
, 

c 

AN ECONOKIC PROFILE OF 

FOGO ISLAND PLANTERS AND 

THE SLADE npCHANT COMPANY; 

1785 - 1805 

Department of Hiltory 
"cGill Universit.y,L Montre.l 

March , 19~9 

A the.i •• uhmitt.d to t.h. Faculty of Graduat. Studi •• 
and Re •• arch in partial fulfillm.nt of the r.quirem.nt.. 

for the d.gr •• of 
Malter of Art •• 

€) Allan !Nyer, 1989 



FOGO ISLAND PLANTERS AND THE 

SLADE HERCHANT COMPANY: 1785 - 1805 



c 

c 

ii 

ABSTBACT 

Thi. th •• ia .xamine. the con.umption and production 

activiti.a of thir.ty-three aample plantera, clienta at th. 

Yogo Ialand facility of John Slade and Company of Poole, 

Dora.t, England. Ba.ed on the Slade m.rcantile recorda, it 

conc1ud.a that the truck ayatem, which defined Slad.'a 

relation. with the r •• ident plantera, va. not .1 oppr ••• iv. 

a. i. often augg •• ted. From 1785 to 1805 the aampl. plantera 

moved from indebtedn ••• (to Slade) to po.ition. of .urplu., 

and in gen.ra1 were able to m.diate Slade'. economic control. 

Examined at five-y.ar int.rvall, th. Slade ledg.r. 

reveal how debt increa.ed during wartime. Initially producing 

a vide variety of commoditiea, the plantera .pecialized after 

twenty yeara, u8ually on cod. The •• al fishery grew into an 

important adjunct of the cod fiahery. The planter.' 

con.umption profiles changed al their familie. graw, their 

fiahing pattern. evolved, and they became familiar vith the 

relatively bounteouB Fogo environment. 
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PSunE 

Cette th~ •• examine 1 •• activit'. de la con.o .... ation et 

production de trente-troi habitant.-ptcheurl, en 'tant 

'chantillon client. \ l'Île de 'ogo, en Terre Neu.ve, avant

po.te de la Compagnie John Slade d. Poole, Dor.et, en 

Angleterre. Tir: de lA documentation commerciale de Slade, on 

conclui que le "tru.ck Iyltem," qui défini le. relationl entre 

Slade et lei habitant.-pacheur., n"tait pa. au •• i oppre •• if 

comme l' •• t louvent .ugger'. Des ann'e. 1785 ~ 1805 la 

situation financi~re de. habitant.-p~cheurl c' •• t amelior'. 

d'une sitUAtion endett'e à une d. profit. et en gln'rale 

avait le pouvoir d"viter la manipulation 'conomique d. 

Slade. 
1 ... 

Les grandes-livres nous demontre que, au commencement, 

on produit un varieté de produits, maia apr\. vingt anl le. 

habitants-pecheur. se sont concentr's a la pacha de la morue. 

La consommAtion des habitants-pecheur. change simultAnément 

lor.que leurs familles augmentant, et ils la sont 

familiarisé. avec le milieu fèrtil de l'Île d. Yogo. 

'.,';Pli 
;; ~ 
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CHAPTER ONE 

INTRODUCTION AND HISTORIOG8APHICAL DISCUSSION 

GENERAL INTRODUCTION 

It i. hoped thAt thi. volume will 
prov. A fitting contribution to 
the .Arly hi.tory of North America 
and 'Jill throw ne", light u~on a 
more or 1 ••• ob.cura and l1ttle 
undarstood pha.e of British overseas 
exploration.! 

Ralph Loun.bury's preface to his book The British Fiahery at 

Newfoundland (Hartford, 1934) i. an apt introduction to this 

atudy of tha matarial and mercantile evolution of Fogo Island 

plantera. Obscure and certainly little understood, Fogo's 

history has suffered from neglect, not without raason. The 

researcher attempting to illuminate the early live. of 

p!anters at Fogo is faced with a difficult task. Moraover, to 

understand the context of the planters' lives it is necessary 

to present a large quantity of introductory matarial on their 

physical, social, and economic environment. A discussion of 

the sample thirty-three Fogo Island plant ers examined in this 

thesis would be useless without an introduction to the 

realities of the environment of northeastern Newfoundland, 

the economic history of Newfoundland at large, and the 

mercantile history of Fogo with emphasis on the firm 

establiahed by John Slade. When taken along with the findings 

regarding the consumptive and productive practices of the 

sample fishermen, it is hoped that thia material will create 

a clearer portrait of the early years of settlement at Foqo. 

The period between 1785 and 1805 was a time of gr.at 
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change in Ne""foundland hiltory. During th ••• y.ar. the 

migratory fi.hery .nter.d it. final .tage of d.cline, and th. 

re.id.nt i.land population .urpa ••• d the W •• t Country 

marchant. a. the main .ource of fish Ihipped to market. This 

fund.mental shift in the louree and mean. of fi.h production 

"' •• a resul t of many factors, not th. lea.t of which were the 

wars of the late eighteenth and early nin.teenth 

centuries, vhich made voyages across th. Atlantic more 

hazardoui. ConlE:quently, English and Irish fisherman 

increasingly began to choose relidonce at Newfoundland as a 

safe alternative to rapeatad tranaatlantic voyages. 

In tha late eighteenth eentury, the Weat Country 

English merchants had also begun to change the nature of 

thair businesses. At the beginning of the ~~'''+''''''1 these firms 

vere simple fishing companies. Each year they hired fishermen 

in England and Ireland who spent the slunmer fishing off 

Newfoundland. AIl labourera, except for a fev caretakera, 

returned home in the fall as the fish ""ere taken to market. 

Gradually these fishing merchants employed fever and fewer of 

their own fishermen and depended more and more on resident 

fishermen. Indeed, by the end of the eighteenth century, the 

marchants became largely suppl iers of necessary goods to the 

numeroua residents who, over t ime, settled on this side of 

the water. The merchants' control and profits depended upon 

the "truck system," which involved the trading of consumer 

goods and neceaaitias to the resident fiahermen (knovn as 

plantera) in return for the product of the plant.era- labour: 

dried cod and other commoditiea such as furs or saals. Th. 

planterl, wi th their family based work uni ts, st.eadily 
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r.placed th. marchant fishing craw. as th. main .ourc. of 

dried cod during the period under consideration in thi. 

th •• i •. 

The truck system was mutually ben.ficial for both 

m.rchant and planter. While the marchant wa. dominant in th. 

marchant-planter relationship, th. truck system al.o provided 

inaurance for the planter. Credit was the operative principal 

in the nineteenth century resident fisherieB. At the and of 

each Beason, the merchant ensured that the planter alwaya had 

a small reBidue of debt which bound the planter into dealing 

with that same merchant the following aumm.r. The planter, 

however, also had the security of knowing that the marchant 

was there to carry him through hard times. It was not in the 

merchant's interest to have his clients starve or move away. 

Just prier to the period under study, 1785 to 1805, the 

northern areas of Newfoundland became particularly profitable 

venues for the pursuit of the fisheries. Although Fogo Island 

in Notre Dame Bay had been known to European fishermen for 

hundreds of years, it was extensively settled only when 

English merchants recognized the value of the seal fisheries. 

Other industries such as the salmon fisheries, fur trapping, 

and lumber production also enhanced northern N~wfoundland's 

position as a viable acea ~f settlement. By the late 

eighteenth century, merchant posts were set up in the more 

spacious northern harbours and one English marchant, John 

Slade of Poole, Dorset, established his main base at Fogo 

Island. The key to Slade's suceeSB on Fogo was his atrategy 

of diversification. By handling a val iety of products 

including dried cod, seal oil and skins, variOUB types of 
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fur., salmon, lumber product., and oth.r mar~etabl •• tapl •• , 

Slade could compens.te for 10 •• or failur. in on. product 

with gains in others. 

Es.ential to the understanding of the N.vfoundland 

merchant syst.m is a knowledge of its plAce in th. North 

Atlantic trad. system. By the time northarn Newfoundland vas 

settIed, Newfoundland had be.n 8upplying cod to th. Catholic 

countries of Europe for over two centuries. Trade in the araa 

was dominated by merchants bAsed in West Country England. 

Many of these merchants made fortunes in th. N.wfoundlA~d 

trade, and mobilized the political power in England neces.ary 

to .afeguard their source of income. Because of its prominent 

position in the North Atlantic, Newfoundland was a target of 

inter-European military rlvalry. The French, who had long 

been an important force in Atlantic North America, were a 

constant threat to the security of the British Newfoundland 

fisheries. Maritime historian G. S. Graham aptly de.cribed 

the international maritime rivalry of the seventeenth and 

eighteenth centuries as "an unofficial proc.ss of war, a 

chronic feature of the stru9'gle for wealth and power.":,! A. 

well as the unofficial commercial wars, however, thera were 

also military confrontation •. The fisheries suffere~ during 

times of war: markets closad, fishermen were prassed into 

naval service, and general insecurity on the seas made 

shipping hazardous. 

As in aIl history, the physical environmant of 

Newfoundland, it's climate, and certain oceanographic 

conditions played an important part in Newfoundland history. 

A brief discussion of these natural propertie. is 
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particularly important to an underatanding of Nevfoundland 

since the patterns of induatry, .ettlement. and society were 

all profoundly ["fl" .. "ced by natural force •• 

The document. of the Poole-based Slade company, which 

operated in Newfoundland under varioua nam.a and managera 

from 1782 until 1865, are the primary aource for thi. study 

of Fogo Ialand plantera, who left no literary record •• 

Particular attention will be pa id to the Slade truck system 

and hov the merchant and planter operated vithin it. 

confines. The purpose is to recreate, to some degree, the 

early year. of life at Fogo for a sample group of thirty

three sample planters who resided at Fogo or in the immediate 

vicinity of the island. Fogo vas chosen becau.e of ita 

qeographical and mercantile insularity, and because the 

papers of the Slade Company hold the potential for deep 

inaight into early Fogo life. Fogo WaS also cho.en for 

personal rea.ons, for in the 1770's Thomas Dwyer, my great

great-gr.at grandfather. emigrated to Fogo from County 

Kilkenny, Ireland. Thomas Dwyer dealt with Slade throughout 

the period under study in this thesis. H. lived in Tilting, 

on Fogo Island, where he raised ten children with his vife 

Elizabeth Burke. Alas, Thomas's dealings vith Slade were too 

irregular for him to be chosen as one of the thirty-three 

sample planters. 

The image of plant ers which emerges from this study is 

partial at best. Thare are many questions vhich aria. out of 

the S1ade data which simply cannot be answered because of the 

lack of literary sources for Fogo. Although the image ia 

partial, it pra.ents an elementary profile of Fogo plantera 
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wh.re b.fore no such profile exiated. 

Choie. of the the thirty-thre. planter. in th. sample 

dep.nded on th.ir longevity as Slad. cli.nt •. Tho •• who w.r. 

includ.d in th. study remained in the Fogo fisherie. for the 

whole of th. sample periode Unlike so many of their 

counterparts, they did not work at Fogo for two or thr •• 

y.ars and th.n move away. Th. plant.rs are th. focu8 of this 

thesis. The Slade documents are the b~s~ vehicl. by which w. 

can hop. to und.rstand th.ir world. A byproduct of this 

planter study will be a de.per understanding of how th. Slade 

firm itself operated and was effected by variou8 stimuli, 

such as international conflicts. 

An important caveat must b. atated at the outset: Fogo 

was not a microcosm of Newfoundland. Although some of the 

findings for Fogo may be typical of Newfoundland during that 

period, Fogo was also unique in many ways, such as the 

variety of available production activities. 

HISTORIOGRAPHICAL DISCUSSION 

The two main branches of historieal writing from which 

information is drawn for this thesis are immigration history 

and mercantile history. The seeondary literature which was 

consulted therefore falls under these two large 

classifieations. 3 

Eighte.nth Centurv Newfoundland: A Geographer's 

Perspective (Toronto, 1976) is on. of several important 

contribution. to our understanding of Newfoundland by 

historieal geographers. Authored by C. Grant Head, thi. book 

examines mercantile activity, immigration and population 
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gr ovth, and re.ource exploitation during vhat val probably 

the mo.t important century of Newfoundland'I growth, th. 

eighteenth century. Head's book providel a broad contextual 

framework for thia .tudy of Fogo. 

Shannon Ryan's M.A. the.i. for Memorial Univer.ity 

entitled "The Newfoundland Cod Fi.hery in the Ninet.enth 

Century" (1971) lought to explain why the cod fiaheri.l, vith 

their enormOU8 economic potentlal, declined during the 1800'. 

and vere unable to support the growing population of 

Nevfoundland. The expansion of thia th.si. culminated in th. 

publication in 1986 of Fish Out of Water; The Newfoundland 

Saltfish Trade 1814 -1914. Ryan, a hi.torian, brought a fr •• h 

perspective to an area in which there has bean little 

recently-published work. 

The Cod Fisheriesi The History of an International 

Eeonomy (1954) by Harold A. 1nnis i8 an important study by an 

influential seholar. Professor Inni8's book is an exhaustive 

treatment of the east coast North American fiaheri •• from the 

lixteenth century to the early nineteenth century. It is an 

indispensible referenee for any study of Nevfoundland 

mercantile development, sinee the fisheries were the 

lifeblood of the island's growth, until recent times. 

Professor 1nnis's main sources vere government documents and 

diplomatie papera. 

Keith Matthew.' s doctoral theais, /lA History of the 

West of England - Nawfoundland Trade" (Oxford University, 

1968) probed the entire character and structure of the most 

important of the European fi.heries: Nevfoundland. The links 

between West Country England and Newfoundland had been 
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studied only in bit. and piece. until Matthew. drew all of 

the evidence, a. well a. hi. own original re.earch, into thi. 

ma.terful study of the British migratory fiahery from its 

inception in the .ixteenth century to it. demi.e in the first 

years of the nineteenth century. This migratory fishery w.s 

the ba.is for the .ettlement of Newfoundland for both the 

English and the Irish. The key po.ition occupied by 

Newfoundland in Briti.h .trategic and mercantile policy wa. 

scrutinized by Matthew •. 

It is hard to over.stimate Matthews's contribution to 

Newfoundland historiography. Using a variety of sources 

including Colonial Office records, mercantile documents, and 

shipping papers, Matthews sketched the West of England 

fieheries in great detail. Among the themes which he 

investigated was the West Country merchants' political power 

in England, which helped them safeguard thair hold on the 

fisharies. He also revealed the operations of merchants in 

Newfoundland and identified the European market area. 

favoured by the West Counh-y merchants. Matthews was the 

first researcher to delve substantially into labour 

recruitment, provisioning, settlement patterns, and the role 

of the Irish. He pointed the way to future researchers. 

Matthews did not deal with planter-merchant relation., nor 

did he follow the careers of a sample group of plantera. 

For the particular purposes of thi. thesis, namely a 

atudy of the clientele of a mid-sized company involved in the 

Newfoundland fi.hery, two other recent studies were helpful. 

Rosemary Ommer's 1979 McGill University PhD dis.ertation 

entitled "From Outpost to Outport: The Jersey Merchant 
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Triangl. in th. Nin.teenth Century" provici •• exc.llent 

information and re.earch into the Ga.pé fi.h.rie. and th. 

m.rchant .tructure around which they op.rat.d. 

Ommer's work is u •• ful for this th •• is because she 

extensively examineci the triangular .tructure of the 

fisheri •• trade a •• ngaged in by one Gaap~ cod m.rchant. 

ammer found that the truck .ystem as it oparated in Ga.pa wa. 

oppressive and exploitative. The triangular nature of the 

trad. and the degree of economic freedom, for planter., 

provided by the truck system are both prominent th.me. in 

thi. th •• i •• 

Another intaresting study is Margaret Chang's 

"Newfoundlanci in Tranaition: The Newfoundland Trade and 

Robert Newman and Company, 1780 - 1805" (Memorial University 

of Newfoundland, 1975). The topic and time frame of Chang'. 

thesis are much along the lines of this one. Chang's case 

study analyzed one particular merchant firm during the final 

years of the eighteenth and early yaars of the nineteenth 

centuries and revealed, among other things, the important 

yearly cyclical nature of merchant operations. She placed her 

subject, Robert Newman and Company, in the general context of 

the entire Newfoundland trade and studied them during the 

important yeara of transition. Chang devoted little space to 

the plant ers , however , 

The other branch of historical writing which informa 

thia theBis is immigration literature. Scholara interested in 

Newfoundland population studies and immigration are indebted 

to the extenaive work of geographers. John Mannion' ••• minal 

work on the Irish in Newfoundland is a cas. in point. Mannion 
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ha. conoentr&ted on the movement of th. Irish to 

Newfound1and. Hi. fir.t major oontribution vas Irisb 

Settlements in Eastern Canada: A Study of Cultural Transfer 

and Adaptation (Toronto, 1974). This book examinad the 

oultural adaptation of Irish immigrants to three areas of 

Canada: the Upper Canadian farmlands, the forests of Nev 

Brunswiok, and the Avalon Penninsula of Newfoundland. 

Much more important for the purpo.e. of this the.is i. 

The Peoplinq of Newfoundland: Essays in Hi.torical Geoqraphy 

(Toronto, 1977), a collection of article. edit.d by Mannion 

which explora variou. aspeots of immigration to Newfoundlnad. 

