Notes and Comments

Notes et commentaires

Boyne River Coracle

JOLEEN GORDON

The following is a correction of a note that
appeared in the Research Report “The Teifi
Coracle,” Material History Review 37, Spring
1993: 52-59.

In the spring of 1986, our group in Nova Sco-
tia built a replica of the Boyne River coracle as
part of the celebration of the “Festival of Hands”
organized by the Nova Scotia Designer Crafts
Council.

As aResearch Associate at the Nova Scotia
Museum, I contacted the National Museum of
Ireland, which had in their possession a won-
derful collection of photographs of the last cor-
acle built at the River Boyne; they sent me
copies. With this information, together with
some essential technical basketry information
from British basketmaker Alastair Hazeltine,
we moved and launched our coracle in Hali-
fax Harbour in June. Later, I wrote a descrip-
tion of the project in The Basket News, a bas-

ketry newspaper in the United States, and then
a more extensive article in Wooden Boat mag-
azine, no. 79, December 1987.

Our coracle rests at the Maritime Museum
of the Atlantic where it is brought out from time
to time and during “Small Boat Month” in
October. All my research papers, plus the Irish
black-and-white photographs are in the Mu-
seum library.

I have also worked with a group of people
in Lunenburg County making a Boyne coracle;
this crew now builds a boat each summer dur-
ing “The Wooden Boat Festival” in Mahone Bay,
Lunenburg County.

Coracle building and racing are very popu-
lar in Britain, A few years ago, enthusiasts
formed The Coracle Society based at the
Welsh Folk Museum in St. Fagans, Cardiff,
Wales. Their present Chairman is Peter Badge,
100 Thames Road, Chiswick, London, England
W4 3RE. Dues are £5 yearly.

Research Query: Mi’kmaq Quillwork Furniture

JENNY COOK

A paper is being researched on the subject of
Mi’kmaq quillwork furniture from Atlantic
Canada. The Mi’kmaq Indians are well known
for their heritage in working porcupine quills;
many nesting sets of boxes are collectors’ items
for public institutions and private individuals
alike. Less well known are the quilled chair
seats and back panels, which were made by the
First Peoples for the European trade. Produc-
tion of these particular wares commenced

around 1840 in response to the souvenir and
export markets, and continued in favour into
the next century. Chair seats were made in sets
toward the latter part of the nineteenth century
and many have found their way into museums
throughout the world (Fig. 1). The Nova Sco-
tia Museum has several chairs and a table
embellished with skilfully crafted quilled pan-
els, as do the New Brunswick Museum and
the McCord Museum of Canadian History in
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Fig. 1

Chair seat panel in
birchbark, worked with
multicoloured dyed
porcupine quills, with
spruce root stitched
border, 39.3 em (h),

41.9 cm (w) decreasing
to 34.3 cm (w). Panels for
chair seats and backs, as
well as table tops, were
made by Mi’kmags after
1840. (New Brunswick
Museum / Le Musée du
Nouveau-Brunswick)

Montreal (which currently exhibits a miniature
side chair with quilled seat). The Canadian
Museum of Civilization and the Royal Ontario
Museum also have fine examples of quilled
furniture. Extensive research in Europe and
the Pacific by Ruth Whitehead from the Nova
Scotia Museum has resulted in the location of
certain items of furniture including workboxes,
cradles and tables. Cradles with quilled exte-
riors are well known, such as the example in
the DesBrisay Museum, which was worked by
Christina Morris in the late 1860s.

It is believed that furniture decorated in
quilled panels is the product solely of Nova
Scotian Mi’kmags, but these peoples also inhab-
ited the eastern shore of Quebec and New
Brunswick, Prince Edward Island and the north-
ern shore of the Bay of Fundy. However, no
quilled furniture appears to have been made in
these areas. It is possible that other First Peo-
ples made such articles. Indeed, Maliseets
occupying the Saint John River Valley area

were in close proximity to neighbouring Mi’k-
maqs and shared some of their neighbours’
artistic abilities. A merchant’s advertisement in
the August 3rd 1861 New Brunswick Courier
claimed “The Micmac & Meicete [sic] Indians
of Acadia have long been celebrated as the
most accomplished artists in porcupine quill
and fancy bead work™ and offered for sale a vari-
ety of wares including spectacle cases, dinner
mats, and card receivers. There is no mention
of furniture, but it is interesting to confirm the
participation of the Maliseets in this decorative
arts tradition.

Kings Landing Historical Settlement would
like to know more about the history and use of
Mi’kmaq quillwork furniture. Readers who are
aware of any examples of such artifacts and doc-
umentation in both public and private collec-
tions are invited to write Jenny Cook, Curatorial
Research Associate, Kings Landing Historical
Settlement, P. O. Box 522, Fredericton, New
Brunswick, E3B 5A6.
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