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Fragmented Integration: 
The Nova Scotia Steel and Coal Company and 
the Anatomy of an Urban-Industrial Landscape, c.1912 

L.D. McCann 

Abstract: 
This paper examines how forces of 
fragmentation within the Maritimes 
contribute a partial but important 
explanation of the urban-industrial 
collapse that marked the region in 
the early 20th century. Specifically, 
weaknesses that affected the spatial 
strategies of the vertically-integrated 
industrial giant, the Nova Scotia 
Steel and Coal Company, provide 
evidence of limited interaction within 
the Maritime urban system. Profits 
from exporting staples, pig iron, and 
steel products to foreign and 
national markets, although initially 
aided by tidewater location and 
control over all phases of 
production, were not sufficient to 
overcome, in the long-run, such 

forces of fragmentation as dispersed 
and limited regional markets, 
increased costs of producing poor 
quality resources, or the minimal 
presence of external economies. 
With "Scotia's" eventual demise, 
towns like Sydney Mines, Trenton, 
and New Glasgow suffered economic 
and population decline. 

In 1912 ["Scotia" was] a corporation 
with fourteen million dollars capital, six 
thousand persons on its payrolls, oper­
ating on land and sea and under land 
and sea, owning its own iron ore and 
coal mines, blastfurnaces, steel 
works, rolling mills, forges, steel finish­
ing shops, and annually freighting over 
one million tons of ore and coal to two 
continents under its own house flag. 

Basing all its operations on the two ele­
ments essential to all modern industrial 
progress, possessing unlimited stores 
of raw materials and controlling every 
stage in the manufacture of the most 
highly finished steel, "Scotia" is in an 
unrivalled economic position, being 
ever assured of a market for all its 
products by the continued growth and 
progress of Canada and the tidewater 
location of all its works, with con­
sequent low freights to all the world's 
markets.1 

On the eve of the First World War, the 
directors of "Scotia" were certainly well 
aware of the strategies of vertical and 
spatial integration that propelled the 
company's growth and development as 
one of Canada's largest industrial enter­
prises. The company's promotional bro­
chures (such as the one quoted above), 
its financial press statements supporting 
the sale of stocks, and its annual reports 
all spoke of the essential need to main­
tain tidewater access to material inputs 
and markets, and also to control all 
phases of production—from mining coal 
and iron ore, producing basic pig iron 
and steel, through to manufacturing fin­
ished steel products. 

To function in this way, "Scotia" main­
tained a "sphere of operations"—a spe­
cific spatial strategy and structure—that 
sought integration across Atlantic Can­
ada and more broadly within the North 
Atlantic economy, albeit from a periph­

eral location (see Figure 1). "Scotia" 
achieved corporate leadership by pro­
gressing successfully through Alfred 
Chandler's evolutionary three-stage 
model of modern industrial enterprise.2 

Over four decades from 1872 to 1912, it 
(1) developed various production facili­
ties; (2) put in place marketing, distribu­
tion, and purchasing networks; and (3) 
implemented a hierarchy of management 
along functional lines to operate a vast, 
vertically-integrated enterprise. This 
development was clearly evident in 1912 
(see Figure 1). "Scotia's" New Glasgow 
head office was located in Pictou 
County, the historic centre of Nova 
Scotia's industrial revolution. In nearby 
Trenton was the large metallurgical 
works that included rolling mills, forges, 
and various finishing departments. Steel 
and some pig iron were shipped to Pic­
tou County from Sydney Mines on Cape 
Breton Island. This was the location of 
"Scotia's" blast and open hearth steel fur­
naces, as well as its collieries and lime­
stone and dolomite quarries. From 
Wabanaon Bell Island, Newfoundland, 
iron ore was freighted by the company's 
steamers to North Sydney where it was 
unloaded into the hopper cars of 
"Scotia's" private railroad and then 
moved several miles to the blast furnace 
at Sydney Mines. Although sharing tide­
water locations, these production sites 
were scattered some 600 miles apart. 
Markets were even more dispersed. 
"Scotia" sold iron ore to customers in 
Europe and along the eastern United 
States seaboard; shipped coal through­
out the Maritimes and the St. Lawrence 
River valley; and sent finished steel prod­
ucts as far away as Canada's west coast 
(see Figure 1). 

