour system to suppiy the 

pooriy-se~ced town of Antigonish, the electrikation of St. Andrew's began to look more 

plausible. Given the short distance fkom the town to the village, it seemed reasonable to assume 

that the Power Commission could be persuaded to build the extension. Furthemore, the 

municipality of the Town of Antigonish, the local distributor of the new Sheet Harbour suppiy, 

was enthusiastic about Rev. MacDonald's plan and was willing to set aside enough electricity for 

the St. Andrew's district in case the Commission saw fit go ahead!' Seeing the possibilities, 

MacDonald contacted Johnston again in May 1 93 1. In reply, Iohnston urged MacDonald to get 

up a petition which would, he believed, "receive the favorable consideration of the 

~omrnission.'"~ At k t ,  MacDonald was only able to gather thirty prospective customers for the 

petition, which according to Johnston necessitated a service charge of about nineteen cents pes 

kilowatt hour, a rate far in excess of what most people would find reasonable or aff~rdable!~ 

Faced with this information, MacDonald redoubled his efforts, and by September he had gathered 

66 Johnston to MacDonald, May 23, 1929. Bishop J o b  R MacDonald Papers, St. Francis Xavier University 
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enough signatures to convince Johnston that an engineer should be sent to the district to make a 

more detailed assessment of the sit~ation.'~ 

Akhough the ensuhg report proved the h e  to be feasible fiom an engineering 

standpoint," the Commission could not commit to its construction for financial reasons. Thanks 

to the deepening depression, rising relief costs were forcing the goverrunent to proceed with 

extrerne caution? By telegram, the Premier infomed MacDonald that the extension could only 

go ahead if federal h d s  earrnarked for unemployment relief could be obtained to pay for the 

Unwilling to stake the future of the project on that rather remote possibility, the priest 

convinced local residents to oEer fiee labour to the Commission in r e m  for an extension. 

Shortly thereafter, he informeci Johnston that sixty-one local men would provide two days' work 

each if the Commission would go ahead with the project, and that more men could be supplied 

to work on another line to Heatherton if the Commission saw fit to bring power to that 

cornmunity as ~ e l l . ~ ~  According to MacDonald, the men were "prepared to do the work free if 

no Relief money is granted, because we want the light and are ready to rnake sacrifices to get 

,375 lt ... 
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The offer of fiee labour tipped the balance in favour of the extension. Thanks to the 

willingness of the local people to provide labour, and to MacDonald's skiU in convincing them to 

back the scheme, St. Andrew's and the nearby villages of Pomquet and Heatherton all received 

electricity before the end of the yeaq even though extensions to the latter two communities were 

dismissed in the original engineering report as a practical impossibility. Its importance becarne 

even more pronounced with the government's refusai to release any relief tùnds to pay for the 

work, a decision communicated to MacDonald in an October 15 let te^'^ But that made little 

difference now. In early October Harold Johnston informed MacDonald that, because of the offer 

of fkee labour, he was now "'definitely in the position of being able to recommend to the 

Commission that this extension ... should be made? Final authorization for the project came 

nom Halifax on October 22, and construction began just ten days 1ater." By December, 193 1, 

Rev. MacDonald had the pleasure of telling the Bishop that "the power is now on and we are 

enjoying the l-ry of electric light 

The experiences of Rev. MacDonald and the people of the St. Andrew's - Pomquet - 

Heatherton district indicate that a great many mral Nova Scotians wanted to share in the benefits 

of electricity, or at least that they could be convinced that rural electrification was in their best 

interests. But this episode also shows just how dinicult it was to obtain a rural extension, even 

with a Power Commission that was no longer averse to the general p ~ c i p l e  of retailing power 

directly to customers. Besides the vital offer of fiee labour, MacDonald's success also involved a 

76 NOM Scotia Minùter of Public Health, G-H Murphy, to MacDonzdci, ûct. 15, 193 1. Bishop John R MacDonald 
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cenain amount of luck; he was forhinate that the Power Commission had so recently decided to 

supply the municipality of the Town of htigonish, only eleven kilometres away, fkom its Sheet 

Harbour supply system. Few mal areas shared the success of St. Andrew's; in 1936, on the eve 

of the passage of the Rural Electrification Act, the Commissioners noted in their Annual Report 

that the Commission now s e ~ c e d  only 1347 rural customers, representing 'only a very srnail 

percentage of the total rural population of the ~ r o v i n c e . ' ~ ~  

Rural EZectnfication for ProvinciaI Rehabilifation: The Antigonsh Movemenf 

Public pressure for rural electritication continued to build, particularly after the issue 

attracted the attention of the Antigonish Movement. The origins and goals of the Movement, 

which developed out of a set of events that included the Rural Conferences and the arrival on the 

St. F.X. campus of ideas relating to adult ducation and CO-operative enterprise, are well 

known8' Led by the Rev. Dr. J.J. (Jimmy) Tompkins and the Rev. Dr. Moses M. Coady, it was 

an attempt under the auspices of the university's Extension Department to try and alleviate the 

poverty of the rural districts of the Maritimes. Inspirecl by the CO-operative work undertaken by 

the 'Rochdale Pioneers" in Britain in the rnid-nineteenth century and by the extension activities 

taking place at the University of Wisconsin in the 19 los, Tornpkins and Coady envisioned a new 

" Nova Scotia Power Commission Anmal Report, 1936, p. W. 
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role for St. F.X. in the development of the larger community: in large part, they were responsible 

for converting the University from a training school for friture leaders of society into an educator 

of working people LiWig outside the boundaries of the campus." Over tirne the universi3 

expanded the Movement's scope even fbrther. Historian James D. Cameron leaves no doubt that 

its ultimate goal by the mid-'30s was nothing less than Maritime revival; during that decade "St. 

F.X. expanded its mandate beyond the Cathoiïc formation of youth to include the uplift of the 

entire region through adult education and economic c ~ o ~ e r a t i o n . ~ ~  

The Antigonish Movement was ofEcidy launched with the opening of the St. F.X- 

Extension Department's headquarters in 1930. Ln order to begin the process of regional 

rehabilitation, Tompkins7 Coady, and other intellectuals in the Movement £%st investigated the 

reasons for Maritime deche. While unfair trade and financial arrangements between Central 

Canada and the Maritimes had undoubtedly done much to create the region's economic 

problems, Coady and Tornpkins focused on "defeatist" attitudes, inferiority complexes, and 

stubbom resistance to change as additional reasons for the persistence of economic diEculties. In 

fact, they believed that the people themselves were as much to blame for their degraded and 

hpoverished condition as any disability that may have corne with ~onfederation.~~ Since elites' 

atiempts to reform economic structures through political protest had been less than successful, 

Coady advocated a grassroots approach to the problem. Adult education, in order to give people 

the tools to improve their own condition, was therefore the central tenet of the Movement. 

82 Laidlaw, fie Campus ond the Community, pp. 6 2 6 3 .  
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People would be taught to rely on themselves to achieve, in Coady's famous phrase, 'ihe good 

and abundant I.Ze7'. 85 

Once they had recognized the source oftheir problems, the people had to remedy the 

situation by taking control of their economic lives. Indeed, one of the Movernent's main goals 

was nothing less than the re-establishment of a tmiy dernocratic society through grassroots 

economic actiod6 Political democracy without a correspondhg economic component had 

produced a kind of oligarchy; as Coady put it, "Domination in the economic field has meant 

control over al1 the other fields of social a~tivity'~'  h t e a d  of accepting their lot with passive 

resignation, it was necessary for working people to take back a measure of the economic 

sovereignty that had been lost with industrialization. This they could do through CO-operative 

enterpnses such as credit unions, fishery CO-operatives, and centralized purchasing agencies for 

farmers. Methods of establishing and operating such enterprises, dong with the broader political 

and philosophical questions of the day, were discussed in "study clubs", or idormal gatherings of 

addt students led by a trained volunteer. These meetings were an important part of life in many 

Maritime comrnunities, especially during the height of the Movement in the late 193 0s; according 

to Cameron, "%round thrty thousand people were involved in study clubs7' throughout the 

~aritirnes.** Meanwhile, the number of CO-operative organizations swocketed, particularly in 

the Catholic areas of the region?' 

- 

85 On the proper role of the university in adult education, see Laidlaw, The Cornpus and the Cornmunis< pp. 33- 
44. 
86 Aie-wder Fraser Laidaw, ed., n e  Man From Margaree: Writings and Speeches o1M-M. Coady.- 
EducatorRefomer/iPnest (Toronto and Montreal, 1971 ), p. 22. 
" ~bid., p. 23. 
88 Cameron, For the People. p. 226. 
89 W e  some conservative Catholic clerics resisted the Movement's activities. the bulk of resistance came from 
Protestant areas and was rooted in religious bigotry. For this reason, Coady and others made a special effort to 
attract Protestants to the Movement by downplaying its Cathoiic roots and by appealing to common problems. See 
Maches, "Clerics, Fishermen, Farmers and Workers", pp. 3 15-3 16. 



As the Movement gained mornentum, its thuikers began to consider the potential of 

modem technology as a means of accomplishing its goals. Aithough the Movement rejected both 

Marx and Mammon, the technologies that both philosophies had embraced by the 1930s could be 

reconciled with its own conception of the good society. As Dan M a c h e s  explains: 

The enthusiasm for rebuilding society did not mean that the advanced technology 
associated with capitalism had to be dismissed dong with the evils of modem capitalist 
society. From a spiritual standpoint they argued that the fden nature of society had 
created aberrations in a thing (technology) that could have served mankind generally ... In 
this m e r ,  the need for technology was presented as a spintual campaign..technology 
need not be merely a more efficient means of material prosperity, nor need it be the 
exclusive tool of the Social ~a rwin i s t s .~~  

From this standpoint, technology could be used for the '"social redemption of society" in the 

reiatively-impoverished Maritime provinces: "the pursuit of prosperity was indispensable to good 

order in society, in rural Me as weii as in urban life.'"' As such, the technology that produced that 

prosperity was indispensable to the Antigonish program for regional rehabilitation since its 

benefits were as much spinhial as econornic: it gave people the tools to reclaim a measure of 

economic sovereignty, out of which flowed a higher level of cultural development. 

Electnc power was the chief technological vehicle of the Antigonish agenda. In the spring 

of 1 93 5, the anonymous author of an Extension Bulletin article stated that "Cintouched as we are 

in the farming and fishing districts.. . by the development of electrical power, we have no real 

conception of its importance in a program of re-cons miction."^ Nonetheless, the study clubs 

began discussing rural electrifïcation in earnest in the autumn of 1936.'~ Preparatory reading for 

study club sessions then included such Extension Department publications as Light in the Easr, a 

= ~ b i d ,  m. 321-322. 
91 Ibid, pp. 322-323 

Extension Bulletin, May 10, 1935. 
" The Movement's main organ, the fitension Bulletin, published articles on the topic in every issue from October 
1936 through to May 1937. 



pamphlet containhg a tract cailed cXwai Electrifïcation" by St. F.X. geology professor Donald 

F. MacDonald and an essay entitled cComplete Electrification of Nova Scotia Necessary" by 

üoiversity president Rev. Dr. P.J. ~ i c h o l s o n . ~  As in the 1920s, the preservation of rurd life 

remained a priority, but there was now a distinctive utopian, almost Amencan, 'hiiddle 

landscape7' tone to the Movement's rhetoric. At the annual Rural Conference, now renamed the 

Rural and Industrial Conference to reflect its wider interest in regional rehabilitation, participants 

combined thek traditional conceni for the people's spiritual welfare with the madern culture of 

technological enthusiasm. As conference speaker Rev. M-M Gi l l i s  put it in 1938, 

A Back to the Land Movernent, even with free land and cheap money, is a 
meaningless slogan unless it includes taking the best things of urban Me back to rural 
society. Arnong these are good roads, cornfortable and up-to-date housing, and electric 
power.. . .Many of the srnailer industries can go back to the land instead of being 
concentrated in ten and thirty storied monstrosities in Our larger cities.. .Land offers an 
escape. This does not involve condemning our people to primitive foms of Me.. it does 
visualize the beginning of a new er* when man can carry on creatively in the open spaces 
with the aid of power and machineiy and when he, rather than the machine, wiil be the 
~nas t e r .~~  

Such a speech would have made Moms Cooke proud. Rural electrification decentralized industry 

and aliowed people to make a good living on the land. Electric power would make spiritual 

regeneration possible by making rual Me economicdy and socidiy viable. Moreover, electricity 

on the f m  would give the people the means to reclaim a measure of econornic sovereignty. A 

more democratic society wodd naturalIy follow. Electrincation, then, was one tool by which the 

ultimate aims of the Movement could be achieved. 

How could rural electrification be made a reality? The Antigonish thuikers closely 

monitored the progress of FDR's Rural Electrincation Administration and Ontario's Hydro- 

D.F. MacDonald and Rev. Dr. P. J. Nicholson Light in the East (pamphlet; Autigonish, 1936?). 
95 W. MM Gillis, "Factors Shaping the New Age in Rural L W ,  address given at Rural and Iadustnai 
Conference, 1938, RG 30-3/2 l/5 15, St. Francis Xavier University Archives. 



Electric Power ~ommission.~ By the early '405 they had become deeply interested in the 

Tennessee Valley Authonty and its attempt to rehabilitate an entire region through the 

construction of an integrated network of hydroelectric power. Reflecting the precise sentiments 

of people like Cooke, Alexander Fraser Laidlaw's 1945 review of David E. Lilienthal's W A :  

Democracy on the March, a well-known and very positive study of the TVA and its successes, 

stressed that central control of the power network yielded great egciencies, yet the 

decentralizing nature of the project produced a greater degree of economic d e m o ~ r a c ~ . ~ ~  The 

Antigonish reformers also pointed out that Europe's very high rates of mal electrification came 

through publicly-owned electric ~ ~ s t e r n s . ~ ~  Clearly, then, electricity could ody become an agent 

of regional rehabilitation under the auspices of a public body. Consequently, communities were 

urged to apply pressure to their provincial Power Commission. Indeed, the Antigonish campaign 

for rural electri6cation had a noticeable effect on the number of petitions for rural extensions. As 

the Power Commissioners noted in their 1937 report, "In some sections, particularly where Study 

Groups exist, Rural Electnfication has become a major issue and the demand is most insistent."99 

But, as revealed in the Power Commission's annuai reports, people in other sections of 

Nova Scotia did not require the presence of the Antigonish Movement to petition for a rural 

extension.lW Around the province, the pattern was generally the same: a local leader or leading 

% George Saunders, 'The Rural Use of Electricitf' (pamphlet; Antigonish, 1936 ?), pp. 1-3: Extension Bulletin, 
Nov. 20, 1936. 
91 Alexander Fraser LaidIaw reviewed Lilienthal's book in the Extension Bulletin's successor, the Maritime Co- 
Operutor, on May 15, 1945. The Antigonish Movement's interest in the TVA remaineci at a high level untir the 
&y 1960s; see, for example, "Can we leam a lesson from Tenuessee?", draft of newspaper article, RG 30- 
Y2 l/469, St, Francis Xavier University Archives. The d d  is not dated but puits out that the TVA was then "in 
its 30th year." 
98 fitension BuiIetin, Nov. 20, 1936. 
99 Nova Scotia Power Commission, Annual Report-, 1937, p. 3 1. 
100 Petitions were required before the Power Commission could investigate any poteniid extension, and the 
locations of such investigations were reviewed in each year's report to the Lieutenant-Governor. It can be inferred 



group would emerge, canvass the community for support, and present a case to the Commission. 

In Cheticamp, for exarnple, a group led by one Anselme Boudreau attempted in 1934 to convince 

the Commission to provide power for their cornmunity. A place lke Cheticamp, which is located 

in the northwestern part of Inverness County on Cape Breton Island, would have had no hope of 

service in previous years, but it was a sign of a new cornmitment to rural electrification that by 

mid-decade the Commission had begun to use diesel generators to serve districts that in 1930 

would have been considered too far àrom existing developments. The fkst of these was installed 

in St. Peter's, Richmond County, in 1936, which had been the last county in the province totaiiy 

devoid of central station s e ~ c e , ' ~ '  but the Commission provided a diesel generator set to serve 

Cheticamp as well, soon d e r  complethg the St. Peter7s in~tallation.'~~ 

NÙva Scotiu 's "New Deal": The MacDonald Governrnenr and Rural EIecir~jicafition 

The pressure for rural extensions culrninated in the Rural Electrification Act of 1937. But 

while the people's desire for rural power was influential, the Act cannot be fully understood 

without f ir t  considering the activist governent of Premier Angus L. MacDonald ( 1 890- 1 959, 

e s t  elected in 1933. MacDonald was an Inverness County lawyer who had served in the First 

World War and had spent part of the 1920s as a Dalhousie law professor. An amiable and 

approachable man, he soon acquired a reputation for integrity, honesty, and dedication. 'O3 

Running on a 'Nova Scotia First" platform, a slogan reminiscent of Joseph Howe's nineteenth- 

from this information that copious petitions were king received fiom ail over the proMnce, not just the areas 
where the Mgonish Movement was most active, by about 193 5.  
'O1 Nova Scotia Power Cornmimon, Annual Report, 1936, p. xv. 

AnseIrne Boudreau,  électricité a Cheticampn (ad). Beaton Institute, UCCB. 
'O3 Fulton J. Logan, "Personality as Issue in NOM SCOtia Poiitics: Fielding, Murray, MacDonald, Stanfield" 
(unpub. M.A thesis, Dalhousie University, 1970), p. 85. 



century political battle cry, MacDonald took advantage of the Rhodes-Harrington government's 

failures, especiaily its unwillingness to "implement social security measures, introduce labour 

legislation, or h d  markets for fish and c ~ a l . " ' ~ ~  Furthemore, he embarrassed the Tories for their 

part in the c'Franchise Scandal" of 1933, which involved the manipulation of voters' lists and for 

their ongoing defense of Andrew Rae Duncan's 1926 Royal Commission report on Maritime 

disabilities. A fine orator, MacDonald made a good deal of political hay from these Tory 

shortcomings and, with his fiery rhetonc, won the 1933 election by a margin of twenty-two seats 

to eight. 

These political reasons, plus MacDonald's genuine determination to uncover the causes 

of Maritime decline, produced the Jones Commission Although Harrington questioned the 

necessity of yet another royal commission, MacDonald and others had noticed that Duncan had 

failed to investigate the impact of the federal tariffpolicy on Maritime economic fortunes.105 

Aware of the partisan nature of previous discussions regardhg the region's difficulties, 

MacDonald attempted to appoint a Commission that would be free of the taint of politics and 

which would look at provincial disabilities within Confkderation from a detached perspective.lo6 

Named after University of Leeds economist John Hamy Jones, who chaired the inquiry dong 

with the Nova Scotia-bom Deputy Minister of the federal Marine and Fisheries department, Dr. 

Alexander lohnston, the Jones Commission can be seen as a continuation of the work begun by 

Duncan in that both sought to uncover the constitutional bases of regional d i ~ ~ a r i t y ' ~ ~  In his 

Io4 Margaret Conrad, George Nowfan: Minitinte Conservative in National Politics (Toronto, Buffdo. London, 
1986), p. 50. 
'OS George Farquar, "Why the NOM Scotia hquj.?", Canadian Forum, Vol. XIV7 No. 167 (August 1934), pp. 
423425. 
IO6 AB. Balcorn, "The Jones Report - An Interpretationn, Dalhousie Review, X V  (Apd 193 5),  p. 1- 
1 O7 ER Forbes, T h e  1930s: Depression and Retrenchmentn in Forbes and M e 7  eds., The Atlantic Provinces in 
Confideration, p. 305. 



introductory rernarks to Jones and his colleagues, Premier MacDonald aated that Yhe ewnomic 

development of Nova Scotia has fded to keep Pace with that ofother provinces of Canada" and 

reminded them that the immediate purpose of the investigation was to "enquire into the causes of 

our economic diffi~ulties."'~~ As such, their report would provide the authoritative basis for 

concrete action to remedy those ditnculties and MacDonald wouid establish a reputation as a 

defender of provincial rights. 

Contrary to those who believed that the centrakation of industry and fiinance in Central 

Canada was the product of impersonal economic forces, the Jones report found that public policy 

had indeed infiuenced the course of Canadian economic development. By this logic, remedial 

measures, undertaken by govemments, could go some way toward promoting a revival of 

Maritime economic fortunes. Consequently, Jones and his associates made several 

recommendations. The most important of theçe concerned the disabilities suffered by Maritime 

manufacturers in the face of Central Canadian competition. Firstly, the Commission found that 

the Canadian tariffpolicy hurt Maritime manufacturing and industry because it disadvantaged the 

export trade to which the Maritimes were best s ~ i t e d . ' ~ ~  The obvious solution was a ta* 

reduction for Maritime manufacturers. Secondly, with regard to intemal trade, the Commission 

proposed that a trade commission be appointed to prevent "dumping" and other unfair practices 

undertaken by Central Canadian  manufacturer^.^'^ Findly, they pointed out that the Intercolonial 

Railway had been originally built for nationalistic purposes and that it was unfair to treat it solely 

as an economic enterprise. Like the Duncan Commission before it, the Jones inqujr believed the 

rate increases of the late 19 10s to be unjust. Although Maritime freight rates had fallen in 

108 Quoted in Balcorn, "The Jones Report", p. 1.. 
109 Report of the Royal Commission Provincial Economic i n p i v  (Halifax, 19341, p. 49. 
"O Ibid, p. 52. 



accordance with the federai Freight Rates Act of 1927, so had rates in other parts of the country. 

Due to the complexity of the problem, the Jones Commission suggested that the rail transport 

questioned be shidied in closer detail. ' ' l 
There were a nurnber of other important recommendations. The Commissioners examined 

federal-provincial hancial arrangements and found, in accordance with Nova Scotian opinion 

dating back to 1867, that the subsidy paid to the province by Ottawa was "seriously 

k~ade~uate".~ '~ They beliwed that the whole system of federal-provincial transfers should be 

reviewed, a recommendation that bore nuit several years later with the appointment of the 

Rowell-Sirois Commission- To improve the etfciency of the provincial government, they also 

recomrnended that a permanent civil s e ~ c e  be established, that a Nova Scotia econornic councii 

be set up, that a mechanism to give the province control over fishenes be implemented, and that 

an agricultural marketing organization be created. I l 3  

Out of the Jones Commission came Irene Biss's memorandum on electnc power. Her 

submission to the inquiry directly addressed the relationship between system building, niral 

electrification, and provincial rehabilitation. Under the assumption that a cheap and abundant 

supply ofpower wodd help solve some of the region's woes, she tried to idenw the main 

reasons for the province's high rates and low consumption. In doing so, she pointed to systemic 

fragmentation as the chief culprit. While pnce and consumption levels had improved measurably 

since 1926, she found that the dficult conditions of fragmentation under which such 

improvement had taken place were detrimental to further progress. l l4 At present, she said, 'the 

' ' ' Ibid., p. 86. 
' ' ' Ibid 
'13  fiid., pp. 87-91. 
'14 Biss memorandwn, pp 86437 



organilation of the supply of electrical energy is anytfnng but coherent" and that fkagmentation 

had divided control of the system between several sectional intere~ts."~ The resulting inability of 

any one utility to take advantage of economies of scaie or to benefit f h m  the flexibilities of 

interconnection helped keep rates high and consumption low. Moreover, it limted the total 

supply of power and retarded the electrical modemkation of the province. "Can we hope for 

concerted development of electrical supplies of the whole Province and the appropnate 

extensions of interconnection between systems", asked Biss, '%O long as different plants belong 

to different concems?'"l Clearly she did not believe it possible. 

Reflecting recent developments in regional systems-building, Biss noted that 'Yhe 

tendency to wider and ever wider extension of control by progressively fewer authorities is the 

natual line of development" and that the establishment of the publicly-owned Power Commission 

and the growth of privately-owned systems such as that of the Nova Scotia Light and Power 

Company showed that the trend had taken a small foothold in Nova Scotia."' Since 

'%onsiderable possibilities of economy" could be obtained from systernic integration under public 

auspices, Biss proposed that a non-political, public-sector body take charge of co-ordinating the 

province's electncal plant for the purpose of maximizing its efficiency. To this end she proposed 

an 'Electrical Development Cornmittee" which would include representatives of both public and 

private enterprise and integrate the system on a CO-operative basis. l l8 Centrai planning, which 

" 5  Zbid, p. 78. 
Zbid, p. 100. 

I l7 l b id ,  p. 77. 
I l8  Ibid.. p. 108. 



would W o w  advantage to be taken of diversity in generating facilitiesy', would help muiimize 

duplication, thereby reducing costs and lowering rates.l19 

Consistent with the themes of the Jones Report, the idea of provincial rehabilitation 

provided the background for Biss7s sy stembuilding recornmendations. B ecause she found t hat 

systemic fragmentation had crippled provincial economic and social development, she believed 

that some central agency was necessq to bring the system under CO-ordinated control. Such a 

step would produce benefits for the whole province, but was especidy necessary to ensure that 

the rural areas of the province enjoyed the f i t s  of modem progress. Rural electrification flowed 

nahirdy fiom systemic integration; only a regional system of power, under the control of a 

central authority, could make it a reality. Both social and economic benefits would accrue from a 

regional network of wal power; according to Biss, "concentrated central generation can be 

combined wîth wide distriiution in smail quantities for local use" which "in Ontario ... has 

apparently resulted in an outcrop of s m d  manufacturers7' and "[has added] enorrnously to the 

cornfort and amenities of rural life ..."'" In mm, greater consumption through lower rates and 

rural electrification, which could only be accomplished with a more integrated system obtained 

through CO-operation between private and public service providers, dong with a more 

progressive attitude arnongst the people, would improve economic and social well-being. 

Electrification was therefore tied to issues raised by Maritime Rights advocates and others with 

concem for the regional fbture and the overall status of the province in Confederation. 

'19 Ibid. p. 97. Here Biss is derring to the "economic miw", mentioned earlier in this cbapter, which is n term 
that describes the most efficient usage of avaiiable generating resources. 
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In a radio address given after the Jones report's contents had been made public in 

December 1934, Premier MacDonald voiced his "hope and confidence. ..that out of these 

proposds wiU corne a rehabilitated ~rovince.. ."12' Over the next few years, MacDonald proved 

that his government was equd to the task Social and economic issues captivated Liberals and 

Conservatives alike in Nova Scotia in the mid-1930s, and Roosevelt's New Deal programs had 

attracted a good deal of attention fiom both.la This general interest in progressive legislation 

intersected 6 t h  MacDonald's personal dedication to provincial nghts, as weU as his Nova 

Scotian patriotism; in his view, only a modemized province codd take its place as an equal in 

Codederation. Thus, caught up in the reform atmosphere that permeated the province in the 

1930s and determined to root out the causes of regional disparity, the MacDonald govemment 

proved amenable to the Jones Commission's recomrnendations. Along with initiatives previously 

rnentioned, such as the creation of a Nova Scotia Economic Council to provide a continuous 

Stream of learned advice to the government and the establishment of a permanent civil s e ~ c e  to 

curb the worst (although certainly not all) patronage abuses, MacDonald's regime also saw the 

passage of several other important pieces of legislation. Among these was an old-age pension act, 

a measure that provided fiee schoolbooks for children up to Grade 8, a groundbreaking Trade 

Union Act that forced employers to bargain with legally-constituted workers' organizations, and 

a Provincial Housing Commission Act to provide loans toward the consmiction of low-cost 

housing. Road irnprovement and rural electrification, measures passed during the 1937 session, 

show the depth of the Premier's cornmitment to outlying districts and his belief that a healthy 

'" Radio address given on Dec. 15, 1934, reprinted in the Halifa.~ Chronicle, Dec. 18, 1934. 
'= Conrad, George NmIm, pp. 57-58. 



uhan and industrial sector depended on a healthy and modemized rural s o ~ i e t y . ' ~  Indeed, 

provincial rehabilitation drove MacDonald's agenda in the 1930s and it is not too much to say 

that he instituted a srnall-scale version of the New Deal. 

With the evidence in favour of rural elect&cation now overwhelming, the governrnent 

decided that the îime had corne to take action on the issue. It was also getting close to election 

tirne. In a letter to the Power Commission on June 1 1, 193 6, the Premier suggested that it "give 

careful consideration to the recomrnendations of the Jones Report and to the Memorandum of 

Miss Biss, with a view to formulating a plan for the extension of electric service in the Province 

and reporting the results of their examination to the ~ovemment."~" At a meeting of the 

Commission held that çame day, Chief Engineer Harold S. Johnston was appointed the head of an 

investigation into the ways and means of implementirig a rural electnncation scheme. 

MacDonald, in pre-campaign f o m  in August of 193 6, proclaimed rural electrification to be the 

number one new prionty of the government and promised that he would make it the centrepiece 

of the next session's legislative program. 'With regard to electric Light and power," he said in a 

speech at Fort Anne, 'ihe engineers of the Nova Scotia Power Commission are now engaged in 

a study of this question ... and while we cannot carry the benefits of light and power to every part 

of the Province overnight, we will look forward in the immediate fùture to the inauguration of a 

policy which will b ~ g  light and power within the reach of thousands of Our people who are now 

unable to share in the advantages of this great modern devel~~ment ." '~~ Aithough the 

govement's rhetoric with regard to priorities changed over the course of the carnpaign fkom 

'= For a profile of MacDonald and a nunmary of his govemment7s activities, see K Napier Moore, "Nova 
Scotia's Angus L.", Mudean's (Jan 1, 1938), p. 9. 
124 QuOted in Harold S. Johnston. uRepon on S w e y  of the Power and Energy Indumy as Affecting Rural 
EIectrifïcation in Nova Scotia", 1937 ( h e d e r  Johnston report), pp. 2-3. Royal Commission Reports He, PANS. 

