Lieutenant Governor’s
Community Spirit Award- 2017
The Community of Big Tancook Island

If You’re Lucky Enough to Live on Tancook ….. You’re Lucky Enough

A Community Sustainability Project
Celebrating Our Picturesque and Remote Island Home

Lieutenant Governor’s Community Spirit Award
Nomination for

Big Tancook Island, Lunenburg County, Nova Scotia
Community groups who have joined together to put forward this nomination:
•
•
•
•
•
•

Big Tancook Island Emergency Response Association (BTIERA) – Medical First Responders
Big Tancook Island Emergency Response Association (BTIERA) – Defensive Fire Service
Big Tancook Elementary School Advisory Council
Tancook Island Recreational Centre
Wishing Stones Studio and Tancook Island Museum
Future of Tancook Group – Community Sustainability Group

Our Community by the Numbers
Home & School
Category
Total Number of Homes
Year Round Residents
Seasonal Residents
Homes for Sale
Children in Elementary School
Children in Middle / High School

Number
120
110
60
10
3
8

Remarks

Average selling price $125,000
Going to school on island
Travel by public ferry to mainland schools

Making a Living
Category

Number
35
17
7
5
3200
1

Fishermen
Fishing Boats
Small Businesses
Ferry Crew Living On-Island
Tourist Visits Annually
Post Office Staff

Remarks

Total Crew 8
Average
Post Mistress

Emergency Services
Category
BTIERA Membership
Medical Call Outs – Annually
Fire Call Outs – Annually
LifeFlight - Medical Evacuations
RCMP Policing
EMO thru Municipality of District of Lunenburg
Beverage Containers Recycled – Annually

Number
35
14
5
1
Yes
Yes
20,000

Remarks
20 are active volunteers
Average
Average
Often too foggy or windy for landings
Served from Chester Detachment
Island Evacuation Plan in place
Value $2000 or about 50% of MFR budget

Learn more about our community at:
www.TancookIslandTourism.ca
Facebook Community Page – Tancook Island Tourism
See us live & in color by searching WWW for NS Webcams - Tancook
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Unique Strengths within Our Community
Big Tancook Island is, by virtue of being an island, a unique community. As such, the residents of the island
have become adept at building on their unique strengths, individually and as a community.
One outstanding strength of Tancook residents is resourcefulness. Whatever the task or problem, big or
small, someone within the community will come up with a solution. There are no stores on Tancook but
most people have a barn or fish store that is well stocked. Need a plumbing part? Call Dexter. Need rocks
moved? Call Peter. It would be a rare occasion to be in the middle of a job or project and be stuck – either
for materials or assistance. Someone will always come to the rescue.
Other unique strengths include solving community problems in an open and inclusive manner; concern for
residents who live alone and warmly welcoming newcomers. In the pages that follow, you will read stories
that are testimony to the unique strengths characteristic of the people of Big Tancook Island who have
supported one another through good and challenging times for over 250 years.
Tancook Island Recreational Centre - Member - Hetty van Gurp

Citizen Participation in Community Initiatives
With a population of about 110 full-time residents, the level of participation in community initiatives is
quite remarkable. From volunteer firefighters and medical first responders to those who host and feed
visitors to the island, there are no paid positions. Last year, the members of Big Tancook Island Emergency
Response Association (BTIERA) provided over 60,000 volunteer hours – an organization composed of
approximately 35 volunteer firefighters and medical first responders. In other words, one-third of the
island’s residents!
Volunteering is a way of life on Tancook Island. We have the same needs and problems as other
communities but with a small well from which to draw, most residents seem to wear several hats when it
comes to helping out. Again, the stories that follow describe some of the ways in which the people of
Tancook participate willingly and with enthusiasm in their community.
Tancook Island Recreational Centre - Member - Hetty van Gurp

