
Celebrating Canadian Culture in Food & Seeds 
 

The Albert County Historical Society is honouring and celebrating Canada’s heritage as we 

approach the 150th Anniversary of Confederation. New Brunswick culture is a tapestry of 

influences from the First Nations; settlers from what are now France, Germany, Ireland, Scotland, 

England and the U.S.; and more recent immigrants from all around the globe. Our rich cultural 

heritage is reflected in the diversity of foods we eat and the plants we grow.  

 

Potatoes - Wild potatoes grow in the mountains of South America, specifically the Andes of Peru 

and Ecuador, and were cultivated by the Incas.  

- Explorers (and/or invaders) brought potatoes from South America to Europe. After first growing 

the plant as an ornamental, people recognized that the crop could produce an incredible amount of 

food per acre, far more than grain. Some historians suggest that potatoes ended the frequent 

famines that afflicted Europe and may be partially responsible for the degree of European 

colonization of many other parts of the world. After 1845, however, people would never again see 

potatoes as a way to end famine... 

 

Did the Lumper potato cause the potato famine? Lumper was the potato variety grown 

throughout Ireland in the early 1800s. The dependence on one crop, and particularly one genotype 

(clone), set the stage for the Irish famine. Lumper was susceptible to a late blight, which destroyed 

one third of Ireland’s potato crop in 1845 and almost all of it in 1846. The blight had catastrophic 

consequences, including food riots and mass starvation. The vulnerability of the potato to blight 

was only one part of the equation. The poverty that forced so many people to rely on potatoes for 

sustenance was the underlying factor leading to the famine. More than a million people died from 

the Irish Potato Famine, and approximately two million people emigrated to the colonies, 

including what is now Canada. 

- Nova Scotia Blue and River John Blue are both traditional Maritime blue-fleshed potatoes. Blue 

potatoes were traditionally boiled and eaten with fish. 

- Fundy potato was developed at a potato research centre in what is now Fundy National Park.  

 

Tomatoes - Tomatoes, like potatoes, are from Latin American. Spanish colonists, starting with 

Christopher Columbus, brought plants to Europe. 

- We are growing a variety called "Cuoré di bué" in Italian, "Coeur de Boeuf" in French and 

"Oxheart" in English. This particular strain was brought to New Brunswick by an Italian 

immigrant who moved to Moncton. 

 

Summer savory - Summer savory is a common herb in Atlantic Canada and associated with 

holiday food. For example, turkey stuffing for Thanksgiving is made with summer savory rather 

than sage. Summer savory plays a significant role in Acadian food culture. The herb is the main 

seasoning in fricot (rabbit or chicken stew). It is also a component of the Herbes de Provence mix. 

- The variety Ancienne d’Acadie may have originally been brought to New Brunswick by French 

or British settlers. The variety has been traced back to Jean Prudent Robichaud (1867-1958). 

Robichaud received the seed from a woman from the Esgenoôpetitj First Nation at Burnt Church, 

NB, while he was working on Mi’kmaq farms using his draft horse. Burnt Church is a French 

settlement and Mi’kmaq community named for the incident in 1758 when the British burned the 

community’s church as part of the Acadian expulsion. 



 

Beans - Steeves Caseknife pole beans have been passed down from generation to generation of 

Steeves in Albert County, NB. Now nearly 99 years old, Mary Ethel Steeves has saved these beans 

since moving in Edgett’s Landing (outside of Hillsborough, NB) in 1946. In 1941, her 

mother-in-law, Vanessa Steeves, gave her several pole beans that had been in the family for 

generations. The pole beans are eaten fresh but also dried by stringing them with twine. In the 

winter, the dried beans in their pods would be soaked overnight before being added to soups and 

stews. The pod and beans were eaten. 

- Marafat is a local bean variety; they are eaten fresh, pickled or reconstituted from dried in the 

pod. 

- Fava beans were grown at Port Royal (Annapolis Royal, NS) in early 1600s. Pierre Thibodeau, 

founder of Chipody (Shepody) in what is now Albert County, NB, lived at Port Royal for nearly 

thirty years before moving to this area. Samuel de Champlain notes fava beans were a significant 

food source in the New World. Until potatoes were introduced in 1760, fava beans often provided 

the starchy component to a meal. 

- We are growing an unnamed variety of Runner bean (similar to Scarlet Runners) with a long 

history in Albert County. 

 

Cabbage - Red Acres is an heirloom variety. 