An excellent set of studies, most of the articles employ new 

methods or nev data to examine the flow of migrants to the 

island. Gordon Handcock, a Memorial University geographer, 

analyzed the settlement in Newfoundland of West Country 

Englishmen and found that they came from narrowly-defined 

source areas in the English homeland. ROBemary Ommer dealt 

with Scottish movement to the west coast of Newfoundland and 

emphasized the importance of family and ethnicity, and in 

particular the Scottiah clan system, as a cushion to the 

trauma of immigration. Other articles examined the settlement 

patterns and proceases which evolved around the particular 

set of challenges presented to newcomers, including adverse 

geographic and climatic forces at Newfoundland, and the 

unique demanda of the fi.hery. The Peoplinq of Nevfoundland 

is a corneratone in Newfoundland immigration literature, but 

none of the article. tria. to a8.e •• the economic growth of 

immigrants within the confines of the merchant-controlled 

truck system. 
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Thi. th •• i. dr.w. h •• vily on th. work of Gordon 

H.ndeoek, on. of th. contributors to Th. f,oplinq of 

N.wfoundlAnd, •• p.eially hi. r •••• reh into th. Slad. 

oper.tion at Fogo. Handeock'. PhD th •• is, .ntitl.d "An 

Hi.torieal G.ography of Engli.h S.ttl.ment in N.wfoundland -

A Study of the Migration Proe ..... (Univer.ity of BirminghAm, 

1979), does for the N.wfoundlAnd Engli.h what M.nnion ha. 

don. for the Newfoundland Iri.h. Handcock .eho.d M.nnion'. 

methods, u.ing a vari.ty of source., including church 

records, indenture documents, and mercantile p.per. to trAc, 

the mov.m.nt of West Countr'y men from th.ir home. in Eng'lAnd 

to the outports of distant Newfoundland. 

Handcock found that English settlers in N.wfoundland 

came mostly from the countie. in Weat Country England from 

whose porta merchants were eonducting the Newfoundland trad •. 

Sinee many of the fisheries labourera recruited by merahanta 

choae to stay in Newfoundland after their indenture t.rm. 

were complete, merchanta became important vehiclea for the 

chAnneling of settler. to Newfoundland, even in the year. 

when settlement was officially prohibited. The Slades of 

Poole, for example, brought hundreds of labourera to the Fogo 

Island area, and dozens of these labourera settled there 

after their contractual obligation. to SIade were compl.t •. 

Handcock studied the Slades and rnany other merchant firm., 

and his findingB are directly relevant to this theBis. The 

approach of this thesis, which involves following a group of 

planters for twenty years to Bee how their fi.heri •• 

operations fared within the truck system, is An approach 

which neither Handcock nor any other Newfoundland hi.toriAn 
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haa, a. yet, attempted. 

Thi. the.ia i. a compliment to, and an extension of, 

the above historical writinga. None of the above hi.torian. 

followed a aample group of plantera in a apecific area for & 

apoecific periode This the.ia provid.a a microscopie example 

of the larger is.ues discusaed by Head, Matthews, and Innis. 

The acrutiny and statiatical analyais to be aforded the Fogo 

plant ers in thia thesis continues the discussions initiated 

by some of the above monographs. The tight focua on a group 

of sample plantera permita an underatanding of the year to 

year ups and downs of the fishery aa experienced by one 

community. None of the above worka allowed for auch a 

personal and intricate view of the fiaheriea. It is hoped 

that this thesis will provide an intimacy with the material 

exiatence and economic growth of plantera not provided in the 

larger works. 

Wh.reas Handcock, Mannion and others have studied the 

migration of peoples from England and Ireland to 

N.wfoundland, this thesis picks up the thread of inquiry once 

the migrants arrived and settled along the coast. It can be 

seen as an introduction to the issues probed by Ryan, since 

thia study examines a new community and an embryonic industry 

which evolved into the huge mercantile structure which Ryan 

went on to study in such depth. Whereas the Chang theais 

studiea the late eighteenth century years of tranaition from 

the point of view of one merchant, thia thesis will analyze 

those yeara of change from the perspective of the clientele 

of one merchant. This theais complimenta Ommer's study of the 

truck system in Gaap', and challenges her concluding view of 
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mercantile oppre •• ion. w •• the Slade truck .y.tem at Fogo •• 

oppr.ssive and rigid .s the Robin truck system in Gaspé? The 

pre •• nt .tudy, therefore, will both compliment and in .ome 

case. challenge the exi.ting secondary literature of 

Newfoundland history. 

Thia theaia will examine the .ample planter. and their 

particular economic world with a view to clarifying .everal 

key que.tion.: Waa the Slade truck sy.tem • clo •• d economy, 

or did plantera have ample opportunity to operate out.ide 

Slad.'a gra.p? Over the cour •• of their "car.era" at Fogo, 

did planter. gain greater economic libertiea from Slad~ or 

were they doomed to operate eternally on Slade'a term.? Did 

the plantera benefit from Fogo's diverse production 

opportunitiea, aa did Slade? To what degree was th.re an 

internal market at Fo~o, independent of Slade, in which 

planters could operate? Was there a apecialization or 

exchange system at Fogo which allowed for planter 

flexibility? 

An.wers to th.se questions promise to give studenta of 

Newfoundland hiatory an important snapahot of how a 

particular group of planters, in a particular area, during a 

specifie period, performed within the confines of the truck 

.y.tem. The historical anapahot will be a partial one, but it 

ia a snapahot nonethelesa. 

The primary aource from which moat of the data for this 

thesis is drawn ia the Slade Collection, housed at the 

Provincial Archivea of Newfoundland and Labrador in St. 

John's. The Slade Collection containa the records, ledgera, 

letterbooks, daybooks and other buainess papers of Slade and 
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Son.4 vhich operated on Fogo I.1and and at vAriou. other 

10catione in Newfoundland And Labrador from 1782 until 1865. 

A1though the Slade. po •••••• d .everal faciliti •• Along th. 

north and eaat coa.te of N.wfoundland, a. well aa in 

Labrador, the e.tablishment at Fogo Island vas their 

headquartera during the pariod under atudy. In the worda of 

John Mannion, the Slade Collection "repreaents one of the 

finest documented etatementa on ordinary life in Atlantic 

Canada in the late eighteenth century ... "IS 

The Slades vere a typical fiehing supp1y and m&rchant 

company ba.ed in Poole. Their bookkeeping practicea were 

typical of any Britiah firm of the late eighteenth or early 

nineteenth centuries. The extant ledgers, letterbooks, and 

other papera of the company, which amount to nineteen f.et o~ 

archivaI shelf space, remained in the handa of other 

merchants and individuala in the years following the 

c.ssation of Slade operations in Newfoundland in the 1860's. 

The collection was given to the Newfoundland archives in the 

early 1960's, where it was studied and catalogued by the 

archiviat Nimshi C. Crewe. Portions of the Slade Collection 

are also he Id at the Maritime Hiatory Archive of Memorial 

U~iversicy of Newfoundland.· 

The majority of the Slade Coll.ction conaista of 

ledgers which contained the accounte of the planters and 

fiahermen who made up Slade'a clientele. Like moat marchant 

companies of th. time, the Slades used the truck .ystem. 

Slade supplied the consumer goods and fiahing supplies which 

the inhabitants of Fogo and surrounding areas ne.ded and 

wanted. Slade, however, did not possaaa a monopoly. Other 
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merchants operated within the vicinity of Slad.'s Fogo 

facility, som. of whom may have been small-tim. traders who 

sailad up and down the Nawfoundland coast, leaving n.ither 

recorda nor on-land facilities. Slad. was simply the largeat 

merchant in northern N.wfoundland. 

The documents of th. Slade company are particularly 

useful for the task at hand since they are unusually 

complete. The ledgers, which contained the annual accounts of 

the fishermen staked by Slade, are particularly rich aa a 

source since they enumerate the goods purchased and the 

producta received as payment by the merchant. The profile of 

the Slade planters will therefore expose both their 

consumptive and productive habits. The structure of the Slade 

ledgers allows for a quantitative analysis of both typa and 

quantity of aIl goods consumed and staples produced by the 

clients of Slade. 

As weIl as ledgers, the collection also contains a 

limited number of letter books. TheBe copies of the company's 

correspondence provide a sample of the forms of business 

communication used in the Newfoundland trade. The letters 

also provide a wealth of basic operational information on the 

Slade Company. 

The Slade Collection also contains sample of 

indentures, promissory notea, ship'a invoices, bills of 

lading, a rare inventory of the Fogo store from the year 

1813, and other miscellaneous marchant papers. Intere8ting, 

too, are the "berry books", records of small accounts held 

for the most part by the wives of iLshermen. Various types of 

barries vere harvested from the surrounding countryside and 
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brought to th. Slade stora, whera c. ~dit was obtained. In 

return for their barri.s, th. berry book client_ purcha.ad 

.ilk ribbon., hairpins, and sewing supplies. The women of 

Fogo Island were not absent f_ ~ the Slade aconomy. 

In the absenca of better documentation, the Slade 

Company records are an excellent vehicle for studying th. 

planter experience at Fogo as weIl as the truck system and 

the fish trade in general. Moreover, the fact that 80 many of 

this company's operating papers have survived make the Slade 

papers an important historiographical record of information 

regarding life and labour in eighteenth and nineteenth 

cent ury Newfoundland. 

As will he shown in the following chapters, the Fogo 

Island economy was a diverse and mixed one. Many of the 

conr.lusions to be drawn from an examination of the Slade 

documents cannot be applied wholesale to the rest of 

Newfoundland. Although a fev of the generalities surrounding 

the planter experience at Fogo are applicable elsewhere in 

Newfoundland, Fogo Island may he, in some ways, an historical 

anomaly. 
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various places, aa Slade and Company, Slade and Kelson, 
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Archives of Newfoundland," Acadiensis, Vol.III, no. l, 
Autumn, 1973. 
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CHAPTER TWO 

ENVIRONMENTAL AND HISTORICAL BACKGROUNQ 

TO THE SLADE FACILITY AT FOGO ISLANp 

INTRODUCTION 

Th. "history" of an area or an ara is profound1y 

affectad by itB natural environment. Climate, geology, 

geography, flora and fauna, and other aspects of the 

physical environment must he understood in order to 

appreciate man's life and experience. The physical 

environment of Fogo Island i~t\.uea\c:ej the set tlement pat terni, 

method. of production, and J{.\\ ly Iife of thole who settled 

there. Perhaps more BO than in more environmentally 

hospitahle areas of Canada, those who chose to live in 

Newfoundh.r,d were engaged in a const.ant battle with the 

forces of nature. The history of Fogo Island is the history 

of men and women attempting to carve a place for thems.Ives 

in this wilderne.s. 

The course of settlement. and the commencement of 

mercantile activities in the Fogo Island area were preceded 

by two centuries of complex historical development. The north 

Atlantic fisheries were a diverse and complicated economic 

network. Their health was fragile, conatantly buffetted by 

forces both man-made and natural. The development of Fogo aB 

an important. northern mercantile centre is typical of 

eighteenth century Newfoundland history, but it alBo exhibita 

Borne rather unique historical characterist.ics. This 
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historical background is assential to an undar.tanding of the 

planter experienc. at Fogo. 

CLIMATE AND PHYSICAL ENVIRONMENT 

Climate has been a particularly important determinant 

in the history of Newfoundland, where the weather is affected 

by both continental and oceanic weather systems. 

Meteorologieal forces originating above the Atlantic Ocean 

meet and struggle with opposing forces originating on the 

North Ameriean mainland. As a result, Newfoundland suffers 

from a characteristically unstable climate. 1 Lying in the 

path of weather systems coming off the continent which 

interaet with warm air masses accompanying the Gulf Stream on 

its northern journey, Newfoundland weather is subject to 

frequent and violent change. Warm air masses coming northward 

with the Gulf Stream make Newfoundland winters warmer than 

more westerly areas of Canada. Correspondingly eold air 

masses coming from the Arctic and aceompanying the Labrador 

Current bring colder summers. 2 A lack of heat-absorbing 

vegetation in the northern latitudes and barren, rocky 

highlands and coastal areas contribute to the general 

coolness of Newfoundland summers. 3 

One pervasive aspect of the Newfoundland climate is 

frequent thiek fog on the east coast, and to a lesser extent 

in other parts of Newfoundland. This is caused by a mingling 

of cold air and water from the Labrador Current with warm air 

and water from the Gulf Stream. 4 

Arctic ice is another basic characteristic of the 

Newfoundland environment. Icebergs drift southward into 
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N.wfoundland waters with the pr.vailing currents. Th. arrival 

of iceberg. and the field ice pack vari •• from y.ar to year, 

but on the average the east coast of Newfoundland i. wrapped 

in & cocoon of ice by late January. The iC8 affects th. 

temperature and salinity of the water, which in turn affects 

the ecological balance of the s.a and th. abundanc. or 

scarcity of cod.~ 

The fauna and flora of Newfoundland exhibit a curious 

mix of both arctic and continental plant life.· The first 

trappers to venture into northern Newfoundland found that 

arctic fox, with their thick, highly-prized fur, lived in the 

same areas as non-arctic animaIs such as beaver and otter. A 

diverse population of both fresh-water and salt-water fowl, 

of both arctic and non-arctic varietiea, inhabited northern 

Newfoundland throughout the year. 

There are several extenaive geological marine plateaus 

(banks) aurrounding Newfoundland. The ahallowneaa of the 

water over theae areas allows the aunlight to reach the 

bot tom, and results in the proliferation of certain 

microorganisms, particularly plankton. The lowest link in the 

maritime food chain, these tiny life forms are the main 

staple in the diet of the caplin, a small fish which ia, in 

turn, the main staple in the diet of the cod as weIl as many 

of the birds which inhabit the coast. Young cod feed on the 

abundant plankton. 7 The profile of marine life in the waters 

surrounding Newfoundland encouraged Europeana to settle on 

the mainland, beginning in the sixteenth century. 
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PHYSICAL SITUATION OF FOGO 

Th. chief focua of thia study. Fogo Island, lies in 

Notre Dame Bay off the northeast coast of Newfoundland. At 

its closeat point it is a distance of eight kilometres from 

mainland Newfoundland. At its farthest it ia a distance of 

sixteen kilometres. The ialand measures approximately twenty

four kilometres latitudinally by nin.teen kilometres 

longitudinally. (See Map, n.xt page) 

Fogo po.sesses a rugged coastline, with many small 

inlets. coves and harbours. The interior of the island is 

well-forested with evergreens, but the coastal areas are for 

the most part rocky and barren. Most of Fogo Island is at an 

elevation of less than seventy-six metres above sea level. 

Between the rocks of the barren highlands are extensive 

boglands. The little soil that is present is poor. 

Inhabitanta of the island have kept gardens through extensive 

fertilization with copious amounts of fish and kelp. Drained 

by the many snall ponds running into each other and into the 

boga, water eventually drains into the coves and other inlet. 

of the sea,e 

The mean temperature for Fogo in July is fifteen 

degrees celsius, and in January it is minus twenty degrees 

celsius,· Fogo has an average annual rainfall of two-hundred 

and twenty-four centimetres and an average annual snowfall of 

two-hundred and fifty-four centimetres,i0 

Fogo is icebound from January or February until April. 

The .xtent of the ice as weIl as the l.ngth of its stay 

varies from year to year. ii All of the harbours and ponds 

(small lakes) are frozen over in winter, and when the winter 
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ice pack arrives, a solid ma.s of ice interapersad with .mall 

and large icebergs extend. for miles off the Fogo coast. 

The harbours which were moat suitable for human 

habitation were the firat to be aettled and remained settled 

the longest. The physicai chracteristica of these harboura 

made them ideal as settlements for resident fishermen. Fogo 

harbour is the principal settlement on the island, even 

today. Settled on the north side of Fogo Island it is a 

large, sheltered, deep harbour. Sources of fresh water are 

nearby. Fogo harbour was for a long time the last port of 

calI for men engaged in the northern fisheriea. 

After Fogo harbour, Tilting Harbour waa the most likely 

point of aettiement on Fogo Island. The harbour which 

eventually became known as Tilting Harbour is on the eastern 

side of Fogo Island and has a large, shallow pond which ia 

connected to the sea by a narrow channel. A high island, 

lying several dozen metres from the coast, partially blocks 

the mouth of the harbour, keeping the .ea out. The harhour is 

surrounded by relatively fIat and aheltered areas, for the 

most part barren of vegetation, but which were ideal for 

settiement and fish production. Good sources of fr.sh water 

exist nearby, and although the area may have heen partially 

forested when the first settlers arrived, the trees were soon 

destroyed. The wood was used for building flakes, hous ••• nd 

boata, and for fuel. 12 

Other significant harbours and venues of early 

settiement were Joe Batts Arm and Seldom, the former being a 

large shallow harbour on the north coast between Fogo and 
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Tilting and the latter baing on the .o~thern sida of the 

ialand. Island Harbour, Shoal Bay, Deep Bay, Stag Harbour, 

and Barr'd Island. are also c~rrently inhabited villages 

which were settled in the early or Mid nineteenth century. 

EARLY NEWFOUNDLAND HISTORY 

By the time the Poole firm of John Slade and Company 

began operations on Fogo Island in the mid-1770's, and by the 

time Irish and English immigrants arrived in the area and 

began to avail themselves of Slade gooda and .ervices, 

Newfoundland had been a venue for the European fishery for 

over two hundred yeara. To appreciate the historical context 

of the Slades and their clients, a brief swmmary of the 

development of the Newfoundland fishery iB neceBBary. 

From the start, the main attraction of Newfoundland waB 

the abundance of cod in the waters aurrounding the island. 

The first European fishermen to exploit this were the 

Portugues e, but Spanish, French and event ually Bri t i sh fishermen 

followed. Realizing the enormOUB commercial and strategie 

potential of "New Founde Lande", the Bri ti.h were 

characteristically quick to lay lega1 claim to the island. In 

August, 1583, Sir Humphrey Gilbert sailed into what would 

become St. John's harbour and c1aimed Newfound1and as a 

colony of Britain.J~ The French, meanwhile, had their own 

designs on the is1and and established a fort a Plaisance 

(Placentia) in the 1660's. 