Speech given by Angus L. MacDonald, Aug 18,1936. Angus L. MacDonald Papen: PANS. 



rural electrification to highway improvement, the former remaineci very near the top of the 

program for the 193 7 session of the Elouse. '26 

lohnston's report, presented in January 1937, attempted to answer three major questions: 

what the rural electrification situation was in the province at present; why so many of those who 

already had the opportunity to e l e c t e  had refused it; and, most ùnportantly, what type of 

program would serve the province best. Intemwied with these questions were several secondary 

concems: how provincial power consumption could be increased, how things were done in other 

jurisdictions, and how a rural electrification program would affect the future role of the Power 

Commission. When d was said and done, Johnston rewmmended that Nova Scotia follow 

Ontario's lead and provide a subsidy for each new rural customer, and that the Power 

Commission, as in Ontario, be the agent by which any comprehensive nird electrification 

program be implemented.ln 

Before coming to these conclusions, Johnston had to first examine the actual state of rural 

electrification in the province. From data collected during the course of the investigation, he 

found that the most eiectrified rural region was agriculturai Kings County, in the prosperous 

Annapolis Valley, where 36.9% of farm households had electric service in 1934. 128 By contrast, 

the three rural Cape Breton counties were the most poorly served. Only 2.6% of rural households 

in Victoria County (mostly in the Baddeck area) had power; in Inverness and Richmond 

Counties, the rate of rural electnfication in 1934 was essentidy zero and until 1936 Richmond 

12' For example, the Halifax Chronicle 's front page headline for Mar. 3, 1937, the day after the s p ~ g  session of 
the House had opened, read "To complete highways by 1938; niral eiectrification forecast as assembly opens 
fourth session". 
lZ Johnston report, pp. 56-62. 
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County had no central station electrical service at d.129 On average, about 80% of all rurai 

homes in the province stili lacked electnc service. On the basis of this information, Johnston 

concluded, as Irene Biss had a few years before, that the counties with the lowest population 

densities produced higher expenses per mile ofline, thus discouraging uaties from making mal 

extensions. As it stood, the situation was unlikely to improve. In fact, in order to keep rates 

down and thereby encourage greater consumption, some utilities operating primarily in m a l  

areas had even decided to forego their right to make an 8% profit on their assets. 13' It appeared, 

then, that electrification by municipal or private utilities had already gone as far as it could 

economicdy go. 

Johnston next turned his attention to a nagging problem experienced by most companies 

that served rural districts. The number of petitions to the Power Commission and other utilities 

for an extension showed that a great many rural people were most anxious to get electric service 

and live on a par With their urban counterparts. But while some residents were deterrnined to 

bring electricity to their communities, others were adamant in their refusal to take the service, 

even though lines already ran down their roads and past their houses. Under the assumption that 

25% of all prospective customers on any rural line could not af3ord power at any price, Johnston 

believed that a connection rate of about 75% was a reasonable goal for any one rural line. Yet it 

was well known that in many instances less than 50% of prospective customers were taking 

service, even in cases where the opportunity had been available for a decade or more.131 Upon 

cioser examination, he found that the reasons for the low connection rates could be categorized 

as ''economic" and "cultural". W ' e  the latter related to the idea that electricity was a luxury and 



'bhat was good enough for the past generation should be good enough for the present7'? the 

former made more of an impression on Johnston's mind.132 High rural rates were part of the 

problem, but a contract with the local utility meant more than simply paying the monthly bill. It 

also meant, in most instances, paying to have the house wired, with a i l  the expense of wire, fuses, 

outlets, switches, fixtures, and whatever other hardware was required. Wuing bills nom the 

period reveal that preparing one's house for electric s e ~ c e  could cost as much as $50, which for 

most people in the Depression ma was a very large arnount of money.13' Given the large surns 

involved and the level of rural poverty in Nova Scotia, perhaps Johnston should not have asked 

why so many were unwilling to take power, but rather why so many were eager to do su. 

What, then, could Nova Scotia do to improve both the extent of rural electxification and 

the utilization of electical power in areas already sewed? As it had done in the past, the province 

looked to Ontario to provide an example. The Ontario program of ccgrants-in-aid", designed to 

rnake nird electrification hancially viable, made that province the acknowledged leader in rural 

electrification, certauily in Canada and probably in North Arnerica as well. 13" Even Franklin 

Roosevelt, as Governor of New York in the l92Os, had noticed Ontario's progress. 13' In his 

report, Johnston reviewed the measures taken by the Ontario government, where a successfùl 

program of rural e l d c a t i o n  was then u n d e r ~ a ~ . ' ~ ~  There were three main points. Firstly, 

grants-in-aid toward the initial capital cost of supplying electric service, up to 50% of the cost of 

the line and equipment fiom Ontario Hydro's substations to the customer's property, were paid 

- 

13' Ibid, p. 26. 
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to Hydro out of the provincial govemment's general revenues. Secondly, no customer had to pay 

more than a preset "maximum service chargeyy. Ifthis rate was not sufficient to meet the cost of 

service, the deficit was charged to the Consolidated Revenue Fund of the province. Finaüy, by 

the Rural Power District Loans Act of 1930, the Hydro-Electric Power Commission of Ontario 

was authorized to loan money for the wiring of homes or for the acquisition of machinery 

(especially f m  machinery) that could be expected to boost the load factor of the comection. 

Uther aids to rural e l d c a t i o n ,  such as speciai rate schedules to encourage consumption, were 

provided by Ontario Hydro to its nird customers, again with the main purpose of boosting load 

factor. 

There was no doubt that Johnston had picked the right jurisdiction to study, for Ontario's 

attempt to extend electrification to rural areas at less than cost was unprecedented. 137 Gven the 

particulars of the Nova Scotian situation, Johnston believed, in principle, that the Ontario plan 

was the best course of action for the province to follow. Some type of subsidy seemed essential; 

as Biss had stated in 1934, since ccrural electrification in Ontario has required this financial 

assistance it is not to be expected that very rapid progress will be made in Nova Scotia without 

any help."'38 Johnston also recommended that the government provide $25 per homeowner for 

the purpose of house wiring. But he took pains to point out that conditions in the two provinces 

differed in several respects, and that the form ofthe line subsidy in Nova Scotia would look 

somewhat Merent ficm its Ontario counterpart. Although the maximum s e ~ c e  charge idea was 

retained, 13' the Nova Scotia govemment simply could not afEord to subsidize 50% of the cost of 

every rural lime that was bu&, since this would impose a "perpetual burden on Governrnenty' and 

137 Fleming, Power at Cost, p. 249. 
'% Biss memorandum, p. 92. 
'" Johnston report, pp. 36-37. 



constitute "an undesirable increase in Public ~ebt."'" In other words, some way to make new 

lines pay for thernselves was necessary. Therefore Johnston recommended that no line be built 

without a minimum number of actual and potential customers. As long as three customers per 

mile could be persuadeci to sign five-year contracts at the outset, and as long as there was a total 

of seven potential customers per mile, the Power Commission would build a rural extension upon 

request. As some of these potential customers were added to the original three, the s e ~ c e  

charges wodd be reduced, and the govemment's burden lessened. The goal was to reach the 

point where any çuch line would first become self-supporting, and then become a revenue 

producer. Johnston believed that a total of seven per mile guaranteed enough revenue so that, in 

tirne, the govemrnent's investrnent in rural Iines would be retired. In this respect, Johnston 

borrowed the method used in the province of New Brunswick, which had passed its own rural 

electrification act in 193 2. 14' 

There were other reasons for this divergence from the Ontario plan, and these were 

related to the fiagmented condition of the Nova Scotian electrical network: whereas Ontario 

Hydro was by far the dominant utility in that province, the Nova Scotia Power Commission was 

as yet only one of rnany. The Ontario system of grants-in-aid would not, as Johnston put it, be 

"as desirable, nor so equitable in this Province wheie electric service cornes through such a 

variety of sources, under both public and private ow~ershi~."~" This is because the carryïng 

charges on an outight 50% subsidy on line construction would, in effect, be an indirect tax on all 

Nova Scotians for the benefit of rural power customers. Johnston was particularly womed about 

the political fdout from çuch a tax, especiaily fiom private utility companies, which were already 

140 Ibid, p. 58. 
141 Ibid, pp. 35-37. 
142 Ibid., p. 35. 



highly taxed and were not shy about saying so.'" To finance the program without increasing the 

burden on these companies, Johnston proposed a new tax on all munkipdy-owned utilities, and 

on the Power Commission itself, equal to 3% of each utiiity's gross annual incorne under 

domestic and commercial s e ~ c e  classifications. Neither the Power Commission nor any 

municipal utiiity paid taxes at this tirne, and lohnston's proposai would tax them at the same rate 

as private utilities. '" 
Some of lohnston's most interesting observations pertained to the future role of the Nova 

Scotia Power Commission, especially with regard to the relationship between rural elecmfication 

and systemic integration. Biss had recommended that a centrai agency, preferably some sort of 

board with representatives fiom both the public and pnvate sector, work together to integrate the 

electrïcal system and thus m;iximize the potential of the resource. Indeed, she believed that an 

increased degree of systernic integration was necessary for rural electrification to become a 

reality. Johnston agreed in principle, but held that that central agency should be the Power 

Commission. To that end, he recommended that the Commission should take the lead and 

acquire, "net of coercion, expropriation or force, but by negotiation, all those electnc public 

utilities in the province whether privately owned or publicly owned, which are wholly or 

essentiaily perfomhg rural s e ~ c e . " ' ~ ~  The statement represented a dramatic change in tone 

fiom 1929, when Johnston had described the Power Commission's role as "'net to distribute 

power and energy, but simply to generate same for sale or disposal at cost to municipalities in a 

wholesale mamer, wit h the distribution done by local agencies."*46 Significantly, he did not 

143 ~bid . ,  pp. 42-46. 
'" Ibid., p. 64. 
14' Ibid, p. 52. 
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believe that pnvate utilities should be dowed to take part in the new rural electrification scheme, 

since many of those which served rural areas were not making the allowable 8% profit and which 

therefore, he feared, would use part of the govemment subsidy to 'top up3' thek revenues. 147 

short, JO hnston believed that rural electrification and regional sy stem-building were intertwined, 

and his report foreshadowed the ernergence of a stronger and more aggressive Commission in the 

years following the passage of the Rural Electrification Act. 

nie Rural Electnfica~ion Act. 193 7 

The Rural Electrification Act was Uitroduced in the House of Assembly on March 3, the 

second day of the 193 7 session, by A S. MacMillan, Muister of Eghways and Chair of the 

Power Commission. The subsidy, the bill's most important feature, followed Johnston's 

recommendations to the letter, setting a maximum service charge of $1 -25 (or, for electric range 

users, $1.75) per month. Any excess s e ~ c e  costq up to a maximum of 75 cents per customer 

per month, would be paid to the Commission out of government revenues. Rural residents living 

in unincorporated areas of less than 1 O00 people could qualifjr for aid, and a minimum of three 

customers per mile had to sign contracts with the Commission before work on a line could go 

ahead. In keepiug with the govemment's desire to decrease the financial burden over time, every 

new extension had to have one more potential customer per mile than was necessary to make the 

l i e  self-supporthg when ail were ~onnected. '~~ Although Johnston did not want private 

147 Johnston teport. p. 53. Johnston did recommend that the govenunent offer Ioans to private companies wanhng 
to make rurai extensions, but did not believe it likely that ' Ihe loans would be sought to m y  great extent for new 
extensions.. ." See p. 63. 
'" Halifax ChronicIe? Mar. 6,  1937. 



companies to participate in the scheme, a minor but sigdïcant amendment, added during the 

bill's third reading, allowed them to do so.'" 

The bill passed easily. Public rural electritication was a very uncontentious issue in Nova 

Scotia, and no one denied that some fom of govemment action was necessary. Even Gordon 

Harington's Conservatives supported it. When the bill was introduced, Harrington gave it his 

blessing, saying that he was in '%ea.rty approval of the principle as set out in this bill. One of the 

real things that can be done in rural Me is to make available electric iight in homes throughout the 

country."150 It was hardly possible for Harrington to do othenvise, since the Tories had made it 

part of their party's platfonn during a July 1936 policy session, and they were placed in the 

unenviable position of trying to stake out some unoccupied ground on the issue in the June 1937 

general election campaign. As explained by the Tories' chief organ, the Halifax Herald, the party 

wanted to achieve nothhg less than the "generation and distribution of electric power throughout 

this Province with a view to supplying every home with electric energy at a cost within the reach 

of  al^."'^' H M g t o n  promised "cheap electnc power from one end of Nova Scotia to the other", 

a policy he would irnplement even ifit required full public ownership of t h e  entire system.152 This 

rather disingenuous promise, the Tory brain trust's atternpt to outflank the Liberais on the issue, 

was backed up with articles in the Herald pointing out the success and popularity of public 

ownership in ontario. lS3 However sincere Harrington may have been, the Tories' mat ion with 

the rhetoric of public ownership was vague and lacked detaii. It was more likely a desperate bid 

149 Ibid, Apr. 15, 1937. This arrangement wodd have ken  impossible with a grant-h-aid system, 
Iso lbid, Mar. 6, 1937. 

Halifax Herad, June 7, 1937. 
'" Halifax ChronicIe, June 7, 193 1 
''' "Ontario solid for public ownershipn, Herdd, J ~ u n  9, 1937; "Ontario electric rates among Lowest in world", 
Herald, June 10, 1937. 



to cuny favour with the electorate in the dying days of the campaign than a serious attempt to 

fioat a policy before the people. Unfominately for the Conservatives, all such efforts counted for 

little, and the election, held on June 29, 1937, retumed MacDonald's Liberals to power with 

another majority govemment. 

The govemment modined the Act durùig the 193 8 session of the  ous se. lS4 Firstly, they 

expanded the definition of to include unincorporated places with a population of no more 

than 1200. Secondly, extensions could now be built where the average number of potential 

customers per mile was the same as would be required to make the extension self-sustaining 

when all became customers; previously, the number of potentials had to be one more than was 

necessary to make the line self-sustaining. These two amendments allowed the Commission to 

serve more people. Thirdly, the govemment eased the circumstances under which private utilities 

would be given aid. Under the original Act, aid to a private or municipal utility would no longer 

be given when the average number of customers per mile of new h e  reached five. in the 1938 

amendments, that clause was stnick out as a further incentive to encourage private utilities to 

participate in the scheme. Lest it appear that the Commission had decided to relinquish control of 

the rural electrification process, the govement added another new clause, this one stating that 

any public utility that was petitioned by people in its irnmediate service area for a rural extension 

had six months to begin construction of the extension, provided the proposed line met the other 

qualifications under the Act. If the utility failed to act upon the request, then the Power 

Commission now had the right to intmde into the utility's temtory and make the extension itself. 

lY The amendments to the Rural ElectRfication Act descnbed in this paragraph are listed in Nova Scotia Power 
Commission, Annual Report. 1938, pp. a - M v .  



Furthemore, the utility in question had to then sell power to the Commission to supply the new 

line at a rate approved by the Board of Commissioners of Public Utilities. 

The Act was a great success. in the first six years of operation, it was responsible for 

almost 1760 kilornetres of new pole line, most of which were built by the Nova Scotia Power 

Commission. The Commission's expandimg role as a retailer of power is evident fiom the 

increased numbers of rural households served: the Commission's custorner base jumped fiorn 

only 1367 in 1936 to about 9200 by 1943. IS5 The percentage of electrifed farms grew f b m  only 

8.3% in 193 1 all the way up to 26% in 194 1. Growth proceeded at an even faster rate in the 

postwar period, and 86% of all Nova Scotians were comected to a central station supply by 

1949.lS6 Much of the success, no doubt, can be attributed to the fact that prices were kept to 

reasonable levels, thanks to the governent subsidy; for a monthly consumption rate of between 

25 and 50 kilowatt-hours, the charges in Nova Scotia and Ontario were about the sarne, one of 

Premier MacDonald's proudest accomplishments. 15' 

Over tirne, the drive for rural electrification stirndated interconnection between the 

Commission's nine isolated systerns. As an editorial in the Chronicle noted, one of the most 

important goals of the bill was to "iink up ail the separate [Power Commission] developments 

bringing them into one ~ys t e rn . "~~~  As provincial system-builders well understood, and as had 

been amply demonstrated by the examples of Gant Power, Ontario Kydro, and the TV& rural 

electrification and the construction of a province-wide network were intertwined. But 

Is5 Alexander Brady, Teport on E l m c  Powei' (hereafter Brady report), Royrrl Commission on ProMncial 
Development und Rehabilitation (Hal* 19441, p. 25, 
''' DBS, Ra& md HouseholdElec~cation (Oct 1949), p. 14. 
ln Speech by Premier Angus L. MacDonald ?O the 49th annual meeting of the Canadian Electrical Association, 
Digby, N. S., June 22, 193 9. Canadian Electricai Association, Proceedings, 193 9, p. 90. 
IS8 Wâx Chronicle, Mar. 8, 1937. 



interconnection was a very slow process, and in the short run, the Act forced the Commission to 

adopt dEerent methods of generation in order to bring a supply of power to qualifjmg residents 

who lived far from existing transmission Lines. Moreover, many areas of the province, partinilady 

Cape Breton and northem Nova Scotia, were poorly endowed with waterpower. Consequently, 

the Commission tumed to diesel generation and later thermal power in order to fulfill its 

obligations under the Rural Electrification Act. First used in St. Peter's in 1936, diesel generators 

served Cheticamp, Isle Madame, Port Hastings and Port Tupper by 1937, al1 with the purpose of 

providing these underserviced areas of Cape Breton Island with electric power. This new 

''Canseau system", the £irst to be based on diesel generation, was comected by a submarine cable 

under the Strait of Canso to the older Antigonish system in 1939.1S9 By 1945, the still woeful 

electnncation situation on Cape Breton forced the Commission to open its first thermal 

generating plant at Inverness. A comprehensive program of systemic integration would have 

gone far to relieve the power problem at that end of the province, but for the time being the 

Commission dedicated the bulk of its resources to the construction of rural lines. Although it 

wodd take another three decades for a truly province-wide grid (that is, one that dso included 

the private utilities' sy stems) to become a reality, the philosophical and organizational rudiments 

of a publicly-owned, completely integrated system were put in place in the mid-to-late 1930s. 

s 59 Electncal News and Engineering (Nov. 15, 1939), pp. 32-3 5 .  



Scole of Miles. 
itfd - -- CLd 



The quantity of work imposed on the Commission by the Rural Electrifïcation Act 

produced a qualitative change in its modus opermdi- R d  electrification transformed the 

Commission from a passive developer of hydroelectricity into an active agent of system-building. 

The background of rural distress, the pressure fkom social reform groups for action, the 

recornmendations the Jones Commission, and the activism of the MacDonald govemment al1 set 

the stage for an expansion of the Power Commission's role. Given the reluctauce of pnvate and 

municipal utilities to extend rural h e s  into less profitable locations, it was left to the Power 

Commission to become a direct retailer to those with no other hope ofelectrical service. 

Although the roots of that change cm be traced to the late 1 9 2 0 ~ ~  it was the Rural Electrification 

Act that gave official sanction to the Commission's new way of thinking. More importantly, the 

responsibilities brought by rural electrification forced the Commission to extend its operations 

beyond hydroelectric development and to improve the efficiency of it s operations. Originally, the 

govemrnent had no desire to run private utilities out of business, as the Rural Electrification Act 

clearly showed; intercomection and integration was a byproduct of the Act's tendency to expand 

the size and scope of the Power Commission. 

Ideas about the relationship between regional electrical systems, rural electdication, and 

provincial rehabiitation auenced public policy in Nova Scotia. The Biss memorandum, the 

Johnston report, and the Rural Electnncation Act itsetfwere satheses of ideas borrowed fiom 

the experiences of other junsdictions. While their practical recommendations came from places 

like Ontario and New Brunswick their theoretical underpinnings grew out of the broader 

regional-systerns thinking of the day, particularly as developed in the United States, where 

megaprojects such as Giant Power were designeci to even out rural and urban k g  standards 



and to stabilize rural society. As D.F. MacDonald stated in the s p ~ g  of 1937, just as the Rural 

Electrification Act was making its way through the legislature, "[rural electrification] has been 

greatly helped by the f o s t e ~ g  care of our provincial govemrnent and by some inspiration from 

the Rooseveltian rural electrification program in the United  tat tes."'^' And it was no coincidence 

that Johnston quoted an Amencan Rural Electrification Administration officiai at the end of his 

report: "In considering the benefits of rural electrification, it becomes desirable to look beyond 

the immediate balance sheet of an individual rural electrification project and consider the larger 

balance sheet of nual well-king for the nation as a ~ h o l e . " ' ~ ~  Indeed, Johnston believed this 

statement 70 be the inspiration which directed the preparation of this ~ e ~ o r t . " ' ~ ~  

Certainly the Amencan orientation appeared in the rhetonc of the Antigonish Movement. 

Its pastoral Catholicism made it particularly amenable to the Amencan idea of the "middle 

landscapeyy, in which technology could make a spiritually fulfilling Me close to nature 

economically and socidy possible. n i e  utopian tone of the writings and sayings of many 

Antigonish Movement figures was strikingly similar to that heard south of the border, and while 

the sources of the two philosophies were somewhat difEerent - one secular, the other religious - 

their cornmon desire to revive rurai Me explains why priests in northeastem Nova Scotia were so 

eager to embrace electrical technology as a solution to depopulation and outmigration. For their 

part, the govemment and its Power Commission had both noticed and approved of the 

Movement's efforts on behaifof the ideal of rural electrincation and electrical modernization. By 

1938, the Power Commissioners had even adopted its language. In reporting on their annual 

activities, they stated that "Nova Scotia is known for its Cooperative enterprise, and your 

-- 

l m  D.F. MacDonald, "Electrifjing Rural Nova Scotia", Extension Bulletin, May 2 1, 1937. 
'" Quoted in the Johnston report, p. 69. 
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Commission's operations are a manifestation of that spirit. Your Commission, therefore, joins 

with its customers, - its Cooperators, - in again acknowledghg ... the willing and faithful 

service.. .given by the Executive and Administrative officiais, and by all the staff  .."la 

But hopes that regional systerns and mral electrification wodd preserve traditional m a i  

societies were misplaced. The paradox is that one of the means of preseming nird Life was 

through the adoption of a modemking force: electrical technology. In its broadest sense, 

modemization really d e s d e s  the transition fkom the age-old logic of agriculture to the new 

culhue of cons~~m~tion.'~' Rural residents' desire to share the benefits of the energy-intensive 

consumer society, and their leaders' attempts to convince doubters that adoption of modern 

technologies were necessary, could not CO-exist with their hope to use electricity to b ~ g  about 

" a  new birth of cornmunity, decentralization, ecological balance' and social h a r m ~ n ~ . " ' ~ ~  Instead 

of stabikhg the old society, rural electrification actualIy accelerated the mival of consumerkt 

values which people Iike the Rev. Dr. Daniel J. MacDonald found abhorrent. North Arnericans 

everywhere on the continent observed the same phenomenon.167 As D. Clayton Brown put it, 

T h e  ultimate effect was not a revival of the old order but entry into the new ... electrification 

enabled the fami to keep pace in a social and culhird sense and also retain its place in the world 

as supplier of food and fiber."'68 

There is no doubt that rural elect~cation sped up the arrival of the modem culture of 

consumption in rural Nova Scotia. But running lines out to the countryside was ody haif the 

1 64 Nova Scotia Power Commission, Rnnual Report, 193 8, p. xwi. 
Stuart Ewen and Elizabeth Ewen, C h n e l s  of Desire: Mass Ikages and the Shaping of the Americun 
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batîle. In concert with their campaign for rural electrification, agents of technological dfision 

such as those active in the Antigonish Movement worked to spread the "electncal idea" to all 

Nova Scotians, not only rural residents, under the assumption that modem conveniences wodd 

not only help keep people on theû f i s ,  but would also engender a progressive and up-to-date 

attitude amongst the people. Attempts to increase peoples7 usage of domestic technology at 

home, the subject of the next chapter, was a second theme in plans for provincial rehabilitation 

through p a t e r  power consumption. Ifthere was one dominant cultural theme of the 1930s, it 

was that economic prosperity and social weU-being rested on technological modernkation, and 

few believed that Nova Scotia could afford to be lefl behind. 



Chapter Six 

Electrical Modemization and Provincial Rehabiiitation, 1930~4960s 

In 193 1, Nova Scotia's Power Commissioners stated in their annual report to the 

legislatue that "It has corne to be recognized that a country's prosperity, progress, and even its 

degree of civilization depend on its use of power. .."' In the period &ter 1% 0, much of the 

attention focused on the modernization of the home, where the introduction of new labour-saving 

technologies enabled people to conform to the cultural ideal of home cornfort, cleanliiess, and 

convenience. In a larger sense, mass modernkation through household electntication was 

considered essential for economic and social progress in a rapidly-mechanking world. The 

Commissioners' statement should be understood in this way, for it reveals an underlying 

correlation between electrical consumption, social modernization, and provincial rehabilitation. 

On the surface, this relationship was fairly straightfonvard. For those interested in 

provincial rehabilitation through electric power, the increased use of domestic electrical 

technologies would boost consumption levels and lower the unit price of power. This, in NT 

would rnake the province more attractive for industry. But there were other, more complex 

motives at play: dong with these systernic effects, domestic modernization would dso transform 

the people themseives, many of whom were demoraked as a result of the region's persistent 

economic problems. The need to modernize the populace was a particularly important theme in 

the Antigonish reformers' efforts to promote electrical modemization in the 1930s. Domestic 

electrification would help accomplish this goal by raising the standard of living as well as the very 

' Nova Smtia Power Commission Annual Report, 193 1, pp. 4-5. 
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level of civilization A modem society needed more than just modem machinery: in the 1 9 3 0 ~ ~  it 

was generdy agreed that it needed modem people as weli. 

Reformers emphasized the need for a modemized populace in accordance with a 

pervasive cultural belief In 1922, University of Chicago sociologist WiIliam Fielding Ogbum 

published a book called Social C h g e  with Respect to Czdhire ami Ori,,naZ Nmire, in which he 

first presented his famous theory of cultural lag2 According to Ogbuq c'technology" and 

'3ociety" were completely separate phenornena that evolved independently of one another. From 

Ogburn's vantage point, it was apparent that technological innovation was outpacing social 

development, meanhg that social and institutional life would henceforth be out of phase with 

technological advancement. As the Pace of technological progress quickened, the Pace of 

readjustment in the social realm would also have to increase, lest society be forever saddled with 

an obsolete organizational superstructure. As it was, Ogbum felt that society was indeed fated to 

lag behind technology in perpetuity, but the smaller the gap, the more progressive the society. 

Consequently, to ensure that Western civilization would be able to cope with the transformations 

brought about by technological development, Ogbum's theory cded for an adaptable population 

capable of rapid shifts in outlook. As the cultural historian Warren Susman puts it, "Ogbum 

stressed the need of adjustment to the often more rapid technological or matenal changes in the 

cultural base ... as weli as the need for human nature itselfto make necessary adaptations to 

cultural changes? Since technological improvement demanded social readjustment, it effectively 

drove histoncal developrnent. Social C h g e  contained ideas that tapped into a deep cultural 

' Wiiiiam Fielding Ogbum, Social Change with Respect to Culture and Original Nature (New York 1922). See 
especially pp. 279-280. 
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vein, and its particuiar brand of technological detemllnism had become part of the cornmon 

discourse by the early 1 930s.' 

Ogbum's theory, formulated nom an anthropological point of view, added a new 

dimension to the older belief that a technologically advanced society was dso a modem and 

progressive society. In effect, it said that the more technologicaily-minded a people were, the 

more modem their social and organizational structures would be. In the most modem societies, 

the strains of social adaptation would be minimized and harmony would be the nile. But in order 

to facilitate the psy choiogical O penness to technological advancement t hat was so crucial for 

sociai progress, mass exposure to new technologies was essential. By this logic, bringing less 

modemked peoples into contact with civilization's highest expression of modernity - technology 

- would encourage modem habits of rnind and free them frorn the 'traditional" Weways that kept 

them backward. The relationship between the ' ' c i ~ g  mission7', modernization theory, and 

Ogbum's technological determinism, then, is clear; older ways of doing and seeing had to be 

eliminated if progress and prosperity were ever to be achieved. 

Electricity was particularly important here. Not only were electrical devices the 'liigh 

tech" machines of the early twentieth century, but they also helped solve the access problem: 

with the invention of electncally-powered domestic appliances, the masses could be exposed to 

advanced technology in their homes. By the mid-1930~~ the home had become a new focus for 

those interested in modernity and civilization, and the term "modern home" referred to dwellings 

equipped with electric lighting and labour-saving technology rather than a particularly 

modernistic architectural style. In fact, the term "home of the future" simply meant a home full of 



electrical gadgets: according to historian Brian Homgan, the ccmodem house was simply the best- 

equipped house.'" Thus, anyone concemed with a society's progress or prosperity had an interest 

in encouraging the adoption of domestic electrical technology. Moreover, the greater number of 

appliances in a home, the greater the degree of progressiveness. As a result, a society's overall 

consumption of electric power became a measure of its level of civilization The equation was 

simple: the more electric power used, the more technologically-rninded and progressive the 

populace, and, consequently, the more Lely it was that the society's social and organizational 

superstructures would be able to keep pace with technological development. The close 

relationship between power consumption and modernity reveals that the arrival of the modem 

energy-intensive society was, in part, an outgrowth of the belief that technological irnprovement 

meant generai progress. 