Urban-Industrial Decline in the 
Maritimes 

"Scotia's" management believed firmly 
that the lower costs associated with inte-
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Figure 1: The 'Sphere of Operations' of the Nova Scotia Steel and Coal Company, 1912. 

Résumé: 
Cet article montre comment les 

forces defragmentation à l'intérieur 
des Provinces maritimes offrent une 
explication partielle, mais 
importante, de l'effondrement 
urbain-industriel qui marquait la 
région au début du vingtième siècle. 
Plus précisément, les faiblesses qui 
influaient sur les stratégies spatiales 
de la Compagnie "Nova Scotia Steel 
and Coal, " un géant industriel à 
l'intégration verticale, témoignent de 
l'intégration limitée à l'intérieur du 
système urbain des Provinces 
maritimes. Malgré les avantages 
initiaux d'une situation au bord de 
la mer et de l'autorité sur toutes les 
étapes de production, les profits 
provenant de l'exportation des 
produits de base, de la fonte brute et 
des produits d'acier aux marchés 
nationaux et internationaux étaient 
insuffisants, à longue échéance, 
pour surmonter les forces de 
fragmentation tels les marchés 
régionaux dispersés et limités, les 
coûts augmentés de la production 
des ressources de mauvaise qualité, 
ou la présence minimale des 
économies externes. Tout cela 
aboutit finalement à la fin de la 
compagnie "Scotia, " et des villes 
comme Sydney Mines, Trenton, and 
New Glasgow subissaient une baisse 
del "activité économique et une 
diminution de la population. 

grated production and location at tidewa­
ter sites would sustain the continued via­
bility of the company. But considering 
the eventual demise of "Scotia" in the 
1910s, how realistic was the company's 
spatial strategy of dispersed, integrated 
production and its heavy reliance on 
waterborne distribution? We know a 
great deal about the Nova Scotia Steel 
and Coal Company's rise and fall, its 
business leaders, and its workers in vari­
ous divisions of labour, but much less 
about whether "Scotia's" long-developed 
spatial structure of integrated operations 
could remain economically feasible in a 
hinterland region characterized by con­
siderable fragmentation.3 

Fragmentation in a core-periphery urban 
system is one possible explanation that 
needs to be considered more fully in the 
growing debate about the process of 
urban-industrial decline that plagued the 
Maritimes in the early 20th century. Of 
course, no one explanation can be 
offered to account solely for the deindus-

trialization and urban population losses 
of this hinterland region.4 Writing in the 
1940s, the New Brunswick economist 
B.S. Keirstead argued that the region's 
limited market and industrial environment 
could not provide the external econo­
mies necessary for sustained and inte­
grated urban-industrial development. 
Maritime businessmen were forced to 
compete against central Canadian firms 
which had accumulated considerable 
benefits from a core region's more favour­
able agglomeration economies.5 There­
fore, for most Maritime manufacturing 
companies to grow in size, to remain 
competitive by acquiring economies of 
scale and scope, and in turn to stimulate 
urban growth, an essential strategy was 
for them to sell their products in extra-
regional markets. But this business plan 
runs into problems of market accessibil­
ity. In this regard, some argue that rising 
freight rates played a role in hindering 
market accessibility; but others suggest 
otherwise.6 It is nevertheless clear that 
firms in Ontario could parlay substantial 
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production savings from their economies 
of scale to overcome the transportation 
costs of shipping products to the Mari­
times.7 In other cases of hinterland 
decline, the quality of Maritime resource 
endowments affected production costs 
and investment strategies, hindering 
urban-industrial development.8 Poor, if 
not incompetent, financial management 
is also cited as a concern.9 Other schol­
ars contend that exploitive policies 
towards deskilling labour while also fail­
ing to invest in new technologies were 
critical reasons for making firms 
uncompetitive, and for towns to experi­
ence limited growth.10 Further, with lim­
ited regional population growth and 
continual out-migration, local market 
potential and capital formation were held 
in check.11 The cumulative weight of all 
these, as well as other, factors which so 
typically weigh against hinterland 
regions was the much publicized dein-
dustrialization and restricted urbanization 
in the Maritimes. To contribute further 
understanding to this debate, this paper 
analyzes in detail the c.1912 anatomy of 
"Scotia's" "sphere of operations," argua­
bly the most sophisticated spatial strat­
egy of any integrated resource and 
manufacturing company in pre-war Can­
ada, to better understand how strategies 
of integration vied with shifting conditions 
of fragmentation to shape the urban-
industrial landscape of the Maritimes 
region. 

