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Abstract

I investiga te the occupational folklife of making salt fish on the e.'SI coast of

Newfoundland in the light-sailed fishery from 1920 tc 1950 . This processi ng was

central to mosl Newfoundlanders' lives and has been neglected by scholars.

Fundamental to my approach are ; ~sider (ernie) perceptions and perspectives of

fishing people.

Occupational folkl ife posits thai work and talk about work are key \0

people's understandings of themselves and their worlds. Seve ral themes emerged

from people's talk about fish processing. I undertake a micro-ana lysis of the

making o f one variety of salt fish (pickled) to demons trate that produc ing this

valuable commodity was complex, labour-intensive work requiring skilled

techniques and traditiona l knowledge. Women played a vita l role in the work :

their role and the significanc e of the work to their idenune s are explored. Women

and men derived various rewards from these often communa l labours: social status.

community bonds. and the satisfactions gained from skilled producti vity.

The hectic work of the summer fishery was but one element ofa multi 

faceted seasonal round. I examine fish-processing's dominant role in that round.

highl ighting important memories and understandings of its pos itive and negative:

ennburcs.

The salt fisheries had many branches and products. The key distinctions

that differentiat ed these are investigated, establishing the centra lity of the inshore

light-salted branches to the economy and culture of the Dominion of

Newfound land Given their importance, the mater ial rewards accruing to fisheries



workers were meagre and. at times. living standards fell below subsistence. The

overall quality of life suffered badly. especially in times ofeconomic depression

These harsh realities resulted in part from the effects of the system and practices of

mercantile capitalism, The intricacies of the cull and truck were two strategies hy

which fishing people's gains were minimized and merchants' maximized This

system played a major role in the decline of the industry through the firs t half of

this century,

Through these analyses, I come to terms with two contradictory views of

the salt fishery as described to me •• one dystopinn and negative. the other utopian

and seemingly nostalgic. I challenge the validity of the conventional dystopian

depict ions of the industry, the communities, and the people who did the work
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Chapter I. Introducti on

Th is thesis is an historical oc c upatio nal fotklifc of prod ucing sult codfish nil the

eas t coast of Newfoun dland. roughly spanning the 19:!Os through rothc 11)505, uud

foc used mainly in the community of Bonavista . As such, it is concerned tirs! and

foremost with the ev idence. m emorie s. percept ions, and words of the m en , women,

and children who part icipated in the salt fishery. Thei r understa ndings and

exp lanations profound ly infor m and instruct what I hav e writte n in this thesis and

I am convinced that is how it should be.. Processing salt fish' s ubsumes every step

that followed the mo ment fres h round fish was unloaded from a heat at a stage

head , and rakcn into the "spli tt ing stage," throu gh to the moment Ihnl the sahed ,

dr ied final product was sold 10 a me rchant for export to various markets nnumd thc

wo rld (see figure 1.1 10 I,4 ) . ~ Betw een these moment s there were thre e distinct

phases of processing : first, cleaning a nd splitting: followed by sa lting; t hen, utter

the fish had sat a specified t ime in sa lt, they were washed one by one am i dried

out of doors in the wind and s un. Thi s washing and drying phase Wl1S known in

som e places as "making fish ," while in other places the entire pro cess -~ cleaning.

salt ing and drying-- was call ed by the same ter m

The catching a nd cur ing of sa lt fish lo r export was the raison d'etrc uf the

'The term commonly fur used Io r cud fish in Newfoundland i<vnuply °n, h 0 fllh"r 'I"'~ IO! ' " t~
"" Ilc<!hy Iheit "nmmnn names, c ,l!-., salmon, herring, cu" lin When",,,'c! lhe lefm fi,h i" cml'l,,~' ~( 1 nil
its <1\\0, the feud"r can sarc l~' assume lllil ihe 'Jl':~ i"s c" d is implied

' Rmmd fi<h is rhh dire ct {rum the water Ih~, l hl" onl been I't ' ''' e' " cd ill ;lIly """y--ClII, ~lIuc<I,

heucJed"r <plit. S'ul!~" were lhc "lru"IUI~s in which much nlthe I"'l<:e"in ;l "r ,,, II n, h ""'1<c"lri~d "u t
f ish "c rc unl"uded I, om ",""'1<"I II,,; ",.~", u l>:lrl <If " hid, "'" hili!! olcr Ihe w alCIin tlt<lc' 10,ulln ....
lhe hoa l ~ ICCC'''. 1\1I.'I"....c . were c"nn~'Cl" d e ilh,,' dircclly nr h} ;I hr i d~c In Ihc t;IO,1 T he ,1"llc head
IIUs lhcpa'l "f lh",lruclure funhe",nul"\"erlhcll ulel" hele IMulI, unl""de<!lhei rcule he" 'lllc ' lallc
head had I \"C r~' hrt~rd ladder constructed from pule<(culled · ,lmule r, ') und w iI. dllli u ll "w~, l "cee , S
belw cenlhe .Iull" and the 1'<l"1. Sec fi~'rle I.J nud 1.4 Ii" 1""'1"" " r IYl'icul "IHgeu lId ,I"/l.~henll s



FiRllre 1.1: Ro und l:od fish on tht noor of Dan Greene's stage ,
TI lting, Fogo Islan d.





FigUl't 1.2 : O eaned. split, s alted, and drying c o dfish
on a n ab in New Bonaventure. Tlinity Bay

(Photo rcurte sy of Brinn Mille r and the
Memorial University of Newfoundland Folklore and Lang uage A n~hive) .





J<1CUl~ 1.3: Splltling stag e , stage he ;id, and salting stage (dn:a 1940s),
Old Cove, Cape Ilonav isla

(Photo courtes,. of Wil slln WhiffeD, Bon avista).





Figu lt 1.4: S la&e and stage head, TI ltin&, Fog o b illfld
(Photo Cr-drteS)' or Genlld POCIU5).





maj ority of Newfoundland 's populat ion sinc e the first European s bega n fishing its

w aters on a seaso na l basis over fo u r hundred and fift y years before. B y the 19 505,

ho wever. the conv ersion to the fres h-frozen fis hery ha d begun. This the sis is abo ut

the work processes of salt- fish maki ng durin g this c entu ry, bu t these had

d om inated the Jive s of mos t people on this isl and fro m its ea rliest settl ement." In

th e next ten to twe nty yea rs the last men and women who participated fully in it

will have passed on . Too little wo rk has been done to date on the eve ryday world

of making fish •• th e pract ices, techniques an d comp lex know ledge re q uired to do

the work w ell and produce high qua lity salt fi sh. The memo ries of an entire

fi sh ing people and their cultu re are q uickly fadi ng. Th erefore, despite the

cautionary rhetoric of the proponen ts of the d evolutionary pre mise (no t to mention

t he related problemat ic im plications of carryi ng out s alvage re search) , I find

m yself, as a folklori st, conc erned with attem pting to record an d captu re, however

limited the record might be , literall y dying traditions that need , in va rious sens e s,

to be selvaged.'

'II~ will become clear there wa s . rema rkabl e slab i li ty or trad ilionll techni quelind precfiee over
lite rlllly hllnd rcd• .,rycar.

' r oo"<lc v..lurionary premillC~ refell to a concept in folklore theory origin alcd by A lan Dundes in
the lnlc 1'J60~ , It desc r ibed the alm" o(form ulaic nature .. Ithe rcpor e or va rious early antiqllllrians nnd
f" l l.;l"r i' l ~ in lheir Ireq uem lind onen everly alnrmi~l prcd i,tion ~ that ' lIch·u nd-sueh II r.. rm or lore " . s
e lem l)' un it s l ll~t 1cl!-s. alnml mo ribund an d S<I forth. III m~ny easel. such cl llim. were exaggera ted
un <l lhc nUlter ill1contin ued to he u tthily resurface e\'ery generation <IT two (a lbeil, linen in modified
f"rm~) in an ot her report or cl,lhle l ion, tbet, as oflen as n ot, Ic·pre d iclcJ the ronn'l imm inent demi se
(Dundc . 19(9). Orten such elaim s beeeme ra tionales for the research agend as nf furtber zealous
cn l lectini (bcfcre the l a ~t lc~t disuppe ered). Thil impu lse was ba sed on ano thCI perha ps f. ulty, s li ghlly
lame premise thlll texis in lind o f themselvcs w0Uldsc m e hcw prcSCT\'Cthe <:ulllllu that prodcecd them
On the othe r- hand. in m any eUClI, a strong a rgument c an be mad e for III kind' of trad i tional ma te riels
<lr", nolicnlly fa<ling.rro m ", ,,Id cult ure.. for bettCI IIr for worse, a ll IIresult or l",mendou! , hins
enl!-cndcred h y II", en.. rm "ul scicll lific, eeo n o mie, lind soc io-cultural upheav al of thc last two hundred
year' . This is exaclly th e CIIC with 100 vest eumplel' o f tbe knowledge, hist ory, skill s and tr. dit io n, of
Ihe ,mIt fishery . That world lind wcrldview ar c quickly \'nllilhing, likcl)' fo rever, Ind will 00011be



These goals a re shared by many schola rs . includ ing George Ewart Evans

(1977 ),5George Sturt (199] ), Maggie Hohzberg-Call ( 1992). Sa lly Festin g (1977 ).

John Feltham (1992, 8) and Raoul Ande rsen. t he latter who commented on his ow n

work on the Ba nks fishery of the early to mid twentieth century : "I have long felt

that an imperative need exists to syste matically record and Older informa tion abo ut

the d ory schooner indu stry ... Thus. w hat an o lder genera tion of Newfoundlanders

may remember or expl ain is a potentia l instruc t ive heri tage that merits our

atte nt ion" (19 77,1 7) .

John W iddowson, echo ing these scholars, slated in 19&7 that we arc "al a

wate rshed in our history," and thai the re is II cri tical need . IIIth is juncture. 10

docume nt and study "the cont inuity and change in lang uage and tradit io n" (5I). In

part, thai project of doc umentation incl udes rec ording w hat Ewa rt Evans catted th e

"old prior eult ure(s)," their modes and methods, their pa tterns and expre ssive

form s, laudabl e or no t, before they are irrevoca bly lost ( 1917, 17), I ho pe Ihis

thesi s makes a contrib ution to this project, pr imarily by docum enting a nd

desc ribing in as much detail as I can th ose mod es, meth ods and patterns, lind. to II

certai n extent , explo ring the interrela t ions between the everyd ay practic es cf'the

salt fishery an d large r folkloric, cultural, socio-economic, and historic patterns in

New foundland .

~omp l elcly gone 5IlVC the odd !econdul)' source __• <cllolurly (suc h a, lhis nne ) or litc ru ry nee"'mt cor
collection of lc xt s

'T hi. i~ one e xample or many"f Ihi• •c ll (J lnr'~ ~'llce lJenl sludies of rural t<,tklil'e and workDnd the
comp le x traditio nal keowlc dge embed ded in the m (!ICC 01... Ewart !; vuns 1')(,2 )



1. 1 Approac hes

Only a few thorough studies of the eve ryday practices of contemporary and

h istoric At lantic Canadian fishing cultu res have been carried out and they focus

largely on harvesti ng (for example, Geistdoerfer 1987; Mousette 1979). Academi c

stu dies that deal mainly with the eve ryday pra ctices of processing sa lt cod in

Newfound la nd are even rarer. "The Houseth at Poor Jack Built", Gerald Pocius's

ess ay on the salt processing of cod and its archit ectur e on Fogo Island . is perhaps

the only conce ntrated academic inq uiry into th ose practices, post 1850 (1992).6

Folklorists in Newfoundland have conventionall y worked under the rubric of

textual, gener ic. and performanceanaly ses of social an d cultural expressions (w ith

a numbero fsignificanl exceptions). whereas this work takes more of an

ethnographic approach to its materials, and. in so doing. I hope i\ wi ll provide

muc h usefu l contextual information for the ongoing textual research."

Thro ughout thi s thesis I will rely as m uch as possible on the w ords,

descriptions. analyses and evaluations of the w omen and men who lived their lives

in the salt fi sh era. I will frequently employ the full t ranscriptions of sections o f

~l1Iere arc II number of .iJliifieanl barcaucrufic.tudie~ lI f the sai l fidl::rie1 in this ee nt\lr}·. On ly
two "fl hc,;c p rovides th<l r"u~h infcrmarion and ~ 1lI 1)·sis of fhe pra ctices o f ln~ ~i nl! soil lh h ••
Macl'herwn 1 9~ 5 unJ the NewfoundlandCommission o f En'luily int\l lhe Seafi.k riell ... 1937
Ihcrcaf'tcr refe rr ed In liS the "Newfoundland C"mmi" io n 1931.") Macl>he rs"n'~ scient i fic rerm l is
purt ie\lwrlI dct llileJ and p rnti oJc. ""me nf Ih e bcOll dneu m en'DlYe xpl anations of "all- fish processing
Ir.:""I ..... IllIll h is is "llro h nhly the ti OlI eucmpt nI 1l)~lema li "ill\!. Ihc rule-<lf-lh uml>mcthods..." rr the
I'rllel iec~ "r the s<lh fishery ( IY35. 91

'11il nul s u rp ri. ing: I.. find Ihlllillo:IlIIljo r i ly ntclh no i!-r:tphic lind fnlklife work co rn el from
Quehecoi. res ce rehers, d oing wctk in French "pc~kin\!. communities , As note d, mere lire .i~nil1cant

En\!.li"h·Ne\\r"undl~nd exceptions, e 'i!-,MlIc Kinll<ln 1990 . Murray 1979, Pocius 1991 , STlIIll1979,
I"lIy l" r 1'Jll2. ami (.'ISC)' 19 71. Cascy ', .nd Sm all'. work do bn\·c a textual foc u!, but ar e solidly
grounded in thc contemporary and hi.co,H: ethno\!.raphic c o ntests o f the com m unilies with which they
.le u!.



the interviews t had with these people, I ha ve chose n this course fo r various

reasons -- foremost is tha t those w ho lived it are the best qualified to speak of it

In Thelnte rretato nship of Wor*' and Talk in a NeuflJlll kfland H,I'him.:

Comm nn tty, Larry Small comment s'

M y researc h, done among men and women of all age groups, showed a
s trong correlation between occupatio n and talk. Men talked abouli n le
o ther than wh at the y had done that day, the day before or eve n twenty or
thi rty years ago. It appears , therefore. that w ha t they express is media ted by
th eir everyday experiences .... I would estimate that between 85 lind 95% of
tal k among fisherme n revolves around their wo rk. M oreover. their
expressive be haviour perta ining to wo rk is through the medium ofpc rs onal
n arrative.... Unlike the more traditional genres. personal narrat ives nrc so
e mbedded in every day talk that they do not h a ve to be request ed by the
researcher . (1979, 102· 104).

W ork was a nd is c entral to people's talk and th eir ide ntities e verywhere in

the worl d, and is n o less so in Newfoundland fishing comm unities. Small's

assertions concern ing the prevalen ce of ta lk about work in e veryday conversat ion

jibe very much w it h my own investigations and the comme nts of ma ny oibers," and

it was th is very fa c t that led me to begin to wonder a bout w hat the da y to da y

work in the salt fis hery was like, what went on, and who did what. During an

interview with He ber John Keel of Bonev ist a I asked him w hat kinds of talk w ent

' s - , fo r example L1oyd'J and Mullen's comments in ,.(//(~ Hrlt' N.h~".,('"

T he ideaof th e · fi.hermcn'~ point of view" seemed In s ttmuletc ~"me fi.hermen I" di"c " •• t!Jc
pc litieel and economic silualion of thecnl ire <lCcuI"'I;"n; in "lhe r en.C'. es p<:eiallywit h "Ider
or retired fishermen, thc idea WlIStolen os n _~timulalion fur more per."un l ree"lh:<:1 i" n>l. In
must eescs, perticelerly in lhe course or repcllle<l iotervie w., !loth ,eO"C',,1' the ilk. seemed I"
govern their conversation wilh us, We wcre open 10whll lcvel kind of trud it innul I"re we
n,il!ht encoun te r and were ectlvely "",eking folk belief.•, weather s illn., pmvcrh ., le8cnd s. "1ll1
j o ke•. However, these k ind, or Iolklurc were net forthcomiog: inSleuJ, the Fishermen "sunlly
talke d about thui,own e Xf'Cllenee s, end we shifled " ur a llenllon to thC"ll per .. 'nulexpc rl cncc
narratives. (1990,xi-xii )
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on in their stage while cleaning fish . This was his reply:

0 11 no boy, the only thing you 'd be ta lking about, perhaps about the other
fellow, berths of so-and-so. you know, so-and -so had 60 quintals 9 or 50
quintals yesterday ... This is the talk was going on. And perhaps you was
talking about the trap" -~ "I wonder is ours right -- 'cause we only had
perhaps 5 or 6 quintals out of'i t-" you know- "I wonder if we got the
leader right. boy, I wonder has a whale gone through it," and all this kind
of' stuff you know... "Ah, we'll go tomorrow and we'lI- {go] over all the
leader and see what's happening, so-and-so-" you know -e hey'd be talking
about stufflike this, you know [MF: Ok] By and by, you'd be looking Qui _.
"Who's that going up there boys?" "Oh. you got another fellow with a
load." Perhaps there'd be J or 4 fellows behind him with a load. you know
•• that's what we was talking about •• looking at stuff like that ... All fishing
work! Thai's what we was talking about- talking about your work, your
own work, your fishing work ... (MF.2/3 )11

A number of other people talked in similar terms of the daily conversation thai

went on (MF· 12lIJ ; MF· I) . In many senses this talk about work and one of its

main vehicles, the personal experience narrative. could be called an emic genre. It

is not surprising Ihen to find that, give n the correlation of work and talk, tnat a

good deal of that talk was given over to evaluating the techniques and capabilities

"The '.ulnlal \\as the 112 Ih unit ",cl ~hl by which <Jricd sail fish wu bought and sold. Fishing
1'IC"l'lc. inl im(\tcl~' in\'t>lwll with cutehing und makin~ fi. h eemmereially. oncn spoke of fish in its
euu\'enli"'w l mea. ureu r e.whlluge,

U· rhce" d ltnr i. " t)'f"' of r,shinl.ll.lcllr -- ha. ieDl1)' u very lnrgeooxcnuslrucled frnmnctsu nd with
" ouc-feth om...ide d"nr"'a~' Another net, culled D "leader," was run from Ihe land or " shoal oUI
lhn"'l.lh the d"" r\\ u~'. le'\llinl.l fi.h inl" Ihc trap, Traps could have perimeters up 10ciguty falhom, and
t",,,\w le,,fnlh,,n,.deep. See ehapler fil'crurruriherde luils

"T hi.eilnli"llr"rm "MF·213" refefll l"lhc lapc·unlerin l,l.y. lcm I used 10organise my rc",,"leh
mllletiu!.. Thi. numher MF·213refers I" laf'lli two and three (an intervie w with Mr. Keel) or lhe "MF"
e" lleell"" ,,\' my own liel<.lwork laf"'" The (lthll1elll1 ~ elion (If interviews us,;d in the thesis _. identified
1>y Ih,; I'rc ri ~ "NFM·" -_,;" ". isls (If lape. of interviews I conducted for the Newfoundland Mu.cum. A
rullI:SI,lnnnli"n "I' I hi~ ' }-. Iern and lislin8 of all the interviews can be found in appendix L Al1tcpcs
alld related research malerials have been deposited into the Memorial University of Newfoundland
F"IUure end Language Archive (MUNFI,A) and can be accessed there (sec appendix I),
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of one's self and others in the productive work of the community .

In assessing this work and its relationship 10 fish ing people's lives and

worldview, I take my lead from the emically based occupational fo jklifc work of

McCar l (1978 and 1980). Hc lrzberg-Ce ll (1992), and Lloyd and Mullen (1990).

Thei r approaches are all linked by a common focus '

The com plex of techniques, customs, and modes of behaviour which
characterise a particular work group comp rises its occupational folkli fc...
Occupational express ion is inext ricably linked to the work processes und
micro-environments in which it functions. and therefore the study of these
processes demands a comprehens ive view of the relat ionship betwee n the
forms of commun ication and the environme nt in which they occur (McCarl
1978,3.4)

Don Yode r expresses similar sentimen ts with Theodo re Blegen , asserti ng thm we

must "grapple with the need of understanding the small everyday elements, the

basic elements in large movements ... the importance of the si mple, however

complex and subt le the problem of unde rstanding the simple may be" (1976 , 6)

McCarl's work along with much other occupational folk life and folklore

work has focused on the micro-processes of contempora ry exist ing occupations and

so has had the benefit of observing techniques, practices and expressions firsthand

Given that the salt fishery has not been carried on commercially for over thi rty

years or more, I do not have th is luxury, but I feelthat there is a clear place for

historical ethnog raphy. Yoder has pointed out that it "seems clea r that we cont inue

to need both the historically oriented reconstructions of ear lier stages of ou r present

culture and the sociolog ically and anthropologically oriented analys is of presen t

day forms of culture, urban or rural" (1976 , 10). In this sense my work is an

historical occupat ional folklife , and follows on the work of many others
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{Holtzberg-C all 1992; and in socio logy and oral history, Bochel 1979; Butc her

1987; Lummis 1985; Tho mpson et al. 1983). Again, as Yoder has stated, "folklife

studies insists on histor ical as well as ethnographic methodology..." (1976, 5),

To offset these limi tations, I intend to usc numerous transcriptions of many

cf the interviews I conducted even though this will add a great deal of bulk to the

thesis. The use or transcriptions has vario us important points 10 recommend it

[Hohzbe rg-Call 1992, 19), The words of the actual participants in the industry,

describing their work and lives often speak more plainly and eloquently on any

number of topics than I could ever do." Patrick O'Flaherty has written of the

people who lived in the salt-fish era: "I hey inhabited a separate universe of back

breaking labour which cannot be understood by anybody who did not live in it"

( 1075, 4). I believe this to beessentially true, and as much as possible. I will let

people who did experience this universe spea k for themselves

I hope the transcript ions will also highlight that th is work is as much

authored by the people who gave freely and generously of their time and expertise

as it was by me. Three of these people - Laura Whiffen and May and Wilson

Hayward . - arc pictured in Figures 1.5 and 1.6. Too often academics. whether

accidentally or not, appropriate much of the credit for work that they did not. in

many real senses. do. The people who helped me are in no uncertain terms, the

active co-authors of this wo rk

uAnnlhcr I>cnelit of u.in!! numerous lran. criptions is that in doing so I highlight the existence of
hu!!o:cnllo:cl inn. nr " lho:r ]iko:rnalcrinl. in orchi\'cs . uch ns thc Memorial Univcrsityof NcwfoundlomJ
l'olklurc and l.anguugc Archi\·c......here the bulk of my lapcd Intervie ws, phctcgrephs tlal. arc hOll»:d
lMll Nl'LA llcccssi"n lis 95·('lS nod 95-( 26). Too often , the actual matenels bcbind a tbesis remain
hidden. I hnpcml·u"", oftran!ICriptiun.providcrclldc~withll!ICnscofthc qllalityandll!\CfulncMlhlll

such recording s eud collec ti..n.hn ·c. n wc lJ as ind icalc ....lIol a richculturalnnoJllcndcmic rcsourcc
rc. idcs in lhcoc in. litutiun•.



FigUl'C 1.5: Mrs. l..RUI'll Whiffen a t heme, Bonavistn.





Figure 1.6: Mn May and Mr. Wilson Ihlywanl al horne , Bonavb llL
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As well , the less I ll')' 10 tell the story the better. for there is a great risk of

poor translation, arising from the fact that 1 am at a second remove from the

practices I hope 10 evoke and expla in (and even at a third remove given my

outs ider status in Newfoundland) . I never had and never will have a chance to

observ e men and women cleaning, salting, and drying lish on the scale that it once

was , yet, despite the result ing potential fo r errors , I feel thai Ihis project is

worthw hile and important, and that a beginning needs 10 be made in describing the

everyday work of making salt fish. Any that follow can hopefully improve upon

this study. In the meantime. the responsibility for any errors found here ate mine

and mine alone.

I have a central theoretical reason for putt ing the words of those who lived

the life first and foremost. Much of the theoretical basis for this thesis is found in

co ntemporary folkloric analyses of the last twenty years, particularly the

occupational folklife, traditiona l folklife, and communit y studies listed above.

Many of the best of these have as a gu iding tenet the principle that any academic

or externall y applied interpretation or model that is construc ted must begrounded

in and on the observation s, perceptions, interpretations, and models of the people

with whom we academics work (Pocius 199 1, 7- 10). This work tries to do exactly

that.