This beiiefhad particularly strong connotations in the Maritimes, for it meshed with the 

common elite assumption of the day that many working-class and rural Maritimers were 

culturdy and socially backward. They believed that since many of these people clung tenaciously 

to the old ways, they would have to be dragged kicking and screaming into the modem world if' 

any progress was to be made. Thus, the solutions they offered attacked the problem from this 

perspective: technology had to be imposed upon the unwiiiing rna~ses.~ Measures of civilization 

based on power consumption levels appeared to confinn suspicions that many Marithers 

suffered f?om an ingrained cultural conservatism: in general, the three Maritime provinces lagged 

about a decade behind the rest of the country in electrical consumption levels per customer and in 

Brian Homgan, T h e  Home of Tomorrow, 1927-1945" in Corn, ed, Imagining Tomorrow, p. 157. 
Wright, '"The Smile of Modernity'", Chap. 3. The entirety of this chapter is dedicated to descriiing îhe 
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degrees of electncal modemization. But although some believed that Maritimers were 

intrinsicdy conservative, others believed that the region's purported backwardness was a far 

more cornplex phenornenon. For Dr. Alexander Brady of the province's Royal Commission on 

Provincial Rehabilitation (1943) and Rev. Dr. Moses Coady of the Antigonish Movement, the 

general climate of defeatism and skepticism that resulted from years of depression and 

demoralization was the real cause of Maritimers7 lethargy, not some form of "natural" 

conse~atism. In other words, Maritime people were backward, but they did not have to be so; 

nurture, not nature, was the dtimate cause. With the right approach, people could be convinced 

to adopt technology for their own good; electrical usage could be boosted by convincing people 

to adopt electrical appliances. In accordance with the theory of cultural hg, bringing people 

access to electric power through such programs as rural electrification, while a vital step, was 

ody the first part of the solution The other part lay in remaking people's attitudes. For Coady 

and others in the Antigonish Movement, electric labour-saving appliances were essential for 

economic and social rasons, but creating an openness to the adoption of new technologies was 

the more valuable goal since it would ensure the long-term well-being of the region. As a result, 

propaganda and public relations efforts in Ezvour of electnc power usage emerged in Nova Scotia 

in the 193 0s. 

But advertising and propaganda could only encourage people to modemize their homes; 

it could not force them to do so. As it tumed out, Nova Scotians did not fùlly acquiesce, partly 

because some 60% of dl homes in the province stiU lacked access to central-station service as 

late as 1935. For them, domestic modemkation through electricity was a moot point, and, for 

some, would remah so until the completion cf the province's w d  electrification program in the 



late 1950s. But what was more disturbing for Nova Scotian "agents of technological diffusion" 

was that even urban homes used much less power tha. the national average.' Why? Were Nova 

Scotians too backward to be convinced of the need to adopt modem technologies after all? The 

American scholar Ronald C. Tobey has provided a mode1 that, when applied to the Nova Scotian 

situation, clearly shows that the answer to this question is "no". In his study of American levels 

of domestic modernization in the 1920s and '30s, Tobey found that the complete electrification 

of the home codd ody proceed in a slow, piecemeai fashion without state intervention in the 

form of aid programs to encourage appliance purchases. New Deal electrification programs, 

whether the Tennessee Valley Authority project to rehabilitate impoverished rural districts or the 

financial incentives offered to encourage refrigerator purchases, reflected President Franklin D. 

Roosevelt's belief in the necessity of home modernization for national prosperity. According to 

Tobey, public sector intervention, not the upliffing force of the free market, brought the benefits 

of electric power to American homes en masse fiom the mid-1930s onward, and he credits the 

New Deal with creating the high standard of living so closely identifïed with America in the 

1950s. 

Contrary to previous scholarly opinion, most private utilities were less than enthusiastic 

about the domestic marketplace until the Great Depression forced them to seek out new 

customen in the wake of a massive decline in industrial cons~m~t ion .~  While it is true that ad 

campaigns for electrical devices were everywhere in the 1920s, such campaigns were aimed at 

the luxury market only. Home appliances were sold as status symbols, not agents of 

7 See Rose, Cities ofLight and Heat, pp. 6-8, where he introduces the concept of "agents of diffusion", a term used 
to descn'be the salespeople, educators, and reformers who created meanuigs for electrid technology and spread 
them amongst the populace in the earIy decades of thk century. 

Tobey, Technofogy as Freedom, pp. 13-20. 



democratization or regional rehabilitation, and companies made only a halfhearted effort to 

develop a mass market for appliances; since moa of their profits came fkom industrial sales, it 

was not worth the time and trouble to target householders. Furthemore, many simply did not 

believe it was possble to create a mass domestic market for electricai devices. 

Another roadbIock to fiiil domestic eledfication Iay in utilities' rate structures. In the 

fkst t k t y  years of the twentieth century, electrical utilities chose to focus on industrial and hi&- 

use consumen, skewing rate schedules in their favour. As descnbed in Chapter Two, utilities set 

two-tier, "step-rate" schemes that included a flat rate for most customers and a second, lower 

rate for consumption above a predetermined arnount. Because the flat rate failed to provide for a 

discount for increased use below the "step", it acted as a disincentive to greater consumption 

among low-use customers. Progressive ccsplit-rate'' schedules, introduced in the mid- 1920s, 

aliewed customers pay a certain monthly rate according to their dwelling's floor area plus a 

meter rate for actual power used. While the new rate structures did produce savings for smaller 

users, they did Iittle to lower actual prices; Arnencan power rates were, on average, 150% higher 

than those in Canada f?om the 1930s to the 1950s.~ Only in the New Deal era, when govemment 

programs to provide money for home modemization projects meshed with the industry's new 

willingness to reorient their sales efforts toward the masses, were the majority of Americans able 

to overcome the price obstacle and modemize their homes for the first tirne. 

The experience of Ontario, a province in which public-sector electrification had produced 

the highest levels of domestic modemization in Canada by the 1 9 2 0 ~ ~  provides evidence in favour 

of Tobey's broader thesis. Tobey implies that more enthusiasm on the utilities' part, dong with 

- 

9 Calcuiated by comparing data in Ibid, pp. 13-14 with Canadian average rates available in DBS, Central Electric 
Stations in Canada and DBS, Elechic Power Statistics, various issues. 



lower rates, wouid have produced higher levels of domestic electrification sooner. In fact, this is 

what happened in Ontario, which was not only a pioneer in the public power field and rural 

electrification, but also in home modernization. Ontario's unique public system had produced 

some of the cheapea rates on the continent by 1914. To boost consumption, the Hydro-Electnc 

Power Commission had adopted the split-rate structure around that t h e .  This poiicy reflected 

Adam Beck's conviction that cheap electric power was the birthright of every Ontarian, and that 

higher consumption would make it possible to lower rates. Furthemore, Ontario Hydro under 

Beck made a concentrated effort to sell domestic and f m  appliances as a method of improving 

load factor, his "electric circuses" were a cornrnon sight in the province in the 19 10s. As a result, 

Ontario led the nation in both rates and consumption levels, and consequently in home 

modemkation as well. In fact, Ontarians used more power per customer than people in most 

jurisdictions in North America and their progressive hydro commission attracted the attention of 

Canadians and Americans alike.'' While this result may have been duplicated in specifïc focalities, 

it is unlikely that it was so successfûl over an entire provincial or state jurisdiction, at least u n d  

the creation of the TVA. In Canada, Ontario had become a metaphor for a modem and 

progressive society, partly because of its degree of electncal progress. Once again, it provided a 

mode1 for other provinces to follow. 

Nova Scotians did notice the progress of Ontario in the field of home modernbation, but 

their experience corresponds much more closely to what Tobey identifies as the typical American 

pattern of high domestic rates and low appliance saturation. In this light, the Nova Scotian 

'O Ontario's su- in home modernization in the 1920s atuacted the attention of none other than hture president 
Franklin D. Roosevelt, then Govemor of New York See Tobey? Technology as Freedorn, p. 61, Meanwhile. the 
HEPC's &or& to electrifjr the counîryside Muenceci GiEord Pinchot, then worlcing on the Giant Power scheme. 
See Nye, Elec~~ng ,4mer i ca ,  p. 297. 



tendency to measure their own electncal progress alongside that of Ontario seems unfair; 

Ontario's expex-ience with regard to both public-sector system-building and domestic 

modernizatïon stands out as unique. Nova Scotian rates closely approximated the Arnerican 

average in this period, and its score of small utility companies, many operating on shoestring 

budgets, had neither the money nor the inclination to provide concrete incentives for domestic 

modernization. According to Tobey's model, such conditions require the creation of government 

programs to encourage people to overlook hi& rates if the pace of home modernization was to 

accelerate. Unfominately, no such programs were initiated in Nova Scotia until the late 1950s. 

As Margaret Conrad States, "people in Atlantic Canada had been keen observers of Roosevelt's 

New Deal policies",ll but the province was still mostly mal and more than halfof ali homes in 

the province still lacked central-station service as late as 193 5. Consequently, rural electnfication 

had to be the chief prionty. Although Harold S. Johnston had recommended a home 

modemization prograrn in his report on nird electrincation, the government was financially 

unable to provide such incentives for home modernization. This, combined with the disincentive 

of relatively high rates, ensured that Nova Scotians would have difnculty catchuig up with the 

levels of home modernization existing elsewhere on the continent after 1935. Progress was made, 

but electrical consurnption per customer remained low relative to the national average until at 

least the 1970s. 

To recapitulate: in a hi&-rate environment, state intervention in the form of financial 

enticements were necessmy to accelerate electncal modernization in the 1930s and 1940s. In that 

case, a jurisdiction lacking the means to provide the necessary incentives to electncal 

" Margaret Coma& T h e  1950s: The Decade of Developmentn in Forbes and Muise, eds., The Mantic Provinces 
in Confederation, p. 402. 



modernization was more likely to lag behind. That was the case in Nova Scotia. In a province 

with high power rates, low average incornes, abundant coai and coal-fired household 

technologies, public modernization programs wodd seem to be particularly important. But while 

the spirit of the New Deal flourished in Nova Scotia under Angus L. MacDonald, the province's 

finances prevented the government fkom embarking on a Rooseveltian program of electrical 

modernization. Although much pro-electricai propaganda had been spread by the Antigonish 

Movernent, its reformers could ody appeal to peoples3 higher instincts, especially with regard to 

the preservation of rural life and the advancement of civilization. However sincere these efforts, 

the lack of public monies for home modernization slowed the pace of electrical modemization in 

the province. Because Nova Scotia was still mostly rural, and because most of these outlying 

areas were still without power, rural electrification had to be the government's first pnonty. 

Robert Chambers's 1% 1 cartoon showing four envious boys (the Atlantic provinces) 

climbing a tree to spy on two men (Ontario and Quebec) watching television is as much a 

metaphor for the region's desire to enjoy the technological fruits of modem society as it is an 

illustration of its peripherality within ~onfederation.~~ This view is supported by the fact that 

domestic electrical modemization had made slow but steady progress in the province from 1930 

on, even though Nova Scotian appliance saturation statistics and consumption levels were, in 

general, lower than in Central Canada. In summing up activities for 1932, the Power 

Commissioners noted with incredulity that domestic consumption continued to increase while 

industrial consumption feii with the depressed business cycle. '?n spite of the economic 

depression'', they reported, "there is sound ground for the belief that the economy (as well as the 

lZ Reprinted in Forbes and Muise, eds., The Atlmtic Provinces in Con/deration, p. xi. 



cornfort and convenience) of electric energy in the home are favorably considered by 

householders.. . ."13 In fact, Nova Scotia enjoyed the highest average increase in Canada in 

domestic consumption in the period fkom 1930 to 1938. The province also led the country in this 

period by increasing its number of domestic customers by 37.1%. Such figures put the Lie to 

contemporaries' belief in Maritime conservatism as the chief obstacle to the fidl adoption of 

home appliances; people were not financially able to achieve full modernkation as quickly as 

elsewhere, but they showed defmite signs of wanting to do so. 

There is a close relationship between domestic electrification, home modernization, and 

the arrival of the modem energy-intensive consumer society. Older ways of We had faded under 

the pressures of a new culture of consurnption that had swept North America in the period 

between 1880 and 1930.14 The old producer values of hard work, thrift, and personal initiative 

gave way in this period to a new consumer ethic based on self-fulfiilment through the purchase of 

goods.15 The use of electricity aided and abetted this transition from the age-old logic of 

agriculture and home production to the new logic of industq and consumption. Our modem 

consumer society is also an energy-intensive society, and insofar as electricity's arrival introduced 

"'entirely new forms of energy consumption", it advanced the consumer ethic.16 Levels of 

electrical consumption, or the degree of electrical modernkation, thus indicate the progress of 

the modem energy-intensive society for any one region. The value of Tobey's thesis is that it 

shows the importance of govemment intervention in the arrival of the consumer ethic, at ieast 

l 3  Nova Scotia Power Commission, Annual Report, 1932, pp. 6-7. 
14 Although the mots of modernity and consumption reach weU back into the eighteenth century, it was in the 
1920s that it became a way of Me. See Neil McKendrick, John Brewer, and J.H. Plumb, The Birth of the 
Consumer Scie@: The Commercialization of Eighteenth-Centwy England (Bloomington, Ind, 1982). 
l5 Sumian, Culture us History, p. 187. 
l6 Plat&, The Electric City, p. 5. 



insofar as it relates to the electrical modemization of the home, and in doing so provides a new 

way to examine the myth of Maritime conservatism and its persistence into the present day. The 

inability of governrnent to provide incentives produced lower-than-average levels of electrical 

modernization in Nova Scotia, which in turn delayed the fùll-blown amival of the modem culture 

of consumption in the province. Insofar as the consumption ethic was (and is) htrinsic to 

modernity, it too fiuictioned as a "measure of men7', regions, and societies, and Nova Scotia's 

performance in this area assured that the province would continue to be looked upon as a 

marginal backwater. 

The CuZfznaI Memings of Domestic Appliances 

The roots of comrnon beliefs about domestic electrïcal technology are cornplex. In the 

late nineteenth century, no one doubted that electricity, since it was a science-based technology, 

equaled progress. But before 1900, electric lighting and appliances still occupied the realm of 

mysterious science; they were not considered to be practical tools for living. Over the next 

decade, social reformers, educators, and sales agents converted electricity into a useful 

c'technology" as opposed to an inaccessible "science"." niese groups applied domestic electncal 

technologies to changing cultural assumptions about housework and living standards. In short, 

they attempted to brhg electricity out of the mysterious and into the everyday. While social 

reformers and educators did the most to shape the meaning of the new technologies, utilities' 

sales personnel were the most important disseminators of those meanings. In doing so, they not 

l7 Rose, Cities ofLight and Heat, p. 65. 



only imparted the idea that electrically-powered household appliances were usefül tools for 

living, but also that they were indispensable vehicles of modemity and progress. 

At first, only wealthy people could a o r d  to e l e c q  their homes, and then electrical 

devices were Little more than status symbols. Yet by 1900 "educated and wealthier residents were 

beginning to assume that it was possible to shape their own enviroments" through technology, 

in a way that "guaranteed personal cleanliness, comfort, and c~nvenience."'~ This idea proved 

fùndamental to fùture conceptions of domestic appliances and stemrned fiom the rise of 

progressive reform movements; the "age of light, soap, and water" around the tum of the century 

identified cleanliness with moral fitness and associated dirt with social degeneration. lg Because 

light equaled goodness, and because electrical labour-saving goods could help one control one's 

personal environment, the electrification of the home offered a means of achieving the refomers' 

goals. As Ruth Schwartz Cowan states, the key ideas of home and personal cleanliness, comfort, 

and convenience were an essential part of the 'hieaning matrix" that educators and reformers 

developed for the new household technologies.2o In sum, electrical appliances provided a 

"'technological fix" for common social problerns. 

The home economics movement of the early twentieth century, which deserves most of 

the credit for creating meanings for domestic technology, grew out of the social reform thrust of 

the Progressive era. This new domestic "science" incorporated Taylonstic time management 

studies and movement analyses into its cumculum, al1 with a view to making housework more 

efficient and less arduous. 'The appeal of the new domestic science7', says David Nye, 'lay in a 

18 Ibiu!, p. 80. 
l9 Mariana Valverde, The Age of Light, Soap. and Water: Moral R e m  in English Canada, 1885-1925 (Toronto, 
1991). SX esp. pp. 27-28- 
'O Ruth Schwartz Cowan, "Cod Stoves and Clean Sinks: Housework Between 1890 and 1930" in Thomas f. 
Schlereth and lessica W. Foy, eds., Arnerican Home Life, 1880-1930 (Knoxville, Tem., 1992), p. 219. 



reconception of the home as a management site controlled by women who, through applied 

science, would fkee themselves fiom drudgery and raise the quality of famiy IXe.'"' Yet the new 

domestic technologies meant more work for the lady of the house; the work itselfhad become 

less arduous, but electncal appliances had changed the process by which it was camed out. For 

exarnple, the new domestic t echnology eliminated traditional male t asks, such as gat hering 

firewood or carrying water, leaving the females isolated in the home. Furthemore, it raised the 

standard of home cleanliness and created completeiy new tasks, such as cleaning the refi-igerator 

or the aven.* Finaily, although neighborhood services nich as ice delivery and laundry pick-up 

had enjoyed a last gasp of prosperity in the 1920s, the spread of home appliances soon made 

them obsolete, and in doing so added even more tasks to the houseMe's daily routine. 

Despite some reformers' hopes that domestic technology would lead to more equality 

between the sexes, the home economics movement perpetuated the traditional view of the house 

as the female "sphereY7. As Carolyn Marvin has said, 'hew electncal inventions and ways of 

thinking about electricity were given shape and meaning by being grafted ont0 existing rules and 

expectations about the structure of social  relation^."^ In other words, the constructed meanings 

of domestic electrical technologies were shaped by conventional social views." In a practical 

sense, home appliances were seen as tools to help women carry out their traditional tasks, minus 

the drudgery. Alternative views did arise; for example, "material ferninists", who believed that 

only women's emancipation 60m domestic enslavement could b ~ g  their sex into tnie equality 

Nye, Elecirifiing America, p. 252. 
" See Cowan, More {Yorkfor MoLer, for an exphnation of how domestic technology reorganized and feminized 
the process of housework and created new needs as it did so; the sum effect, she sqs, has been to increase the 
househdd workioad 

Marviq F3en Old Technologies Were New, pp. 232-233. 
24 Charles A nirall, "The Consemative Use of Modern Household Technology", Technology nnd Culture. Vol. 
23, No. 2 (April 1982), p. 176. 



with men, tried to sociaiiie domestic work fiom the late 1860s to the 1920s, envisioning a new 

style of apartment-hotel Living in which all services, including food preparation, would emanate 

f?om a central location.25 Although reformers advocated kitchedess homes and cornrnunity food 

centres as late as 192 1:6 this "spatial critiqueyy of housing design has been largely forgotten, and 

the ideal of the suburban single-detached home has become so entrenched that people today have 

difficulty imagining  alternative^.^' The point is that meanings were constructed according to deep 

cultural beiiefs. David Nye nicely sums up the deveiopment of the cCmeaning matrix" for 

twentieth-century North Amencan Me: "Neither the machine nor the corporation detemiined that 

most Amencans wouid live in electnfied suburban houses; rather, the decision was the 

consequence of a centuries-old preference for single-fdy dwellings, reinforced by the home 

Y ,28 economics movement.. . Meanings created for the new domestic technologies, then, reflected 

traditional sex roles, social relationships, and Mestyle preferences. 

Developing meanings for the new technologies was one thing; spreading them among the 

populace was quite another. According to Mark Rose, 'No group was more important as agents 

of diffusion than the sales personnel at the nation's gas and electric companies."" Successfûl 

executives, such as Insull in Chicago or Henry Doherty in Denver, realized that electric 

appliances could boost load factor. Beginning about 19 10, they found that by focusing on the 

concems raised by the progressive reformers, especially the desire for cleanliness, cornfort, and 

convenience, d e s  could be made. In this way they helped reinforce and d a s e  the newly- 

- - - 

25 Dolores Hayden, The Grand Domestic Revoiution: A History ofFeniinist Designs for Arnen'can Homes, 
Neighborhooak, and Cities (Cambridge, Mass., and London, 1981), pp. 22-26. 
'6 Gai1 R a d f m  Modem Housing In America: Po ficy Struggies in the Nou Real Era (Chicago and London, 
1996), pp. 3243. 
" HqQen, The Grand Domestic Revolution, p. 295. 

Nye, Efechifing America, p. 277. 
29 Rose, Cities ofLight and Heat, p. 63. 



constructed rneanings and uses of appliances.30 By the early 1920s7 large rnanufacturers such as 

General Electric began intensive advertising campaigns. ' Their ads were social tableaux which 

allowed people to "ident* with portrayals of themselves as they aspired to be, rather than as 

they 'really were"', and unially depicted some extremely pleasant and harmonious upper-class 

 cen ne.^^ In this way, appliances were marketed as status syrnbols. They aiso reflected the social 

conservatisrn of the home economics movement. Cornbining women's traditional roles with 

scientific management, appliances were said to make housework more efficient, improving 

productivity and allowuig more tirne for the housewife to engage in socially valuable pursuits 

such as child rearing and household management, or to simply spend more t h e  on her health and 

beauty n e e d ~ . ~ ~  

But although corporate agents of diffusion were the leading disseminators of these 

meanings through their advertisements, they were less successful in actually developing a mass 

market for their products. As Ronald Tobey has shown, many attempts to generate mass sales of 

home appliances were ineffective and half-hearted. Firstly, utilities and rnanufacturers had a poor 

understanding of householders' needs and a limited conception of the electricd market, targeting 

the middle and upper classes only. Secondly, most of their profits came from the industrial sector, 

and many executives beiieved that creating a mass market for home appliances, ifindeed it could 

be done, was sirnply not worth the effort. When combined with step-rate schedules that 

continued to discriminate against the underconsumuig working-class householder, these factors 

'O loid., p. 7. 
" Nye, Elechifjig America, p. 268. 
" Roland UarchanQ Advertising the American Dream: Making W q f i  Modenity, 1920- 19.10 (Berkeley, Los 
Angeles, and London, 1985), pp. 165- 166. 
33 The Toronto-based trade journai Elecrrical News, which represented the viewpoint of private utilities and 
mufacturers, aggtessively encouraged electrïcal concems to build up the appliance market in the early 1920s. 
Many articles pubfished in this period provided sales advice and load-building strategies. 



kept appliance saturation figures down util a massive decline in industrial power sales in the 

early 1930s forced electnc companies to adopt new load-building ~ t r a t e ~ i e s . ~ ~  Even then, it took 

the arrivai of the New Deal, and especially the çuccess of the Tennessee Vailey Authority, which 

demonstrated once and for ail that low rates could produce huge increases in individual electrical 

consumption through appliance sales, to engender a more positive corporate attitude towards the 

domestic consumer.35 

Nonetheless, those uiterested in the preservation of rural Me saw possibilities in 

household gadgets. In the 1920s, the constructeci rneanings of domestic technologies were 

combined with a new reform impulse related to the deveiopment of regional systems of power. 

Wth the increasing concem over the future of rural areas and a growing despondency over the 

despirituaking aspects of machine-age civilization, politicians and intellectuals like m o r d  

Pinchot, Moms Cooke, and Lewis Mumford began to see domestic electrification as an agent of 

regional rehabilitation and social demo~ratization.'~ In doing so, they combined the rneanings and 

uses of domestic technology created by agents of diffusion and applied them to their visions of 

electically-powered social utopias. Educators and social reformers played a role in helping 

people understand the new technologies and in encouraging their use, seeing that emerging new 

standards of living could be attained more easily with the aid of these home technologies. Since 

one of the fundamental goals of regional system-builders was to even out living standards 

between rural and urban areas, it was only natural that domestic electrification became part of 

their platform. Not only did mass domestic electrification become a force for personal cleanliness, 

" Tobey, Technology as Freedom, pp. 19-20. 
35 i b i d ,  pp. 15-16. 
36 Pinchot and Cooke are discusçed in Chap. 5. On Mwnford, see John L. Thomas, "Lewis Mumford, Benton 
MacKaye, and the Regional Vision" in Thomas P. Hughes and Agatha C. Hughes, eds., Lavis Mumford: Public 
htellectual (New York and Oxford, 1 !NO), pp. 66-99. 



preventive medicine' and better nutrition, but, dong with the obvious first step of rural 

electrification, it became a force for regional rehabiiitation and modemization. 

These ideas carried over into the 1930s. Few have reaiïzed the centrality of electricity in 

Roosevelt's vision of modernization and social refonn. In addition to massive electrification 

projects like the TVA, the New Deal provided the basis for individual home ownership in order 

to eliminâte the banien to electrical moderni~ation.'~ To encourage home modernization, several 

incentive programs for appliance purchases were put in place &er 1935.~~ In outlying areas, the 

Rural Electrification Administration's pro-consumption program, which included films, 

demonstrations, and pamphlets to accompany the financial incentives available to everyone, 

boosted rural power consumption by such an impressive margh that consumption per customer 

on the f m  exceeded that of customers in the city by 1940.'~ Many politicai, academic, and 

social reforrn leaders believed that these measures were absolutely necessary palliatives for the 

economic distress brought on by the Depression. Moreover, they underaood the Depression's 

effects in terms of cultural lag, and saw Roosevelt's modernization program as a necessary effort 

to rnodernize people's rnindsetsJO Mass domestic electrification, then, was a way of closing the 

gap between society and technology and assuring greater future prosperity. 

Elechical Modernization ami Provincial Rehabilitation: 7he Antigonish C m p a i p  

The Antigonish Movement disseminated many of these ideas throughout Maritime 

Canada in the 1930s. Like Pinchot, M d o r d ,  Cooke, and others, social teformers in the 

37 Tobey, Technology as Freedorn., p, 1 1 1. 
" ~ b i d . ,  pp. 1 W l ? S .  
39 Carroll PurseIl, Jr., me Machine in America: A Social Histoy of T e c h n o h a  (Baltimore and London, 1995), p. 
267. 
Ibid., p. 268. 



Movement combined the ideas of the home economists with those of the regional system- 

builders. For the- modernization through domestic electrification was a means by which Nova 

Scotian hopes for provincial revival could be achieved. nie lower rates that would come with 

systemic integration and increased consumption would bring industrial development, mral 

electrification, social progress, and a general upturn in provincial fortunes. Greater consumption 

was encouraged, not only with reference to cleanliness, cornfort, convenience, and cultural 

assumptions regarding gender roles, but also with appeals to the betterrnent of the province and 

indeed the region as a whole. Consequently, the Antigonish reformers believed an accelerated 

pace of electrical modernization was one of the keys to regionai rehabilitation. 

At first, the Antigonish refomers concentrated on nird electrification, and in 1930 those 

involved in the Rural Conferences urged the governent to go fonvard with the deveiopment of 

the Lake Ainslie hydro-electnc project, which according to the participants "would solve many 

problems and raise the standards of living arnong the rural population.'T1' Rural rehabilitation 

through electrification made up an important part of study club activity, but as the Movement 

became concerned with regional revival in the 1930s and 1940s, it envisioned the electncal 

modernization of the home in more general t e m .  The earlier, narrower focus was economic: if 

rural areas were to be rehabilitated, then productivity on farms would have to be increased, which 

in tum depended on the adoption ofelectric fium machinery. But the second, broader emphasis 

was social: electncal modemization of the home would b ~ g  people into contact with the 

technological habits of mind that they needed to ensure their own well-being in the modern 

world. Furthemore, it would lead to a revival of a more spiritual way of life for all the people, 

" LMïnut~ of the Rural Conference of the Clergy of Antigonish", 1 93 0, RG 3O-3/28/3 7, SL Francis Xavier 
University Archives. 



whether in w a l  or urban places. Because they saved time and labour, domestic and f a m  

technology would, as the Rev. Michael Gillis pointed out in his 1938 speech to the Rural and 

Industrial Conference, provide "a share of leisure t h e  to develop the Christian ideals submerged 

7 4 2  and inoperative so long in the materialistic and industrial age ... Paradoxically, electrical 

appliances would serve a twofold purpose: not only would they give people the practical tools 

and intellectual orientation necessaty for the task of reasserting their economic sovereignty, but 

they would also help them achieve a less materialistic, more spiritual way of Me. This, in part, led 

to a reinvigorated populace and a more dynarnic region. 

To convince people to increase their electrical consumption, the Antigonish reformers 

borrowed many of the assumptions, ideas, and references used by agents of diffusion elsewhere 

on the continent. As the Rev. Dr. P.J. Nicholson said in his contribution to the 1936 study club 

pamphlet, L i g .  in the b i t ,  "no other single factor is so conducive to the material and social 

weifàre of any community as to have at its disposa1 a cheap supply of electrical power.'" In tum, 

cheap power would help a comrnunity modetnize. Domestic electrification became one of the 

dominant topics for study club discussion in 193 6-37 with the publication of related study ciub 

material, includiig a biweekly series of articles in the fitension Bulletin. Witten by Dr. D.F. 

MacDonald, a geologist on the St. F.X. faculty, the articles emphasized the cleanliness, cornfort, 

and convenience that electncal modemkation would bring to the home. Like their commercial 

and reform counterparts elsewhere, the Antigonish activists c%rought a set of cultural 

assumptions that had been encoded in their mernories and were canied without cntical 

42 G U S ,  L-Fa~t~rs  Shaping the New Age in Rural Life". St. Francis Xavier University Archives. 
43 Rev. Dr. P J. Nicholson, "Complete Electrincation of Nova Scotia Necessa$' in MacDonald and Nicholson, 
Lighf in the Easî, p. 1 1. 



examination" into their propaganda efforts." That ensureci that their vision of electrical 

modernization would be sociaily conservative, but their awareness of the potentiai of electrical 

modernization for regional revival gave their effort its reformist credentials. 

Because the bulk of the Antigonish Movement7s constituency was mal, many of 

MacDonald's articles urged people to first get their homes wked, and then to fight for access to a 

central station supply. Once their homes were electrified, they were encouraged to boost their 

consumption by purchasing electrical appliances. Most of MacDonald's efforts were specificaüy 

aimed at two groups: famiers, who needed to boost the efficiency of their operations, and 

housewives, who stood to gain &om labour-savuig technologies in the home. His appeal to 

famiers was practical, and consumption was tied to lower rates; accorduig to MacDonald, "it is 

the large use of power and not the use of large power which gives the farmer or any electric user 

the lowest rate for each unit of current he uses.'4S But his plea to women was social: for the 

Movement, "women were ... seen as an indispensable force in creating the conditions for family 

Life deerned suitable for the dwelopment of individual initiative and self-reliance.'" The 

economic and social benefits of higher consumption were thus tied to the overall goals of the 

Movernent. 

The Movement's power consumption program first focused on the w e k e  of the farm 

community. But conservative resistance had to be overcome before any progress could be made. 

