
Coastal Coal and New Possibilities

Nova Scotia: Canada’s
first mining frontier

Long before the Klondike Gold Rush, nickel mining in Sudbury, or potash mining in Saskatchewan,
Nova Scotia was already digging into its mineral wealth. Often considered one of Canada’s original
mining frontiers, the province produced coal, gold, iron, copper, gypsum, and salt. These resources
helped transform small coastal settlements into busy mining communities and powered Canada’s
early industrial growth. 

In 1672, French explorer Nicolas Denys reported seeing coal seams exposed along the shores of
Cape Breton. In some places, coal could be seen in the sea cliffs along the coast. By the early 1700s,
French soldiers were mining coal near present-day Port Morien. As demand for fuel grew, coalfields
across Cape Breton, Pictou County, Springhill, and Joggins became increasingly important. Coal
powered factories, railways, steamships, and homes, making it a key resource during the Industrial
Revolution. 

As mining expanded, new technology helped change how resources were extracted and transported.
In the 1820s, the General Mining Association introduced steam engines and modern mining methods
to Nova Scotia. The famous Samson locomotive became the first locomotive in Canada to run on iron
rails, helping demonstrate how railways could support industrial development. These advances
helped turn Nova Scotia into an industrial powerhouse, with entire communities growing around coal
mines known as collieries.
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Hard Lessons and Lasting Changes

Mining in Nova Scotia could be especially challenging because some underground coal workings
extended kilometers beneath the Atlantic Ocean. Miners worked deep underground with enormous
amounts of seawater above them, where flooding was a serious danger. Cave-ins and explosions were
also constant risks. The dangers became painfully clear at Springhill. In 1958, a powerful underground
“bump” — a sudden movement of rock deep inside the mine — caused tunnels to collapse, trapping
miners underground. Rescue teams worked for days, and some miners were found alive after being
trapped for more than a week. The dramatic rescue drew attention from around the world and
became a defining moment in Canadian mining history. The disaster also showed how important mine
safety, emergency planning, and rescue training are. 

Mining helped build Nova Scotia, but it also came with lasting challenges. Miners faced dangerous
working conditions, and labour leaders such as J.B. McLachlan fought for safer workplaces and fair
wages. Past mining and processing practices also left environmental problems, including gold mine
waste containing arsenic and mercury. These experiences helped drive improvements in worker
protections, mine safety, and environmental expectations, shaping how mining is approached across
Canada today. 

More Than Coal: A New Chapter in Mining

Coal may have dominated the province’s economy, but eventually Nova Scotia became an important
gold and metal producer. The discovery of gold at Mooseland in 1860 helped launch a gold rush,
followed by discoveries at Waverley, Sherbrooke, Tangier, and other locations. Copper mining began
at Coxheath near Sydney in the late 1700s, making it one of Canada’s earliest significant metal mining
operations. Iron mines at Londonderry also supplied one of the country’s early steel industries, while
gypsum, salt, and barite added to the province’s diverse mining industry.
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Coal is a sedimentary rock
formed from ancient plant material
buried, compacted, heated, and
transformed over millions of
years.

“

Nova Scotia’s mining story is far from over! Although coal production has declined, the province’s
geology continues to attract new interest. Exploration companies are revisiting gold deposits and
searching for minerals such as lithium, rare earth elements, tin, and antimony, which could help power
new technologies and build the infrastructure of the future. In 2025, Nova Scotia also lifted its
longstanding ban on uranium exploration. From coal seams along Cape Breton’s rocky shores to
mineral deposits deep underground, geologists and exploration teams are looking at the province’s
rocks in new ways. The same geology that helped launch Canada’s mining industry could play a role
in meeting tomorrow’s resource needs. 
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