
 

 
 
 
 

 

HISTORY OF NEWFOUNDLAND 
& LABRADOR 
 
 

A YOUNG PROVINCE 
 
Newfoundland—Canada’s easternmost province—was the last to join Confederation, having remained a Dominion of the 

British Commonwealth until 1949. But the region’s unique history begins thousands of years ago, when the ancestors of 

the Inuit, the Innu, the Beothuk and the Mi’kmaq established cultures based on the riches of the sea. 

 

European visits began ten centuries ago with the establishment of a short-lived Viking colony at what is now L’Anse-aux-

Meadows, still the only known Norse settlement in the Americas. 

 

From the late 1400s, only a few years after Columbus’s first landfall, explorers, whalers, and fishermen from many 

European nations began to visit Newfoundland and Labrador regularly. Very quickly, Newfoundland’s fishery and the 

whaling and sealing industry in Labrador became crucial to the economy and sustenance of the Basques, Portuguese, 

English, French and Spaniards, as well as the burgeoning colonies in what are now Canada and the United States. 

 

Unlike those colonies, however, Newfoundland and Labrador had a slow history of settlement. The land was poor for 

planting, and there was little incentive to develop anything beyond the bare necessities for the survival of the largely 

seasonal fishing and whaling efforts. As nations jockeyed for access to these incredible resources, Newfoundland and 

Labrador grew and developed in relative isolation; this remains true to a certain extent even today. 

 

The result was a province with a blend of many cultures, traditions, and linguistic influences, all with a single factor in 

common: total dependence on the bounty of the sea. This is reflected in Newfoundland and Labrador’s lively folk 

traditions, dialects, cultural practices, and ways of life to this day. The people of Newfoundland and Labrador are deeply 

proud of their history and culture, and generous in sharing it. Combined with the extraordinary natural beauty of the 

region, this makes Canada’s ‘Wild East’ a travel destination unlike any other. 

 
 

  



 

 
 
 
 

 

A CULTURAL CROSSROADS 

Evidence suggests that the first people to inhabit Newfoundland were descended from the Paleo-Indians, perhaps the first 

human occupants of the hemisphere. Over time, they developed a culture strongly associated with the sea; a culture 

archaeologists refer to as the Maritime Archaic Tradition. These residents roamed Newfoundland and Labrador, but 

disappeared from the archaeological record about three thousand years ago. There seems to have been no influx of new 

populations onto the Island at this time. This seemingly complete absence of people in Newfoundland between three and 

two thousand years ago remains one of the most puzzling mysteries of the island.  

 

The next identifiable group—from two thousand years ago—is known as the Recent Indians, ancestors of the Beothuks. 

The Beothuks were Algonkian-speaking hunter-gatherers who probably numbered less than a thousand at the time of 

European contact-a contact that, through a number of factors, they did not survive. The last known Beothuk died in St. 

John’s in 1829. 

 

After the Maritime Archaic people disappeared, a number of peoples made their homes in the region now known as 

Labrador. Among these were a group known as the Point Revenge People, forbearers of today’s Innu, who made their 

homes in the Quebec-Labrador peninsula and historically migrated from inland to the coast of Labrador on a seasonal 

basis. The majority of the Innu population remains concentrated within the borders of the province of Quebec today, but 

two important communities, Natuashish and Sheshatshiu, are in Labrador. 

 

Also descended from Algonkian-speaking hunter-gatherers, the Mi’kmaq came from present day Nova Scotia and New 

Brunswick. Although their oral tradition maintains that they have populated the island since prehistoric times, permanent 

occupation may have come as late as the 1760s.  

 

Norse sagas tell of Bjarni Herjolfsson, who was blown off course while travelling between Iceland and Greenland in A.D. 

986. Leif Eriksson would follow Herjolfsson’s route and become the first European to demonstrably land in the Americas 

at the Island of Newfoundland. The sagas describe the settlement of Vinland by at least three expeditions, as well as trade 

and conflict with people they called “Skraelings”, most likely Beothuk. These conflicts may have been a deciding factor in 

the short-lived nature of the Norse colonies.  