"Like the old wooden ship me%" said MacDonald in an article about agricultural uses for 

electricity, '%orne f m e r s  resist the idea that their methods c m  be improved.'T17 By i d e n w g  

44 Rose, Cities of Light and Heat, p. 88. 
45 D.F_ MacDonald, "Plan Before You EIec$ri@", fitension Bulletin, Apr. 30, 1937- 
46 Maches,  "Clencs, Fishermen, Farmers and Workers", p. 307- 
47 DI. MacDonald, "Electricity and Chickem'', Extension Bulletin, k. 1, 1936. 



resistance to technology with a vanished Maritime industry, MacDonald exploiteci the old belief 

that a faiure to adapt to steam and iron had doomed the once-thrivuig local shipbuiiding 

industry" Without the will to adopt modem electrical technology, the same fate awaited farmïng 

and other traditional rural industries in the 1930s. Where electric power was available, resisters 

had to be told why they should adopt it in spite of the cost or other ingrained prejudices against 

electric service, such as the idea that it was an extravagant ~locur~. '~ To show just how profitable 

elecvical f&g could be, MacDonald laid out statistics to prove that agricultural production 

increased in electrified districts. To chch  the argument, MacDonald cited the exarnples of mral 

people in New Zealand, Scandinavia, and the United  tat tes." In fact, he even devoted three 

pages of his contribution to the Light in the East pamphlet to the outright reproduction of a 

Rural Electrifïcation Administration-sponsored essay entitled 'How Electricity Pays Its Way on 

My Farm" by M e r d  B. Denison of Benson, ~ermont.'' Extension department educators used 

this fine of argument for years; in 1946, Rev. William Fogarty pointed out how in Ontario, where 

"'a really progressive power commission" had provided cheap and abundant power to many rural 

districts, 'kach working person ...p roduces considerably more than twice as much as each person 

in Nova ~ c o t i a . " ~ ~  

48 See Frederick W. Wallace, Wooden Ships und lron Men (London and Toronto, 1924) for a nostdgic memoir of 
the age of wood and wind in the Maritimes. Wallace's belief in technologid obsolescence as the cause of the 
demise of the local shipbuiIding industry has since been discredited by the historians of the Atlantic Cana& 
Shipping Project, based at Mernorial University of Newfoundland and active fiom the mid-1970s to the early 
1980s. See Eric Sager and Lewis R Fischer, "Atiantic Canada and the Age of Sail Revisited", Canadian 
Hisforical Review, LXiII, 2 (1982), pp. 125-150. 

Saunders, T h e  Rural Use of Electricity", p. 1. 
Y) DE. MacDonald, "A Lesson From Down Undef', fitension Bulletin, Oct. 23, 1936; "Rural ElectriGcation Here 
and There", fitension Bulletin, Nov. 20, 1936. It should be noted that "conservative resistancen amongst rural 
peopIe, to whatever extent it exïsted, was not limiteci to Maritimers; Keith Fleming notes the "stubborn 
skepticismn towards the use of e l h c i t y  in d Ontario in Power A t  Cost, p. 249. 
5' DE. MhcDonald, "Rural Eiecvificationn in MacDonald and Nicholson, Light in the East, pp. 5-7. 
s2 Rev. William Fogarty, "Eleciricity for the Peoplen, radio broadcast, Mar. 8, 1946, reprinted in pamphlet form., 
RG 30 13/I I/5 1, St. Francis Xavier University Archives. 



Social benefits, particularly for women, would also flow nom higher electncal 

consumption in the home, since electrîcity "'elevates [the population] to a better and happier way 

of W'. On a practical level, electncity would make "%vomen7s work" less arduous and less 

dependent on scarce hùed help.53 Furthermore, electrified homes were more cornfortable, more 

healthfùl, and d e r  than their unelectrified counterparts; lighting and radio increased the cornfort 

level, electric refkigeration guarded against food poisoning through poor preservation, and 

electric ranges and lights were more fireproof than their coal- and oil-buniùig counterparts. But 

women were not targeted by the Antigonish Movement merely to sel1 appliances, and appliances 

were not advocated solely because they increased home cleanliness, cornfort, and convenience. 

Nor was the Movement in the service of the electrical manufacturers. The editor of the Bulletin, 

George Boyle, even attached a disclaimer to one of MacDonald's articles. Boyle stated that "in 

no sense have we introduced this study [of home electnfication] for the purpose of creating a 

market for electrical gadgets."54 Rather, domestic electrification would make it possible for 

women to act as facilitators for the transformation of the region. Once the home was electrifed, 

the t h e  savings brought about by home appliances would give them 'hiore leisure to think, to 

study, and to plan."55 Lest it appear that the Movement was on the vanguard of ferninist thought, 

it should be pointed out that the extra time yielded by labour-saving devices was to be used to 

"study the fine art of home keeping, and to train your children in those gentle amenities and 

spiritual values that can uplift the human sou1 and transform the face of a nation."56 In this 

respect the message of the Antigonish Movement was conservative, but no more so than the 

" The OId Homestead Goes Electric", Extension Bulletin, Nov. 20, 1936. 
Editorial. Extension Bulletin. Mar. 27, 1937. 

55 D.F. ~ a ~ D o m M ,  "~learici& Wi H& Women in Country Hornesn, Extension Bulletin, Jan. 15, 1937. 

56 Ibid. 



general attitude towards women that permeated any period advertisement for home appliances. 

In any case, the overail thnist of provincial rehabilitation would be weil served by enabhg 

women to give more of themselves to their traditional roles. 

Women were also targeted because it was generaily beiieved that they could see the 

practical benefits and savings of electicity more clearly than men, and could infhence their 

husbands accordingly. According to D.F. MacDonald, it was a "sociological fact" that the 

women of Nova Scotia were "more progressive and more ambitious than the men7', who were 

handicapped by outmoded attitudes and stubborn resistance to new ideas." MacDonald irnplored 

women to take up the cause for patiotic reasons, if for nothing else: 'Zadies, ifyou could 

[encourage your husbands to e l e c m  your homes] you would be doing more for Nova Scotia 

than has been accompiished by all the govenunents of the province since the first Indian Council 

sat among the tall pines...'"* Women, then, were seen as agents of modernization, both 

practicaily and inteilectually; their influence was necessary to ensure that their men would be 

more open to new technologies. 

For Franklin D. Roosevelt, modernization meant more than the material 

improvement of lives. It meant also the moral improvernent of lifk, as a matter of socid justice, 

through t e c h ~ o l o ~ ~ . ' ~ ~ ~  As a Roman Cathoiic social reformer, Moses M. Coady believed in 

precisely the same t h g s ,  although he advocated different methods of achieving his goals. The 

only way people could rehabilitate their lives was to adopt "scientific" ways of thinking, which 

for Coady was "the great secret of human progress.'60 The use of domestic electncal technology 

'' Ibid. 
58 Ibid. 
59 Tobey. Technology us Freedom. p. 95. 

Alexander, The Antigonish Movement, p. 136. 



indicated a willingness to modemize not only their homes, but also their rnindsets. Furthemore, 

the mere act of doing so would heip people replace defeatist and skeptical attitudes with 

progressive and optimistic outlooks. Electrical modemkation was an indicator of progress, but 

inward rehabilitation came kst :  according to Coady, the overali emphasis on inward 

rehabilitation for regional revival was "a convictio~ a way of Me, a philosophy which, when it 

takes possession of the human soui, drives one on to the efficient use of scientSc and technicd 

knowledge.'*' Furthermore, domestic technology would help b ~ g  about the desired 'inidde 

landscape" in which the best of urban life could be transplanted to a rural setting, thus achieving 

the goals of the utopian regional systems-builders. 

The same concem with social and economic revivd through electncal modernization 

grew within Power Commission circles in the 1930s. Chief Engineer Harold S. Johnston voiced 

an interest in electrical modemization in an article published in 193 1, stating that 'Tncreased 

consumption of electrical energy means.. .new machinery and equipment in the factory, added 

cornforts and conveniences in the home, a general bettement of conditions on the farm, more 

employrnent to labor and a higher standard of living in the ~ o ~ i t y . ' * ~  Not surprisingly, the 

Power Commission heartily approved of the educationd efforts of the Antigonish reformers. Ln a 

letter to MacDonald comrnenting upon his Bension Bulletin articles, Jchmton assured h i .  that 

"the work of making the people of eastem Nova Scotia more power conscious is very much in 

Line with that which we have always desired to see undertaken In fact, one of the 

recommendations made in Johnston's 193 7 report on rural electrifïcation included "the 

. p. - 

'' Laidlaw, The Man From A4ài-garee, p. 69. 
62 "Hydra Development in Nova Scotia", 77ze Canadan Engineer (Feb. 3, 1 93 l ) ,  p. 14. 
63 Hamld S. Johnston to DE. MacDonald, Apr. 27. 1937, RG 30-2fUlOî 1,  St Francis Xavier University 
Archives- 



distribution of well prepared.. Aiterature and pamphlets.. .for properly manged demonstrations at 

various times of the year.. .for the expenses in comection with lectures throughout rural 

districts. ..and for extension courses f?om universities IroRicalIy, the very visible activities of 

the Antigonish Movement may have derailed these plans. Having made a substantial financial 

cornmitment with the Rural Electrification Ac& the govemment decided a g a k t  a pro- 

consumption campaign and likely opted to let the Antigonish Movement do sirnilar work for fiee, 

at least for the t h e  beiog. But the Second World War absorbed all available resources until its 

end in 1945, and the province's worsening financial situation made an incentive program even 

less likely in the years fiernard. In fact, the province's operating deficit ballooned in the late 

1 %Os, fkom $3 million in 1946 to $18.5 million in 1949, mostly as a result of increased program 

spending and deteriorating economic  condition^.^^ With most of the money needed for the 

modemkation of the provincial health, education, and social welfare systems, there was nothing 

left over for home modernization. But although the Power Commission's pro-consumption 

campaign had to wait until 1959 to become a reality, the Commission applauded any effort to 

encourage Nova Scotians to wire their homes and fill them with appliances. 

Private utilities in the province camed out the usual attempts to produce appliance sales, 

and their ads mirrored those found in newspapers and magazines ail over the continent? In the 

Halifax area, Nova Scotia Tramways and Power inaugurated a 'Wome SeMce Department" in 

1925, but it appears that this was no more than an advertking and propaganda tool that offered 

64 Johnston report, pp. 58-59. 
" Table, "Net General Revenue and Net Combined General and Capital E.upenditure of Provincial Governments, 
1946-1949", Canada Year Book, 19-52-53 (Ottawa, 1953), p. 1064. For more on the provincial financial and 
ecunomic situation in the Iate 194Os, see Chapter 7. 
66 See Judith Ryan, "Electrification of Nova Scotia Homes, IWO-1945" (mpub. report, Nova Scotia Museum of 
hbustry, 1993), pp. 102-1 15. 



no financial in cent ive^.^' Sùnilarly, Eastern Light and Power of Sydney entered company floats in 

various holiday parades during the 19309, but, like its counterparts all over North Arnerica, 

offered littie or nothing in the way of concrete enticemerd8 Indeed, it was not until 1958 that a 

Nova Scotia company, Nova Scotia Light and Power, began an "'Electnc SeMce League" to 

encourage people to bring house wiring up to the standard that would permit the operation of 

large appliances.69 The idea ofthe Electric Service League had originated in Toronto in 1922 and 

had given impetus to the greater consumption ofpower by tumùig the most up-to-date new 

homes, built by developers in the growing suburbs, into status symbols with its "Red Seal" 

de~ignation.~~ But even this was obviously very late in arriving in Nova Scotia. Because the 'Red 

Seal" campaign of the Ontario Electric Service League was so closely tied to new housing built 

by professional developers, it would seem that Nova Scotia's slow population growth made such 

efforts irrelevant to the local situation until rapid suburban expansion transformed the W a x  

area in the 1950s. 

7he Realzties of Electncal Modernization in Nova Scotiu 

As social reformers and utility operators soon discovered, spreading the cceIectrical 

gospel" through advertising and propaganda could not force people to purchase appliances; pro- 

electrical propaganda, even in the service of provincial rehabilitation, could not by itself create a 

mass market for household gadgets. Although power consumption figures for the 1930s steadily 

increased, appliance saturation statistics fkom the 1920s to the 1950s show that most homes were 

" Nova Scotia Tramways and Power Company, Annual Report, 1926. 
" From visuai resources collecteci by Judith Ryan as cornpanions to her uEle&6cation of Nova h t i a  Homes" 
and in storage at the Nova Scotia Museum of Inchrstry. 
69 Schofield, "History of the NOM Smtia Light and Power Company". 
'O See the Electrical News (W. 1,  1923), p. 44 for more information on the Ontario "Electric Service League*. 



slow to modernize fully and were especialiy late in adopting the most energy-intensive 

appliances, narnely electric ranges, refigerators, and water heaters. A thorough appraisal of the 

domestic electrification situation in the province during the penod will reveal the reasons for this 

situation. 

First of ail the number of homes with the necessary electrical infiastructure must be 

detemiined. In 1927, the Toronto-based trade journal EIecfrrfrrcaI News published a survey on 

wired homes, showing that only 24.8% of homes in Nova Scotia had electrical wûing of any 

type." Here the province was ranked seventh, just ahead of Prince Edward Island and 

Saskatchewan. By 1934, some 48,000 of a total of 110,000 homes received electric service, or 

about 44% of al1 homes in the province, a statistic which likely reflects the growing desire for 

domestic electric senrice as well as the fact that rates had fallen considerably since the mid- 

1920s .~  Assuming that the number of wired homes in the 1927 survey can be counted as 

s e ~ c e d  homes, the 1934 figures represent an impressive seven-year gain. But the vast majority 

of these new customers were urban dweUers; urban households accounted for 83% of all Nova 

Scotian homes with electrical service. Ody 17% of homes with a connection were classined as 

rural, at a time when 60,000 of the province's total of 110,000 residences, or 54.5%, were in 

outlying areas? Before electrical modernization on a tmly province-wide basis could advance, 

then, an intensive rural electrification program was necessary. 

But levels of electrical rnodernization were iow even in serviceci homes. In 1937, Harold 

S. Johnston's rural electdication survey showed relative levels of urban and rural consumption in 

the province. Although Johnston found that urban people tended to use more power, 

'' Ibid (Nov. 1 ,  1927), p. 40. 
Harold S. lohnston, "Nova Scotia's Power Inchistry", Electrical Navs and Engineering, (June 15, 1935), p. 67. 
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consumption was still disappoùitingly low: the average urban household used only 507 kilowatt 

hours per year, about one-third the national average consumption of almost 1400 kilowatt hours 

per customer per year. Connimption levels in servicd rural homes were even more dismal, 

registering only 3 72 kilowatt hours per year. 74 Considering that lighting alone consumed around 

360 kilowatt hours per year," it was clear that those who did have power, whether in rural or 

urban areas, owned very few electric appliances: many of the owners of these s e ~ c e d  homes 

were taking advantage of electric power for iighbng and Little else. Those interested in provincial 

rehabilitation found great cause for concem in this situation, for it was evidence that Nova 

Scotians were lagging behind the ''progressive" provinces of Canada in levels of home 

modernization. Moreover, the fact that many rural residents with access to electnc service still 

refbsed to electm showed that many peoples' attitudes had not yet changed to a satisfactory 

degree. One area in Lunenburg County reported a refusal rate of 48.9%, and Johnston observed 

that "every electric public utility with rural power districts is more or less afnicted with the sarne 

~ondition."'~ lf Nova Scotia was to rehabditate itself, it had to keep up with modem technology, 

and there was no way the province could do that ifits people were unwilling to incorporate it 

into their everyday lives. 

Low power consumption levels in this period were not confïned to Nova Scotia. For 

example, the average consumption of power in American households in the 1920s stood at only 

360 kilowatt hours per year, corresponding closely to the amount of power needed for a Lighting 

load? Ronald C. Tobey, who has studied appliance saturation statistics in Amencan homes, 

74 Johnston report, p. 17. 
75 Canadian Electrical Association, Proceedings, 1938, p. 3 1. 
l6 Johriston report, p. 24. 
17 Tobey, Technology as Freedom, p. 156, Toky actuaiiy States that the average American domestic consumer 
used 30 kilowatt hours per month in the 1920s. 



believes that low consumption resulted from an unwillingness or inability to purchase domestic 

appliances. Several reasons account for the reluctance of householders to buy h o  the idea of 

home modernization, hcluding the tendency to spend disposable income on automobiles and 

radios, the unreliability of the new appliance technology, the fact that many people rented their 

homes and had no vested interest in updating their dwellings, the persistence of alternative 

technologies, and a continuhg cultural bias towards purchased domestic service rather than 

labour-saving devices. Furthemore, few houses were wired for appliances, and many were 

completeiy unfit for electrical modemkation. Only the upper ranks of society owned the larger 

and more expensive items. According to Tobey, in the 1920s and early '30s most Americans 

chose to 'cmodemize transportation and information, but not household labor.'"* For the more 

energy-intensive appliances, saturation statistics fîom the mid- 1920s reveal a wide-open market. 

Table 1 

Average Annual Consumption per Customer (KWH), 1930-1970'~ 

78 Ibid, p. 23. 
'' From DBS, Central Efecb-ic Stations in Canada and DBS, Electric Power Statistics, various years. 



An analysis of the types of appliance in common use in Canadian homes reveals that, with 

the notable exception of Ontario, similar developments were taking place here. A survey of 

appliance saturation by province, published in 1926 by the Elec~cal  News, provides evidence of 

Canadians' reluctance to adopt them en masse.80 To help austrate the potential market for 

domestic electrical technoIogy, the journal's researchers canvassed central stations around the 

country for information on the number and types of appliance found in wired homes in each 

province. Included were irons, stoves, refigerators, hot plates, and nine other common and not- 

so-common domestic tools. Although the journal's editor admitted the possibility that "it rnight 

be tme that answers were more likeIy to be received f?om central stations where the saturation is 

greatest", which would falsely d a t e  saturation percentages, the numbers are so low that 

Tobey's crucial point - that oniy a minority of homes took full advantage of domestic electrical 

technology - is supported nonet heless. Significantly, the editors excluded Ontario figures fiom 

their averages because they distorted the national picture. But even there, where saturation 

percentages were highest, energy-intensive appliances were still Iuxury items. As late as 194 1, 

only 34% of the population had access to an electnc washing machine, 20% to an electnc range, 

imd 17% to an electric refngerator.81 In any case, the patterns identified in the Elechical Navs 

survey hold against those done by the Dominion Bureau of Statistics in later years." 

80 See the Elecnical News (Mar. 15, 1926), p. 44. 
'' Tanis Day, "Capital-Labour Substitution in the Homen, Technology and Culhrre, Vol. 33, No. 2 (April 1992), p. 
3 10. Apparently appliance saturation statistics for other provinces in the interwar period are none.vistent. Ontario 
Hydro's w e y s  were the exception; according to Day, p. 308, "there is no other source of long-run data in 
Canada." 
" The Dominion Bureau of Statistia began publishing appliance saturation statinia by province in 1953. 



Table 2 

Saturation Percentages of Major Electrical Appiianees, 1926-1973~ 

-- 

Ranges Fridges Wmhers Vacuums W i e r  

Ont. 
N. S. 

Canada 

Ont. 
N. S. 

Canada 

Ont. 
N. S. 

Canada 

ont. 
N. S. 

Canada 

Ont. 
N.S. 

Canada 

Ont. 
N. S. 

Canada 

Ont. 
N. S. 

Canada 81.7 

S3 1926 figures were taken fiom the Elecîrical Novs survey. 1953 -73 figures were caldateci fkom issues of 
Household Facilities and Epipment, pubLished annuaily by the DBS. Canadian totals include Ontario. 



Not all the news was bad. In fact, the Electrical Navs survey showed that Canadians 

were quite enthusiastic about srnall labour-saving devices such as eleçtric irons, where 82.8% of 

wired homes had one. But Ontario's weight distorted the real picture; with that province ornitted, 

the saturation percentage of irons fell to only 50.2% Not surprisingly, large appliances were 

much rarer. In 1926, only 12.8% of Canadian homes with electric service had electric ranges, and 

only 0.16% had electric refigerators. If Ontario is ornitted, the numbers are even lower: 7.8% of 

non-Ontarian homes had electnc ranges, and 0.1% had an electic refrigerator. This survey, even 

when some allowance is made for inaccuracies, shows conclusively that very few homes were 

equipped with the most energy-intensive electnc devices in 1926. Since they used great blocks of 

power, they were vital in attempts to achieve lower rates through higher consumption. Indeed, 

many did not even have the smaller and most basic devices. Moreover, since the survey ody 

considered wired premises, the total percentage of Canadian homes without appliances of any 

kind was even higher. 

With Ontario excluded, most Nova Scotian homes placed near, and in some cases above, 

the Canadian average saturation percentages for srnall appliances. For example, 56.7% of wüed 

homes in the province had an electric iron. Similarly, 18.6% of Nova Scotian homes had an 

electric toaster, which ranked weil above the national average of 13.1%. But far fewer contained 

high-use products such as electric ranges or water heaters. For example, only 1.6% of Nova 

Scotian households had an electric range in 1926, as opposed to a national average of 7.8% with 

Ontario excluded, Much the same result sccurred with water heaters; wired Nova Scotian homes 

reported a saturation of 0.8%, compared with a national average, minus Ontario, of 3%. While 

saturation perczntages were still low everywhere, Nova Scotia's nurnbers were lower than moa. 



The patterns established in the 1920s persist into the 1 %Os, when Nova Scotian 

saturation percentages for inexpensive labour-saving devices such as irons approach or exceed 

the national average, while percentages for energy-intensive appliances rank consistently lower. 

For example, lower-than-average saturation levels of three major energy-intensive appliances - 

water heaters, ranges, and refigerators - continued through the 1950s and into the 1960s: in 

1953, only 14.6% of Nova Scotian homes had an electnc range, while 34.6% of ail Canadian 

homes had one. Refigerator numbers reved a similm pattern; while 48.4% of Nova Scotian 

homes enjoyed mechanical refngeration, the sarne luxury existed in 66.3 % of Canadian 

households. F i d y ,  although electric water heater numbers are only available for the years d e r  

1960, the patterns were likely in place years before. In 196 1, only 24.4% of Nova Scotian homes 

were so equipped, compared to a national average of 45.9%. 

How can this Nova Scotian pattern be explained? Some of the reasons given by Tobey for 

lagging appliance saturation figures, especially the preference to spend disposable income on 

autos and radios, would likely apply in Nova Scotia. But what accounts for Nova Scotians' 

particular undingness t O purchase the most energy-intensive ap pliances? As Ruth Schwartz 

Cowan has suggested, it may be fhitfid to study consumer behavior at the "consurnption 

junctionY7, or the 'place and time at which the consumer makes choices between competing 

 technologie^.'^^ A focus on ranges and cooking devices is particularly revealing. Statistics &om 

the 1950s show that electic range ownership in the province lagged well behind more traditional 

coal or wood-fired stoves. In 1954, only 15% of Nova Scotian homes were equipped with 



electric stoves. Meanwhile, 19.6% used kerosene or oil stoves and a whopping 64% cmtained a 

wood or coal ~tove.~' Given the predorninance of the coal industry in the province, it is 

reasonable to assume that cod stoves far outweighed wood stoves as cookhg devices in Nova 

Scotian homes. In fact, coal stoves remained the leading cooking appliance in the province until 

1965, when eiectrics nnally supplanted them as the range of ~hoice. '~ Since electric ranges are 

second ody to water heaters as the most electricity-intensive appliance, consurning upwards of 

1400 kilowatt hours per year, this choice kept domestic wnsumption levels down." 

Nova Scotians' preferences with regard to cooking equipment c m  be explained by the 

easy availability of coal in most parts of the province. Miners received their coal supplies at a 

discount, making it the cheapest available household fuel. Moreover, coal was deeply imbedded 

in the culture of the province. And, because the local economies of the three major industrial 

counties of Cumberland, Pictou, and Cape Breton were built on the resource, they and people in 

other counties probably believed that it was in their overdl best interest to continue purchasing 

coal for domestic use. Its continued use represented a case of technological persistence based not 

only on household finances, but on a rational calculus of regional econornic well-being. 

While the culture of cod mining regions can be used to explain the low saturation of 

electric ranges, the province's stubbornly high rates help explain the low saturation figures of 

other energy-intensive appliances. Low power pr-ices stood squarely behind Ontario's successful 

transition to a modernized province. After dl, Ontario rates were the lowest in the country, and it 

was Beck's active insistence on lower rates for greater consumption and better load factors that 

85 DBS, Househoid Facilities and Equipment (Sept. 1954) , p. 15. 
86 Ibid., (May l965), p. 15. 
87 Tobey, te ch no log^ as Freedom, p. 158, says that a range consumes 123 KWH per month, or 1476 KWH per 
Ye=- 



drove that province's electrical modemization. Rates were also vexy low in other Canadian 

provinces, particularly Manitoba, accounting for very high levels of electrical modeniization in 

the wired homes of that province. But although some progress had been made since the rnid- 

1920s, Nova Scotian electrical prices still stood about three tirnes higher than the national 

average, at 6.89 cents per kilowatt hour in 193 0 against a national average of 2.29 cents per 

kilowatt hou. Not coincidentally, average consumption per customer, at 373 kilowatt hours per 

year, was about three times lower than the 1 13 1 kilowatt hours used by the typical Canadian 

househ~ld.~~ Things had improved considerably by 1949, when Nova Scotians were paying 3.1 1 

cents per kilowatt hour, and indeed the postwar period saw the final thrust towards the complete 

modernkation of the rural areas. It is worthwhile noting that Arnencan and Nova Scotian rates 

closely approkated one another; in 1932, the average Amerïcan domestic rate was 6.03 cents 

per kilowatt houq8' by 1949, 3 .O 1 cents.g0 But again, the average Canadian rate had dropped by 

a corresponding percentage over the same period, and the mode1 Canadian householder paid only 

1.59 cents per kilowatt hour in 1949. Relative to other provinces, then, Nova Scotian power 

remained expensive. Consurnption gains in the 1930s, even during the darkest days of the 

Depression, helped lower prices, but the vicious cycle of high rates and low consumption that 

was an early byproduct of systemic fragmentation kept the province in the bottom half of the 

nation's electncal consumption rankings. It appears that consumer decisions with regard to major 

home appliances were sensitive to power rates, particularly where a cheaper cod-fired alternative 

existed. 

" DBS, Centra! Electric Stations in Canada, 1938 (Ottawa 1940), p. 14. 
Elecbicul News and Engineering (May 1 ,  1932), p. 28. 
DBS, Central Electric Sîations in Canada, 1949 (Ortawa, 1950), p. 7. 



Table 3 

Average Domestie Rates (cents per K m ) ,  Nova Scotia and Canada, 1930-1970'' 

Nova Scotians' reluctance to fùily embrace a i i  the devices of the electrical age was also 

related to the condition of the regional economy. Nova Scotian average incomes still lagged weii 

behind those of most Canadians, while electrical rates were still hi& relative to the national 

average. In fact, per capita incomes in 1945 were 24% below the national mean. The situation 

had worsened by 1955, when per capita incornes were 33% 10wer.'~ This fact, plus the pnces of 

major home appliances, provides another part of the explanation for the slow pace of domestic 

electrification. EIectric ranges, for example, cost an average of $125 each in 193 5; refrigerators 

could set a homeowner back some $300 apiece. Such pnces put these appliances out of range for 

many. Without purchase programs modeled on the New Deal, which subsidized refigerator 

1930 
1934 
1938 
1942 
1946 
1950 
1954 
1958 
1962 
1966 
1970 

91 Source: DBS, Central Electric Stations in Canada and DBS, Elechic Power Statistics? various issues 
Conrad, The 1950sm. pp. 40 1-402. 
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6.89 2-29 
5 -32 2.13 
4.52 1.90 
4.18 1.87 
3 -22 1-62 
3 .O 1-61 

2.83 1.69 
2.69 1.61 
2.54 1.54 
2-28 1.41 
2.14 1.58 



purchases in the US.  d e r  1935, few people could e o r d  to invest such large sums of money 

when the old ice-box wodd still do the job." 

The provincial govermnent, through its Power Commission, M y  began oEering 

financial incentives for home modemization in 1959. That year's '2oad Promotion Program" was 

a two-pronged measure intended to increase "'the low average kilowatt hour consurnption of 

Commission customers", fkst by spreading the ccelectrical ideaY7 through meetings, 

demonstrations, exhibitions, and personal cds, and second by lending rnoney on easy ternis for 

wiring upgrades and appliance purcha~es.~" The Commissioners estimated in their 1959 report 

that sorne 50,000 people had been contacted in the first year of the program and that some 

$30,000 had been lent out." It is true that a trend towards increasing consumption had long been 

in place, but the Load Promotion Program played at least a smaii rofe in boosting annual 

provincial consumption increases to a rate exceeding the national average by 1966. But the effort 

was very late; although Harold Johnston, Dr. Alexander Brady, and Johnston's successor as 

Power Commission Chief Engineer, Howard Fellows, had ail advocated just this type of program 

since the late 1 9 3 0 ~ ~  the provincial govenunent's other priorities had taken precedence over 

home modemization for the thne being.% 

Most Canadians, then, modernized their homes in a cheap power environment, while most 

Amencans, with similar power rates as in Nova Scotia, did so in response to Roosevelt's New 

Deal incentives. Until 1959, Nova Scotians had neither advantage. In Light of this information, 

their consumption choices appear eminently rational. Appliances that saved the most arduous 

" Tobey, Techndogy As  Freedorn, p. 156. 
94 Nova Scotia Power Commission, Annual Report, 1959, p. x. 
gs Ibid. 
% Sec Johnston report, pp. 58-59; Brady report, pp. 5-6; Efecnicaf News and EPlgineering (r:&. 15, 1946), p. 62. 



labour for the lowest cost, such as irons and washing machines, were adopted; those saving less 

labour but costing more to purchase and nin, such as ranges, water heaters, and refrigerators, 

were avoided. In other words, Nova Scotians applied a cost-benefit calculus to their appliance 

choices. This calculus did not necessarily exclude large appliances on the bais of cost price 

alone; for example, by 1954,78% of Nova Scotian homes owned an electric washing machine, 

compared with 77% of Canadian homes, including ~ n t a r i o . ~ ~  The most cogent criteria appear to 

be an appliance's labour-swing value and its energy consumption levels. The pattern of adopting 

smali, low power-usage appliances and rejecting large, energy-intensive appliances holds 

throughout the period. 