Folklore and folklife scholars, along with many others in related disciplines

involved in work with people in communities, arc endeavouring more and more to

carry out such emica l1y grounded research. A basic respect for and belief in the

humanity and agency of the people we work with must underlie all our research .

Conceiv ing of ourselves as dispassionate observer-scientists testing hypotheses and
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of peop le living in communities as so-called subjects of social science research

experiments is hopefully becoming as outmoded as it is distasteful."

This thesis privileges the words and ideas of the people who lived as fishery

workers in the salt fish era, and these words and ideas provide a basic body of

materia l against which my ideas and interp retatio ns can be tested . This is a

circular argu ment I know, for finally I decide which quotation s to use an d these

could clearl y be manipu lated 10 support my arguments - but this is a danger

inherent to all writing, rhetoric, and discourse. no matter how objective or scientific

it purports 10 be. On the other hand, I hope that finally the weigh t and the qua lity

of fishing people's evidence, directly quo ted and presented, will help to verify that

I have presented at least a little of the truth the y have to te ll. Their truths are no

more or less valid than anyone else's •• academic, politician, merchant, or

burea ucrat

Shannon Ryan has written about the personal narrative as historica l

docum ent: "w het is important is the fact that , to many people, history is not

necessari ly what actua lly happened, but what they think happened" (Ryan 1977,4).

This attitude is shared by othe r analysts (for example, Lummis 1985, I) , but I

wo uld argue that the implied bias of individual perception applies as frequent ly to

the academic working with documentary sources as to anyone else. As

researchers, historians, for examp le, privilege certain types of sources •• often the

documents and records of literate elites •• find ing in them certa in ' facts' they

"I}c""ile lbcir many strengths, mIlny of Ibe anthropological studies of Newfoundland communities
" rlhe 1<)(,Osn nd carly 19701lul1er from Ihis tendency: ror specific examplcs, see Faris 1973, viii. S7.
Othcr cxample! include Fiteuonc 1967 and Chia r~...::>nle 1970. Mind you, I am nol claiminll.thatthe
Ic..::nreh and wrilin/:le"minll.0111of folklore at Ihl. '.l mc time did not suffer cqually from their own
!h"Tlc"mi n~.
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believe 10 be indicative of a truth or tru ths, once corroborated. usually by ns many

other such el ite sources . In this thesis. I privilege facts and perceptions und ideas

and all of these come from people who lived through a period. doing n particular

kind of work -- harvest ing and processing fishing. I see very little difference in

the veracity of one source over the other.

Facts, ideas, analysis and complex interpretations emerge from their

thoughts and words, and many of these arc corroborated by other fishing people's

words and by documentary sources. Patterns of meaning and perception.

understandings of what happened to them in their lifetimes are expressed in their

talk and I hope 10 identify and explore some of these in this work. I am convinced

thai these patterns and understandings speak a truth as valid as anything an

academic could formulate about their lives and world . In fact, much of what

fishing people have to telI could never be told by the mercantile accounts and the

voluminous Colonial Office papers that have been so painstakingly poured over by

many fine historians, historical geographers. anthropologists, sociolog ists and

folklorists.

Making tish began at the point when cod was forked up from boats at the

stage head and wenl through the initial phases of cleaning and salting. This was

carried out as quickly as possible in order to maintain good quality. In the

cleaning phase, three or more people stood around what was known as a split ting

table, usually in a splitt ing stage (See figure 1.7). The first person, called a cut

throat, literally cut the throat of the fish and then made a second cut down its

belly. The second person, known as a header, hauled out the fish's guts, tore its



Figu~ 1.7: Interior or Stanley Watennan'lI stage, Deep Bay, Fogo Island
(Photo (OUl'ks)' or Gernld Pocius).
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head off and passed it to the splitter. The splitter quickly and skilfully split the

fish open to its tail along its sound- or back-bone, laying it open, and then cui out

the majority of that bone. Fish was usually washed quickly and then carried to a

salter whose job was to cast salt on each and every split fish, laid open on its back.

After it sat in salt for a prescribed period depending on the type of salting

employed, the last phase -- drying ~- began. Th e fish was taken from the salt.

scrubbed clean with water and cloths or brushes, then usually left in a pile called a

waterhorse 10 drain for a time. Following that. it was carried outdoors and up onto

flakes where it was laid out to dry (See figure 1.8).14 With light-salted fish (the

main class of fish examined in this thesis) this drying period could last anywhere

from twelve days up to six weeks depending on weather, the size of the fish, and

the curing method used 10 salt it (Newfoundland Commission 1937,47). Over a

period of days, the final drying phase occurred, with fish becoming increasingly

hard and dry. as it was spread, piled. re-spreed, and re-pilcd."

"Fl~kc. were larElC w<><>den platfonTIsbui lt from posts and shores. covered with lung narrow log.
cal1e<llunElcrsan<lontop ofthese,.pruceoough.ontopofwhieh fi.hwu[aid.

l~rh i • •ynnp sis uf meking fi.h i.hll'ledonthe produetionufa particuler cluss ef salt fish tootWlII
mu.t eommcn to the Inshore fishery previous to the 1950, •• the Iernoes Newfoundland light-salted
fi. h, mode on thenake. and bcaehe. of the i.l ond, dried by the . un and windo Onep.rt icul.r.ub·clas .
of lhi.gruul'inp..knowna.piekledfi.h, scrvc.a. thcrcprcscn talivetypc for description in chapter.
three and four of thi. thesis (thi. kind of fish was made in Bonovi.to.. the main community focused on
lnth i••ludy). Picklc<.lfi.hw uJIlIICd inwatertighteontainenandlel.ilforavery shortpcriodof
three 10 fivcd.y . , The orbcr, more dominant typc of light- 581ted fi.h was dry salted in bulks for
period. that ran frum threc doy. 10 a number of weeks, sometimes even months

A bulk {ur pound),w USIi kind of enclosure cr container eonstruc tcd in.i dc of e fishing stage
fur lu,ldinl.lfi.h u it cured in ... It. They wcr.: built with planks and [I".t. into the elti. ring structure of
thelluilding. It \\,a.nuIUc.i!P'cd to be watcrtightand the piekle coming nlT fi.h sccpcd nut through
the ]ongc," uf the floor. The bulk', size, length and depth depcndcd on individuals'plIrticul at methods
andthckin,luf .'lllltingbcinj!:ellrricdoul. Width was foirly standard, based on thc selrcr beieg eblc to
rcech the beek fi.•h to seltthempropcrly. Tbcy leodcdto get built as thc season progressed , AlIcllch
!>llikfilled, 1InelVone wns eddcd in the rema ining empty spaee on a stllge(pocius 1992,89-90). A,
fi.he"uld.lll}· in oalt for long pcriud. (depcnd ing en hew heavily itwuJlIlted),nnc st8p.e cculd
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containman)' hulh .
Heavier Mlled clu !c. or fi.h (abo mode in bulb). typical o f "" rin,,! " IT.hote . hiJllhhc ric., -

e.g_, the Bunk. and the Labrador fished .:. · ·hud<lilTcrcnt levo:bf ,f ....h in ~ un<ltlr},inll lcchni ,lu c. Dnd

they produced very differer nqualities of'fi sh TheM:vuriuli,,". " fprncc.. ing umJ product ere described
and eomparcd in chepte r Iivo



FigUl~ 1.8 : The Moulands ' F1akt. MOCkbeggRI; Bonllvista.
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It is the prolonge d and intricate set of practices and steps that I w ill initia lly

descr ibe in chapters three to flve « the "terms, tools, technique s, and tale s" of the

occupation of making light-pickled fish (Holtaberg-Call 1992, 56) . To do so I w ill

rely largely on the tap es of my intervie ws with men and women from the

community of Bonavista where they ma de the light-pick led fish ju st descr ibed. A

num ber of other interv iews w ith men and women who made this same kind of fish

in othe r places will a lso be used 10 aid in the description s, Pick led fish was the

light est salted fish of all the varieties and for that reason required the m ost

complex and risky dry ing proce ss of all , but wh en made correct ly it also produced

the thickest and objectively th e best q uality fish."

In this century it seems that mai nly communities in Trinit y and C onception

Bays made this class of fish on a com mercial scale all using the same so rts of

buildings and techniques . As such, th is thesis and its des cription s constitute what

could be called a case study of pickling fish and the fishing opera tions tha t

emplo yed its methods more so than a study of a particu lar comm unity o r set of

communit ies. Although I am concerned primarily with work proce sses and

techniques, other modes of making fish will be referred to and reflected on from

time 10 time (especially light-salted insh ore fish made in bulks) , but this will be

'"I will 01. 0 CUl1:fully em ploy II g oed denl o f evidenc e and data from a num bcr of stud ent ra pers
huus ed al the Mem",i ul Uniw"'ily o f Newfound land Fo lk lore and Language Ar chive. These papen
,k lni l slIll-fi.h making from n numbe r of other communit ies -- , Ollie where pickled Ihh d ominaled , hUI
olheTs when: dry -suhcd bulk fi.h did. These pll pcr' [l«>vide holh corro horetjon of many d elaiI'of
lceh ni' luc alld practice, hUI vurialions on lhe"", II' M,l1. II is clear th at certain steps and mc lh",15o f salt
Ih h proce .., ing were m Oll: " r Ic•• un ivem l: f OT cMmplc , elc"ning and .plinin g vuried lin le flOmpl ace
h' p loce alld from :Illll-1ish d us to sa ll-fi.h elas •. Olhers were Ie•• sta ndard s- de gree. lind mooes o f
"llll inllum l d l}'inl,l.'1I01ellie! varied ove r sl'llec andin the \'priouslypc s or1i 1he ti<:. bcing prosecuted
In eml'l "l inll the cOnlruTuliw dala o f these so u rces I have kepllh e many eom p lcx voria n l. of the s alt
lhh cri c. con'l nntl y in mind ..., lhal the disunctio ns uf kind and sty lc dn not bcco me eon fu scd



done ca utiously and only when suc h compa risons are useful or appropr iate

Again, I a m concerned mainly with the light-sailed processes of lhe inshore

fisheries. As will become clear the detailed description of even just the pickled

class indic ates j ust how comp lex m ethods and techniques wer e, When other

c lasses of fish and the sty les used to make them are brought into the discussion.

the picture becomes even more co mplicated , It is this complexity th at is not

generally taken into accoun t (or even totall y understood) in many academic

t reatises on the salt fisheries . Even some of the best suffer from con fusions

regarding the dis tinctions outlined above, and this in itself provides another

rationale for the writing of the present work."

No mailer what class of fish was be ing made , the set of pract ices emp loyed

had one basic end: the production of the best quality of salt fish possi ble. On ce

th e steps were com plete, fish had to be graded or culled according to its look and

quality, and sold to merchant houses for export , Al l the labo ur of a summer led to

th is mom ent of j udgemen t for fami ly fishing operations, and it was thi s moment

a nd the earnings that resu lted, be they good , fair, or poor, th at determin ed the

quality o f life for the coming winter , year in and yea r out.

I stated ear lier tha t facts, ideas, ana lysis, complex interpretatio ns and

patterns of meaning and understand ing emerge from people's thoughts and wo rds.

Maggie Hchzberg-Call in her study of printers and the printi ng cultu re asserts that

occupat iona l groups create over time and through ind ividual tcthngs and rctellings.

a canon of "key texts" that define "key events ," the lessons th ey teach . and w hat is

"For "':",ample, Ale xander in rht lJecay o! 1"ruJ.. ,j"e> nul m.k e JIllrtic ul.r ly clear the di ITl:r"!lce~
hel m,,,n pickl ed Dnd light , dry-saltedfi'h in hulh , un i"ue uf s"meirnp or tence 10 hi. uJ8UrnCn l~

(Alexende r 1977, 45 , n ), His hook i. onc (,[ the hctt er lIludillll nn thc indu. tr)' un,j !rude
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mos t important to printers as individual mem bers of a particula r group (1992, 20;

a lso Lloyd and M ullen 1990. xxiv). She argu es in her introduction that though

these texts display clements of the trad itional aesthetics and pa tterns of story-

tefl-ng, et uJ.• this docs nol necessaril y take away from Ihe trut h of those luis,

the ir lessons or thei r importa nce.

The key ideas and texts that em erged from my talks w ith people who liv ed

in th e era of the salt fishery assemble around four fund amental themes . The first

rec urring ide a concerns the complexit y of making fish , a process thai seem s on

first glance to be largely heavy manua l and menial work involving littl e technical

or s killed labour. The processing of sa lt fish and its technolog ies have been

typifi ed (at times a little pejorat ively ) as pre-i ndustrial and primitive . Th ese so rts

of depictions d-mcn strate an ignorance of th e complex ity and s kill dem a nded by

muc h of the seeming ly basic manual work done for centuries in occupa tions suc h

as fann ing and fishin g and thei r related trades." John Burnett has written of

ag ricultural work, and I assert it is equally tru e of mak ing fish, ~Tradi t i onally

regarded as an unskilled occupation, farm wo rk in fact demanded many and va ried

kinds of skill, acquired not by forma l apprentic eship but by eq uall y long

expe rience" (1984. 30).

The work of numerous ethnogr aphers, folklife scholars, ora l histo rians

(man y mentioned above), and historian s including Burnett has s hown th is to be the

''' l"kis i~ noll" den)' the raet thll l fl. h mllk inl! le~hn i qucl remained remarkab ly ccndstemth roug h
hlll1,j reJ. of year<. l 'om l'a re forexa mple many of the co nlcmporary dc:ocriplion. in chap."" three and
four .. rl hi, lhe. i, wilh IlCC<lUllll dlItinS riShl hac k hI 16 76 (Dnwnins 1676 tsce a"p~nt.iix 2 of thi.
IIw.i !l)~ fln"f'llch 191 1 1111101Ind IM27, HO. 46 ; Chappe ll la l l , 127·31; l 'o llin s 1682,93 ; Dcyinc 1990
II? U I 19-B ; Juh. 19'J) I IIIH I, t 02~l ; MocP b:rson 1935; Milloil 1907, 144-4a ~ Ind Pe rley IS4),
'Jl-4 . 1 6 ~ --Il.
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George Stun's ea rly, rema rkably hon est and percep tive acco unts of s killed

trades , rural li fe and th e like, are based o n his own caree r in rural England as the

operat or of a wheelwrig ht's shop (1993) . His und erstandin g of the comple x.ity of

that work and his deep respect and sympathy for the peop le who ca rried it out,

come. again, from havin g Jived and worked alongside the m for ma ny yea rs - v en

ideall y ernie va ntage for any eth nographe r, though not w ithout its perils."

I feel I am a po o r imitat ion of Sturt. atte mpting lon g aller the fact. to render

sets o f "tacit" or "loca l" knowled ge and physica l practice into II wri tten te x t before

it disappears. The very attempt to describe such things in written words is

extremely prob lematic. They are best und erstood and lea rnt throug h observati on

and ac tually dcing c - wri tten words are a very po or substi tute (Dor mer 1994 , 10

13).2f1 Yet, try I must. Sturtwrote in his journals of prod ucing o r creating an

effect th rough skilled labou r (in re lation to the processes o f work that he o bserved

closely for man y years and partic ipated in himse lf):

At the very mo m ent of ch ange, when the effort ac tually co mes olTan d has
its effect -- this keeps the "peasant" more or less sati sfied. but "supe rior"
people never experience th at satis faction .

The moment of effect iveness. when sk ill is changing th e raw material
into the desired product is always worth "realising ." It is m omentou s every
time... (St urt 1967, II, 879-80)

Siurt was desc ribing the skilled t rades, incl uding wheel-ma king. Such trade s lend

"Yc lI r~ of hud \\'Ofkas the m..ler or n . mnll amtnol p"r licu!nrly pwflmhle country wh"clwri~h l

~hul' -- t ho ujlh hi!l labour WIIS mild hy cOlllJ"lri5un to tMt dune hy th.., men \Vh" wut~c" for h im .
"'" ICh im (lui phy sically . Ilis craft labo u rs demanded 'Ill m uch time IIml efforl lh" l bi. c<m l r i hu' i,~,. I..
oUllln derstanding o{ Ihe world he tame Irom were limited , milch " , nur dctrimenl

"Th e reader w ili liket}" Find s ome o f the trao.cripli"n. in the r"lIuwioll ~ 1"'rl"'l" (ru<lr~ li n ll f"r IIl.:. c
\'el)' 'C ll~on•. 1 know from CXpI."ficncc h o w rru.t rll l i n~ iho s<:cnnd· llIO nd de..: ril'liun nr s c" m p licI1C'tI s<:l

orieehmques can bc
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them selves more readily 10 t he adject ive "skifled," as they disp lay and requi re ve ry

dext rous and complex technique and ac tivity in genera l. The practitione rs who

have achieved via their pract ice a certain deg ree of that skill receive a ce rtain

amount of respect in side and outside thei r co mmunities for havi ng done so.

Some may argue that equating the wor k involved in the sal t fishery with

suc h skilled crafts and the stat us assoc iated w ith them is at best stretching it, at

wo rst, rom antic and vaguely ludicrous . Certa inly, wit h making salt fish. these

sta t us distinctions a re less ap p licable. Every fishing fami ly ma d e fish a ll summe r

tong, and every man , woman, and chi ld involved was .- in folkloric par lance c- a

tradition bea rer. As for skill levels, a good deal of th e work was simple , unskil led

ma nual labo ur -- haul ing, lifti ng, lugg jng, washing , turn ing. movi ng, pilin g, and

unpili ng tho usands and thousa nds of pou nds o f fish, day in, day out. yea r in and

yea r out -- labour th at is not particular ly amenable to romantic iz at ion or for being

valo rized as a skilled crert, o r for disti nguishing star tr adition be arers, T his is no t

10 di smiss o r denig ra te that labour in a ny way. I have tremendo us respec t for the

shee r physical costs. for its d ifficulties and even its da ngers

But it is also clear from the peop le who made fish in the inshore light-sa lted

sector that a number of the steps invo lved in making fis h requir ed both fa ir

amo unts of dextrous technique (for example, s pllning fish) and the complex, eve n

expert know ledge deri ved from years o f experi ence and tradition al know ledge,

passe d from one gene ration to the nex t . In the salting and drying process many

fine adjustm ents and complex decision s had to be made in respo nse to th e

changing va riables of the wea t her and the amo unt of fis h landed . At least one

schol ar. Davi d Alexande r. has typified this wo rk and its product as "a ha ndicraft "
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( 1977, 75 ).2l As well, a m yriad of other tasks and skil ls were required 10suppo rt

t he fishe r ies and the gener al day-to -day and seasona l rounds of life in pre-1950

Newfo und land, P roficien cy was re q uired in the com plex work of ho use and bo at

bu ilding, subsiste nce agric ulture, livestock ra ising. th e cutting and co ll ection o f

fi rewood , the kn itti ng. sewing, preservi ng, c ooking and baking, and the list goes

M uc h of it waswor k people could p otentiall y be plea sed with and prou d of,

w hether o n the basis of i ts quantity _. a la rge haul oftish or II good ha rvest o f

potatoes ; or for t he quality Of neatness of the work - peop le knew good fish when

t hey saw it and they knew who was particu larly good at ma king it; o r for the speed

an d prec is ion with which a job was done -- there ar c countless accoun ts of fast and

a ccurate sp litters . Such sto ries lire not simp ly vanity or conceit (thoug h fishermen

a re neithe r more nor less prone 10 b ragging than an y other g roup) -. the y arc about

w ork and doing it well o r doing it poorly, a nd they frequent ly have m eanings and

values im plicit in them. Fast splitt ing was not valued beca use it prov ed one's

p rowess in some abstract competiti ve sense . Fast spli tting w as valued because it

he lped ge t fish cleaned and under sa lt more quickly, which in tum improved t he

q uality o f the fin al product. Accura te splitt ing was important because it mean t thai

va luable pounds offish w ere not lo st during the sp litting pr ocess, As well,

ac curate splittin g improved the loo k and qu alit y o f the fish which gr e atly effected

" Bul II mal' pr" duce d ouc. In 1894 l ighHallctl n.h a~c"unlcd Ii" urpl<t.illl utcly 4 1% or the 1<,101
c atc h IIr ju st over II m ill ion qu inl ll1!ll f lis h (Ihou@hth is numbe r i. 1i~cly I" w @iw n th lll li$ht,slI! le d Ii,h
W II . made on the t.ob rodlll u w ell .• lhe ot hcr hrgc coranbutor t"lll tul catch 1rn.1 )'cur). 1n 1'11 1 it
lIccll ljnled for 64% of jU1! OVCT l.2mi llion qui nlals, 11m! in 19 2 1, M% "r jll'l over 1..1 mi1lin"1(.'en' II'
o f Newfoundla nd IM94, 1911, 8ndI 921). In 19J5 il ueeUlllllcd f"'"JlT'T""i muldy 75% " fl lle 1,,1,,1
c atc h (no 10181catch figure given) (NcWf"u mJlund (.'"mmi~<ion , 19.1' , 112)
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th e grading and th us the price of th e fish w hen it w as sold . In chapte rs three 10

fi ve of th is thesis I make the case for the com plexit ies and techniques demanded in

th e production of goodquality salt fish and detail the comm itment an d

de termina tion req uired by fishing people to carry ou t the vast quantit ies and q uality

of work involved in making fish.

A second key idea washighli ghted e vocatively by Pat rick O'F laherty in his

s hort essay, ' Loo king Backwards: T he Milieu of O ld Newfo undland O utposts ." In

it he assert s that living and working in the s alt fish ery were tremendo usly lab our

in tensive undertak ings, often bruta lly laboriou s (1975 ). Thou gh I disag ree wit h the

~~ ~ ~ch he~~ th i5q~~I ~ ~~ hecl~msite~aiM~~

N ewfound land cult ure - over and o ver aga in. the m en and women I tal ked wi th

ex pressed this seemingly basic idea in all so rts of tell ing ways to me . People

talk ed of a past of almost unimagin able hard work, regularly using w o rds suc h as

"s lavery" and "m urder" to describe it, recall ing the labour de manded by that w orld

wi th ruefulness a nd. OIl occasion. biuemess. Their evocatio ns of exce ptionally

lon g hours cfbru tallebour and exerti on we re the nonn.D Th ese were contrast ed

w ith the m odem e ra and its labour-sa ving technolog ies in bo th the oc c upational

a nd the do mestic realms . - nowaday s all one had to do was "push a button: a nd

w ork was done. Th is idea look on a formul aic qua lity as m y fieldwo rk progres sed

-- men and wome n both us ing it fre quently.

>lOne Wilma" "1'1l1.:Cof how Ihc summe r thh~ry and genl en Ilo'ulk we re 50 demand inl! and !IO

imp ,,' ll lll e co nomically '~tlhcy look precc dencc over aUether eorecrna, e\·O:II, al lim es, thc im mediale
IIhori ·I~lm ne ed. "re h ildren, Thi. lI'n not overly hon h Ind il wu for these ehildre n's lung-lerm
we lr.re Ihl\l the fi,h lind ~I,dcns had IIIli k e thil fll"cc edenee. In IIIInyr.miliC1from th e young allc, of
IIi"" .nd seve n, childre n \I'm: C!'lf'C':lcd 10 he lp oil! with I II kind. of 11'0I"1.: . This served lhe dual p urpose
o f .ccoml' li ,.hil\flmore "-urk and of bcl.inninll lbeir ap prenlleu hip in the ri l!OI.O of Ihe life they 100
w .. ukln-e nIUllll)'he leldiP@:
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The idea could and can be dismissed as a kind of anti-nostalgic critique of

the younger generatio n, whose lives are so m uch easie r. and who e tten take tha t

ease for g ranted. From lime 10 time when it was invo ked. it was done partially 10

do just that. but as or more often it took on a more complex significance •• a

marker alerting the listener to a historical realit y of hardship and grinding manua l

labour (ge nerally for very little reward), The people who used it were struggling

to explain to me hardship and labour that co uld nol be demonstrated or imagine d

by those who were nol part of that world.

Th eir reasons for pointing this out were usually not to critique or sermo n ize.

but 10 explain and teach me abouta vanished world. I hope10 capture via thci r

descriptions, memor ies, and stories of the day to day, step by step work of

processing cod, somet hing of the quality of the sheer work that was central to th e

salt fishery before the 1950s

A third key idea in this entire complex world of work that has been

frequently underrated. minimized and ignored and whic h I hope to explo re is th e

role of wo men in making fish (Porter 1993, 5,39-4 1,48). Apart from the odd

passing re ference to their role in "helping w ith the fish" and running the domes tic

sphere (no small feat given that it included lit erally dozens of major and laborious

responsibili ties inside and outside the home), there have been few works that

demonstrate their integral role to maintaining fishing operations and directly and

sizably contrib uting to the incomes of their families by making fish.