Evidence of Community Pride
When the idea of applying for this award was first discussed, a core group of people representing the
island’s main organizations stepped forward. Subsequently, we met one afternoon and brainstormed
ideas for each of the award criteria. We left this inspirational meeting feeling so proud of our community
that by the evening, almost all the stories you will read in this submission were completed. One of the
writers commented that, “Even if we don’t receive the award, it is so good to step back and appreciate
what a warm and caring community we live in.”
Tancook oozes community pride…
Pride in the way we share problems and solutions;
pride in the way people care about one another;
pride in our homes and properties;
pride in our cultural heritage;
proud to call ourselves Tancookers.
Tancook Island Recreational Centre - Member – Hetty van Gurp
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Focus on Creating a Sustainable Community
The Centre for Sustainable Development at Simon Fraser University states that, “A sustainable community
is continually adjusting to meet the social and economic needs of its residents while preserving the
environment’s ability to support it.”
Island life carries with it inherent challenges not typical of most communities. Having gone through major
shifts in economic development from agriculture to boat-building to fishing, Tancook residents have been
forced to adapt to these changes. Driving to the next town to look for work is not an option when living on
a small island.
Added to this, Tancook is accessible by a walk-on ferry, which can carry some freight but only one vehicle
by special arrangement with the ferry captain. This, alone, presents a myriad of challenges. Does it
discourage the residents of Tancook? No, it simply makes them more resilient and resourceful. As a result,
Tancook is a strong, self-sufficient community whose residents will take on any challenge that might affect
their way of life. In the pages that follow, you will read stories about the many ways in which the residents
of Tancook have developed a resourceful, sustainable community, rich in culture and steeped with pride.
Tancook Island Recreational Centre - Member - Hetty van Gurp

Our Community Spirit Stories
History, Tradition and Cultural Heritage
Big Tancook Island was settled in the late 1800’s by German and French immigrants who brought with
them many traditions and skills still used on the island today. These settlers farmed the fertile, pristine
land, growing cabbages for sauerkraut and various other vegetables and fruits to sustain themselves.
Some of the current island residents use heritage seeds from these very first crops; cabbage, tomato and
spinach to name a few. The island is also covered with apple trees, many now wild and uniquely
hybridized. In the fall there is always an abundant harvest for anyone who desires a scrumptious apple
crisp or sweet apple pie.
Eventually, some of the settlers took to the bountiful North Atlantic Ocean to fish cod, haddock and
halibut to sustain themselves, to trade or to sell. Whaling was also an important part of the island’s
history. With this came a need for seaworthy vessels and up until the late-1900’s, hundreds of “Tancook
Whalers”, “Tancook Schooners” and then cape island boats were built and used on the island by incredibly
skilled craftsmen.
Occasionally, these vessels and their crew were employed by rumrunners and there were several secret
rum stashes on the island back in the day. Some of these hiding spots, in old foundation walls or in mossy
beds deep in the woods, are still visible to this day. And there are certainly a few island kitchens today that
keep a bottle of rum on hand for any visitor who wishes a sip along with a story or two about the good ‘ole
days.
Today, the island’s main industry is lobster fishing in cape island boats and many residents still have
beautiful vegetable gardens. There are even a few people who continue to make traditional Tancook
Island sauerkraut.
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Though times have changed and many of the ways of doing everyday things have become modernized,
you can still catch a glimpse of days-gone-by in the Tancook Island Museum at Wishing Stones Gallery.
Martha Farrar, who moved to Tancook from the United States with her family in 1978, started collecting
old island artifacts and eventually created the museum. On display are ‘things’ the islanders made and
used perhaps 150 years ago; farm and fishing equipment, tools, household items, clothing and shoes. All
are pieces of island history, many with a story behind them. Visitors to the island describe the museum as
a “gem” and a “wonderful preservation of island life as it used to be”.
The current island residents take pride in the island’s history and, while there have been many newcomers
over the years, the island maintains many of its traditional ways and its simpler, wholesome lifestyle.
Tancook Island Museum – Hillary Dionne

