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An Ark for the Future: Science, 
Technology, and the Canadian 
Back-to-the-Land Movement  
of the 1970s

Henry Trim

The future arrived at Spry Point, a secluded area on the eastern end 
of Prince Edward Island, in September 1976. It came in the form of 
a “Space Age Ark.”1 A large structure designed to use renewable en-
ergy and to provide food for its inhabitants, the Ark bioshelter re-
sponded to Canadian concerns about energy use and out-of-control 
development. This unique building became national news as Premier 
Alexander Campbell and Prime Minister Pierre Elliott Trudeau flew 
in by helicopter to attend its opening. Leading members of the “ap-
propriate technology”2 movement, a goodly number of hippies, and a 
few somewhat incredulous islanders also attended the opening cere-
mony, celebrating late into the night.3 Addressing this diverse group 
Trudeau proclaimed that the Ark bioshelter would be an example to 
those who wished “to live lightly on the earth,” and Dr. John Todd, the 
Ark’s principal designer, stated that its “small is beautiful” approach 
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to development would show Canadians how to live within nature’s 
limits.4

The Ark, with its space-age technology, scientist designers, and 
government funding, does not conform to usual expectations of a 
countercultural project; in fact, it directly challenges the dominant 
understandings of the counterculture. In 1969, Theodore Roszak—
whose work defined initial analysis of the counterculture—described 
it as a utopian youth movement that opposed Western rationality, 
particularly science and technology, and sought spiritual enlight-
enment.5 Recently, however, historians—led by Fred Turner and 
Andrew Kirk—have questioned whether romantic youth suspicious 
of science and technology and out to harass or escape authority really 
defined the counterculture. The work of these historians has pointed 

7.1 Opening the Ark on September 21, 1976. Left to right: Premier Alexander Campbell, 
John Todd, Nancy Jack Todd, Prime Minister Pierre Elliott Trudeau. Source: An ARK 
for Prince Edward Island: A Report to the Government of Canada from New Alchemy 
Institute, Little Pond, RR4, Souris PEI (902) Cardigan 181, 30 December 1976.
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to a pragmatic side of the counterculture that embraced science and 
technology and involved scientists, engineers, and government as well 
as alienated youth.6

The Ark challenges those who have applied Roszak’s views to 
the Canadian counterculture.7 The analysis of this experiment pro-
vides a more complete understanding of how some groups employed 
technological solutions when dealing with environmental challeng-
es. Designed and built by countercultural scientists from the New 
Alchemy Institute in Cape Cod, Massachusetts, the novel structure 
highlights the importance of scientific knowledge and technological 
innovation to the counterculture. For the New Alchemists, this focus 
on technology proved useful as it expanded the group’s influence. In 
particular, it played an important role in the provincial and federal 
governments’ decision to provide hundreds of thousands of dollars 
in funding for the Ark. This support also suggests that appropriate 
technology advocate E. F. Schumacher’s small-is-beautiful approach 
to development in the 1970s enjoyed a substantial degree of popular-
ity among Canadians.8

The New Alchemists’ technophilia also highlights problems 
inherent in the counterculture’s embrace of technology. Langdon 
Winner, for instance, has argued that this focus on technology at 
times became myopic and led some to neglect other avenues for social 
change.9 Among the New Alchemists, it inspired technological opti-
mism—specifically, the belief that new technology had the potential 
to transform Canada into the participatory and sustainable society 
they desired. This technological optimism resulted in a substantial 
discontinuity between the New Alchemists’ rhetoric and their results, 
mirroring the broader movement’s difficulty in achieving its ambi-
tious goal of setting an example for a better society by going back 
to the land. Burdened with these high expectations and hampered 
by technical problems, the Ark would malfunction and disappoint 
its supporters rather than start the hoped-for transformation of PEI.