THE BRITISH MIGRATORY FISHERY 

Under British cont.rol, the seaBonal offshore or "bank" 

fishery evolved to the point where, in the late seventeenth 

~OOI 



r--------------------------------- ----

( 

( 

26 

century, m~ny of the British fi.hermen vere establishing 

"fishing rooms" ~long the co~at. The fishing room. vera 

tract. of land, equipped vith rough dwellings, where the fish 

vere proces.ad. In the 1600'. the fish vere salt.d heavily 

and then shipped to m~rkets in Europe. While thia "green 

cure" was practiced by tne Portuguese and the French, who had 

access to large amounts of salt, the British devaloped the 

"dry cure" in which fish vere dried onshore on rocks, atone 

beaches, or large wooden platform. called "flakes .11 Since the 

Engliah did not have a large domestic supply of salt, they 

vere obliged to preserve their fish by drying them onshore, 

and then only lightly salting them for the journey to market. 

The market for the product caught by the French fishermen va. 

the northern parts of France, especially Paris. Their 

heavily-salted fresh fish v~s less likely to .poil than the 

dry British product, vhich h~d as its market the hot and 

humid areaB of the Mediterr.nean.l~ 

The coastal areas sought by the British vere also 

valuable for the collection of wood and frash vater, and the 

repair of boats. The better harbours and coves were therefore 

an important link in the migratory fishermen'. work chain, 

and an enticement to settlement. This was the genesis of the 

settlement of Nevfoundland by the British and Irish. 

According to convention, the first British captain into 

a harbour each spring claimed control of the area for tha 

remainder of the season. It was only a short step from thi. 

to the practice of leaving several fishermen behind each fall 

as the fleet departed. Although the men left behind were to 

prepare for tha coming season by repairing boats and flakes, 
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their main pourpose was to astablish r •• idancy in the area on 

behalf of their employer. 

European settlement of Nawfoundland wa. officially 

prohibited until the early nineteenth century. The British 

government wanted to preserve Newfoundland's .tatus as a 

nursery for seamen as weIl aa maintain the profitable 

monopoly of the fisherias held by West Country merchants. 

This view of Newfoundland aa a nursery for Britain's warship. 

is disputed by maritime historian G. S. Graham. In Graham's 

estimation, a far more important source of trained sailors 

for the Royal Navy was the British coastal coal trade. The 

"colliers" provided a far more numerous and readily 

accessible naval force than did the Newfoundland fisheries. le 

The physical characteristics of the island of 

Newfoundland made it impossible for British authorities to 

enforce anti-Bettlement proviaions. Although Weat Country 

merchants recognized the threat to their monopoly posad by 

large scale settlement, they tacitIy encouraged aettiement by 

bringing out frash labour ers each year. The merchants were 

weIl aware of the tendency for Borne servants to strike out on 

their own after their terms of indenture had been completed. 

The British government, slowIy realizing that prohibition of 

settiement was useless, began putting in place measures for 

the protection of inhabitants' civil liberties. These 

measures, however, risked encouraging Newfoundland's status 

a8 a refuge for aailor. escaping the Royal Navy's pr.ss 

gangs. In 1792 a system of surrogate courts was set up, and a 

8upreme court of both civil and criminal jurisdiction vas put 

into place in St. John's. By 1817, the British had accepted 
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the existence of large-scale Bettlement at Newfoundland, and 

it was decided that the governor should reside year-round at 

Newfoundland rather than only in the summer during the 

fishery.s. With this initiative the British government 

officially accepted what two or three generations of 

Newfoundland residents had long known: Newfoundland was a 

colony of year-round settiement. In 1784, the British had 

allowed Bishop James O'Donel of Ireland to begin ministering 

full-time to the Roman Cath01ic (ie. Irish) population of the 

island. S ? London had therefore accepted, long before 1817, 

the inevitability of permanent settlement in Newfound1and. 

THE TRANSITION TO A RESIDENT FISHERY 

From the early seventeenth cent ury to the late 

eighteenth century, a Beasonal movement of fishermen from 

Europe to Newfound1and for the summer and back to Europe for 

the winter characterized the population structure of European 

Newfoundland. sH The wintering population (those 1eft to build 

up supplies and repair facilities) grew into a sizeable 

number of permanent residents of Newfoundland. They turned 

Newfoundland from a temporary residence for the summer cod 

fishery into a colony with permanent year-round residents. By 

the 1790' s, \lit became generally accepted, if not always 

appreciated, that Newfoundland's statuB as a fishing station 

had become innappropriate .1119 In the words of Keith Matthews, 

by the early years of the nineteenth century, "the filhermen 

had all moved to Newfoundland.":2O 

Even though the British continued to insist, even into 

the first decade of the l800's, that Newfoundland Will limply 
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a migratory fishing st~tion, over 19,000 European. wint.red 

on the island in 1789.21 Residants quickly found th.t they 

could supplement the fishery with other activitie. throughout 

the year such as the seal fishery in more northerly areaB of 

the island, particularly Notre Dame Bay in which Fogo IBl~nd 

is situated. In the late 1700's the resident population 

quickly grew, not out of natural demographic growth but from 

the increasingly large numbers of people 1eft behind as the 

migratory f1eet departed. 22 

THE INTERNATIONAL CONTEXT 

The Newfoundland trade fitted perfect1y into the 

mercantilist trade system which was part of British 

imperia1ism.2~ By the midd1e of the eighteenth century, the 

triangular structure of the Newfoundland trade was a standard 

fixture. By this time, the Newfoundland trade was 

concentrated for the most part in the West Country ports and 

in London. 24 The financial base for the trade was the 

merchant houses of London and the West Country. The bases of 

production, of course, were the waters off the coast of 

Newfoundland. The markets were Mediterranean Europe as well 

as parts of the Caribbean.2~ Harold Innis described the 

operation of this staple-oriented network as: 

A three-cornered trade from 
England to Newfoundland, Spain, and 
the Mediterranean provided a basis 
for expansion, and gave England an 
industry with an abundance of 
shipping, an out let for manufactured 
goods and provisions, a supply of 
semi-tro~ical products and specie, 
substant1a1 profits, and ideal 
possibilities for the development 
of a mercantile policy.2h 

, 
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Another deve10pment in the late eighteenth cent ury 

fishery occurred a10ngside the movement of merchant. into the 

fishing supply business. The libye-boat fishery" was a type of 

operation which developed in the second ha1f of the 

eighteenth century. In this fishery, fishermen 1eft their 

boats and supplies in Newfoundland and commuted to the island 

as passengers on the larger bank fishing ships each spring.27 

The bye-boat fishery was an inshore fishery and this smallar

scale operation, combined with the growing resident fishery, 

brought about a change in the way business was conducted by 

the West Country merchants. 

The merchants were forced ta adapt to the changing 

patterns of settlement. Seriously curtailed as a r~su1t of 

the Napoleonic Wars and other factors, the migratory fishery 

was rapidly being replaced by a resident fishery during the 

1780's and 1790's.28 The trend bagan before the commencement 

of the Napoleonic conflict. In the place of bringing out the 

fishermen to conduct the fishery for them, the merchants 

began to supply the residents, taking as payment their fish 

and oil, and other marketable products such as seals. In 

place of an indentured, migratory fishery, the marchants 

utilized the truck system, which entailed the supply of 

fishery equipment, household goods, and some comsumer goods 

in a barter exchange for the product of the resident 

fishermen's labour.2~ This was the basis of Slade and 

Company's operation on Fogo Island. The newly-formed truck 

system afforded two areas of profit: the stores at which 

suppl ies were traded to the planters, and the Medi terranean 

markets. 
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Trade betw.en EnglAnd and North America often stopped 

at ports in aouthern Ireland for labourera and supplies. 

According to merchant record, the Iriah ports moat frequently 

visited were Waterford, Youghal and Cork. Newfoundland 

historian Daniel Prowse wrote that the West Country ships 

atopped at Waterford and Cork in order to "buy Irish 

woolena ... pork, beef, and butter and to engage Irish 

servants ... "30 Waterford distinguished itself qui te early as 

the Irish port most intensely involved in the provision of 

labour. Most of the Irish who participated in the 

Newfoundland trade ",ere collected from the Waterford areil.:n 

According to Mannion: 

Each ",inter and early spring 
these merchants and thelr agents 
hired youn1 men and boys on a contract 
basis to flSh in Ne",foundland usually 
for one to three summers, and 
sometimes advanced cash as a security 
to the young men or their parents.~2 

Large numbers of English, of course, also settled in 

Newfoundland, and according to Handcock, those English who 

migrated to the Newfoundland fishery came from a strictly

defined part of the West Country of England. Unlike the 

Irish, many of whom were fleeing cyelieal famine, politieal 

tyranny, or farm overcrowding, the English migrants seem to 

have been attracted more by the opportunities whieh existed 

at Newfoundland than pushed by disappointment with the lack 

of opportunity at homA. 33 Handcoek demonstrated that the area 

of origin for most of the West Country English fishermen was 

the counties of Devon, Dorset and the neighbouring border 

areas of Hampshire and Somerset. "The extent of the Bouree ia 

closely related to those West Country ports involved in the 
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Newfoundland migratory cod fishery, particularly Teignmouth, 

Dartmouth, Topsham, Poole, and Bri.tol. 1I34 

EARL Y HI STORY OF FOOO 

The colder northern areas of the island of Newfoundland 

required a different regimen of staple extraction than did 

the congested St. Jo};:.' s area and provided certain 

opportunities which did not exist elsewhere, such aB the seal 

fishery. Some adventurous merchants, particularly John Slade 

of Poole, were able to take advantage of this situation and 

reaped a considerable harvest in the north of Newfoundland. 

Fogo was the firBt IInorthern li area to be 8ettled by 

Englishmen. English settlers first appeared at Fogo in 

1728.3~ Nearby Twillingate was settled by 1732,3. Although it 

is impossible ta know for certain, Fogo harbour was probably 

the first area ta be settled on the island, because of its 

easily navigable and Bpacious harbour. 

A man by the name of Geo. Davis wrote in 1764 from 

Poole ta Captain JameB Cook, who surveyed malt of the 

Newfoundland coast in the latter 1700's, that 

Mr. Thomas Tizzard, who was the 
first persan that ever drave a 
nail at Twillin~ate, or Bettled 
here as an Engl1shman, which was 
in the year 1732, he tells me that 
Fogo was settled 3 or 4 years 
sooner and that he has known that 
part of Newfoundland for 40 years 
and that he naver knew a French 
boat or ship ta the southward of 
Cape John --which is 14 leagues NNW 
from Twillingate ... 37 

This information, by one who was in a position ta know, 

indicates that Fogo was settled by 1729. 

Once it began ta be settIed, the Fogo area grew rather 
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quickly. F090 and Twillingate figured in the British 

government'. st~ti.tical reports for the first tim. in 

1733,38 and by 1739 the governor at St. John's reported to 

London that out of a total of 1,118 boata in Newfoundland, 80 

were operating in "Fogo, Twillingate, and the northern 

fiaheriea.";:7i· 

According to Harold Innis, by 1738 Fogo possessed a 

considerable population: seven fiBhing BhipB, four sack 

(cargo) ships, seventy "passengers, Il fourteen fishing ships' 

boata, twenty four re8idents' boata, 135 byeboatmen, twenty

one families, and 215 residents, 143 of whom ramained over 

the winter. That report also suggested that in the lame year 

Fogo produced 19, 000 quintals of fish4c, ~. weIl as seal oi1 

worth ~770 and furs worth 1300. 41 This information shows both 

the apeed at which Fogo developed and the diverse character 

of the is1and's economy. One of the main resources for the 

spread of settlements to the north was the availability of 

marketable commodities, sueh as salmon, furs and sea1s, which 

were scaree around the St. John's area. This report indicates 

th~t northern settlers were engaged in a more diverse 

commodity extraction regimen than aimply cod fish. The 

shorter cod fishing season in the north, caused by the mor~ 

extensive winter pack ice, forced Bettlera to explore other 

types of primary production. 

There is evidence that Fogo grew rapidly into a place 

of year-round habitation. Unlike other areas of Newfoundland 

which grew slowly into positions of permanent Bettlement, 

Fogo began as a place of year-round habitation42 probably 

becauae of itB long distance from St. John's (the tradition~l 
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place of embarkation and debarkation for migrant.) and th. 

variaty of y.ar-round subsistance and production activiti.s 

offered by the northern latitud •• of Newfoundland. Mo.t of 

aIl, Fogo became a place of early permanent aettlement 

because of the potential of the seal and salmon fish.ri •• and 

the opportunities for fur-trapping in the ar.a.43 

INDUSTRY AND THE PURSUIT OF SUBSISTENCE 

The burgeoning seal industry was best pursued by 

residenta aB opposed to a commuting work force. Fogo Island 

eventua11y grew into one of the largest sealing areas in aIl 

of Newfoundland. 44 Seal skins had an esthetic value, and 

seal oil was valued for the production of candIe. and soap 

and the tanning of 1eather.4~ As early as 1742 the resident. 

of Fogo and Twillingate were able to export ~12,550 worth of 

seal oi1. 46 

Once British merchants rea1ized the profitabi1ity of 

seals, salmon and furs, they were quick to eatabliah 

residents at northern posts to represented their interests 

and engage in the harvest of these commodities. But the seal 

fishery was the major factor promoting the settlement of 

northern Newfoundland. 47 Once established in this remote part 

of the Empire, residents devised a system of year-round 

subsistence activities which allowed them to survive in this 

seemingly inhospitable environment. This pattern required an 

efficient exploitation of natural resources. 

The cycle began in the spring with the seal fishery. 

After the pack ice receded, the cod fishery began. Hay was 

gathered in the late aummer and amall garden plots wera 
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harvested for th.ir addition to the winter' •• tore. of food. 

CultivAtion of .mAll areas of land were purely At & 

sub.istence level.·B EArly inhabitants were able to bring 

garden plots into cultivation via fertilization. Only hArdy 

crop. could he grown in the Newfoundland climate, .'lch as 

potatoea, turnipa and cabbage. During the winter men trapped 

and hunted small game as well as birds and the variou. 

marketable fur-bearing animaIs. Foxes, marten, beaver., 

minka, and ottera aIl fetched a fair price from the marchant. 

Frozen ponds and snow-covered barrens were used to gather and 

transport, by sleigh, wood which was uaed for fuel, boat

building, and buildings of varioua sorta. There waa enough 

wood locally that the Irish practice of burning paat from 

bogs was not necessary in Newfoundland. The slow daya of 

winter were also used for repairing equipment and building 

new boata. Other activitiea were pursued in more than one 

seaaon, such as bird-hunting and berry-picking.4~ In the case 

of Fogo Island, birds eggB and feathera were harveBted from 

the nearby Funk Islands, and trout were pul1ed from Fogo'. 

many ponds. 

The exploitation of these seemingly marginal resources 

complemented each other in termB of seaBon. When two 

resources became availahle concurrently, however, or when a 

resource was pursued which required particularly complicated 

production procedures, then "labour specialization within 

family units waa neceasary."~C:> This waa an extremely 

important development in Newfoundland history. It meant that 

as the resident population of the colony grew, the emphasis 

on the family aa a unit of production replaced the random 
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groupings of largely male labourera which comprised the 

merchant-formed migratory fisheries. 

LABOUR RECRUITMENT AND ORGANIZATION 

The history of merchant firms such as the Slades is 

more than the history of the leading personalities. Although 

businessmen forwarded capital and took the mercantile "risks" 

in the fisheries the numerous labourera who were in the 

employ of the firm, as weIl as the dozens of planters who 

dealt with the merchant in the debt-controlled truck ayatem, 

are also responsible for the growth of the Newfoundland 

fisheries. Since this thesis will examine a group of thes. 

planters in some depth, a discussion of the dynamics of 

labour recruitment and organization in the fisheriea firma 

will help set the stage for the arrivaI of the Slades. 

Fishing firms needed various types of labourers at key 

locations along the coast. At the base location seamen, 

smiths, carpenters, sailmakers, clerks, shoreworkera,~1 

barrel-makers, boat-makera ,152 and other occupations were 

neaded. The marchants also organized winter logging crews 

which went to forested areas and harvested wood which was 

hauled back to a central location. The wood was used for the 

construction of boats, wharvea and buildings, and for the 

repair of houses, flakes, fences, and boats, and for fuel. 

The vast majority of labourera were employed for a 

period of two summers and one winter, an arrangement 

formalized in a legal agreement. The merchant and the 

labourer agreed to the terms of the employment in a document 

called an indenture. Sorne indenturea called for terms of 
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three aummers and two wintera.S3 Moat workera returnad home 

after their employment instead of settling in Nawfoundland. 

Thera were also certain employae. who workad for the firm in 

Newfoundland for extended periods of time. TheBe wara mOBt 

often agents and other clerical staff. When a firm graw to 

the point where it required large facilities, full-time 

managera were required. Similarly, when the founder (or 

principal) became so old (or wealthy) that he did not want to 

spand his time sailing back and forth across the Atlantic 

each spring and fall, an agent was established at the firm's 

main Newfoundland facility. These agents supervised the 

stores, manipulated the accounts, organized the loading and 

unloading of ships, and arranged for the winter employment of 

workers .154 

GROWTH OF THE RESIDENT POPULATION AND THE TRUCK SYSTEM 

The truck system was a "primitive system of exchange 

involving the extension of credit and the use of barter ."!5~"l 

The exchange of cash was aIl but unknown. The local merchant 

was the sole supplier of those goods essential to Burvival. 

