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BnaneisBain, 
Farmer Naturalist 

by Kathy Martin 

m heat fields extended from the 
barnyard to the York River shore, 
affording a panoramic view. With one 
glance, Francis Bain might have noted 
the cloud patterns, the receding tide, a 
scolding robin, and a flowering 
fireweed. These would not have been 
unusual observations for the average 
rural resident of nineteenth century 
Prince Edward Island, but the horizons 
of this particular farmer's interests ex­
tended far beyond the norm. Fortu­
nately, his curiosity was matched by 
talent and energy, and during his short 
life (1842-1894), he distinquished him­
self locally, provincially, and nationally. 
Largely on his own initiative, Bain 
became an authority on Island shells, 
insects, plants, birds, rocks, and fossils. 
As well as being a natural scientist, he 
was also an artist and poet of consider­
able talent. In later life, Francis Bain 
became a prolific writer, publishing two 
books and a wide variety of popular and 
scientific articles. 

After Bain's death, his close friend 
and fellow geologist, Lawrence Watson, 
prepared a tribute, ''Francis Bain, 
Geologist," which was read before the 
Royal Society of Canada on May 19, 
1903. Watson placed Bain's ac­
complishments in the context of his time 
and place: 

Although he was possessed of rare 
natural talent and richly endowed 
with intellectual gifts, it is his de­
velopment of this inheritance under 
many adverse circumstances which 
constitutes a strong claim upon public 
recognition. Hampered by the exact­
ing demands of a farmer's life, 
companionless in his pursuits from 
rural isolation, with little more than an 
elementary education, lacking the 
stimulus which learned societies so 
generally afford, and without the aid 
of literature which his comparatively 
limited means debarred him from 
acquiring, he was up and doing 
before the little world around him was 
aware of his worth. 

Early Life 
William Bain, a scholar and stonema­

son from Caithnesshire, Scotland, im­
migrated to Charlottetown in the early 
1800s and later settled on a farm on the 
West River. He maintained his former 
trade, however, as his advertisements 
soliciting stone masonry work appeared 
in the Royal Gazette between 1833 and 
1835. He was employed in the con­
struction of the Colonial Legislative 
Building (Province House today) in the 
1840s. In 1839, William married Ellen 
Dockendorff, daughter of William Doc-
kendorff, and they had four children, 
William, Francis (born February 25, 
1842), Jacob, and Jane. William Bain 
Sr. died in 1849 and was buried in the 
old Parish of Charlotte Burying Ground, 
now the Pioneer Cemetery on Univer­
sity Avenue, Charlottetown. 

As a boy, Francis was fond of reading 
and early developed a liking of natural 
history. He was a careful observer and 
made collections of shells, insects, 
plants, and birds' eggs. He had a special 
interest in rocks and fossils. Perhaps this 
fascination for geology was inspired by 
his father's occupation as a stonemason. 

Bain first attended school at the home 
of a local teacher, Mrs. Ross, who was 
the wife of the Baptist minister at North 
River. At the age of thirteen or fourteen, 
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Journal of Francis Bain, July, 1877. 

he attended Dr. Thomas Leeming's 
class in Charlottetown for one winter, 
and several years later spent one term at 
the Central Academy. The illness of his 
elder brother, William, forced Francis to 
abandon his pursuit of formal education 
and return home to work on the farm. 
However, he continued to study classics 
and mathematics independently, and 
later took up French and German. In 
1862, after William's death and the 
departure of his younger brother, 
Jacob, to a farm of his own, the 
142-acre family farm became Francis' 
sole responsibility. Bounded by the 
North and West River, the farm is 

known today as the Bain property of 
North River. Its present owner is a 
grandson, Ralph Bain. 

In 1876, Francis Bain married 
Caroline Clark from Cavendish. They 
had three daughters, Caroline, Laura, 
and Nellie; and six sons, Waldo, John, 
Gifford, Addison, Herbert, and William. 
Bain was deeply religious and an ardent 
church worker. He served the North 
River Baptist Church as deacon, church 
clerk, and Sunday School teacher and 
superintendent. 