 

In 1960, the Norwegian archaeologist Anne Stine Ingstad and her husband followed clues from the sagas that brought 

them across the Atlantic to L’Anse aux Meadows where a local fisherman led them to a promising site. Several years of 

excavation resulted in the discovery of artifacts that are indeed of Norse origin, as well as the structural remains of a small 

Norse settlement. It is a controversial argument as to whether the Norse discoveries influenced other European voyages 

at the turn of the sixteenth century.  



 

 
 
 
 

 

 

Within a short time, Spain, Portugal, and France also had ships on the Grand Banks. While the fishermen were exploiting 

the resources, explorers were coming to the Newfoundland and Labrador coasts: Gaspar Corte Real in 1500 and 1501; João 

Fernandes in 1501; Sebastian Cabot in 1509; João Alvares Fagundes in 1520; John Rut in 1527; Jacques Cartier in 1534; and 

John Davis in 1586.  

 

In the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, the French and the Basques used Placentia’s sheltered harbour and its stone 

beach for drying cod. The Basques also had an extensive whale fishery and remains of their sites can still be found along 

the southern and western coasts. In 1620, the Mayflower landed at Renews, on the southern shore of the Avalon Peninsula, 

where it picked up water and supplies before sailing on to Plymouth Rock.  

 

In 1583, Sir Humphrey Gilbert took formal possession of Newfoundland in the name of England and destroyed most of the 

Spanish fleet in the area. France also acquired a foothold on the island, establishing a base of operations on the shores of 

Placentia Bay. The French and English fought routinely until the Treaty of Utrecht left the Union Jack flying in 1713. Great 

Britain still regarded Newfoundland as a fishing base, however, and not a colony.  

 

Newfoundland was not given the right of representative government until 1832, nor self-government until 1855. 

Ownership of Labrador was renegotiated several times and its border with Quebec underwent a number of changes. Even 

today some Quebec hardliners would dispute it. Labrador was not always seen as a prize, however; the Dominion of 

Newfoundland more than once attempted to sell the region to Canada. 

 

Finally, on July 22, 1948, Newfoundland and Labrador chose to unite with Canada by a referendum vote of 78,323 to 71,334 

and on March 31, 1949, became the tenth Canadian province. A provincial government under Premier Joseph R. Smallwood 

would hold power in the province for the next twenty-three years.  

 

The new government embarked on numerous modernization and development projects intended to spur the growth of 

industry in Newfoundland and Labrador, such as the hydroelectric power development at Churchill Falls. Mining and 

mineral processing, along with oil exploration and development have gained increasing importance to the economy of the 

province, especially with the destruction of fish stocks and collapse of the cod fishery. 

  
 

THE RISE AND ROLE OF THE FISHERY 

If John Cabot were to reacquaint himself with the Grand Banks today, he would be very disappointed in his empty cod 

baskets. A devastating decline in the stock of northern cod of the east coast of Newfoundland has reduced the biomass by 

half and the spawning biomass by three quarters. The effect on the people of the region has been overwhelming; From 



 

 
 
 
 

 

Beothuk to Basques, from Maritime Archaic to Maritime province, from Leif Eriksson to Joey Smallwood, the people of 

Newfoundland and their heritage have been inextricably linked to the sea and its bounty. 

 

Considering the importance of the Grand Bank fishery to the fleets of many nations today, it is hardly surprising that ever 

since the discovery of the New World, Europeans have eagerly sought after it. The history of Newfoundland has been 

shaped by its fishery and by the international competition that arose around it. Newfoundland was not neglected because 

it was thought unimportant, for the Newfoundland fishery, or the “Grand Cod Fishery of the Universe” as Pitt the Elder 

described it, was considered to be one of the most important foreign trades carried out from Western Europe. As early as 

1620 it was said that without Newfoundland dried cod Spain and Italy could hardly live, while France and England 

quarreled, competed, and often fought over the right to control the fishery.  