This fostered a certain degree of dependence. The fisherieB 

were a very unpredictable industry. The summer's catch was 

usually the planter's only means of securing the neceBsary 

food, fuel, and clothing for the coming winter. Merchants 

were usually willing to forward supplies on credit, but 

several bad summers might lead a planter into a situation of 

Beriousness indebtedness. Since there was no alternative 

source of income, a planter in these straights would have no 

choice but to stay and carry on, prayinq for a run of 
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profitable catchas ,t5i!> Ne.dlesa to say thera vere no social or 

charitable organizationa to help planteraS? vhoa. 

indebtedneB8 had become Bevere, 

According to David Lee, an historian of the Gasp{ 

fiaheries, the truck system (which operated in Gaspé in 

virtually the same form as in Nevfoundland) vas a crude form 

of insurance protection, In his view the marchants' 

dependenee upon the planters for their supply of commodities 

curtailed any large-scale exploitation, It vas not in the 

marchants' interests to sae the fishermen starve or leave the 

fisheries. Nevertheless, "the fishermen vare locked into a 

kind of economic serfdom,"I5& The merchants ensured that the 

value of a fisherman's annual production never equallad his 

advances of goods for that year,~· Each fisherman ended the 

year with a small debt, to ensure that he deal vith merchant 

the folloving year to resolve (theoretieally) that debt, 

Yearly indebtedness of planters, therefore, vas the 

merchant's insurance that he would have a supplier of cod the 

following year and the planter's insurance that there was a 

merchant vith whom he had an open account, Whether one sees 

this as a system of oppressive serfdom depends upon one's 

point of view, It could also be seen as a business 

arrangement, a type of contract, in which the tvo sides vere 

bound into dealing vith one another from year to year, 

Finally, since there vas no alternative to fishing in 

eighteenth century out port Newfoundland, fishermen had little 

chance to escape "the bondage of the truck system of 

credi t, "<!oc. 

Profit vas the motivating factor for all, The mansions 

\ 
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of the Newfoundland marchants on Thame. Street in Poole could 

not have been erected without sorne degr •• of ruthl ••• na •• on 

the part of the merchants. The Slade. were not immune to the 

temptation of greed. In 1804, a petition was •• nt to Gov.rnor 

Gower in St. John's protesting Slade's arbitrary .etting of 

priees for goods and fish products. The petition re.d, in 

part: 

.•• that the said merchants arrogate 
themaelves a power not warranted by 
any law, in selling to us every 
article of their. at any priee they 
see fit, and taking from your 
petitioners the produce of the whol. 
year at whatever priee they think 
fit to give. In short, let it 
suffice to inform your excelleney 
that they take on themaelve. to 
priee their own good. and ours also, 
as they think most convenient to 
them.·! 

THE EFFECTS OF WAR ON TRADE 

Wars frequently disrupted the late eighteenth and early 

nineteenth century fisheries. AlI of the conflictB which 

arOBe in that period hampered trade. The main problem wa. 

insecurity on the seas due to hostile warships. Many WeBt 

Country merchants suspended operations in Newfoundland during 

the American War (1775 - 1782). Because of the riBks on the 

high seas during wartime, labour was harder to find, ~nd 

payments to workors were much higher. ThoBe companies who 

continued to work during the war concentrated excluaively on 

the supply trade and brought out fewer fiBhermen. Thil 

encouraged the tendency toward settlement ~nd a sedentary 

fishery in Newfoundland at the end of the eighteenth 

century.·2 The American colonies had also been a place to 
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which many labourers went after the term. of their indentures 

were over, and sometimes before. The cessation of contact 

with the colonies during the war and the less than total 

return to normal relations after the war removed America as a 

destination for many Newfoundland labourers. This also forced 

the population at Newfoundland to become more permanent.·~ 

The merchants were happy to supply the growing resident 

population. 

Danger to shipping during wartime was the most serious 

concern of the merchants. One attempt by the government to 

solve this problem was the formation of convoys. Ships sent 

in a convoy had lower insurance costs and the benefit of 

military protection. The convoys were slow to get assembled, 

however, and they were a conspicuous target as they lumbered 

across the ocean. Moreover, when a convoy arrived at a market 

city, the priees for fish dropped as the captains of the 

various ships desperately tried to sell their cargoes, and as 

the purchaser manoeuvered to get the best priee. Merchants 

were required by law to use the convoys, but several more 

adventurous merchants chose a dangerouB but profitable 

alternative. "Going on the run" was when a ship slipped out 

of port at night and made a dash for market alone and without 

protection. Only the boldest of captains would agree to this, 

and they depended upon speed and luck to make the voyage 

unscathed through hostile waters. These ships were more 

expensive to inaure, but they offset thia expenae by being 

the firat to arrive at market ports. They could then get a 

high wartime priee for their fish and avoid the low priees 

which were inevitable when the flood of convoy cargoes 
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arrived,·4 

Another serious effect of war was the slowing down of 

merchant communications, Letters sent in September advising 

managers of market conditions might not arrive until Mayor 

June of the following year, It was hard for marchants to 

organize their trade when the essential information regarding 

priees, supplies, and demands was frustratingly slow in 

coming, If a firm's ship was Bunk by the enemy, this 

information might never arrive,·e The end of war was always 

greeted with relief, as it meant fewer ship losses, lower 

freight and insurance rates, and more abundant and cheap 

labour supply, and open markets for staple goods,·· 

CONCLUSION 

The climate and geography of Fogo dictated the 

industry, agriculture, and settlement patterns which 

eventually took hold. Fogo Island developed within the 

context of a large, complicated mercantile and strategie 

transatlantic network. What differentiated Notre Dame Bay 

from other areas of the Newfoundland trade was the diversity 

of the commodity extraction regime encouraged by merchants 

such as the Slades of Poole. 

As the resident population of Newfoundland grew, 

merchants such as Slade aitered their businessea from fiahing 

companies to traders. They supplied plantera through a type 

of barter exchange system known as the truck system. A 

detailed analysis of the Slade operation at Fogo will provide 

insight into the evolution of one rather innovative 
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Newfoundland merchant and the truck sy.tem which he used. 

( 
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CHAPTER THREE 

THE SLADES AND THE FOOD BASE 

INTRODUCTION 

John Slade was the most important mercantile and 

developmental force in the early years of Fogo Island. 

Through his recruitment of labourera in England and Ireland, 

his use of the truck system, and the longevity .nd stability 

of the business dynasty he founded at Fogo, he shAped the 

society at Fogo unlike any other force. The old-timers of 

Fogo still recall the name "Slade," there are landmarks and 

geographical features which bear Slade's name, and the Church 

of England in Fogo has a large plaque, inside the building, 

memorializinq Slade's contributions to the community. 

Although the route through which Slade entered the 

Newfoundland trade was typicai of his day, he exhibited a 

taste for innovation early in his career. Fogo Island was the 

base from which John Slade Iaunched his successfu1 and 10n9-

lived mercantile dynasty. 

THE MERCANTILE HISTOP.Y OF FDGO ISLAND 

The mercantile history of Fogo Island is the history of 

frontier exploration and exploitation. A number of merchants 

established facilities at Fogo before, as weIl as during, the 

Slade years. The Slades, however, were able to stay longer 

and conduct a more lucrative trade at Fogo than any of the 

others. In fact, the Slades are known in Newfoundland history 

as one of the only firms established in the eighteenth 

century to last weIl into the nineteenth century. Their 
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operations at Fogo lasted until 1861. A brief outline of the 

merchants who preceded Slade at Fogo wil\help create the 

econnrnic context for the arrivaI of the Slades in the early 

1780' s. 

Jererniah Coghlan was the first large-scale merchant to 

use Fogo as a base. After the "opening'l of Fogo in 1729, 

merchants from southern areas such as Trinit y probably 

skirted the coastline of Notre Dame Bay, establishing 

residents and exploiting the seal and cod fisheries. The 

first thirty years of the Fogo fishery, from 1729 until 1760, 

are in large part undoclwented, since the area was exploited 

in a randorn fashion. Cogh1an was established at Fogo Island 

by 1764, initially as an entrepreneur and later as an agent 

for several Bristol merchants. One of the first to recognize 

the potential value of the Labrador fisheries, Coghlan saw 

Fogo as a suitably northern location from which to exploit 

Labrador. He did not depend solely on seals and cod; salmon 

and furs rounded out his mercantile pursuits. At the peak of 

his operation, Coghlall had eight to ten ships supplying 

Newfoundland and carrying the spoils back to Eng1and. 1 

When Coghlan went bankrupt in 1782, his trade network 

and facilities in Fogo were taken over by Thomas Street of 

Poole. Coghlan's troubles were also an avenue for the 

entrance of John Slade into the Fogo trade. Slade began his 

operations at Fogo in the year of Cogh1an's downfal1: 1782. 

Benjamin Lester (1724 - 1802) was another Poole 

merchant who, although based in Trinit y, fished as far north 

as Fogo. Lester's heyday was during the 1770's and 1780'. 

when he made great profits from both the BeaI and cod 
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fi8herie •• ~ He was one of the largeBt and most succes.ful of 

the West Country merchants. In the 1760'. Lester's ve •• els 

made between fifty and one hundred voyages per year between 

Trinit y and Fogo Island. Lester possessed stages, stores, 

wharves and other facilities at Tilting. Fogo Island waB an 

important northern base for Lester's activities, and his Fogo 

Island operation was based at Tilting Harbour and not Fogo 

Harbour, where most large merchants usually congregated. 

Lester was probably the most wealthy merchant in Poole, where 

he lived next door to John Slade, the patriarch of the 

Newfoundland Slades. 3 Lester and Coghlan were the first to 

bring labourers from both England and Ireland to Fogo. 4 

There were other, smaller merchants at Fogo as weIl. 

From the opening of Fogo until the arrivaI of Slade, and even 

during the Slade years, there were numerous small-time 

operators who came and went. Several probably used Fogo as a 

base. None of these small firms, however, had the staying 

power or the growing power of Slade. When he openad up Bhop 

at Fogo in 1782, Slade had two eSBential assets: a strong 

capital base (financial support in Poole, probably from the 

merchant John Haitor) and established market knowledge and 

connections. 

THE CAREER OF JOHN SLADE 

John Slade (1719 - 1792) entered the Newfoundland trade 

during its most important years of growth and change. 

Eventually he became quite wealthy, " exerting in the process 

considerable economic influence upon the development of 

Bettlement in northeastern Newfoundland and Labrador.'~ 
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Born in Poole in 1719, John Slade was one of eight 

children whose father, a mason and man of modest meana, died 

in 1727 leaving eight-year-old John Slade heir to only a 

small plot of land and a few pounds. John received sorne basic 

education, but soon left school, most likely to be 

apprenticed in shipping and the fisheries, which were the 

main businesses of the town of Poole. During John Slade's 

formative years, Newfoundland became extensively involved in 

the Newfoundland fisheries.~ These early experiences helped 

mould him into a successful merchant. 

Slade's early years in the fisheries were not 

particularly unusual or adventurous. His early career was 

typical of that of rnany merchants who became successful in 

the Newfoundland trade: beginning as a ship's captain, he 

later became a small shipowner. As Newfoundland settlements 

increased in nurnber, these captains established their own 

Newfoundland premises, leaving caretakers in the fall to 

watch their investrnent. With the right combination of 

business acumen and luck, a captain could develop his own 

business, hire his own servants, and establish his own 

trading networks in Newfoundland. This is how Slade began.? 

The first ship which Slade acquired was a ninety-ton 

brig called the "Little John. Il Slade' s entrance into the 

trade as an independent captain was probably aided by his 

rnarriage to Martha Haitor whose father, John Haitor, had he en 

successfui in the Newfoundland trade in an earlier era.- It 

is probable that Slade's marriage to Haitor was a busineaB 

strategy. It is also conceivable that Haitor himself arranged 

for his daughter to marry a Newfoundland trader so that hi. 
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little bU8ine8s empire could be m&int~ined. 

By the 1740'8, John Slade was the captain of ships 

which sailed to the Mediterranean, Ireland, and Newfoundland. 

Slade's first recorded visit to Newfoundland w~s in 1748. 

Between 1751 and 1753 Slade was master of a ship owned by 

William Kittier of Poole, which sailed between Poole, Cork, 

Newfoundland, and the Mediterranean. In 1753 Slade acquired a 

ship and went into business for himself.~ 

Slade began his work in the 1750'. in Notre Dame Bay, 

an area where only a few other English merchants had 

attempted to establish posts. John Slade was a pioneer in th. 

sense that he diversified his exploitation quite early to 

include salmon, furs, seals, and lumber. He did not 

concentrate solely on cod as did most other West Country 

merchants in Newfoundland.\D 

Slade's business steadily grew. By 1759 he was 

exporting various supplies from Poole and importing cod oil 

and various types of furs, including BeaIs. By the mid-1760's 

he had begun trading in Labrador and had extended his bases 

there to encompass the cod, seal and salmon fisheries. In the 

early 1770's the Labrador operations were expanded to include 

other types of furs. 11 George Cartwright, the Labrador 

explorer, merchant and diarist recorded the presence of Slade 

operations a10ng the Labrador coast in 1773.1~ A decade later 

in 1784 - 85 Siade and Company "had stations at Battie and 

Fox Harbours, employing 16 men and taking 2300 seals. 1I1:!t In 

1786, the Slades 14 were also operating at lndian Arm and Dog 

Bay in Labrador, and in that year they took sixt y tierces of 

salmon, using two boats and four men.1~ Slade's early and 
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diverse successes in the Labrador fi.heries are a testament 

to his indultriousness, luck and the opportunities provided 

by northern Newfoundland. 

By the mid-1770's, Slade was a typical mid-sized 

marchant. He had five ships, the large ones plying the 

Atlantic to the Mediterranean markets and the smaller ones 

supplying the various outposts Along the coasts of 

Newfoundland and Labrador. Slade traded with those areas of 

Europe most frequented by other Newfoundland merchants. The 

dry-cured cod produced by Slade and his plant ers was in 

demand in the hotter, more humid Mediterranean climates of 

Portugal, Spain and Italy. Alicante, Oporto, Lisbon, and 

Cadiz are some of the market destinations frequently 

mentioned in the Slade papers. 1b They were probably also the 

ports which Slade had visited during his early days as a 

captain. 

In the case of the Slades, as with most Newfoundland 

traders, the production centre, Fogo in Slade's case, was one 

corner of a three-cornered trade system. Poole, the ownership 

area, and southern Europe, the market area, cornpleted the 

triangular structure. Map Three, on the neKt page, 

illustrates the movement of goods and labour between each of 

the three areas. The flow of communications from one point of 

the triangle to the others was vital to the health of the 

firm, a point stressed by Rosemary Ommer in her PhD thesis. l ? 

By the outbreak of the Ameri~an Revolution in 1775, 

Slade had established Twillingate as his base. lB It was not 

until 1782 when Jeremiah Coghlan folded up his Fogo 

operations that Slade opened a second large outpost at Fogo. 
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It is unclear whether Slade moved his operation to Fogo en 

masse, leaving a token store at Twillingate, or if the 

proceSB waB a protracted one, perhaps taking several years to 

complete. Slade' s only experience wi th public office was as a 

Naval Officer at Twillingate from 1774 to 1776. 1
'9 As Naval 

Officer, Slade commanded no men, he simply collected cer.tain 

duties and taxes, assured a certain minimal level of military 

preparedness, and was a visible representation of the Crown 

in this remote corner of the British Empire. 

Each fall, Slade returned to Poole and spent the winter 

in hi s comfortabl e dwell ing on Thames Street, where he was 

the neighbour of other pr~minent Newfoundland merchant 

families including the Lesters and the Spurriers. By 1777 

Slade gave up this migratory existence and resided year-round 

at Poole. 2 ..... 

Survival in the Newfoundland trade required 

persistence, shrewdness, intelligence and luck. The long life 

of the Slade dynasty is proof that the Slade firm had ample 

amounts of aIl these qualities. The trade was neither easy 

nor safe. Storms, wars and conflicts with Indians and 

privateers were constant dangers. Insight can be gained into 

the nature of the Newfoundland trade as experienced by 

merchants such as Slade by examining sorne of the hazards and 

setbacks they experienced in their quest for wealth. Natural 

disasters due to the ever-hostile climate were a constant 

danger. In 1775 Slade lost several vessels and ten fishing 

boats in a storm. Another storm in 1782 seriously damaged the 

facilities at Fogo and Twillingate. Wharves and stages were 

destroyed and at Twillingate 800 quintals of fish were 
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lost. 21 Another hazard was presented by the Baothuck Indians, 

who moved from the interior of Newfoundland to the coastal 

areas in the summer. Thomas Frith, a clerk of Slade at Fogo, 

was attacked by a group of Beothucks while picking berries 

with two young boys. Frith was killed and behea,led, but the 

two youngsters escaped. They ran home and apparently arrived 

at the Fogo settlement with arrows sticking out of their 

backs. 22 

In July, 1792, a group of planters from Tilting were 

approached by two canoes full of Beothucks while gathering 

bird's eggs and feathers from the Funk Islands, fort y miles 

from Fogo. One of the planters fired a gun at the Indiana, 

and they fled. Five years earlier two merchants from Fogo, 

along with their crew, were in Shoal Bayon Fogo Island 

collecting ballast for a schooner. They were attacked by a 

group of Beothucks and several of the crewmen were injured. 23 

The marchants involved were Messrs. Clark and Handcock who 

had an account with Slade. There is no dearth of accounts of 

clashes between Beothucks and fishermen on or around Fogo. 

The Beothucks were in the habit of walking off with 

supplies and tools belonging to local settlers. Slade once 

lost four valuable salmon nets in this way.24 The Indians had 

a different sense of property and ownership. The plantera, 

however, were enraged at what tr-f perceived as thievery and 

responded by occasional slaughters of BeothuckB.7~ 

In the late 1770'. Slade'. business declined 

considerably, mostly due to privateers and man-made disastars 

as opposed to natural disasters. The American war was a 

difficult period for all Newfoundland merchants. It was 
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extremely difficult to acquire labourers because most able

bodied men were pressed into military or naval service. 

Shipping was also curtailed because of danger on the high 

seas and the loss of merchant ships to wartime service. This 

spurred settiement, as migratory fishermen decided to stay at 

Newfoundland rather than risk a journey back to England or 

Ireland. In 1778 American privateers captured a Slade ship in 

Labrador. The following spring Slade suffered a double blow 

when another American ship attacked Twillingate and stole one 

of his brigs. The Americans then ransacked Slade's stores and 

distributed the goods to the poor people of Fogo. The same 

American ship then sailed north to Slade's Battle Harbour 

facility in Labrador and commandeered another of Slade's 

ships. 

