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When readers think of 
Nova Scotia and the 
Bay of Fundy, Evange-

line and Arcadia and big ships 
may come to mind. Fresh sea 
food, farmers markets, and 
roadside farm stands are 
signature elements of any 
trip through this eastern 
Canadian province. Many 
diners would include wine 
with meals of fresh, local 
food harvested at its peak, 
and here, too, Nova Scotia 
provides plenty of options. 
Ten wineries and 400 acres 
of grapevines are capturing 
national and international 
attention, and this vacation-
ing QCT writer recently took 
a closer look.

 During our first trip to 
the Bay of Fundy, we had 
hopes of walking through 
a vineyard and sampling 
the local vintages. Happily, 
our hosts were experienced 
vineyard and winery owners 
themselves, and their home 
is just down the road from 
their first vineyard. They 
treated us to a personalized 
tour of three vineyards and 
a winery, and a sampling of 
locally produced wines.

 Wayne MacDonald, a 
retired Canadian Mountie, 
grew up in Pictou and Halifax. 
His wife, Thérèse (Gilbert) 
MacDonald, is a retired ac-
countant and Parks Canada 
interpreter who grew up in 
Quebec’s Charlevoix region. 
The MacDonalds have lived 
and travelled all around 
the world, and have always 
been interested in wine. For 
years, though, drinking good 
wines in good company was 
sufficient.  

However, one fateful 
evening in 1986, they at-
tended a dinner hosted by the 
American Wine Association. 

“The red wine was flowing 
liberally, and we heard a 
presentation about how wine 
grapes were being cultivated 
in much cooler climates than 
is commonly expected,” said 
MacDonald. “We started 
scheming about growing wine 
grapes in Nova Scotia. At the 
time, we did not know how 
costly and labour-intensive 
a vineyard could be, but both 
Thérèse and I are dogs for 
punishment.” By the end of 
that night, they had decided 
to give it a try.

 The MacDonalds began 
researching varieties of 
wine grapes suited to cooler 
climates, and focused on 
finding areas of the province 
where soil and temperature 
conditions were similar. 
They selected a property 
near Kingsport, just east of 
Kentville, and not far from 
Grand Pré, the UNESCO 
World Heritage Site com-
memorating Acadian history. 
Called Habitant Vineyards, it 
was the first in the area, and 
only the fourth in the prov-
ince. It is still Nova Scotia’s 
only vineyard which directly 
borders the Bay of Fundy.

According to MacDonald, 
this agricultural region used 

to produce tobacco from 
sandy soils which proved 
ideal for his fledgling vine-
yard. This soil type warms 
faster in the spring, and stays 
warmer longer into autumn, 
which extends the growing 
season just enough. This part 
of Nova Scotia sits just above 
45 degrees, a similar latitude 
to the Rhône-Alps, Bordeaux, 
and the Provence-Alps-Côte 
d’Azur regions of France, 
where plenty of quality 
wine is produced each year. 
Warmer than the province’s 
Atlantic coast, average tem-
peratures on the Fundy coast 
are between 23.6─ and 12.6─, 
and they rarely see snow or 
hard freezes — critical con-
ditions for viable wine grape 
cultivation.

The MacDonalds started 
small, planting and cultivat-

ing their 28-acre vineyard 
by hand. They cultivated 
Chardonnay, Seyval Blanc, 
Baco Noir, Leon Millot vines, 
and the increasingly-iconic 
l’Acadie Blanc. MacDonald 
recalled, “We were the very 
first in Nova Scotia to plant 
vinifera vines (chardon-
nay and pinot noir). These 
varieties are very sensitive 
to cold weather, but our 
vineyard was influenced by 
the tidal changes — as the 
tide changes from low to 
high, the water is warmed 
up while flowing over the 
warm sand. This helps our 
winter temperature to be 
3 or 4 degrees higher than 
normal, so we were able to 
successfully grow and ripen 
these varieties.” Eventually 
they partnered with members 
of the McCain family to es-

tablish a small winery. At its 
peak, the winery produced 
162,000 litres of wine (216,000 
bottles), 

After 16 years of operation, 
the MacDonalds sold their 
vineyard, and moved on to 
consulting with other area 
landowners interested in 
establishing vineyards. In-
volved with the planting of 
nearly 100,000 Nova Scotia 
vines, Wayne has learned a 
few things about cold climate 
grape growing. “Most im-
portantly,” Wayne says, “the 
water table in Nova Scotia is 
too high. The result is that 
the vines, which produce 
the best grapes when under 

stress, have it too easy.” He 
continued, “we grow great 
leaves here. Even in a dry 
year, water is too accessi-
ble to the roots, which can 
grow down twenty-five feet.” 
Aside from plenty of water, a 
‘problem’ most farmers would 
be happy to have, the cooler 
climate makes fully ripening 
grapes a challenge. He clari-
fied, “It is tempting to harvest 
the grapes in mid-September, 
when everyone seems to do 
so. But, if you do, the grapes 
are too acidic, and you have 
to add lots of sugar, which 
does not fully compensate. 
If you can wait a few weeks 
longer, the grapes are more 

mature, and the resulting 
wine is higher quality, much 
less acidic.”

MacDonald’s conclusion is 
that Nova Scotia champagne 
is a great choice, “because 
champagne can handle the 
acidity.” So, look for a bottle 
of bubbly if you want to 
sample a regional vintage, 
celebrate something impor-
tant, or just treat yourself on 
a hot evening. Of course, any 
bottle is affected a bit on your 
tastes, your mood, the food 
you choose to accompany it, 
and even the weather. Just 
remember to say Santé after 
pouring a glass from a Bay of 
Fundy bottle.

A view of the Bay of Fundy, which flows right up onto the shores of the MacDonald’s 
first project, the Blomidon Estates Winery and vineyard.

The l’Acadie Blanc, developed in Ontario, is increasingly becoming the signature grape 
of Nova Scotia.

Leon Millot grapes, ripening in the sun on a humid August 
afternoon.

Touring the Bay of Fundy with one of Nova Scotia’s 
wine industry pioneers

Coccinellids, better known as lady bugs or ladybird beetles, 
are often appreciated for their habit of eating aphids. 
However, they can become pests, eating too many leaves, 
or even causing “ladybird taint” in affected wines.
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