Despite its failure, the Ark, and the movement it represented, had 
a significant impact on Canadian society. Most notably, it helped to 
introduce Canadians to renewable energy and organic foods as well 
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as pioneering green architecture, aquaponics, and sustainable farm-
ing. As a primogenitor of these developments, and as an example of 
diversity within the counterculture and the support some of its ideas 
enjoyed in Canada, the Ark stands as an important piece of Canada’s 
countercultural history. While downplaying the countercultural 
ethos of the Ark, Alan MacEachern’s excellent history of the Institute 
of Man and Resources and its experiments with renewable energy 
and alternative development on PEI focuses extensively on the ex-
periment.10 Expanding upon MacEachern’s account, this paper places 
greater emphasis on the New Alchemists and their technological and 
countercultural vision, to better connect events on PEI with the wid-
er youth movement and to highlight the importance of technological 
optimism in the Canadian counterculture.

THE VISION

In 1969, Canadian ethologist John Todd and American marine bi-
ologist William (Bill) McLarney founded an institute dedicated to 
providing scientific assistance to the back-to-the-land movement. 
Motivated both by environmental concerns and by their first-hand 
experience of the difficulties of going back to the land at a short-lived 
commune in rural California, the two established the oddly named 
New Alchemy Institute (NAI).11 The institute’s charter states that the 
group planned to “engage in scientific research in the public interest 
on ecologically and behaviourally planned agriculture systems and 
rural land based communities.”12 As an organization, the NAI unit-
ed scientists, anti-war protesters, and commune-dwellers to assist in 
the counterculture’s search for social justice and the environmental 
movement’s attempts to protect and restore the environment.13 To 
carry out their self-assigned mission, the New Alchemists set up their 
institute on Cape Cod in 1971, near the Woods Hole Oceanographic 
Institute, where Todd and McLarney had worked before dedicating 
themselves full-time to the NAI.14

In organizing their institute, the New Alchemists drew heav-
ily upon practices of the counterculture; indeed, they structured it 
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along the lines of a countercultural commune.15 Rejecting the hier-
archical organization that pervaded the scientific institutions Todd 
and McLarney had left behind, the NAI adopted an individualistic 
and egalitarian organizational structure based on the participatory 
models of the New Left.16 Every member of the NAI was officially 
equal and free to pursue what interested him or her. This philoso-
phy attracted members of the counterculture and young scholars who 
shared Todd’s and McLarney’s environmental and social concerns 
and their optimistic view of science and technology. Their fusion of 
technology and counterculture also enjoyed a good deal of popularity 
in the 1970s. In fact, the New Alchemists were part of a subsection of 
the counterculture centred on the Whole Earth Catalog that employed 
a distinctive approach to social and environmental problems.

These “countercultural environmentalists,” as Kirk has called 
them, were enamoured by the possibility of constructing whole sys-
tems incorporating man, machine, and nature within a single sus-
tainable structure.17 In their view, such systems had the potential both 
to protect the environment and to realize the counterculture’s goal of 
a participatory society. Founded upon arguments popularized by R. 
Buckminster Fuller and Schumacher, among others, their approach 
argued that technology had a deep impact on both the environment 
and society.18 For them, technology mediated human interactions with 
nature and formed the foundation of all social structures. Small-scale, 
easily intelligible technologies, for instance, were viewed as inherently 
democratic—a form of “technology with a human face”—since they 
encouraged decentralization and could be understood by everyone.19 
Thus, for these members of the counterculture, technological change 
played a central role in any social or environmental transformation, 
since the adoption of new technologies could alter social structures 
and human relationships with the environment.20

Ecology also had a central place in this “countercultural environ-
mentalism.” The designs of the New Alchemists and other counter-
cultural environmentalists drew heavily on the systems ecology of 
Howard T. Odum and Eugene Odum. The Odum brothers employed 
cybernetics to merge humans, technology, and nature into a single 
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feedback system.21 This research suggested the possibility of designing 
a system to be almost completely self-sufficient, thus sustainable and 
well suited to a decentralized society. NASA, in fact, attempted some-
thing along these lines as it worked with ecologists to design self-con-
tained ecosystems capable of supporting astronauts on lengthy 
missions.22 This added further inspiration to countercultural envi-
ronmentalists’ desire for self-sufficient systems. Embracing NASA’s 
research on space capsules as both a design approach and a metaphor 
for understanding the global ecosystem, Fuller, Stewart Brand, and 
the Whole Earth Catalog helped to popularize the “spaceship earth” 
concept in the 1960s and 1970s.23