During the war Slade had trouble finding labourers and 

so was forced to play dirty himself. It was during this 

period that Slade "stole" men who had already signed on to 

work with Benjamin Lester. Slade, who lived next door to 

Lester in Poole, waited outside Lester's offices and when 

freshly-signed Lester employees emerged, Slade bettered 

Lester's terms and brought the men into his own employ.26 The 

Slades aiso suffered the travails common to any business 

venture. In a later period, when there was a Slade 

establishment at Trinit y Bay, an agent of Slade named James 

Lanigan was sentenced to prison and deportation for the 

embezzlement of a small amount of money.27 

Slade ~ade the biggest profits of his career after 

Coghlan's failure in 1782. The ledgers from the Slade Fogo 

operation indicate that from 1783 onwards, Slade traded with 
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over one hundred plant ers annually and employed between fifty 

and one hundred servants. Map Four, on the next page, shows 

the distribution of Slade outposts in 1785. 

The 1787-88 season was a typically good year for Slade. 

In that year his company collected 2,200 seal skins, 200 

tierces (large barrels) of salmon, 400 bundles of wooden 

hoops, 32 tons of seal oil, 2,000 gallons of train (cod) oil. 

3,000 quintals of fish (in modern terms about 336,000 pounds 

or 168 tons), 24,000 wooden staves, 15,000 feet of board, 32 

sets of oars, 30 pounds of beaver skins, 25 furs (fOK, otter, 

marten) and other small items. 2B By the sarne year, 1788, 

Slade had five ocean-going brigs, the "Delight. Il the "Love 

and Uni ty," the "Fame, Il the "Stag, 1/ and the "Hazard. ":.l'" 

The diversity of Slade's products was obviously the key 

to his success and it was relatively unique ta his trade. 

Merchants who traded in southern Newfoundland rarely had such 

diverse businesses; they tended to concentrate on cod fish. 

What began as a necessity for survival in an area of 

Newfoundland where the ice stayed longer and the season was 

shorter, became Slade's most valuable business strategy. It 

becarne the trademark of his business dynasty. 

An 1805 invoice from one of Slade's ships, the "John 

and Thomas, Il exemplifies this particular bus iness strategy. 

The ship sailed for Poole on October 13 with a crew of six 

men and a cargo which included 70 casks of train ail, 4 casks 

of seal oil, 1 barrel of blubber, 210 seal skins, 3 hogsheads 

(barrels) of berries, 30 bread bags, and 1,476 quintals 

(165,312 pounds) of dried cod. The ship also had in its hold 

the furs of 3 silver fOKes, 5 patch foxes, 7 yellow faxes, 2 
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white (arct ic) faxes, 30 otters, 9 beavers, 1 "mountain cat t Il 

(sic), 6 martens and 6 minks. In freight the ship carried one 

barrel of furs for G. Rowsell and one cannon barrel for James 

Rowse1l. Finally, there was one passenger, the same James 

Rowsell. 3Q Not all Slade ships departing Newfoundland each 

fall had such exotic cargoes. Six days after the "John and 

Thomas" 1eft for Poole, the "Standley" departed Fogo and 

"Sa il'd ta St, John's ta join convoy for Lisbon." It had a 

crew of nine men and a simple cargo of 21 barrels of salmon 

and 3,138 quintals (351,456) pounds of dry cod fi8h.~1 

Table One shows the performance of the Slade firm 

during the years from 1785 to 1793. An examination of the 

table shows the growth of the Slade operation and its 

dependence on diverse types of commodities. 

TABLE ONE 
SLADE PRODUCTION DIVERSITY 

Board 
~""~~~~~~--~~~~~L-~~~----~,~~~:L~~~----~f~46b 

2:790 4,964 57 9,036 1786 
1787 
1788 
1789 
1790 
1791 
1792 
1793 

2,967 5,380 160 25,708 
2,909 5,239 2S 12,744 
1 , 977 7 , 771 23 19 , 042 
nia nia nIa nIa 
2,008 7,072 5 20,587 
2,365 10,014 8 23,629 
3,629 5,359 8 24,351 

* Seal oil and train (cod) oil are combined. ** Includes beaver, fox marten, otter, and "catt" 
Source: John Slade Name File, Maritime History Archive, 
Memorial University of Newfoundland. 

Table One is ample proof that the Slade operation at 

Fogo was engaged in a diverse staple extraction regime. 

Salmon, seal and oi1 production tended to ri se in the first 
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nine years of Slade's presence at Fogo. Cod production, 

however, was relatively stable with an increase in volume at 

the end of the periode Fur production, which was initially 

quite important, declined in later years, perhaps an 

indication that fur source areas were being emptied by 

zealous trappers. Production of board and other wood products 

was aiso large. Other wood products not mentioned in this 

table included boats, barrels, buckets, boughs, barrows, 

staves, hoops, and oars. The men who supplied Slade were 

obviously very busy during the winter months, when 

transportation of wood products acrOSB the snow was easiest. 

The figures in Table One are drawn from the Slade 

ledgers for the correaponding years. Along with the wood 

products which were me~tioned in the table, in those years 

Slade shipped to market berries, blubber, calf-skins, and 

various sundry items. Anything that could conceivably bring a 

priee in the Mediterranean or in Poole was cut down, killed, 

or caught by Slade's indentured employees and local planters. 

John Slade died in 1792 at the age of 73. His estate at 

the time of his death was conservatively estimated at 

i70,OOO. Since Slade had no living sons, his estate was 

divided among his four nephews: David, John, Thomas and 

Robert. A portion was also given ta a cousin. His estate 

included six ships between 60 and 150 tons, as weIl as 

numerous smaller boats, equipment, and facilities in 

Newfoundland at Fogo, Twillingate, Conche, and Wester Head 

and in Labrador at Battle Harbour, Hawke's Port, Hawke'. Bay, 

Lewis Bay, Mathews Coye, Caribou Tickle, and Guy's Cove.32 He 

presumably also left offices, furniture, and facilities at 
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Poole. 

In his study of the Robin merchant family in th. Gaspe 

fisheries, David Lee showed how the personality of the 

founder, Charles Robin, left its imprint on the mercantile 

strategyof the firm for the rest of its history.~$ This can 

also be said for John Slade and the business he bagan in 

Newfoundland. After his death, as the firm continued to be 

operated by his nephews, it continued to prosper and develop 

offshoots as various nephews broke away and developed 

paraI leI but independent operations under the Slade name. The 

firm, however, maintained many of the values and strategies 

which had been implanted by the founder. Sorne of these 

qualities are intangible but ethers, such as the markets with 

which Slade dealt and the types of staple goods he pursued on 

the frontier, had their genesis ln practices which Slade had 

pioneered in his early days as a ship's captain. The 

strategies which enabled him to rise to a position of 

considerable wealth were adopted by his heirs, and enabled 

their company to survive for many decades after the death of 

the patriarch. 

At his death, John Slade's firm certainly faced plenty 

of competition on the northeast coast, but it remained the 

only major resident firme As Gordon Handceck has written, 

Slade was part of a cornmunity of merchant plantera who copied 

one another's successes. The truck system which he pioneered 

and adapted to the circumstances of northern Newfoundland 

provided him with two distinct areas of profit: the sale of 

staples in the market towns and the sale of consumer goods to 

resident planters around Fogo. Slade's distinction lay in his 



·r ... 

62 

&bility to stay 10 long in the sama base area. He was also 

skillful at we&thering natural and man-made disasters. His 

refusaI to eentralize his operations in St. John's ehoosing 

instead to stay in the north of the island where there wa8 a 

variety of resources,34 was the most important strategy whieh 

he willed to his suceessors in the firme It served them weIl. 

THE GROWTH OF THE SLADES 

John Slade had a son, also named John, who was slated 

to suceeed him in the fisheries and inherit the Newfoundland 

business. The son even began to travel with Slade to 

Newfoundland in the summers, but he died of smallpox in 

1773 . .:s~ Following his son's death, the aging John Slade Sr. 

brought his four nephews into the business to keep the wealth 

in the family. When John Sr. ceased travelling to 

Newfoundland eaeh summer, his nephew John replaced him. John 

Slade Jr. was the chief representative of the firm from 1777 

until 1792. He probably orchestrated the foray into Fogo from 

Twillingat .. in 1782. In 1793, after the death of John Slade 

Sr., John Slade Jr., the nephew, became the principal of the 

firm, based in Poole. The three other nephews whom John Slade 

Sr. brought into the firm were aIl very active by that time 

as weIl. Robert Slade took responsibility for the Labrador 

operations; Thomas Slade commanded ships and aeted aB an 

agent; and David Slade was the company's manager at 

Twi Il ingate."36 

In 1804 Robert Slade broke away from the Fogo

Twillingate base and .tarted a business in Trinit y using John 

Jeffrey's old premises. Robert was relatively successfui in 
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Trinit y Bay.37 Thomas also withdrew in 1813 and formed Thoma. 

Slade and Company with his nephew William Cox. They tradad 

mostly in Bonavista. 

The Newfoundland fisheries were as profitable for the 

nephews and other members of the family as they had been for 

the patriarch, John Slade Sr. For example, when Thomas 

Slade, who did not marry, died in 1816, he 1eft over 165,000 

to relatives. 39 The Poole historian E.F.J. Mathews reported 

that the Slades had three adjacent mansions in Poole, aIl of 

them sumptuously appointed and lavishly decorated,':!'''' 

By the time the end came for the Slades they had been 

in the Newfoundland trade for nearly a century, In the 1860'8 

a banking crisis in Poole caused severai fisheries firms to 

fold. Unable to resist the trend toward centralization in St, 

John's, the Slades sold off the last of their interests in 

their Newfoundland businesses in 1870 or 1871, The Slades 

sold out; they were not driven out, The remaininq few firms 

which claimed to be descend~nts of John Slade's original 

outfit did not descend into insolvency, Prudent businessmen 

to the end, they sold out and incurred few losses, 

CONCLUSION 

The Newfoundland trade was a complicated endeavour. 

Given the constant disruptions of war and natural disaster, 

only those firms which had a compact, diversified and 

efficient mercantile strategy could escape crippling 

hardship. Under their various guises the Slades were such a 

firm, Their basic operating structure, the aspect of their 

business which defined them and motivated them, was the truck 
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system. The supply of consumer qoods and fishing supp,lies in 

a barter exchange for the fruits of the fiahermen and 

planters' labour was the delicately balanced system which 

reaped healthy profits for the merchants and ensured a 

reasonable flow of qoods to those planters willinq to asswme 

a small, and sometimes not so small, residue of debt. The 

following chapters will examine this system and how a certain 

group of plant ers interacted with the firm within the 

confines of the truck system. 
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CHAPTER FOUR 

PLANTER PRODUCTION 

Historians have often pointed out that the years 1785 

to 1805 were years of great change in the Newfoundland 

fisheries. Few have examined the transition from the 

perspective of the fishermen themselves. While Shannon Ryan 

has looked at large scale market forces and politico-economic 

developments, and Margaret Chang has concentrated on 

developments at the level of an individual firm, the present 

thesis will examine the general changes in the state of the 

fishery from the perspective of the planters who actually 

worked the broad Atlantic. 

THE SAMPLE 

The Sldde ledgers from the years 1782 onward provide an 

excellent source for the study of those men who dealt with 

Slade. 1 The obvious and most glaring limitation, which must 

be stated and stressed at the outaet, ia that Slade 

represented only one of severai potential mercantile contacts 

for the planters. There were other merchants dealing in the 

Fogo area, and there were plant ers who brought their fish and 

seals to other ports, including St. John's. AlI of the 

following information, therefore must be asses.ed within this 

larger mercantile conteKt. Many of the plantera in the sampis 

dealt with other merchants. In the cases of this sample of 

Fogo planters, though, Slade was their major mercantile 
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contact, and for many he waa the only mercantile contact. 

THE SLADE CLIENTELE: SERVANTS AND PLANTERS 

In 1785, the firat year of the sample, the Slade 

ledgers contained 258 non-commercial accounts. Commercial 

accounts are considered to be those held by agents in St. 

John's, or the accounts for any of Slade's brigs, in other 

words, non-fishermen. The rest of the accounts are divided 

between planters and servants. The servants (clerks, 

artisans, labourers) were the employees of Slade who were 

indentured to work in the Slade fisheries or at any of the 

Slade premises for a given period of time, at the end of 

which period they were paid their wages and transported home 

to West Country Eng1and. A very few servants were from 

Irelandj the rest were West Country Englishmen. The wages of 

the recruits ranged from 110 to 130 per year, depending on 

the work the servant engaged in and the year in which he was 

indentured. By 1805, Slade had 344 non-commercial accounts. 

With a few fluctuations, the number of accounts staked by 

Slade grew between 1785 and 180S (See Table Two) . 

The thirty-three sample plant ers to be examined in 

detail in this thesis were chosen in the following manner. 

The list of non-commercial accounts held by Slade in 1785 was 

compared to the corresponding client list for 180S. There 

were fort y-four clients who had open, operative accounts in 

both years. Of these fort y-four planters who had stayed with 

Slade for twenty years, eleven were eliminated because they 

had too few accounts in the intervening years to merit 

inclusion. Their accounts for the intervening sample years, 
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TABLE TWO 
SLADE CLIENTELE FOR THE SAMPLE YEARS 

Total non
commercial 
accounts: 

258 
304 
252 
243 
~4 

Number 
held by 
servants; 

1~ 
165 
116 

72 
110 

Parcantage 
of servant 
accounts; 

51.9% 
54.3 
46.0 
29.6 
32.0 

Source: Slade Ledgers 1785, 1790, 1795, 1800, 1805. PANL. 

1790, 1795, and 1800 were so sparse that it was unlikely they 

were stable, resident planters in the Fogo area. The result 

was a list of thirty-three planters biased in two senses: 

first, they were the thirty-three plantera who were able to 

remain in the area of operation for an extended period, and 

second, they were the planters in the Fogo area who dealt 

most exclusively with Slade. 

The constancy and economic longevity of the sample 

plantera in the Fogo fisheriea was therefore their main 

criteria for inclusion. They represent seventy-five percent 

of t~e total number of planters who survived the twenty yeara 

from 17~5 to 1805. Twenty-five percent (or eleven of the 

survivor planters) were dropped from the sarnple. The thirty

three plant ers who were chosen represent a base of stability 

in the settlernent of Fogo Island. Of the total number of 

people who spent any time at Fogo, the sample represents a 

tiny minority. It is this rninority which ia b'ing studied, 

not the hordes of transient labourers who passed through the 

accounts, but the few who chose te stay on and were able to 

make a success of their fisheries operations at Foge. 
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AlI four of the five-year intervals for which data ~ 

collected, starting in 1785, reflect important changes, both 

local and international, experienced by the fisheries at the 

end of the eighteenth century. Collecting the appropriate 

d~ta for each of the twenty years between 1785 and 1805 would 

have heen much too cumbersome a task. 

Three of the sample plant ers were Irishmen, the rest 

were West Country Englishmen. 7 It would have been next to 

impossible to trace the origins of aIl these men. The 

plant ers came from various places of origin, via various 

routes. Some may have come directly from Eng1and or Ire1and 

and began fishing in their own right. Some may have heen 

employees of Slade or other merchants who stayed at 

Newfoundland after their periods of indenture were over. 

Still others may have been plant ers or fishermen from other 

parts of Newfoundland or Labrador who migrated to Notre Dame 

Bay after hearing reports of good fishing there. Like aIl 

members of the resident and transient population in that 

period, they were a diverse group, and Fogo was an open 

society. The sample therefore contains plant ers of various 

means, backgrounds, and motivations. In most cases the only 

thing they had in common was the fact that they survived for 

twenty or more years in the Fogo fisheries. 

It can be seen from Table Two that the percentage of 

accounts held by Slade servants diminished in the years from 

1785 to 1805. This suggests that as the fishery slowly 

evolved from a migratory one to a resident one, and as the 

fishery came to be conducted more and more by the plant ers 

and their families, fishing companies such as the Slades 
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hired fewer servants. They were, it would seem, able to 

secure similar servants from residents. The lowe~ percentagas 

of servants in the later period also reflect Slade's movement 

from a migratory fishing company ta one which supplied 

resident fishermen. As weIl as merchant practices, the 

structure of Newfoundland society was also changing. Il ld 

obvious that normal population growth would have lessened lhe 

need fOl- servants ::ln the part of merchants. But cl similaL"ly 

important development may have been that the nat~ul e of 

servant occupations aiso evolved with the ql-dWUlg population. 

Occupat~ons formerly pursued by servants, such as that rnosl 

important occupation of all, the cod flshery, Were taken ovel 

by the residenl:s. The remaining servants ln 1805 Iikely 

filled positions at the Slade facillty for which II wa3 

absolutely neGe,::;sary to have an on-site "speclalist." 

The Slade operations gl-ew, agalrl \.-nth fluctuation:.;, b-om 

258 clients in 1785 la 344 clients in 1805. The most l-apid 

period of growth was between the years 1785 and 1'1'jr) when tlll" 

size of Slade's clientele grew la 304. Th13 growth r~fleet8d 

the stabi 1 i ty and prosper i ty of mos t Newf oundl dnd c ompard .. ~:; 

during the late 1780',::;. The end of the Amerlcan Revulutionary 

wal- in 1783, and the subsequent easlng of the restrlcti')II!, Ul1 

transatiantic commerce created a favourable economie 

environment. The Slade operations at Fogo had been 

establ~shed in 1782, benefitting from the downfall of 

Coghlan. In his new environl'1ent and with ren2wed AtldlltlG 

peace, Slade began several years of great economie Buceess. 

The boom years, however, were not to last. By the year 

1795, Slade had entered another period of economic 
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uncertainty. The effects of the French Revolution, such as 

hazards for shipping, caused serious problems for merchants 

in the Newfoundland trade. Appendix One shows the priees for 

certain key commodities as reflected in the Slade ledgers. 