Increasing levels of domestic modernization drove average household consumption levels 

up. From a consumption level of only 373 kilowatt hours per customer per year in 1930, Nova 

Scotians were consuming some 630 kilowatt hours per household per year by 1939, a 68.9% 

increase. On the bais of percentage increase, this was the second-best performance in 

Even more irnpressive were the gains of the 1940s, d u ~ g  which Nova Scotians increased their 

consumption by 88.4%, again second in the nation? Also, more people than ever had the 

opportunity to modemize: by 1949, the percentage of households in the province with electrical 

s e ~ c e  had jumped to 86%, which corresponded exactly with the national average, thanks to the 

vigorous rural electrification program put in place by Angus L. MacDonald's government in 

1937.'O0 

DBS, Household Facitities and Equipment (Sept. 1954), pp. 15-16. 
98 DBS, Central Elecirical Stations in Canada. 1939 (Ottawa, 1942), p- 14. 
99 DBS, Cenrral Electrical Stations in Canada, 1949, pp. 16- 17. 
100 DBS, Radios and Household Elechification (Oct. 1949), p. 14. 



But, because of Nova Scotians' unwillingness to purchase the most energy-intensive 

appliances, consumption figures remained low when compared to the rest of the country. It was 

true that, by 1949, most households in the province had electrical service, and that people were 

ushg more power than ever before, but per customer usage of electric power still lagged far 

behind the national average consurnption of about 2200 kilowatt hours per year. That year 

customers in Ontario, the national leader, used an average of almost 3000 kilowatt hours, 

whereas the average Nova Scotian household used ody about 1200 kilowatt ho~rs . '~ '  These 

numbers can be explained with reference to Nova Scotian appliance saturation percentages. Shce 

a water heater uses about 4008 kilowatt hours per year, a range 1476 kilowatt hours, and a 

renigerator 264 Mowatt hours, the lack of these appliances dragged Nova Scotian consurnption 

levels down. ' O 2  

The evidence suggests that Nova Scotians used electric power in quantities that made 

personal economic sense, adopting some of the new domestic technologies while rejecting others. 

As the statistics show, they were eager to adopt small electncal appliances, and the province 

registered very hi@ relative increases in consumption per household through the 1930s and 

1940s. Nova Scotians did want to participate in modernity, and they did believe that it was 

necessary to stay in tune with the technological times, but were forced to balance these desires 

with their own persona1 situations. Their consumption levels per household lagged behind those 

of other provinces because Nova Scotians made rational choices, not because they were 

burdened by a particularly Maritime ccconservatism'7. Ifresistance did exist, then it was shared by 

people in ccprogressive77 places such as ~ h i c a ~ o ' "  and 0ntario.Io4 In fact, the lateness of full 

- .. 

101 DBS, Central Electrical Stations in Canada. 1949, pp. 16- 17. 
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electrical modernization in the province may help explain the persistence of the conservatism 

myth in the rest of the country weli into the second halfof the twentieth century. 

However true that may be, fnistrated contemporaries ofien trotted out timewom 

accusations of cultural conservatism to explain the slow pace of Nova Scotia's electrical 

modernization. In the eyes of reformers, intellectuals, and engineers, such as Coady, Biss, and 

Johnston, electrification and rnoderuization were inextricably entwllied. Moreover, modemization 

tbrough electric power was not only desirable, but absolutely necessary. Given these beiiefs, D.F. 

MacDonald's warning that "those who wiil not Listen to the music of the march of progress, who 

close their rninds to the new possibilities that come with the years, soon drift into the twilight 

zone of human effort" should not come as a Nor should the diagnosis of Dr. 

Alexander Brady, who stated in 1944 that "consumption per capita of electric power is relatively 

low cornpareci with that in many other Cmadian provinces, and domestic price is high" and that 

the reason for this situation was due to "the absence of a highly industrialized and urbanized 

people."106 For these cornmentators, and many like them, the problem was urgent; if something 

was not done to rnodernize the backward mindsets of tradition-bound Nova Scotians, then the 

province would be doomed to lag behind the more modem parts of the country in ail aspects of 

social organization. 

Once again, Ontario provided an exarnple for Nova Scotians to follow. The rapidity of 

electrkal modemization in that province was touted as one more reason for that region's 

prosperiq. To engineers, politicians, social reformers, and other commentators, Ontario 

represented a thoroughly modem society where people were able to keep in step with the rapid 

-- 

Io< fleming Power at Cost, p. 249. 
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technological advances of the machine age. Without an dl-out effort to encourage Nova Scotians 

to follow suit and Uicrease their own electncal consumption, the province was in danger of falling 

even further behind: the complete electrical modernization of the region became an urgent 

irnperative to avoid fbrther loss of economic and social ground to Central Canada As D.F. 

MacDonald of St. F.X. put it, "'As [the] citizens progress, so does the nation. Ifthe citizens are 

backward, so is their country."107 More specitically, his colleague Wfiam Fogarîy pointed out in 

his 1946 radio broadcast that 'Without [electricity] we c m  no more keep up with our brothers in 

Ornario than the ox-cart can keep up with the jet-propulsion plane."'08 

These statements cm only be understood through an examination of North American 

culture in the 1930s. Rhetoric about the "march of progressyy, which was synonymous by that 

decade with technological progress, was ubiquitous in a discourse that separated c'technology" 

and "society". As the Chicago sociologist Wfiarn F. Ogbum had d e n  in 1922, technology 

constantly outraced Our ability to keep up in a social sense, forcing society into a perpetual state 

ofreadjustment that could "require a considerable number of years, during which there may be 

said to be a maladju~tment."~~~ According to Mark Rose, this view had 'left the ivory tower" by 

the 1930s."~ By this decade, too, domestic electncai technology was associated with modernity, 

and a quick measure of the progressiveness of the people of any one region was its level of 

appliance saturation. To be filly modem was to possess the latest domestic technology. 

Those who commented upon Nova Scotia's power policies in the period stressed that the 

electrïfication of the home would bring social improvement and economic prosperity. Increased 

107 D.F. MacDonald, "Light in the East", fitemion Bulletin, Oct. 9, 1936. 
l" Fogariy, "Elecîricity for the People", Mar. 8, 1946. 
'09 Quoted in Rose, Cities ojüght  and Heat, p. 1 93. 
l 'O Ibid. 



electrical consumption in the home would not only contribute to lower rates, but would also 

facilitate social irnprovement through personai cornfort, cleanliness, and convenience, all 

prerequisites for the development of a higher standard of social Me. Furthemore, the use of 

electricai technology altered people's attitudes, teachuig thern habits of modernity. A modernized 

citizenry was essential in order to achieve prosperity: the more electricity used, the more modem 

and prosperous the society. Modernkation through electric power, then, had to be a public 

initiative pursueci by govemment and social reform groups with the overd goal of provincial 

rehabilitation in muid. But Nova Scotia still lacked the basic idkastructure in the form of an 

integrated power system to bring these ideas to fiuition. In the 1 WOs, the seriousness of the 

electrical situation led the provincial government to accelerate the waI electrification program as 

well as take the first seps toward the forced integration of the system through a strengthened 

Power Commission. These themes make up the h a l  chapters in the story of Nova Scotia's 

electrification. 



Chapter Seven 

Systemic Integration, 1940-1973 

At the close of World War Two, Nova Scotia had something like twenty-five separate 

electrical utitities. Less than thirty years later, it had but one. In the decades between the mid- 

1940s and the e d y  1970s, the Power Commission M y  solved the old problem of systemic 

fragmentation, first by interconnectùig its own systems, then by establishing links with the 

systerns of other utilities, and finally by purchasing those utilities outright and integrating them 

into the Commission's orgaRization. This consolidation process was not confined to the 

Commission alone; large private utilities, especially the Nova Scotia Light and Power Company, 

had begun taking over smaller companies in an effort to consolidate operations and take 

advantage of economies of scale as early as 1929. The process continued und  about 1967, by 

which One the Commission and the Nova Scotia Light and Power Company shared a dual 

hegemony over the provincial power system. The two CO-existed until the publicly-owned 

Commission took over the Company, the last investor-owned utility in the province, in 1972 and 

becarne the Crown-owned Nova Scotia Power Corporation in 1973. This chapter will explain 

these developments and relate them to the larger theme of electrification and regional disparity. 

The consolidation and integration processes dealt with here are described in the 5fkh and 

final phase of Hughes's mode1 of systemic growth. At this point the nature of system-building 

problems undergo a qualitative change. With the major technical components of the system in 

place, "major reverse salients became essentiaily problems of h d h g  extremely large regional 



systems and clearing political and legislative gound."' In response to the h c i a l  and political 

character of the critical problems that arise fiom this situation, phase five is noted for "an 

increased capabzty on the part of engineers and managers ... to plan new systerns and the growth 

of old ~ n e s . " ~  In other words, the problem-solving skilfs most required for this phase are 

managerial rather than technical. 

Although its high degree of fragmentation made Nova Scotia's system something of a 

special case, the history of provincial system-building in the postwar era corresponds closely to 

Hughes's description. Load growth in the penod, produced by the industrial requirernents of the 

war effort and the wntinuing increase in domestic consumption, placed heavy stresses on al1 

provincial utilities during the war and immediately afterward. This was particularly true in the 

case of the Power Commission, which expenenced special problems due to the heavy demands 

placed upon it by the provincial government: the ongoing rural electrificatioo project required 

workers, materials, and funds not previously available. Indeed, the chief charactenstic of the 

postwar penod was the expansion of the Commission's managerial and engineering corps in 

response to these demands. Intercomection and integration, which could have eased the strains 

on the electncal infkastructure, ran into political and Iinancial obstacles, especiaily with the rise of 

cornpetition between private utilities and the Commission for customers and temtory. As a result, 

the special skills possessed by administrators and managers grew in importance. 

The transformation of the Power Commission fkom a passive development agency to an 

aggressive competitor utility was the key event of the postwar penod. Robert A. Young's study 

of the New Bninswick Electric Power Commission (NE3EPC) in the 1950s util'ies a theory which 

1 Hughes, Neiworks of Power, p. 17. 
Ibid. 



can be applied to the Nova Scotia commission as well. For his explanatory fiamework, Young 

relies on John Kenneth Galbraith, who argues that decision-making power in corporate bodies is 

gradually tramferreci f?om superiors to technical experts as the corporation grows and as 

planning becomes more important. According to Galbrai& p l d g  required by the adoption of 

ever-more wmplex technologies leads to the "divorce of the owner of the capital fiom control of 

the enterprise.'3 Rapid organizational growth is the first step in this process. In the case of the 

NBEPC, the requirements of postwar m a l  electrïfication and power develo prnent projects 

created the need for a Iarger bureaucracy and a competent engineering staff. As a means of 

canying out the Commission's increased workload, planning proved crucial. But, as Galbraith 

explains, planning has the secondary effect of increasing the size of the organization, and by the 

early 1950s the expansion of the NBEPC had begun to weaken the politicians' control of the 

~ommission.~ In sum, the rise of a self-iterested engineering corps with a monopoly on technical 

knowledge produced a more aggressive, independent Commission. 

The Nova Scotia Power Commission ccplanned for power" in a similar way and, in doing 

so, developed an intemal dynamism mcre charactenstic of a pnvate business concern than a 

goventment commission. Unlie its New Brunswick counterpart, political control remained an 

inescapable fact throughout the entirety of the Nova Scotia Power Commission's existence; after 

all, the sitting Premier held the Power Commission chair continuously from 1940 to 1959 and 

again f?om 1967 to 1973. Nevertheless, the Commission had become a larger and more self- 

interested body in the postwar era, largely because of the Rural Electrification Act and the power 

needs of the provincial economy. Frustrated with the Pace of rural electrification and faced with 

' John Kenneth Galbraith, The New lnaUsiriaI State (3rd ed: Boston, 1978), p. 74. 
Young, uPlanaing For Powei', p. 73. 



the need for more power capacity due to heavy wartime demands, the govemment of Premier 

Alexander S. MacMillan, which came to power d e r  Angus L. MacDonald's departure for 

Ottawa in 1940, created the h m w o r k  for the Commission's growth, first by expanding its 

mandate, then by twice amending the Rural Electrification Act. As both Premier and Chairman of 

the Commission, the latter a post he had held since 1933, MacMillan found hirnself in a position 

to act on his belief that iight and power should be made available to everyone in the province. 

But the liberalized Act produced a huge increase in workload for the Commission. More people 

than ever were now eligible to apply for an extension, and the Commission's order books soon 

registered a backlog of unfinished contracts. As a result, the Power Commission needed more 

administrative personnel, a larger engineering staff, and more field workers to carry out its 

responsibiiities. 

Rural electrification helped unleash the Commission's corporate ambition in another way . 

Although encouraged to do so by the statute, few private utilities took full advantage of the Act. 

Consequently, many companies tumed in a poor performance in the field of rural electrification. 

Their reluctance to shoulder a fair share of that marginally profitable job produced a political 

outcry which resulted in numerous attempts by Commission officials to take over the worst 

offenders. At first, these attempts were &strateci by a increasingly cautious provincial 

government under a weary Angus L. MacDonald, who returned to the province in 1945 after a 

stint in Mackenzie King's war cabinet. MacDonald promptly led his p a q  to a landslide victory in 

that year's provincial election, and his political sec* was probably a factor in his unwillingness 

to make any radical changes to the role of the Power Commission or to organization of the 

electrical system. Yet, by 1950, the Commission had begun to cornpete with private utilities for 



temtory and to pursue its own interests with increasing vigour. It was not yet able to take over 

private companies, but it expanded by intercomecting its various systems with the goal of 

establishing a tmly province-wide grid. 

The perceived need for a greater degree of systernic integration was the final factor in the 

Power Commission's fùture monopolization of the provincial electrical business. First, a brief 

review of terrninology. Interconnection means that systems are linked together, but are not 

necessarily mder central control. In other words, the systems of two different companies can be 

intercomected under agreement, but neither company loses sovereignty over its own system. 

Integration means the complete interconnection of all systems, with control vested in one central 

authority. Interconnection and integration had been the dream of provincial system-builders going 

back to K.H. Smith. Because it enabled utilities to take advantage of econornies of scale, it 

yielded cheaper and more abundant power. But interconnection of all systems into a province- 

wide grid was the most difficult objective for system-builders to accompiish because of its 

political nature. Given the fiagmented condition of the Nova Scotian system, it was dif£icult to 

reconcile the many utilities' competing interests. Consequently, interconnection negotiations 

could drag on for years without resolution. 

Nova Scotia did not enjoy a high degree of interconnection, to say nothing of integration, 

at war's end in 1945. The Commission attempted to change that situation in the later part of the 

decade by instituting a policy of interconnection between its own and other utilities' systems in 

response to a serious power shortage, but even this approach made limited headway against 

formidable politicai and financial obstacles. Some interconnections were made, but the 

proMeration of utilities that plagued the Nova Scotian electrical industry f?om the early days of 



the business continued to delay the process, and each of the province's major power companies 

continued to plan solely for its own generation needs. In short, each utility, including the Power 

Commission itseE continued to look after its own best interests. Although the Interprovincial 

Grid Agreement of 1959 W e d  the systerns of the New Brunswick Electric Power Commission, 

the Nova Scotia Power Commission, and the Nova Scotia Light and Power Company, the 

redting grid, as well as existing networks within Nova Scotia itself, remained technicaily and 

organizationally weak for some years aftenvard. Ln sum, interconnection and integration made 

painfiiily slow headway in the 1950s. 

The slow Pace of intercomection and integration occurred against a background of 

econornic turmoil. The engineering efficiencies that would result with interconnection were 

desirable for their own sake, but in the late 1940s and early 1950s the region's slurnping economy 

made the availability of cheaper and more abundant power through interconnection even more 

urgent. Businessmen, politicians, and social reformers still linked cheap power with social and 

industnal progress through the 1950s and into the 1960s, but with very little hydro potential left, 

these groups began to c d  for a regional system of power based on massive coal-fired thermal 

plants. The focus on coal was particularly significant in light of the serious difficulties the 

industry had been experiencing since the end of the war. People such as Moses Coady of the 

Antigonish Movernent and John R. McNichol, an Ontario M.P., believed as a matter of faith that 

power in the Maritimes could be generated fkom coal as cheaply as it was produced fkom hydro 

in Ontario. The secret was systernic integration. A network of power covering the entire 

Maritime region and controlled by one central authority would finally tum the economic tide in 

the eastern provinces. 



These grandiose plans could only be realized by government, and the combination of the 

Commission's aggressiveness and the public sector's activism &er 1956 broke the inertia of 

fragmentation for good. The key was the basic agreement between the Commission's 

management and the new Progressive Consewative administration of Robert L. Stanfield, elected 

in 1956. Both parties believed that future power development, including systemic interconneetion 

and integration, was crucial to the govenunent's plan for the re-industriabation of the province. 

ConMnceci that govemment had to provide the infiastructure for indusaial growth, Stantield 

believed that the absorption of the province's private utilities, with the notable exception of Nova 

Scotia Light and Power, would be the best means of providing the cheap and abundant power 

necessary for industrial success. This plan to expand the publicly-owned utility neatly fitted the 

Commission's own goals, which had aimed toward expropriations and takeovers since the late 

1940s. With hancial help fiom Ottawa, the political and monetary obstacles blocking 

intercomection and integration were removed, and the takeover process began in earnest in 

1961. 

The rural electrification project produced a larger, more seE-interested Power 

Commission, power shortages during a period of regional economic decline drove home the need 

for systemic intercomection, and the election of an interventionist provincial government enabled 

the Power Commission to greatly accelerate the integration process. But the Power 

Commission's eventual assimilation of ail private utiiities was not inevitable; indeed, Stanfield's 

govemment was content to have Nova Scotia Light and Power serve one part of the province 

and have the Power Commission serve the other part. But the Commission's 1972 takeover of its 

last and largest cornpetitor by Gerald Regan's Liberal govemment represented the culmination of 



forces that had been building since the Second World War. The onguial plan envisioned by K.H. 

Smith, in which the Commission wouid develop hydro sites and transmit power to municipal 

distnautors, never came to pas; by the tirne the Crown-owned Nova Scotia Power Corporation 

was created in 1973, this publicly-owned utiiity generated, transmitted, distnbuted, and retailed 

almost all of the province's electricity. Its privatization in 1992, which created Nova Scotia 

Power, Incorporated, completed the long process of corporatization that had begun in the 1940s. 

The MacMiZZmt Govemrnent and Rural E l e c ~ c a t i o ~ z ,  1940-1915 

The climate for private utility cornpanies in Nova Scotia grew steadily chillier during the 

Second World War and aflerward. Unimpressed by the private sector's record in rural 

electrification and mindf'ul of the growing need for centrai CO-ordination of the electrical supply 

for wartime needs, the provincial government grew more impatient with the vagarïes of a mked 

public-private system. The hperatives ofthe war effort, the importance of the m a l  

electrification program, and the rise of Power Commission Chairman A. S. MacMillan (1 874- 

1955) to the Premier's office set the stage for a radical expansion of the Commission's size and 

scope. Convinced that the rate of rural electrification in the province had to be drastically 

hcreased, the MacMillan govemment passed some distinctly coercive measures in an effort to 

prod private cornpanies into greater cornpliance with the intent of the Rural Electrification Act. 

In 1940, Nova Scotia Premier Angus L. MacDonald lefi the province for Ottawa, where 

he served as &ster of National Defense for Naval Services in the federal war cabinet unel his 

retum to the province five years later. In the meantime, he lefi the Nova Scotia govenunent in 

MacMillan's bands. MacMillan, who had been Minister of Highways and Chairman of the Power 



Commission since 1933, was f m  boy from Lower South River, Antigonish County. He was a 

feisty debater and a competent administrator, but he lacked Angus L.'s charisrna, and his 

administration has been rightly characterized as a caretaker govement.s Yet MacMillan was 

highly energetic when it came to electricd matters. A strong proponent of public power 

dwelopment, MacMillan saw public ownership and control as one of the keys to cheaper power. 

More importantly, he believed fervently that every Nova Scotian had a nght to the benefits of 

light and power. Indeed, he mistakeniy thought that one of the chief reasons for the creation of 

the Power Commission back in 1919 had been rural electrification, and as Chairman he did what 

he could to advance its progress.6 Rural electnncation also had its practical uses; like most other 

Canadian politicians, MacMillan expected a serious recession d e r  the war and in 1943 he 

established a full-blown Royal Commission on provincial rehabilitation in response to C.D. 

Howe's request that the provinces prepare themselves for the coming adjustment.' The Royal 

Commission, much to MacMillan's satisfaction, lauded rural electfication's importance in easing 

the coming economic disturbance. In short, few leaders believed in the need for rural 

electrification more deeply than MacMillan did. 

Aithough the complete electrification of the province was MacMillan's ultirnate goal as 

Chairman of the Power Commission, the onset of war pushed that project ont0 the back burner. 

Demand for electricity grew spectacularly under wartime conditions, and MacMillan believed that 

cheaper and more abundant power for the war effort could only corne with greater public control 

of the electrical infrastructure. The expansion of the Commission's mandate had begun in 1940, 

Carman Miller, "The 1940s: War and Rehabilitation" in Forbes and Muise, eds., The Atlantic Provinces in 
Confederation, pp. 325-326. 
6 MacMilian's mpublished memoirs, while containing some hcîuai inaccuracies, nonetheles leme no doubt of 
his philosophy with regard to rural electrilication. Document 2 1, mün 10893, AS.  MacMillan Papers, PANS. 
' Document 18, AS. MacMillan Papers, PANS; Miller, "The 1940s", p. 32 1. 



when the MacDonald governent had arnended the Power Commission Act to enable it to 

develop hydro sites at will and to expropriate privately-owned hydroelectric facilities. Yet 

MacMillan remained unsatisfied. He introduced another amendment to the Act, this one intended 

to rationalize power development throughout the province, during the 194 1 session of the 

House. This new bill resulted fiom an incident that had recently taken place in Pictou County. 

Aware that the province had only a few exploitable rivers l e 4  the Power Commission had 

conceived a plan to build a large coal-burning facility in Trenton, Pictou County, to remedy the 

power shortages that had corne with the h t i c  Pace of war production. Unfortmately for the 

Commission, the Acadia Cod Company had already started preliminary work on a new plant in 

the are% an action that highlighted the Commission's inability to CO-ordinate provincial power 

developments to the best advantage, even under emergency conditions. Since maximum 

efficiency in power generation and delivery would only corne about if the Power Commission 

were given more authority over fiiture planning, MacMillan's arnendment gave the Commission 

the right to "expropriate any power Company which did not satisfy the Commission h t  it was 

using its property or facilities to best a d ~ a n t a ~ e . ' ~  Coercive in nature' the Premier's bill airned to 

give the Commission "greater control of ail electrical developments and distributions in the 

province." MacMillan fkankly admitted that the mistration of the Commission's plans for the 

Trenton area was "one of the reasons" for the bill.' 

While the new bill offended private utilities by giving the Commission the right to fix 

power prices, its expropriation clause offended them even more, and they quickly joined forces 

against it. During House comrnittee hearings held in March 194 1, representatives of the 

* Halifax Chronicle, Apr. 5, 194 1. 
'lbid., Mar. 13, 1941. 



province's three largest private utilities, Nova Scotia Light and Power, Eastern Light and Power, 

and Canada Electric attacked the bill's anti-free enterprise and un-British tone. Convinced that 

the expropriation clause undermined their rights, they wamed that there would be an 

'iinfavourable reaction" on behalfof womed investors ifthe bill passed unaltered.1° By the 

middle of the session, the utilities had succeeded in raising the debate to the level of principle: 

what was better, state control or fiee enterprise? MacMillan, who was violently opposed to the 

Commonwealth Co-Operative Federation, suddenly found his Liberal govemment lumped in with 

those "CommuIiist confiscators of wealth", as he bunselfwould c d  them in 1943, and had little 

choice but to acquiesce to the utilities' wishes.ll The govenunent soon deleted the expropriation 

and prîce-fixing clauses, and the bill that received royal assent in June was but a shadow of its 

original self 

The Power Commission Act of 194 1 was the government's solution to the critical 

problem of wartime demands on the system. The war effort required massive amounts of 

electricity, and MacMillan's bill tried to solve the problem by altering its organizational 

fiamework. In its main objectives, the bill failed. The Commission did gain the right to divert 

power fiom one user to another and to direct utilities to increase production to full capacity if 

ema power was needed, but the ability to divert power depended upon the extent of 

intercomection between the province's various systems, and that was limited to just a few local 

links.'* Existing interconnections widi privately-owned steam stations in Halifax and Pictou 

'O ibid., Mar. 27, 194 1. 
" %A$dresres deliverd More the Nova Scotia Li'berai Association on Nov. 25, 1943, by Hon. AS. MacMillan, 
Premier of Nova Scotia, and Hon- JL. Ilsley, KC., M.P.. Minister of Finance." Lïbrary file W o l .  893Mo. 7, 
PANS. 
" George N. Joudrey, 'The Public Life of AS. MacMillan" (unpub. M.A thesis, Dalhousie University, 1966), pp. 
307-308. 



Cou* enabled the Commission to avert a power shortage during 1944, but because such 

stations were owned by private interests, 'We operation of the sarne in conjunction with hydro is 

not always accomplished so as to give the best overd performance."13 In that year's annual 

report, the Commissioners recommended that ccsenous consideration be given to the acquiring by 

your Cornmission of many of the steam stations with which it is intercomected, so that the 

operation of the network as a whole would be under one stafhnd greatly increased efficiency 

and lowered costs would accrue."" But, having trïed and fded  in 194 1, nothing more was done. 

Although war had been the catalyst for the integration of separate Geman and Amencan 

networks into Iarge regionai systems in the late 1910s, it couId not overcome the political 

problems that came with fragmentation in Nova Scotia.15 The govemment's reluctance to 

antagonize private companies dunng a penod of national crisis is understandable; with the war 

against Hitler raging in Europe, it was better to avoid divisive measures, however progressive 

they might appear to be from an engineering standpoint. 

Yet MacMillan did not abandon his offensive against the private utilities. The Premier 

summed up the general attitude of his govemment in an address to the provincial Liberal 

Association late in 1943 : 

ïfyou followed the Iegislation of the last session and previous sessions, you will have 
observeci that the Power Commission has power to [develop any power site in the 
province], wherever and whenever it is necessary. In addition we have power to take over 
any and all power developments owned by Public Utility Companies Municipalities, and 
Private Corporations, and 1 assure you now we will not hesitate to do so ifit becomes 
necessary, in order that cheap light and power may be furnished to rural dwellers.16 

As the tide of war tumed in the Allies' favour, MacMilIan began to look ahead to the postwar 

l3 Nova Scotia Power Commission, Annual Report, 1944, p. viii. 
l4 Ibid. 
lS Hughes, Networks of Power, pp. 285-286. 
l6 MacMillan, "Abdresses delnrered More the Nova Scotia Lihral Association on Nov. 25, 1943". 



er* during which rural electrincation would assume top priority. With Bill 71, an amendment to 

the Act tabled during the 1943 session of the House, MacMillan set his sights on the pnvate 

sector's poor record in rural electrification. The bill obliged private companies to build a m a l  

extension within three months of receiving a petition, which shortened the time fiame fiom the 

original six months as set out in the 1938 amendments to the Act. As before, ifthe company 

defaulted on its obligation, the Power Commission would build the ünes itself and the utility in 

question would be forced to sell the power needed to energize the line to the Commission at 

cost." For MacMillan, the fact that private cornpanies had taken far too iittle advantage of the 

incentives provided under the original Rural Electrification Act justified the amendment. The bill 

passed easily. 

Rural electrification received another boost in 1943 with BiiI 73, a proposed amendment 

to the provincial Public Utilities Act. Firstly, it replaced the allowable 8% profit rule with an 

amount the Board deemed 'Tust and reasonable" because MacMillan believed that such high 

profit margins acted as a disincentive for private utilities to put in rnarginaily profitable rural 

lines.'* Secondly, the bill altered utility company accounting practices in a way which would, in 

theory, force power rates d o m .  Specifically aimed at the Nova Scotia Light and Power 

Company, which had a long tradition of subsidizing its unprofitable gas and tram seMces from its 

Light and power business, the bill proposed that "'each distinct class or category of service 

[should] be considered as a separate and self contained unit, the rate base for which [should] be 

determined and fixed without regard to the rate base determined and fixed for any other unit."lg 

This measure would help advance electrification in the temtones controlled by such utilities since 

l7 Joudrey, The Public Life of A S. MacMillann, p. 3 12. 
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l9 Nova Scotia Laws, 1943, p. 28. 



lower electrical rates would make it easier to attract the necessary number of customers per mite 

to guarantee assistance under the Act. According to Attorney-General J.H. MacQuarrie, who 

introduced the bill, "some companies in the past had demanded rates so high as to choke off rural 

electrification ùi their ter~itories.~'~~ With very few residents able to afTord such rates, the utility 

had a ready-made excuse to avoid building the line since it would be impossible to obtain the 

required number of signed contracts to qualq for aid. 

Once again, the bill faced private-sector resistance. The new uncertainty with regard to 

profits was bad enough, but the most pressing problem, according to Nova Scotia Light and 

Power, was that neither the gas nor the tram company could survive on its own without 

subsidization. Speaking in front of the Law Amendments Co1I1Iliittee of the House, company 

lawyer J. MacGregor Stewart claimed that, should this so-called '%ompartmentaiization nile" go 

through, gas service would have to end immediately. The same went for the tramway service, 

once the warîime ridership boom ended.21 To drive home the point, the company actudy 

proposed the sde of its assets to the City of Halifax and the wuiding-up of its operations as a 

pnvate utility? According to the HeraId, the 'hew utilities legislation before the House and the 

taxation situation", the latter having been a longstanding cornplaint of privately-owned electrical 

concerns, had encouraged the company's investors to seek opportunities in other lines of 

business? The City showed a keen interest in acquûing the company, but the proposition was 

actually more of a pressure tactic than a serious attempt to sell. When the government refùsed to 

remove the offending clauses from Bill 73, the offer was quietly withdrawn anyway, and both the 

20 fiid., Apr. 3, 1943. 
2' Halifax Chronicle, Apr. 9, 1943. 
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cccompartmentalization rule" and the right of the Public Utilîties Board to set profits to what was 

considered 'Tust and reasonable" passed into law." Some of the company's predictions of doom 

and gloom came tme, although not right away; the tramways gave way to trolley coaches in 

1949, and the gasworks ended production for good in 1953. 

