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 Martin Rudy Haase – always Rudy, 
to his friends – was well known among 
environmentalists and wilderness pres-
ervation advocates in Nova Scotia – and 
well beyond the Maritimes too. But he 
was not quite a household name. For a 
man so well connected, and with such 
a long history of working to make the 
world a better place for future genera-
tions, he kept a pretty low profile. When 
his name appeared in the paper, it most 
commonly appeared below a passion-
ate and articulate letter to the editor, 
of which he wrote thousands – never 
mere rants, but always appeals to human 
decency, fairness, and foresight. 
 To some observers Haase may have 
seemed just a well informed and highly 
engaged citizen, rather than a leader. 
Some attention was paid when he was 
appointed to the Order of Nova Scotia 
in 2015. But since his death on Aug. 22, 
2017, at the age of 95, more of us have 
been learning about the amazing story 
of his life, and about the positive impact 

he had on numerous people, and on be-
half of numerous worthy causes. There 
is a large and lasting legacy of land he 
purchased and donated for conservation, 
and there are less tangible legacies in 
the realms of culture and social justice. 
But unlike some philanthropists, he did 
not insist upon things being named after 
him. In fact, he sometimes insisted on 
anonymity when he lent his financial 
support. So we may never know all of 
what Rudy Haase did, although those 
who knew him personally attest that he 
accomplished much for the good, and 
did so in a spirit of hope and humility 
and good humour. 
  In 2005, Rural Delivery published a 
story about Haase that provided some 
biographical highlights. The author of 
that profile, freelancer Jodie Turner, 
has given us permission to reprint the 
following excerpts:

 Nature’s ally, Martin Rudy Haase 
holds fast to the belief that where there’s 

life, there’s hope. Haase was born in 
Wisconsin and spent his formative years 
in the U.S. He traces his progressive poli-
tics and keen interest in the environment 
back to the experiences of childhood. His 
earliest memories are of his third or fourth 

Always a sailor
 Very sorry to hear about Rudy’s 
death. A fine person. We had 
been in contact since not long 
after his move to Nova Scotia, 
and remained in regular though 
intermittent contact since. I visited 
him once in Chester, with my first 
wife Carol, who died a decade 
ago. And he took us for a sail in 
the Diablesse for several days – a 
wonderful experience, not least the 
opportunity for quiet talk in lovely 
peaceful surroundings. He’ll be 
sorely missed.
 – Noam Chomsky (Linguist and 
author, Professor Emeritus, MIT)

A life well lived
The amazing story of Nova Scotia environmentalist Rudy Haase

A suave, young Rudy Haase sailing his boat Diablesse in 1963. 
                                                                  (Robert O. Smith photo)

Being on the water was one of the lasting joys in Haase’s life. He 
remained a capable oarsman into his 90s.   (Jamie Simpson photo)
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summer camping by the lake. Enjoying 
the outdoors was a family affair. Haase 
recalls the hike to his grandmother’s 
house a mile away for Sunday dinner often 
involved a detour along the lakeshore or 
river, tripling the distance.
 “My mother was very much into 
walking,” he says.
 The Depression had a fierce grip over 
the country, and yet the Haase boys knew 
happiness – especially during the sum-
mer. Their grandfather and great uncle 
manufactured the Haase Automobile. 
They later turned their hands to North 
Western Furniture, a marine engine 
and furniture company. While Haase’s 
father stayed home to look after the 
family business, mother and sons went 
camping. Instead of worrying over his 
wife’s driving, Haase’s father bought a 
large Cunningham funeral car – not a 
hearse – and converted it into a camper. 
The 1926 black beauty had an aluminum 
block engine and typically, but not al-
ways, travelled at 15 to 30 mph.

 “Mother liked to save gas by coast-
ing down the mountains,” Haase says. 
“The brakes were inadequate. I pulled 
on the hand break with all my power. 
We careened out of the mountains with 
my brother hiding under the blankets.”
 In the summer of 1932 they camped 
in Yellowstone National Park, spend-
ing two weeks without seeing another 
camper. The next summer, the trio headed 
east via Sault Ste. Marie, Ont. When the 
younger son cut himself, they looked for 
a doctor, and ended up calling on Dr. Al-
lan Roy Defoe in the town of Callander. 
A year later he achieved instant fame 
as the physician who delivered the Di-
onne quintuplets. The Haases continued 
their journey. Niagara Falls served up a 
memorable triple-dipped cone for five 
cents. They caught their first sight of the 
Atlantic Ocean in Kittery, Maine. On the 
way home they stopped in Boston, New 
York, Detroit, and Chicago.
 Haase attended Black Mountain Col-
lege in North Carolina for three years. In 