The ledger for 1795 has been lost, but from the 1794 and 1796 

data it can be seen that the priees of aIl commodities rose 

rather dramatically. As usual, merchants in the fisheries had 

trouble attracting potential indentured servants. Seant y 

labour supplies brought high labour costs. Prospective 

servants were unavailable; many had joined or were pressed 

into the Royal Navy or were employed in other wartime 

service. Moreover, the danger of ocean travel may have caused 

some prospective fishermen to shy away from work which 

required a transatlantic voyage. As stated in previous 

chapters, war created severai serious hazards for merchants. 

Ships were costlier and more expensive to insure, crews were 

harder to find, supplies necessary for voyages were much more 

expensive, formerly open markets might suddenly be closed or 

blockaded, and pirates and privateers made formerly safe 

shipping routes virtually impassable. 

Things were even worse by 1800. Not only had the number 

of accounts held with Slade declined, but the ratio of 

servants to settled planters was much lower. The French 

Revolution ended in 1802 with the Treaty of Amiens. By 1800 

only 29.6% (compared with 51.9% in 1785) of Slade's accounts 

were he1d by his servants. 

Periods of war or h~stility fostered settlement at 

Newfoundland. Although the British government officially 

discouraged settlement at Newfoundland, they realized that 



73 

settlement was inevitable, especially during wartime. 

Labourers and migrants populated the coves and harbours in 

greater numbers during war. As the Slade data exhibits, Slade 

was not isolated from international events, even from his 

vantage point on the fringe of the Empire. 

The Napoleonic Wars followed close on the heels of the 

French Revolution. The figures for 1805 show how Slade was 

able to recover in the intervening years and make a success 

of his business despite labour shortages associated with war. 

In 1805 Slade still had only 110 (32.0%) servants, but his 

overall number of non-commercial accounts grew from 243 in 

1800 to 344 in 1805. These figures show that Slade had 

completed, or nearly completed, his transition from a company 

which hired inùentured fishermen to a company which supplied 

existing, resident planters. 

PLANTER PRODUCTION 

Table Three, which illustrates planter production, 

provides an intere~ting commentary on Slade's transition 

during the twenty years of the sample. The table divides 

overall planter production into four major groups: Fish, 

Seals, Oil, and Other. The category "Fish" includes all types 

of fish brought to the Slade facility and entered into the 

client's ledger page, mostly salmon and cod. The ~tem "Seals" 

covers aIl types of seals entered in the Slade ledgers, such 

as harps, bedlamers, rangers, and others. "Oil" refera to 

both cod (train) oil and seal oil, which almost always 

fetched the same price. Items mentioned under the heading of 

"Other ll refer to aIl the other types of commoditiea which 
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planters brought to Slade to pay their debts. More than any 

other, this category reflects the true trademark diversity of 

the Slade operation in Notre Dame Bay. Items included in the 

"Other" heading are staves, hoops (wooden), barrels, boughs, 

board, planks, berries, feathers, and aIl types of furs. 

These statistics describe several different levels of 

evolution of Slade's operation at Fogo. For exarnple, the 

total amount of business noted in pounds, shillings and 

pence, of the thirty-three sample planters is a good 

indicatol- of the "health" of the Slade operation. By 

following this prime indicator of Slade's income as it grew 

and shrank from year to year, one can gauge the econornic 

health of the Slade Fogo operation. 

As was shown in Table Two, the years after Slade set up 

shop in Fogo were relatively prosperOUSj they coincided with 

a period of maritime peace. The total amount of business done 

by Slade w:th the sample planters grew from E473.7.1 in 1785 

ta €755.10.1 in 1790. As the effects of the French Revolution 

darnpened world cornmer~e, the sample's share of business with 

Slade dipped to €504.10.0 in 1795. The next two sample years, 

1800 and 1805, however, were both years of growth. By then, 

the plant ers in the sample were becoming more established in 

the fisheries. Their individual fishing operations became 

more profitable as they becarne accustomed to life on the 

coast of Newfoundland. Sorne of the planters may have been 

born on Fogo and the srnall island was the only world they 

knew. With time, the planters vere better able to wealher the 

fluctuations of life in the staple-extraction world of Notre 

Dame Bay. There will be more discussion on this in the next 
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chapter, which will deal with planter consumption and debt. 

The production categories merit close scrutiny. Fish 

was the planters' most important product and cons istent ly 

accounted for the highest percentage of lheir incorne. Fish 

production, however was not without its fluctuations. In 

1785, 72.0% of the planters' total production was devoted to 

fish. The 8.6% of the income represented by oil was 

TABLE THREE 
~LANTER PRODUCTION 1785 - 1805 

Year: Total: 
1785 % 100 

f 473.7.1 
1790 % 100 

f 755.10.1 
1795 % 100 

f 504.10.0 
1800 % 100 

f 787.11.3 
1805 % 100 

f 1244.1.5 

Fish: 
72.0 
340.18.0 
66.7 
503.11.1 
48.5 
244.16.6 
73.7 
580.8.7 
66.7 
829.18.5 

Seals: 
1.8 
8.13.0 
8.9 
67.12.0 
19.4 
97.14.4 
4.7 
37.4.0 
5.7 
70.11.11 

Oil: 
8.6 
40.12.7 
11. 8 
89.1.0 
23.4 
188.2.5 
12.3 
96.10.9 
19.9 
247.12.1 

Other : 
17.6 
83.3.6 
12.6 
95.6.0 
8.7 
43.16.9 
9.3 
73.7.11 
7.7 
95.19.0 

Source: Slade Ledgers, 1785, 1790, 18795, 1800, 1805. PANL. 

overwhelmingly in the forrn of cod oil; hence it can be safely 

said that over eighty percent of the year' s returns came from 

the cod fishery. A very srnall arnount was brought in by seal 

production, and 17.6% was devoted to the production of 

"Other" products, primarily wood products and furs. 

By 1790, fish production had declined to 66.7%, and 

seal production had increased rather dramatically. This ia 

consistent with the findings of other historians and 

geographers, such as Handcock, Head and Sanger, who have 

shown that the northern areas of the island of Newfoundland 

were settled primarily because they offered production 

alt.ernatives in a region with a shorter fishing season. The 
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plant ers in this sarnple, however, did nat replace their cod 

fisheries with seal fisheries. Since the seal fishery was 

prosecuted at a different time of year, its grawing 

popularity f~iled ta take labour or resources away from the 

cod fishery. Although the percentage of incarne derived from 

cod diminished, the amount of money brought in through cod 

rose substantially. The incarne brought ta the planters 

through seal production increased even more sharply, Seal 

production came into its own on Fogo Island in the late 

1780's. During this period of the growth of the seal fishery, 

which is illustrated by these figures, we can see the genesis 

of an industry which was ta become extremely important for 

the inhabitants of Newfoundland from the late-eighteenth 

century t a the mid-twentieth. 

By 1795, the first year for which negative market 

conditions are reflected in the statistics, the proportion of 

income generated by the cod fishery on Fago had fallen 

further from 66.7% in 1790 ta a low of 48.5%. Meanwhile, the 

seal fishery had grown in importance ta a high of 19.4% of 

total planter incarne. Since the seal fishery, like cod, 

produced a byproduct of ail, oil returns grew with the seal 

fishery. The statistics for the firat three sample years 

clearly show a declining emphasis on cod fish and a growing 

ernphasis on the seal fishery by resldents of the Fogo area. 

The growing importance of the seal fishery in these 

first ten years can only be explained by relating it to the 

character of the sample group described by these statistics. 

As residents of the area, the plantera of the area were in a 

much better position ta engage in the spring seal fishery 
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than migrant fishermen or byeboatmen. Byeboatmen, those 

residents of Ireland and England who left their fishing ge~r 

at Newfoundland and then travelled to the island each spring 

as passengers for the season's fishing, rarely arrived in 

time to engage in the seal fishery. Their accounts with 

merchants like Slade show cod oil and cod fish as the sole 

means for the payment of their debts. The increasing 

importance of the seal fishery for the residents clearly 

demonstrates the growing strength of planters, and their 

adaptation to local conditions. 

By 1800, the European political s~tuation had 

stabilized and the markets and sea routes were opening. 

Better tirnes are reflected in a surge in Slade's overall 

production as represented by these plantera. But for reasons 

which are diffieult to discern there was a leap ln the 

production of cod fish, from 48.5% in 1795 to 73.9%, and a 

decline in seal production, from 19.4% in 1795 to 4.7% in 

1800. The arnount of money made through eod more than doubled 

in the five years after 1795, while seal lnCOrne declined by 

more than haif. Either the seal fishery was suffering from a 

bad year in 1800, caused by such things as an early spring or 

lack of pack iee, or the planters deliberately moved away 

from seal production for a while. Appendix One shows how the 

prices offered by Slade for seals remained basically the same 

in the years around 1800, whlle the priee of cod rose 

steeply. But since the two industrIes were not practiced 

concurrently, there are no reasons for the planters to have 

stopped or slowed their production of seals in order to fish 

for cod. The only reasons for the deeline in seal production 
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seern to be environmental ones. 

By 1805, cod fishing as a percentage of total 

production had slipped slightly, and the seal fishery had 

risen slightly. In terms of income, seals were as important 

as they had ever been for the planters, but cod was by far 

the most important aspect of their production. In overall 

terms, the sample plantera had by 1805 firmly eatablished 

themselves, producing over 1244 pounds worth of staples, as 

compared to 473 pounds in 1785. This monetary growth in their 

importance to Slade seems ta indicate that the plant ers were 

able to grow with Slade in an elaborate network of staple 

extraction. 

The planters were men who were in the fisheries by 

choice. They were businessmen in their own right who followed 

strategies and took risks. Sorne of them made mistakes or had 

bad luck and disappeared from the Slade accounts. Others, 

such as the thirty-three studied in this thesis, were quite 

successful. Through hard work, diversification, and good 

planning, the plant ers provided Slade with dn increasingly 

profitable volume of commodities. As will be seen in the 

discussion of debt in the next chapter, the plantera aiso 

grew from positions of debt to positions of surplus over the 

twenty year period. 

"OTHER" TYPES OF PRODUCTION 

The category of production represented by the word 

"other" ln Table Three deserves to be discussed independently 

of fish, seals, and ail since it 90es to the core of Slade's 

business philosophy in the early years at Fogo. On what other 
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types of production did Slade and his plantera conc.ntr~t.? 

In 1785, 17.6% of the production of the sample planters 

was devoted to items other than fish, seals or oil. In the 

early years of a planters' settlement, they were less 

established in the variouB fisheries and needed alternat. 

sources of income, in addition to fish, in order to make ends 

meet. Moreover, Slade never limited himself to one product 

but welcomed, if not encouraged, the inhabitants of the area 

to bring him other marketable items. 

The ledger for 1785 shows that the types of other 

products for which Slade traded with the planters included 

new boats and skiffs, built for Slade by the planters, otters 

and other furs, and boards, staves, and various wood 

products. The dates in the ledgers show that these products 

were brought to Slade early in the year, suggesting that many 

of the planters spent the winter in the baya and inland 

cutting wood and building boats. 

By 1790, the percentage of planter production devoted 

t 0 lIother ll items dec l ined from 17.6% t 0 12.6%. In monetary 

terms, however, this was arise from 83 pounds to 95 pounds. 

Non-fishery production was still an important aspect of 

planter income. Most of this production in 1790 conaisted of 

wood products, such as boats, staves and hogsheads (small 

barrels) . Other types of products were traded with Slade too, 

Buch as berries and furB. 

An examination of one particularly industrioua planter 

named Bazil Osmand shows the wide variety of products which 

planters traded with Slade. In 1790, Osmand traded with 

Slade for 1104.10.7 worth of goods. On May 2, of that year, 
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Osmand arrived at the Slade premisis in Fogo with 440 "bad" 

staves and one Ranger seal. One month later, on June 6, he 

returned with 397 hogshead staves and 416 tierce staves. Two 

days later there was an entry in the accounts for two cat 

skins and two boats, worth 22 pounds. There were no more 

entries for the rest of the surnrner, but on Septernber 9, 

Osmand brought twenty quintals of fish, ten gallons of oil, 

fort y gallons of berries, and one new tierce. When the 

accounts were closed for the year, Osmand still owed Slade 

over 59 pounds, however. Perhaps this planter was desperate 

to sell anything he eould to Slade in order to ease the 

mounting indebtedness. Although uncommonly industrious, Bazil 

Osmand's aecount shows that there was a wide range of 

production alternatives open to planters on Fogo Island. 

The Osmand account may be an example of more than just 

occupational plurality. Sinee non-fisheries production was a 

key to Slade's economic success, it may also have heen ao for 

resident planters. The availability of a wide range of other 

products, along with Slade's willingness to trade for them, 

gave the plantera a greater degree of economic flexibility, 

even freedom, than would otherwise have been the case. 

Slade's Fogo plant ers probably had more independenee than has 

traditionally been suggested by Newfoundland historian •. 

"Other" types of production gave plant ers alternate 

economic power. The hewing of wood or trapping of animaIs 

required far less equipment than did the fishery. Moreover, 

these activities were not practiced concurrently with the 

fishery, and so did not draw off labour resources. Planters 

like Basil Osmand who were particularly industrious had a 
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whole range of production alternatives open to them, and were 

not dependent solely on the cod fisheries for their income. 

Planters in aIl parts of Newfoundland built boats on contract 

for their merchants but only in Fogo and other northern areas 

did they have so many other production alternatives open to 

them. 

By 1795, non-fisheries production had declined to 8.7% 

of the total from 12.6% in 1790. Again, most of thi. 

production was in the form of wood products and furs. For the 

last two years of the sample this type of production stayed 

at 10w levels, rising slightly to 9.3% in 1800 and declining 

slightly to 7.7% in 1805. This other production was alwaYB 

monetarily significant, totalling over 73 pounds in 1800 and 

over 95 pounds in 1805. 

Not aIl planters dabbled in other pursuits. Many of the 

planters were strictly fish and oil men. And there were 

several planters who, although they always fished for cod, 

brought in large amounts of other, non-fisheries products ta 

Slade. The percentages and monetary amounts of this type of 

production, however, prove that non-fisheries production was 

very important to planters and their chief mercantile 

contact, the Slade company. 

The lower levels of other types of production in the 

latter yeaTs of the sample may not indicate that plant ers 

were moving away from other types of production. Rather, 

plant ers may have been bypassing Slade. The Slade ledgers are 

a very limited source of information on the history and 

economy of Fogo. They are only one indicator of the 

mercantile activities at Fogo. It is probable that many of 
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the resident B of the Fogo area deal t wi th Slade only 

casually, as one would a corner store. Thomas Burke, for 

example, was a ship's captain who resided in Tilting. He was 

known to be fishing from Tilting during the period of the 

sample, but his accounts with Slade are sparse. Burke was no 

doubt bringing his produce to, and his supplies from, St. 

John's, where he is known to have sailed. 3 Other shipowners, 

like Daniel Bryan of Tilting, Thomas Dwyer of Tilting, and 

Timothy Dwyer of Fogo certainly had the transportational 

means to bring their commoditie8 to other merchants. The 

lower levels of "0ther" types of production in the latter 

years of the sample may be an indication that the then long

resident planters had built, in their twenty years at Fogo, 

an internaI distribution network. This is only speculation. 

There is no evidence to preclude that the larger plant ers 

were middlemen who, if nothing else. transported the produce 

of others to Trinit y or St. John's. Slade did possess the 

means to police the coasts of Fogo and area, and perhaps 

looked on helplessly as an internal market developed Fogo and 

large plantera ferried dried cod to other merchants in other 

ports. Such an internaI market did not stunt Slade's economic 

growth, however. 

Although Slade was the most important mercantile 

contact for the planters, he was certainly not the only one. 

Benjamin Lester, based in Trinit y Bay, was operating on Fogo 

Island in the 1770'8. He probably had a trading outpost at 

Fogo Island in the early years of Slade's tenure there. 4 

Another merC'antile contact may have been so-called "vagabond 

traders" who sailed up and down the coast of Newfoundland 
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dealing informally with plant ers and providing A mercAntile 

alternative to mainstream firms like Slade and Company. More 

research needs to be done into the area of alternative 

mercantile outlets in Newfoundland before drawing firm 

conclusions on the nature of the planters' relationship to 

merchant power. 

One can speculate, however, that the decline in the 

percentages of the other types of production in the latter 

years of the sample is a reflection that planters, who were 

well-established in their communities by 1800, had developed 

other routes for the dispersal of other types of production. 

Even the main product of their labours, dried cod fish, waB 

sent to market by alternative routes than Slade. AlI the 

evidence and conjecture pOlnts to a limited internaI market, 

independent of Slade, whereby staples could be sold and 

transported. Ship-owning planters, of which Thomas Burke iB 

only one example, were able to bring their fish, and 

presumably the fish of others, to merchants other than Slade. 

Planters, therefore, possessed flexibility which they could 

use to maximize their independence and avoid the "economic 

serfdom" inherent in a c losed truck system. 

Rusty Bitterrnann of the University of New Brunswick haB 

recently suggested that, in the case of nineteenth century 

Cape Breton farm cornrnunities, there was more social 

stratification in the countryside than urban-focused 

historians have traditionally allowed for.~ Bittermann's 

ideas fit weIl the scenario of Fogo reflected in the Slade 

ledgers for 1785 to 1805. The plant ers studied in this thesis 

seern to reflect the successful upper crust of Fogo society. 
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There were dozens of accounts in the ledgers of men whose 

fishing careers constantly faltered. Many plant ers were 

unable to shed the yearly residue of debt. Still others 

appeared briefly in the accounts, for one or two seasons, 

only to disappear into the mists of Fogo's history. The 

overall impression is of a somewhat sophisticated social 

stratification at Fogo, and not a homogeneous clump fisher

folk who had no choice but to defer, as a group, to Slade and 

Company. 

CONCLUSION 

Planter production statistics for the thirty-three 

sample planters in the five sample years show certain trends 

in both their growth as producers and Slade's evolution as a 

an innovative Newfoundland merchant. 