Part of the exp lanation fort his lack of coverag e lies in the fact that thcre

has been an imbalan ce of studies of fish harv esting o ver fish processing (harves ting

has tende d to he a male domain, while processing in the salt fishery has often be en
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female). This fact becomes readily apparent wi th any cursory analysis of the

academic, bureaucratic, and popula r literatu re of the fisheries (Allison el al 19 89;

Butler 198 3; Faris 197]; Firestone 1967; Gilmore 1990; Lloyd and M ullen 199 0 ;

Lummis 19 85; Lund 1983; Martin 1979; Ma tt hiessen 1986; Mouselle 1979; Mull en

1978). Women academics themselves also often focused on male rea lms with in

fishing com munities and male academic paradigms [F esting 1977; Geis tdoerfer

1981; McCay 1976, 1979). Men have histor ica lly and traditionally been the

authors and subjects of most acade mic and popular anal yses o f occupation. society

and culture . at all le vels. So , for example. in the abov e list of texts on harvest ing ,

Faris and Fires tone. though ostensib ly writing about com munity, end up focusing

on male spheres, spheres tha t occupy the foregrou nd of the public socia l and

cu ltural do m ains.

Wo rks that could be called exceptions to this rule are: Antler 1981; Bochel

1979; Butcher 1987; Johnson 1988; Murray 19 79; Nadel-K lein and D avis 1988

though in m any of these harvesti ng shares the focus equa lly w ith processing.

Fortunately the imbalance is slowly being addressed (s ee Neis 1993 a nd Porter

1993 for excellent bi bliographies), but there is still a large gap to be closed.

One of the few exceptions to this unde r-report ing in relat ion to the

Newfoundla nd salt fishery is Hilda Chaulk Murray's More than 50%, a thoroug h

folklife of wo men's work and life in Elliston, five mile s from Bonavis ta (1919).

My finding s, based on interv iews m ade over tw enty years afte r her research was

conducted. bear out many of her observa tions and con clusions regarding the role of

women in p rocessing sail fis h and in her important ethn ographic contr ibution to

women and their ro les in rura l Newfo undland in the first half of the twentieth
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century. Thes e corrobo rations no doubt have much to do with the fact that Murray

and I did much of 0111'"work in the same general vicinity, down at the t ip or the

Bcn a vista Pen insula, b ut my field and documen tary research elsewhere support th e

genera l thesis th at wo men played a simi lar role around much of Newfoundland.

especially its east coast - wom en were the primary fish makers in most places

Indeed . it is th e except ion rather than the rule for men to have pl ayed this

role (Porter I~93. 47) . In describing the everyday work of maki ng fish . this thesis

will hopefully advance the project of uncovering and re instating the co mplex

contr ibution o f women to the fishing communiti es of N ewfound land and the role

that work play ed in thei r lives . My evi dence indicates t hat women der ived status ,

esteem, and id entity from the ir work in the sa lt fisheries and the nature of that

work had various other beneficial attributes." These are discussed in chapter four

and the concl usion .

Tire sy st em of grading and excha nge pro vides a focus for the fourth

significant or key theme and relates d irectly to t he tremendous intensity and

com plexity of the labo ur, mentio ned earlier. M y analysis will focus on fishing

peop le's perce pt ions o f the result of th eir intense and co mplex labours -- the sale o r

exchange of fi sh for goods , Here I w ill diverge slightly from th e usual approach

take n by the oc cupationa l folk life studies that 1 have otherwise emulated , They

have tended to focus th eir theo retical analysis of ernie m aterials back o nto the

people they st udy the mselves (Hcltzberg-Call 1992 , xv; Lloyd and Mull en J990,

11On~ "fthe down sides o(lh~ salt fiMcl')"! eeceomic r lllalio n ~ wu thaI women tlid nul receive
direc t remuneratio n for the ir labour. The payment of most women fo r iheir work came vii their
husband's pari or share of the se..on' s ealch (or "VI>y ugc" u il Wn called) · · they were nul cnlitl<:d 1<1it
direct ly or the eomrel of it. Thi! was nol a bene ficial att ribute uf thc structure ofthl: fi shery.
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xxv] or made contributions to abstrac t theory building -- "The study o f

occu pational groups holds g reat promi se for in cr easing our understand ing ofth e

rul es underlying comm unica tion proc esses in g e neral . .." (McCarl 1978 . 17)

In my exploration o f fishing pe ople's vi ews of th e economiu sys te m with in

w hich they op erated, J turn th is type of approach around and ta ke as a starting

ass umption th at thei r accounts and c ritiquesof that sys tem and world ar e

sig nificant a nd valid evidence •• important cont ributions 10 the understan ding of

the debates surr oundin g the h istory an d econom ics of th e salt fi sheries. In short. I

believe that th ese acco unts must take an active role in those de bates

Thro ugh to the 19505 "shore" fish .- that is light-salted and hard-dried fish

-~ the prime product of the Newfoun d land inshore fishery , was sold by t he grade .

M en known a s cullers were employed by the merchants to grade or cull loadsof

fish being bought fro m fishing operat ions, Onc e grade d, the ca sh value of the fi sh

was recorded and cre d ited against the past, cur ren t, and future purchase s on

acco unt with the firm , Rarely did th is transaction actua lly resu lt in an exch ange of

cas h .

These relation ships of exchange, the cu ll and the credit system (o r truck

sys tem as it w as also known ), were w idely reg arded as problematic - th at is,

unfair and ex p loitative . Cull ing as an activity was vel)' suspect and fishermen

(men were th e ones usually present a t the cull a nd the s ales were made in their

name s) had and have many e xamples of just how that un fairness was per petrated .

Fish prices w er e generally per ceived to be set by a comb ine of oligarch ic

merchant s re siding in St. John 's (and q uite like ly were, whether or not o n a forma l

basis) . Adde d 10 this, the pri ces of c on sumer g oods we re gene rally ma r ked up a t
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moreor le ss hidden insura nce cost , was generally added across the board to all

prices for all custo mers, but somet imescustomers pu rchasing their go ods on a

debitbasi s through the win ter and the fishing season (genera lly a good fmctio n of

the fishing families of the community) had another m ark-up addedto the cost of

their purchas es

The negativ e percept ion of this comb ination of factors was only cclmnccd

by the secrecyof me rchant record-keeping a nd accou nt ing practices w hichwere

accessible only to the litera te, It is plain from my interviews with the majority of

fishing pe ople that the overallstructure of these relati ons was viewed at best

sceptically, and at worst, with out andout h ostility. Families in the salt fishery

usually li ved very near to subsistence. Thei r food, for example, consi sted of on ly

the basic s : flour, mol asses , salt mea t, lea --"rough gru b" as it wasknown .• and

this was augmented by the growing of their own root vegetables and the picki ng of

berries, As well. the y cut and collected the ir own firewood. Allof these act ivities

indirectly and subs tantially subsid ized the me rchants and gove rnment since these

actors did not have to worry about whether the price they paid for the fish

complete ly supplied fishers with all the requi sitegoods needed for survival

In oneway these manifestationsof "occupatio nal plura lism," as it has been

called. deve loped the remarkable talents for self-suffi c iency of Newfo undland

families (Handcock and Sanger 1981. 18), In another way, all of this work

demanded tremendous year-round exertions . So, for example . men and women in

the midst of the incredibly busy fi shing season had to meke timeto lug fish

manure and ceplin up to their gardenswhere usually women and their daughter s
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spread it in 10 their vegetables.

f inally, the question that many fishing people asked and continue to ask is:

was all <'\' this work worth the tremendous costs in strain and to il that it exacted?

The majority of the men and women I spoke with answered this question in many

complex ways, but generally with a decided no, In chapter six of this thesis I will

explore some of their reasons for finding grave fault with the syst em that

determined much of their quali ty of life, a system they were forced to rely on

through good and bad times. In this regard I lake my lead from McCarl's critique

of his own early work.24 I attempt to build on 10 his basic approach of micro

analysis in order 10 explore the interconnections orthat analysis with external

factors and forces (such as the role of the cull and the system of credit or truck).

John Burnett states the follow ing regarding what had begun to be typified as

low-status, unskilled agricultural labour in England through the nineteenth century

and into the early twentieth:

Their work was often monotonous drudgery, carried on in all weathers and,
at some seasons, for imme nsely long hours, and with very little aid from
machinery until late in the century; on the other hand , they lived in village
comm unities. worked with a measure of independence, spent their days in
the open air and were part of a social system which provided an ordered
and structured life. (1984. 30)

These statements reflect very closely the realities of the salt fishery as described to

me. Though the work was extreme ly hard and people lived close to subsistence

much of the time, there were benefits and clearly positive aspects to this way of

living. These were remembe red fondly and expressed to me by many peop le even

I'M~C IlI I l..'i n l ~ "lIl in hb dissertation "II ... criticism <)f the model i~ that it doesn't pla ce enough
il1 l l,,\!t lll\~~ .\11 c.~ trn -"ccll l'l\ t i " nli l conccrn. Ilnu acti\"ilic. Il ~ these nnw around and through the work
c\ll lllr~ .." (19XO. .1(,)
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though many of their memories came from the era of the Great Depression which

was one of tile lowest points in the last cent ury of the salt fishery . To dismiss

these express-ens cut of hand as examples of misplaced and romantic nostalgia on

fishing people's parts is a disservice to the truth of what their world was like, and

disrespectful of the peop le that lived in it

There are many wonderful and fascinating modem and historical accounts

of the more pleasurable aspects of outport life that focus on diverse topics such as

childhood, customs, celebrations and pastimes. These include Christmas.

mummering, berry-picking, trouting, visiting and socialising genera lly. and even

the fishing work itself (and the list goes on: see for a few examples Devine 1990;

Feltham 1992; Hussey 1981; Margaret 1980; Mifflen 1983; Murray 1979; Till y

1958a, 1955b; Tizzard 1984). There is no question that the bustle and activity of

the fishing season was a time of vitality, promise, vigour, and hope (Devine 1990;

O'Flaherty 1995; NFMM35/36/37) . As well, at times, making fish in stages lind on

flakes was very social work . Many women and documentary sources mentio n this

feature of especially the flake work MMa feature still remembered fondly (and sadly

missed) in the modern era. Many of the people I talked with confirmed all or

these positive impressions (see for exam ple my interviews with wilson Hayward,

Lau ra Whiffen, and Melit a Guy -- NFM M35/36/37; MFM1 4115; MFMI7/ 18).

This vantage though, must constantly be balanced by the fact that at the

same time, it was a very hard often unforgiving world, and many fishing people

lived literally much of thei r lives only a few notches above subsistence . Ther e is

and was a seemingly contradictory qual ity in the depictions of this world, its ways

of life, and its limited rewards. This contradiction was summed up nicely by Joan
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Russell in a student paper:

As each of my informants looked back on the hardsh ips of his life, he said,
"How did we ever do it?" This quest ion always followed with the
statement, "but we were happy!", and this is the marvel. From talking with
them, I feel they really were happy. (197 1, 2)

In chapters six and seven I will contend that such statements are not necessari ly

contradictory or mutually exclusive of eac h other. The people I talked with did

and still do recog nise both qualities as exist ing simultaneous ly in their lives.

Those lives were neither wholly idyllic and romant ically pastoral, nor were they

unremittingly harsh.

To close the thesis I will examine the accounts and interpretations of the

salt fishery during the Great Depression, an era that without doubt left many

fishing people and their communities impoverished and desperate. Many of the

people I talked with had just entered the prime of their lives during these

tremendously difficult yea rs. That era profoundly affected both the salt fishe ry and

fishing people and their experiences in the 1930s indirectly contributed to the

eventual demise of the salt fishery over the next two decades.

Thai demise radically transfo rmed Newfou ndland's landscapes, comm unities,

society and culture, leading eventually to the massive dislocation and community

resettlements of the 1950s and '60S.1l I will bring the memories and analyses of

people that lived through this era to bear onto the questions of what caused the

post-war shifts to the fresh-frozen industry, concluding the thesis wit h a discussion

"From the 19~Us. through to the I960 s, mnn~' sma ll salt fishing communities around the entire
i. lm"lnntbccna'l nfLab,a<lo, W<l'C <lith<lrvoluntar ily "acalcd bythcirpcoplc Qr,cspcc iallylolc in lhc
procc•• • were neh\'1I1y "encou raged' or coerced b)' "",,,'emments In vacate their homes and move 10
ecntrnlised ' grlm'lh ce ntrc' eornrnunitics, monl"organized around frcsh-Irozcn Iieh processing end
l" lSIICSsilllt ool1Cr . efl'icc. for the most pari, including\"CI)' sign ificnnlly, h ighways.
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of how the transformation into the "modern" era and its new structures of work and

ownership affected people's lives . I call into quest ion some of the conventio nal

wisdom regarding the panacea that these shifts supposedly proffered to the

suppos edly anachronis tic and backwards communities of the salt fishery. Fishing

peop le's evidence and perceptio ns have much to offer the complex debate of why

(and it) this centuries-old industry had to be utterly abandoned so quickly. Their

evidence challenges many of the depic tions of and received wis dom conc erning the

shift from salt to fresh fish and its effects in rural Newfoundland, doveta iling with

the work ora numbe r or recent scho lars (Pocius 199 1; Sweeny 1995). I will argue

that such so-called wisdom is flawed in its anti- romantic stereoty ping and

prob lematic isolating of a rural Newfo undland salt-fish ing past versus a modcrn

fresh-fishing present . It is nearly as flawed as the romanticized views of that past

some times perpetrated by numbers of my ilk (folklorists).

Before launching fully into de tailed descri ptions and ana lysis, however, I

need to provide a brie f out line of how 1 wi ll proceed through the rest of the thesis .

It is broken into three basic sect ions. The first is introductory. It comprises this

introduction and chapter two which familiarises the reader with the breadth lind

depth of the fieldwork and research that underpins the entire thesis lind some key

aspects of the inshore salt-fishing occupa tional contexts. My main purpose in

sketching the range of my fieldwork is to alert readers to the co mplex nature and

variety of the Newfo undland salt fisheries -- there were many so rts of fishing done

from many diffe rent kinds of communities. I contend that coming to grips with the

ge neral though complex structure of those fisheries is important if one is to

develop hypotheses or draw useful conclusions regarding the natu re of any one
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fishery, or more to the point, Newfoundland society and culture at large. With

those distinctions in mind, I focus on the particul ar context with.which I am

concerned for much of this thesis •• the inshore headland light-salt fishery of

commun ities such as Bonavista. In this part of the chapter, I examine certain key

features of the micro-physica l and the micro-social contexts of the inshore salt

fishery in thai community, att empting to famil iarise the reader with how these

places and operations were situated and organized on II number of levels .

Descriptions, illustrations, and ernie maps will provide a basic introduction to the

world in which the work described throughout the rest of the thesis took place.

The second sectio n of the thesis, comp rising chapters three to five, forms

the occupatio nal folklife core of this work . In chapters three and four I examine

the micro processes and practices of making pickled sail fish. I break down the

work processes of making fish into their constit uent chronolog ical phases. I look

first in close deta il at the techniq ues and work rout ines of clea ning and salting. In

these phases of the process there was an emphasis on dexterity, speed, and

accuracy, all required to produce quality fish. In chapte r four I conside r the

distinctive steps of the washing and drying phase of fish making. Here a different

emphasis was required that featured the expert knowledge of the fish maker and

her long years of drying exper ience in ever shifting weather condit ions. Beyond

detailing the se steps and what they required of fishery workers vts-o-vts skills and

labour, I hope to evoke through the words, narratives, and eval uat ions of fishing

people, a full sense ofhow, at the height of the fishing season, the day to day

world of salt fishery operated -- the incredible toil and "steady-go" of the work, lhe

natu re of the many and cont inual tasks and activities, how people coped with these
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rewarding clements of the work and try to capture the look, feel, and even the

sounds of the salt fishery. People's own descriptions and evaluations of this world

of work are central to this project

In chapter five J expand from the inshore, small-boat pickled fishery to

consider a number of issues relating to variations in production and product in the

industry. Again, the primary aim here is to alert renders to the complex nature of

those fisheries . There were many variations of method and produci. I hope to

place the inshore, small boat, light-salted fishery and its products in relation III the

modes and products of various other branches of the fishcry. In doing so I will

evaluate their relative importance and value in the overall industry, comparing ond

contrasting the characteristics and qualities of light-salted lish with other classes of

fish. J will also look at the various salting choices that fishing people made in

relation to the use of the cod trap, a widespread and powerful harvesting

technology. In assessing these subjects . I will take issue with the contention thai

the processing skills of inshore fishery workers declined through the carly decades

of this century, a decline that supposedly contributed significantly to the overall

decline of the industry. Other factors contributed more significantly to the decline

of fish quality and to the industry itself. While some of these factors, such as jhe

cod trap, were more or less directed and controlled by fishing people themselves.

many others related to external forces impinging upon the people and the industry.

The long term neglect of government and mercantile interests and the disorderly

and cut-throat purchasing and exporting practices of the latter group were as or

more respons ible for the salt fishery's decline and eventual demise
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The final section of the thesis, chapters six and seven, considers the

economic relations and realities of salt fish production. The groundwork laid in

chapter five is crucial 10 understanding the equally complex discussion of the

grading of fish and related economics in chapter six. It could beargued that these

are. at best, tangential to the occupational folklife of making fish. I assert exactly

the opposite. These complexities were part c rt het world and that life. The goal

of good fish making was obtaining a good cull and a good price. Men and women

were intimately involved with and aware of these complexities. Their lives and

livelihoods were profoundly affected by them. It is no surprise that work and its

economic rewards (or their lack) are and were frequently the passionate topics of

discussion. Here, again. Lloyd's and Mullen's findings come to mind ( 1990, xi

xii)

In chapter six I explore fish ing people's views of the economic relations of

exchange in light-salted fishing communities. The ideas and themes that emerge

from this discussion are developed further in chapter seven. I examine the seeming

paradox of people's contradictory views of their lives in the salt fishery through to

the 19505. On one hand there is a rueful admission of the hardship, the toil, and

the meagre earnings. At the same time many people also assert that those same

lives. times, and communities were positive in many significant ways . I consider

this contradiction. endeavouring to reconcile the disparate threads with an

examination of their memories and documentary accounls of the frequently

desperate times they lived through from the 1920s to the 19505. Newfoundland

was in profound crisis through much of that period and this dramatica lly increased

the hardship of fishing people's already strenuous lives, Many people in



40

despera tion abandoned the fishery and left Newfoundla nd. further weaken ing an

industry that was already in difficulty . linen examine that industry's final demise

with the shift to the fresh-froze n sec tor in the 19505 and 19605. questioning

whethe r that shin as it was carried our was completely necessary or judicious

Throughout the thesis the sign ificant ideas and themes outlined in this

introduction regularly come to the fore. The tremendous dema nds of the labour.

the comp lex and skilled techniques and rout ines and knowledge embodied in the

making of fish (and people's fundame ntal pride in their abili ty 10 meet th ose

dema nds), and the active and complex contribution of women all clearly figure in

many of my argumen ts about how the fishery operated on micro and macro levels

Finally, an important goal of much of this work is to demonstra te how fishing

peop le's understandings and analyses of their lives and times can (and must)

fundamen tally inform our understandings and analyses of larger social, cultura l nnd

economic issues.

The primary goal of all of these discussions though is to elucidate the

comp lex wor ld of the ligh t-salted, inshore fishery in its no less complicated

everyday manifestations. As described and explained by the women and men who

lived and worked in it, the structures and patterns ofthat world of work routines,

techni ques, and products will hopefully emerge clearly. No full rendering of that

neg lected world has been atte mpted to date and I hope that this contributio n

inspir es efforts to improve upon and expand on the materia ls contained hcre



Chapter 2. Fieldwork; Methods and Contexts

In this chapter I wish 10 describe my fieldwork methods and experiences •• their

geographic and te mporal limits and th eir strengths and weaknesses . This self

reflexive aCI needs to be undertaken for a variety of reasons. First and foremost, I

feel it is important to deli neate those experiences 10 provide the reader with a sense

of the work which grounds my analysis, interpre tations, and conclusions. One

could base assessm ents of the researc h for this thesis on various types of

quantitative and qualitative criteria -- both breadth and depth are important, but

finally neither amounts to much witho ut the othe r.

I carried ou t over forty taped interviews for this projec t and had numerous

infonn al conversations with dozens of men and women. Yet, if the quality of the

rapport that I had with those men and women was poor and the quality of the

resulting information also deficient. then no end of interviewing would have been

enough. Conversely, three or four in-depth conversat ions with a knowledgable,

thoughtfu l woman or man on a particular topic might provide enough mat eria ls

with whic h to writ e an enti re thesis.

In this chapter, I wilt examine my fieldwork from a number of po ints of

view. First I will consider my status as a more or less "unlearned' stranger

attempting to come to grips with mate rials of which I had very little d irect or

indirect experience. Closely connecte d to this are issues of research methodology

and the imposition of a "topic" with its set of pre-planned questions. I will discuss

the strategies I employed in carrying out my work. I will then move on to an

enumerative descr iption of the actual research I conducted for this thesis . This

allows me to explore some of the streng ths and weaknesses of my fieldwork . One
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particular issue I focus on in this section has to do with some of the problem s I

encountered in doing work with women.

I turn then to what I consider to be the main advantage of this type of

research -- its breadth. I assert that given the complexity of the Newfoundland salt

fisheries, only a grounded understanding of how various communities in differ ent

locales prosecuted those fisheries could have provided me with the broad frames of

reference that I required to clearly analyse the particular inshore branch of salt -fish

processing thai I studied. Without an understanding of thc mulu-facctcd industry,

much of what I write here about making fish in Bonaviste (and other inshore

pickling and light-salting communit ies) would have been prone to reductionism. the

overlooking of key features and distinctions. and any number of interpretive

errors. I Some concrete examples of the differences that I am referring 10 are

provided. This leads into the second section of the chapter which introduces the

primary concern of this thesis > - the inshore light-pickled. small-boat fishery.

Bcneviste. the community in which I did most of my fieldwork. serves as a typical

pickled-fish processing location which in fact it was for severa l centuries.

Finally, I will use examples from Bonavista to explore a number of aspects

'r u, understanding might have heen d~\·eltlrctl Ihroul/.hcareful reeding or "Ilcondal")' .. ,uree~, hut
as noted there arc rew oTlhese lhat~.pluinclcu rly thlldi.tineti"ns thut I IlIIC<'U11Iereu in tec1mi'lue.
flOmregion to region. It WIISonly after sortie month. that I heearTlll complctcfy ewete " I' the h". ie
distinctions between pickling and dry saltin!! fisb, ncver mintl the vurioussu hlleties or cither's
production and rcsults. Meanwhile I would UlLwrt that there arc at le"' 1 si. distinct types of ~ult·li.hinl/.

and processing variant. : lb~ inshore small ""a t Jishcries of thc i.land (that ", l1cd lish ill tw" J ilTer~n t

fuhio n. , in harrel. and in hulh) ~ the off. hore lIunh sch<w'ner (industrial) lishery thaI empl"yc.!
medium to bcevy ... lting in the h"lds of lurge sch,w,ne",; the !.ul>Tud"r ~lutioner urxl nonler tmcdium
sized .c hoon~ r) fisheries thllt used a range ef saltings and inshore hlllvcstilll,1. methods ' "n tbe
t.. brlldor"; und ,m. ll scboon"rfi sh",ies -. "sp"cialJy pllrliculur in lhi. ecn1Ul")'t" thc l' luccnti"lluy urea
·-11middlc-distanl\'lIriuntofth" lon8~rran8eoff"b"N Ilunksfishc ry. Thi. I'laell"ti.. lI..y ",1I""ner
Iishcry employed the (Junking sehoon~'rs' teebni'lU"" tcehnologie1, untl ...!tinS" Chupter lIve pr" vidc"
brief dcseriplion. of \·uri"us u"l"'ct. " f .. numhcr nf lhe lllw,ve varinnt.
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of how the shore components of the pickled fishery and its processing were

physically laid out and organised. As noted in the introductio n, in these

fundamenta l respects, Bonavista was not unique. Many communities in Tri nity and

Conception Bays made pickled fish. Consequent ly, in this chapter and throughout

the thesis, I wi1Jdraw attention to pertinent similarit ies and contrasts in methods

and styles . These descriptio ns along with various illustrations (here and in chapter

one) an d maps provide readers with an importan t introduction 10 the physical

micro-contexts in which light-pickled fish was made . These in turn establish a

concrete locale, or frame. into which the processes detai led in chapters three and

four can be placed by the reader.