Principles of Inclusion and Fostering Diversity
“Come to Tancook and fall in love,” they say. So, I did and I did. It took one visit to fall in love with
Tancook. While its natural beauty together with the tranquility and relaxed pace of life is appealing, it is
the people who make visitors to Tancook fall in love with the island. As a result, while newcomers may
come to Tancook because of the unique beauty of the island, they stay because they are made to feel
welcome. From the casual conversations on the ferry to the gatherings - both formal and informal,
everyone feels included and part of the community.
One example of the informal Tancook gatherings is “Neil’s Basement “, which is both a place and an event
on Tancook. Every Saturday afternoon, Neil welcomes one and all to his basement where people tell
stories, share experiences and solve the problems of the world.
Tancook Island Recreational Centre - Member - Hetty van Gurp

Willingness to Welcome and Retain Newcomers
Because newcomers to Tancook are made to feel so welcome and valued, they stay.
Here is a personal example of why newcomers tend to stay. My husband, sister and I purchased a house
on Tancook last summer. Being a dry summer, we faced a few major challenges the worst of which was a
well that almost ran dry. Our neighbours realized that we were concerned and hooked up a hose from
their well to ours to keep us supplied with water through the driest part of the summer. Neighbours
frequently brought us fresh produce from their gardens and stopped in regularly to ask if we needed help
with anything. We never felt alone.
When a house on the island is listed for sale, many islanders share the listing. Cooperation trumps
competitiveness on Tancook and this, too, contributes to the retention of newcomers.
Future of Tancook Group – Member - Hetty van Gurp

Finding Solutions to Community Challenges by Working Together
Big Tancook Island Emergency Response Association (BTIERA) is a non-profit, volunteer organization
started in 1998 to provide emergency medical care and covered transportation, whether it is via the
Tancook ferry or to our LifeFlight landing zone.
BTIERA was started by Julia Stick when her mother, a new resident, needed to get off the island for
emergency medical care and was transported to the ferry on the back of the local garbage truck. Feeling
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the need for a proper transporting vehicle, Julia spearheaded the group that would eventually acquire a
decommissioned ambulance and train volunteers as medical first responders and still others as first
aiders. When the province’s 911 service came into effect, BTIERA became part of their agency system and
were tasked with responding to calls coming from the island.
BTIERA – Medical First Responder - Bonny Cross

Resilience and Working Together
As already mentioned, Tancook Island has over the years seen many newcomers become either part or
full-time residents. These ‘new’ islanders have integrated themselves within the island community and
have become our neighbours, friends and, sometimes, family. They are respectful of island traditions and
island ways of life and have adapted to the island’s lifestyle, often bringing new ideas and skills to the
community, but not changing things in a negative way. For our island to grow, it must change. Fortunately
we have become a more diverse and dynamic community, full of self-sufficient and sensible people. The
men and women of the island work side-by-side: each strong and skilled and intelligent in so many ways.
When there is a problem or an issue that needs to be dealt with, it is usually done so in a unique and
creative way, typical of life in a small, semi-isolated island community. We can’t just jump in the car and
drive to the hardware store or grocery store. We reuse and repurpose or borrow things when we need to
and quite often that’s better than implementing something brand new.
Our island is close-knit and our residents help each other and look out for each other in times of trouble
and hardship. We celebrate together and promote and support each other in our daily ventures. We
socialize and stay connected because that’s the easiest and most enjoyable way to do things here.
Since the beginning, living here has required a strong sense of self-sustainability and resilience to ensure
survival. It is our way of life. The only way we know.
Big Tancook Island Elementary School Advisory Council - Chair - Hillary Dionne