The cod-fi~hery, always the pre-eminent industry, 

declined in the early years of the planters' operation and 

was replaced to sorne extent by the seal fishery, which came 

into its own and grew in importance in the fifteen years 

after Slade established his firm at Fogo. In the latter years 

of the sample, from the Iate 1790's to 1805, the cod fishery 

regained its former prominence and the seal fishery settled 

into its raIe as an important secondary industry. The 

production of other, non-fishery commodities such as wood 

products and furs, while an important source of auxilliary 

income to the fisheries in the early years for the planters, 

declined in overall percentage of production but were always 

monetarily significant. These other types of production were 

possible because of Fogo's northerly location. They were an 
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important adjunct to the planters' income in the northern 

areas where the cod fishing season was shorter. 

After twenty years in the sample area, the well-settled 

planters had probably developed a variety of mercantile 

outlets and distribution vehicles for their staple produce, 

the most important of which were the larger, shipowning 

planters who resided at Fogo Island. 

Overal1, Slade's income from the sample plant ers shows 

that his business grew steadily in the years after the 

American war with its attendent maritime peace. This was also 

the period when Slade moved into Fogo from Twillingate after 

the departure of Coghlan. It is plain from the data that the 

revolution in France with its co-requisite unstable maritime 

environment negatively impacted upon Slade's business much 

more than did the Napoleonic Wars. Slade's business declined 

considerably in the earlier revolutionary period but grew at 

Fogo despite the period of instability. 

The most important conclusion to be drawn from this 

discussion of planter production is that the plant ers 

exhibited a degree of relative autonomy. They were able to 

develop their own production strategies and probably dealt 

directly with St. John's in sorne cases. This hypothesis 

requires more research, but there is no evidence to preclude 

alternative distribution networks and a limited internaI 

economy. Larger plant ers probably transported the produce of 

their neighbours to alternative merchants elsewhere in 

Newfoundland. There existed at Fogo a social sophistication, 

the main indicators of which were varying levels of fishery 

success as exhibited in the annual Slade accounts. There was 
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not a homogeneous group of plantera, but rather several 

strata of fishermen, from the successful, long-term residents 

studied herein to the short-lived, debt-ridden men whose 

relationships with Slade were brief and probably painful. 
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FOOTNOTES FOR CHAPTER FOUR 

1 . 

2. 

3. 

4 . 

5. 

AIl statistics for the tables in Chapt ers Four! Five and 
Six are drawn frorn the ledgers of the Slade col ection, 
Provincial Archives of Newfoundland and Labrador. Daily 
tra~sactions at the Slade stores were recorded in a type 
of rough notebo~k called a Day Book. Eventually aIl the 
transactions were transferred to the formaI account 
books, or ledgers. The ledger account for a given planter 
consisted of two pa~es: the left-hand page had the 
debits, or goods WhlCh the planter had purchased on 
credit such as food or fisheries supplies. The right-hand 
page had the credits, or the amount and value of the 
commodities which the planter brought to the store, such 
as seal skins or dried cod. There was one ledger book for 
each year, and it contained aIl accounts. The only 
information about the planter contained in the ledger 
enlry was his name. The first ledger is for the year 
1782, Slade's first year at Fogo. The ledgers continue 
with severai missing years untii 1832. 

Appendix Two lists the names and nationalities of the 
thirty-three sample plant ers chosen for study in lhis 
thesis. This list may help future researchers who may 
wish to verify, expand on, or even disprove my findings. 

Keith ~atthews, p. 114. 

Mathews, Historical Atlas) Plate 26. 

Rusty Bittermann, "The Hierarchy of the 5011: Land and 
Labour in a 19th Century Cape Breton Community," 
Acadiensis, Vol. XVIII, no. 1) Autumn 1988. p. 55. 
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CHAPTER FIVE 

PLANTER CONSUMPTION AND DEBT 

INTRODUCTION 

While the previous chApter explored the sample plantera 

as producera, easential labourera in a vast north Atlantic 

market aystem, this chapter will examine plantera as 

consumers. These men had families and, in some ca8As, 

employees who needed ta be fed and elothed. They had homes to 

improve and fishing businesses which needed to be outfitted 

annually. To understand this aspect of the planters' 

existence i8 to make an essential step toward defining the 

quality of their lives on the outskirts of an empire. 

CONSUMPTION GOODS 

The truck system aa it was practiced by John Slade in 

Notre Dame Bay was virtually the same as that practiced in 

most other areas of the British North American fisheries. In 

his stores, Slade provided a multitude of gooda which were 

necessary for the survival of plant ers on the remote frontier 

of North America. Slade, like most other merchants, alao 

provided ge",rices akin to merchant banking for his cl ients. 

He forwarded small loans, guarante~d loans among sorne of his 

plant ers , and was a hub around which a number of financial 

services essential to the Fogo economy revoived. As weIl as 

the basics, like flour and rum, Slade stocked his stores with 

the non-essential goods which made life a little more 

enjoyable and lesa harsh for those who had to live their 

entire lives at Fogo. Slade provided no luxury items for his 
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clients, however. 

Table Four, below, categorizes the items which appeared 

in the Slade ledgers and which planters purchased or received 

through trade under the truck system. 

The four categories are "Fisheries" goods, those items 

and supplies necessary for the men to conduct the seal, 

salmon, and cod fisheries, "Houaeholdll goods, which were 

products needed for the establishment and upkeep of the 

plantera' residences; "Food"; and "Clothing. 1I Household goods 

are the broadest category. Although sorne of the "Household" 

goods were not essential for the upkeep of a home, they were 

part of the day to day existence of the planters, and so are 

entered in the "Household" category. 

Fishery: 
Salt 
Ro~e 
TWlne 
Pitch 
Oakum 
Hooks 
Lines 
Nets 
Splitting-

knives 
Lead 
Barrels 
Hogsheads 
Canvas 
Graples 
Anchors 
Skiff nails 

TABLE FOUR 
CHARACTERIZATION OF CONSUMER GOODS 

Household; 
Candies 
Medicines 
Pipes 
Shot 
Powder 
Nails 
Axes 
Pots 
Pans 
Cups 
Dishes 
Blankets 
Knives, forks 
Scissors 
Combs 
Soap 
Gun flints 
Sc rub brushes 
Hatchets 
Guns 
Door hinges 
Looks 

Food; 
Tobacco 
Rum 
Brandy 
Bread 
Molasses 
Butter 
Cheese 
Flour 
Rice 
Tea 
Coffee 
Oatmeal 
Pork 
Beef 
Wine 
Vinegar 

Source: Slade Ledgers, 1782 - 180S. PANL. 

elothes: 
Hand-

kerchiefs 
Raw cloth 
Gloves 
Worsted 
Shirts 
Hase 
Hats 
Ribbons 
Yarn 
Thread 
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PLANTER CONSUMPTION 

Table Five, below, shows the con8umption of four broAd 

categoriea of goods by the thirty-three sample plantera for 

the five sample years. As with the production table in the 

previous chapter, annual consumption statistics are noted aB 

both percentages of the total and in actual monetary value 

(pound., shillings and pence). 

The total annual conaumption for each of the five 

sample years is a good indication of the growth and evolution 

of the households of these plant ers from their earliest years 

to the near-completion of their time as fishermen. The total 

consumption in monetary terms was 1525.16.6 in 1785, and by 

1805 it had risen to ~1231.7.3 Rises in the priees of 

commodities accounted for only a small fraction of this 

growth. 1.s can he seen from Appendix One, the prices of 

commodities provided by Slade rose margina11y during the 

years of the sample. The total amount of expenditures by 

TABLE FIVE 
PLANTER CONSUMPTloN. 1785 - 1805 

Year: Total: Fisherï: Household: Food; Clothes; 
1785 % 100 17.1 4.5 73.4 5.0 

~ 525.16.6 90.3.3 23.10.7 386.0.3 26.2.5 
1790 % 100 14.5 4.7 74.1 6.7 

~ 620.2.1 90.4.6 29.3.6 459.5.3 41.8.10 
1795 % 100 26.5 4.8 64.1 4.6 

~ 509.5.4 134.19.3 24.10.9 326.7.8 23.7.8 
1800 % 100 30.7 5.7 54.S 9.1 

~ 784.18.0 241.4.6 44.18.6 428.2.9 7.12.3 
1805 % 100 31.0 9.2 '~52 .9 6.9 

~ 1231.7.3 382.11.11 113.8.11 650.18.5 84.8.0 

--------------------
Source: Slade Ledgers: 1785, 1790, 1795, 1800, 1805. PANL. 
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planters also follows quite closely the evolution of Slades' 

business as illustcated in the production table in the 

previous chapter. Total consumption by the thirty-three 

sample planters rose in the first five years from 525 pounds 

to 620 pounds. But by the third sample year, 1795. the 

planters' comsumption declined to ~509.5.4 This was most 

probably due to the general hardships feit by aIl 

Newfoundland planters and merchants during the French 

Revolution. This drop in total consumption may also be an 

indication that planters were unable to buy the goods from 

Slade because Slade was undble to supply the goods in 

sufficient arnounts. A eursory survey of the ledgers, however, 

shows that even during wartime Slade was able to keep his 

stores almost fully stoeked. Constriction of shipping due to 

uncertainty on the seas caused higher priees for most 

commodities. 

By 1800 consumption had regained its former vigour and 

rose steadily. It reached 784 pounds in 1800 and 1231 pounds 

in the final sample year. 1805. These figures show U3 that 

the financial situation of plant ers was neither stagnant nor 

unstable. Although the general economic factors which 

affected the whole of the Newfoundland trade had their 

effects on the Fogo Island planters, their long-term 

businesses grew steadily. That these men were able to 

increase their consurnption substantially over the course of 

their fishing "careers" while, as will be shawn later, their 

average annual debt decreased steadily, is proof of the 

potential for planter freedom within the Slade truck system 

in the late eighteenth century. The men dealing with Slade 
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were able to obtain a certain degree of economic power in 

their own right. The plantera would not have heen ahle to 

attain this margin of return had they been crushed under the 

heel of a tyrannical mercantile boot, as the truck system as 

often been made out to be. 

It must be borne in mind throughout this discussion, 

however, that our planters were survivors who were choaen for 

the continuity of their financial record with the Slade 

company. Any discussions or conclusions must be accompanied 

by a caveat stressing that their longevity in Slade's books 

and their status as long-term settlers is an anomaly when p~t 

in the context of the hundreds of men who spent time fishing 

in Fogo. In terms of the total number of men who fished at 

Fogo (indentured or otherwise) in the period under study, 

these thirty-three plantera are a rather small minority. But 

since they formed the stable nucleus of the settler 

population, and grew to become the principal citizens at 

Fogo, they are a significant group to study. They formed the 

foundation of the present population of the area. 

An important question must be adressed: What happened 

to the many clients who "fell from grace" or otherwise 

disappeared from the 1edgers? The fluidity and social 

instabi1ity of this period of Newfoundland history makes it 

extreme1y difficu1t ~o say for certain what happened to these 

men. Some generalities can be assumed, however. In the 

particu1a~ case of the Slade cliente1e, many of the accounts 

(especially in the early years) were held by indentured 

servants who returned home to England or lreland after their 

term of service was complete. Other men, those who were not 
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indentured, but who had neither wives nor children to tie 

them down, might have moved to other parts of Newfoundland to 

try the~r luck or even settle down and start families. Still 

others may have been part of the steady stream of people for 

whom Newfoundland was a way station on the road to America or 

mainland Canada. And from a few entries in the Slade papers, 

it can be concluded that mortality rates from disease, 

fishing accidents, alcoholic overindulgence and even, in sorne 

rare cases, natural causes, account for a significant amount 

of turnover in the population of Fogo. 

As with the production statistics, an item-by-item 

discus~ion of the planters' consumption for the five sample 

years provides interesting insights into the evolution of the 

planters' households and fishing concerns, as well as the 

seasonal cycle of planter labour and the role of the farnily 

in the fisheries. 

"Fishery" statistics are the most closely assoc1ated 

with the production function of the planters since it was 

these products the men used ta make their livelihood. In this 

cat~gory there was a steady growth in the amount of money 

devoted te the fishery. This f~ct, when taken in conjunction 

with the declining figures in non-fisheries production shows 

that in the early years of their settlement at Fogo, the 

plant ers concentrated on other types of staple extraction 

along with the cod fisheries, while in the later years cod 

became their central focus. The other types of activity 

waned, however, and by 1805 were replaced by the cod fishery 

as the first and foremost income source for the Fogo 

planters. In the first sample year, just over 90 pounds was 
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devoted to the purchase of fishery equipment. By the tillal 

year, 1805, ov~r 382 pounds was devoted by the sample 

plant ers ta the same category. Again, marginal pr~c~ rlses 

over the years do not account for the steep growth in the 

expenditures in fisheries goods. Rather, thlS growth can be 

explained by the plant ers ' economic establlshment ovar the 

long term. They evolved towards a concentration on one type 

of staple extraction, the cod fisheries, as opposed ta a 

variety of different productions. More than anything else, 

these figures show the evolution of planters at Fogo from 

trappers, sealers, fishermen, and settlers ln 1785 to 

established resident-fishermen in 1805. 

As might be expected with a group of settlers becoming 

more solidly estahlished over a twenty-year period, the value 

of economic resourees devoted to household expendltures rose 

ste~dily over the sample years from 23 pounds in 1785 ta 113 

pounds in 1805. The planters, ther~fùre, were able to spend 

more money on household and similar items as thelr fishing 

activities became larger and more profitable. Presumably, as 

their families grew, sueh expenditures increased. 

There was aiso a steady decline in the percentage of 

income devoted to foodstuffs. In 1785 the sample, who were 

most Iikely at the commencement of their time at Fogo, and 

were therefore producing relatlvely little, devoted 73.4% (or 

1386.0.3) of their expenditure to the acquisition of lood. By 

the end of the period the planters spent 52.9% of the total 

or 1650.18.5 of their income on food. ThlS decline was a 

fairly predjctable occurrence. In the early years the single 

or newly-married plant ers were scarcely able to devote as 
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much time to gardens or hunting as they were in their later 

years. After twenty or more years many of the planters had 

grown sons and daughters to help with gardens and the 

fishery. Hunting became a more efficient pursuit, as the 

plant ers grew to know the terrain and wildlife better than in 

the early years. After twenty y€ars at Fogo, the planters 

knew the movements of seabirds, game and fish more intimately 

than in their early years as fresh arrivaIs from West Country 

England or southern Ireland. They were also better aware of 

what garden crops thrived in the pecullar climate of Fogo. By 

the end of the sample period they were less dependent upon 

Slade for food than new arrivals. 

This lessening of the amount of money spent by Slade 

plant ers on food from Slade's store is an indicator of 

growing self-sufficiency on the part of the planters. They 

had c ertainly ga.ined an essent ial margin of freedom from 

Slade when they learned to produce their own food to so~e 

extent. Slade was thus deprived of an important aspect of 

control over the planters. 

The consumption of clothing rose predictably over the 

sample period as the planters' families grew. It declined 

slightly during the difficult years of the ~ld 1790's, but 

never averaged more than ten percent of the total, and 

usually averaged around five percent. Large amounts of raw 

cloth and sewing supplies, as weIl as the items which could 

not be made by the women such as pea jackets or shoes, were 

the most popular items purchased in this category. It was 

fairly easy to discern when a single planter married because 

there were suddenly entries in the accounts for things such 
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as ribbon or apron cloth where there had been none before. 

Planter consurnption statistics, both as monetary 

aggregations and as percentages of the whole are an excellent 

way to plot the evolution ot plant ers ln newly-settled 

communities. Indeed, they are the only ,,,ay to explore planter 

evolution at Fogo, since the planters left no literary 

records. In the case of those settlers at Fogo Island, 

researchers are fortunate to have the ledgers and other 

business papers of the merchant, Slade, who was the econornic 

catalyst of the region. Although their dealings with Slade 

may have represented only a portIon of their total economic 

activities, the size of the sample and the spread of the 

sample years allows the researcher to come ta sorne fresh 

conclusio~s on the lives of the early Fogo planters. 

PLANTER DEBT 

Most research into the truck system has concentrated on 

the later period, the mid and late nineteenth century, and 

has used Gaspe as its sample area. DavId Lee, Rosemary Omrner, 

and Roch Samson portrayed the nineteenth century truck system 

as an exploltative and oppressive mercantLle construct. Whlle 

based on solid re_earch, their findIngs threaten ta tar aIl 

of the fisheries, in aIl areas of North AmerIca where the 

truck system was practiced, and at aIl times, with the sarne 

brush of exploitation. Were their findings true of the truck 

system as practiced on Fogo Island in the late eighteenth 

century? 

Credit was the operative princIple of the truck system 

wherever it was practiced. The absence of cash is a 
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characteristic of the truck system in aIl areas and at all 

periods. Debt was an important vehicle for both planter and 

merchant. While it tied the planter to the merchant. it also 

tied the merchant to the planter. The merchant, with hls 

string of fishermen along the coast all owing hi~ small 

amounts of money. was understandably reluctant to "cut off" 

nis clients. Such b~haviour on the merchant's part might lead 

to his own economlC df)wllfall. 

Table Six, below, summarizes calculations of the debt 

or credit with which the sample Slade plant ers were left at 

the end of each of the five sample seasons. There is a 

de f 111;tt e pat t ern 0 f movement ft-om indebtedn ess t 0 ::;urpl us 

which speaks v:>lumes about the growlng economlC autonomy of 

the sample Fogo planters. 