the spring of 1938 he was taken to visit 
the facility by his uncle – a conscientious 
objector during the First World War.
 “It was almost treason,” recalls Haase. 
“He was given 20 years.”
 The well-educated man was assigned 
the task of teaching other inmates at his 
first place of incarceration. While he 
was at it, he radicalized them. For his 
extra efforts, he was transferred to the 
infamous prison on Alcatraz Island. “It 
was the most secure place for the most 
violent offenders,” says Haase. 
 The opinionated prisoner was as-
signed kitchen duty. After two years, 
President Harding commuted the sen-
tences of all the objectors, giving them 
an immediate release. This same uncle 
founded Federation Press. Haase well 
remembers stuffing envelopes for the 
pro-union operation.

BLACK MOUNTAIN COLLEGE
 The lakeside Black Mountain Col-
lege was surrounded by nature’s beauty. 

The deal maker
 “Jamie, it’s Rudy Haase here. What do you say to being my date for a concert at the Rebecca Cohen?” When I agreed, 
he said, “Now, here’s the catch.”
 Rudy knew how to make a deal. Whether negotiating land purchases to protect wilderness in Nova Scotia, convincing 
the president of Costa Rica to protect one of his country’s last dry tropical forests, or campaigning for a moratorium on 
uranium mining, Rudy’s straight-ahead determination got things done.
 “I don’t like to drive in the city at night anymore,” he told me, over the phone.  “Can you pick me up at the Tantallon 
Library and drop me off after the show?”  
 At 94, less than a year ago, Rudy’s body was just starting to slow a little, but his mind was as sharp as ever. I found him 
at the library devouring a week’s worth of Globe and Mails. We talked the whole drive, both ways. He told me about his 
recent trip to Europe aboard an ocean-liner, and his plan to visit New Zealand in the year ahead; we talked politics, and 
he recounted an older story about meeting a young Elizabeth May.  
 I first crossed paths with Rudy thanks to my work on environmental issues in Nova Scotia, particularly on forestry. He invited 
me to join the board of an organization he founded, Friends of Nature, and I accepted. He invited me to join him and 
his wife for supper at their home near Chester, and I listened, sometimes laughing, often mouth open in amazement, to 
him recount various adventures of his lifetime. I discovered we had mutual heroes in Helen and Scott Nearing, and Pete 
Seeger. I left loaded down with books Rudy wanted me to read.
 When some people talk at length I feel trapped, and quickly find a way to excuse myself. When Rudy talked, I was 
happy to listen. There was the time, while serving in the U.S. Navy, that he was sent ashore following the nuclear bombing 
of Japan. The Japanese officials who met him on the dock presented him with a sword of surrender, which he quickly 
refused as he explained that the more important people would be coming ashore soon. “My officers just wanted to see 
what would happen to the first guy who went ashore,” Rudy laughed. He had a book’s worth of stories, and it’s a loss know-
ing I won’t hear him tell them again.
 Although I never knew the details, Rudy had some amount of wealth from his family. As I understand it, he studiously 
and selflessly gave it away to the causes he and his wife believed in. Much went to environmental causes, particularly 
land conservation, but they also supported young classical musicians and various social justice causes. But he and his 
wife lived simply in an old, rough farmhouse.  
 When he was 92, he and I went rowing together, each in our own boat, and I had to work to keep pace with him. He 
loved the ocean and he loved sailing his boat. “I sailed Diablesse for 50 years,” he said, contentedly, during our last visit 
together. When I had to leave, he said, “See you next time,” in his ever-positive voice.
 – Jamie Simpson (Halifax-based environmental lawyer and author)
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On the down side, it was cold. Originally 
a YMCA retreat, the college was built 
for summers. The students studied in the 
morning and worked in the afternoon. 
Haase was among those who built a 
new school across the valley. At the 
50-year reunion, he was delighted to 
see his foundation stone work had stood 
the test of time.
 His physics professor was none other 
than Albert Einstein. The busy man was 
rarely on campus, so the task of educat-