2.1 In the Field: Methods and Issues

Ethnograp hic research is a complex human interaction between partic ipants

-- any number of factors can and do impinge upon what gets said by who, not least

of which is the researcher's imposition of a research topic onto the encounter 0 - a

topic that usually comes complete with pre-planned questionnai res and assumptions

of what is and what is not important to ask or to know about (Briggs 1987, 21-23)

Even seeming ly neutral observat ion comes equipped with its own built-in

assumptions and biases and the observer must and always will have an effect on

the observ ed. The very terms of the activi ty of obse rvation is in many respects

problematic. It is a simple step for the "observed" to take on the status of a

"subjec t" in a social science experiment and for the observer-researcher to begin

study ing and writing about people with such constructs in mind. (For a prime

example of this see Faris 1973 , 57).
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In my own work I have tried consistently 10 avoid the worst of these

pitfalls. The starting place for nearly all of my research has been a basic

conviction that we must proceed knowing that the people we work with possess

(among so many other things), an agency . - selthood and all that it entails. Their

agencies demand respect and honest direct dea lings -- there is no need for coy or

condescending behavio ur or strategies to aid the project of finding things out from

people; in fact the opposi te approach generally has much better results. In short.

people are perfectly capab le of explaining and evaluating any number of things we

might need help with. They are capab le of fully participating in the research

process, often more capable than the researchers themselves.

My fieldwork for this project invo lved going to different fishing

communities, seeking out knowledgeable fish ing men and women, generally by

aski ng the people who lived there who would be good to talk with and then taking

their advice. Generally this method provided numerous possibilities. When I

arrived at people's doors, they were invariab ly willing to talk for a few moments

with me abou t what I was doing and why I, a strange r, had jus t turned up

wondering if I could interview them about their lives and work . It is remarkable

how many were willing to have me in, to sit, some times for a number of hours, in

their kitchens and ask them all sorts of detailed questions. People are

tremendously generou s and kind

In some ways, my exper iences were not remarkable. As I pointed out in the

introduction, I was interested in topics •• their work and ways of life •• that many

of the people with whom I talked still found as interesting as I did. It was clear

that they cared deeply about these things, and, of course , were experts regarding
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then- Also, people enjoyed remembering and bringing to life for me the complex

and vital wo rlds and times in which they Jived

As a mainland, non-fishing Canadian, my research progress was much

slower than that which would have been made by an outport Newfoundlander

familiar w ith fishing. Nevertheless my status had a few benefits, one of which was

that everything had to be explained to me. I took nothing for granted; a good

app roach for an ethnographer, and people were much more patient with me than

they might have been with somebody "who should have known better."

Unfortunately, I did not know better. For many weeks I was pretty much at sea;

hardl y knowing how to ask questions, never m ind whic h ones to ask. This had its

beneficial side though as well, for it forced me to begin with the most general

kind s of questions and let people take over, to varying degrees, lett ing them

suggest directions that our conversations might take.

In gathe ring these materials I worked hard "at conducting open-ended

ex ploratory interviews," knowing full well that in a number of respects, I

cont rolled those interviews and "the overall shape of [their] discourse" with my

questions about a particular topic (Hol tzberg- Call 1992 , 10). I am aware of the

inherent problematic effects that interviewing methodology can have on results,

and I did my best to minimi ze these, using a number of techniques outlined in

various fieldwork guides including Edward Ives's The TapeRecorded Interview

( 1980), David Taylor's Doc umenting Marine Folklife (1992), and Charles Briggs's

t.eammg Holt' 10 A .I'k (1987).

I used two approaches to interviewing. I began by employing open-ended

quest ions in an effort to elicit what came first and foremost to peop le's minds
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about certain subjects , As interviews progressed. or I returned n second lime or

th ird time 10 visit and talk, I frequently would employ more directed kinds of

questions in order to follow up certain facts, issues and themes that had previously

emerged (Lloyd and Mullen 1990. xii). Second. I took one piece of'Chades

Briggs's advice to heart and, tried to gel to know thc people and their materials

well. In doing so, I learned what questions 10 ask and how to ask them. We must

develop research approaches based on an understanding of what Briggs calls

"indexical meanings," that is, meanings that can only be elicited and then

comprehended by researchers who have some understanding of the contexts in

which they are uttered (1987, 42; Clements 1980. 102). Only time and effort will

enable a stranger to a place or culture to begin to understand any aspect of it, how

people talk about it and in what terms -- in my case. how people cleaned, salted

and dried fish.

On more than one occasion. I needed many attempts 10 gel a question

"right", so that the people I was talking with knew what I was asking about and

could answer me fully in their terminologies. language. and images of the work.

Often this exchange was enhanced simply by my use of an occupational term, bUI

just Co ;: often I needed to have an understanding of more complex concepts than

sing le words. My education in the processes of the salt fisheries lurched along

haltingly. but slowly my understanding grew.

Many times I was humbled by my ignorance of the most basic concepts and

practices of how work in the fishery was carried out. I had a lot of ground 10

cover, and that took time; the research for this thesis was carried out, off and on,

over a period of nearly four years (though of that only a year and a half involved
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concentrated fieldwork). It would be foolhardy of me 10 assert that even that

length of time studying provided me with a profound understanding of, or

grounding in, the work I was looking at, let alone Newfou ndland c ulture as a

whole. Although my research is only a start, I feel thai it allows me to make

certa in kinds of observatio ns and conclusions that I arrived at via th e evidence of

fishing men and women

There arc a number of issu es and concerns that affected my fie ldwork and

the mater ials I was given by people . I canno t cover them all here, bUI I will to uch

on a number or the streng ths and weaknesses army study . In doing so I will also

detai l the geographical and thematic ranges of my research.

The fieldwork data for this project has been collected over the past four

years. The main body was collected thro ugh the year of 1993 while working at

the Newfoundlan d Museu m as a researche r for an exh ibit on the folklife and

material culture of the Newfou ndland salt fisheries. This work invol ved many

intensive fieldwork trips wi th a particu lar emphasis on the inshore fishery, and it

produced a sizeable collecti on of taped mater ial, field notes, ernie m aps and

photographs. I had a very broad mandate for exploring any number of aspects of

life in the salt fishery (in relation to various artifacts of its world) and I took full

advantage of the opportunity to cover many things including seasonal rounds,

transhumance, the Banks and Labrador fisheries, weekly menus , divisions of

labour, boat-building, catching and processing fish and the eco nomics of different

cOf!1munities. Th is work has proven inva luable for coming to terms with the

context within which the work of making salt fish went on, and it is perhaps due to

this that I have become interested in how that work relates to its surrounding world
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of a ctivity, economy, and cult ure.

One of the wea knesses of this research year was the dec ided lack of work

done with wome n. My colleag ue, Cynthia Boyd , and I were con tracted to do the

work. At the outset. it was decided wit h our supervisor, Wnlte r Peddle. to divide

the work along gender lines in order to maximize in a limited lime our ability to

develop rapport with the people with whom we worked. enabling LIS 10 elicit the

fullest, most appropriate materials. As a result I did nearly all of my w ork with

men."

The lack of work with women was problematic in a number cf' wa ys. but

especia lly wit h regard to my topic. beca use in most of the places I cond ucted my

resea rch, women were centra l to making fish (though men could and did often take

part at various stages and at ce rtain times of yea r). As a result, in the m onths

lead ing up to writing the thesis, I undertook over a month's wort h of fieldwork, in

which I endeavoured to focus entirely on women who participated in the salt

fishery , mainly in Bona vista . T his work was challenging . - more difficult than I

antic ipated •• and opened my eyes to the many comp lex issues re volving around

se nde r in fieldwork and research. It is worth describing a numbe r of these here

One of the ma in difficu lties I had arose from the inescapa ble fact that I was

a m an, and slig htly worse yet , an obviously middle-class, universi ty-trai ned male

rese archer wa nting to tape-recor d wom en about their lives . Any number of factors

aris ing from my status affected my rapport with many of the wo men (and mcn)

I J n lerc~li n l.d)· , I ,pemu fair amou nt " I' timo: in interviews uskinl!-me n Ilh"ul Ihe rule "I' women in
fishing and rela ted wllrk. lr wa. through Ihi. Ihllt I fiNit h.:"um" UWM" "I' ju sl h" w imp• •rhll,llh e it
activiti es were in ull kind. " f wUY'. Nearl y to a men, men w~r~ rema rkably I'''rtho:oming lind
.l ruig hll'lIrwuru tl:l!urding wome n's role s. Thi, in it.., lr Wu••"mewhal l'uu .liliK in 1~ la l i "n I" """,,"
ecadc mie writin g en the sa lt fisheric s,whcrewomcnure l'rc<lklCn lly notic eably l.lru..,nl
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with whom I worked and work. Endeavouring to get p ast or to work in awareness

of t hese inescapable m arkers and how they can and do affect rap port wa s my goa l.

Aga in, directn ess and honesty help. Perh aps the most ap propriat e way th at I can

expla in some of these issues is to take some excerp ts fro m a fie ld report I wrote

based on a mo nth of trying to interview some of the older women whoh ad been

invo lved in the salt fis hery in a nd around Bonav ista. The report was wri tten in

relat ion 10 so me traditio nal ecological knowledge researc h thai I was doi ng at the

time for a g roup at M emorial Univers ity. I wrote 10one ofm em :

I am finding interviewi ng wome n harde r than I supposed [n ot that big a
surprise] -, mai nly I think due to the old problem of them nor being
particu larly comfortable being s pokespeople and particularl y not on tape.
And w hen there arc men -- husbands and the like -- around the w hole thing
gets compounded by the tradition of deferral to them, especia lly w ith me
being a man, and everyone expecting me to want to talk w ith the men I
suppose. As we ll, the e lderli-ness of the salt fish generation is also a major
factor -- they are very o ld now ... many are too old and tired to want to
spcnd time on my strange and vaguely th reatening academic foolishncss.
[One man I never got to meet, but had actually planned an interview with
just passed away last Thursday .)

These passages speak for themselves. It can be difficult for a ma le researcher to

find a context to talk with women, especially if there is a man ava ilable to answer

quest ions. In many places in ou r cultu re, it is conventional and expec ted that men

be turned to for their o pinions o r information, particularly if the co ntext is a public

I went on to comme nt:

When interviewi ng wome n I have found this whole problem intens ifies
when I begin asking spec ific det a il kinds of questions verging on the
conventional analytic/aca demic s ide of things -- e.g., why would th ey do
such and such a thing to such and such a fish? And when they are
uncertain about an answer , I think they feel all the more ne rvous about
giving an answer that is not tota lly accurate or about appea ring
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unknowledgeable -- understandable given the perspective they as worki ng
women are coming from in th is culture

As I noted in chapter one, women's realms and wome n's knowledge ha ve

con ventiona lly been, and continue to be, neglected and dismiss ed in academic

spheres . It is my feeling thai this neglect can often lead to uncertaint y on women's

parts in speaking about any number of things . I be lie ve that they often Icc! thai

their knowledge is not impo rtant, t hai they have no thing of si gnificance 10

cont ribu te, especially when speaking to a m an.' Fi nal ly. in my rushed month in

Bonavist a, I did not have the lime to build the rapport and trustne cessary 10 sit

a nd have a relaxed talk w ith many women with whom it would have been

wo nderful to talk. This was a hard but good lesson to learn."

Nonetheless, I did have som e wonderful talks with re markable women and

learned a great deal about their experiences and role in the w ork, In the end I

managed to conduct len formal (ta ped) inte rviews in which women were act ive

participa nts.' Five of these intervie ws were with wome n on ly ; the othe r live

involved wives and husba nds, As well, on many othe r occas ions I ha ve had

"Ilut thi s i~ al." "l\~n the clIse for wom e n 1~~~lI rehl:rs \lI~ rhu ra N~is. I"':r""11:11e"nllm«l i ~" t i "ll,
) 995). She noted Ihal "h~ I"" hOld had similur dlfficultics in l er\'i ~ lVil1~ w" ",e n II is 1l"I IIC~eS"llf i ly

j u.t a case " r heinS i nl i miJa I~d hy men. II mJy he Ih,,111"I1,en u r~ uncllnll'"tuhlc with "I",cul,, 'i,," 11I1<l
belie ve the y have I" hD"Ca c"mplete and IlCCllfalean s"·,,r. II"t h~')' feel sUlllew)",1 un certain " I" their
k nowledge Ihcy ll1ay hc tess wiltin g In sha re it II" " mlleh 'u nl\·c"ily rc xcarclcr sllllu,'h" , u d,,\I ;th
Ihi . i. nnnl 1lcr 4w . ti,,"

'II WIl S hurt! r"r unother rcaaon besides nut "ucecet! i,,~n. wullas I " ·"ult! h.I'c hkcd. Il he e"" le
ve ry cleur tome<>n this triptbut thclest gcncretion of' women (unt! llIcnJ wh " "w ked u" n<l,, lts irl lhe
sti li fi"hery have all nc ally passe d <In. Withi n len or l'll\cen YC ll r~ dlc kllt>wl ed~c und ",cn~ ,ric ~ " f\ hi"
rem arkably complex a wl impurlunl in<lustry •• the f'Cuple, iheir cumln"nili es allYthe ir m~rilld lllulerial
lind eulturuliredinons, wnp 01' l ifc Ihnl ~lrc t"h back in "" Ille " ,," C" lilT"cn l u ric~" all "rlhc,,, Ih;l'!!'
willbe irrevocablygone
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in formal d iscussions with many women .- some I event ually ended up having

ta ped sess ions with. many othe rs I did not.

Bes ides these main areas of focus, I conducted intensive fieldwork on Fogo

Is land on t hree separate occasions wit h my s upervisor, Dr. Gera ld Pocius (the first

of which provided my initial introduction 10 the entire set of practices). We

interviewed men and women and co llected ma terials on the occupatio na l folkli fe,

material culnsc . and vernacular archi tecture of salt-fish processi ng. Making fish

on Fogo Island presented some interes ting con trasts (as well as similarities) 10 my

work further south and cast on the is land of Newfoundland, and has prove d very

usefu l in sorting out the com plexities of salt fish production , I also ma de a tr ip to

Bonavista to collect oral-his tor ical ma terial on the old -time, insho re. trap fishery of

that comm unity for Dr. Robert Swee ny of the history department at Mem orial

Univ ersity . This research foc used Oil describing and understandin g the socio

econ omic relations of product ion in t hat fishery •• relations among fishers and

those betw een fishers and merch ants -- work that initiated my interest and study of

the area that I consider in the last sect ions of the thesis .

My research has not been all fie ldwork . I spent a mont h in the summer of

1994 collecting archival materi als and sources of data on making salt fish

througho ut Newfoundland. Thi s has been combined wi th a wide variety of

secondary readings on the fis heries and history of Newfoundla nd, These readings

comc from a range of perspective s, including analyses from folklore, economic.

po l itical and social histories. historica l and c ultural geograp hy, and soc io logy a nd

ant hropology. I used account s of a ra nge of visitors and travelle rs •• from military

men to ministers and from geo logists to big ga me hunters. I ha ve also read and



employed some of the insights gai ned from occupational autobiograph ies and l ife

histories (for example. BUller 1 975~ Hussey 1981; Margaret 1980; Tizzard 11)84)

and from a number of important and very helpful student papers housed at the

Memorial University of Newfoundland Fol klore and language Archive .· This

documentary research has provide d understand ings of both spaue t and historic

dimens ions of fishing cultures in Newfoundland.

As previously no ted, the majority of my interviews were carried out in

various commun ities on the Northeast Coast, and in Bonavista and Trmuy Buys

These stretched from fogo Island in the northeast. to Glovcrtown in Bonavista

Bay, ou t onto the Bonavista Peninsula, with a major focus in the com m unity of

Bonavista . I also spent a good dea l of timc in II number of smn1l corn muuuics un

the south shore of Trinity Bay, runni ng from New Chelseato Sibleys Cove. I

carried out a few interviews on the north shore of Conception Day (O f with people

thai resided there at one time), name ly in Grates Cove and Port de Gra ve (sec

figure 2.1 for a map of the commun ities in which I did fieldwork)

This work from the east coas t of the island forms the basis for most of the

materia l contained in this thesis. In addition . I have carried out some research on

the So uthern Shore, a litt le more in Placentia Bay, and a fair chunk in the histor ic

Banks fishing community of Grand Bank on the Burin Peninsula. Th is researc h,

supports and he lps to further grou nd my unde rstandings of the work processes, bur

it is not my main focus

Finally the breadt h of my fieldwork. though useful in many Wi.l Y S. had some

• A hric("'i""u~.i,,1'1 o(th.:wf'l' f'Cu IIntl lh.:ir use in 11K: lhc~i. un ho:(""mlIn ch..pl"" "n", . r""l n,,lc
si. l"n).



dr awback s. By d oing man y interv ie ws wit h differe nt people in many . often

d istinct re gions and comm unities. I sacrificed some of the benefits that go wit h

conce ntra t ing one's researc h in a pa rticular locale, to a group of indiv iduals o r a

very direct ed top ic , On t he other ha nd I re ceived a wonder ful educat ion in. a nd

understanding of, the complexities of the N ew found land salt fisheries . As I sta ted

above. I feel that this educ a tion is c ritical gi ven the complex ity of the

New foundland sa lt fisheries and the lack of previou s research on my top ic.

The above catalogue of my fi eldwork serves a purpose beyond

d emonstr a ting that I cond uc ted it. It is imp ortant to point o u t. as can be seen from

th e map o f the com munitie s in whic h I did fisheries research , that a n umber o f

c ommunit ies from different geographic regio ns are represented . Many are out on

the head lands and islands o ff the coast of Ne wfoundl and. som e are up at the heads

o f bays, so me are inshore c ommun it ies, and some w ere traditio nally invo lved in

the histo ric long di stance a nd offsho re schoo ner fisheries (the Banks a nd Labrador

fi sheries)."

T he se dist inctions a rc import a nt -- they frequ ently ind icate very differe n t

'1hu\"!:, been I'CI)' lud.I' In wurk in many ploccs in Newr",un<.lIanJ, wnh mOil)' people invelvcd in _
\"nricl)' " I'p lIrsuil. onu lhil hDS pm l'..unoJly c nhaneC<.l my undcfstano.lin~s " I' th e "'>eicty as" whcfc . I
ha w " ~rc"t nUll\hcr ori ",h\' idulI l ~ "nJ inst i tuti"n. ' " thank fur thcsc "pp"rtunil ic~ , W ilh'"lt the ir
SIlI' I",rllmd cncuutIlgc l1I~nl l h"'ugh"lM lhis period. nonc "fi l would have tak cn place. EI'cn more
iml'''rl am, i t lila,.)111: saiJ I[lJlin tha t in cI'cry sin~le com munily therlbavc wurkcoJ,the po..~ I Jllc J
1\'''lk o:<l \\'it h havebeen tremendously IlClJlful in !I" many respects

"I' h c~' llaw shllR-dfreely their knowledge . the ir !i1'C', their r,,,Kl and h,J~inj!.s , and endcllvoul\.'<1
in ,." nmn.\' \' n~· s l" us. isl anoJcm:: "uro~c me in ml' seudics . Tha t lI.l i,lancc ha. tlCcn very /clIl lind I"CI}'
Ll.....rul. I lIle n on ~c lli l1ll in hll.ch \\"ilhp.:uple (,,'mclim c. months aflerour in itial "ISil) ....hcthcr for
rc sl.'ntcll pllr l""Cl "r 11<\1, menand l\Onll:n whom I e" lI.ide , I:\0ou fricnJ, ha ve l""I';oJcu me Wilh I1lUIll
dl.'luilc,t mf" nnllli"n r"'l:\lIrJinl:\'Iues .i"n. and is.ue. 1\1: haJ ptev iousl.fdiscusse d They have c l"'lI rl~'

:~\~:' 1:"litl'i~' I~~'~;~~:;~U~'~I7J;'~~;~rt:~;~':~U~:~ :~;ISI~:::~c:hn7.'~:~~ I ~J~::II~ I~;,\'~r:~~~~~~ :~'~~ ~~~::
,,'u, tnne, s i ml'l~· "Ill "rintel,'sl :m u ~rcll l ki n oJnc' l , I haw heen rc nl<llknh l~ ' fortunate' " hnc
.."ll" II~U\·s nml friends sud, iI. ll ,,:~- Iml'c bee n. 81,,1Jean never th ank them Iully .



Figul 't 1.1 : Map of (ommuni tits in easem NewfoundhUld
l\'he~ firldworif. W IL'l canied out

(COUl1uy of Su san O'Olitn).
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kinds of activities and fish-harvest ing and processing methods and economic

relatio ns. For example, communities on headlands gene rally had richer fishing

grounds. The explanation for th is lies in the migra tory patterns of cod lish . For

the ent ire history of the Newfoundland fisheries, huge schools of cod struck in on

the shores of the island in the pursuit of spawni ng caplin through June and early

July.s These fish hit the headlands and offer islands (offshore islands) first and in

their greatest concentrations -- fewer fish lend to go up into the bays, T his

phenom enon has been observed for liter ally centuries (Head 1976. 20-4), The

further up in bays one went, th e less the effect of this caplin scu ll offis h was felt ."

People in the commun ities the re often worked a t oiher activities besides fishing or

went to work in the offshore sc hooners and stat ioner or migratory fisheries

Without this understanding of how different locales in Newf oundland

affected the vary ing techniques used to precess fish from area to area and whether

or not fishing was the central act ivity ca rried ou t, my work here would very likel y

have been prone to partial or inadvertent reductio nist expla nations of the complex

"The t\: have olwoy ~ he en intcrmittent failures in the r;lIherie1l,yeur. when ei ther caplin til c,,",,c..I id
not arrive, These oflenoee urredin l.. cnlnreu or huy~, holtheoec lt"i"IlUI f"i lu rc &l"nl! an enlire,,;ullsl
twl been known . In 1933 l 'l!<. 3111.ot lhe height ofl he dllp rllllsinn. there wu "nil ",,,,,h failure unure
entire No rtheast COIIst (Newfoundland Royal Com mission 193.1, 115). Llarence :-ipllrk. , II Iisherr uen
{rom Sibl ey. Cove, Trinity Bny, recalled simila r failure" (in cluJinl.llh i...me failure) in 1111 inle(\'icw I
conducted withhim (NFM·7/M). In DOlI'ning'. curly dc""rip lion of Ihc fishery, he lllCllli"n~ llie ftli lure
,,{ coplin tbrough II number of year. und the effect un the cumings c\ "I. (1(, 1(,) . Sueh {"ill ite. 'lCclirred
ror nriou . rcnson., m"st ofwhieh we re aod nrc nlll cntirel y cleur, hUllI' llen Ihey tliJ,lhc re IIsllnlly
followed. in lum . serious economic hord,hip for fj"hilll!- fumilie. and mer~li"nt " , '1111' l1I"st rccenl
eollepsc of Northe rn Cod, the cod .l oek Ilf lh~ Norlhcul C:.,,,.t nnd I.ul".ad"r, that ic,l In II 1F~,rlll" ri"m

in 1992, i. 1 fnilure on nn cnlirely diffcrenl. much lar~er lind more trn~ ie scule, ullll, in my ~icw,

resulted mninly from modern trawlcr "vcr- lhh ing .i ncc the curly 19(,0. , e. lllh li. hcJ, . upp" rlcd, " lit!
financed by \'Orio u5 cllrporalelntl nntion. l inlerc. t5

"The e. plin scu ll rder . in tbi.callC lolb ccnu fi>hlhlll ar,ivcc hll. illl!-cven m"re vast ,..;h,~,t. " f lhc

llIlall pel agic fi. h , the coplin . These nrc line of Ihc c"d', m ain fo"d OI"uree, (:-i\"ry t' til. 19')11, K4)
Unlil reeen lly,thcy.pawncd prolifical1y "n oollchc' l roundli lmo.l th c enme iOlI" nd
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range of c ustomary proced ure that people used in mak ing fis h throug h space an d

time.

2.2 FistJ..Maki ng Contel ts: Bonavista fish ing Rooms

Given the above contextual informatio n, it is clear in many ways that th e

community of Bo navista was and is very we ll-suited for my study. It was until

very recen tly a predominantly insho re fishing comm unity wi th a long history of

permanent settleme nt dating back to the mid to late 16005. It is and has been

larger than the average outport com munity fo r many generations. T h is has

everything to do w ith its locat ion do wn" at the very lip of a major he adland jutting

out into the Northw est Atlantic, A s noted, s uch loca tions we re until very rece n tly

superb fish ing places . and the waters around Bonavi ste have been kno wn for

e xcellent fi shing fo r hundreds cf yeers. The commun ity is a nd was indeed a pri me

berth (Handcock 1989. 117-18; Hea d 1976. 1 1; Whiffcn 1993 .11).