This table requires a small amount of explanation. The 

first column lists the nwmber of sample accounts not reopened 

by Slade plant ers who had dealt with Slade in the previous 

Yearj 
1785 
1790 
1795 
1800 
1805 

TABLE SIX 
DEBT AND SURPLUS-OF"" THE SLADE PLANTERS 

Accounts 
not re
opened; o 
8 
14 
3 
o 

Average 
debtl 
sur~lus : 

E -3 .. 11 
-4.3.6 
-1.8.9 
+4.14.2 
+5.8 6 

Debt 
only: 
-7.4.2. 
-16.11.8 
-24.13.11 
-20.15.10 
-5.11.4 

Surplus 
only: 
2.11.11 
1. 7.9 
32.6.0 
22.18.6 
20.8.11 

Sout-ce: Slade Ledgers: 1785, 1790,1795,1800,1805. PANL. 
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years. Tht! second column, "Average debt/surplus," is the 

average amount of the financlal standl.ngs of all the sampIs 

planters at the end of each sample .tear. The thil-d column, 

"Debt only," is the average amount oy/ad by those clients who 

ended the season in a pos~tion of debt to Slade. In othel

words, of those plant ers who were in debt, the amo~nt shawn 

is the average. The final column, "Surplus only," i3 the 

similar average for those who ended the year wlth a surplus 

(ie. Slade owed them money), the average amount of that 

surplus was calculated and entered ln the table. 

Debts and surpluses were never paid in cash, the credit 

was carried over to the next season's ledger page and the 

planter carried on in the new season with the additional debt 

or addi t i onal credi t oWlng ta h lm from the prevlous year. 

Planters wlth credit, however, sometimes used lt to purchase 

more consumer goods, hence improvlng thelr standard of 

living. There was no real incent~ve for plant ers to save ln 

the truck system. Most planters did not, it must be noted, 

spend credit fr-ivolously at the end of successful Seasons. 

They understood the "feast or famine" nature of lhe 

fisheries. 

The most striking feature of the debt calculatl.ons is 

that there was not a random occurrence of debt from year to 

year. There was a definate pattern of debt and surplus 

throughout the careers of the planters. From this debt 

pattern sevelal concrete conclusions can be drawn. 

The fact that fourteen accounts were not opened in the 

year 1795 is a further indicator of the lflstabll1ty ln that 

year as a result of the French Revolution. The flsheriea 
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slowed down in the mid years of the 1790' s, owing to arise 

in eommodity priees and a decline in both merehants' and 

planters' proflts. Moreover, sorne planters seemed to desert 

the truck system, for a whlle. That fourteen aceounts by 

previously stable planters were not utilized shows that the 

plant ers fished at a purely subsistence level and did not 

deal Wl th Slade dunng 1795, or tha t they moved to other 

parts of Notre Dame Bay to ride out the eeonomie ~torm and 

were unable to deal with Slade. Sl.nee it l.S dùubtful that a 

planter wl.th ten or mO.ce yeat-s of exper~ence in the fisheries 

would abandon las premisis, home and equipment to wander 

throughout Newfoundland durin~ tlmes of eeonomie crisis, it 

18 more than l1kely that these planters were still residents 

of the Fog·::> area dUrl.T1g the hat-d t imes, but tha t they s lmply 

let thelr accounts wlth Slade lle dormant. The planters ml.ght 

have had account s wi th other merchants, and so mlght have 

been deall.ng wlth sûmeone else during those years. The large 

number of unopened accounts, however, suggests that many 

planters deClded to, or were forced to slow down their 

opera t ions durlng peri ods of economic lns tabll i ty. But aIl 

planters l-emalned clIents of Slade. Debt or surplus was 

carried through until the year when the aecount became 

opera. t 1 ve agalll. 

During these periods whe:t1 large numbers of accounts 

were not opened, Slade may have refused to enter into 

dealings with planters whom he felt were too risky. This 

explanation IS not consistent with Slade';3 own position of 

financlal need dL":-ing the ha.rd times. Riither than shut 

plant ers down, he mlght have been expect ed ta keep them 
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producing, perhaps lessening credit to protect himself. 

The "Average debtl crE?di t" amoun ts for the f ive sample 

years show an interesting, ~ndeed startl~ng, trend. While 

most planters understandably began thelr dealings wlth Slade 

in a posiiton of debt, (the av~rage debt in 1785 was 

13.3.11), by the time they had been dealing wlth Slade for 

twenty or more years, they were no longer in a position of 

debt, but rather exhibited a healthy surplus. Except for the 

hard times of the 1790's, the sample planters steadily 

progressed from an average position of debt to one of surplus 

over their careers. This finding is not uonslstent with the 

findings of other researchers who have portrayed a cradle-to

grave debt situation for fishermen. While sueh a harsh 

predicament may have prevailed in the later years of the 

nineteenth century, lt certainly was not the case for Fogo in 

the period under study. 

It is important to note that the figures in the table 

are averages. There were people who had <;'lrpluses in 1785 

Just as thare were plant ers in debt in 1805. The overall 

trend, however, ;s unmistakeable. 

The "Debt only" figures aiso yield pn~dictable result s 

in light of what has been found in the early stages of the 

present r~search. If plotted on a graph, the average debt of 

those planters who ended the year in debt would be bell

shaped. In the early years of Slade at Fago, the average debt 

was ratbQr small, but grew over the years, peaking in the 

mid-1790's during the years of crlsis. The average debt 

arnount then began ta subside and by 1805 Wè:l.S lower than ln 

1785. Those who suffered under debt sank deeper into this 
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predicament when hard times arrived, but ware able to improve 

their situation as the economy improved. '.l'he strikingly 

larger debt during the ha rd years may also be taken as 

evidence tha~ Slade was more willing to extend credit, and in 

larger amounts, during the hard times. He and his company 

became more flexible during hard times, allowing more debt 

than he might have under usual cireumstances, rather than 

cutting planters loose. 

For those plant ers ~~o ended the year with a surplus, 

explanations can not so easily be made. In the early years of 

the sample, the average surplus was rather low. It was 

i2.11.11 in 1785 and ~1.7.9 in 1790. But five years later, in 

the years of economic turmoi1, the average surplus jumped to 

a startling i32.6.0. In the years when the average debt load 

reached new depths of severity, the average surplus 

skyrocketed. And a1though it dec1ined to ~22.18.6 in 1800 and 

i20.8.11 in 1805, the height of 32 pounds in 1795 remains 

somewhat mystifying. 

During the years of eeonomic turmoil, the priees of 

seals, oi1 and cod rose. For those able to produce, it was a 

propitious time to move into a position of surplus with the 

merchant. This substantial growth in the average surplus 

amount, considered alongside the figures il1ustrating deeper 

debt during the hard times of the 1790's points to the 

importance of commodity priees in dictating the financial 

dynamics of the truck system during periods of instabi1ity. 

The relative large amounts of surplus and debt during the 

years after the French Revolution are more like1y exp1ained 

by higher commodity priees and higher expenses during war. 
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Those plant ers who were Able to operate efficiently made more 

profits, and those unable to operate Bank deeper into debt. 

The resumption of peace, however, seemed ta lessen surpluses 

as weIl as debt loads. Perhaps there were commodity 

shortageB, and surpluses increased because planters simply 

had nothing else to spend their money on, BO it Bat idle in 

the Slade ledgers. 

CONCLUSION 

Under the truck system as operated by Slade at Fogo, 

the planters had a certain degree of autonomy and economic 

manoe~v~rability. They had an ability to increase their 

incorne and m~ve beyond Slade's grasp if they were diligent 

and benefitted from a small degree of luck. The power held by 

Slade was not absolute, and his little economic system was 

not a closed one. As stated earlier, the Slade ledgers 

represented only one aspect of life at Fogo. There were other 

merchants with nearby facilities with which plantera could 

deal, and there were probably roaming traders who sailed up 

and down the coast, providing a mercantile alternative to the 

mainstream and immobile operation run by Slade. 

A planter was not required to deal with Slade simply 

because he lived in Slade's area of operation. Thomas Burke, 

for example, ran a substantial fishery operation of his own, 

dealing with Slade only for sundries. Burke used Slade as one 

would a corner store, and he brought Most of the fruits of 

his production directly ta St. John's himself. He may weIl 

have brought the produce of sorne of his neighbours to St. 

John's, as weIl. 
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Consumption figures for the five sample years help to 

illustrate the growth and evolution of households, fishing 

operations, and financial records of the thirty-three sample 

planters who dealt with Slade. Among the conclusions which 

can be reached, the most striking is that planters ceased the 

diversified production regimes of their early years and 

settled into a position as simple cod fishermen after about 

twenty years. As shown in the previous chapter, however, the 

seal fishery was always an important secondary activity and 

other types of production, such as lumber harvesting, were 

always pursued. The planters needed to devote less of their 

financial resources to food as time wore on as weIl, because 

they developed a familiarity with their environment and were 

able te benefit from its bounteous qualities, such as they 

were. They relied less on Slade as a result. Finally, average 

debt and surplus figures show that planters, on the average, 

climbed from a position of debt to one of surplus during the 

sample period. While those with debt sufferred deeper 

obligations during war with its attending maritime 

instability, they were ablE! to regain stability with the 

resumption of peace. While those in positions of surplus made 

even more profits during wartime, this also decreased when 

international hostilities ceased. 

The general picture which emerges is that, for these 

long-term resident planters, Slade was not a mercantile 

oppressor. The Slade truck system operated in an open 

economy. Planters for whom Slade was the chief mercantile 
~~ ~. 

contact were able to use other mercantile outlets and were 

therefore in a position of unrestrained flexibility. 
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CHAPTER SIX 

SUMMARY AND CONCLUSIONS 

This thesis has attempted to make a small contribution 

to the historiography of Newfoundland. It is the first time 

that a strictly-defined group of planters, who all dealt with 

the Barna merchant, have been systematically studied with a 

view to defining their development and how their operations 

were effected by certain external forces. Along with the 

financial evolution of merchants, the intimate view of the 

Slade company which ia provided in this thesis allowB us to 

monitor the evolution of one firm during the 1785 to 1805 

sample period. 

The fishermen who arrived at Fogo in the later years of 

the eighteenth century were small but significant parts of a 

large international economy. Most fisheries firms operated a 

triangular trade network between market, ownership base, and 

production area. The flow of labour, trade goods, staple 

commodities, and mercantile communications between these 

three areas was entirely ship-borne. The maritime world was 

an intimate one, as was suggested in this thesis, and 

developments in one area of the trade were echoed in other 

areas. The social and economic fluidity of the maritime 

environment and its susceptibility to change is a central yet 

unspoken tenet of this thesis. The thirty-three sample 

planters were a part of that maritime environment and faIt 

those changes in their daily lives. 

The climate and topography of Fogo Island, the area of 

settlement for the sample planters, gleatly affected the 



... ----------------------------------------------------

lOS 

economy. Even their diet was determined by their physical 

environment. The planters learned in the years after 

settlement what crops could and could not grow at a 

subsistence level, and which species of game were worth the 

cost of the shot, or the labour requiced to trap them. The 

plant ers at Fogo were made up of Englishmen and Irishmen. Of 

the sample, thirty were English and three were Irish. While 

this May be a reflection of the lack of equal opportunity for 

Irishmen in the Newfoundland fisheries, it is more likely an 

expression of the ratio of English to Irish migrants at Fogo. 

The Slade merchant company of Poole, from whose account 

books these plant ers were drawn and from whence their 

economic performance was charted, was a firm in a trade where 

tried and true markets and methods of production spelled 

economic success. John Slade's firm took advantage of the 

diversity of production alternatives available in Notre Dame 

Bay in northern Newfoundland. He pioneered the truck system 

of trade in the area, engaged in a variety of production 

pursuits such as fur trading, lwmbering, the seal fishery, 

and the cod fishery, and developed a talent for weathering 

both man-made and natural disasters. This was his business 

philosophy. It made him wealthy and spawned a business 

dynasty in Newfoundland which lasted until the late 

nineteenth century. The impact of John Slade's personality on 

the firm was felt long after his death. Early in his career 

he developed strategies and philosophies which he eventually 

passed on to his heirs in the firm. The result was an 

uncommonly long-lived and successful mercantile dynasty in 

the notoriously volatile Newfoundland trade. 
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A central question of this thesis regards the degree to 

which Slade's experiences in Newfoundland can be considered 

typical of Newfoundland merchants. Slade had an atypical 

operation, especially in terms of his diversified staple 

extraction, but he was not a radically different merchant as 

compared to his counterparts in other parts of Newfoundland. 

The merchants in the Newfoundland trade ail fo~owed similarly 

"safe" business strategies, but John Slade was more 

innovative than the norm, at least during his early years at 

Fogo. Slade's uniqueness was probably responsible for the 

particular longevity of his Newfoundland business dynasty. 

Analysis of the data from the ledgers leads to sorne 

conclusions which, although they do not shake the very 

foundations of Newfoundland historiography, are certainly 

important and bring us closer to an understanding of the 

lives and careers of Newfoundland planters at the end of the 

eighteenth century. The image of planters which has been 

presented in this thesis, however, is an imperfect one. Many 

questions arise out of the findings, and they can not aIl be 

dealt with in this thesis. In this thesis there has been 

given impressions of the material existence of plant ers at 

Fogo, and how this aspect of their lives evolved over the 

sarnple periode 

In the early years of the sample period the plant ers 

engaged in diverse production. Al though the cod fishery was 

always the pre-eminant pursuit, other activities, such as 

trapping and the production of various wood products, were 

important sources of incorne in the Mid 1780's. As the years 

wore on, the seal fishery grew into a place of importance 
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alongside the cod fishery, but it waned in importance by the 

time twenty years had elapsed. While the seal fishery and 

other products were always important econornic adjuncts, the 

plant ers generally became cod fishing "specialists" after 

tWf'nty years. 

Over the twenty··year span, the plant ers ' consumption 

changed along with their production. The arnount of money 

spent on equipment for the fishery grew over the years as 

planters deserted other pursuits and concentratad on the cod 

fishe~y. Consumption of household goods rose marginally 

through the years as families and homes were improved. 

Consumption of store-bought foodstuffs declined over the 

twenty years as the plant ers became more famili~r with their 

surroundings and both hunted more efficiently and planted 

important kitchen gardens. Agriculture was always at a less 

than subsistence level. Planters gained freedom from Slade 

when they developed these alternative food sources. As 

families grew, expenditures on clothing grew marginally. 

Findings in regard to the Slade truck system may help 

historians re-evaluate their view of this trade system. Debt, 

often cited as the controlling factor in the truck system, 

existed at Fogo but it was not as oppressive in the area and 

period under study as might be expected. Many planters went 

through long periods without any debt, and there was a 

general trend from indebtedness to surplus exhibited by 

plant ers over the twenty year period. Under the Slade truck 

system, planters were able to achieve a degree of economic 

flexibility and autonomy. They were certainly not the hapless 

victims of an all-powerful merchant. 



108 

The Slade-sponsored economic system at Fogo was not a 

closed one. There were mercantile alternatives to Slade, 

though he was the chief mercantile contact for the sample 

planters. As plant ers became more established over time, they 

likely developed alternative means for disposlng of their 

products. Large shipowners residing at Fogo dealt directly 

with St. John's, and they may have become a sort of middlemen 

for some of their Fogo neighbours, especially if they could 

fetch better priees at St. John's than Slade was offering. 

Although there is no evidence in the Slade papers of a 

large-scale, intricate internaI economy at Fogo, sorne of the 

evidence, such as specializatian by sorne planters in certain 

types of production, points to an informaI exchange system 

within the Island, independent of Slade, which gave plantera 

more freedom and flexjbility. More research i8 necessary in 

this area. 

It became quite clear from the data that Fago was not a 

homogeneous agglomeration of fishermen and plant ers aIl 

operating under the terms imposed by Slade. In fact, lt is 

reasonable to propose a three-tiered society with Slade on 

top, the successful planters in the middle, and servants, new 

arrivaIs, weak planters, and assorted drifters forming the 

bottom tier. This last group was certainly the largest of the 

three. The planters studied in this thesis may have been 

middlemen who, although they were themselves engaged in the 

primary labour of fishing and trapping, were also able to 

grow and prosper within the truck system. They were certainly 

not the partners of Slade, but they were appendages of his 

firm, benefitting from the Slade truck system and 
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demonstrating clear economic self-determination. 

There is a need for historians of Newfoundland to study 

the non-merchant fishing masses with more of an openness to 

the possibility of social stratification within the fishing 

communities. The Slade ledgers indicate that in Notre Dame 

Bay there existed varying levels of economic involvement and 

success. EKactly what these different strata were and how 

they interrelated will require further research. 

Through an eKamination of the statistical evidence 

gleaned from the ledgers, the effect of international 

conflict on plant ers and merchants at Fogo was revealed. The 

international repercussions of the French Revolution slowed 

down fjsheries returns as labour became scarce and shipping 

became hazardous. The Napoleonic Wars had similar yet less 

severe effects on the fisheries. Strangely, Fogo planters in 

positions of surplus before the wars were able to increase 

their surpluses with Slade during wartime. Higher commodity 

priees allowed these planters to increase their profits. 

Through Slade's own experience over the twenty years, 

it was seen how the growing resident population replaced 

indentured servants as the labourers in the fisheries. The 

percentage of servants used by Slade declined over the twenty 

years. This was proof of the changes which the Newfoundland 

economy and society underwent during the late eighteenth and 

early nineteenth centuries. 

* * * * 

The Newfoundland trade, which Ralph Lounsbury called, 
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in 1934, an "obscure and little understood phase of British 

overseas enterprise," is slowly being deciphered by 

Newfoundland historians. The goal of researchers is to 

understand the motivations of the men who lived and worked in 

this barren and inhospitable land. Newfoundland history is a 

string of anomalies, a chronicie of misadventure, 

exploitation, bravery, and in the case of the Beothuck 

Indiana, extinction. 

For anyone who has ever walked along the coast of Fogo, 

or spent a day fishing off Tilting, or walked the old 

abandoned premises of Slade in Fogo town, or spent an evening 

talking and drinking with local fishermen, or prayed in a 

Fogo Island church, this thesis may be a welcome but 

frustratingly inadequate attempt to understand the origlns of 

that strange, beautiful, warm place. 

May they take solace in the pledge that it is only a 

beginning. 

-0000-
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