The Royal Commission on provincial rehabilitation covened under J. MacGregor 

Dawson, a native Nova Scotian and a profeuor at the University of Toronto, in 1943. In this 

sense, "rehabilitation" meant the conversion to a peacehe economy, but the tone of the report 

reflected the tenn's other meaning as weil. To advise on the role of electric power in the future 

development of the province, the inquiry consulted Dr. Alexander Brady, one of Dawson's 

colIeagues at the University of Toronto. The Commission's report, released in 1944, justified an 

increasing level of govemment intervention in the electrical business. As Irene Biss had done Nne 

years earlier, Brady's report emphasized rural electrifïcation and systemic integration. Firstly, he 

underlined the importance of nual power and pointed out the necessity of liberalking the terms 

of the Rural Electrification Act in order to serve thinly populated areas, raise the standard of 

living in the countryside, and reinvigorate rural indu~tries.~ To go hand-in-hand with a 

heightened Pace of new line construction, Brady advised the govemment to initiate propaganda 

campaigns to raise domestic consumption and end the vicious cycle of high rates and low 

c o n s ~ r n ~ t i o n . ~ ~  Secondly, Brady recommended that the Power Commission absorb smaller 

utilities and extend the reach of public ownership. Although he believed that a grid c o v e ~ g  the 

whole province was unnecessary at the moment, he called for "steady consolidation in the smaller 

and isolated enterprises" which would "prove to be imperative in the fbture if the power industry 

'' Nova Skotiu Laws, 1943, p. 28. 
-> Brady report, p. 22. 
'd ~ b i d ,  p. 11. 



is to play its part in making possible a more intense industrial life.'" For Brady, central co- 

ordination and control were paramount if electnc power was to play a positive rote in the 

revitalizaiion of Nova Scotia's economy and society. 

In response to Brady's report, the Premier ordered Commissioner-Manager E.J. Cragg of 

the Power Commission to prepare a policy paper on yet another amendment to the Rural 

Electrification Act. In his reply, Cragg attached a memo fiom Rural Electrification Engineer 

AM. James suggesting a wide range of possible forms of goveminent assistance for rural Lines, 

dong with a senes of calculations showing the potential c o ~ t s . ~ ~  Bnefly, James suggested that the 

required number of potential customers per line be lowered fiom six to four. He also 

recommended that rural service charges be lowered, in order to achieve 'khat we believe to be 

the object of the govemment, that is to extend electncai seMce to everybody economically 

possible and encourage the greater use of e l e c t r i ~ i t ~ . " ~  Seeing an opportunity to lobby the 

Premier for increased powers, James again suggested that the Commission begin taking over 

small utilities in the interest of efficiency and control. In short, James's memo added weight to 

Brady's chief recommendations. 

The rural electrifkation legislation tabled by MacMillan durhg the 1945 session of the 

House foUowed some of James's recommendations, particularly his suggestion that the number 

of potential customers per mile be lowered from six to four. Consequently the bill, which passed 

into law with very little debate, greatly increased the number of areas that qualified for an 

extension. But it did not inciude any provision for a rate reduction, which the Premier beiieved to 

be irnpractical. The cost of rural etectrification., which had begun to cause financial headaches for 

27 lb id ,  p. 6. 
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" Cragg to AS. MacMülan, Nov. 30,1944. Angus L. MacDonaid Papers, PANS. 



the goverment, forced MacMüian to innoduce a new tax on ail non-Commission electncity 

produced and connimeci in Nova Scotia in order to produce new revenue for nual 

e~ectrification.~~ Getthg power to ail the people was the first priority, and encouragbg 

consurnption through lower rates would have to wait. There were 187 requests for rural 

extensions in 1945 alone, and because the rate of line-building had slowed considerably under 

wartime restrictions, the tone of many of the petitions was most demanding." Indeed, some even 

oEered to forego the govemment subsidy on their s e ~ c e  charges and pay the fLlI cost of 

electrifïcation, just so long as they could obtain service.32 

Even without incorporating all of Brady's and James's suggestions, MacMillan's 

legislation greatiy accelerated the pace of rural electnncation in the immediate postwar period. 

Fevensh activity by Commission construction crews boosted the number of rural customers from 

9200 in 1945 to 15,998 by 1948, an increase of almost 7000 connections in just three years.33 

Because of rural electnncation, the Commission became one of the biggest retailers of electricity 

in the province by the end of the decade. Corporate growth reflected the Commission's growing 

presence in the electricd business, with assets between 1937 and 1949 increasing f?om $14.5 

d o n  to $22 million." 4 y  the end of the decade, then, the Commission was one of the 

province's rnaj or electncal retailers. 

Joudrey, The Public Life of AS.  MacMiUann, p. 3 14. 
Nova Scotia Power Commission, Annual Report, 1945, p. 24. 
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Figure 3 - The Nova Scotian Electrical System, 1949" 



Growing Pains: Rurol EZec~ïcatratron nnd the Transfonnution of the Pawer Commission 

With corporate growth came corporate ambition. Rural power dominated MacMillan's 

agenda in 1945, but he was not unfiiendly to the idea of a more acquisitive Power Commission, 

especially ifit sped up the electdication of the countryside. in his November 1944 memo to the 

Premier, Commissioner-Manager Cragg had singled out the Northumberland Light and Power 

Company, the Cobequid Electic Company, the Edison Electnc Company, and the Chester Light 

and Power Company as ripe for t a k e ~ v e r . ~ ~  Significantly, none of these companies possessed a 

particularly admirable record in the field of rural electrification, and Cragg took pains to make the 

Premier aware of their refusal to take up their responsibilities. Public ownership would advance 

the cause of rural electrification in these areas, and, since aii these companies were profitable 

organizations, they would provide an additional source of revenue for the Commission. Cragg's 

attempt to Link corporate expansion with rural electrification worked brilliantly; as the Premier 

explauied to the House in 1945, "it may be necessary for us, in order to reach the places we are 

anxïous to reach ... to take over some of these local power developments in order to give the 

people cheaper power.'37 With MacMillan's agreement secured, the Commission began to 

explore potentid tstkeover opportunities. 

Negotiations between the Commission and the Cobequid and Northumberland enterprises 

began in the spring of 1945. By late June, the taiks had progressed to the point where agreement 

on value appeared imminent, and Cragg suggested that MacMillan "discuss [the situation] with 

the Govemment and have them consent to Our taking over the physical assets of these 

c ~ r n ~ a n i e s . ' ~ ~  That consent never came. The return of a more carefùl, less energetic Angus L. 

- 
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MacDonald later that surnrner, and the ensuing election campaign, ended the Commission's brief 

flirtation with a takeover policy. Having been wom down by his experience in wartime Ottawa, 

MacDonald lacked the energy for the inevitable political battles that would arise ftom any 

attempt by the Power Commission to take over private p rope~ ty .~~  Age had taken its toll on his 

political philosophy as well. "Mer five years in Ottawa", says historian Carman Miller, "he had 

., 7 4  becorne conservative and fearfùi of 'state socialism . With many reforxns already in place by 

the end his first term in oEce, MacDonald was cccontent to consolidate what had already been 

won rather than embark on any new departures" during his second and third tems." Certainly 

politicai security had something to do with that; his landslide victory in the 1945 general election 

made bold rneasures politically unnecessary. Under these circurnstances, an aggressive new policy 

for the Power Commission was out of the question. As a result, the Cobequid and 

Northumberland utilities were to rem& in business until taken over by Nova Scotia Light and 

Power in the 1950s. Before the end of 1945 the Commission had acquired Lunenburg County's 

Zwicker Electric Company, but made no more takeover attempts until 196 1, even though Power 

Commission officiais pressed MacDonald for a more aggressive policy through the rernainder of 

the 1940s and into the 1950s. 

Money concerns may well have been a major factor in MacDonald's efforts to Lirnit the 

Commission7s ambitions. The breaiaieck pace of rural elecmfication had stretched the 

39 MacDodd was very bitter about his e-xperience in Ottawa, rnostiy because of the personai acrimony between 
himseifand Prime Minister MacKenzie King. See T. Stephen Henderson, "Angus L. MacDonald and the 
Conscription Crisis of 19W, Acadiensis, XXVII, 1 (Autumn 1997), p. 86. To drive home the point, E.D. 
 on, in his book M v  Years With Stanjield (Windsor, N.S., I972), p. 28, te& another story of Angus L.'s 
years in Ottawa. Apparently King stated h t  MacDonald was W e  biggest Tory he had to deai with" in the federal 
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Commission's h c i a l  resources to the limit. The rural iines had not yet begun to pay their own 

way under the terms of the Act and Cragg feared that they never would.'* The major problem 

was that each customer consumed too little power. Originally the Rural Electnncation Act had 

spedied that service charges could not exceed $1 -25 per month, and that any excess charge 

wodd be absorbed by a govenunent subsidy. Meanwhile, customers would pay going rates for 

their kilowatt hour consumption. With increases in consumption brought by additional 

connections to a Line and greater use of power in the home, the higher bills would gradually offset 

the service subsidies. Unfortunately, average consumption of power in Nova Scotia, although 

improving steadily, remained far beiow the national average. and the problem was worse in rural 

areas. Although Alexander Brady and Chief Engineer Howard Fellows, who had replaced the late 

Harold Johnston in 1943, had both recommended a load building program to boost consumptioq 

the govemment failed to adopt the suggestion until 1959." In the absence of incentives, most 

people continued to underconsume. With every new connection, then, the Commission's subsidy 

costs increased. 

With the f l u q  of new rural connections, the government's annual subsidy payrnent to the 

Commission failed to keep up with the actual cost of subsidization, and the Commission soon 

found itselfoperating in the r d .  And there was no relief in sight. By the late '40s, a severe 

economic slump combined with the postwar expansion of state services produced a serious fiscal 

crisis for all of the region's provincial govemments." In Nova Scotia, net expendiîures doubled 

in just four years, f?om $24.6 million in 1946 to $52.7 million in 1949, but net revenues did not 

42 Cragg to MacDonald, Aug 18, 1947. Angus L. MacDonald Papen, PANS. 
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keep pace, growing from $2 1 -6 million in '46 to only $34.2 million by '49.''' The financial c m c h  

forced the govemment to fieeze the annual subsidy for rurai s e ~ c e  charges, and the result was 

an increasing debt load. In 1950 the govemment allotted $300,000 to the Commission for the 

purpose of subsidizing customers' s e ~ c e  charges, yet the achial cost of servicing these people 

arnounted to over $371,000, leaWig an operating deficit of about $71,000 for that year. Yet the 

Pace of rural electnncation continued unabated. The Commission was coIllfnitted to a fuil 

program of construction for 195 1, but &ed a debt of over $1 10,000 on its subsidy budget and 

faced yet another subsidy fieeze. Under these circumstances, it is no wonder that Cragg became 

worried that the Commission's debt would spiral out of contrdJ6 Rural electrification was not 

the only program to experience budget reductions; even the rate of highway resurfacing, which 

was close to a sacred tmst in Nova Scotia, dropped f?om over 500 kilometres per year in the late 

1930s to only 160 kilometres in the election year of 1949.'~ It is a measure of MacDonald's 

political security, and of rural electrification's importance, that the govemment could cut back on 

road paving yet continue to build rural lines as fast as they could be constructed. 

The political problems associated with rural electfication threatened to compound the 

finamial ones. Even with the rapid Pace of new line construction, by 1947 there was a three-year 

backlog of approved extensions waiting to be built." As a result, the Power Commission took a 

good deal of criticism Eom those who wanted power immediately. One particularly vocal 

protester, a Stewiacke merchant named Dyson H. Crowe, attacked the Commission ceaselessly 

through the late 1 940s and into the 1950s for its perceived indserence to local fmers.  Crowe 

" Table, "Net General Rcvenue and Net Combined General and Capital Expenditure of Provincial Governments, 
194.6- I949", Canada Year Book, 1952-53 (Ottawa, 1953), p. 1064. 
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believed that the Rural Electnncation Act's requirement of four potential customers per mite 

discriminated against farmers, whose large tracts of land often lowered the population density in 

their districts and thus precluded them from qualifying for an extension. Since electrified f m s  

used a lot more power than a typical household, Crowe believed that two famers were worth at 

least four ordinary residents, and that the Rural Electrification Act should be adjusted to reflect 

that fact?' Crowe's suggestion was never adopted, but he continued to fight for better service 

and lower rates. ûver the next few years he became an advocate for a regional network of power 

network based on cod-fired plants,50 and by the early 1950s had associateci himself with the 

Antigonish Movement and its campaign for a publicly-owned system on the TVA model." 

Although Commissioner-Manager Cragg attempted to dismiss Crowe' s compla.int by 

saying that he had "never heard of any dissatisfaction with the wural] Epectrifïcation] Act", it 

soon became clear that not all mral people were pleased with the way the Act operated. As 

Muiister of Agriculture and Marketing A-W. MacKenzie uiformed the Premier in December 

1948, there was 'cconsiderable dissatisfaction throughout the rural sections of Nova Scotia 

regardiig the action of some of the power companies", mostly because of their reluctance to 

shoulder a fair share of the burden of rural ele~trification.~~ By 1949, the Commission had 

brought power to almost 19,000 rural customers under the Act, while all the pnvate utilities 

combined had electrified just a few more than 1400 rural homes.53 Worse sti l l  was the fact that a 

few, such as Nova Scotia Light and Power, accounted for the vast majority of that total, while 

many others shirked their responsibilities. As a result, rural residents living in the temtory of the 

49 Dyson H. Crowe to Commission Secretary AG. Meisner, May 9, 1946. Angus L. MacDonaId Papers, PANS. 
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less enthusiastic retailers would often formally request that the Power Commission inhide upon 

the company's temtory and ele- their aread4 In fact, the Rural Electrification Act did allow 

the Commission to step in and build an extension in a company's territory if that company took 

no action on a petition three months d e r  it was received, but the ovenvhetming arnount of work 

stiU undone in the Commission's own temtory, in addition to the extra expenses involved, forced 

it to stall. And, as ever, intrusion hto just one private company's temtory would set a precedent 

that wodd presumably apply îhroughout the province. The 1938 and 1943 amendments to the 

Rural EIectriGcation Act, which gave the Commission the right to build an extension in another 

company's temtory if a petition was ignored, thus proved unworkable in practice because the 

fkst instance of intrusion committed the Commission to a principle that it could not uphold. In 

fact, it appears that the Commission never once took advantage of its authonty to enter another 

company's temtory. Since this part of the Act was clearly ineffective, the Commission again tned 

to convince the government that an expropriation policy was the only way to guarantee a supply 

of power to al1 who requested it. 

The Cumberland situation in 1947 and 1948 illustrates the increasing acquisitiveness of a 

Power Commission which was under pressure to extend lines to dl Nova Scotians, yet which was 

also strapped for money and resources. People on the Northumberland shore of Cumberland 

County, particularly in the Wallace, Wentworth, and Malagash districts, had been lobbying for 

electric power for years. The area was served by three different local retailers, the 

Northumberland Power Company, the Edison Electnc Company, and the Canada Electric 

Company, al l  of which were somewhat retuctant to speed up the electrification of niral districts in 

MG 2, VOIS. 983 and 984, Angus L. MacDonald Papen, PANS, confain various petitions for nual exiensions. 



their respective jurisdictions. They were also quite territorial. In fact, Rural Electrification 

Engineer A.M. James had even çuggested in a 1944 memo to Cragg that, should the Commission 

attempt to intrude upon its service area, Canada Electric would actuaily ts, to obstruct the 

process.55 This being the case, local politicians first tried persuasion. Having campaigned on a 

promise to bring electricity to the unserviced parts of the area, Liberal M.L.A. Martin J. KaufÎnan 

wrote to the various companies serving his constituency but received little satisfaction. For his 

part, Northumberland Power president Charles A MacLennan told Ka- that little had been 

done because neither they, Canada Electric, nor Edison Electric knew exactly where the 

boundaries of their respective service areas were, a claim that Commission engineer James 

believed to be ~iisin~enuous.~~ Jurisdictional problems aside, the utilities' inability or 

unwillïngness to extend rural h e s  put KaUr;nan in an uncornfortable position politically.s7 With a 

rising tide of discontent beginning to threaten his prospects in the next provincial election, 

Kaufinan asked the Premier to apply pressure fkom the top d o ~ n . ~ ~  

Commissioner-Manager Cragg sympathized wholeheartedly with Kauhan's plight. In 

fact, he had been made aware of the situation as early as 1943, when James had become "so 

disturbed" by the poor progress of electrification in Cumberland during a reconnaissance of the 

area that he believed expropriation to be only workable solution.59 So, undaunted by their 1945 

failure to acquire the Northumberland and Cobequid companies, Cragg and James again urged 

55 James to Cragg (n-d; 1944?) Angus L. MacDonald Papers, PANS. 
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59 James to Cragg Dec. 14, 1948. Angus L. UacDonaId Papers, PANS. 



the govemment to allow the Commission to take over the wora offenders? The only other 

solution, intrusion into Company temtory, would create an even larger problern; although Cragg 

was well aware of the poor record of Canada Electric and others in the field of rural 

electdication, he was forced to admit to MacDonald that Kauhan's was 'only one of a great 

number of cornplaints received" and that there was really nothing the Commission could do about 

it without forcing itself into the impractical position of responding in kind in all s i d a r  cases 

around the province.61 Expropriation, then, seemed like the best practical solution Not only 

would it ensure that all Cumberland people would get service, but it would also provide extra 

revenue for the Commission- 

Still the governent refused to give permission. Over the next few years, Cragg 

repeatedly urged MacDonald to give the go-ahead, but to no a ~ a i l . ~ ~  One thing was clear: the 

Premier was not the same man who stormed to power in 1933 on a reformist platform. Part of 

the problem was simple fatigue; in his letters to constit~ents~ the Premier sounded tired and 

resigned. "Some private cornpanies are very good", he replied to a Cumberland County 

cornplainant in 1950, ''Dut] others, whether through poverty or some other reason, take a 

different course.'" The budget situation certainly had something to do with this approach, and 

MacDonald womed a good deai about the heavy cost of the rural electrification program as it 

was, let alone the expenses inherent in a future takeover policy." Finally, he was cornfortable 

politically and saw no reason to create controversies. Although his suppoa had registered a slow 
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but steady decline since 1945, he was able to win both the 1949 and 1953 general elections with 

comparative ease. Applyhg pressure to recalcitrant utilities, then, was as far as he would go. 

Various attempts to convince the Cumberland companies to improve their records yielded some 

success, but cornplaints Eom Cumberland County were stiIl being heard as late as 1955.~~ 

Since pressuring utilities to electnfjr their service areas had produced only mixed resuits, 

in 195 1 Cragg suggested another arnendment to the Rural Electritication Act. This time he urged 

that companies be required by law to build any extension that qualined for aici, and, to make such 

a coercive amendment palatable, that the Public Utilities Board make special allowance for such 

companies by a u t h o r i ~ g  special rates for each individual lhe? Besideq said Cragg, al l  of the 

province's twenty-four private utiiity companies operated "in substantial profit producing 

terrïtories" and "no great injury would be infiicted on any of these bodies if they were required to 

M y  look after their own tenitory ...'*' Unfortunately such an arnendment would oniy have 

created more problems, as Public Utilities Board commissioner J.A. Hanway pointed out to 

Premier MacDonald soon aftenvard. Apart from the unwelcorning message such an arnendment 

would have sent to private enterprise, the measure would have opened a Pandora's box of 

complications for the Public Utilities Board because of the suggestion that each rural iine be 

given a special rate. The number of hearings done would staü Board activities for years, to say 

nothing of the political consequences should one area be granted a lower rate than another. 

Cragg's proposal could not be implemented, then, %ithout amendLing] ... the Public Utilities Act 

" MG 2, Vol. 544, Folder 2, Henry Hicks Papen, PANS, contains Ietten from Cumberland residents to the 
Premier with regard to the poor progress of nual electrincation in the county in 1954-55. 
66 Cragg to MacDonaid, Uar. 14,195 1. Angus L. MacDonald Papers. PANS. 
67 Ibid. 



and changing the entire basis of public utiiity regulati~n.'"~ Predictably, the Premier showed no 

interest in creating this type of disturbance. By 1952, Cragg had given up, explaining rather 

lamely to petitioners that the Commission's hands were tied.69 By 1954, both he and MacDonald 

were deadm7* 

In 1954, rural electrification was about 75% wmplete, but those still without power had a 

few more years to wait." n i e  Liberal government of Henry Hicks and the Conservative 

administration of Robert Stanfield both amended the Rural Electrification Act in the mid- 1950s 

to make it possible for the Power Commission to service those who lived in very thinly populated 

areas and to encourage private companies to shoulder their share of the load. Hicks, who 

replaced MacDonald as Liberal leader and Premier &er a short interlude between the latter's 

death and a leadership convention, revised the Act in 1955 so that those not qu-ng could get 

power by agreeing to pay more of the cost. Yet another amendment, passed by Robert 

Stanfield' s one-year-old Conservative government in 195 7, lowered the number of si@ 

contracts necessary to q u w  for an extension to two per mile. It also included a clause that 

allowed the government to negotiate compensation with a private Company when an extension 

received approval in the company's service area, thus providing yet another incentive for utilities 

to build marginally profitable rural lines. There remained a few people who stiU did not quai*, 

but by the Iate 1950s the m a l  electrification project was v i d y  c ~ m ~ l e t e . ~  

Public Utilities CommisSoner J.A Hanway to MacDonaid, Mar. 22, 1% 1. Angus L. MacDonald Papers, 
PANS. 
69 Cragg to Charles T. Littleton, July 18, 1952. Angus. L. MacDonald Papers. PANS. 
'O Cragg died in 1953, MacDonald in 1954. 
" Financial Post, June 19, 1954. 
'' For example, the Commission Mt only 1 1 kiiometres of new nual h e  in 1963. NOM Scotia Power 
Commission, Annual Report, 1963, p. 10. 



Systemic Integration mid RegrgronaI Rehabzliiaiion 

Aithough MacDonald was unwilling to allow the Power Commission to take over private 

companies, a serious power shortage and the resulting need for more systernic efficiency forced 

him to deal with the question of future systern development. Power was in short supply all over 

the continent in 1947 and 1948, mostly due to unforeseen increases in demand? Most experts 

believed that the postwar period would bring an economic recession and therefore a downturn in 

power consumption, but in fact the opposite occurred. Along with the power needs of a 

----AI--- --,,,A:&, -*-a- in~iirisady G A ~ U U ~  = ~ ~ m y ,  the war's erid in 1945 reieased years of pent-up consumer 

dernand, and appliance sales took off as North Arnencans began modemizing their homes at a 

faster pace. Similar consumption trends affected Nova Scotia as weli, and the growth rate of the 

total Nova Scotian electrical load for the decade between 1945 and 1955 corresponded exactly to 

the national average of 14.3% per year, altho~gh consumption per customer remained about 

seven years behind as late as the early 1960s.'~ This rapid increase in demand combined with a 

series of abnorrnally dry years to produce the province's fht real power famine. 

In the Maritimes, the power shortages exacerbated an already-deteriorating economic 

situation. While most of North America had entered a penod of unprecedented prospenty, the 

Maritime region had regressed to prewar economic conditions. 'Tf there is a cornparison to 

make7', says Margaret Conrad, "the penod afler the Second War was more like the 1920s when it 

seerned that everywhere but in the Maritimes prosperïty prevailed.y775 In rural areas, the arriva1 of 

large business corporations squeezed the region's independent fmers ,  fishermen, and forestry 

- - --- 

" See. for example, "Power shortages across Canada", Electrical News and Engineering (Dec. 15, 1947). pp. 36- 
37. 
74 Charles T- Main Associates, "Electric Power in Nova Scotia, 196 1- l980", Jan. 1 1, 1963 (hereafter Main 
Report), pp. 12, 16. Utilities file, Beaîon Institute, UCCB. 
75 Conrad, George Nowlan, p. 92. 



workers out of the market. In the Annapolis Valley, apple farmers reeled from the closure of the 

British market to their product. In northern Nova Scotia and Cape Breton, problems in the 

coalnelds endangered the Livelihoods of thousands of families who depended on the province's 

biggest industry. And, as if the region needed another problem during this time of crisis, the 

power shortages of the late 1940s sewrely reduced industrial production. The publisher of the 

Maritime Advocafe and Btrsy East, Dr- C.C. Avard, noted in the Decernber 1947 issue of his 

journal that "major industries in both New Brunswick and Nova Scotia have been forced to 

curtail operations and some have been compelled to close up completely because of lack of 

electrical power."76 By January, 1948, Halifax had already experienced several " b r ~ w n o u t s ~ ~ , ~ ~  

and a few months later some Pictou County industries had threatened to pull out of the area due 

to power ~horta~es . '~  

The potential of interconnection and integration to relieve the shortages attracted 

attention fkom politicians, businessmen, and social reformers in the late 1940s and early 1950s. It 

also presented another means of using electric power as a tool for regional economic revival. The 

lack of cheap and abundant power in the Maritimes led many of them to finger the electrical 

situation as a factor in the region's economic problems. Once agaiq concemed groups and 

citizens saw electricity as a cure for regional underdevelopment, but this tirne systernic 

integration rather than hydro development, rural electrification, or home modemkation occupied 

the central place in their prescriptions. The construction of a regional network of power had been 

a longtirne goal of many who believed in electncity's power to transform the region, but the 

shortages highlighted the importance of electric power in a rehabilitation program. 

76 "Editorialn, hfaritime Advocate md Bus, East @ecember 1947), pp. 4,25. 
77 New Glasgow Evening News, Jan 14, 1948. 
78 Ibid., Aug. 24, 1948. 



The provincial govemment was certninly aware that systemic fragmentation was 

exacerbating the power shortages and contributhg to the economic crisis. in the f d  of 1947, 

Premier MacDonald realized that the government required a thorough investigation of the power 

situation in order to ascertain the future role of electric power in the life of the province and the 

proper place for the Power Commission in provincial development. With that goal in mind, Chief 

Engineer Fellows solicited outside expertise in the f o m  of Dr. Thomas H. Hogg, a private 

engineering consultant and a former Chairman of Ontario Hydro. The terms of reference for 

Hogg7s inqujr included an examination of the provincial supply and distribution system the 

current operations of the Power Commission, and the possibility of expanding the Commission's 

role "so as to take care of the power and energy needs of the entire province.. ."" Taken 

together, Hogg7s mandate encompassed nothing less than a determination of the proper role for a 

govemment commission in the electrical business. 

Hogg presented his report in November 1948. Recognizing that the unprecedented 

increase in demand for power would certainly continue, he recommended a massive program of 

public power development to en-- that the province's generating capacity would be able to 

handle the load. Because Nova Scotia's hydro capacity was all but tapped out, he suggested that 

the province take advantage of its generous coal reserves and build a series of modem, high 

efficiency thermal installations. The first, said Hogg, should be built in Pictou County, foilowed 

by others in Halifax and Liverpool. 

Hogg also dealt with the problem of intercomection. In a province where most electric 

plants served ""purely local interestsy' only, planning for future generating needs could not 

Memo re Tenns of Reference, H o w d  Fdiows to TH- Hogg, Nov. 1, 1947. Angus L. MacDonald Papen, 
PANS. 



proceed in an efficient marner. Consequently, he believed that ail new installations should be 

iinked by a hi&-voltage transmission system, 'ïnto which the existing generating resources 

would be integrated in the uiterests of the overd ~ ~ s t e r n . ' ' ~ ~  Hogg recognized that the costs 

involveci, dong with the legacy of deep systemic nagmentation, would present formidable 

obstacles since investor-owned utilities would stniggle to defend their own best interests fïrst. 

But although he suggested that the problem be attacked in a cautious fashion, he also believed 

that the province should proceed with "the same fundamental objectivesy7 as the British 

authorities had had when constructi?g the National G-rid after 1926. To that end, he cded for the 

construction of transmission h e s  to interconnect stations in the central and western parts of the 

province with plants in the eastem and northem parts. Moreover, he recomrnended that the 

Power Commission begin immediate negotiations with the Canada Electric Company and the 

New Brunswick Electric Power Commission for the construction of a major new transmission 

line to interconnect the three utilities' systems. 

Questions of CO-ordination naturally proceeded from any discussion of intercomection. 

Who was to have ultirnate control? Hogg noted the inadequacy of the "present sectional system" 

and, while recognizùig the delicacy of the private-public ownership balance, recommended a 

"gradua1 absorption of parts of the privately-owned systems - absorbing first those smder 

parts ... and extending later into wider areas, as the benefits of public ownership become more 

widely appreciated and proven.7J1 To rnake this expanded role a reality7 the Power Commission 

needed to improve and expand its technicd branch. It also needed to raise the salaries of the 

" T X  Hogg, "A Report Concerning the Development of El-c Power Generation and Distriition in the 
Province of Nova Scotia" (ad - 1948?) p. 20. Angus L. MacDonald Papers, PANS. 
'' T H  Hogg, "Merno respecthg a report by Dr. T.H Hogg" (ad - 1948?), p. 6. Angus L. MacDonald Papers, 
PANS. 



senior officiais, not only to attract the best personnel, but to create "intermediate salary levels" 

for new management positions and attract, '%y the presentation of the opportunity for 

advancement, the necessary capable staf3?' that a larger Power Commission wouid require." In 

sum, Hogg's report sanctioned the expansion of the Commission's engineering and administrative 

branches and underlined the importance of centralized planning for fùture power needs. 

Support for a greater public role in system-building came fkom local quarters as well. 