The Ark project brought together countercultural environmental-
ists’ ideas about ecology, technology, and society and the back-to-the-
land movement’s desire to live sustainably on the land in a way that 

7.2 Interior of the PEI Ark. Note the spacious rooms and the composting system in the 
basement connected to the kitchen and bathrooms. Source: An ARK for Prince Edward 
Island.
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few other projects did.24 Building on these ideas, the New Alchemists 
designed their Ark to achieve the long-standing goal of countercul-
tural environmentalists: to create a technology that allowed back-to-
the-landers to combine “agriculture, aquaculture, and power gener-
ation . . . to enable [them] to satisfy [their] needs without destroying 
the resources which provide them.”25 This made the PEI Ark an odd 
sort of “spaceship to the future,” as one journalist dubbed it, since it 
promised to transport Canadians to a high-tech decentralized society, 
powered by renewable energy and scientifically managed to maintain 
the earth’s ecological balance.26 In short, the Ark was to be an elegant 
method for using technology to remake Canadian society and protect 
the environment.

GOVERNMENT INTEREST

The 1970s energy crisis provides the essential backdrop for Canadian 
government interest in the New Alchemists’ experiments. In a 
decade largely defined by the rise of environmentalism and the 
neo-Malthusian “limits to growth” thesis and oil shocks, advocates 
of small-is-beautiful ideas were able to force their way into the dis-
cussion of Canada’s future.27 Even the Science Council of Canada, an 
elite technocratic advisory body founded in 1966, became a strong 
advocate of alternative energy; in 1973, it devised the “conserver so-
ciety” and championed sustainable development for the rest of the 
decade.28 As a result, the question of whether   Canada would continue 
down the “hard technology” and “high energy” path it had followed 
since the end of World War II or shift toward the “soft technology” 
small-scale development strategy advocated by countercultural envi-
ronmentalists became a point of national discussion.29

While the energy crisis explains interest in the “conserver soci-
ety” and renewable energy, three further reasons led federal and pro-
vincial governments to fund the New Alchemists specifically. First, 
Canadian media explained the group’s work in very positive terms. 
Journalist Barry Conn Hughes, for example, told Canadians that 
the New Alchemists had devised a system “which could feed itself” 
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without relying on oil.30 Second, Todd’s salesmanship and his ability 
to fascinate an audience as he expounded upon the bright future of 
renewable energy and small-is-beautiful development brought him to 
the attention of Canadian governments and helped him to make con-
tacts in Ottawa and Charlottetown.31 Finally, and most important-
ly, Todd’s scientific credentials and the New Alchemists’ innovative 
experiments with self-sufficiency carried weight with government 
officials. For instance, visiting the NAI and talking with Todd con-
vinced Robert Durie, the director of the Advanced Concepts Centre 
at Environment Canada, that the New Alchemists’ work could help 
Canada deal with its energy needs, and he avidly supported funding 
the group.32

Electoral politics assisted the group as well. As historians Wayne 
MacKinnon and Alan MacEachern suggest, funding groups such as 
the New Alchemists allowed Prime Minister Trudeau and Premier 
Campbell to win support among both environmentalists and mem-
bers of the counterculture with little risk.33 In economically depressed 
Atlantic Canada, funding the New Alchemists’ project could also 
contribute to the Trudeau government’s efforts to spark regional eco-
nomic development.34 In short, as federal and provincial governments 
searched for new approaches to energy use and economic develop-
ment, the countercultural scientists of the NAI seemed to offer credi-
ble solutions and possible political gains at little cost.