Though Bon avista has had acc ess 10 trem endo us amounts of fish . its

"The term •... wn· uOC'll in th i. cu o ,,, ncc:t.1oca 1 U Sll!." ,,-hieh in Ncwfound lond h u lwo
~ ..nn" ,.lj, ms . l )n ,he .....ulb,ide (lr Trinity U. y, the co mmun ilie. (If Sibley . Clive and Brownodule,
near the ' mu u lh' "rTrin il)' n.y, where il ope n' cUIin to the Allllnlic 111I dow" the , ho re rrom New
l:hcl !OCI , In n corly nil the !>oy. " r lhei . land, · OOW" the ~hore' rcfc reio hl<:olionl rurther QuI10 :sell,
Ihul i. nul lo thc rnnuth or lhollCbuy' , The ciber cor moreuon or "down' is used to dcscnbethe
dir"cl i"l1or n" rth, ono.1 thus mO.l ploco, 10 th e norlh of n pllrtieUlar laolliu n oro "o.1ow n ' from it, a . in
' <I,, \\ n lIutlh." " r ' do w" nn th., I.ubrollor: Th.,5Ctw" se nse. migh l conceiva bly bl:c(lme confuled rr" m
li"'''l" timc in r"lo1i,," l" hl.I'I '>li"nt,o,Joouth ,ct c.. hu t in 1ll<.. t l" c. l "",,I.''' ondc onlClol h they tlo n"t
It i. u'lIn ll~' .. nly strnl'li/-cn. "nrumi liar with the IlIC. l ge o g.raphica l ...orldvie w, who ar e prey 10 suc h
",,,ul"u.j,,u. {1 urn ' pr im" c1lml' l,, ), ~ whole issue bc eome. even IIlOrc c louo.1y whe n the conce pt "r
lho; N y "bn ll" m" i. inlnl<luo;cJ - IMI IICI up in tOO bu y , 111'1)' fro m Ihe mouth , lholt is , t1IIC wou ld
trl\'<,~I'II(" 10 lhe ·t..' lh >m' "r lhe haf .
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situation was less than perfect with rega rds to its harbour ,II The down side of

being located out on the head lands of the island of Newfo undland is that

communities become particularly susc eptible to remarkable Ncnhwest Atlantic

storms .• the raging winds and huge. punishing seas -- that pre vail on its coasts . I!

These storms are more prevale nt in la te fall a nd through ihc wi nter and spring

whe n stages and wharve s were tradit ionally laken out and off of thewate r lor s a fe

kee ping . Suc h storm s thoug h can stri ke at any time of year. When big storms

came in the la ter spri ng and summer, stages and wharv es in the many unprotected

cov es in and around Bonavist a (and e lsewhere ) were ofte n sma shed or Idled from

the ir perches and cribbing on the wate r and washed away with all thei r contents

The mai n harbou r of the comm unity, settled first by the mit! 16 00s, was

"E arly refe rence i ~ mad e to Ihe pecr berbour atBonu vcr e with ie. " '~IJ vel)' roul " in 1 (.7 ~

' RollJ" in th i~ c ll~e referring to moo ring plnce or Ihe enmmonily'~ wole'~. thut i ~, ie. hm l".u, tIhlll<Ic , >c~

19R9 , I IR; Whiffcn I99.l, 16;)

"Untilone h U5 actually experienced such II ~t",m. whe lher ucco mplHli.-u I'}' r. in. I"n'e/ illg mill ,
<nnw ot .leel, it i ,, \'C~' u ilTicult hl imagine, ( )n 'lIIClrifl lo B,ulIlvi slo ln cur ly Ilccclll her.I 'I'J4, 1 "u~

Ireuh: J 1<, two o r 11",.'Csuch .I"" n. Ihat cume , .1.> Ihe.\' ..In nn thai .<trclc h "r cn u"'. fr"m Ihe 1~'ltlr ,

nllrtheu. IDnd ell sl , nndea n le.l if)' to Iheir fur)' ; Ihe)' arc li terllll)' UWe-ill'l'iring, An.J Ilml i~ ,,!\Coking
from the r;,sf'Ilc t jvc uf II la nd-lubbe r . To be til sea in . uc h II storm . nlhnusand. hav e te en duwl1
through thee entu rie~, in nIl s"ru o f OOD I•. could ,,"ly be te rrifyini!o. Thele arc nrD ny hll nJ.r.~I~ ..r
Iceo unl. ·· jotlm a lislic, liter al)' ftnd insonl! -- Ir omuve r th e eenluri", . nf 'lI ilnr" ti,h",n rnlll, "".""r' , rrll.J
1l1cir ~hip!l in distre~s lIr wreck ed and lhe eouruleelivcs 10. 1in Ih",.", ~t<ltm .. The fulI"w ilrllI"" vid,,, •
few examples: C happell 1818, 210-14; Ahbult 19 R7~ Barbour 1932; F" ,u'lc I'JK.l I19.l'J I, IU1·n(,;
Fi7.OI:l1rd 1997 , 153-~6,1(>6.(,'); OI\(l Hrtlwn 19 72 . Abboll undBorhour l. 'lh cle'erihu wr eck. llmt
resulte d from the SlIme sto rm in 1929. A. we ll, there lire c" untles" ."ng'"n.J ....lIrrJ . thnl leU..r SCII
dislIsten . prea.J thUlagh.outlbe fulk"" ng eollee li"n.uf Nc w(uundlrrn.J (eg" (jr.'Crrlellr "'I rrl. I'JH ; !. chr
et al. 1985). I ha ve also heen 101..1 mnn)' sluric. uf .l" rm s oud wrec ks m my own reseureh 1)1\(: " l" Ihe
most nolahie of the . c with reference to slurms ut SCII ; ~ an interview wilh I.e" J~'IIC (NF M-40/41).

Many e the rs have told me "r the dam0l!e June to .Ialle. und wharves by hUlle Sell' , 'l'he
ccoao mic aoo psy c helogtcn l C",I. were cnorm nu. and more Ihnn nne ub.crve r IIIISdo imed Ilrnl the very
nature ofthe fishery in Ne wr"undlun.J hu playe d nIllill Ie f'l'1lin for mi"" whalhn ' .....en c. I I ~.J the
falaHstic nature o ffiming peopleher e. l'ur c :ota mple, J:>e v ine 1990 , 5-6; Prou dc I'JII1. 'J'he l. Uer is tire
diary ofllll ilor. lis bcffilnn, and.Jcal er nr the Twillinglllc ureDin the year. IH(,1· I')3') . IIi. remarkahle
te. limo ny of the Irials, lribulalilln~_ and IInynum\>cr"r f" rt une' mild", ftnd1" .ll\ellerrrll y invnlve the
erucl!\CII(2,1 24 _5, 13R,169·76).
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predictably the most protected spot along tha t coast." Between the 17 505and th e

1820s, a lack of una lienated and unused shore space for fishing rooms 1
" in

Bonavista's origina l harbour encoura ged a growi ng po pulation to sprea d fromthere

into lite many sma ller, less protected coves and spots out around the enti re Cape

(Handcock 1989,11 5-119) .1' Many of these sm all coves end harbours (ollen

all owing for only a few boats) were particula rl y vulne rable to northerly and

northeasterly winds and seas (and easterly ones on the Trinity Bay side of the

Ca pe), the d irections thai many of the ....'OR t storms come from. With all the

fishing rooms taken in the main harbo ur, fish ing farnilies and their opera tions wenl

down 'onto the Cape,' very probably first into Red Cove , given its nearne ss to th e

ma in community and the relative ease of constructing fishing rooms, and landing

boa ts there . Theloc al mig ration then continued on into every possible fishing s po t

out to the very tip of theCape and around into Trinity Bay, ont o what is known as

B ackside and Lance Cove. The cov es, gulches , and small lishing places listed in

figure 2.2 we re still being used in the first half of this century .I'

A good number of these rooms and the houses and gardens of the ir owne rs

"YelIl rou nd hlohlta t ion isthought to h,,'c bcg1lfl by the middle oftbl: 16OOs,but the harbour ha d
hJ,;ely jce n u'<ctl fut ma n y decades heron: tha t t" scl sonat migrator)' liming e tell . from \..00115 nat ion
( W hilTen 199) , U ·16}.

1'111"t i~, the \\'. tcrfwnl .1Ida djacenl la nd tet:juired b y a pl. nle t family for lheir fish in g orel l tio n l '
c1cunillg I nti snlli ng ~tn~c~, Ilakcs, sh,re', an d shed.

" Iru und n n u..lachl. t indicDlca whcn lhi. nclu. lly be8'ln occurr ing in 13onllv i.ln and it.cn,'iron s
(thuughil\'CI)' pl uhnbly c~ l.ll in " nc f",mo(recold or a nolhcr), lind lIllI rel y hereon Hendccek'a
IIlitinlDlc. f" t th i ~ fC@.iun . Wilwn I lllywn,d 115:<crled Ihnt h is allCcndn nl. were fisbing in Red CO\'Cfrom
the laIc l700~ (pc",,11Il1 ,,,,,,,mnnielltion, 199 ) .

'"The loco li ""••nd ran lll! 1Ill1TIe._ i llted ",ilh them noted on thi. lnIlp WCIll DIllinl y provided by
Wibun ll .~·""unl



"
were originally lived in on a year roundbasis, lind in deed. re mained permane nt

residences right up until the 19SOS (rOtexample. man y of the homes in Lance

Coven) . However. by the early 20th centu ry the majority o f lishing families with

fishing roo mson th e Cape look pa rt in a very local mi gratory palle m . It consisted

of living for the wint er in a "winler house" in certa in areas ortile mai n

communi ty.II The se were conside red the m ain dwe ll ings. and were complete

homes, wit h garde ns. outbuildings , all of the furnis h ings, hou sewares. and linen s

required . F{lTspring, summer and muchof the fall th ey maintained a smaller.

usually, rougher fis hing housedown onthe Cape,a lso comp letely outfitted. a nd

generally as close as poss ible 10 the ir fishing room. These summer places were

within a few miles lind o ften muc h shorter d istances from th eir winter homes. the

matter of a few m inutes w alk

The proKim ity of th ese summer houses to the family fishin!;;rooms. m oo red

boats. an d fish fla kes was a necessity for the success ful prosecut ion o f the fish ery.

Families had to be close to their rooms to d eal with the many ihreets lhal the sea

and weat her posed to boats , build ings. and drying fish . Women, who did mos t of

the drying workon the lan d, could not be too far from their various responsib il ities

around the fishing rooms .I'" Willie John Randell of B onavist a, whose family fis hed

on the Cape near F isher's Cove, expla ined t his point :

1'S<.'l: fo r cXlmplc MI'.41' .

"SCC MF . 12113; MjI·14115; MII·m lle; NI·M·351:lr.J.H: NFM_JIeI.l'J

IOAt it i ffc",nllim,, ~ m.llly o f IIIll'ICn.h ing n"m~ Ilml lhcir !Iou "". "" r" yClr·r"un t.l,.,iooll" '" t· , ~

".~amplc , tho: R)<krfllm ilies "r I.lnce C" "c Heed y"ur " OWl" th.m: up 141 Ih.: 1'1."" TII. M:Vl:ry 1•..,.1
mll!fllion'l bc p n in mllny NuTlhclI'ItCnU I cnmmunil i,, ~ .. early fl' lhe:I~ \" 1 11~k (I h,nde,,,,l 1'J1oI'J.
l iB-I?).



"igu~ 2.2: Wilson IIR)'wnnl's Map of fi shinX Room Locatio ns
in and lU'Ol:nd BOllllvista (circa 1930 .40 s)

(and SOIM of family name s ass ocia ted wi th the m)
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You had 10 make your fish eh w_ well you want 10 be as handy as that, as
you could, for the women eh - they only ju st could do their housework
then they go cut and put in half of the day or three parts of the day you
know, at the fish. working at the fish ... so that is why you had to do it
(move down onto Cape) "." that was all flakes down there and stages you
know. (NFM-3 8/39)

Better fish-drying conditions were another benefit of the rooms down on the Ca pe.

Willie John Rand ell noted that windier. often cooler conditions preva iled in these

locat ions, so fish could be dried more qu ickly and with less risk (persona l

commu nication, 1995).211

Depending on the amount of protection offe red by a particular cove or

harbour, differing levels of precaution were taken with regards to storms. Perhaps

the main distinction between protected and unprotecled harbours had to do with

how the salting- and splitting-stage operations were organized , In commun ities on

the headlands, in less protected fishing rooms, a secon d "salting stage " was

constructed wholly on land in which the fish was salted and held while it cured in

its sa lt. It was our of the reach of all but the highest seas. The com munities of

Bonavista, Sibleys Cove. and Brownsdale were all places with relatively

unprotected harbours. open to storms and seas from a number of directions .

Despite the risks and the wor k involved in trying to avoid them. th e fact

that early settleme nt was eked out on these extreme ly difficult headlands makes it

'''l;~ rakl 1'.lI:ius de"<:rihc.~ a communilV called Slonc lslunual the moulh of Colverl Day lhat
del'elnpcd duril1l1 the 19tn ~cnlulJ hccau.~ all available shorc s[lile..: atthe head of the hay had been
tnkcn up. The fishin!!,"k.ms on Slone leland were UllolQj!.ous 10l!le rooms on the Ilonavislll Cape in
other WU} 'S tou: they were much more vulnerable to slurm. lind high cliO'smode moving fish from the
water to thc Innd vcrydiffieult. lnterc.ti nl.dy, lhcul't'us;(cmigrll tionoceurrcdthereinthcell rly20th
centul)" -. dllrilltt the fishing . eus"n crews moved from the island lit the mouth 10 ten ted Tuorn. up er
the ht:lltl ..f the Illl}'. '111t:benefits " rthe island •• clo.e proximity 10 fishing ground. lind hetlcrdry ing
~ "nditi"ns •• were UIlI\\cillll1:d hy Ihe ht:nelit~ (If the less atdul'u s nnd more prol~cted rooms Ill' in the
bllYl I'NI,I(.I-4)
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clear that the fishing was profitable enough to make the risks worth it

Figure 2.3 is a map drawn from the memory of Wilson Hayward. a (rap

fisherman, who fished right up into the 19SQs with his parents. siblings, and wife.

May, in Red Cove. an active summer community of fishing rooms right next to

Bonavista (see figure 2.2). This map depicts only one stretch crt be entire cove:

other rooms with their stages, flakes, stores, and houses continued on in both

directions. By the 19205, Red Cove's rooms were inhabited only during fishing

season, running from approximately May to October. Figure 2.4 is a photograph

of the stretch of Red Cove beach that is depicted on the map. The building ju st up

and to the right of the centre of the photo is the store that belonged 10 Chesley

Hayward and his sons. Wilson and Bob (store 1#13 on the map, figure 2.3). T he

house seen 10 the right belonged 10 Charles Hayward (house N6 on the map). and

the house to the left does not appear on the map. As 'can be seen. very lillie

evidence of any kind remains of the once buslling cove. To the len or the sto re.

near the beach. a retaining wall supports the bank that the salting stages were built

on. The road along the bank can be seen running 01Ttowards the right. TIle

picture was taken from the area of Red Cove between Red Cove beach nod Come r

Cove. the place thai the Keels fished from (see figure 2.2).

Each room consis ted of four basic elements, as you moved from the water

in: Splitt ing stages were out on the water near to the stage heads which were

join ed to the land by long bridges. Next came the salting stages _. in on the bank

above the high water mark . - where cleaned lind split fish was brought for salting

In further were the fish flakes. the high wooden platforms on which fish were dried

in the wind and sun. Fish stores were frequently attached (0 these flakes at their



FigUl~ 2.3: Map or Fishing Room s at Red Cev e Brac h (circa 1940s).

Key:

Sp SI: Splitt ing stage
51St: Salt ing stage
A: Fish flake
Sf: Fish and gear store
H: House

H ror Owners' Name Owne r's Name
(H) Crewed wilh

I Joseph Mouland

2 (31 William Mouland

3(21 James Mouland, Jack Mouland?

s Philip Durdle

6 Charles Hayward

7 and 7a Tho mas (f) and William Hayward (s)

8(141 Joseph Hayward

9 Samue l Hayward

10 Albert George Hayward

11 (121 Fred Hayward Sr .

12 (1 1) George Hayward

13 (15) Chesley Hayward

[ 4(8) Alfred Hayward (shareman with
Joe Hayward, #8)

IS( l3 ) Albe rt John Stagg (shareman with
Chesley. Hayward, #13)

16 Tobias Cooper

17 Fred Hayward Jr.

18 John Stagg

19 Joseph Stagg





Figu~ 2.4: Red Cove Beach, Bonavisla 1994
{pholo lakn Irem the vidni ty of Comer Cove)
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seco nd floor so dried fish could easily and quickly be carried in (for exa mple, in

the case of rain). Fish was also stored in them before being shipped for sa le to the

merchants . Generally, behind all of these structures came the summ er fishing

houses . This layou t minimized the d istances required for lugging heavy fish. work

mainly done by hand until the 19505, though the odd operation used horses.

By the 19205, there was very littl e space len . either on the water or back in

on the land, for expansion of more operations. In fact, at this point in its history,

land ing places for unloading fish were comp letely taken up and different crews

(often relate d by blood and/or marriage) were shar ing these crucial spaces , In one

case, one stage head and splitt ing stage contained the splitting tables of at least

three separate crews (NFM·35/36/37). (See figure 2.3) . This was very much the

norm around the Cape . In almost every little cove, stage heads and splitti ng stages

were shared betwe en a number of crews, and often even salting stages we re also

shared by separate operations (MF -4f5; MF-6/7; Dou g Whiffen, persona l

communication, 19( 5).

Stage heads and splitti ng stages were buill vary ing distances out ove r the

water an d this distance depended on the sea's depth which had to be great enough

to al low a fully loaded boat to come in and unload . Wilson estimated that their

stage head was 200 feet out from the high water mar k, back up on the bank. The

stage head and spl itt ing stage we re joi ned to the land by a 150 foot bridge . The

entire 200 feet was dis mantled every fall and rebuilt every spring, asnoted above,

in order to avoid destruc tion by the high seas and storms, and the crushing sea ice

of the wi nter month s.

The map is not drawn to sca le, tho ugh some estimated dimensions have



been added to provide some idea of the sizes of some or the structures. The only

critical distinction that must be made is between the type of fish harvesting

different crews carried out A number of the rooms on this stretch of bench fished

with cod traps, a large, relatively expensive, but vel)' successful fishing genr. ~ 1 At

the height of the fishing season a cod trap could catch twenty thousands pounds of

fish or more a day. The salting stages of trapping operations had to be able to

handle extremely large amounts of fish. In Bonavista where they pickled fish in

puncheons (large barrels) and other barrels, a trapping operation's salting stnue

could hold up to forty or fifty puncheons (N FM -38/39; NFM -35/J6/37)u

The other fishing techniques that predominated in Bonavistn were the hook

and-line fisheries." These were more modest operations nnd the volumes of fish

they would handle would be much less than that of a trap operation. Willie John

Randell recalled his father's hook-and-line stage holding between twelve and fifteen

butts (a puncheon with the top quarter or so sawed on) (N FM -38/39).

For the map of Red Cove Beach above J have emulated as much (IS possible

l' Sec ehapleronc ror o brie r tleJlf,:ripti"n(ro" tnnle lU) " ntl chnp tcrri\'c liorll, lillhlly t" uiJ,eru lle

l' l f every one of filMy pu"" ],e" n. wcre rull, then e"nceiv~hly lhc '1"1"~ enllM h" M i l l'l'rn ~ im" tel y

" nehunt.lret.l 'luintal.a t lhllunc hmc(Il \'cry unlikclyeireum. lnnee1 - · rhonghnnt nU eiluiJ,hl lind
pweesscU at the one lime .,l"cours",. Thi s eon verts rough ty t,, 4(1.1100 1h " f round Iblt

l~nlC "" " perDli" n. USl:t.I buil~...t h..uk, "n twu kind s "r line I.. enleh Ii., h, The 1ll<l~1 l~, ~i", nut.l
longest . tanding WI" the hand-line IInt.lis !lClf-explllllOt"l')". The " Iher, known liS the trawl "r h' llluw,
wn introd uced to Newfoundland in the mit.l-19lh century . 'lhc uu wl i.a l"nglil1<lfl.cnerully"raIMOllI
50 falbum, in leng th. AI"ng Ihi. line, u, unlly III "ne rnlhnm inte rvlll. , short (~ -f'~ 'l nl'P ruxiu llIlelyl
lines cDllcti ", ut.l, " were attached. On each sud was II baited ht~ ,k , There were lwu tll"ie typc. : Illll
groundtrewlthet . al dire ctly onthe bottom anti fishcdund tbe n, ...tjnllltllwi which CUllhl he . ,,[\1; In
tlilTe,c nl tlcplh.; lu Fish aw ay . Trill'll hlltltJ j' lincllltlvll nlUiJ,e. ,,\,er Ihe hlillt.l-lille fi,he , ie• . It Ihhet.l
cunl inually, ant.l in e"m lili",.. that hand ·li ne crews e" ult.ln"t. Wilh it, rn~ ny ht~,k ~ il euul.l I'u lenl,all y
cntch morc ri, h, mnre quiekl )·. On lhc t.luwnsit.le , lrawl.,,"crernure lab" "r inlen. ive, relluirllliJ,ll grellt
dCIlI"fday-lu.,Ju}' main tenanc e
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Wilson's original rough sketches and orientations and in this sense, this is a copy

of an ernie map; nevertheless. the responsibility for any errors of the layout or

details is mine ." Wilson asse rted thai there wen: actually runny morc Flakes than

he drew on his map Those depicted give a rough idea of where the main body of

them were

These brier sketches and illustrations o f the layouts and organizatio n of

fishing rooms in Bonavista provide a basic sense of how fish len the boat anJ

moved from the water onto the land, and through their proc essing. TIle next three

chapters explo re in micro-detail the various phases of that processing for different

kinds of salt fish. though they focus mainly on the class made in Bonnvistn known

as pickled. I will follow fish from its unloading at the stage head, to its cleaning

and salting and then to its washing and drying. It must be kept in mind that this

work and these communities had been sustained for hundreds of years by this

summer's fishery work -- as communit ies were all along the coasts of the entire

island. Since at least the 1500s, fishing people . - first the migratory fishing crews

of various nations; the n the West Country Englis h and Irish men and women -- had

all toiled in similar (technolog.cally speaking) inshore, small-boat fisheries. It was

this shore fishery that was famed right up to the 19505 for producing the lightest

salted, highest quality fish for export 10 southern European and Caribbean markets.

Many of these people had worked in boats and stages and on flakes very

l~lh~ only convention I have nnl r'lll", w<l i. 10ultempl tn r~Jlte ""nl the huiklinll' ;0 Ihr~.., di" 'en , i",, .
or nole in WiI",m'. d~l'icli"n i. h i ~ placement uf Ihe land UIIke top "r lhoc P"!te uruJ Ih~ wulel lll lhe IM,lIum
of IhI:pu¥.~ _ My own !tCll\1.rallhie ll' iWllIplillnwas I" invert Ihi' urwnlllti,m In fit the dit~"'li"1\.l e.mvenIKlll'
of puhli.med mup~. lhat i~. with "orth tlei"l1 ·up ,- Al lhis SpIlt ;n ked <:,,"'" the wuter lies m"le " lIe s" h.
jhc ronh
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much like the ones that J ha ve been describing and wi ll continue to describe

throughout this thesis. The sense of continuity over these centuries is, at times.

,raggcring.H The work patte rns and techniques and the ways of life were all

traditional in thc truest and deepest senses of the word. Generations of fishing

people lived their lives and laboured at remarkab le toils through hundreds upon

hundreds of seasons, and at each tu rning a renewed set of tasks - movi ng with

those seasons between summ er and winter quarters, intimately tied to the those

seasonal rhythms, tied most of all to the summe r striking in of millions upon

millions of codfish and the work of catching and then curing them.

In this chapter I have tried to furnish the reade r with a sense of the

fieldwork (and its methodology) that ground the find ings of my research

throughout this thesis. I have explored some its strengths and weaknesses and

argued that a primary strength in the case of my topic, was its breadth. r visited

and worked with peo ple in a range of communities along the east and south coas ts

of the Island. This work introduced me to the comp lex nature, modes, and

struct ures of the various salt fisheries of New foundland. The knowledge gained

from those researches has in the end equipped me with fuller understandings of

how the light-pickled inshore fishery fils into the structure of t hose salt fisheries.