- Tancook Island Cabbage is a rare variety. Big Tancook Island, NS, only 5 miles long and 3 miles 

wide, was Canada’s major supplier of sauerkraut at one point in history. Barrels of sauerkraut were 

sold both to seafaring ships and to logging crews – because the food was considered to prevent 

scurvy and provide nutrition while at sea or during long Maritime winters. The crop thrived on the 

island, where it was fertilized with seaweed each year.  

To make Tancook Island sauerkraut, according to Slow Food Canada, “the cabbage is shredded by 

hand, salted and placed into wooden barrels. The cabbage is kept submerged by stone or clay 

weights. The barrels undergo a cool fermentation for up to four weeks. It is said that the level of the 

brine in the barrels rises and falls with the height of the island tides.” 

 

Jerusalem artichokes - A relative of the sunflower, Jerusalem artichokes are native to North 

America. The plants go by many names including sunchokes and sunroots. In Maine and New 

Brunswick, Jerusalem artichokes are also called Passamaquoddy potatoes. The Passamaquoddy 

First Nation is in Maine and the SE corner of New Brunswick, including St Croix Island.  

- 'Topinambours en beignets' (Jerusalem artichoke fritters) were on the menu of the Order of Good 

Cheer in Port-Royal, NS, in 1606-07. 

- In 1604, Pierre Dugua’s expedition arrived on St. Croix Island. Seventy-nine men, including 

Samuel Champlain, built a fortified settlement and planted gardens. They didn’t, however, harvest 

enough vegetables for the long winter. By spring, nearly half the settlers had died and others were 

suffering from scurvy. 

- With the support of the Passamaquoddy tribe, who brought food to the settlers in March, the 

survivors regained their strength and moved to Port Royal, NS, by autumn 1605. Given that 

Jerusalem artichokes are harvested in early spring, they were likely among the foods that helped 

the settlers. 

 

 

 



Buckwheat - Buckwheat was an integral part of the diet of the first French settlers in early 1600s.  

- Buckwheat, it turns out, is a controversial subject in some circles. Tartary buckwheat is 

sometimes called Acadian black buckwheat. It has greenish seeds and both the plant and the seeds 

are smaller than the common type. The variety is grown in the Madawaska Republic, the 

francophone community along the Saint John River in Western New Brunswick and adjacent areas 

of Maine. In the Madawaska Republic, Tartary buckwheat is ground into flour and made into thin 

pancakes called “ployes.” 

- Common buckwheat has larger, black seeds. This buckwheat is often used by farmers as a green 

manure or cover crop. It is also used in most buckwheat flour. 

- The Acadians of Eastern New Brunswick use the common buckwheat to make thin pancakes  

“crêpes de bocouitte.” For both ployes and crêpes de bocouitte, leavening was traditionally 

provided by natural fermentation of the batter, similar to sourdough bread, but baking soda is now 

used at times. Ployes were not breakfast food but rather parts of meals, similar to bread, and eaten 

with fricot (chicken or rabbit stew), baked beans and many other evening meals.  

 

The Wabanaki Garden - The Wabanaki Confederacy is made up of five First Nations: the 

Mi'kmaq, Wolastoqiyik (Maliseet), Passamaquoddy, Abenaki and Penobscot. Wabanaki means 

“People of the Dawn.” Albert County is Mi'kmaq territory. While the Mi’kmaq were largely 

nomadic, both the Maliseet and Passamaquoddy farmed, in addition to hunting, fishing and 

foraging. The Seeds of Renewal Project describes the Seven Sisters and Two Brothers of the 

Wabanaki grown in the Maritimes and New England. 

Sisters of the Wabanaki: Corn, Beans, Squash (including Canada Crookneck and White Scallop), 

Sunflowers (for oil),   

Jerusalem artichoke and Ground cherry – relative of the tomato with small fruit in papery husks. 

Brothers of the Wabanaki: tobacco (for ceremonial use) and dipper gourd (for utensil and art).  

 

Apios - Also called potato bean, Indian potato and American groundnut. 

- A nitrogen-fixing vine native to the Maritimes with edible tubers, which contain three times as 

much protein as potatoes. 

- Some First Nations boiled the tubers and then dried and ground them into flour. They made 

something like apios fritters by frying apios dough in animal fat. Another traditional recipe was to 

roast the tubers with maple syrup. 

   

Growing Together: Seeds of the Past ~ Seeds for the Future is a Canada 150 project of the 

Albert County Historical Society at the Albert County Museum in Hopewell Cape, NB. This 

project is conducted in partnership with the Pays de Cocagne Sustainable Development Group and 

le Musée des pionniers de Grande Digue in Kent County, NB. If you want to tell the story of 

gardens or food in your past, or if you have seeds to share, contact Janet Wallace at garden@ 

albertcountymuseum.com.  
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