
FAILURE OF THE COD AND HERRING FISHERIES
BAY OF ISLANDS

1879 - 1880

The cod and herring fisheries during 1879 and 1880 were unsuccessful, and many families were in danger of starvation
unless they received assistance.  There was no government assistance readily available in those days, so the men
addressed the only source of help that they knew: their Church.  In early December 1889 the following letter was
addressed to Rev J J Curling, Anglican Priest of the Bay of Islands Mission, by the heads of thirty-two families faced
with starvation in the dead of winter.

Petition of Heads of Families to Rev Curling for Assistance, December 1879

To the Revd J J Curling

Revd Sir

Owing to the entire failure of the Herring fishery and partial failure of the Cod fishery and our inability to
procure work we are now in absolute want of the Bare necessities to Sustain life and viewing the present prospects we
must some of us long ere the coming long winter is over Succumb to Starvation.

We gratefully acknowledge your individual efforts in our behalf in the past and the knowledge that the good you may
volunteer may not be Sufficient to carry us through. Therefore we humbly beseech you to represent our case to the
Government to come to our aid (as individual efforts cannot save us) to give us work so we can earn ever so little to give
us Bread.

With many grateful thanks for your past benefices we pray you will do all in your power to assist us through the proper
authorities.

Yours in necessity

John Bailey Michel Compagnon Moris Derigan
Michael Companion Jr Richard Parsons John Derigan
Edgar Bennett John Parsons Thomas Willer
Samuel Batt Thomas Derigan James Cole
James Mitchell John Park Edward Margen
Jesse Clarke Joseph Park Thomas Leih
Joseph Henwood John Beverley William Beverley
James Willer Thomas Lovel Edward Tucker
Richard Park Alexander Wight Thomas Edmins
Henry Becorkney John McLeod Henry Edmins
James Park ???? Dimond (first name illegible)

Response of Rev Curling to the Petition

A short time later, Rev Curling, attentive and concerned as always to the needs of his parishioners, wrote the following
reply from the mission station at John's Beach :

To John Bailey, M. Compagnon Jr. and others who addressed me early in December 1879.

My friends,

It grieved me very much to hear of your distress owing to the failure of the herring fishery, & the partial failure
of the Cod fishery.

I at once represented the case to the Magistrate, who wrote to the Government requesting them to send
provisions and to authorize some public work being undertaken during this winter.
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A petition was also forwarded to the Government from some of the fishermen residing in the upper part of this
Sound stating their distress; the Rev. P. Doe???? & the Rev D. Creelman, I believe, as well as myself certify the truth
of this petition.

Before the last mail steamer left St. John’s the Government heard by Telegraph that some herring were being
caught in the B. of Islands and on that account refrained from sending any provisions.

We are therefore thrown upon our own resources, and the Magistrate has summoned a Meeting of the
Inhabitants of the Bay to be held at the Co. Ho [Community House] next Wed. 30th inst to consider how best to provide
for those in distress.

Some relief work will certainly be given.

Meanwhile I would exhort you to be in... prayer to our Heavenly FATHER that it would please Him to provide
for His Children, and if He see fit, to send a sufficient supply of Herring.

Put thou thy trust in the LORD and be ... Good.  Dwell i.e. (live righteously) in the land and verily thou shalt
be fed.

Your faithful servant in CHRIST,

J. J. Curling

John’s Beach, Bay of Islands.
19 December 1879.

Magistrate Howorth’s Letter to the Government of Newfoundland

The Magistrate, Commander William Howorth, R.N., J.P., set up a committee to receive pledges and donations from
the better-off members of the community, but apparently this was not successful.  He then sent the following letter to
the Colonial Secretary in St John’s, on 16 January 1880.

Sir, in my letter of December 5th, I informed you that in the absence of herring and in consequence of the bad summer
fishery there was a strong probability of there being great distress in this bay.  I regret to have now to report that my
worst fears have been realized.  The ice made in this part of the bay on December 26th, but as yet there have been no
herring caught and apprehensions exist that there is not sufficient provisions in the bay to meet the requirements of the
people.

As I received no answer to my letter on the 31 instant, I called a public meeting to ascertain the actual state of
things and to see what could be done towards relieving the terrible distress that prevailed.  I ascertained at this meeting
that there were at the time at least 40 families absolutely destitute.

The following resolution was proposed by the Rev. J. J. Curling and seconded by the Rev. D. Creelman, and
carried unanimously.

“That in the present urgent need for the relief of about 40 families who are absolutely destitute, subscriptions
be solicited from the residents of the bay to provide provisions to pay for work, which shall be remunerative as far as
possible on the strict understanding that the government be urgently requested to [refund] that which has [been]
expended and that subscriptions be returned in proportion to such government repayment.

“The following to be a committee to collect subscriptions: Mr. Tapper, Rev. D. Creelman, Captain Weir,
Mr. Bagg, Captain Evitt, Mr. Buck, Mr. T. Carter.

As yet this appeal has been unproductive.  I have instituted relief works under regulations, a copy of which I
append, which I hope may prove self supporting.  The greater number of those relieved are employed carving pine plank.