Natural Historian and Scientist 
Bain loved to go for long walks along 

beaches and shores to look for shells, 
seaweeds, and other marine life. He 
must also have spent a great deal of 
time quietly observing events in wood­
lands and fields. Bain seemed to have a 
special rapport with birds as he once 
wrote about getting close enough to 
white-winged crossbills to almost touch 
them. Any birdwatcher today will tell 
you that crossbills are not normally so 
trusting! 

In spite of the many demands on his 
time by farm and family, Bain travelled 
by train and horse and wagon all over 
the Island. Some excursions were com­
bined with family picnics or political 



meetings and he was occasionally ac­
companied by his wife, Carrie, or his 
son, Waddie (Waldo). Other excursions 
were primarily for geological exploration 
and on these he frequently travelled 
with his close friend and colleague, 
Lawrence Watson. 

Bain was not content merely to look. 
He recognized the importance of mak­
ing careful notes and kept a journal* of 
his observations, occasionally illustrating 
findings with his own drawings. If he 
was unable to identify a plant or animal 
he described it, and several years later 
would frequently indicate in his journal 
that he had learned the correct name. 
The volumes of his journal which begin 
in 1865 are housed in the Provincial 
Archives, and from both an historical 
and a contemporary perspective are 
informative and interesting to read. For 
example, he once mentioned startling a 
great blue heron along the shore of the 
West River. It tried to fly away, but 
could not rise until it had "disgorged 
twelve good sised** flat fish and one 
gudgeon, . . ." (Journal, August 12, 
1874). On May 8 of the following year 
he mentioned seeing his first raven on 
Prince Edward Island. The latter obser­
vation indicates the rarity of a species 
now familiar to most of us. Without the 
dietary assistance of modern dumps and 
organized sewage, ravens and crows 
were less numerous in the nineteenth 
century than they are today. Bain once 
wrote in his journal that almost all crows 
left the Island during particularly severe 
winters. 

Without the assistance of field guides 
and other basic natural history aids 
more readily available today, nineteenth 
century naturalists depended on speci­
mens to obtain information on the size, 
colour, and diet of plants and animals. 
Bain collected examples of many 
species and carefully examined and 
described them. He was thus able to 
progress far beyond the stage of mere 
identification and his understanding of 
how plants and animals make a living 
rapidly increased. He began to see the 
complex inter-relationships of different 
species with each other, and with 
habitat and climate. Frequently, pas-

*When entries from Bain's journal are cited 
throughout the article, they are acknowledged in 
the following manner: {Journal, date). 

**When Bain was not writing for publication, he 
occasionally misspelled words. Throughout the 
article Journal entries are reproduced as Bain 
wrote them. 

Courtesy Naomi Newson, Winsloe 

Francis and Caroline Bain. 

sages in his journal reveal his curiosity 
and keen observation: 

I find the bird's eyes of the maple 
originate in the young limbs. These 
seem to be injured, as if by the 
puncture of an insect, so that the 
tissues are destroyed and blackened 
just beneath the bark Can I find 
the insect that causes this structure in 
the coming summer? (Journal, Feb­
ruary 1, 1868) 

It is difficult to develop a vivid 
impression of Bain, since the informa­
tion written by and about him contains 
only scattered and vague references to 
his personality. A few of his journal 
entries, however, are self-revealing. 
One, in particular, illustrates that when 
intent on an excursion he was largely 
oblivious to personal hazard: 

I visited Governor Island today. 
The day was hazy and inauspicious, 
but I determined not to loose the 
opportunity of making a long desired 
exploration of that Island. Shortly 
after I passed through the enterance 
of the harbour, my horse fell through 
the ice. Three men who accompanied 
me assisted me to take him out. 
When we dragged him out on the ice, 
the poor fellow lay as if dead. On the 
east side of the harbour's mouth a 
high escarpment of red rocks, 
crowned with a dark growth of firs, 
towers above the leavel floor of the 
ice, and presents a grand and beauti­
ful appearance (Journal, March 3, 
1865). 

The reader is left in permanent suspense 
as to the fate of the unfortunate horse. 
Bain apparently returned to his home 