 

Unlike the settlers of the English mainland colonies, those in Newfoundland could not even hope to become self-sufficient; 

the infertility of the soil, the shortness of the growing season, and (until the mid-eighteenth century) the lack of a hardy 

potato crop meant that almost all of the food they consumed had to be imported. The experiences of the first settlers 

indicated that they, as much as the visiting fishermen, had to fish if they wanted to make a living.  

 

The origins of these early settlers made Newfoundland rather different from the English mainland colonies. There, settlers 

left from many regions of Europe for various reasons, but most of them expected to “make a new life” and to leave the Old 

World behind forever. Those who came to Newfoundland, however, came out to fish and, having relatives and friends back 

in the west of England (later, in Southern Ireland), could return to their homes on a fishing ship anytime they wanted. Many 

of settlers were indeed indentured servants hired to come out and work in Newfoundland for two or three years before 

returning to Britain. This was in marked contrast to the rest of North America.  

 

Only the French and the English knew anything about fishing in Newfoundland, and the French, after 1713, were not 

allowed to live on the island. This left the English and Irish as the only possible colonizers of the province. In England, only 

the West Country counties of Devonshire, Dorset, Somerset and Hampshire knew anything about the fishery, and most of 

the Irishmen came out via Waterford and Cork; two ports on the south coast of Ireland which had much contact with 

Newfoundland. They were drawn mainly from four counties around those cities. Thus the population of Newfoundland 

was remarkably homogenous compared with North America as a whole, and has largely remained so. 

 

Expansion of settlement to the rest of Newfoundland had to await the evacuation of other nations and a growth in the 

population and fishery of Newfoundland, which would make men want to exploit the other fishing areas. The development 

of inland communities had to await the present century, for until then, the population lived only by fishing. As a result, 

Newfoundland lacked a natural centre which could link together the many communities and regions into one whole 

community. 

 



 

 
 
 
 

 

All communications were by sea, and each bay had its own major commercial centre that were independent of the others, 

importing and exporting goods and people directly to and from the outside world. The towns of the west of England which 

controlled the fishery at Newfoundland divided up the English shore, with particular parts of the west of England, fishing 

only along certain parts of the Newfoundland coast. 

 

It might be said that until the nineteenth century there was no community of Newfoundland, but a series of separate 

cultural and economic bays independent of and relatively indifferent to each other. This feeling exists even today in some 

forms. Only with the rise of St. John’s as the commercial and political capital of the island did the feeling of distinctness 

and independence between the bays begin to decline, and this did not begin to happen until late in the eighteenth century. 

 

The population grew with painful slowness, but it did grow. Why did they come? Why did they become increasingly more 

important for the fishery? The collaprse of the proprietary colonies left a few settlers on the island, although most seem to 

have drifted back to England or on to the new colonies in New England. Those who stayed made the best life the could and 

formed the nucleus of the population. They were gradually outnumbered, however, by the emigration of men—and very 

few women—from the west of England. 

 

Most of the early planters do not seem to have intended to remain forever, and many names appear and rapidly disappear 

in the early settlements. Even then, there were some advantages to remaining all year. One could build a fishing plantation 

and be sure of being able to use it the following year. During the winter, ice and weather-damaged buildings and gear, and 

even the migratory fishing captains gradually saw the advantage of leaving a man or two behind to get everything ready 

for the next fishing season, and to fish longer in the year, during the fall when the fishing fleet had left. 

 

The population of Newfoundland reflected conditions in the fishery. When the fishery was bad, the population tended to 

decline rapidly. Paradoxically, the number remaining in the winters did not immediately follow suit. If the fishery was 

good, then the hired servants were paid their wages and could buy a passage back to Europe. If it was bad, they did not get 

paid and were trapped in Newfoundland. 

 

Thus between 1699 and 1740 the population declined and only gradually recovered. This might have gone on forever had 

not conditions in the fishery changed. What Newfoundland needed was a long period of prosperity when markets were 

good, profits and wages high, and when there was great competition for the fishing rooms along the coast from which the 

fishery was carried out on; this did not really occur until the 1750s. 

