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SEEING SABLE ISLAND
Story and photos by SHAW N HA MILTON/CLiX PHOTOGR APHY

AFTER MORE THAN TWO CENTURIES OF INACCESSIBILITY,
THIS REMOTE CANADIAN HABITAT FOR HORSES HAS FINALLY
BECOME THE NATION’S NEWEST NATIONAL PARK.
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A Sable Island
stallion watches
his family band
on the beach.
The horse population on the island
varies from less than
200—especially after
severe winters, which
take their toll on the
unmanaged herd—to
nearly 400. Stallions
like this one lead small
groups of mares and
youngsters, usually
numbering between
four and 12.
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T

he mystique of
Sable Island, a
26-mile long,
crescent-shaped
sandbar about 110 miles off
the shores of Nova Scotia,
has always intrigued me. It
was a childhood dream of
mine to visit the island’s wild
horses, which have thrived
there for hundreds of years
in numbers varying from
350 to 500. Yet up until now,
tourism on the island was
extremely difficult to arrange
and prohibitively expensive.

In June of 2013, however, the
Canadian Coast Guard transferred
the management of Sable Island
(also known as “The Graveyard of
the Atlantic” after more than 350
shipwrecks on its shores) to Parks
Canada, and it became the nation’s
43rd National Park. While it’s still
not easy to access, things are looking up for people like me who’ve
always dreamed of visiting this
remote island.
When I learned that the expedition company Adventure Canada,
which had been working closely
with Parks Canada, was planning
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Left: Between 40
and 50 family
bands exist on the
island, with just a
handful of horses in
each.
The island has
several fresh water
ponds that provide
drinking water, but
if they’re not near one,
the horses are also
known to paw down
into the sand to reach
underground springs.
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Left: A Sable Island stallion
checks us out as we float by
in our Zodiac. Younger stallions
that don’t have their own small
herds often band together with
other colts or wander the island
in solitary.

a new excursion to Sable Island for
more than 100 passengers, I knew
I had to be one of them. It was a
dream come true when I felt the
island’s sand move between my
toes and watched the wild horses
graze comfortably on the marram
beach grass in front of me.
On my visit, I met Zoe Lucas,
who originally arrived at the island
as a field camp assistant more than
38 years ago and has been observing its horses ever since. She’s one of
approximately five human inhabitants of the island today. In addition
to tracking the horses’ numbers,
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Right: Evidence of
the island’s equine
population is
everywhere.
Left: Zoe Lucas
has observed the
horses and
performed
research on
Sable Island for
nearly 40 years.
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Find Out More
Adventure Canada’s next planned
excursion to Sable Island will be
in 2016. You can learn more about
Adventure Canada and their
tours at adventurecanada.com.
For more information on Sable
Island, check out Parks Canada’s
website at pc.gc.ca or the Sable
Island Green Horse Society at
greenhorsesociety.com.
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condition and behavior, she’s also
researched shark predation of seals
and marine litter and worked with
the gas and oil industry to monitor
its environmental impact.
From 1801 to 1958, before
modern navigational systems, the
island’s human population was
higher, thanks to its lifesaving
station for shipwrecks. During
this time, the horses—which are
not technically wild, rather feral
descendants of equines turned loose
there in the 18th century—were
ridden and used for farming. But
they were also periodically rounded
up and auctioned off for use as pit
ponies in the coal mines or slaughtered for dog food, so much so that
by the late 1950s they were nearing

extinction.
In response, children from
across the country banded together
to form a campaign to save the
horses, sending drawings and letters to Canadian Prime Minister John Diefenbaker and asking
him to protect the herd. In 1960,
the federal government officially
declared the horses protected and
outlawed roundups and sales as
part of the Canadian Shipping Act.
Today, the herd is completely
unmanaged, and Parks Canada has
mandated a 65-foot buffer between
visiting humans and equines to
allow the horses to maintain the
“wild” instincts that have allowed
them to thrive on this sandy, salty
island.

This piece of driftwood
on the beach gets a lot of
scratching action.

C H RO N O F H O R S E .CO M

FA LL 2014

123

TRAVEL
Zoe pointed out the numerous fresh water ponds scattered
about on Sable that provide
drinking water, for instance. But
where ponds are not available, she
explained, the horses dig in the
sand to reveal an underground reservoir of fresh water.
The equines also share the
island with one of the world’s largest colonies of grey seals, as well as
harbor seals and a vast number of
birds, including the Ipswich sparrow, which makes Sable its only
breeding ground in the world.
For Zoe, who loves the island’s
peace and solitude, observing these
species is still a thrill, even after
almost 40 years. “If you could tell
the world any one thing about what
you’ve learned here, what would it
be?” I asked her.
“To be aware of what is going
on around you,” she answered simply. “The horses of Sable Island
will be fine for now, but there are
so many other wild places out there
that also need our help.”

Left: A curious
foal watches
us as her mom
picks up a few
bites on the
beach. Right:
Sable Island
horses graze
on tough marram grass, their
main sustenance,
against the
background of the
dunes.
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