Willingness to Initiate Positive Change
In the fall of 2010 there was a significant fire on our island where the loss was a boat shed, work shop, a
lifetime of craftsman’s tools and a lovingly restored 30 foot fiberglass pleasure boat. Because of the wind
direction the fire threatened to cross into a wooded area that could have wiped out many acres of
woodland, our church and many homes. The fire was fought by our community residents dressed in jeans
and sneakers, who attacked the fire with garden hoses and plastic buckets.
Our volunteer emergency response association’s medical first response team had been active for about 20
years at that point, while our previous fire department had been defunct for about as many years.
After the fire, our community was understandably motivated to re-establish a fire services. Since our
medical first responders had already established the Big Tancook Island Emergency Response Association,
they undertook to be the leading force, provide the organizational structure, leadership, financing and
restructuring required to add the Defensive Fire Services Division (Fire Department).
This story of the willingness to initiate positive change resulted in a significant expansion of our
emergency services capabilities therefore assuring the safety and sustainability of our remote island
community.
BTIERA - Fire Fighter – Marybeth Hay
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Ability to Form Partnerships – Both Formal and Informal
Our Tancook Island Recreational Centre Association is an integral part of our community, being the only
public building large enough to hold meetings and functions. It was established in 1975 when our previous
community hall was deemed unsafe and it has prospered because of the various partnerships formed.
Our long-time partnership with the Municipality of the District of Lunenburg has been a constant working
relationship from the beginning. They have supplied grants, held meetings with us, helped us implement
programs and organize recreational events for residents and visitors. Our association continually partners
with other local organizations, namely our emergency response association, elementary school and
harbour authority, to give them a meeting place and a venue for events and to provide storage. Within our
small community, many of our residents volunteer on more than one association so it is essential that we
all work well together. Some of the best partnerships are the informal ones, the ones that get formed out
of a mutual desire to accomplish something, whether it is a marketing plan for the island, a need for
infrastructure improvements or applying for a community award. Those are the partnerships that make
one realize how well the community members work together.
Tancook Island Recreational Centre - Secretary & Director – Rosa Cross

Listening to Each Other in Order to Form Better Decisions
Our community is surely not perfect, for there is rarely a community meeting that does not get a bit
heated at times, but we work through it. Ideas are formed through daily communication with other
community members, whether that conversation is on the ferry, at the post office, at a social gathering, or
by idle roadside chat. Those ideas take form at public meetings held at the Recreational Centre, which is
how our defensive fire service got started. Not everyone agreed on how it should be formed, but the
meeting became a sounding board for everyone’s ideas. A few strategies were voted on by all ratepayers
and the defensive fire service was implemented from that vote. This is just one example of how our
residents work together and listen to all voices to strengthen our community.
Tancook Island Recreational Centre - Secretary & Director – Rosa Cross

Support for Recreational and Cultural Activities
Our community is small, so we readily welcome visitors to attend and participate in any function we hold,
by sharing event notifications on social media. We hold an annual Canada Day celebration and a winter
outdoor activity day, both in partnership with the Municipality of the District of Lunenburg, which attracts
visitors from off island as well as our own residents. Our island welcomes bird watchers, photographers
and geocachers, and Tancook has become a favourite location for these groups. For the past five years,
our community has partnered with Backroads, a worldwide active travel group, catering lunch for them at
the Recreational Centre and performing a ceremony to make them “Honourary Tancookers”. Their visit
with us has been reported as a highlight of their tour.
Lucy Neatby, knitwear designer and instructor, has held three successful knitting camps on the island,
involving community members and groups in the organization of the event. We continue to encourage
visitors, for it is those who feel warmly welcomed who return and wish to make the island their home,
thereby revitalizing our community.
Tancook Island Recreational Centre - Secretary & Director – Rosa Cross
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Engagement of Youth
As is true the world over, our children are our future. Here on Big Tancook we have only a handful of
children. This has been the trend for the past decade or so, but our island is rejuvenating as it grows. The
island’s youngsters grow up amidst parents, aunts and uncles, grandparents, elderly community members,
siblings and a few friends their own age. They are respectful, well-mannered and socially comfortable at
any event or gathering, anywhere.
Our elementary school is one of Canada’s last operational one-room schoolhouses. Grades primary to five
are taught in one room, by one teacher. The older children help and look out for the younger children and
there is never any age discrimination. There can’t be, if you want enough players to have a baseball game
after school. We have fought to keep our school open twice in the past 10 years. Our school and our youth
are the heart of our community and island life would change drastically if our school were to close. So far
we have been very fortunate and our school should remain open for the foreseeable future.
There are several individuals on the island, either affiliated with island organizations or on their own, who
volunteer their time to engage the island’s children in various extracurricular activities. Members of our
volunteer fire service and our island’s medical first responders teach our children basic fire safety, health
and first aid. They are given rides in our medical and fire vehicles and they are made comfortable knowing
that if there is an emergency they will be well taken care of by these people they know and love. They are
taught music, taken on birding hikes, taken geocaching, treated to backyard barbecues and taught about
the island’s fishing history and industry by community volunteers.
Occasionally, visiting school groups come to the island to meet our children and see our old-fashioned
school. Tancook Island is a fun field-trip destination for many urban and rural schools and we have even
had visits from international high school students groups. Our island children have pen pals in Cape Breton
and have even sponsored other school children in impoverished countries such as Cameroon.
We have all heard the saying that “it takes a village to raise a child”. Tancook Island exemplifies this and
we are proud of each and every one of our island children.
Big Tancook Island Elementary School Advisory Council - Chair – Hillary Dionne

