Newfoundland — Background
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Population (circa 1860): 122,000

NEWFOUNDLAND

Urban centre: Saint John's (30,475)

Key figures:  Frederick B.T. Carter (1819-1900)
' Ambrose Shea (1815-1905)
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Newfoundland is largely unknown to the other British North American colonies, especially
the Canadas. Without Labrador, it is nearly the size of the other three Maritime colonies put
together. Most of the island is uninhabited. Its coasts are charted, but the island’s interior—
consisting of dense forest, swamps, rock, without roads of any kind—remains unmapped.
The land is so rugged that fewer.than one hundred square miles are cultivated.

The colony’s population settled in the southeast corner of the island. St. John’s, the colony’s
capital and urban centre, is at the easternmost point of North America. These geographical
factors inake Newfoundland’s link with Britain—to the east across the Atlantic—more
immediate than its ties to North America. From its earliest days, Newfoundland has traded
fish with Britain, in exchange for manufactured goods. The colonists wear British-made
clothes, read British newspapers and magazines and, for many, London feels closer than
Ottawa.

Fishing and seal hunting, traditionally the backbone of the Newfoundland economy, have
been virtually nonexistent for years. Without these staple industries, many
Newfoundlanders are nearly destitute. Debt is common among fishermen, and one-third of
all money generated in Newfoundland is used to help the poor.

Britain’s new attitude towards the colonies has left many Newfoundlanders worried. Since
the early eighteenth century, French fishermen have caught fish in Newfoundland’s waters
and dried them on the island’s west shore. Newfoundlanders suspect that the French would
like to use this land for more than drying fish. Newfoundland relies on the British navy for
protection. Though Newfoundland does not directly border on the United States and there
is no threat of an American attack, Britain’s reluctance to provide colonial defence in the
future worries Newfoundland. As an island, a rail link with the other British North
American colonies is irrelevant. But without the support of the British navy
Newfoundlanders wonder how they will defend themselves.
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Newfoundland — Viewpoints

Drawn from P.B. Waite, Confederation, 1854-1867 (Holt, 1972) and P.B. Waite, The Life and Times of Confederation,
1864-1867: Politics, Newspapers and the Union of British North America (University of Toronto Press, 1962).

1. Anti-Union ,
(St. John's Patriot, 29 November 1864)

We have no faith in a political union with Canada at all. We deem it—"Better to endure

the ills we have, than flee to others that we know not of.”

2. Complexity of Confederation
(St. John’s Patriot, 6 December 1864)

Nor can we duly comprehend the magnitude of being the contemptible fag-end of such

a compact. . . . This Federal scheme is an after-thought of the Canadians. We cannot
deny that it is a brilliant thing on paper—this Confederation this Great United British
America, which shall reach from “Newfoundland to the Rocky Mountains” but its
brilliancy does not dazzle us as to the duties which must necessarily fall to our share.
... That TAXATION for all local purposes will be resorted to, is as plain as ABC.

3. The need for change
. (St. John’s Newfoundlander, 5 January 1865

If any of the Provinces more than another should seek a change, it is this. We do not
mean to assert that we should adopt a change blindly, but unlike our Sister Colonies,
our circumstances—the condition of our Trade—the depressed state of our people,
demand a change, even if Confederation had never been proposed.

4. Caution
(Harbour Grace Standard, 7 December 1864)

Confederation of the British North American Colonies seems to be the all-absorbing

question just at present. . . . This is certainly a matter of vital importance to this country,

and should be approached with the greatest caution by the péople of Newfoundland.
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