 

There were other reasons for at least some settlement. By 1700, the timber close to the harbours on the Avalon Peninsula 

had been depleted; there were no roads, and few horses on the island. Wood had to be cut some distance inland. In the 

past, ships coming from England had sent their crews into the woods to cut timber for flakes (cod drying racks), stages, 

boats, and cook rooms immediately upon their arrival in the spring, but this was becoming more and more difficult.  



 

 
 
 
 

 

 

The visiting fishermen who could find someone to cut wood for him during the winter could commence fishing much 

sooner. The growing shortage of timber created another problem. In the past, the vital fishing rooms in the harbours had 

been taken on a “first-come-first-served” basis. The occupant had then built his own fishing works. Now, however, it was 

becoming costly in time and money to build these rooms. The merchants and fishermen realized that they must try to 

obtain permanent possession of some part of the shore in order to be sure of using their own stages and building every 

year. In order to do so, men had to be left to look after the rooms during the winter.  

 

In wartime, the fishermen who lived in the west of England were liable to be swept into the Royal Navy by the Press Gangs, 

and indeed between 1689 and 1692 the government forbade any fishing ship at all to come to Newfoundland. For the 

merchants, this left only the settlers to carry on the fishery. There were other results: men might prefer living in Devonshire 

to living in Newfoundland, but they infinitely preferred living in Newfoundland to being forced into the Royal Navy, so 

men tried to stay during wars. Even if the English government granted them exemption from Naval service, they faced 

grave danger from enemy privateers and warships, which captured large numbers of the Newfoundland fishing and 

trading ships. The resident population found its greatest justification in wartime. Without settlers, the fishery could not 

be continued.  

 

These changes were creating a need for more settlers, but the conditions of life on the island remained as harsh and 

uncertain as they had always been and there were few attractions for permanent settlement. The men who came as 

planters did not bring their wives and children with them, and the servants had no incentive to do so at all. If the fishery 

was bad in Newfoundland, the servant faced starvation in the winter, but if he managed to return to England or Ireland, 

there was always the charity of his relatives or the local poor laws and charities.  

 

Despite this, some people married in Newfoundland and had children. Many of their children drifted back to England or 

on to America, but others stayed, married in their turn, had their children. Slowly, there developed a class of people who 

knew no home but Newfoundland. This was especially the case in the aptly named Conception Bay.  

 

Newfoundland needed long prosperity, security from attack, and a far greater diversification of economic life before her 

population could grow solidly and quickly. These conditions coalesced after 1763. The fishery alone brought men out, but 

it also discouraged them from settling and made it easy for them to leave. For Newfoundland, it gave with one hand and 

took away with the other, but it nevertheless formed the basis of the island’s entire cultural tradition. Without it there 

would hardly have been any kind of colony at all. 

 

 

 
 



 

 
 
 
 

 

NUNATSIAVUT AND THE LABRADOR INUIT 
 
Today, the Inuit homeland, Nunatsiavut, comprising much of northern Labrador, is a self-governing region under the 

Labrador Inuit Constitution. Nunatsiavut translates literally from Inuktitut, into “our beautiful land.” This is no 

overstatement. Encompassing 72,500 square kilometres (28,000 square miles) in Northern Labrador and 48,690 square 

kilometres of sea, the area of Nunatsiavut comprises some of Canada’s most stunning landscapes. Labrador Inuit own 

15,800 square kilometres outright and have special rights related to land use on the remainder.  

 

The Nunatsiavut Government embraces the Canadian Charter of Rights. Principal aims ar to strengthen and maintain the 

relationship to ancestral traditions and environment. Each Labrador Inuit family, according to the Constitution, has both 

a right and responsibility to pass Inuit culture and language to their children. Strong and proud youth will lead the new 

government into the future. 