The New Alchemists’ promises had the greatest appeal in PEI. 
Completely reliant on imported oil, the province faced a bleak future 
as it seemed that oil prices would climb indefinitely. Oil had jumped 
from about three dollars a barrel in 1973 to eight dollars a barrel 
by 1975, making the prospect of further price increases very like-
ly.35 Concerned by the future of his province, and uneasy about the 
sustainability of the high-energy society in general, Liberal Premier 
Campbell and his closest advisor, Andy Wells, began to examine al-
ternative paths of development.36 The decentralized and small-scale 
approach advocated by Schumacher became Wells’s and Campbell’s 
preferred approach to island development.37 This small-is-beautiful 
development model emphasized renewable energy, local resources, 
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and simple, labour-intensive technologies.38 Eager to begin experi-
menting with strategies for alternative development, Campbell began 
calling for greater support for renewable energy at the federal level.39 
In PEI, he founded the Institute of Man and Resources (IMR), a re-
search institution meant to spearhead the development of renewable 
energy and locally appropriate industry. The IMR quickly launched 
Energy Days, a four-day investigation and discussion of PEI’s ener-
gy future and Canada’s energy options held in the summer of 1976.40 
These efforts gained results as Ottawa agreed to fund the develop-
ment of renewable energy on the island early in 1977.41 Although 
largely forgotten outside the province, the Canada-PEI Agreement on 
Renewable Energy Development briefly made PEI a leading centre of 
renewable energy research and development within Canada.42

During this push to investigate and experiment with alternatives, 
Campbell and Wells invited the New Alchemists to set up an institute 
in PEI. Initial funding came from Environment Canada and Urban 
Affairs Canada through Canada’s UN Habitat 1976 project.43 The 
Ark’s proposed self-contained food-producing systems fit well with 
Habitat’s focus on sustainable urban development, giving the two 
ministries and the province of PEI an opportunity to share the costs 
of a project that was of interest to all.44 With funding secured, the New 
Alchemists’ Ark quickly became a central, or at least the most publi-
cized, component of PEI’s efforts to apply small-is-beautiful thinking 
to the challenges of the energy crisis.45

Todd pragmatically seized the opportunity to work with the pro-
vincial and federal governments and gain access to the funds neces-
sary to make his ideas a reality. Optimistic about the project, Todd 
promised that the New Alchemists would provide Prince Edward 
Islanders with a low-cost ecologically derived structure “designed to 
sustain their food, shelter, and power needs.”46 With such statements 
about the Ark, Todd downplayed its experimental nature and por-
trayed it as a straightforward solution to the problems facing island-
ers. The financing the Ark received illustrates the important role the 
Canadian federal and provincial governments occasionally played 
in the Canadian counterculture and back-to-the-land movement. 
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However, this support exposed the movement to public scrutiny. 
If groups such as the New Alchemists could not achieve their stat-
ed goals, they risked dismissal as failures and squanderers of public 
funds.

PUBLIC VS. PRIVATE

In 1975, even before construction of the Ark, the New Alchemists 
began to have problems. The first was a clash of cultures between 
conventional islanders and the countercultural New Alchemists.47 
Attempting to assuage local fears, Todd and his colleagues held town 
hall meetings to explain the New Alchemists’ work and their desire 
to assist the small-scale farming communities on PEI with their re-
search at the forthcoming Ark. Most islanders, however, remained 
unconvinced that the New Alchemists’ work would be of any use to 
them and were suspicious of the primarily American group  that had 
landed in their midst. Such tension between locals and back-to-the-
land groups did not occur everywhere, but when it did, it could easily 
derail countercultural attempts to construct a better future.48

Problems with the public continued as the Ark gradually took 
shape over the summer of 1976, stemming primarily from the New 
Alchemists’ complete surprise at the nation-wide interest in their 
work and their inability to benefit from this attention.49 Curious lo-
cals, tourists, and travelling hippies visited the site, interested in the 
odd futuristic structure and the reasons for its construction. This level 
of interest in a solar- and wind-powered structure may seem odd to-
day, but it was the first building of its kind in Prince Edward Island 
and one of the very first “green” buildings in Canada. Unfortunately, 
rather than engaging visitors, the New Alchemists worried that they 
would not complete construction on schedule; trying to stretch their 
resources as far as possible, they responded by putting up signs in-
structing visitors not to talk to the carpenters.50