Fragmented Integration 

Most scholars argue that the Maritimes is 
more fragmented than integrated, and 
that the regional settlement system is 
characterized by isolated communities of 
considerable independence. Through 
time, the various provinces have com­
prised a region thought to be diversified, 
separated—that is, fragmented—geo­
graphically, culturally, economically, and 
politically. Amongst many factors, a varie­
gated coastline; large, uninhabited forest 

lands; scattered patches of usable agri­
cultural land; cultural groups limited in 
space to original hearth areas; political 
diversity; and dispersed and scattered 
resources that shifted in relative value 
and quality all have contributed to the 
commonly-held perception of fragmenta­
tion.12 "Politically divided, ethnically 
diverse, and differentiated by income, 
employment, experience, tradition, and 
religion, the people of the Maritimes form 
a markedly plural society."13 

The repercussions of these factors for 
urban and economic development have 
been immense. According to Ian McKay, 
"the region's links to the world capitalist 
economy in the period of merchants' cap­
ital ... focused development in depen­
dent export enclaves [and] undermined 
the socio-economic potential for inte­
grated and balanced growth..., leaving a 
fragmented and dependent region vulner­
able to rapidly expanding central Cana­
dian capital."14 But what of community 
isolation and independence in the indus­
trial era? As late as 1911, Maritime urban 
places remained small in size by North 
American standards, separated widely 
from each other, and scattered randomly 
at resource sites throughout the region 
(see Figure 2). Moreover, the industrial 
profiles of most places were markedly 
independent of each other and still 
largely focused on export markets out­
side the Maritimes. This was especially 
true of the staple-producing communi­
ties—the coal towns, fishing ports, and 
sawmilling centres—but also of some the 
more specialized secondary manufactur­
ing towns such as Marysville, Milltown, 
Amherst, Trenton and New Glasgow. 
These were places that sent their prod­
ucts to traditional overseas markets in 
Great Britain, the United States or the 
West Indies; or were highly reliant on 
newer central and even western Cana­
dian outlets for their goods. In the lan­
guage of regional development theory, 
there is little evidence here of actual or 

potential industrial linkages (forward, 
backward, final demand) that might 
strongly integrate an internal or regional 
urban network.15 

Paradoxically, these same places, 
despite apparent isolation and fragmenta­
tion, were joined together as a rudimen­
tary settlement system through various 
lines of communication—by subsidized 
steamship routes, by a simple road net­
work, and most importantly, by a railroad 
system of some 4,300 miles (see Figure 
2). Besides Saint John and Halifax, the 
largest and fastest growing urban places 
were located along the main lines of the 
Intercolonial and Canadian Pacific Rail­
ways which facilitated the movement of 
industrial materials, wholesale goods, 
and passengers between towns and cit­
ies.16 Capital, labour, and technological 
innovations likewise moved fairly freely, 
when necessary, within the region.17 The 
railroads, moreover, joined the Maritimes 
more closely to central Canada and the 
eastern United States, creating the 
means for take-over and merger of 
regional enterprise by corporate interests 
based in Montreal, Toronto, and else­
where.18 These take-overs, and the vari­
ous other types of branch business 
activity that soon followed—banking, 
retailing and wholesale distribution, for 
example—can be construed as a sign of 
integration within a national urban sys­
tem, albeit to the advantage of cities in 
Ontario and Quebec.19 From this per­
spective, there is really no paradox. 
There was a certain amount of integra­
tion; but attempts at integration suffered 
repeatedly from forces of fragmentation 
within the Maritimes that shifted con­
stantly in strength and in focus. As will 
be argued, resource quality, production 
methods, technological needs, or market­
ing schemes might change drastically 
from one year to the next, adversely 
affecting the economic viability of 
"Scotia's" strategy of spatial integration. 
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