Moreover, the worsening state of the mal indu- focused a great deal of attention on thermal 

generation in the late '40s and early '50s. Reflecting their concem with the overall rehabilitation 

of the region, public power advocates in both business and reform groups tied the issue of 

electrical development to that of the region's failkg coal mines. For example, the Maritime 

Board of Trade passed a resoiution d u ~ g  its 1949 meeting saying that 'low-cost power cm be 

developed by the use of our immense coal resources" and that 'the Maritime Board of Trade go 

on record as urging the Provincial Govemments of the three Maritime Provinces to ernbark upon 

an enlarged programme of power development ..." The Board also urged the govemments to go 

ahead with the construction of a grid ~ystern.*~ And, by the early '50s, Moses Coady of the 

Antigonish Movement had joined forces with Dyson Crowe in a new pro-electdication campaign 

that included public lectures, radio broadcasts, and newspaper articles. Essentially, Coady and 

Crowe cded for the rapid developrnent of pithead power plants to aid the coal industry as weU 

as the widespread public takeover of utility companies. Ln fact, they supported the creation of a 

regional Maritime Power Commission dong the lines of the TVA in the United States, because 

"private profit enterprise should have no place in the wntrol and operation of light, heat, and 

" Ibid., p. 7. 
" m e  1949 meeting of the Maritune Board of Trade", M&tirne Advocate and Bu-/ East (November 1949), p. 9. 



power.'* Both groups agreed, then, that regional economic development and regional system- 

building were closely relateci. They also believed that the cost and scarcity of electncity hurt local 

industry and that a grid system of pubiicly-generated thermal power was an essential part of any 

long-tem economic plan. 

Central Canadians with an interest in regional economic development also backed the 

idea. One of the most interesthg episodes fiom the period revolves around John R McNichol 

Conservative Member of Parliament for the federal riding of Toronto-Davenport. McMchol's 

interest in Maritime Canada had led him on a fact-finding mission to the region in the late 

summer of 1946, during which he observed fisthand the local economic situation. The result was 

a comprehensive proposai for a federally-fùnded program for Maritime revival, including support 

for primary industries such as fishing and lumbering and a program to strengthen existing 

secondary industries, attract new ones, and improve the regional transportation ~ y s t e r n . ~ ~  But 

McNichol had had a keen interest in electrîcal matters since the 1930s' and his program gave 

special attention to the local power situation. Indeed, he became so convinced that the key to the 

rehabilitation of the region lay in electric power that it dominated his entire proposai. For 

McNichol, the top priorities were the expansion and modemization of the generating and 

distribution systems in the region. Only then would the expansion of Maritime primary and 

secondary industries become possible." Having consulted St. Catharines enguieer R.A. Hanrïght 

on the technical details, and having camied out a considerable arnount of his own research, 

84 Moses M. Coady, "Cheap power for the Maritimes", Maritime Co-Operator, Mar. 1, 1954. 
85 Rough clraft of a speech to the House of Commons by John R McNichol (nd). John R McNichol Papers. MG 
27 0 C3 1, NAC. 
g6 ïbid. 



McNichol presented his plan for Maritime revival to the House of Commons in May, 1948." 

Since the region's hydro resources were all but exhausted, McNichol advocated a coal- 

based program of power expansion. In fact, his research showed that a series of themal power 

plants, linked together in a province-wide grid system, could be made to produce power at a cost 

on par with that of Ontario's hydro-based network. To help the perpehially cash-starved 

Maritime provinces accomplish this objective, he proposed a two-step program of federd loans 

and subsidies. The federal govemment would make loans to the provinces for new plants or plant 

modemizations as well as for the establishment of the "'hterlocking provincial grid systems" that 

were the linchpin of the whole proposal; again, since integrated systems tended to boost 

efficiency, more power could be produced at a lower cost. Furthermore, one-third of the cost of 

rural electrification was to corne from the federai govemment in the fom of a straight s ~ b s i d ~ . ~ ~  

On the whole, McNichol's plan received a favorable reception in the Maritimes. Flattered 

by the attentions of an Ontario M.P. and grateful that someone in Ottawa was trying to solve the 

region's economic problems, the Nova Scotian press embraced the program, especially in the 

coal areas. Reflecting on the persistence of the hydro myth in Power Commission and provincial 

govenunent circles, the S pringhill Record ap plauded McMchol' s initiative, saying that Y O 

depend on our rivers for electrical development is not too sound a policy ... So far we have been 

provided with leadership that is imbued with hydro ideas to the exclusion of c ~ a l . ' ~ ~  Such 

87 Consulting Engineer RA Hanright to Foster Wheeler Ltd President George Macnoe, Jan. 2 1, 1948 John R 
McNichol to RA Hanright, Feb. 27, 1948. Hanright showed great enthusiasm for McNichol's initiative, which 
may have been partly due to the fact that he was an expatriate Marïtimer. John R McNichol Papers, NAC. 
88 The Budgetn, speech given by McNichol on May 25, 1948, reprinted in House ofCommons Debates OflciaI 
Report. Extracts From a Few of the Speeches of John R. McMchol (Ottawa, 1948). John R McNichoI Papers, 
NAC. 
89 Springhill Record, June 3, 1948. For other press ciippings on the McNichol plan, see Angus L. MacDonald 
Papers, MG 2, Vol. 1012, PANS. 



responses were typical. Even the Power Commission's top officiais, the keepers of the provincial 

hydro policy, beiieved that McNichol was essentially comct in his stress on thermal power 

insofar as it was the best option to take care of fùture power needs and that greater efficiencies 

came fiom systemic integration? As it was, the federal Liberals under Louis S. St. Laurent, in 

power fiorn 1948 to 1957, ignored both McNichol and his recommendations. McNichol died in 

1950 without seeing any of his ideas come to miition. 

As the 1950s progressed, the coal problem became even more urgent. Womed about the 

future of the eastern Canadian mines, the Dominion Coal Board commissioned a 1954 

investigation by Dr. AG. Christie, an Amencan power expert, who was charged with the task of 

exarnining the feasibility of a thermal power policy in the Maritimes. Christie's report showed 

that simply meeting forecast electrical demand with thermal power generation would not Save the 

industry. But the creation of a Maritime power pool would bring larger loads and would jus* 

the installation of larger, more efficient steam-driven turbogenerator sets in larger power plants. 

Furthemore, New Brunswick's more abundant hydropower would complement Nova Scotia's 

increasing reliance on thermal electricity; by 195 1 stearn had surpassed hydro as Nova Scotia's 

chief power source, and the flexibility inherent in that province's thermal power would work in 

concert with the econornical nature of New Bninswick's hydro reserves to yield economic mixes 

on a larger scale than ever bef~re .~ '  Lower rates would be the final result of the efficiencies that 

would come with such a sprawhg regional system, which in turn would help attract industry and 

" Memo, "Re: Comments on speech by John R McNichol", Feiiows to Cragg, Iune 2, 1948. Angus L. 
MacDonald Papers, PANS. 
91 Submission of the Province of Nova Scotia to the Rand Commission on Cod, 1960. Royal Commission Reports 
files, RG 33/42 Vol. 4, NAC. 



boost markets for ~ o a l . ~ ~  AIthough Christie knew his proposal was "a radical suggestion7', he 

believed that it ccsimply foiiows the trend of development of electncal supply systems both 

publicly and pnvately owned where consolidations, extensions, and pools are continualiy being 

formed to render better and lower cost services to domestic users and to i n d u ~ t r ~ . ' ' ~ ~  In short, 

cheaper power would corne with the eEciencies gained fiom systemic integration, including both 

intercomection and central control of the system; cheaper power would in hirn help attract 

industry; industry would use greater amounts of Nova Scotian coal and thus make up for the loss 

of markets in Centrai Canada. intercomection was the icey to a successfui policy ofproducing 

cheaper power from coal. 

lche Inertra of Fragmentation 

AU these plans for the rehabilitation of the region ignored the politics of intercomection 

and the Commission's continuhg fixation on hydropower. Jua as political problerns had derailed 

the Commission's plans for public ownership of hydro generating and distributing plants in the 

1920s, they aiso fnistrated calls for cheaper power through intercomection in the 1940s and 

1950s. Yet the pressure for an eficient, province-wide electrical system soon began to advance 

its progress, but only in a self-interested way; like the pnvate utilities, the Commission had 

become self-interested to the point that intercomection could only proceed on zts terms, or on 

the ternis that benefited it most as an organization. The Yarmouth situation in the late 1940s 

provides a clear illustration of these developments. 

Yarmouth, a town at the southwestern tip of the province, was one of the hardest hit 

" AG. Christie, "Report to the Dominion Coal Board on T h e d  Power nom Canadian Cd", Aug 1, 1954. 
Henry Hicks Papen, PANS. 
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areas in Nova Scotia during the years of power shortages. In the late '40s, the t o m  obtained its 

power supply fiom the Commission's Tusket Falls development. The Tusket plant, which dated 

back to 1928, supplieci the Western Nova Scotia Electric Company, which in tum delivered 

power to Yarmouth County's largest single employer, Cosmos Imperia1 MiUs, Limited. M e r  a 

particularly dry sumer, the reservoirs that fed the plant could no longer sustain full power 

production, and by September the lack of rain forced the Power Commission to wam the 

company that it could not guarantee a continuous supply.g4 In fact, Yamouth was experiencing 

:L- 4lZ-rl hi------- -----i-- -A?- ----- 
i r i  L U ~  s u ï u ~ s i i v c  auruiiui ui p u w a  siioriages in i948, and Mksiern Xova Scona Eiectric, a 

subsidiary of W a x ' s  Nova Scotia Light and Power since 1935, installed several diesel 

generator sets as a stopgap measure. Nonetheless, suEcient power remained a scarce 

cornrnodity, and many of the company's 500 employees faced the prospect of short-term layoE 

Although the municipality of the Town of Yarmouth, the area's Board of Trade, the 

textile workers' union leadership, and the Cosmos company itself had aIl been pressing for an 

expansion of the Tusket hydro plant for some years, the Commission's backlog of work had 

forced it to put the problem off until 1949. The disadvantages of systemic fragmentation 

appeared most clearly in the Yarmouth area, for the Tusket system stood completely alone. 

Moreover, investigations cornpleted in that year revealed that the Tusket pkmt could not be 

expanded due to engineering considerations. Fomuiately, there rernained one more untapped 

source of hydro power in the area, at Bear River, in neighboring Digby County. M e r  completing 

the necessary surveys of the site, Chief Engineer Howard Fellows pronounced it economicaliy 

viable and recommended its immediate development in December 1 949. 95 During the 

9" Ha;Lif' Chronicle' Sept. 28, 1948. 
95 Fellows to Cragg, Dec. 23, 1949. h g u s  L. MacDonald Papes, PANS. 



construction period, the Commission would provide additional diesel generator sets to the 

Cosmos d. 

Due to the fact that construction of a completely new hydro plant would take at least two 

years, an intercomection between the Tusket system and some other network offered a faster 

way to solve the problem. Indeed, in recognition of the seriousness of the power emergency, the 

Commission had adopted a policy of "Full and complete cooperation between al1 Public Utilities 

in the Province" with a view to establishiog a system of high-voltage transmission h e s  which 

-----id cc--l-- :+ -----ALI +A -*Leal  * f i * t t -  Gn- f i m a  m-mm n C + L a  m r n x r ; - n a  +A n -+Lac a n  wuuu IUMC IL ~ U J J I U I ~ ?  LU WULU pu w u UULLL uiib ~ Q W L L V L L  VA rLrQ p r v v i l x u ~  LW a i 3 v ~ r l w  aa 

required."'% Just such an opportunity arose in late 1949. Because Western Nova Scotia Electnc 

needed so much ema power to adequately take care of the Yarmouth ma's demand, its 

corporate parent, Nova Scotia Light and Power, offered to build a transmission h e  to Yarmouth 

County in order that its Halifax s tem plant could be linked to the Commission's Tusket system. 

Aiso interested in the efficiencies brought by interconnection, the company saw a chance to 

comect its Yarmouth subsidiary with its main Halifax-Annapolis Valley network Beginning in 

1949 and continuing throughout 1950, company manager Norman T. Smith pressured the 

Commission to agree to the link, citing the limits of hydro-based generation and the flexibility of 

t h m a l  power. To that end, Smith tried to convince the Premier that the company's plan was 

more cost-effective in the long 

Smith was unsuccessfiil. The reasons for the Cornmissio~'s reluctance to d o w  Nova 

Scotia Light and Power to build the iine mixed engineering considerations with corporate 

ambition. Firstly, the Bear River hydro plant made sense f?om a systemic point of Mew. At this 

"cragg to MacDonald, Mar. 14, 1949. Angus L. MacDonald Papers, PANS. 
97 Nova Scotia Light and Power Company Manager N o m  T. Smith to MacDonald, Sept 14, 1950. Angus L. 
MacDonald Papers, PANS. 



time the Commission, which supplied the Mersey River Paper Company fiom its Mersey system, 

was negotiating new contract tersns with that company which would ailow the diversion of some 

Mersey system power to its Markland system, which served the t o m  of Liverpool and environs. 

The Markland system had already been interconnected with two ot her south shore systems, the 

Mushamush and the Roseway, in the late 1930s. With the construction of the new Bear River 

development, the impending intercomection of the Markland and Mersey systems, and the 

pressing need for more power in Yarmouth, the Commission saw an opportunity to completely 

integraie its operations in iOe western end of the province. Nova Scoiia Light aad Power ;iab io 

be excluded, according to Cbief Engineer Fellows, because network efficiency resulted fiorn a set 

of generating stations under the central control of one authority: 'ït is essential that control be 

vested in the authority which is operating the generating stations on the Mersey River, the one at 

Bear River and the one at Tusket. ..so that such conditions can be varied and adjusted to best 

meet the overall picture.'"8 A connection with Nova Scotia Light and Power's Halifax stearn 

station, then, could not yield an economic mix. It also went against Fellows's deep cornmitment 

to the principle of public ownership and contr01.~~ 

Systemic efficiencies made up ody  halfof the story. The connict between the Power 

Commission and Nova Scotia Light and Power was a struggie for temtory, and the Commission 

was not about to relinquish its foothold in western Nova Scotia for the benefit of a private 

company. As we have seen, the rural program's rising costs and the Commission's growing 

98 Memo, "Re: hterconnection - Markland and Tusket Systemsn, J a n  10, 1950. Angus L. MacDonald Papen' 
PANS. 
99 In a 1944 memo, Feiiows mmmended that aU utilities in the province be organized under one publicly-owned 
body so as to faditate control of generation, transmission and distriition, not only to help lower the costs of 
power for rurai residents and meet the wartime power cninch, but as a matter of principle. Howard Fellows to AS. 
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operating deficit had begun to alarm Cragg. From a business perspective, the Commission served 

the most unattractive mral areas in the province, and it was t h e ,  he believed, that it began 

asserting itselfin the more profitable areas in order to increase revenues: 'This Commission has 

been serving the skim milk temtory in the province, and it does not seem reasonable that we 

should allow all the cream to slip away fiom us ..A is imperative therefore that we obtain new 

and better temtory, so that Our Operation and Administration costs may be spread over wider 

g ro~nd ." '~~  In his view, the private companies already served enough of the profitable temtoq, 

and it was time that the Commission claùned its share. And, to boost the profile of public 

ownership and control, Cragg wanted a more visible Commission that would receive its due share 

of praise fiorn the public. 

Chief Engineer Fellows agreed with corporate objectives as outlined by Cragg. Nova 

Scotia Light and Power, said FeUows, "wants to get hold of the Bear River development for 

itseE and thus sew up all the cheap power fiom Halifax through the Annapolis Vdey  to 

Yarmouth, where it wiU create a power monopo~y..."lO1 That could not be ailowed to happen. A 

dedicated public power advocate, FeUows had recomrnended 'Yhat.. .utilities.. .should be owned 

and operated by the public so that al1 the benefits derived therefiom will become the property of 

the publicy' as early as 1944.1°2 He certainly believed the same things now, and saw the Yarmouth 

situation as a way of advancing the progress of public power in the western end of the province. 

Besides, he was sure that rurai electrification in that area would benefit fiorn a Cornmission- 

controlled system, since it codd extend h e s  and build distribution centres at will, just so long as 

any new extension under consideration fell within the limits of the Rurd Electification Act. With 

lm Cragg to MacDonald, July 5, 1950. Angus L. MacDonald Papers, PANS. 
Io' Fellows to MacDoaald, My 1, 1950. Angus L. MacDonald Fbpers, PANS. 
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a private company involved, new extensions depended on the prospective he ' s  profit-malang 

potential. 

The Yarmouth situation is a clear example of how the costs of the rural program and the 

power shortages helped Commission management accomplish some of its objectives. Although 

Angus L. MacDonald continued to forestail Cragg's attempts to expropnate private utilities, he 

yielded in this case, probably because it represented an oppominity to assert Commission 

dominance without stirring up controversy. It was the first (and only) real victory for Cragg, who 

was a fierce advocate of a stronger and more aggressive Commission. For the first tune, the 

Commission had begun to act like a competitor with the other utilities, and decisions made by its 

top personnel reflected the interests of the Commission as a body corporate as much as those of 

the public. Along with administrative issues, engineering planning lay behind the Commission's 

new aggressiveness; the search for new sources of revenue plus the need to consolidate the 

Commission's systems came before the rights of a private company. Not least of ail, the 

Commission stafY realiy believed that only public ownership could provide Nova Scotians with 

cheap and abundant power at reasonable rates, and that only a public body could provide it to 

everyone. In other words, undemeath the corporate ambition lay the belief that it could be an 

effective agent of provincial rehabilitation ifody it were given more control of the system. Ail 

plans went &ad; after completing the Bear River development and the necessary transmission 

lines, the Commission inaugurated its new Western Network in 1955. 

The reaiities of making interconnections between competing interests continued to delay 

progress through the 1950s. Since linking up the systems of different interests was essentiaüy a 

business deal, al1 parties had to agree on their respective shares of the cost and the workload, and 



al1 parties had to profit. Private utilities did see the benefits that came with the comection of their 

systerns with one another and with those of the Power Commission, but they negotiated with 

their own interests in mind, rather than the overd interests of the province. The most prominent 

example, a transmission line interconnecting the Nova Scotia Light and Power Company's 

system with the Power Commission's Sheet Harbour system and the Canada Electric Company's 

lines, did not become a reality untd the completion of the Interprovincial Grid in 1960, although 

first suggested by Hogg in 1948. As the Nova Scotia Research Foundation's investigation into 

the electric power situation in the province pointed out in 1949, "it is not too much to say that if 

the three utilities mentioned [the Commission, the Nova Scotia Light and Power Company, and 

the Canada Electric Company]. . . were controlled or owned by one Company, the.. .transmission 

line would have begn built some time ago."'03 

Technical problems related to the economics of the Nova Scotian power business had 

also impeded attempts to intercomect. Due to the fact that long-distance transmission ofelectric 

power is canied out at very high voltages, the construction of transmission lines required not 

only towers and wire, but also new substations at each node point to step the voltage up for 

transmission and reduce it back d o m  for local distribution. Cost was a factor; as Howard 

Fellows explained in 1944, "high voltage in itselfhaterially increases the costs and it can be 

stated generally that the operation of lines at more than 66,000 volts and length exceeding fifty 

miles would require expensive voltage corrective equipment ." He voiced similar concerns wit h 

reference to McNicho17s plan. Although Feliows believed that local interconnections çuch as 

those made in the Yarmouth area in the early 1950s were certainly beneficial, the high costs 

'O3 Bernard L. Cain, "Supplement No. 2 to Repon on Power Generation and Distribution in Nova Scotia" Nova 
Scotia Research Foundation Reports, Sept, 17, 1% 1, p. 60. 



involved in the consmiction of a province-wide grid, thanks to Nova Scotia's irregular 

geographical features and load distribution characteristics, still outweighed the potentid benefits. 

Economies were achieved only when large blocks of power were exchanged, else the cost of 

transmission would exceed the benefits of intercomection. The location of Nova Scotian Ioad 

centres and the distances between them complicated the picture, and the situation in that province 

made it "more economic to develop reasonable size centers [sic] of power generation and tie in 

smail developments with these centers without atternpting an interchange as between the centers 

themselves."'" This was exactly the logic behind the Commission's Western Network. For these 

reasons, he believed that McNchol and others were "entirely prernature" in recommending the 

construction of a grid ~ ~ s t e r n . ~ ~ ~  Few denied that intercomection would go a long way toward 

relieving the power problem, but not all could agree on the extent to which an interconnection 

policy shodd be pursued. 

Because of the political and technicd difnculties, the process of interconnection was 

undenrray on a local level only by 1950. It was true that sorne progress was made as the '50s 

wore on: by 1950, Canada Electric had built a 138,000 volt line f?om its Maccaq Cumberland 

County, s tem station to the town of Truro, where an interchange of power occurred with the 

Power Commission's Sheet Harbour system through Truro's municipal distribution agency. The 

Pictou County Power Board, faced with a steadily-increasing demand for power, found it 

necessary to purchase energy fiom several different sources: first the Eastern Car Company and 

the Acadia Cod Company, then, with the cornpletion of Canada Electric's h e ,  Canada Electric 

and the Truro Electic Commission. And, the Power Commission continued the process of 

- - 

Io4 Feliows to Premier MacMillan, Jan. 9, 1944. Angus L. MacDonald Papers, PANS. 
los Memo, "Re: Comments on speech by John R McNichol", Howard Feilows to E.J. Cragg, June 2, 1948. Angus 
L. MacDonald Papers, PANS. 



intercomectîng its far-fiung systems, fïrst with its Yarmouth County activities, then by making a 

connection between its Canseau system and the Seaboard Power Corporation in 1953, and h d y  

by uiaugurating its Eastern Networic, which amalgarnated the Sheet Harbour and Antigonish 

systems, in 1957. More efforts to improve the links between the Commission's systems and other 

utilities' grids were made through the 1950s and into the 1960s. Yet the connections were stiil 

very weak and control was still widely dispersed. 'O6 As late as 1 963, even the Power 

Commission's own Eastern and Western networks could not be properly CO-ordinated with each 

other, much less with those of other ~ti l i t ies-~'~ 

As the 1950s progressed, utilities continued to plan for future power needs on a "stand- 

alone" basis. Because utilities in 1948 expected demand to double by 1955,'~' a flurry of new 

construction projects doubled the total capacity of the provincial power idfastructure in thirteen 

years, fiom 26 1,350 kilowatts in 1948 to 520,000 kilowatts by 196 1 .'O9 Most of the new capacity 

was thermal, with aii of the province's major utilities either building new plants or expanding 

existing ones. The Canada Efectnc Company added almost 15,000 kilowatts to its thermal 

generating capacity in 1949, the Power Commission's Trenton generating station, its fkst major 

coal-buming plant, added 20,000 kilowatts to it s system when opened in 1 95 1, and Nova Scotia 

Light and Power completed a new 20,000 kilowatt s tem plant on Water St. in Halifax in 1946 

and upgraded it by another 20,000 kilowatts in 195 1. l m  Yet coai-fired generation made such 

impressive gains not because of some long-range plan for integrated power development or from 

'Ob Maiu Report, p. 1. 
'O7 Ibid, p. 8. 
'" Bernard L. Cain, "Report on Avaiiability of Electnc Energy in NOM Scotia", Nova Scotia Research Foundation 
Reports, Nov. 15, 191!10 p. 6 .  
log Cain, "Supplernent No. 2 to Report on Power Generation and Distribution in Nova Scotia", p. 64; Main Report, 
p. 7. 
"O Nova Scotia Light and Power, Annuai Report, 195 1. 



any desire to save the coal industry, but simply because there was no other cost-effective 

alternative. The nuclear and tidal options were both found to be impractical,"' and although 

utilities developed whatever water resources were Lefi, the province's hydro reserves were ail but 

tapped As condting engineer Denis Stairs advised Nova Scotia Light and Power 

Company President J-C. McKeen in the spring of 1956, "additional power for the development of 

Nova Scotia cm be obtained to better advantage &om Nova Scotia ~oai.""~ Indeed, thermal 

power regauied its status as the power source of choice in Nova Scotia by 195 1. But without the 

vital ingredient, intercomection and integration, rates were unlikely to fall to any great extent. 

Systemic I~ztegratioon: me Stanfieeld Govenment 

The election of a new Progressive Conservative goverment under Robert L. S t d e l d  (b. 

1914) helped W the system-building ambitions of Coady and McNichol. The character and 

goals of the Stanfield government, and of Stanfield himseK provided the cataiyst. Stanfield, who 

stood on the left wing of his Party, believed that government needed to take positive steps to 

modernize the province.ll' As Margaret Conrad puts it, he 'kas a strong proponent of state 

initiati~e.""~ In facf the state of the Nova Scotia economy in the second haif of the 1950s 

required a man of Stanfield's temperament, and the establishment of secondary industry to offset 

111 NSPC Manager Morley Taylor to Premier Henry Hicks, Mar. 9, 1956; Consulting Engineer Denis Stairs to 
Nova Scotia Light and Power Company President J.C. McKeen, Apr. 25, 1956. Henry Hicks Papers, PANS. 
lL2  The steady load growth of the postwar period forced NOM Scotia Light and Power to expand a series of hydm 
sites on the Black River, Kings County, between 1939 and 1952. Still ciinging to its origmal mandate as a 
developer of hydmlectricity, the Power Commission expanded older plants and built new ones on the Bear and 
Sissi'boo Rivers in Digby County in 1950 and 1958, respectively. The Bear River plant was upgraded in 1958-59. 
The S i s s i  was the last widweloped river to be tapped by the Commission until its successor? the Crown-owned 
Nova Scotia Power Corporatiog completed the Wreck Cove generating station in northem Cape Breton in 1978. 

Stairs to McKeen, Apr. 25, 1956. Henry Hicks Papen, PANS. 
114 Geofiey Stevens, Stanfield (Toronto, 1973), p. 32; H a l i i n ,  My Years With Sfmfield, p. 14. 
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losses in the primary sector and broaden the provincial economic base was one of the main goals 

of his regime. '?n agriculture we had a system of small famis, which people were constantly 

leaving7', StanGeld later recded. Tishing was in a state of revolution ... The forest industry had to 

be re-organized substantially. The coal mining industry was failing rapidly."1'6 An4 although no 

one outside of the Dominion Steel Company knew it yet, the Sydney steel industry was also in 

trouble. AU of these factors forced the govenunent into action. The provincial economy had to be 

rapidly retooled in order to stave off disaster, and the centrepiece of Stdeld 's  re- 

industrïalization program was the Industrial Estates Act, a measure which set up Industrial 

Estates Limited (EL), a Crown-owned agency dedicated to attracting outside industry to the 

province. While E L  proved somewhat vulnerable to poor investments, the corporation directly 

and indirectIy created a total of nearly 12,000 jobs between 1957 and 1967."' E L  may have 

gambled with the taxpayers' money in offering incentives to private h s ,  but the threatening 

collapse of the Nova Scotian economy made those nsks seem necessary. 

Because he beiieved that a cheap and abundant supply of electric power was one of the 

preconditions for economic modernkation, electrical system-building played a crucial role in 

Stanfield's plan for the industrial development of the province. But the huge arnounts of capital 

required for intensive electncal development forced the province to seek hancial aid nom 

Ottawa. In fact, Nova Scotia's attempt to enlist federal help for provincial power schemes was 

part of the region's latest protest movement. Stanfïeld, dong with his predecessor Henry Hicks 

and the other Atlantic premiers, precipitated the "'Atlantic Revolution" of the 1950s, a concerted 

political effort to wrest a fairer deal fkom the federal goverment. Together they f o d  the 

l L 6  Quoted in Stevens, Stanfield, p. 125. 
lbid., p. 131. 



Atlantic Provinces Economic Council (MEC), a body dedicated to promoting political and social 

CO-operation within the region, in the fall of 1955. The APEC conferences, dong with 

sympathy fiom the Royal Commission on Canada's Economic Prospects early in 1957 and the 

election of John Diefenbaker's Conservative government in June of that year, reçulted in a senes 

of federal initiatives designed to remedy the regionYs relative poverty. One of APEC's top 

priorities was federal help for power development, and the premiers' wish List included federal 

subventions on coal used in generating plants, financial aid for New Brunswick's troubled 

Beechwood hydro project, and money for themiai power plants and intercomec~g transmission 

lines.'lg Although Ottawa had suggested the creation of an Atlantic Provinces Power Authority 

which would oversee the creation of a regional grid, the provincesy more parochial concerns 

derailed that plan and in the end the federal government agreed to give the premiers what they 

~anted. '~ '  With the federal Conservatives' landslide victory in the 1958 election, the Diefenbaker 

govemment pwed the Atlantic Provinces Power Development Act which provided money for 

the four items on the premiers' agenda. 

The Interprovincial G-rid agreement of 1959 was a direct result of the Atlantic Provinces 

Power Development ~ct.!*' Onginally proposed in 1948, serious studies and negotiations 

regarding the line had been going on since 1956, but the injection of federal capital was probably 

vital in making the deal a reality. Even then, resistance to the proposal emanated nom the New 

I l 8  The tenn " A h t i c  Revolutiony' was coined by Prof. W.S. MacNutt of the University of New Bnuiswick. See 
Conrad, "Trie 1950sW, p. 4û2. 
'19 COm4 George Nowlm, p. 235. Nowlan was the minister for Atlantic Canada in the Diefenbaker government. 
Despite his and other poiiticiansy hopes, the subvention was not mlïïcient to Save the mal in- or appreciably 
lower power rates. 
"O Ibid. 
lx Della Stanley, "The 1960s: The Illusions and Realities of h-ogress" in Forbes and Muise, eds., The Atlantic 
Provinces in Confederation, p. 423. 