Canadians’ curiosity grew even greater after the Ark opened, as 
the grand opening, attended by Prime Minister Trudeau, generated 
national media coverage. Stories about the Ark and its promise of a 
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sustainable future quickly appeared in national and regional maga-
zines such as Chatelaine, Harrowsmith, and the Atlantic Advocate.51 In 
response, thousands visited the Ark every year, and it became some-
thing of a pilgrimage site among the back-to-the-land movement. 
Unable to cope with this number of visitors and still carry out their 
research, the New Alchemists living and working in the Ark began 
barring the gate in an attempt to restrict visitation to Wednesday af-
ternoons and Sundays. This seemed a reasonable decision from their 
perspective, since they saw the Ark as a private research facility and 
believed the research they conducted there would lead to a broader 
social and environmental transformation of the island. By dismissing 
visitors to focus on developing their technology, the New Alchemists 

7.3 The PEI Ark viewed from the south. The greenhouse is in the right foreground and 
the living area in the left background. Source: An ARK for Prince Edward Island.
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passed up a rare opportunity to build public support for their work 
and their goals of social transformation.

Unsurprisingly, this disregard frustrated those interested in the 
Ark. The New Alchemists’ stance particularly rankled because they 
had received government funding to demonstrate self-sufficient 
methods of living. Curious to see what their tax dollars had paid for, 
visitors viewed the Ark as a fully public facility, and they responded 
to the New Alchemists’ limitation of visitation by demanding entry 
to the Ark. When New Alchemists tried to turn away Harrowsmith 
reporter David Lees, even this ardent supporter of the back-to-the-
land movement argued that his taxes granted him a right to enter the 
building.52

7.4 The PEI Ark’s greenhouse. The large plastic cylinders are solar algae ponds for 
raising fish and moderating the greenhouse temperature. Source: An ARK for Prince 
Edward Island.
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Confusion over whether the Ark was a private research facility 
or a public site stemmed partly from the differing goals of the New 
Alchemists and Canada’s federal and provincial governments. The 
New Alchemists, seeing their mission as one of research and develop-
ment, had little interest in using the Ark as a demonstration project 
for renewable energy and sustainable living; however, demonstra-
tion played a key role in their federal sponsors’ hopes that the Ark 
would help to educate Canadians about these issues.53 An emphasis 
on demonstration pervaded the press coverage of the Ark as well. 
Constance Mungall’s article in Chatelaine, for example, depicted 
the Ark as a domestic space that represented a new type of home for 
Canadians.54 Confusion over its goals also led to internal conflicts be-
tween New Alchemists and their provincial managers in the IMR.55

This conflict came to a head in late 1977. Frustrated by the nev-
er-ending stream of visitors into their home and workspace, David 
Bergmark and Nancy Willis—the New Alchemists who had been liv-
ing in the Ark to assess its utility as a house—moved out. With their 
departure, the hope that the Ark would showcase sustainable family 
living ended. The couple’s departure undermined a fundamental rea-
son for the building the Ark and damaged the province’s faith in the 
countercultural group’s ability to run the structure successfully.

TECHNOLOGIES

While the New Alchemists faced difficulties with the public and 
confusion about their mission, considerable problems also beset 
the technologies they attempted to develop. In fact, despite Todd’s 
downplaying of the Ark’s experimental nature and his assurances 
that earlier prototypes had perfected the technology, the structure 
never functioned properly. Designed using a “spaceship approach,” 
the Ark recreated the intricate systems of a stable ecosystem.56 The 
New Alchemists believed their design would allow them to mimic the 
self-sufficiency of natural ecosystems while providing food and shel-
ter for its inhabitants.57 The New Alchemists also hoped the design 
would demonstrate that Canadians could live within the limits of a 
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closed ecosystem. Drawing inspiration from Schumacher, the New 
Alchemists saw the Ark as an “adaptive structure” capable of trans-
forming Canada into a sustainable and participatory society.58

At the core of the Ark lay a solar greenhouse irrigated by an 
interconnected series of fishponds. The focus of years of research 
at the NAI, the solar greenhouse’s combined aquaculture and agri-
culture system worked very well.59 In an elegant system of the New 
Alchemists’ own devising, the aquaculture ponds played a central 
role in a managed nutrient cycle: pond water  fertilized plants while 
plants and bacteria filtered the pond water for fish. To ensure that the 
system continuously recycled nutrients as effectively as possible, the 
New Alchemists managed their greenhouse system entirely without 
pesticides or synthetic fertilizers.60 Although not quite “the world that 
feeds itself” that some claimed, the New Alchemists’ integrated sys-
tem recorded substantial levels of fish and vegetable production with 
minimal inputs.61