 

On December 1, 2005 the Nunatsiavut Government was officially sanctioned, marking the beginning of a new and 

exciting era for the Inuit of Labrador. The Labrador Inuit Land Claim was filed originally in 1977, with negotiations 

beginning in 1988. Fifteen years later negotiations reached a stage where residents were comfortable to vote on the 

proposed Labrador Inuit Land Claims Act. Support for the act was overwhelming. In October of 2006, elections were held 

to select the first Nunatsiavut Assembly. 

 
 

THE LEGACY OF GRENFELL 

 
Sir Wilfred Thomason Grenfell, medical missionary, was born at Parkgate, England in 1865; he died at Charlotte, Vermont 

in 1940. Grenfell entered the London Medical School in 1883 and two years later was converted to active Christianity at a 

tent meeting of American evangelist Dwight L. Moody. 

 

In 1888 he followed the suggestion of one of his teachers, Sir Frederick Treves, that he join the Royal National Mission to 

Deep Sea Fishermen.  

 

He was made superintendent in 1889 and for three months in 1892, at the mission’s request, cruised the Newfoundland 

and Labrador coast where 30,000 stationers, 3,300 “livyers” (permanent settlers) and 1,700 Inuit received only an annual 

visit from one government doctor. Grenfell treated nine hundred patients and saw a great opportunity for medical and 

missionary work. 

 



 

 
 
 
 

 

Grenfell raised funds to open the first hospital at Battle Harbour in 1893. He was a forceful speaker and easily gained the 

friendship of influential men. His medical mission grew rapidly with hospital, orphanage and nursing stations and the first 

co-operatives in Newfoundland. Grenfell did not winter in the North until 1899 and spent comparatively few winters there, 

establishing his headquarters at St Anthony, Newfoundland.  

 

A prolific writer and forceful publicist, he often used artistic license in accounts of life on the northern coasts. His main 

financial support came from the US. In 1909 he married a Chicago heiress, Anne MacClanahan, and began to spend less 

time on the coast. Growing friction with the mission eventually led to a split, and the International Grenfell Association 

(IGA) was incorporated in 1912. The practical medical work of the IGA was carried on by dedicated if autocratic doctors, 

while Grenfell became increasingly involved in fund raising.  

 

In 1927, Grenfell retired to Vermont. Famous in his lifetime, he is now largely forgotten; still, his books provide a unique 

insight into the conditions that prevailed on the Labrador coast in his day. 

 

 

THE MORAVIANS 
 

The term ‘Moravians’, as commonly used in the English-speaking world, refers to members of the Moravian Church 

formally known as the Unitas Fratrum (United Brethren). They arrived on the shores of Labrador in the 1770s from 

Germany and established a series of missions amongst the coastal Inuit.  

 

In 1769, the Moravian Brethren obtained a grant of 40,500 hectares of land from the British Government to set up a 

reservation for Christian Inuit in northern Labrador. Based on their experience in Greenland, the missionaries believed 

they needed rights to land to protect new converts to Christianity from undesirable influences. A missionary party sent to 

select a site for the first Moravian community gave the Inuit gifts and asked them to place their marks on a document 

stating that they agreed to cede land to the Brethren, a gesture which was probably confusing and amusing to Inuit, who 

did not share European notions of land ownership.  

 

Boundary stones were laid to identify the tract of land and in 1771 the first permanent missionaries arrived to establish a 

community called Nain. The Moravians soon learned that Nain was only a summer meeting place for Inuit living in the 

area and realized that their hope of creating a year-round, settled community was incompatible with the nomadic, seasonal 

economy followed by the Inuit.  

 

The missionaries expected their converts to continue to support themselves and modified their year-round community 

plan so that families lived at the mission station from Christmas to Easter and spent the rest of the year hunting and fishing 



 

 
 
 
 

 

at outlying camps. Several new mission stations were opened in the late eighteenth and nineteenth centuries at sites with 

better access to seasonal resources, of which Okak (1776), Hopedale (1782), Hebron (1830), and Makkovik (1896) were the 

most important.  

