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THE

CABOT CELEBRATION AT HALIFAX

At a meeting of the Massachusetts Historical

Society, held in Boston, on Thursday, October 14,

1897, the following paper by the Rev. Edward G.

Porter was presented :
—

At the request of the President, I had the honor to represent

the Society as its delegate at the meeting of the Royal Society

of Canada, last June. This meeting was made especially

memorable by the observance of two important anniversaries

;

namely, the fourth centenary of Cabot's landfall, and the

Diamond Jubilee of her Majesty Queen Victoria.

The Royal Society ordinarily holds its meetings at Ottawa

;

but this year Halifax was selected on account of its advanta-

geous position upon the seaboard much nearer the scene to

be commemorated. The Society had also planned to erect a

memorial of Cabot's great achievement ; and as no one spot

could be agreed upon as the " land first seen," the committee

wisely decided to place a bronze tablet in the Province House
at Halifax.

All the arrangements for the meeting were carried out on a

generous scale. The Society invited as its guests delegates

from the city of Bristol, the city of Venice, the Royal Geo-

graphical Society of London, and from several Universities

and Historical Societies in Canada and the United States.

The government of Nova Scotia and a committee of the

citizens of Halifax joined the committee of the Royal Society

in extending the courtesies of the occasion. The meetings con-

tinued from the 21st to the 25th of June, and were generally
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held in the Legislative Council Chamber of the Provincial

Building,— a fine stone structure of modest proportions, en-

closed in shaded grounds, reminding one of the older public

buildings of the mother country, and quite as dingy and ven-

erable in appearance. The 22d was given up to the Queen's

Jubilee, and the 24th to the dedication of the Cabot tablet.

Among the papers read before the Historical section were

three which attracted special attention, as they related to the

great discovery,- The first was by the Hon. John Boyd
Thacher, mayor of Albany and author of the recent sumptu-

ous volume entitled " The Continent of America : Its Discovery

and Baptism." Mr. Thacher carefully laid out the course of

the " Matthew," following the scanty information furnished by
Pasqualigo and Soncino. He imagined a fixed course and a

fixed measurement of distance, and was led thereby to favor

Labrador, " somewhere near Hudson's straits," as the landfall.

" We have picked our way through ice and doubt," he said in

concluding, " but one thing is clear : it was an English ship

that .crossed the ocean ; English feet first trod these northern

shores ; English hands planted the familiar ensign and took

possession in the name of Henry VII. It matters not whether

it was John or Sebastian, whether it was Labrador or New-
foundland or Cape Breton. The title to all this goodly terri-

tory runs from ocean to ocean. The vision was Cathay ; the

reality was America." Mr. Thacher exhibited an autograph

letter of Henry VII. and other original documents.

The next paper on the subject was by Samuel E. Dawson,

Lit. D., of Ottawa, whose previous contributions to the Trans-

actions of the Society have been highly valued for the pains-

taking research as well as for the calm judicial tone which

they always exhibit. Dr. Dawson alluded to his monograph

of 1894, and said that although it had occasioned considerable

comment, he had seen no new arguments against it,— nothing

whatever to invalidate his conclusions.

There were now, he said, only two advocates for the New-
foundland theory (I suppose he meant Judge Prowse and

Bishop Howley), and Labrador is put out of court by all

Canadians. Most of the earlier writers have steadily confused

the two voyages. The first one was not a surve}', but only a

reconnoissance. He considers the Cosa map of 1500 in part a

transcript of the 1497 voyage made by John Cabot himself.



Oavo de Ynglaterra is Cape Race. This lie considers the car-

dinal point on which the whole debate turns. Cape Breton

is the Oavo desoubierto of Cosa's map, and the Prima Vista of

the Mappemonde of 1544.

Dr. Dawson acknowledges his great indebtedness to Har-
risse, but cannot follow him in some of his recent con-

clusions, as, for example, when he sends Cabot— who does

not mention ice— up to 63 degrees two weeks before June 24.

He evidently does not know Labrador when he writes of bacca-

laos ; for codfish do not arrive at Cape Chidley till August.

Harrisse disclaims for Spain any jealousy, but the Bull of

Partition points to another conclusion.

As to Sebastian Cabot, Dr. Dawson reminds us that the

standard of truth in the Renaissance period was not high.

Winsor's Columbus shows us that. Sebastian should not be

dismissed as a liar. We must remember that we have nothing

from his own pen. If he was such a fraud as is now claimed by

some writers, so were Ferdinand, Charles V., and Henry VIII.

The Court of Spain had many able sailors who would surely

have detected gross falsehood in a foreigner like Sebastian.

We must concede him the first place in nautical matters. He
would be justified by his Spanish position in suppressing cer-

tain facts. His first duty was to his own master. He was a

scientific theorist, but not an impostor.