Unfortunately, not everything worked quite so well for the New 
Alchemists. Embarrassingly for the group, some of the technological 
components, which they claimed to have thoroughly tested, failed to 
function. The integrated systems of the Ark exacerbated these prob-
lems as the building’s complex internal feedback systems conflicted 
with each other, further damaging its operation. One of these mal-
functioning subsystems was the solar heating and air circulating 
system. In an effort to understand and manage these systems, the 
New Alchemists installed a state-of-the-art computer in 1976.62 At 
the time, computers were expensive and delicate pieces of hardware 
largely unknown outside science labs. The installation of one pushed 
the cost of the Ark into the hundreds of thousands of dollars, far be-
yond the means of most Canadians. Although necessary, installing 
the computer weakened the credibility of the New Alchemists, since 
they had always claimed that their technology could easily be adapt-
ed for broad adoption. Indeed, this had been the fundamental point 
of the Ark’s “adaptive” design and the method through which they 
hoped to change Canadian society.63 The structure’s complexity also 
meant that managing it required a considerable degree of training 
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and knowledge, which further undermined the New Alchemists’ 
stated desire to produce easily intelligible technologies that everyone 
could use.

Even more damaging to both the Ark and the New Alchemists’ 
reputation was the failure of the Ark’s wind turbines. Meant to demon-
strate the Ark’s self-sufficiency and launch the island toward a wind 
energy program, the turbines were central to the New Alchemists’ 
research as well as to the broader small-is-beautiful development pro-
gram for PEI.64 Wells, for instance, specifically highlighted the New 
Alchemists’ turbines when discussing the Ark with islanders, arguing 
that the turbines had the potential to start a wind industry on PEI.65 
Completely designed by the New Alchemists, the turbines employed a 
novel system using hydraulics to control the blades and generate elec-
tricity.66 In an effort to construct the Ark as quickly as possible and 
meet the September opening deadline set by Prime Minister Trudeau, 
the New Alchemists deployed their experimental turbine without 
extensive testing.67 Overwhelmed by PEI’s high winds, the turbine’s 
untested hydraulics soon seized up, forcing the Ark ignobly to draw 
electricity from PEI’s grid.68

As frustrating as these failures were, they might not have damaged 
the project had Todd not optimistically assured locals of success nor 
consistently de-emphasized the experimental nature of the Ark. With 
expectations further raised by the initially laudatory media attention, 
Prince Edward Islanders expected great things from the Ark. Instead, 
the Ark experienced a cascade of problems, as experiments often do. 
For islanders who had been all but promised success, and even a new 
industry, the malfunction of the New Alchemists’ turbines and the 
Ark’s reliance on PEI’s grid defined the project as a failure.

A degree of prejudice among some islanders also sped their dis-
missal of the Ark. As Wells later recalled in an interview, some island-
ers harboured deep suspicions about the small-is-beautiful approach 
and happily criticized the Ark at every opportunity.69 Jim MacNeil, 
the editor of the Eastern Graphic and the unofficial leader of skeptical 
islanders, had been critical of the Ark from the very beginning. His 
editorial on the opening of the Ark focused on the fuel wasted by 
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flying Trudeau to the opening ceremony.70 With the very public airing 
of the Ark’s growing problems, the structure’s $354,000 price tag and 
the tens of thousands of dollars spent on annual costs began to ran-
kle.71 By 1978, the New Alchemists faced suggestions in the local press 
that they had wasted tax dollars and even swindled the Canadian 
government.72 This bad press, compounded by the New Alchemists’ 
fumbling public relations and narrow focus on research, did little to 
change islanders’ view of the Ark, and the project gradually turned 
from an asset to a political liability that threatened the provincial gov-
ernment’s hopes for a small-is-beautiful approach to development.73

Disenchanted by the partial successes of the New Alchemists, 
Environment Canada distanced itself from the Ark and began to 
withdraw funding from  the program in 1978.74 Faced with finan-
cial difficulties and increasingly strict oversight from the IMR, along 
with mounting technical and public relations problems, the New 
Alchemists decided to abandon their work at the PEI Ark and con-
centrate instead on their institute at Cape Cod. In February 1978, they 
handed over the Ark to the IMR.75 This marked the end of the New 
Alchemists’ time on PEI and the end for one of Canada’s best-known 
examples of the small-is-beautiful approach to development.