 

The Inuit were proud of their way of life and initially saw the missionaries as providing only convenient services such as 

trade and medicine. Over time, however, many did convert, and settlements grew up around the Moravian missions. This 

led to many changes for the Inuit of Labrador, particularly in matters of housing and sexuality, but their traditional lifestyle 

was not discouraged by the Moravians and many aspects of it continue to this day.  

 

The Moravian mission was crucial to outside trade; the annual visit of the Moravian ship Harmony was the single link to 

the wider world for many in Labrador’s remote communities well into the twentieth century. 

 

Eventually, the Hudson’s Bay Company took over trade to the communities, while the Newfoundland and Labrador 

Government assumed responsibility for the schools.  

 

Several communities had closed by early in the twentieth century, owing to financial pressures on the church, influenza 

outbreaks, and the First World War. New missions were opened at Happy Valley and North West River and the mission 

headquarters moved to Happy Valley following the Second World War. The mission at Hebron was abandoned in 1959, a 

controversial move that saw fifty-eight families relocated.  

 

In 1976 Hebron was named a National Historic Site, and in 2005, the Government of Newfoundland and Labrador issued 

a formal apology to those who had been affected by the closure, recorded on a plaque at the site. 

 

 

OUTPORTS 
 

Outports are small, isolated, coastal communities in Newfoundland and Labrador. They are some of the oldest settlements 

in Canada, established by Portuguese, Spanish, Basque, French, and English fishermen between the sixteenth and 

nineteenth centuries. Typically, they feature small wooden houses and associated fishing stages clustered around the 

water’s edge; this style of settlement is the result of the English government’s endeavours to make permanent occupation 

of the area illegal. This was to avoid competition with local populations and gain control of the most productive fishing 

regions.  

 

Outports enjoyed prosperity before the encroachment of land transport, but the advent of the railway in the late nineteenth 

century led to the establishment of inland communities that greatly diminished their efficacy. The outports suffered 



 

 
 
 
 

 

wholesale depopulation following cutbacks to the ferry systems that serviced them, as well as the construction of inland 

roads during the Second World War. Following confederation, the government actively pursued a policy of forced and 

encouraged resettlement from the outports to inland communities, where the provision of schools, health care and other 

services could be pursued more cheaply.  

 

Only a small proportion of the provincial population remains in the outports today. Limited economic growth and isolation 

from arterial roadways couples with the continued depopulation of young people in the area, and the outport is an 

increasingly endangered aspect of east coast life. 

 

 

NEWFOUNDLAND AND LABRADOR TODAY 
 

The unique culture of Newfoundland and Labrador, shaped by its diverse history, is a mix of English, Irish, Scottish, 

French, and Aboriginal heritage. Newfoundland and Labrador is known for its eclectic people; for its storytelling; for its 

music; for its colourful dialects. In fact, there are more varieties of English spoken in Newfoundland and Labrador than 

anywhere else in the world. 

 

Newfoundland and Labrador is home to a thriving arts community, boasting musicians, writers, poets, theatre, and visual 

artists. Rick Mercer, Michael Crummey, Lisa Moore, Great Big Sea, Wayne Johnston, and E.J. Pratt have all called the 

province home. In summer months, music festivals abound, and St. John’s has been said to have the highest concentration 

of artists per capita in Canada.  

 

The province is renown for its thriving tourism industry: angling, bird watching, hiking, hunting, kayaking, camping, 

snowmobiling, skiing, diving, and boating are just a few of the adventures to lose oneself in. Over 500,000 people visited 

the province in 2006.  

 

Over half a million people live in Newfoundland and Labrador, the majority of on the Avalon Peninsula, site of the capital 

and early settlement. The fishing industry remains of paramount importance to the province, employing over 20,000, and 

contributing over $440 million to the GDP. Paper manufacture and oil refinery are also a large proponent of the prosperity.   

 

Newfoundland and Labrador’s coastal nature accounts for an unprecedented number of striking man-made features, many 

of them lighthouses and bridges. An extensive ferry network connects various ports. 