A poem upon Cabot was read by Mr. W. Wilfred Campbell.

The last paper was by the President of the Society, Arch-

bishop O'Brien. It was an elaborate study, illustrated by

diagrams, and presenting some novel features. Pasqualigo, he

said, gives us the distance sailed, — seven hundred leagues.

Soncino gives the direction taken. These two data, however,

do not suffice, for they will apply to Labrador, Newfoundland,

or Cape Breton. But, happily, Soncino supplies another point

which has been overlooked. He says that Cabot "passed con-

siderably the country of Tanais," that is, evidently its latitude,

according to the early custom of locating unknown shores b}'

comparing them with well-known places in the old world.

The " country of Tanais " is the area included within the

great bend of the river Don, between the 50th and the 48th

degrees. Bristol is about 51 degrees. So Cabot must have

sailed south of the latitude of Tanais. This gives us a third

known quantity, which enables us to solve the problem. We



must, therefore, exclude Labrador, Cape St. John, and Bona-

vista. The only place fulfilling all the conditions is Cape
Breton Island, either on the Atlantic Coast, or, more likely,

within the Gulf, southward of Cape North, near Mt. Squirrel.

In this case Cabot did not see Cape Race, but passed south

and west of it, and came toward Prince Edward Island, and
could easily have coasted the gulf in nine days. The Micmacs
— traces of whom he found— fished in the Gulf and never went
out upon the ocean. The " seven cities " were at Chateau

Harbor, which has the appearance of being fortified.

The President then took up the second voyage, and handled

the Cosa map in a very bold and ingenious manner. It has

been generally taken for granted that Cabot's charts have been

lost ; but let us examine the Cosa map. It is admitted by all

that the northern portion is founded upon information derived

from Cabot himself. The work is evidently made up of two
pieces. We can find the scale on which the portion covered

by the Spanish flag is drawn. This scale does not fit the

coast line covered by the English flag. We infer, therefore,

that Cosa copied that part from another man's work. Happily

for us, he did not attempt to reduce it to his own scale. Can we
then discover the scale of Cabot's shore line? We must dis-

tinguish between the chart and the map. Only the chart is

Cabot's. The most southern of the English flags would be near

Cape Henry. Cavo descubierto is the cape first made — the

landfall, that is, Cape Breton Island, in latitude 46° 30'. The
distance between these two points— 3J inches— is ten degrees.

This gives us the scale of Cabot's chart ; namely, § of an inch

to a degree. This clue restores Cabot's chart to its proper

position. But we see a distortion in Cosa's map. Cabot sur-

veyed the coast from north to south. Hence Cavo d'Yngla-

terra cannot be Cape Race. Cosa, in joining Cabot's chart to

his own, made it run east and west. This explains the fruit-

less attempts of modern scholars to understand it. It ex-

plains also why Cosa's map was never reproduced, but was
quickly laid aside. Yet it has preserved to us Cabot's chart

unmarred.

The Archbishop saw that this position was radical and called

for further proof. Accordingly he went into an exhaustive

argument to justify his statements. Applying his scale, he

found Cavo d' Ynglaterra to be Cape Chidley ; Cavo de Jorge,



Cape Race — fittingly named after England's patron saint
;

Y. Verde is the Green or Grass Island of to-day ; Ida de la

Trenidat is Ogna Lik— Cod Island— in 57°40', with three

remarkable hills. The small island near the second flag

is in 43° 50', and must be Sable Island. Other places are

identified after the same fashion ; and the author seems to

have convinced himself, if not others, that this is a chart of the

whole coast-line from Cape Henry to the north of Hudson's
Bay. He finds another proof in the names on the chart, which
bear marks of Cosa's classical condensation from Cabot's rough
English phrases, according to the rules of the time.

The writer thinks he has reason for believing that John
Cabot did not die during the second voyage, but returned

unsuccessful, and dropped out of sight, as indeed Sebastian

did for several years. Men forgot the achievements of the

father, hearing so much afterward of the son who gained a

European reputation. In the eyes of the commercial world

the father had failed. Some day, in the crypt, or amid the

other dark nooks of St. Mary Redcliffe at Bristol, a slab will

yet be found which will tell us when and how John Cabot

died.

The crowning feature of the occasion was the unveiling of

the tablet at the Province House on the afternoon of the 24th.

The inscription, which was carefully prepared by Messrs.

Bourinot and Dawson, does not commit the Society to any one

of the theories as to the landfall.

Through the kindness of E. Gilpin, Esq., F. R. S. C, one of

the Halifax committee, I have obtained an excellent facsimile

of the tablet which I take pleasure in presenting to the Society.