The mentor
 It is so difficult to choose a memory of Rudy Haase that stands out from the 
hundreds of stories. And it is also hard to imagine Rudy without his steadfast sup-
porter, his wonderful wife Mickie. Both took me under their wing, so to speak, and 
both played a huge role in my life.
 For Rudy, it is hard to beat thinking of him on his Flexible Flyer sled on a snowy 
day, careening down the icy course between the woodpile and the orchard on 
the hill behind their house on Goat Lake. His joy in traveling breakneck speeds 
seemed to remain forever that of his six-year-old self.
 Evenings with Mickie and Rudy involved a game I think they invented called 
“Shouting Anagrams.” The quick-witted (and no one was quicker than Mickie) could 
steal someone else’s word from the board by finding new letters to alter the word. 
It was a high-stakes, fast-paced game, as Mickie and Rudy would shout out the 
new word and steal away my words.
 More than anything, though, it was their support for good causes of all kinds that 
is their legacy. It was Rudy who decided that in fighting uranium mining we needed 
out-of-province experts, so he phoned energy analyst Ralph Torrie in 1982 and 
brought him to Nova Scotia from Ontario. Over the years, he made such strategic 
moves again and again. He was dogged in speaking to and writing to politicians, 
local and national. He had their respect, and he often changed their minds.
 He loved the sea and sailing. He loved the forest and hiking. He loved to be in 
any and all natural places. He was constantly reading, and had a vast knowledge 
of the world – ecological and political. When I last visited him on August 11 this 
year, he was very weak. Still, he asked me about all current political goings-on 
with a sharp awareness of what was what. And he directed me to go to his desk 
and bring in the last letter he had had published in the Chronicle Herald. It was a 
defense of Omar Khadr and the decision to compensate him. He was so pleased 
to have had yet one more, and important, letter to the editor published.
 It is hard to imagine that such a vital life force is with us no more. But he leaves 
us with a strong example of what one person can do.
 – Elizabeth May (Leader of the Green Party of Canada, MP for Saanich-Gulf 
Islands)

ing fell to his young assistant, Peter 
Bergmann, who also made a name for 
himself. On one of his rare visits, Einstein 
wistfully looked out at a sailboat, barely 

big enough to accommodate two people. 
When he asked if he might go sailing, 
the boat’s owner, 19-year-old Haase, was 
summoned. Upon their return to shore, 

Late into life, Rudy Haase still relished 
the exhilaration of coasting down a 
snowy hill on his Flexible Flyer sled. 
                           (Bruce Haase photo)
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Man of action
 Influence comes to mind. 
Rudy influenced, supported and 
mentored a large number of 
people covering an astonishingly 
wide range of life. Rudy not only 
dreamed of a better world, he 
did something to make our world 
a better place. Rudy was a man 
of action: conserving thousands 
of acres of wilderness not only in 
Nova Scotia but as far away as 
British Columbia and Costa Rica. 
Rudy and Mickie were a team 
in supporting music, musicians, 
education, libraries, and young 
people everywhere. The world is a 
better place because Mickie and 
Rudy were here.
 – Syd Dumaresq (Chair, Friends 
of Nature Conservation Society)

students were curious as to what in the 
world the two discussed. 
 “We talked about sailing,” Haase 
says. “He had a boat that was quite 
similar in Berlin.” Some time later, the 
student was surprised to receive an en-
velope from Einstein’s photographer. It 
held a photo of the great physicist sailing 
in his own modest boat.
 In 1942, Haase was hired for the sum-
mer at a camp on Alamoosook Island, 
Maine. His main duty was keeping a 
watchful eye on Jon Lindbergh, son of 
the famous aviator Charles. The boy’s 
elder brother had been kidnapped and 
murdered. “I never let my eyes off him,” 
he says.
 Haase studied naval architecture at 
the University of Michigan, and then 
joined the U.S. Navy. He served in 
Japan, Hawaii, and on the West coast, 
then went on inactive duty in June 1946. 
The following summer he returned to Al-
amoosook Island as mate of the camp’s 
new 45-foot schooner. They explored the 
coast of Maine and ventured as far away 

as Digby, where Haase first set foot on 
Nova Scotian soil.
 Sight unseen, he bid on a 38-foot 
surplus Coast Guard vessel, and was 
rewarded for his nerve. He named her 
Seamaras and converted her to a cruiser. 
In 1948, at the University of Wisconsin, 
he met his future wife, Mickie. She was 
among friends and family who joined 
him on Seamaras’s first voyage. In 
Boston, he sold the vessel as a YMCA 
service boat.
 In 1949, the couple bought the 
Diablesse, a wooden ketch, from its 
designer-owner, and took a honeymoon 
cruise on their purchase. Fifty years 
later they would celebrate their golden 
anniversary aboard the vessel.
 The couple’s chartered cruise busi-
ness kept them on the waters during 
the summer. Passengers included 
notables such as musician and activist 
Pete Seeger, and U.S. astronaut Rusty 
Schweikart.
 Off-season, they lived in Belmont, 
Maine, where Haase launched Wel-