The Ark itself continued to function for another two years, under 
the direction of Ken MacKay, a biologist the IMR hired to take over 
its supervision. Research into organic gardening, non-chemical pest 
control, and small-scale aquaculture as well as tours and demonstra-
tion projects continued with relatively little interruption. However, 
with government money for novel solutions to the energy crisis dry-
ing up and the election of a new and unfriendly provincial govern-
ment in 1980, the Ark entered a period of financial limbo; it closed 
permanently in 1981.76 After sitting vacant for nearly two decades, the 
Ark was demolished in 2000 to make room for the Inn at Spry Point.77

CONCLUSION

Despite its ultimate failure, the PEI Ark had a considerable impact 
during the 1970s and left a significant legacy. In the turbulent 1970s, 
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the Ark helped to popularize the concepts of renewable energy and 
sustainability among Canadians. Environmental groups showed par-
ticular interest in the New Alchemists’ work, as it seemed to offer a 
reasonable solution to pressing concerns about natural limits and 
energy conservation. In fact, Pollution Probe of Toronto put many 
of the New Alchemists’ ideas to work in their ecology house project, 
which included both energy conservation and a solar greenhouse.78 
Research conducted at the Ark also led directly to improvements in 
natural pest control, a significant development for organic gardeners 
and farmers.79 The New Alchemists even briefly enjoyed a reputation 
as national experts on renewable energy and sustainability. When 
the Department of Energy, Mines, and Resources began to consider 
a federal program for renewable energy in 1977 it sought out Todd 
to serve on the National Advisory Committee on Conservation and 
Renewable Energy.80 In short, the Ark became a widely known, if 
flawed, example of the small-is-beautiful approach in Canada.81

The New Alchemists themselves learned a great deal from the 
Ark and its problems. Immediately following their departure from 
PEI, the group began to distance themselves from their overly opti-
mistic goal of self-sufficiency. Instead, they concentrated on what had 
worked in the Ark—the solar greenhouse with its combined aqua-
cultural and agricultural systems—and used this “living technology” 
to design ecologically sustainable urban farming and waste manage-
ment systems.82 Marking the completion of this transition in 1981, 
the New Alchemists published a special issue of their journal focused 
on urban agriculture and solar design.83 In fact, the feedback loops 
designed into the Ark’s greenhouse directly prefigured the emergence 
of “aquaponics,” a highly efficient approach to greenhouse agriculture 
that combines aquaculture and hydroponics.84 Building on their work 
on the PEI Ark, John Todd and Nancy Jack Todd went on to play a 
significant role in the American “green architecture” movement.85

Beyond their direct and indirect legacies, the New Alchemists and 
their Ark encourage historians of the counterculture and the back-
to-the-land movement to recognize the important role science and 
technology played within both. Together, science, technology, and the 
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counterculture shaped how countercultural environmentalists, such 
as the New Alchemists, attempted to change Canadian society for the 
better. Besides revealing the technological side of the counterculture, 
the Ark’s failure warns against technological optimism and under-
lines the importance of local politics and social engagement to any at-
tempt to effect social change. The example of the New Alchemists also 
reveals the maturity and pragmatism of the Canadian counterculture 
and back-to-the-land movement. Ready to work with provincial and 
federal governments to further their goals, the New Alchemists were 
not the young, romantic, anti-authority hippies who too often over-
shadow images of the Canadian counterculture. The history of the 
Ark also illustrates the different levels of government recognition of 
the counterculture and the concerns of governments as they directly 
supported some of the efforts to change Canadian society and pro-
tect the environment. This willingness, particularly on the part of 
Premier Campbell, demonstrates the influence of small-is-beautiful 
ideas during the crisis-wracked 1970s as one of Canada’s provinces 
made such ideas a central part of its energy and development policy. 
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