Brunswick Electric Power Commission, where corporate self-interest first delayed the 

construction of the grid and then hindered its effe~tiveness.'~ But there was no resistance fiom 

the Nova Scotia Power Commission. According to Stanfield, a ffederal contribution was not even 

necessary to ensure Nova Scotia's participation.'u The Stanfïeld govemment and the Power 

Commission strongly supported the creation of the grid., and had prepared for its inauguration by 

purchasiig the Canada Electric Company's Maccan to Tmro line in 1 957, two years before 

concluding the agreement.'" Refleaing his government's concem with systemic efficiency, 

Stkn&ld b & M  & ~ t  L ~ . p v e d  ;nterc~mecti~m woidcj h~wig thp &ehper p ~ m  fiecesa7 fir 

economic developrnent. 12' 

The Interprovincial Grid was just the beginning. In support of the re-industriaikation 

policy, Stanfield's govemment removed the rernaining obstacles to interconnection by expanding 

the role of the Power Commission. Believing that "a collection of small power units" such as 

those that made up Nova Scotia's patchwork electricai system 'kere not likely to be efficient", 

he initiated the Commission's gradua1 takeover of all pnvate and municipal utilities in the 

province.126 The only exception would be the Nova Scotia Light and Power Company, a large, 

profitable organization; Stanfield believed there was "merit in h a h g  part of the province served 

by a privately owned Company and part served by public o ~ n e r s h i ~ . " ~ ~ ~  This caveat throws more 

light on Stanfield's politicai philosophy: a true conservative", he distrusted big 

govemment yet recognized that the public sector had to create the conditions under which 

Ir Young, "Planning for Powef , p. 97. 
Robert L. Stanfield to the author, Aug 20, 1998. 

124 NOM Smtia Power Commission, A m a l  Report, 1957, p. viii. 
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industry could flourislq especially with regard to the Nova Scotian situation in the late '50s. He 

was not an ideologue, nor was he dogrnatic: the continuing existence of Nova Scotia Light and 

Power would provide a nice counterbalance to the growing influence of the Power Commission 

in the Life of the province while still achieving the overall goal of greater efficiency and cheaper 

power. Consequently, the Commission's long-desired acquisitions policy received cabinet 

approval in 1960 and the k s t  takeover, that of the Canada Electric Company, became effective 

on January 1, 1961 . '~~  

no A llb ...+fi. p. ,, v n- Laid govemzefit y s plans for the Commission received substantial hancial 

support from the federal govemment throughout the 1960s. The avai!hWy of federal finds was 

closely related to the regional development ethos of the period. in 1962, the Diefenbaker 

administration created the Atlantic Development Board, which "advised the federal cabinet on 

the wishes of the four Atlantic premiers and CO-ordinated the efforts of ail govemment bodies 

involved in Atlantic region economic deve l~~rnen t . "~~  The Board was particularly concemed 

with idi-astructure, such as power, roads, industrial parks, all with the goal of creating a clunate 

conducive to industry. According to Della Stanley, these pnorities were determined by a report 

released in 1964 by another regional development agency, the Atlantic Research Board, which 

"stressed the need for extensive ir&astructure investment as the key to attracting developers and 

exploiting resource~."'~~ Power development occupied a central place in these programs, and 

Ottawa continued to fume1 money eastward for acquisitions, transmission hes,  and plant 

construction through loans fiom the federal Northern Canada Power Commission. 

128 Nova Scotia Power Commission, Annual Report, 196 1, pp. vii-viii. 
12' Stanley, The 196Osm, p. 426. 
"O Ibid. 



Figure 4 - The Nova Scotian Electrical System, 195913' 
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In 1960, four major power-generating utilities shared the stage with a number of 

municipal and private retailers. Of the former, the Nova Scotia Light and Power was the largest, 

produchg 42% of the province's electricity, with the Power Commission second at 28%. Canada 

Electric and Seaboard Power produced the vast majority of the remahder. The Pictou and Digby 

County power boards were the largest municipal utifities in the province, with Sydney's Eastern 

Light and Power the largest non-generating private retailer. But the Power Commission's new 

consolidation policy won simplïfied this still-confùshg elecaical pictwe. Wtth the purchase of 

the Canada Electric Company early in 196 1, it began a string of takeovers that included the 

Pictou County Power Board in 1963, Seaboard Power in 1965, and Eastern Light and Power in 

1967. The Power Commission's 1966 report left no doubt that these activities were directly 

related to the govemment's industnalization program: "the growing emphasis being placed on the 

need for new industry by various govemment agencies has dictated the need for a policy of 

adding substantially to generating capabilities." Public control of the system was necessary since 

the Commission, "as a publicly owned generating and distributhg authority ... is able to work 

closely with the provincial government in furthering industrial expansion and econornic 

g r o ~ t h . " ' ~ ~  Needless to say, the Commission's rate of growth during the 1960s was nothing 

short of spectacular. Assets, which topped $70 million in 1959, exceeded $168.7 million by 

1967. 133 On the eve of its takeover of Nova Scotia Light and Power, the Commission was the 

largest utility in the province, with 1 100 employees and net assets of over $200 million. 13' 

Although the provincial Conservatives would have been satisfied with a dual public- 

private power system, rising costs combined with rapid increases in demand led the Liberal 

13* Nova Scotia Power Commission, Annuaf Report., 1966, p. 4. 
133 f iancial  Post, Oct. 17, 1959; Nova Scotia Power Commission Annual Report, 1967, p. 2. 
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govenunent of Gerald Regan, first elected in 1970, to pursue the takeover policy to its ultirnate 

end. Deteriorathg economic conditions in the late 1960s and early 1970s, combined with an 

unrelenting demand for more power, created unforeseen problems. ln their 197 1-72 report, the 

Commissioners wamed that "operating costs are increashg at a faster rate than revenue.. .Fuel 

costs have nsen sharply. ..Interest costs continue to impose a burden in financing the 

Commission's large-scale expansion program." The easiest way for the Commission to overcome 

its problems was through complete systemic integration. As the Commissioners put it, 

"integration of Nova Scotia Light and Power Company with the Commission will permit a more 

eEcient system of generating, transrnitting, and distributing electrical power through economies 

of s~ale."''~ The Commission acquired the Company by hostile takeover in 1972. 

The Power Commission's aggressive takeover of aii private and municipal generating and 

distribution agencies in the province was the culmination of a process of expansion that had 

begun with the Rurai Electrification Act in 1937. The political and social imperatives that drove 

rural electrification to the top of the govemment's priority List in the early 1940s manifested 

themselves in a series of legislative amendments to both the Power Commission Act and the 

Rural Electrification Act with the aim of producing a more effective Commission. In passing 

these amendments, the govemment helped unleash expansionary forces within the Commission. 

The poor economic conditions of the postwar period exacerbated these forces: threatened with 

yet another round of economic and social decliney concemed politicians, businessmen, and social 

reformers called for cheaper and more abundant power for industry through a program of 

publicly-co-ordinated interconnection and integration. In short, they conceived of systemic 

135 Nova Scotia Power Commission, Annual Report, 1971-72, p. F2. 



integration as the latest method by which electrical technology could be turned against regional 

marginaiïzation. With the election of the Stanfieid government, the stage was set for the rapid 

expansion of the publicly-owned agency an4 subsequently, for the complete uitegration of the 

system, 

But political control remained a factor, and the government continued to orchestrate the 

Commission's activities. Systemic integration depended upon an alignment between the interests 

of the Power Commission, which by 1960 functioned Like a publicly-owned business corporation, 

and those of the govemment, which understood the importance of intensive electrical 

development for its reindustriidkation plan. That the Power Commission had grown imrnensely in 

the postwar period, and that it had developed an interna1 dynamic of its own, was beyond doubt: 

according to Robert Stanfield, by the late 1950s "there was competition between public and 

privately owned facilities, certainly not complete ha rm~n~ . . . " ' ~~  The key was that the 

CommisSon's interests coincided with the govemment's economic development plans and the 

period's politicai cha te :  a takeover policy was good for the province, according to the 

Commission. Stanfield7s govemment agreed. There was certainly nothing new about the idea that 

cheap power would attract indus-, but never before had the idea been so central to a 

government's entire legislative agenda. At its heart was the persistent belief that electricity could 

play a vital role in the transformation of a region. 

13' Sta.n£ïeld tu the author, Aug. 20, 1998. 



Chapter Eight 

Conclusion 

A review of the historical literature on the twentieth-century Maritimes reveais a strong 

tradition of resistance and protest. For over twenty-five years now, historians have charted the 

ways in which Maritimers have fought against the economic and social marginaiization of their 

region in the twentieth century. In bnec they have found that resistance took several forms. For 

example, Maritimers took political action against the perceived imbalances that had corne with 

Confederation. They pursued educational initiatives under the auspices of both regional 

govemments and social reform movements. And, as this dissertation has shown, they applied 

technological solutions to the problem of regional disparity. The particular technological solution 

discussed here, electrifïcatioq was just one part of a larger program of regional rehabilitation, 

but, in many ways, it was one of the most important components: if politicians, engineers, 

reformers, and businesspeople h e w  that electricity could not Save the region by itself, they also 

knew that the region could not be saved without it. 

Maritirners' interest in electric power as a force for economic and social progress shows 

the depth to which they participated in the larger culture of technological enthusiasm. In Western 

society, technological improvement has long been a prerequisite for all other types of progress. 

Indeed, the most advanced societies in the West measured all other societies according to their 

level of technoiogical achievement. But this %chnologid standard" applied within advanced 

countries as weli, especidy those with pronounced regional disparhies. It certainly applied in 



Canada, where the rise of "have" and "have-not" provinces in this century has produced endless 

attempts to address regional irnbdances. Moreover, people in both developed and 

underdeveloped regions accepted the idea uncritically; those interested in the question of regional 

disparity, whether they be Ottawa bureaucrats or Antigonish reformas, have relied on 

technological fixes when formulating plans for Maritime revival. There is no doubt that 

Marithers fully accepted the belief that machines were the measures of regions, societies, and 

civilizations: technology's promise c m  be found at the root of rehabiïtation efforts throughout 

the twentieth century. 

Electricity was a special case. As a science-based technology with a mystical dure, 

Westerners beiieved that electricity had the power to effect economic and social transformations 

in backward or underdeveloped regions. Moreover, they saw it as a powerful symbol of 

modemity and progress. These deep-rooted cultural assumptions provided the foundations for 

electricity-based rehabilitation strategies in twentieth-cenhrry Nova Scotia. When provincial 

observers noticed that Nova Scotia had begun to fall behind the other provinces, e s t  in 

hydroelectric development just before the First World War, and then in industrial progress 

immediately aftenvard, updating the province's seriously inadequate electrical network becarne 

an important political priority. Immersed in a culture that viewed electncity as an agent of 

empowement, Nova Scotians reacted to regional decline by fashioning technological templates 

that were designed to restore their province to its former status in Confederation. 

Clearly, Nova Scotians believed that electrical rnodernization would bring economic and 

social progress. But cultural meaning determined the ways in which they applied the technology 

to regional problems. As anthropologists and sociologists have shown, cultural meaning shapes 



technological choice. Accordhg to John D. Speth, ctechnologies involve arbitrary decisions and 

choices that are not dictated by immediate material and physical constraints, but instead reflect 

higher-level systems of meaning within the society "' Cultural meaning was exceptionaliy 

influentid in the case of the public hydro policy. Convinced that cheap hydroelectric power 

would bring prosperity and, more specificaily, that the sheer modemity of hydroelectricity would 

yield the same economic and social benefits in Nova Scotia as it had done in Ontario, engineers 

such as K.H. Smith embarked on a successful pro-hydro campaign in the iate 19 1 Os. The 

subsequent creation of a hydroelectric commission in a waterpower-poor yet coal-rich province 

shows that the Central Canadian hydro myth had deeply infhenced public policy decisions Ïn 

Nova Scotia. More important% it affinns that the course and direction of Nova Scotian system- 

building was not inevitable, nor was it predetermined by engineering or technical imperatives, but 

was socially constmcted by actors who were influenced by a pre-existing set of meanings for the 

technoiogy.' 

The inûuence ofa  rapidly-modenllring Ontario was crucial, for that province's 

experience provided direct evidence in favour of the Yechnology equals progress" idea. Ontario's 

success with hydroelectricity, which apparently proved the hydro myth that had Led to the rise of 

a public power movernent there in the first place, presented a mode1 for others to foliow. Hydro 

represented modenüty, and Nova Scotians were ody too willing to embrace its promise of 

economic and social salvation. Indeed, they believed it essential to do so. Nova Scotians 

continued to look to Ontario's example after 1919; Nova Scotian plans for rural electrification 

1 John D. Speîh, "Foreword", in Pierre Lemmonier, Elementsfor an Anthropology of Technology (AM Arbor, 
1992), p. viii. 
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and campaigns for home modernization were, in part, inspired by Ontario's pnor expenence, as 

was the drive for an integrated regional system in the 1940s and 1950s. 

Nova Scotians also looked to the United States for direction. Along with the transfer of 

American technological hardware to the province in the early days of electnncation, there was 

the transfer of Amencan organizatiod '3ofhvare": for example, Amerkm precedent provided 

the mode1 for the Public Utilities Act of 1909. Later, when the realities of deindustriabation, 

depopulation, and demoralization forced Nova Scutians to m o d e  their strategies for social and 

economic progress through electical developrnent, cultural meanhgs rooted in American 

technological utopianism deeply influenced Nova Scotians' rural electrification and home 

modemkation plans. The idea that electricity codd decentralize industrial production and 

revitalize mral Life was exîremely attractive in a province that had d e r e d  the negative effects of 

metropolitan centralkation since the iate nineteenth century. Two things had to happen in order 

to bring electricity's promise to nuition: firstly, rural lines had to be extended to reach the 

majority of the provincial population that still lacked electric service, and secondly, people in the 

city and the country had to be encouraged to use electricity to its fullest extent in order that 

"traditional" rnindsets could be eliminated, productivity could be increased, and a virtuous cycle 

of higher consumption and lower rates could be established. 

The post-World War Two period brought another economic downtum to the Maritime 

region. Yet Nova Scoiians refused to abandon their beliefin electricity's power to transfom. By 

the 1950s, d e a r k  threads of meaning had corne together in one final thrust for provincial 

rehabilitation through electric power. Existing examples of the integrated regional system, 

particuiarly those provided by the Tennessee Vdey Authorïty and the Hydro-Electric Power 



Commission of Ontario, became the latest mode1 for Nova Scotians to follow. In this period, 

refomers, politicians, and businessmen believed that a province-wide network of coai-£ired 

pithead plants under central control could produce power as cheaply as in Ontario and, 

consequently, reproduce Ontario-style progress. And, in accordance with the philosophy that 

produced the Gant Power plan, the regional system would continue to irnprove industrial and 

social conditions for rural people. In fact, the goal of systemic integration was achieved under 

public auspices by the early 1970s. 

Nova Scotian attempts to use eiecmcity as a tool for provinciai rehaailitatioq then, were 

adaptations of outside forms and ideas. In al1 cases, technological enthusiasm played an important 

role in adaptation attempts. Like ali North Amxicans, Nova Scotians believed that technological 

improvernent was the key to economic prospenty, social well-being, and the progress of 

civilization. Consequently, when the province and the region slid into economic depression afler 

the Fûst World War, those interested in rehabilitation naturaily looked at Nova Scotia's level of 

technological development. Many were not impressed with what they saw. K.H. Smith, when 

considering the province's hydroelectric development, counseled irnrnediate action lest the 

province's decline continue. Moses Coady, who saw an unacceptably hi& number of rural 

people leaving for the city due to the disparity between rural and urban living standards, 

advocated rurd hydro developments and the extension of rural lines. D.F. MacDonald, who 

believed that provincial rehabilitation was not possible without a modernized populace, cded  for 

the increased use of electncity through the modemization of home and farm. And Irene Biss, who 

chafed at the number and variety of utility companies and service scenarios, supported a program 

of systemic integration under public auspices. In aii cases, technological improvement was 



absolutely necessary if the province was ever to rise above its econornic and social ditficulties. 

The electrifkation of Nova Scotia, then, was more than a technicd event, and the system- 

buiIding paths chosen by Nova Scotians reflected the provincial aspiration to become an equal 

partner in Codederation once more. 

But it was the province's political, economic, and social contexts that determined how the 

electdication process would actualiy unfold. The systerns approach, part of the social 

constnictivist school of the history of technology, illustrates how context shaped the evolution of 

the elecriical ne~uork and, ki riüxq wzys, mhed the plans of thme d o  saXa e ! x ~ i c a t ; , o c  as a 

panacea. As a result, none of these attempts to use technology as a weapon against regional 

disparky lived up to expectations. With regard to hydro development, Nova Scotia's Power 

Commission Act failed to account for regional contextual ciifferences: the "hydro myth" had 

obscured the politicai, sociai, and economic realities that had made Ontario Hydro such a 

success. The rural electrification program brought the benefits of light and power to the vast 

majority of rural people by the end of the 1 9 5 0 ~ ~  but its promise of industrial decentralkation and 

=al revitalization, rooted in Amencan technological utopianism, never came to pass. Likewise, 

the Antigonish Movement's home modemization carnpaign overlooked the rnyriad of factors that 

kept people from taking advantage of the technology. Finally, hopes for a completely integrated, 

province-wide network of power rested on utopian philosophies of regional system-building and 

provincial rehabilitation rather than a measured analysis of the region's true structural problems . 

Contemporaries often explained the fdure of technology-based rehabilitation strategies 

with reference to cultural Iag and Maritime ccconservatism". With such unshakabfe faith in the 

power of technology to transfonn, many of the region's elites beiieved that the unwillingness of 



the people to let go of traditional ways of seeing and dohg had compounded the disabilities that 

had come with Codederation. More importantly, those attitudes had undermineci electrification7s 

potential. Because the people were deeply conservative, their mindsets had to be modernized so 

that they would take full advantage of electricity and other technologies. Consequently, some of 

their efforts, most notably those of the Antigonish Movement, to revive Maritime fortunes 

focused squarely on rehabilitating the people themelves. Particdar among these was the attempt 

to convince people that they had to keep Pace with technological advances or else fall hopelessly 

behind orha, more pmgïesske re@ois. III eècr,  regional e;iies h d p d  peqeîuate the myth 

while ignoring the larger structures that the dependency theorists identified years later. 

As histonans of technology have shown, our modem culture of technological enthusiasm 

mistakenly endows technologies with the power to "drive history." None of electricity's promises 

could come true because they were based on deterministic premises. Leo Marx has explored the 

roots of this determinkm in North Amencan culture. According to M m  the founders of the 

American republic believed that science and technology would act as agents of emancipation 

fiom political oppression. But by the late nineteenth century, that Enlightenrnent view had given 

way to the belief that scientific and technological improvements were ends in them~elves.~ In 

other words, technology was progress; because other types of progress would automatically 

follow in the wake of technological irnprovements, there was no need for a public debate to spell 

out particular goals for technology. By the 1920s, the culture of technological enthusiasm in the 

Western world therefore masked a loss of purpose: d l  societies were forever locked in a struggle 

to keep pace with technology, or eIse be doomed to irrelevance.' Although this American mode1 

Leo Marx, "Does Improved Technology Mean Rogress?" in Sieven E. Goldberg and Charles R Strain, eds., 
Technological Change and the Transformation ofArnen'ca (Carbondale and EdsvardsvUe, Ill., 1987), pp. 26-30. 
4 Ibid, pp. 34-35. 



cannot be applied to Canada without some obvious revisions, this "technocratie" idea of progress 

held sway throughout North America throughout the twentieth century. 

Because electrical systems are the products of social processes, they carmot be detached 

from the societies which create them. In other words, they cannot produce social goods in and of 

themselves. But, because of technological momentum, mature systems can exert a shaping force 

on the societies in wbich they are embedded. In what ways, then, do large electrical networks 

interact with societies? Accordhg to James W. Carey and John I. Quirk, the answer is found in 

the mitiwe ofelectricity as 2 aedkm Lt codd not fidlfill utopiui d r e ~ z s  of 'Eeed~m, 

decentralkation, ecological harmony, and democratic community that had hitherto been 

guaranteed but lefi undelivered by modemization" because intensive elect~cal development 

actually disempowers peripherai societies.' Carey and Quirk, writing in 1970, based their ideas on 

the views of Harold Innis, who believed that electricity w2s a "kpace-binding technology", 

meaning that it ''increases the capacity to control space.'* In 7he Bias of Cornm~rnz~on (1 95 1 ), 

Innis had developed the idea that electricity favoured the creation of political, economic, or 

cultural "empires" because of its centralking nature? As Carey and Quirk put it, 'Vie speed and 

distance of electronic communication enlarged the possible scale of social organization and 

greatly enhanced the possibilities of centratization and imperialisrn in matters of culture and 

politics.'a Innis was speaking mostly about radio, but ifhis ideas cm be extended to electrical 

power networks, the implications for Marithers' efforts to use electncal technology as a weapon 

against disparity are obvious: if macroeconomic forces like centralization and metropolitanism 

* Carey and Quirk, "The Mythos of the Electronic Revolution, Part i", p. 228. 
l b i d ,  p. 239. 

7 Harold A Innis, The Bias of Communication (Toronto, 195 1), esp. pp. 188-1 89. 
Carey and Quirlg The Mythos of the Electronic Revolution, Pari I", p. 241. 



were partly responsible for regional decline, and if network systems intense those forces by their 

very natures, then it is possible that etectrifkation will accelerate these trends rather than reverse 

tl~ern.~ The common cultural obsession with science and technology had obscured that possibility 

in the minds of system-builders; indeed, Innis took scholars and scientists to task for intemalking 

the mysticism of electricity and for propagandïzing it uncritically. 'O 

It was only in the 1960s and 1970s that Westerners findy began to question the belief 

that technological improvements automatically led to progress. The rise of the enviromentai, 

peace, ami  "appropriate t e~hnoiog~ '  movements ied Nonh Âmericans and other Westerners to 

doubt what had once been taken for ganted. l1 In the wake of thinkers like Innis and Herbert 

Marcuse, a few even began to believe the opposite, that technological improvement actually led 

to cultural decay and social conformity. l2 Nova Scotians were no more immune to this 

development than they had been to any other cultural trend; k e  North Americans everywhere on 

the continent, they had become somewhat disillusioned with modem technology and had begun 

to question sentiments that had once been taken on fith.l3 

Canadian scholars have just begun to consider the position of technotogy, and particularly 

technological ent husiasm, in Canadian culture. This dissertation makes a small contribution to 

that literature. But much more work needs to be done with regard to the role of technology in 

Rosalind Williams, in "Culhual Ongins and Environmental implications of Large Technological Systems". 
Science in Context, 6,  2 (1993), pp. 377-403, e?rpands and updates Tnnis's ideas by stating that electrical 
communication networks are ultimately disempowering because, as space-binding media, they devalue Iocal 
places by forcing people to confonn to the "organizational discipline of the system". 
'O Carey and Quîrk, "The Mythos of the Electronic Revolution, Pari I", p. 21 1. 
l Hughes, Arnerican Genesis, pp. 444-446. 
I 2  Herbert Marcuse, One-DNnensionaI Man: Studies in the Ideology ofAdvanced Industrial Sociefy (1964; rpt 
Boston, 1966). On p. x, Marcuse introcluces the idea that modern societies use technolopy as a means of 
"conqpe~g..centnfugai social forces". The empire41uilding theme so apparent in Innis's work is clearly visible. 
l3 John Reid &ers to the 1970s as the îime when Marithers were *sharpening the sceptical edge". See Forbes 
and Muise, eds., The Atlantic Provinces in Confederation, p. 460. 



Canadian cultural and intellectual history. While American historians have examined 

technological enthusiasm, ideas about progress, and the technological sublime, Canadian scholars 

have been forced to extrapolate from their models. Yet a final conclusion c m  be drawn from the 

evidence at hand. It is clear that the Canadian culture of technological enthusiasm was quite 

sinrilar to the Amencan version. Nova Scotians' faith in technological improvement as a basis for 

general progress reveals just how deeply technological enthusiasm was rooted in twentieth- 

century Canadian culture, and also how closely the Canadian and American cultures of 

technology were intemvined. uideed, it may be time for a more cCregi~nal" and less cCnati~nal" 

approach to the cultural history of technology in North Amerka. Beginning with the amival of 

electricity, it shows that electric lights were considered symbols of modemity and progress. Both 

countries had versions of the hydro myth in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, and 

both Americans and Canadians looked to the example of Ontario and the New Deal for 

leadership in mraI electrification, home modernization, and regional system-building. FinalIy, 

both Canadians and Americans contributed to the rise of tecbnological skepticism beginning in 

the 1960s. As James Hull has said, Canada may weli be a ctechnological region" of North 

Amerka, at least insofar as the culture of technology is concerned.14 We can beîter understand 

the history of the Maritime provinces and of Canada as a whole, ifwe examine history from this 

perspective. 

l4 James Hull, 'What's North American about North American Technology", talk given at the lûth biannual 
meeting of the Canadian Science and Technology Histond m i a t i o n  Kingston, Ontario, Oct- 4, 1997. 



Appendix One 

Chronology of Events 

1882 - Edison's Pearl St. plant opens in New York City. 

1885 - The Halifax Electric Light Company opens the first central elecaic station in Nova Scotia 

on Black's Wharf on the Halifax waterfiont. 

1896 - George H. Murray replaces W.S. Fielding as leader of the provincial Liberal party and 

Premier of the province. 

1898-99 - Debate on the Nova Scotia Electric Light Company bill establishes the rights of local 

electrical utilities in Nova Scotia. 

1906 - Establishment of the Hydro-Electric Power Commission of Ontario. 

1907 - Passage of the Rate Act. 

1909 - Replacement of the Rate Act with the Public Utilities Act. 

1914 - Nova Scotia Tramways and Power Company incorporation bill receives approval of the 

provincial govemment against massive opposition. 

19 14 - Establishment of the Nova Scotia Water Power Commission. 

191 5 - Arriva1 of Kemeth H. ('Wowatt") Smith in Nova Scotia to take up duties as Chief 

Engineer of the Water Power Commission 

19 19 - Establishment of the Nova Scotia Power Commission. 

1922 - Completion of the Power Commission's St. Margaret's Bay development to supply 

the Nova Scotia Tramways and Power Company system in Halifax. 



1923 - George Murray resigns after twenty-seven years as Premier. MUiister of Public Works and 

Mines and Chairman of the Power Commission, E.H. Armstrong, replaces hirn. 

1924 - Completion of the Power Commission's Sheet Harbour development to supply the Pictou 

County Power Board. 

1924 - First Rural Conference at St. Francis Xavier University in Antigonish. 

1925 - The Conservative Party under Edgar N. Rhodes wins the June election, ending forty-three 

yûars of Liberal d e .  Resignation of all three Power Commissioners and Chief Engineer 

Kenneth H. Smith follows. 

1926 - Death of Gant Power proposal in the Pemsylvania legislature. 

1928-30 - Duration of Lake Ainslie hydro agitation in Cape Breton. 

1930 - Power Commission begins a new policy of rural electrification in areas with no hope of 

service fiom a private Company and within a "kasonable distance" of existing Power 

Commission transmission iines. 

1930 - Establishment of St. Francis Xavier University's Extension Department and the effective 

beginning of the Antigonish Movement. 

1933 - Retum of the Liberal Party to power under new leader Augus L. MacDonald. 

1933 - Inauguration of Franklin Delano Roosevelt's New Deal; establishment of the Tennessee 

Valley Authority. 

1935 - Establishment of the Rural Elecrnfication Administration in the United States. 

1936-37 - The Antigonish Movement begins its campaign for rural electrification and home 

modernization. 



1937 - Passage of Nova Scotia's Rural Elecaification Act, arnended in 1938, 1943, 1945, 1955, 

and 1957- 

1940 - Minister of Hïghways and Power Commission Chair Alexander S. MacMiUan replaces 

Angus L. MacDonald as Premier for the duration of the war. 

1945 - Retum of Angus L. MacDonald to the Premier's office. 

1947-48 - Widespread power shortages all over North M c a .  

195 1 - Inauguration of the Power Commission's first major thermal station at Trenton 

195 1 - Thermal power surpasses hydro as Nova Scotia's chief power source. 

1956 - Election of Robert L. Stanfield's Progressive Conservative govemment. 

1959 - Interprovincial Grid agreement between the Nova Scotia Power Commission, the New 

Brunswick Electric Power Commission, and the Nova Scotia Light and Power Company. 

196 1 - Canada Electnc Company acquired by the Power Commission. 

1963 - Pictou County Power Board acquired by the Power Commission. 

1965 - Seaboard Power Corporation acquired by the Power Commission. 

1967 - Eastern Light and Power Company acquired by the Power Commission. 

1970 - Election of Gerald Regan's Liberais. 

1972 - Nova Scotia Light and Power Company acquired by the Power Commission; complete 

systemic integration achieved. 

1973 - Creation of the Crown-owned Nova Scotia Power Corporation. 

1992 - Privatization of the Nova Scotia Power Corporation; creation of Nova Scotia 

Power, Inc. 



Appeodix Two 

Premiers of Nova Scotia, 1884-1978 

1884-96: W. S. Fielding (Liberal) 

1896- 1923 : George H. Murray (Liberal) 

1923-25: Emest H. Armstrong (Liberal) 

1925-30: Edgar N. Rhodes (Conservative) 

1930-3 3 : Gordon S. Harrington (Conservative) 

193 3-40: Angus L. MacDonald (Liberal) 

1940-6: Alexander S. MacMillan (Liber al) 

1945-54: Angus L. MacDonald (Liberal) 

1954: Harold l. Connolly (Liberal) 

1954-56: Henry D. Kicks (Liberal) 

1 9 56-67: Robert L. S t d e l d  (Progressive Conservative) 

1 967-70: George 1. Smith (Progressive Conservative) 

1970-78: Gerald A Regan (Liberal) 



Appendix Three 

Chairmen and Chief Engneer f ~ a n a ~ e r s '  of the Nova Seotia Power Commission, 

1919-1973 

Chairmen: 

19 19-25: Emest H. Armstrong 

1925-33: f .  Fred Fraser 

1933-45: Alexander S. MacMillan 

1945-54: Angus L. MacDonald 

1954: AB. DeWoEe 

Chief Engineer / Manager 

1919-25: Kenneth H. Smith 

1925-42: Harold S. Johnston 

1942-55: Howard Fellows 

1954-56: Henry D. Kicks 

1956-59: Robert L- Stanfield 

1959-70: George 1. Smith 

1970-73 : Gerald A Regan 

1955-59: Morley G. Taylor 

1959-73 : L.F. EGrkpatrick 

1 ChieFEngineers were a h  the chi& administrators of the Power Commission until the newly created position of 
"manager" completely supersedeci those M e s  beginning with the arriva1 of Morley G. Taylor in 1955. 
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