There are at present 49 families numbering 285 persons dependent entirely upon these works.

I have the honour to be your obedient servant.

William Howorth.
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Regulations for Relief, Bay of Islands, 1880

The principle upon which relief work will be given is as follows:

1. None but those in actual want (i.e. those that have not now three day provisions) will be entitled to it, and

2. Nothing will be given until it is earned except in very urgent cases, and then not more than 2 days provisions
for a family residing within 5 miles of Petries store and 5 days for those beyond that distance.

3. In all cases where this advance is made no further advance is to be made to the same people.

4. All work will be paid for in provisions and no money will, under any circumstances whatever, be given.

5. The relief given will be paid for by work at fixed rates,

6. The magistrate will fix the nature of the work to be done and will give the order for each person to be taken
on.

7. In no case will more than one person in a family be allowed to work at one time.

8. No one will be allowed to earn more than one barrel of flour in two months for a family numbering less than
six, or six weeks for a family over 6 persons.

9. Mr. Barron will keep all accounts and distribute the provisions, and order them from the merchants.

10. Captain McGuish will superintend and measure all wood done and his certificates will be necessary before any
provisions are given out.

11. When any person has earned the quantity of provisions allowed above his paper is to be cancelled and endorsed
with the date upon which he will be entitled to come and work again.

12. In the event of herring coming in the bay in fair quantity all relief work will be stopped at once.

13. The quantity of provisions allowed to be advanced to be calculated at one pound of flour per day for each
member of the family over 8 years old, ½ pound under that age.

14. While the men are working rations may be issued to them daily as follows for which they will be charged viz.
Pork - ½ pound, hard bread - 1¼ pound, tea - ¼ oz. and molasses - 1c pint.

15. When more than 6 men are working together, a cook may be employed who will receive rations for this service.
The cook to be taken from the families of the men employed and this will be the only exception allowed to
rule 7.

16. No meat will be supplied except as rations.

17. To every barrel of flour earned, the following may be also covered at the option of the labourer, in molasses
3 gallons, tea 2 pounds.

18. Captain McGuish to receive a dollar a day while the work is going on and Mr. Barron 3 percent on the amount
expended.

19. Any person on day work not working may be discharged by the overseer.

20. The working day consists of 10 hours.

21. Any person on task work not working so as properly to support his family after being twice cautioned, to be
discharged.

22. The work to be done will be as follows: The value named against each item will be credited to those
executing it.

Pine Deck plank 6" x 3" x 30" $2.00 per M.

Pine Plank ½ inches $2.00 per M.

Cord wood 75 cents
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Staves for barrels $4.00 per M.

Staves for heads for Oil Casks $8.50 per M.

Heads for herring barrels $8.50 per M.

Hoops for barrels 20 cents per bundle of 25 hoops

Hardwood plank 2 inches and 1¼ inches $14.00 per M.

Spruce spars 35 feet long, 6 inches at small end 25¢ each

Cars 40 cents per pair

Small knees for bateaux - spruce 5 inches and 2 feet each way 25 cents each

Juniper square for stanchions

I have drawn up these rules with great care to avoid loss in the hope of instilling habits of thrift and industry
but I need hardly say that, on the one hand, I could not see people starving without endeavouring to help, nor on the
other hand, am I able to leave the expense that so large an operation may possibly entail upon me.

I am fully aware of the reluctance the government must properly entertain to able-bodied relief but this cannot
always be avoided, and in the present instance the worst features of such relief are avoided by requiring more than
ordinarily hard work to be done and by restricting the amount of provisions that even such work may cover.

I therefore hope that the government will approve of the course I have taken and will authorize the necessary
outlay for the carrying it into effect, especially when it is considered that my refusing to assist would inevitably have
produced riot with theft and possible blood-shed, and the punishment of the offenders, and the maintenance of their
helpless families while they were under punishment, would have entailed for heavier expense upon the colony, than their
relief works will probably occasion.

The regulations for providing able-bodied relief may seem very stringent to us today, but in Newfoundland in the late
nineteenth century there was no established system other than the Church to provide any kind of relief.  Usually a
community leader such as a minister of the church, a government official, or a prominent businessman would accept
the responsibility of organising an action, as happened here.  But care was essential to obviate accusations against the
relief organisation or its recipients of laziness or reluctance to work.

The texts of the petition from the heads of families and the response from Rev J J Curling, are both to be found in the
Scrapbook of Rev Curling, the property of the Congregation of St Mary's Anglican Church, Curling, Corner Brook,
preserved in the Archives of the Anglican Diocese of Western Newfoundland at the Synod Office, Anglican Cathedral,
Main Street, Corner Brook, NL.   Transcribed from the originals by Stuart L Harvey.

The letter of Magistrate Howorth to the Government of Newfoundland is quoted in full in Rev Charles S Costello’s
research paper Distress Strikes Bay of Islands,, from Twelve Articles on the History and Economic Development of
the Bay of Islands, Newfoundland, published March 1972 to February 1973 in Diocesan Review, Edward Vincent
Chafe, February 1973.
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