This in turn provided me with important data wit h which to improve my research

questions on this particular branch of the salt fisheries and its products. As a

result, my ent ire ana lysis of that fishery (the basic case study for this thesis)

benefitted, as did my overall understanding of Newfo undland's salt fisheries.

" l' " mllllrc in the next three d laplen the words nnd de~e ripliol1s " r 1"'0!,lc who fished through the
fir.t Imlf"f lh i ~ cell\IlI}' with those ..r John Downing. a Newfou ndland planter of the mid-17th cen tury,
cxc"r!,lc<l illn l'~11,ji~2 .
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In short, my fieldwork approach provided me with knowledge lhat allowed

me 10 focus on key aspects of technique and product in the light-pickled fishery.

In the second part of this chapter I have examined a number orthese in relation to

the processing contexts of the light-pickled. headland. inshore fishery. using

Bonavista as an example . These descriptions. illustrations, and maps of the salt

fish work context have provided the reader with frames of reference that will prove

useful for the next two chapters. In these I proceed with close descriptions ormy

case study: the occupational folklife of making pickled fish . Chapter three hegins

that analysis by looking at the first two phases of the processing: cleaning and

salting



Chapter 3. Cleaning and Salting Fish

In this chapter I begin the deta iled exploration of the main focus of this thes is, the

processing of salt cod in the inshore fishery. Making fish involved three phases: i)

clea ning and splitting, i i) caiting , and i ii ) the washing and drying of the fish.

Below I will consider the first two phases. As well, I will devote a section of this

chapt er to describing the work involved in landing fish on to stages, a laborious

preliminary to cleaning . It will become clear from the main sourc es of my

information •• thc mem ories and words of the wom en and men who carried QuI the

won.: _. and from my summations and paraphrasing ortheir words that this work

and its processes were complex. requiring tremendously hard work, an intricate and

extensive body of tradi tional knowledge, and tech niques learned from childhood

onwa rd I will try 10 evo ke via the vivid descriptions that they provided and

through a number of secondary so urces, some sense of their work lind their world

The main goal of this chapter is to flesh out the skele ton t": lli. represents our

knowledge of the everyday pract ices of the salt fishery which was the dominant

realm of work and life in New foundland prior to 1950.

Interwoven into the import ant descr iption of micro-processes and

techn iques, I wi ll draw attention to important ideas, themes , and eva luations thai

emerged from the conversation of the people with whom I worked. Throughout

the busy summer production months it is clear that fish-catching, processing, and

selling were definit ely the top priority in people's da ily lives. Salt-fish processi ng

was in many ways all-engrossing of peo ple's bod ies and so uls. Melita Guy who

grew up on Cope Bonavista commented that besides laking care of fish, peopl e had

many other responsibilities:
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[they] only had time tu do the bare necess ities ,.. sometimes you wouldn't be
able to have dinn er coo ked .,. if they get work done they cook some thing
for supper see? .... They had to work and play it by car. you know. 'caus e if
you gal a lot o f fish yo u could n't leave it. It wou ld spo il anywtly in these
hot days .• it had to be done and salted. (MF·17 /IS)

Ch ildren looked after younger siblings. and many helped c ut with various

sorts of work. Everyone's focus was fish. The work filled thei r conversations, and

it filled their days wi th long hou rs of labour. At certain points in its process ing,

fish had to be treated with the utmost care, literally babied, and at all times it

dem anded contin ual att ention and assessment 10 ensure that the cleaning and

drying turne d out success fully so that well made , high qual ity {ish WllS the rcsuh.

"Split right , done right , washed right. cleaned right and then yo u got it" as Heber

John Keel succi nctly put it (M F·2/3)

Throughout this chapter I hope to evo ke as fully as I can a sense of what

that workaday world of processing and making sa lt lish was like . I want to

cap ture the sheer. ofte n brutal toil of the "canlin scull" •• the long hours. days and

nights spent on the wate r, in the stages and on the flakes: to capture and describe

as best I can in print. the fee l. the look. and the sounds o f the salt fishery.' To

create such images. I will rely on the same oral and historical docu mentary

materials, as well as historical and contemporary photog raphs, In many interviews

people high lighted, with rueful comm ents and narratives. the shee r buck-breakin g

qua lity of the work that the catchi ng and processing o f fish requi red. Some

'The eaplin scull WD~ the b,,~i esl fishing f'Cri"d " f the year , def ,"ed by the urri\'at " r ""' I "" h," .I~ uf
carl in lhal came in,lu.re I" "J'ilwn in June (lalc r in the m"n lh, thc fUllhcr n"' lhullc ..."n l ), 1\1""tI ...ilh
them camc os '·a ,l lICh""I, o f fccdinl' c"d . The scun la' leu anywher" Irom eigh t In tcn ""ek ~ -- the
lad, " Dsoon<:ialed "iithit, len 1" twelve. <krenuinil"nthc )'car and location I'his Was ul."lhe tnne uf
the scescn when end \Il1r~ were l!enc rDlI~' used and e~trcmcl y r",duel,,·e
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questioned whether the incredible efforts and labour expe nded, the skills and the

knowledge that were all brought to the work were finally worth bringing (not thai

they had much choice in most cases). Given the toll that was exacted and t hat, for

the most part, real earn ings were so scanty and the process by which they were

distributed so suspect (in the ir views), such ques tions are entirely j ustified.

Producing qualit y, light -salted fish was very labou r-intensive work. 11

demanded thai each ind ividual fish be handled many times ove r as it wen! fresh

from the water to its finished slate, ready for shipping to the mercha nt for cu lling

Igrading] and sale. Mr. Will ie John Randell, a trap fisherman from Bonavista,

captu red very nicely the prod igious quality of the work as well as providing a neat

summary of all the 'phases involved, including cleaning. salti ng and drying:

Tha t's what you had to do with fish then. And yo u had to work at it then
I'll tell you. There's a lot of work to it eh. You had to handle one fish then
-- one fish from the time you take him out of a trap berth, or take him in
your boat, I allow you had to hand le him . - you had to handle him I
suppose pretty well fifty timcs before you sell him eh!

'Cause you had to take him out of the trap, then you had to put him in your
boat, then you had to bring him in and take him out of your boat. then we
used to have what we call "blocks and tackles" eh , then you have to lift
down what we used to call "tubs," full them up. then yo u have to pull them
lip about 15 or 20 feet; then you come in on II landing place. eh ... well we
used to come in on this landing place, then we had to take it and we used to
pew it up with a pew on deck. Then you had 10 put it in your stage ..
when you got it in you r stage .- well you had to put it unde r salt -- you had
to fake it up. put it on your table. Then you had to cut it. head it, then you
had to split it. then you had to wash it. Then you had 10 turn around and
put it into bulls ... then you had to salt it, then yo u give it three days and
four days in there. then you take it and wash it out, then you had to take it
and carry il maybe you know. hundred. couple hundred feet eh in tubs.
Then you had to take it up on your flake . Then you had to spread it all out.
one at a time. And then we'll say ... well what we used to do then •• we'd
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tum it over in the night [first day of waterhorse] "... you know a good night
when you wouldn't look for no weather, then you go back in the morning.
you turn it back agai n. Th en we'll say you kept it out after ... 3 or 4 days.
then you put it in what they called- well I'll call it piles ch. little piles. Then
that would press out, sort of press out, you know what I mean . Theil you
had to spread it again . lake it up again, spread it again. lake it up ugnm then
you put it in a big round pile. sometimes he'd be 5 feet in di nrneter. You
know you put so much for what we used to call "work it."

It'd stay there then you know for a couple days ... "season" _. gel 5311 1I 11 in
through like eh, so ... and then you had to make it sec and dry it through -
yo u had to make that fish till it dried through eh..

So then ,., we'll SIlY . . . then you lake it to the merchan ts ch. take it \0 the
stores, then you se ll it. And then you'd beclear of it Well that was u lot
or times 10 handle one fish eh. (NFM-38139)

Given the number of fish caught in a season, the handling of each one fitly

times speaks 10 the incredible labour involved in processi ng light-salte d fish. I

turn now to a deta iled descrip tio n of the steps requi red to make nn inshore sub

class of light-salted fish called pickled fish by the people I worked with in the

community of Bc navist a and many other places in Trinity and Co nception Bays

In the first phase of cleaning and splitting , however, the methods and techniques

applied universally to all typcs ofsalt fish, from light to heavy. In the salting

phase, of course, there were clear distinctions :' Pickled fi"h was the lightest stilted

of all the salt-fish classes and, as a result, it demanded the most skill und attention

l· Wulerh<llsc· is Ul ermuscdh, den<lle ri,h inlhe l'irsl l'<:w tluys l' ,Unw; n!.' ils rem<l""I Ii-n", , ,,II "m l
il. \\,u.hinl! tlul.

'Givcn lhi. , in describ ing Ibe e leoninl! phase. I willempluy dcscriplinns ti"m vulinus loK;ulll"' S
"herc \·ar inus ' I}'le. or .., lting were used. lo tltc Sll!linl! secli"n r will cnllcerlleulc un 1I1l:pickletl
rnctbod, tbougb even bcre, certain principles arpli~'1l between tbe diITerent class.." lind . tyles urn,h,
and so the odd comparison will he made beee It",Uh<lul\bwith caution )
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to deta il (Newfou ndla nd Commissio n 1937, 48-9).

As stated earlier, no matter what kind of salting was practised, once a load

of fish was landed, processing it involved three basic phases. This work took

place in splitting stages (or clean ing areas in stages where salt ing also went on)

like those depicted in chapter one (figures 1.3, 1.4, and 1.7). Cleaning a fish

entailed laying it on a "splitting" table, cutting its throat and then cutting part of

the way down its belly . The fish was then gutted , its liver being rese rved for oil,

and then its head was removed. Next, it was split down its backbone right to the

tail and the majo rity of the "sound-bone" (so named afte r the "sound" or swi mming

bladder attached 10 it) was cut out and discarded. Usually. the fish was then

washed in salt water before being "laid away" for salting in a container, usually a

barrel of some kind

Salt ing the split fish required the orderly laying away of that fish. The fish

were spread open on their backs and the exposed flesh of each fish was salted.

They were left in salt for varying lengths of time, depending on the amount of salt

used and the type of cure hoped for or required. Pickled fish was so-called

because it was literally pickled in watertight containers in a solution of salt and the

water drawn i1Ythat salt from the fish's own flesh. The containers in this century

usually were recycled molasses puncheo ns, and salt meat or flour barrels. The salt

drew the water out of the fish's fb-sh and they combined to form a pickle. As the

fish cured it floated in this brine.

After the fish had remained in salt for a prescribed period of time. during

which a good deal of water was drawn from its flesh, it was taken from its

containers. carefully washed free of salt and any remaining dirt or blood, and then
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usually left to sit and drain for a few hours or overnight. Finally the fish was taken

outdoors to be dried in the sun and wind, on flakes or beaches." During these first

(and in all) steps of processing fish, workers were constantly aware of the need lo r

careful and attentive work.

Precise work ensured that the maximum weight of split fish was yielded

from round fish. Precise work also ensured that a good-looking. quality fish was

produced . Thi s was of great importanc e since grading and thus the final price

received was based largely on the appearance of individual fish. So. in these first

steps, the men and women of fishing operations strove to unload, CUI, gut, head,

split. and salt correctly and carefully in order to produce as close approximations

as possible of an ideal fish for eventual sale.

I tum now to the detailed evocati on of these steps, looking flrsl at the difficult and.

at times, dangerous landing of fish.

3.1 landing Fish

In the Bcnavista inshore fishery, in the era from the 1920s to the 19505,

fish was brought to shore in small wooden boats varying from just under twenty to

just over thirty feet in length. Fishermen fished in all kinds of wind and weather

and boats ca me to unload at fish stages in a variety of sea conditions. Landing

fish (and sett ing out to catch it) was often very tricky and even dangerou s work:

We had to come in and take her (their boat] _. "Now watch out boys, for

' Mosl beeches in Newfoundland IIrc eovered in beach rn<; k~ (termi ~ In shghtly lalger than ~nnhl,1I

shaped roeb ) father than sand and Il~ ~ uc h generally make go"d pJ llce ~ fj'f drying Ii.h
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the sea." Haul oil from the stage again, watch out, go in again, heave up so
much more [fish] on the stage head . Had to watch, with your hands into a
rode [mooring rope] this way [gestures aste rn] "Haul off again boy! Pull it
out so far again." '"' Oth e rwise you'd be swamped right to the stage,
smashed up to the stage. (MF·2IJ )

Figure 3.1, a photograph taken a t Mifflin's Cove on Cape Bcnavista, illustrates

nicely the concept of a sea

Places for landing fish. th at is, the place at which the boat in the water

unloaded up onto the stage, were determined by many factors. The depth of water

was the first consideration, for a fully loaded punt or skiff had to be able 10 be gel

in 10 unloa d at low tide. AI Heber John Keel's family stage in Red Cove, in low

t ide conditions, only a punt could land fish, and even that was tricky (MF.2/3).6

Th e Keels were required to labori ously transfer the fish from the skiff, moored

further out, 10 the punt which was then taken in 10 finally land the fish ashore.

How the sea behaved in any partic ular spot also affected whether or not it was a

suitable landing place. The land ing place had to be accessible in heavier sea

conditions, and had to have som e shelter from various wind directions . I have

stood on the Cape with a fisherman , looking at what seemed two equally wc- hy,

side-by-side locations, and was to ld that one was used and the other not, due to the

way that waves and eddies broke and behaved in these seeming ly similar spots,

~rhe term •...n· here rcfe....I" a wave or .welL A wi<lesprca<.l hclicf in Newfoundland rei!.anJini!.
such hi ~ .e" .~. (and llne frequently proven empirically in many pcllple'. views) was lhal after three
succe.. ivc largo \\ ~ \·e s. 1I hr ief moment of relative calm would f"now. I hal'e come ecrow this idca in
lClll. and in intcl\'iew. (Almon 19117; NF M-40/41).

' A punl IIlongwith the rodney arc gcnetic names for wooden hool. at Ihe shorter end of the range
of inahore Ih hin@. b"a l•. Thc punl ran from opr ,..." imalely eighleen 10 Iwenty fect in length and the
r<llln~'Y wa'unena lillie shorlcr( from fourteen to eighteen feet), In cod trap operalion. , both runt s and
nH.lne~' . wen: u!<Cd in conjunclion with larger trap skiffs to help haul the trap. and carry fish. Thcy
generally did "01 huc engines and were tn....ed behind the skiff. which did (~e Taylor 19112)



Figul'e 3.1: A " sea" coming into Mifflin's Cove, Cape 8 onnvistlt.
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Again , the contours of the sea floor, the depths of the water. nod nearb y formations

all had their effects (Fred Trernblett. personal communi cation. ]9 (4)

As might be expected. all kinds of local solutions to the environmental

problems of landing fish were worked out. One method that fishermen in

Bona vista and on the lower shore of T rinity So uth used 10 protect boats during

to ugh seas (and whi le unloading them) was to literally hoist the hont out ortbe

wate r w ith blocks and tackles suspended from the stage head. The bents were left

hanging ten or twelve feet above the wate r while they were being unloaded or

overnigh t if the weather was not civil (MF· 19). Sometimes. boats were hauled up

slipway s just beyond the reach of the sea, beside stages and unloaded from there

This required the construction of various entrances into the stages. Different doors

were used in differen t wind and sea condi tions

Fishing rooms on Backside and in Lance Cove (on the Trinity Bay side of

the Bonavista Cape) were difficult to fish from due to their eastern and

northeastern exposure. Winds from th is direction drove huge seas onto this shore

regularly, frequentl y requiring that boats be hauled up or moored in sa fer harbours

on the Bonavista side of the Cape. The launching , landing and unloading of boats

loaded with fish in all such places called for remarkable judgement and boat

handl ing skills. Many people have related to me the considerab le skill s required 10

launch and unload boats in rough sea conditions. Th is was especially difficult

before the advent of engines (circa 1910) and remained difficult with hard-to-

manoeu vre one-cylinder "make-and-break" engine s that predominated in the

inshore fishery into the 1950s.

Laura Whiffen of Bonavista described her father's willingness to brave very
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rough cond itions, which, in one case, led inadverten tly to the serious injury of one

o f his daug hters :

Now PIiP used 10 go out in seas •• he did n' t mind the seas, he'd stay out _.
when he'd be out on the wate r he'd slay ou t - and Mam'd be watching for
ra p, be the last one come in and there'd be seas in the gulch and they'd be
fright ened to death, Mam would _. Mam had to go and get a crowd then _.
the wo men to haul up Pap see? .,. WOM EN would come down .n used to
haul them up _. and some men 100 would be there .

So uh, now this day, Pap was wait ing for thc sea to go back •• that 's what
they used to do .- wait for the sea to go back _. to get out. Well Pap went
out before the sea went back see? And there was seas in the gulch and
poor" Lizzy was up on the flake -- and Mom •• ca rrying out fish, carrying
across fish and the re was longers on the flake, see longers, you know, those
big round longers ... so they'd move, you know, if you wou ldn't watch it,
and poor Lizzy was looking at Pap going out in the sea and Mam was
looking at Pap, and she fell down through the flake

Well she did n't break her [unclear word] the doctor said, but she worse than
broke, worse than broke. She never got o ut no more for over a yea r. (MF·
14115)

To move fish from the boat up into the part of the stage whe re it was

cleaned and split generally involved a great dea l of forking and hauli ng. Figures

3.2 and 3,3 provide an ind ication of the heights involved" These were not

"The h:nn · puur" he re iTl<liellle~ lh31 lhe per son \Icing describ•.,j i~ decell<cd

"Fillure .1.2 i. "n hi.h ', ie rl mlu ufa Iishing SIU,,": at Old Co ,'e bel<>llli-illg In DUlland Jlcrb WhiITen
Figure .l , ~ i. U long . h" l "rthe lMl llle Slll!!C pictured in figure .1.1 III Mimin's COI·C. " "lh C(l"C ~ arc
listed "n the nllll' "flhe Cupe in chapter two (fili-ure 2,2), Figure 3.J was mken in the earl y 1940. at
I,,,,lide \\hi"h 1"lTl l~' ..::.,;pllLil\~ Ihe height. Gencru lly Ih"u8-h splining stage s nee ded to be buill II1I""d
\'ertiCIII ,li. I'lllecuhu \'C thc wate r over which they rcsled in orde r tebc Slife from Ihe cumbinnlion " f
hillh li<!esu", l hill """s Thi,wllspat lieulllrly Ihe en"" in head lnntl rishe rie''''hcre Ii, hinl!-"'omswerc
"n ell stuc k out in lhe rem~lhhl~' f...r"ei"". Northwe st Atlantic . In fac t. Ille rock. lhue can be <cell
hmngihc cdg... ufthc "", idlle" "ut h, ehe , tagc head "we likel }' pllleed lheroa.ballnsttuhclphuld the
slmClUl": in r hl"e in Ih.. Cll<C" r hillh "' ll~ . Ii common pr"clice in le~s l'f"tecled C'''' C5 down et mc
mouths "I' h.1~' S 1111 around Newfoundland



Fi g lll'e 3 .2: It erb and Dan Whiffen's Slllilting stage. Old Co ve,
Cape Bonavista (ch'Cll1940s)

(Pho to COllrtesy M."Wilson Whiff t il) .





Figu~ J.J: Flake. stage and '" T,- l\tiffi in'! Ceve, Cape Bo.m.'bl a.





unusual vertical distances ov er which 10 lift fish. Peop le employed a variety of

methods for getting fish up out of boats. The most s imple involved using a one

prong pitch fork known as a pew, to prong one or more fish a t a time through the

head in order to swing them up onto the stage head area"

Depending on the heig ht invo lved from boat to stage head. a variety of

solutions besides the pew w ere devis ed for getting fish into the stage. Mr. Randell

describes below the initial movemen t of fish onto the land. T his invol ved hauling

fish in tubs up onto his fam ily's "T. " using block and tackle. Later in the same

interview he describes his family's splitting and salting stage. a building thirty feel

above the water. with a structure they called a "I" at an intermediate level

(probably akin to the one pict ured in Figure 3.3)'

That 's the stage there [pointing to diagram] ... the landing is the re. the first
landing, then the stage'd be up there. we used to have it . - but some peop le
you know would have it on the one level ... we used to have it on two
levels.... we used to call that a "I" down there ch, what you ca ll n "T" .
like a platform.... so that's w hat you had to do. you had to take thai out of
your boat then. put it in those tubs. block it up there then we used 10 have II

pew -- that's a fork -- for to take it up. well two at a t im e or th ree at a time
or one at a time you know. you put it up in this stage up here ... split it
and salt it up there ... the puncheons ... [for sa lt ing] were in ther e ... tha t
was up 30 feel from the wate r.

Ob, you had to haul water up there too. yeah, You had to draw up your
water in a bucket too, twoga llons or three gallo ns or fo ur ... no morethan
four and no less than two and a half. You had to lie down your bucket.
then you had to pull it up and then you had to pass il up to anoth er fellow
... from the "P.... you have a bucket eh, with a rope on it ... ju st haul it up.

Sometimes now, some times we'd draw it up in a tight tub ch [puncheon),

' n., fish \\'uprongetlthr"ul.lh the heed in o,dcf (o nltl darnag" "r pun"lur" ill I1llsh, T",I" "',
would reduce il ~ value u a final prod uct. I'e\\' . cuuld ha' "tlw ry I<lng handl". ullp:ndinll '~I Ih" hllillhl
thal fi.h lliltltu bcr aiscd rfOrnbuat l" !Ill gc head
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yo u put en down .. . you get probabl y 3 or 4 buckets e h You pull the m up
w ith the t ub ... hand that wa ter up [to the stage]. .. abo ut 8 feet , round 7 or 8
feet ... the re was ano ther ladder there to get up. (NFM -38139)

Fis h was no t the on ly item t hat was regularly hauled up over t his init ial

height. Seawater. an item constan tly requ ired at variousstag es in sa lt-fish

process ing, was a lso pulled up more or less continua lly from below, whether in the

laborious method described above, or throu gh a hole in the s pl itting s tage floor

( where the stage w as direct ly over the wate r)." This method was co mmon o n the

stage heads of Newfo undla nd. where vertica l distances ruled out the use of pews .

In Figure 3.2, the structure from w hich the blocks a nd tackle were hu ng can be

seen on the bridge atthe s tage head. Generally, tw o timber s , the w idt h of a

"shallop's tub" apa rt, were nailed o nto the outs ide of the rails that form ed the

ladder of the stage head!' These t imbers served as guides fo r the tubs as th ey

were be ing raised and lowered. The timbe rs were o ft en greased with oil from cod

li vers (re ndering o ut in barrel s usua lly nea rby the st age) to m ake haul ing eas ie r

( Doug Wh ifTen, pe rsonal commu nica tion, 1994).12

'~ I slu ' uld IlC""leu thai many ~1 ~~ll~ were built over Ille watc r , and thu t tbekinds of physic al
I<lY"\11orepr c srntnl hy Mr.llunJel1'~ stage <leeullcd in .i lualions eit her whe re tile bette r 'f"' 1, for
fi shing to"",, had Qlrc nu y OOen a1io;n~led, or where li shin~ r"oms were particulaTly susceptible to the
st"ml ' , l l f "nlln": , wi th the IlCUc r s",~' take n, ro:"p le had t" res o rtl" len emc neble locale. for
cun,llUdingt\." n.'