lington Books as its publisher, and also 
wrote magazine articles. The couple 
became active in the peace movement. 
Haase resigned his naval commission as 
a protest against the Korean War, and 
later became one of the first American 
Vietnam War protesters, which eventu-
ally led to a move north of the border.
 In the early 1950s, Haase reconnected 
with Helen and Scott Nearing – the 
pacifist vegetarians widely recognized 
as founders of the back-to-the-land 
movement. Twenty years earlier, at the 
age of 11, he had been introduced to the 
Nearings by his uncle. The Nearings 
left Vermont and bought an old farm in 
Maine. Haase, living just a few miles 
away, was invited to become a founding 
board member of their Social Science 
Institute. 

FRIENDS OF NATURE
 Haase founded Friends of Nature in 
1954 to save Maine’s McGlathery Island 
from being clearcut. McGlathery became 
the state’s first island wilderness sanctu-
ary. Friends of Nature remains active on 
both sides of the border. The 100 percent 
volunteer organization is committed to 
saving natural growth forests from the 
destructive swath of mono-cultured 
plantations.
 “They’re turning the forest into agri-
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A leader by 
example
 Rudy Haase, in retrospect, 
nudged us all beyond self-con-
cerns to address and understand 
many of the wider considerations 
of the planet, and to contemplate 
steps that each of us could take to 
slow its degradation and improve its 
health. He understood that most of 
the efforts to address major world 
problems were neither adequate 
nor sensible. He led by example, 
and never gave up.
 Rudy was a kind, thoughtful 
soul who praised quickly and of-
fered encouragement whenever 
folks undertook steps for positive 
environmental change. His wife 
Mickie backed him up every step 
along the way. His amazing stories 
made one feel like you could do 
it too.
 – Bob Bancroft (Wildlife biologist, 
Pomquet, N.S.)

culture,” Haase says. “It’s mowed every 
30 years.”
 In the fall of 1961, the Haase fam-
ily – then numbering four – travelled 
around the world by train and ship. 
They spent five months in New Zealand 
with Richard St. Barbe Baker and his 
wife, Catriona. He was known as Man 
of the Trees. A long-lasting friendship 
developed between the two environmen-
talists, with Haase becoming the North 
American publisher of several of his 
books. “My life,” he muses, “was most 
influenced by Black Mountain College, 
Scott and Helen Nearing, and Richard 
St. Barbe Baker.”
 In 1967, Haase, Mickie, and their three 
sons moved to Nova Scotia as landed 
immigrants. By secret ballot, the family 
chose settling in East Chester rather than 
Cape Breton. A boatyard was right across 
the road from their South Shore home. 
Haase had much sailing expertise, so he 
bought the shop from John Barkhouse.
 “I acquired his two sons, topnotch 
shipwrights. We turned out a yacht a year 
for 20 years. I did some of the finishing 
and all of the rigging.”
 Haase was chairman of Citizens 
Against Uranium Mining for more than 
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a decade. He has been on the boards of 
the Ecology Action Centre, the Nova 
Scotia Nature Trust, and the Sierra Club 
of Canada Foundation.
 After five years in Canada, the couple 
diligently prepared to become citizens. 
Haase studied Canadian history with a 
passion, but, to his disappointment, was 
asked just one simple question: “Who’s 
the prime minister of Canada?”
 In 2004, the Nova Scotia Nature Trust 
honored Haase with the Nature Conserva-
tion Award. He was the first landowner 
to donate a conservation easement to 
the trust, a significant tract of land on 
the Bras d’Or Lakes in Cape Breton. He 
has since donated a second conservation 
easement on the Eastern Shore, protecting 
four spectacular islands.
 In the words of Bob Waldon, a past 
Nature Trust board member, “He is a 
person of considerable conviction and 
principle, but he also turns those con-
victions and principles into concrete 
action.” What else would you expect 
from such a fine stonesmith? •

Rudy Haase during a recent visit from Elizabeth May, leader of the Green Party of 
Canada, who counts him as an important mentor in her life of environmental activism. 
                                                                                                               (Trudy Watts photo)