It shows the artistic decorative border representing the royal

arms in the centre, with those of Bristol and Venice on either

side, and the good ship sailing away from the old-world port

toward the sun, which is setting behind the distant shore.

The ceremony of unveiling was worthily performed by his

Excellency the Governor-General, who was accompanied by

Lady Aberdeen and a large number of distinguished guests

representing the Army and Navy, the Dominion, the Province,

the City, and foreign lands. Among the speakers were the

Bristol delegates, Messrs. Barker and Davies,— both of them

recent mayors of that city,— United States Consul-General

lngraham, Mayor Thacher of Albany, and Consul-General
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Solimbergo, who represented, he said, the City of Venice, the

Italian Geographical Society, and the Ministry of Public In-

struction. He gave a glowing address quite characteristic of

THIS TABLET IS IN HONOUR OF THE FAMOUS NAVIGATOR

John Cabot
Who under authority of letters-patent of HENRY VII directing

him "to conquer occupy and possess" for ENGLAND all lands he

might find "in whatever ])a?'t of the world they be" sailed in a

BRISTOL Ship THE MATTHEW, and first planted the flags of

ENGLAND and VENICE on the 24th of June 1497 on the north

eastern seaboard of NORTH AMERICA, and by his discoveries

in this and the following year gave to ENGLAND a claim upon

the Continent which the colonizing spirit of her sons made good

in later times.

-$3- -D2-

This tablet was placed in this hall by the Royal Society of Canada

in June 1897 when the British Empire was celebrating the sixtieth

Anniversary of the Accession of Her Majesty Queen Victoria during

whose beneficent reign the Dominion of Canada has extended from the

shores first seen by Cabot and English sailors four hundred years before

to the far Pacific coast.

His Excellency the Earl of Aberdeen
Governor-General of Canada.

C. O'Brien, D.D. Pres. R. S. C. His Honour M. B. Daly
[Archbishop of Halifax]

Lieutmani Governor ofNom Scotia.

J. G. Bourinot, CM. G. Hon. Sec. R. S. C

City of Bristol Delegates

William Roberts Barker, J. P.

William Howell Davies, J. P.

his race. Speaking of the adventurous seamen who had gone
forth from the Italian maritime republics to conduct distant

voyages of discovery, he said, " The Cabotos were like feathers



from the winged Lion of St. Mark," flying to these western

shores, then desolate, but now swarming with restless activity.

At the conclusion of his speech three rousing cheers were

given for the King of Italy.

Then occurred one of the most touching incidents of the

day. A Micmac Indian woman came slowly through the

crowd, and handed to the Countess a dainty basket woven of

colored splints, — a fine specimen of native handicraft. She
wore the brilliant dress of her tribe, with the stiff peaked hood,

— a survival, I presume, of the skin costume of her ancestors,

which is still retained in northern Labrador. The gift was
graciously received amid the applause of the company ; and

several other Indians came up with their chief, John Noel of

Shubenacadie, and were presented by the Archbishop.

The Bluejackets of H. M. S. " Crescent " acted as a guard of

honor during the exercises.

I ought not to close this report without alluding to the

social courtesies which were extended to us during the whole

week, such as the luncheon given by the President of the

Society ; the steamer excursion around the beautiful harbor,

given by the government of Nova Scotia ; the brilliant recep-

tion by the Lieutenant-Governor and Mrs. Daly ; and the five-

o'clock teas at the villa of Sir Sandford Fleming and else-

where. The concluding reception was held at the Province

House by the Nova Scotia Historical Society.

The Royal Society and its guests were also invited to a large

meeting in the Opera House in honor of the late Joseph Howe,
the eminent statesman, for whom a statue is soon to be pro-

vided. The oration was delivered by the Rev. Principal

Grant, of Kingston.

I should add that the Faculty of Dalhousie University and

other citizens of Halifax showed us many personal favors

during our visit.

The Maine Historical Society— the nearest of all our State

societies to the landfall of 1497— has given another proof of

its enterprising spirit by having a Cabot celebration at its June
meeting in Brunswick. Papers were read as follows: A Brief

Resume of Cabot's Voyages, by Hon. J. P. Baxter, of Port-

land ; The Old World at the Dawn of Western Discovery,

Professor J. W. Black, of Waterville ; The Cartography of

the Period, Rev. H. S. Burrage, of Portland ; The Landfall
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of Cabot, Professor William Macdonald, of Brunswick ; The
Value and Significance of Cabot's Discovery, Professor John

S. Sewall, of Bangor.
/

Messrs. Charles C. Smith, Samuel A. Green, George B.

Chase, and Edward G. Porter were appointed a Committee
to publish a volume of Pepperrell Papers, from the original

manuscripts relating to the siege and capture of Louisbourg,

in the possession of the Society.