Authentic Respect for Seniors
Our treasured elders, and yes we do think of them that way, are intentionally and consistently being cared
for by the next generations. Islanders understand that our seniors can still retain their independence and
remain in their homes even when making those daylong trips to the mainland or undertaking household
chores become increasingly challenging.
That is when neighbour volunteers step in to bring groceries and pharmacy items, provide in-home
haircuts or bring mail from the post office. Our cooks are notorious for dropping by with a shared plate of
the family’s evening meal or some of the world best ever baked goods. Others, step-in to care for
properties, mow lawns or solve those electronic problems that are so stressful for those born before the
technology they are using in their homes.
Island events are the highlight of our seniors’ social calendars; they are respectfully chauffeured to them
and always return home with a heaping plate or two of good food.
Our seniors hold the history and heritage of our island. Spending time chatting, listening and sharing not
only is a social time, but helps assure their stories and tacit knowledge is purposefully passed forward.
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Keeping our seniors safe is another intentional focus as exemplified by the recent fire department
sponsored smoke detector program. What we learned in the process was that our seniors are thrilled to
have our fire volunteers come into their homes, and love the gift of a smoke detector and installation
services.
Our medical first responders are aware of the health of our seniors and provide assistance, assurance and
of course emergency medical care. Combining all of these things confirms our community’s authentic
respect for our seniors.
Future of Tancook Group – Sherry Heisler

Respect for the Environment Demonstrated by Activities or Programs
Tancook Island measures approximately 4 km by and 1.6 km. Many people come for a day’s visit and easily
walk or bike from one end of the island the other. Bicycles are even available free of charge for anyone
wishing to explore the island.
Tancook Islanders are proud of their island and make a great effort to keep it environmentally unpolluted
for the benefit of all – residents and visitors.
Some events that demonstrate a concern for the environment are regular bottle drives (the proceeds of
which benefit the Medical First Responders); island-wide trash pick-up days; composting of food waste;
and garbage and recycle bins at a number of rest stops throughout the island.
Because of the size of Tancook Island, it is easy to walk everywhere. On Sunday afternoons, Bonny and
Rosa invite anyone interested to accompany them on an island hike. In addition to exploring the many
trails and rugged coastline, on these hikes people carry bags to pick up any trash they might see along the
way.
Tancook Island is a popular destination for groups dedicated to the natural environment. From birders and
hikers to groups of international students and geocachers, the pristine and rugged beauty of the island
impresses visitors to Tancook.
Tancook Island Recreational Centre - Member - Hetty van Gurp

The last words of our submission are from our children …
These are traditional lines from the last act of the Big Tancook Elementary School Christmas Concerts.
These concerts, well attended by island and mainland folks alike, have always been a “must attend” event
for everyone’s December social calendar.
We are better working together than when we work alone.
We are stronger, can go on longer as a team.
When I’m the only one, the job might not get done.
We are better working together with a friend.
As the song fades into the night it is followed by a heartfelt salutation from the concert stage, which echoes
throughout our packed Recreational Centre and has become a common island farewell …….
Good Night, Good Night, Good Night
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