",\ sl111I1" I,',lul1 W,,", in I h i .~ ern . usually a lIIwn -o f( 200-pounJ flour or sen-mee t barrd with TOJ1<l

h llndle. lind "l'l"" xima lcll n qua r te r sewn of( it. t"p . The)' were put ttl ma ny 11-'1:5, thou[lh mas '
fre'i''''n1 I~ the y were use d t" carry fi,h of \ 'a n llll!l types, i""ludin g b.i l ond co d at different Slu~" S of
I' r""e" inl:l. {j~ner. ll y ;1 WU l a h a rr el carrie d hymen. u,wUlking withlhcm was dee med work too
he,,\~· for "'Olllen whn. when Ihey carried fish ~ r (II., u sed instead th~ bdr- b a rrcltu b. the !Ulme barrel
sewnin hllif

" rhi. gren,i o~ ond lubricating or lUrfaeo;. 10 make h.uhnll a n d !lIining fi. h easie r IlllSnot l imitcd
to the",age hend. A n u mber lIf ot her examples ere described helow
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3 .2 Oea ning and Spl itting Fis h

Once the fishwa s unload ed from the boat, it wascarried fro m the s tag e

head t o thearea where it would be cleaned. This area was usually known as the

splitt ing (or o u ter or lower) stage. In the case o f Bonavist a . where structures buill

on the water w ere vulnerable to the ocea n, the sp1i!ling sta g e wasg enerally a very

small rough bu ilding. o u t ever the water, as near to thestage head as possible, II

was usually o n ly a short distanc e from the stage head 10 the splitting stage . This

saved unneeess ary haulin g of ex t ra weig h t (forty per cent o f tbe we ight of a round

fish be ing lost in the gu tt ing and splitting process ). The bu ilding w as used strictly

to clean fish, th at is 10 head, gut. split a nd initia lly wash li sh . Aller cleaning, ihc

fish wou ld be taken in onlOthe lan d 10 t he salting stage. above jhc h igh-water

mark. Thesp li tt ing stag e along with the bridges and walkways lead ing out to it

were ta ken down al the e nd of each fishing season and reconstructed the foll owing

spring in places where co nditions warran ted il.l :> In ma ny locatio ns Ihe di stance

from t he splitt ing stage to the sa lti ngarea could easily be well ove r 100 fee t (sec

figure H of the flake-br idge lead ing to Dan Greene's stage inTiltmg on Fogo

I sland) . I~

Various means w e re devised for carrying fish from th e stage head 10 the

" Winter Ih.nn~ and icc would m"sl ",,,rtoinly rum , ,"-"pt Ihem <I.,,,,. Iil<kl:,J...Itcn e"nul.Ih. ",~illil.
summe r an,J (.11 storms "~'TC cll(lllblee, f u" ing tbi l4. M'C"hllph:r 11'"

" In ra" t,d"penu in~ lin the ,J"pill. o f weter, nnd hmvfu,( the '~II h" u " m lb"l'pe d n' il lc n lhe
, hnlclinc .the"" bri dg". c,,"loI c. t"ntl lilc rnlly n fe w huntll"" fcet"uI inln Ih" ",a. runni"l.Ifrn11Ifud I"
.huat. Such bridg es ui.1 at )0 \1Hnlr. A nn nn 1''' ","'' blend n win¥ I" Ih" ~hll l1uw wu l,,", "f it~ h.II. >ur.
Many o ther loclltio n' hllVl1\iu lc tn au nccu nf suc h c1al. >ruh: hfitlll'" I )Iln (lleenc' ocl1. ke hr i.ll.Ie u, l
IIIge did nl>l n"o;:d In he token down eac h (IIIliS the ",ti,," .. ft be hIIr!>... " he i. 1. .... 1.'<1 ill WII' w,,11
I""'ccted. They on ly look up the sage head (whe ro;: 1. tieu "" lei" nlnu " , for the werer f ...."C fl~III C

1J, 1.4 • •003.2 fer dcpic:ti"n~ o( 1la@.e hclllb)



Figury 3.4: Bridg e leBding to Dan Cl\'ene 's slllge.
lilting. Fogo Island.
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splittin g stage and from th e ~pl ilt i ng stage to the salting stage andthe n onto th e

fl ake. Th e two m ost comm only used in Bo navista were known respec tively as

gully stic ks and handle-bar tubs. The gully stick was a long and strong stick

w hich was runthrough the rope handles of a shallop's lub (or a half-barrel tub i f

wom en o r boys o r girls were doing the carryin g). T he carriers at eithe r end would

pl ace the stick on their shoulders and walk th e load to its des tinations. This was

ve ry hea vy work, a nd could be bruta l depending on the dista nces and t he clim bs

in volved.

The other ca rrying de vice, the handle- bar tub, as a number of people in

B onavista called it , is perha ps better known as a "ha nd tub," It had two long

st icks or poles for handles w hich tw o people grasped at oppos ite ends for carry ing

At the mid-point of the stic ks (and betwee n them) a half-barrel tub was attached

T he device wasconstructed along th e same lines as th e hand bar or ba rrow, b ut

was more useful fo r carrying wei, s lippery, and flopp y items such as fresh fish or

green fish just out or salt. As noted, hand tu bs were more often used by women

a n d younge r people for the tub used wasge nerally s ma ller than ihe shallop's tub."

Wh en fish was broug ht into th e clea n ing area ofa stage, it was usually put

in a holding conta iner of one sort o r another. within reach of th e first m ember of

th e cleani ng crew, the cut-t hroat. Laura Whiffen, who fished a t Old Cove in a

stag e just beyond th e one p ictured in fig ure 3.2, called thiscontainer a "pen."

T h is contai ner sat near the splimng t able, filled with fish, awaiting the first stage

o f process ing. In so me plac es on the Northeast Coast this was called a fish vat e or

vat (Mille r 1979,3; SIOry e t 01. 1990,594).

"rhu ul,lh I hllw ' (:l:n hurnlluh s thal used "hullcp'''luM



87

In the cleaning areas, fis h were also often just laid in on the floor . though

precautio ns we re usua lly taken to see th at fish could no t fallout orthe s tage as in

figure 3.5of Leslie Coles's stage in Deep Bay on Fogo Island. Note the lips where

the fl oor meets the open ing onto the water and the one running up the insid e of the

dOOT frame. Planks couldbe laid against these, oneon lopof the other. to hold in

large piles of fish. This same technique of containing osbwas mentione d by

Bride Fitzgerald of S pillar's Cove as h a ving be en used in her fa ther's sta ge (MF

617). A table tender, often a junior mem ber of the crew or a chi ld, wou ld keep the

supp ly of fish flowing 10 the c ut-ihroat or cutter. the fi rst person in the p rocessing

line.

The ce ntre of activity in the cleaning are a was a large wooden ta bl e, nailed

at on e end to a wall of the stage , This was ca lled a s plitting ta ble, the s urface

upon which most of the clean ing took pl ace (sec figures 1,7 and 3 , 6) , 1 ~ Th e cut 

throat and the header stood on the seaward sid e orthe table (that is, the d irection

from which the fish were com ing), A cross from them stood th e splitte r (or

splitters, if a large load of fis h was bei ng processed and more th an one was

available),

Having never participa te d in cleaning and splitt ing fish an d having only

obse rv ed it o n a few occasions , it would be slight ly presumptuo us of me to attemp t

to de sc ribe it in my own words , Rather, there exist som e very well-wri tten end

detailed descriptions in a num be r of sources as well as some equall y excel lent o ra l

l"Thi~ lllbic in DanGree ne's stage in Tilling on F"g" Isluud (f'igure H,) is hc: in~ c1euned . fler the
deeni ng , nd .pliuing (If llOme foil fi sh byyet o ne mo.... .. r lhe innum.:rAhlc hucke l. "f ,_Cll w.t~r used
in fish procc l~i ng_ Su wa ter WAoob;" J'''UfCd ont " lhe table during the I"",,,,eui n g '~ well 'n help
lubrica te the sur face fnr the pUling or (j,b from slolion to sta t~'" (B udgcll 1')7", 2) Sec u[~, figure
3.9.



Figu~ 3.5: DQor open ing out to slage he ad of le slie Coles'sstag e,
Deep Bay, Fogo Island.





Figun~ 3.6: Washing down dIe splitting table
(ulm splitting (Ie~l al lowe.· riglll),

Dan Glt'ene's Stage, Tilling, Fogo Island.
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descriptions provided by the peop le with whom I have spoken Two of the best

written accounts I have found are in papers by Brian Miller and Catherine Warren,

housed at the Memorial University of Newfoundland Folklore and Language

Archive (both 1979). They detail cleaning fish in various locations. including a

number in Trinity Bay. As wi th all work processes, subtle variatio ns of technique

existed between different crews and people. and I will draw attention to certain

important features of each task that Miller, Warren, and the people J worked with

outlined

Step one is the cutting of the fish. To do this the "cutter" holds the fish
with his left hand, with his fore-finger in its right eye and his thumb under
its "chin" The fish is held on the splitting table with its abdomen facing
the cutter .. It is important that the knife enter the fish in the middle and
that it be cut right down to the navel, leaving no pocket at the end. If it is
not cut through the navel it makes the splitter's j ob more difficu lt. (Miller
1979, 7)

Warren elaborates:

The cut- throat ... used a stubby knife to cut the fish's throa t .. He would ..
push the jaw back and gills would flap out .... would run his blade from left
to right from one gill to the other. Then the cut-throat would start in the
middle of the cut (also between the fin bones). The blade was placed
upwards and it cont inued being pushed down . The cut was to the left side
of the navel and its lengt h continued until about three inches beyond the
navel. The fish guts were ... shown after the cut-throat's job. (Warren
1979, 27-8)

Miller goes on to describe head ing as follows:

After being cut the fish goes to the "header" who takes out its gut and takes
off its head. He holds th e fish open, with his left hand lakes out the liver
first. Then he grasps the intestines of the fish, near the navel area, and in
one movement takes out all of the inner organs. He then takes the head otT
the fish. To do this he holds the fish firmly in his left hand with his three
middle fingers between the "vins"; flaps that once made the upper abdomen .



Now with the fish's neck on the edge of the splitting table the "header"
takes the head in his right hand; his thumb in its right eye and his fingers
on its "chin." With the fish held in such a way a quick push exerted by
both hands forces the head from the body, the table edge acting as a lever
and cutting edge [Figure 3.7].17 The head and gut of the fish arc dropped
through a hole in the stage floor at the header's feet, the liver is dropped in
a bucket. ( 1979, 7)

With regard to heading, many fishing crews act ually constructed their

splitting tables with a very thin-wedged or a "feather" edge (or even attached ,I thin

sheet of metal) where the heading was to take place (NFM*30). This was done to

facilitate the job as related in the following comment from Wilson Hayward:

Usually the women would be cutt ing it and gutting it you know, taking the
head off and gutting it, pushing it on along .... cut the throat and ... just cut
it down, the cutter would -* he wouldn't take thc knife out of his hand sec.
Cut the throat, cut it down and then he push it along to the one that was
heading it. So they'd take the liver out ... throw it into a container and thcn
take the gut out and take the fish and put it across the table [the table edge]
-- we used to have the table cut right out right thin ** put the head down
under the table and push the thing along *. my sonny, we had women could
gut fish, you know. (NF M -35/36137)

Though cutting and heading were seemingly straightforward j obs, both

required "a knack," and if done poorly could affect the quality of the fish. though

this was more the case with heading. A poor cutter could puncture the guts of the

fish, and waste mat erials could get onto flesh or tbe fish (Butt 1979, 10). Miller

notes that if the cutter did not make the cut down the abdomen the correct length,

the splitter's job wou ld be more difficult. Bennett March, a trap fisherman from

Brownsdale, made this same point, describing the knack of a good cut-throat and

I' The sound of a codfish bciag heaokd i ~ memorable, e' I'eeially Ii" ,"' me"ne un"''' lu,,;nlcdwilh il
I would describe it ua comhinoli"n"fl"udcruncbing. lcur;nl:!unul!ul!l:!inl! n";<c<



FiItUl~ 3.7: lIeHdin g lish, Dan GI~ene's stage, lilting , Fogo Island.
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then neatly summing up the nature of the skill, care, and training that went into

being a "good hand" at anyone of the cleaning steps, despite how seemingly basic

some of the jobs appeared.

MF: Was there any trick to being a good cut-throat?

8M : Yes there was. To make it easy for the header --there was the right
place to enter the knife. after you cut its throat. where you wouldn't cut the
liver in two or rip the gut open -- and that was practice. And even though
the fish be glutted and bloated right up you could take that knife and tum
around and be talking to somebody -- you'd enter it and go down and you
wouldn't leave a thing -- you'd open the fish -- the liver would be all intact,
the pcddock" of the fish would be there ... not cut.

And when you'd be cutt ing it for splitting, when you get down to what they
used to call the pisser of the fish ok? On the side that the knife went down
to split you always- never left a pocket there, you should always give the
knife a flick that way· so that the splitter when he come down he'dfollow it
on down through ... a pocket would make it hard for the splitter . He'd have
to- that'd bean extra cut for him when it come to him. The first thing he'd
have 10 do would be 10 go down there and give that a flick and then start
splitting ...19

it was all individual jobs that required practice to be good at -- not that hard
to learn, but just practice ... there was ways to do it right and ways to do it
wrong..; But you couldn't just- you'd look at a fellow doing it •• you just
didn't come and take it and do it right -- even the cutting of it. It didn't
look like much but even the cutting the fish down good -- there was more
to it than it looked -- it took practice. (NFM·30)

"A~ an a'i de. it i . clear Ihal desc ribing these \\"0/ 1; I~chn i'l\lc s on the p:lg.c makes for poor
IrlIll, hl1ion lu !lal l h~ Ic;,"1. Unf"r1\1llB lel}', it wu not much betterin person.w he n de!ICrihed III 0
kilchcn table " ilh hooog.c. turc.and ocrawleddiag,roms. I poimthis out only to dnv e homc Ihep" inl
Ihut, u. wilh muny "Iher work techniquc . ,the writte n or spoken work generally fai l. to ~onvey the
lIclllQl forrnormeemng orthc lechniqU<: . The on ly place , unfnrlunnle1y.thal . ueh techmques cen he
,ucce"fully Imn, miUcJ i. u~uall~' \'CI)' much in the actual doing of the work, in thi. cu e around the
'I' lillinl:l tllhle. c Uflin~. l'-ullin l'- . heading, and ~pl i lti nl'- fish. Fur discussions oltbis is_ue, IC C Dormer's
c"m menl _ I1neru(t knowledge {199 ~, IO· 12} lI11dMcCnrl's (Hyiugton 1971'l. ~ ·8) .



Wilson Hayward confirmed that one of the key techniques that defined good

cut-thrcating was this taking of the cut down past the navel with the knife, saving

the splitter extra effort and time, both critical issues given the large quantities of

fish that had to be put away. He noted also that there was more than one way to

cut throats, that one man he recalled cui up from the navel rather than down to it.

Th is recollection led to the following comment: "Out everybody had their own

style, you know, in doing things you know ~~ but it all amounted to the same

th ing" (NFM-35136137). He also recalled that some of the best cut-throats were

women. Freeman Randell of Williamsport on the Northern Pen insula recalled that

his father insisted that his wife cut throats whenever he was split ting because of

her careful anention to detai l nnd technique (personal cornmunicmion, 1( 9 5)

Regarding the heading of fish, Wilson Hayward noted that there were right

and wrong ways to go about it:

And some people when they headed, we'll say was not used to it, they'd
break the fin bones, you know the bones of the fins? And then you get a
bad cull with that ... you have to cut it right, and head it right and split it
right, for a good product, you know. (NFM·35136J37)

Miller also mentions this issue of the breaking of the fin (or "vin''] bones while

heading and the effect of this on the quality and the eventual price of the fish

(1979,12). In figure 3.8 the area circled, up by the nape of the fish, displays this

flaw. As well, the header had to be careful to get all of the fish's liver oITof the

nape area, in order to avoid leaving a liver stain that would lower the value of the

fish. Butt comments that, in heading, if any of the fish's skull remained, then poor

splitting would ensue (1979, I J) . The cutler and header had to he extra careful

when cleaning large fish. Heber John Keel of Bonavista (along with a number of



Figu~ J.8: Three slllt fish displaying various nlM s: ragged brok£n " vins"; sound
bene rut too high (eenne lish); liver on lower right vln

of eenne fish ; round·tail (boltom (ish ).
(Photo courtesy of Brian Miller and the

Memorial Univen ity of Newfoundland Folldore and Language Archive).
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others) spoke of "jowling" large fish, that is, cutting a particular bone at a place

which made heading these fish possible.

Heading was physically dema nding work and the women and men who

headed large loads of fish stood, often for hours, tearing off fish-head after fish

head. In some stag es various seating arrangeme nts were devised 10 provide some

rest as well as a brace that the head er could use to ge t leverage for the "quick

push" described ab ove.

Brian Miller pointed our that before the fish was gutted the liver was

removed, placed in a bucket and reserved for cod-oil making, which was made

either on the premises or sold to merchants with live r factories (Mi ller 1979,7)

Many splitting tab les had "liver holes" with buckets below them to catch the livers

as they fell through, though this was typified as "old-fashioned" by one

commentator from Twillingate (Bulgin 1978, 71)

Mary Ann Martin recalled that as children, she and her siblings sometimes

had the jo b of scraping liver off the table and into a barrel, a jo b that clearly was

not relished:

MAM : ... and we'd take the liver what they was taking out of the fish and
put down the barrel by the table " . hut if you didn't do that right you
wouldn't be long there [laughs).

MF: How would you have to do that ..

MAM: You know,just take the liver and scrape down with your hands and
then if you went and washed your hands then a few times [pause] you
wouldn't be long doing that -- you'd have to d ry your hands and go on ..
yeah. (MF·I)

The single most important job in the cleaning process, and the step that
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required the most skill was splitting . Heber John Keel stated simply: "Splitter was

the mai n man, sir, splitte r was the main man in the fish, splitting the Iish" (MF.

2/3).

The task involved laying the fish open down its sound (or back) bone to the

tail , and then cutting out a good section or that bone. The job required Accuracy

and speed, and at various sub-steps of the splitting , certain errors could easi ly be

made. Miller describes it as follows:

Once the head and gut has been remo ved the fish is ready 10 be "split." this
is probably the most time consuming and intricat e job of the lot. The
splitter holds the fish by the "vin" with his left hand, against a small slick
nailed to the table [see figure 3.6, bottom right]. The stick" helps to keep
the fish in place as the necessa ry cutting is done. He enters the splitt ing
knife, on the side of the soun d bone furthest away from him, at the point
where the head came from the body. From here a cut is made. at the depth
of the bone. right back to the tail , slicing the fish so that it lies open nat all
the way. Then the fish is held by the sound-bone and the bone is cui E1t
about the middle and the tip of the knife is moved back up the fish [See
figure 3.9) and the bone is removed completel y. The fish then drops into a
puncheon tub of water, right below the splitter's hands where it is washed
before sa lting. These three things [culling, heading. splitt ing] are alt done
on the splitting table and. needless to say. much faster than it seems from
the reading . (1979, 8)

In splitting . a number of effect s were looked for: first, it was important not

to waste any fish. Wilson Hayward noted that during splitting , in the rising of the

bone, a good dea l of meat could come ofTwith it, affecting the weight and the

look (NF M-35/36/J7) . Good splitters were expected 10 have a yield of

approx imately 60 lb. of split fish from 100 lb. of round fish. It could be very

lOA1.... known u a <:lcat. e.g .• Jlulgin 197M, 74· '. ",h" l1l.. , n"tc~lh" l lh"" I "a l f>l", :ke<.l f"h lhlll
were being , lid ael'O.' I,", table front interfering wilh Ille ~1'1illi nl:!



Figu~ 3.9: Splittinr: fish, Dan G~eM's sfaJe, Tiltinl . FOI O b land.
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costly to a fishing operation if'the splitter was achieving eve n a marginally lower

yield throughout a season in which many thousands of pounds were processed. In

his paper on makin g fish . Brian Mill er alludes to both issues vis-a-vis good

splitting technique (1979, 13). It was also very important for the fish to have the

proper look. The fish had to be laid open right to the tail. Those who turned the

knife 100 soon left the las t inch or two of fish-tail closed. This was known as a

round-tail." It. too, was considered [ower quality and fetched a lower price.

Heber John Kee l pointed our that there may have been a practical justification for

this (beyond the cosmetic), in that fish not opened to the ta il might not be exposed

to enough salt. or the dry ing of sun and w ind. The negative effects of this would,

of course, vary w ith the length of tail that was left unsplit, and the size of the fish

(MF·2/3).

Willie John Randell describ ed round-tail and another common splitting

problem ; if the place whe re the sound bone was actually severed was too far up

towards the head , then a large blood stain might result:

... you go down cl ear of where the blood was al. Now some people split
fish and e very one of them you cou ld pUIyour finger in that · · where they,
what we call "rise the bone " eh, for to take the bone out there's a place
you've got to put your knife in and separate en eh and cut en c ut. Now
so me people we'll say you could -. where they rise that bone, take the bone
ou t, put yo ur finger in ... big as that, big as the top of your finger ... that
would be a big spot of black blood . Now, some people wouldn't bother to
ge t il OUI, more peo ple would wash it out. But what I always split ... when
J'd rise the bone e h ... you wo uldn't know where he come out by the blood
or nothing, 'cause I put him in the right place see. There 's a certain place to
split so yo u ... ha ve to have the bone what they call "rose" in the right
place, and then yo u had to lay him down thro ugh the tail, and you had to
put in ... you had to put him ofTsort of like- like on a angle, you know ...

"The ,,"'II<>m ri. h in (j~ure J ,lIi .a round-railthough ,h i. is just visible on the edge of the frame.
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com ing dow n like that eh and go off on a angle like tha t [gesturing] You
know you co uldn't cu t them off just any way _. they'd be round tnils ... lind
that 'd be -- w ell that'd be sa lt bulk, they'd even give yo u cullage for Ihal o ne
... yo u had 10 have it split right eh. (NF M-38/39 )

Lloyd Bulgin observed that in Twillingate, crews with less sk i lful splitters who left

blood spots, either where th e sound was severed or at the nape, would take the

time \0 cut off thes e blood spots just before shipping the fish ( 1978. 76).

Another important fea ture of a well-split fish was the w ay the cui of the

sound bone was made: "If the splitter did his jo b well. the end where he made the

first incisio n 10 sev er thc bon e from the rest of the fish represen ted it figure-eig ht

Many splitte rs used to boast o f their "eightful skill' " ( Burgin 1978, 74) . This was

echoed by a number of pcop le, including Heber John Ke el

Eve rybody can't split good fish. You had to sp lit 10 the tail, righl down 10
the tail, then take the bone out ... father used to say whe n he'd look at it,
you know, the figure-e ight he used to c all it, rig ht here where the bone W :lS

cut {gestures] , sec, ju st like an eight .., oh yeah, he'd say he was a good
cutter, a good splitte r eh, whe n he cut 0 '111' e bone . (MF-213)

Intere stmgly , in an excerpt on spliuing from an English fisheries manual o f

the mid-19th centu ry (reprint ed in an appendix in Perley 1852 ) the foll owing

instruct ions are give n:

The fish shou ld then have the bone remo ved, ca re being taken that it shall
be cut away to within twenty or twenty two jo ints of th e tail, not d irectly
across, but by the sp litter pointin g the knife tow ards the tail, and cutting the
bone through two jo ints at once, in a sloping d irection, so as to leave the
appearanc e o f a figure -eight. Th is looks best, and it ha s this adva ntage, tha t
the fish are not mang led, as they are apt to be w hen the bone is cut square
through one jo tnt. A slight incision shou ld be a lso made along all the
adhering pa rt of the bo ne, to allo w any remaining blood to escape, and the
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splitter should then drop his fish into clean water. (277)

Figure 3.10 displays a pile of cut-out sou nd bones and a splittin g knife from Dan

Greene's stage, Tilting, Fogo Island.

Another key to successful cleaning and splitting was the use of very sharp

knives (Bulgin 1978, 75; Butt 1979, 11; Miller 1979, 12). Dull cutting and

splitting knives made for jagged cuts which left a rough texture on the flesh of

finished product and lowered value (Bulgin 1978, 75). So as the cleaning work

went on, men and women , espec ially splitte rs, would often stop to sharpen the ir

knives." Wilson Haywardstated:

Oh, you sharpen the knife every few minutes you know .... oh yes - you
have a piece of dagger ... scythe dagger where you sharpen the scythe, you
used 10 buy them one time, about that long [indicates length] •• or you have
a nice bank rock .- where you get up in the bank -- not a beach rock, but a
bank roc k, a wh ite one, you have he on the table -- you sharpen your knife,
you know . Espe cially if you had to wait for fish you know --that's what
you'd bedoing -- sharpe ning your knife. you know. Had everything good
see?

Sometimes you'd be ahead you know. more times ... all depends, if you'd
be getting small fish ... they'd [cutth roat and header] gang up on you.
(NFM-35/36137)

In figu re 1.7, the cleaning knives can be seen in a rack above the spl itting tab le

along with a sharpening steel. Clearly the technical demand s of splitting were

"it i ~ inl ele~tinp. IIInole lhat splitting was almo~t exclusively II right-handed occupation. The
hl a dc ~ "r _"I'lillin{lkni,""s were designed Icr spliuin g with the right hand, lind the splitting Jl'lth on the
fishll l lhc ll1i1 11 1wlly ~ curved over to the right (115 one faces a split fish with ils nupe uppermo. l; see
figure J. lI). I wu told eroee or two ten·handed spliners. butthey seem to have been extremely Tare.
The reletlvclj- unu. uallo ok oflefl-haoded fish in on indultry where look wes so imporeent. Hkely had
ruech to do wuh this



Figure 3.10: Sound-bones and splitting knire, Dan Greene 's slllge,
lilting, Fogo Ishmd.
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nume rous and any number of th ings could go wrong with this work: the loss of

fish meal, round- tails, poor place ment of cuts resulting in blood spots and an

uneve n surface. and dull knives all had 10 be g uarded aga inst. A s well. some of

the se transfo rmed into aestheti c norms that splitters tried to achieve , as with the

figure-eight cut. When the need for quickness is added to all of these. it becomes

clear that good splitt ing was a demandi ng and de xtrous task.

The c losing remark s of Wilson Hayward' s description abo ve allude to this

other key concern that figured in splitt ing. and applied to cleaning fish in general:

speed . To be able to split fish quickly was a ve ry import ant skill and highl y

regarded . Good splitte rs had to be fast and a well-kn own and widespread

illus tration expresse s very well just ho w fast:

There have been many stories told of the skill and profic iency of some of
the Twilling ate fish splitters. Some of the se are part ly true while others ar e
far from the truth . It has been reported though, ther e was once a splitter in
Twillinga te who kept a bone in the air continuo us ly while he was
splitt ing.... Keeping a bone in the air all the time meant that as the
procee ding bone is droppi ng toward the water be low , the ne xt one is on its
way throu gh the opening in the side of the stage."
Simila rly, there have bee n stories told of extreme ly slow splitte rs . It seem s
that one fellow was such a slow splitter that in one particu lar instan ce when
he started splitt ing the fish it w as a tomccd , and when he had fina lly
removed the bone it was extra large, A tomeod is a fish under twel ve
inches in length and an extra larg e is a fish in exc ess of twent y-on e inches .
(Bulg in 1978, 76_78)u

"Sec Iigure 1.7 (ot Ihi ~ opening .

" Thc latter p art \If Bu lgi n'l description d c ar ly rCf'!"c-.; nb a hum"rnu. ood wild ulI gg crali"n: he
also n" led lhal s imilal exe ggetatioas c xi",cd rOI fCIII. "f "flL..,dal . p lill inl!. In.lelld of "n c homc in Ihc
air, su\ ,h and suc h I splitte r kept Iwo , three.To ur cr morc holOC'in Ihc uir ut alime. Suc h "lurie.,
know n by ml ny d ilTcrcnl numes the world " vcr . arc called ' cuITe,,' in ",'me pla ce . in Nc wC<>umllan <.l
(Fbrb I973. 14R-49; DevincI 9J7, 17) .
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Many people, mostly men , told me of people the y knew who were capab le

of th is basic feat2'

I had an uncle ... my uncle , Sam Fisher, he lived to 103 . And uh , they say
Fath e r said he could tak e out a bone, and while th e bone was pitching in
the wate r, he c o uld have the next one cui out n . t hat's how fast he could
take them> you know, hewas a fast spliner eh? (MF-2/3)

Mr. Keel re membered his uncle splitti ng quick ly simply for the sake of seeing how

fast he cou ld do it, a nd many o thers remembe r either doing the same, o r being

presentin stages when suchdisplays occurred.

Pearle werecapable of splitting at a remarkable rate when they had a full

clean ing C~c:W 10support them , which was the case whe n large haul s of fish were

brou ght ill. Or ten a second sp litter wou ld be ca lled upo n , This role was

som etimes fi lled by a member of the c rew itsel f but jus t 8S ofl:e n they recruited

from anothe r crew in the com mu nity (work for which they would recei ve

reco mpense, usually in the form of fis h),16 Wi lson Hay w ard recalled sp litt ing

between three and fou r quinta ls of tra p fish per hour when their c rew was working

et futl speed •• approxi mately 1200 to 1400 po unds of fre sh fish (NFM.35 136137),

William We lls of Change Islands, born in 1892, split fish from th e age of

seventee n, a nd his average rate was th ree quin tals an ho ur (Budge Il 1979 , I)

l ' I'erfomtanc e nl eertain kinds u f ma lerials are oRen a ligned alon g gender hn cs. Vari e us plausible
c~plnna l ion l have been put forward to explain Iheocdistinctions in re lation to variOllt genres of
nnrm ti\'e (e.g., SOloll 1'179, 101'1· 10). I did no t c \ 'crhe nr th is parlicula r item re g ar ding tp li llingprowc••
either f,. lI11or a houl a woman. Inthis CI...,part of . n CXr lllnnli"n might be olightl y l im p lcr; women
" I'li tl cr~ were not very com m on aRcr the 19JOs, so while people remembered e xc ellent w o reee spli t te rs,
then: moy nllt h a ve h«n ~" man)' memones c f lICcin~ thcm in action (M!'·I ; Ru t scll 197 1, 23)

:")0110RuslIClI', greet-grendrrethcr Ru!!cll of l'late Cove en the Bonl \';' lo Peninsula WI! I
"renowned" !pli ller lIbuse lIk ill 'wou ld be eetlcd upone ve n b)' fisherm en 'on the ether lIidc uCthe
harbour' if th~'}' carne in with a hen\) ' calch' (R u.. cIl19 7 I , 2) )



105

Bulgin makes th e follow ing estim ate; "it has been generally accepted that a fast

splitter can keep a continuo us flo w offish dropping from th e splitt ing table and

into a tub below, and not take any more than four or live seconds removing the

bone" (1978, 78 )

Th is preoc cupation wilh s peed and those s p litters that could maintain these

sorts o f rates was based in a very practica l princip le of proce ssing s a lt fish as the

follow ing comments from an inte rv iew wit h Heber John Keel show :

When there was a 101of fi sh on, oh yes, yo u had tw o .- two would be
splitting it, youhad to - try 10get ridof it. I mean, especially in the hoi
Ju ly days, the quicker you put it in pickle the bette r. ..

You com e in perhaps with a boatloa d or tw o boatloa ds of codlish.... T hai
had 10 be pUI away e - espe ci ally in the summer >- so quick as ever yo u
co uld put it under s alt •• o therwise you're gonna hav e , like I said, bad fish.
It had to be good- th e harder it is w ith pic k led fish - - the be tte r it is . Or
salt bulk fish same thing. See once it gets soft on you, like I said, when it's
falling away from th e bon e, you c annot do it you know. You can 't do it.
The sun is getting at it? You cen't -. no way the qu icker you can get it
under sa lt, the better. Yo u got hard , nice, hard fish . Well whcn yo u gol
good ham fish, salt ed righl ii'sgonna come (1/11 righ l . Otherw ise yo u're not
gonna have much of a fish . (MF-2/3)

But the weight an d quality of the splitting could not besac rificed a s Bulgin points

o ut: "T here is a big difference bet ween a good splitter and a fast sp li tter ... A

father's advice to his son o r any other beginn ing splitte r use d to be to leam how to

split weil and team how to split fast afterwards" ( 1979, 78-9)

Catching and clean ing fish at the height o f the seaso n was t re mendo usly

busy a nd hard work . Catches were often big, especi ally during the trapping season

when trap s were being hauled twice a day , and lar ge amounts of fish had to be

processed. The splitters and the rest of the crew worked incredibly long hours as
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Wilson Hayward 's memory of their trapping schedule indicates

We'd get out aro u nd 6:00 o'clock .", gel up around 5 :00you know ... and
get our breakfast. and we'd gel aboard OUT boat and we'd go out ... we'd
haul our traps and that, come back again, we used to bespl itt ing fish then
all day, in the evening we'd gel clear around 3:00 o 'cl ock, and we'd go on
again -- come in then with another load, ti e up 10 the stage and that , hoist it
up in the stage -. we'd be at it all night then till -- we might get a couple
hours rest •• you kno w -- GO ON AGAIN •• right steady at it. (NFM 
35136137)

Once fish was spl it, it fell into a t ub of wate r at the splitter's feet (s ee figure

1.7). A s hesplit he would give the fish in the tub an odd sl osh around wit h his

rubber boot to hel p wash off any blood o r slime though so m e purposely did not

wash fish before salting (Bu dgell 1979,4-5). This water w o uld be ch anged every

so etten and thc tub of s p lit fish carried up 10 the salting a rea, whic h in Bona vista

was generally a salting s tage, abo ve the high tide mark. Heber John Keel recalled

this steady movem ent o r fish and how two or more tubs were in const ant use; after

a full tub wasleft with t h e salter, an empty one w ould be p laced down bet w een the

handle bars, and carried back to sp litting table to be filled anew (MF· 21l).

Following the cl eaning a nd splitting of fish came the task of salting .

J.J Sa lting

Laura Whiffen: The salter. thesattervas the one to do the fish ... if you
d idn't have a good salter, y ou wou ldn't have ... good fish. (MF-14/1 5)

C larence Butt: Yeah, well thi s (sa lt ing] probab ly is one of the most
importan t steps to be consi dered in salting cod fish a nd, my father, I know
he salted cod fish a ll his li fe and h e was very partic u lar with the quan tity of
sa lt hegive il and how he spread the salt on it. (Butt 1979, 12)

The work of the salter was crucia l to the final quality of sa lt fish. Bot h men and

women were salters, but in the first third ofthis centu ry in Bonavista, il see med to
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be mainly the specially of women, especia lly in smallerhook and line operation s.

Bride Fitzgerald s tated: "Yes ... Sarah used to salt all her fish .• yes and me

M other, m y aunts and they, theyal l salt th eir !'ish ... yes, b oy, nomen used to snll

fis h then" (MF·617) . Gend er aside; where ver fish was made around the islan d.

sa lters played a ke y role in produci n g good quality fish(Bu lgfn1978 . 83-4). TOll

m uch salt would m ake the fish prone to salt burn andcause it to eas ily break apert

later on in thedryi ng phase. Too I i u le salt andthe fishwo uld turn souror go

sl imy afte r the sa lt waswashed out . T his was espe cially tr ue if jhc weather did

no t co-operateand thewate rhorsefish had to wait a numbe r of days before being

sp read, B ulBin po ints out th at ' the r e have been ma ny instances wher e fishermen

have had t o 'prong their fi sh over t h e flake,' a term which m eant to th row the

spoiled fis h away" when it went ba cl or go t ' snatc hy" beca use cl any combination

o f overly light salting and b ad weat her. Such fish was called "mung dungo" in

T willingate accord ing to B ulg in (1978 ,85).

Sa lti ng was a complex setof' techni ques tha t required laking a ccount of

nu merous variables , for example, fi s h size and thic kness, weatherco nd itions.

temperatu re and so forth. As with t h e cle a ning o f fish, speed was o f the essence

the faster th at fish got under salt the better. As noted, there werem an y kinds of

sa lt ing fro m heavy 10 light. Below I will describe initially the salting of the

pick led fish, Ihe typ e preva lent in Bonavista throug h 10lhe 19505. T h is type was

pe rneps the lightest salted fi sh of al l and re quited a number of peculiar technique s

and steps t hai diffe r from th e drysalting thai was d one in bulk s

Th e split washed fish calried from th e splitting table arrived in a half barrel

tu b to the salting s tage or s tore. Th i s tran s porting o f split fi sh 10 the salting s tage
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wasjust as heavy work as lhelugging of round fish 10the splitting table, but here

distances andclim bswere, in places like B onavist a, potentially muc h greate r. 1he

trip from thesplitting af ea to the sal ting stage was sometimes facil itated by the

greasing of surfaces ove r which th e tubs e t d.. m ight be ha uled. Wi llie Joh n

Randell described how some (rap crews h auled fish in tubs on a sm all sleig h affair

withg reased ru nners:

Ye ah, you 'd have a little rop e brid le in it sec and you could - a couple
fel lows towing th ree lubs a lime in stead o f bringing oneeh ... with th is one
y ou lake three eh, and bring them th e one time and you do it quicker and
no t take so many trips you know.. .. you pu t D bit of oldoil . what w e called
o ld oil ... onthat ... they u sed to re nder out the [cod] liver too. see, in the
b arrels eh. Well you put a - gel a b it of that and put on or a bit of liver
w hat come out o f the lish eh , just to grease it up see , but so me times you
h ad a job to stand up....bu t you co uld spread- you could leave that in the
m iddle, leave one fellow to get over there and the other fell o w get ove r here
eh , and you would n't walk on that y ou know like ..

th at'd be for trapme n, when you ha ve a lot offis h, you could do it a 101
quicker see? (NFM ·38139)

G enerally, the tab le tender- and w mcl imes the salte r would h e lp lug fish up

to the salt ing stage . Childr enwer-e also enlisted in this task , as was anyone at the

splitting table w ho had a spare mo ment, th ocgh the splitte r-andhea de r (who could

also cui throats while the culler w as hauli ng) would stay a t their more skille d

work. Th ere was a steady movem ent of ro und fish in from the boa t, into th e stage,

around the splitt ing table , and fina lly ending up, s plit, in the salting stage. Th e

hends, gu ts, and sound bones were fired out through the hole s in the floor a nd wall

by the splitter, to either rot for a w hile on the rocks below or set washed away by
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the se a (see fig ure 1.7 for a depiction o f both holes)."

The salt er and those helping her or him had two basic ste ps. First t he Iish

had to be carefully laid open wi th ils flesh up in orderly tiers in th e punch eons,

butts . puncheon tubs, and/or the barrels t hat wer e being used." Fish in p uncheons

and ba rrels were generally laid in a radi a l patte rn. with their tails toward t he centre

of the barrel (MF. 14/1S).

As each tier was laid away. the sa lter wou ld salt il and th e next tie r would

be pu t in place , either by the salte r or a helper. Laura Whi ffen. wh o helped her

moth er-in-law do this in the snlting stage of thei r fishing room, de scribed the

fresh ly washed and split fish, laid away in its container: "I liked to be loc kin g at

them 'cause they'd be so clean, and so w hile ... beautiful ... beautiful ...• (MF ·

1'"Th. I" unle g tho:lIt.l lt WCTC ,1oin@.lobo: sa ved fnr hu lT\III.ndI.... ri..e.. n~umptinn . - Fi..JI'l fa" " . "
\\ero: ofien " 'e n. fn:~ ... r ic::lkd. Ou ls " cn: a b o f""lUt:n11y ucd in p rdcns u' -ro~. purt ic::u Lnly
fot co bba s c. Ilel""CC'n the Ii~ orral rol lin@. hcnc .. lh .11the ,.(aFt durinl.' .... htic s. caplin .. nd .oIT.1
retun g in p-.J<:ra . nd in ..,.,ml'"lI .. and c:ud liver n: ndcrintt ..... ia "" nel. ia the hut .... a hu,.,. . ll -
r..hinl!- cOlllml n ily wu cal'l' l>!c nf rn l<!ucinS llOme d i>tinct i, ·c aruma..

~YooS a n: very lar@-c .... lCn i@-hl barrel.. u-ed scn er ally r... ..hi l'ri ns m.. lo"""",. They Ct",1dhe
UI' to appro~ill1lttclyli.'o: fccl in hcillht (l:'rc'll'e 19MI . 2(.) and cooltl h.. k1Mfw hcrc frtom 44 · 1411,., 11.. n..
tS10ry e t al. 1990.39 5-6) tho ugh in tht:~ in que.lio .... nin" ty p ll" n.. w•• an "PJ'",..ionote .. ...C1lll"=. i" c
lNfo·M· J4 ). A bull in l1on.1\1~", It:mIin.. l",y is a punc:he<.n ... "cd ..IT at . htllll tho: J'''' nmrk ' ors1i@.hll y
hi@.hcr(Wil""" Ha yward. !'CrMlttll Ct>rnmunic:alio n. 1992). Will ie Juhn WI,.k1l "" I<!lhal . ... , ltt I""
inc hes i. takcn " IT. ru ncht. n 10 IlYl o:a bull (N I' M·JJMn'J ). This . Ilt" lcnet! J"Unc: hl.~,n hn,. • l'Iider
"f"Clling end bolh mndilica li rnatk .. 1,i"8 o:;ui..,r. "~i8 I1y r,....." men Ev" n with hull,. . 1.. 0111<:0
dill o fie n required lOme kind o r . >lurl<iin order t.. ' C:l ch ol"",," inll' Ihe..: I. rg" hct" d . und p1"",hc" n .
(MF-6m.

Puncheo n tUM were hulf r unehenn., and were usc'" fnr man.... I'urro"e., e 'f'I.'<:i. lly fn r ".,h i "~

(is h III vericu v po iol.' in thc pfoec••i"ll . hut 01",) fur SlIlli,,@. li . h in (l:' rc:,,~ 19M!. 2(,·1J. liv" ry "pl i n~

. lI of 'he ","eo nl lli" enhooJto hc mode Tcady r"r""l lingo.Wiloonl ruy ".I'd oJ". c:ribc. ht:l"w '

you'oJ80:1her plimmetl up. yuu know. if i l he ... drie d up ... onc e ~"U p ut you, "''''1'''un .n d
dli\1: il on lighl you know, yo u lill it up ru ll of wltll:r, then Ihe wetcr uldhe e.. m itlg " ut .. f
il ... but . rtc,. couple dDY S il wou ld <;<la k .ntI Ihc ""KIlI wlIuld ~1 1'" rI<i re....y th..,n ... r...n il
the summet . (N~·M·)5fJ6IJ 1)
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14/15). In so me opera tions the salter w oul d g iv e the fish a furth e r washin g and in

such cases , the fishwas then left 10drai n a while before being sa lted (MF- I) .

Salting , althe m ost sup erficial le vel. invol ved th rowing han dfuls o f salt on

fish, but there was muc h more t o it than that. Each and every fish require d salt

and the amou nt used d epended upon the fish's size and th ickness an d its pl a cement

in the container (botto m. midd le, or top ) , as well, differe nt parts o f a fish re ceived

more or less sa lt. Considering how quic k ly salti ng went, an expe rienced salter

made m any decisions from instant to instant, assessing ea ch fish from vari o us

stand points . and then cast , usua lly by hand. mo re or less salt depending on the

fish's co nditio n. Aller a certain amount of traini ng and experienc e, such

assess me nt and technique became on one level, almost unconscious or seco nd

nature , as the following discussion with Laura and Doug Whiffen demonstrates:

LW: She [Laura's mothe r-in-law] reached us how to salt, h ow much to salt,
you know, you put the sa lt-

OW: [int errupts] The way youtake the sa lt in hand, like th at [gestures; both
Doug an d Laura speak at same time) ..

LW: She had th e salt in here and she had a bucke t (OW: ... they co u ld salt
fish yo u know) You'd be quick saltin g fi sh too, y ou know. Sheused to pu t
_. on the big ones - she'd put more on the bigon es than y o u would on the
small ones.

OW: Yeah, yeah.

MF: Ok I see, and the medium eh .

ow; Yo u had to know wha t·

LW; You had to know what 10 put on eh.

M F: And what about certa in parts of the fi sh· · did they g e t more o r less
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than other parts?

LW : Well [OW: Ri ght, yeah ] yes T h ick part s, thick pans gel more

OW : You m ostly put your salt on the thick part of th e fish eh. [LW; Y eah.
yeah ] ... yo u didn't want eny ,.. [unclear, cov ered by M rs. WhifTen's words
below ] on the thin, on the thin ··th e pi ckle to ok care o f that-

LW: You did n't want none o n the fins •• wou ldn'tgo on the fi ns ·· now, i f
it w a s ·· no w ifit was II big - if twas great b ig fish. y o u'dthrow alittle bi t
like that [g estures th e wayo ne would cast salt over fish). I'd see Mother
thro w a litt le bit lik e that. A nd it twa s great big fish in lhe butt cu....

MF: Ok, hu nb, and youjust got the fee! for it eb. you knew how much to
sort of thro w on-

LW : Yeah , she knew howmuch to p ut on. I used to look at he r ··1 use d to
lay th em away for her. (MF- 14/15)

The gesture that Mrs . Whiffen made t o show how her moiher-in -lawsa lt e d

was a key m oment in the a bove discussion an d in m any respect s cent ra l to the

w hole desc r iption . Her han d quick ly moving, tossin g imaginary salt o ver an

imaginary tier of fish encap sulated e xactly ho w an e xpert sa lter actua lly salted.

S alti ng can not be easily un derstood or learned through hearing or read ing this

de scription of it (o r by observing M rs. Whiffe n's im itations o f it in he r kitchen. for

t hat mailer). One aspect t hat becam e immed ia tely apparent from the g esture was

it s quickness, the rap idity w ith whic h the casting mot ions we re made, indicatin g

ho w quickly and how inst inc tively ( or by a fe el) tha t the wo r k wasdone. Mrs

Whiffen sai d the fo llowing whenI d rewatte n tion 10 this "fast motion of dropp i ng

the salt": "Y eah rig ht, yeah . You had 10 be a quick salter, d id n't you .. . keep the

fis h going y ou kno w" (MF-t4 /IS).
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This again highlights the importance of speed to the whole cleaning and

salting processes. Gett ing fish in under salt as fast as poss ible was critical. Like

Heber John Keel, Laura and Doug Whiffen drew attentio n to the need for quick

processing . from the momen t the fish were caught 10 the moment it got into the

pickle puncheon

Various rules or tricks applied 10 salting pickled fish: for example, big fish

were often put aside for laying away at the bottoms of puncheons. butts and barrels

(MF-14/15) and less sal t was generally used on these botto m layers, as it was

commonly known that the stronger concentrations of salt settled at the bottom of

thc container (Butt 1979, 12· 13; Frost 1979, 19; MF ·14/ 15; Miller 1979, g-9; Story

et al. 1990,395). The following comments from Heber John Keel sum it up

nicely:

Now with your pickle. it's only just so much [salt], and as you come up •.
your bigger fish you try to get down the bottom you see ... because the
bigger fish take more pickle you see, in longer- well you know- the lap
wouldn't take as much you see? What you do. as you come up, you
increase [the salt}, a little bit see as you come to the top, now on the
bottom. put all your- try to get your large if you could, pickle all your large,
put it on the bottom. because i t took longer you see, for the pickle to get
into this thick fish you see.

MF: So how long would it take- would you be filling it up over a few days,
one puncheon?

HJK: Oh no, no .~ no ... you try to put it all in. oh no, you try - whatever
you could you put in the one barrel you see. (MF~213)

The amount of salt required to pickle a certain amount of fish fell within

well defined limits. These ratios existed for many generations and were well

known. I have come across a range of ways of describing the ratio of salt to fish.
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These ratios were generally expressed in four different ways : fishing people

sometimes assessed sail and fish accord ing to the scale of the containers they used.

for example. a certain number of gallons of sail would successfully cure n

puncheon or butt of fish.2" This could easily he converted to the number of

gallons required 10 cure so many quintals of fish. since the number of quintals the

pickling containers would ultimately produce was also well known :'" As well. in

various other oral and historical sources, the ratios of i) a hogshead of salt to

quintals offi sh and ii) the number of hogsheads needed to salt 100 quintals of lish

were also common. These latter rules-of-thumb were clearly based on a much

larger scale and were very likely impractical for use on a daily basis. My sense

from talking with people and having compared these two basic scales of sall ing

was that ongoing convers ions betwee n the small-scale and large-sca le ratios were

probably not necessary for day-to-day practice. AI the end of a season some

comparison might have been made to assess how efficient or not the salting had

"'rbi schoic<:ofniiolllil!-hlhan:lkri\w fr..... lhcw. y I ..Lcd.t......ltho:i,"""_ ' ....1 is. I
fmjUCllll)' pulthe question in temts of how muo:;h saIl .\• • rc""ircd I" "lIll I ....11<', " I .. "f fi,",_ lin tlK'
other hi nd hlocd on the readincu wilh which pe<>pk were IIhlc I" "'f'I'l)' me with lhe 11'f""''1If;' to:
ril!UR:. ;t is my belief .... 1 this WI. I n csllhlishl: J fi~1In' in thcir min,h

-rtJcaccur.cyof thcocc"'ill1Dtc'unbc 51artlinl!-. .....l i5 ,-.:l"), much thc ll<lfln ",hL-rcp;"plc JIfIlJ ucc
Iarl!-cqUllnlitic-o"r . pn>oJuct.~p;cilllly \. hcn if5uncf..r"hich lbcy IIICro iJ hy the pit.'Ce. "l'hc
roIlo" -IIIl!- J'I1!viJ cs lIlI inolicati"" nf h,, " fi,h wlI5 \(cl'llrllck "r :

wh en Ihi5 luh WI' fil led [wuh ~I' lil fi.hl . Ihi. "'" 5 the li.he rmcn'. mcn' uremcnl " f lIM lf .
oorrul. Thc fi.hcrmcII wuuhl knll\\' hmy many hIInc L~ "f Ih h they "pilI IIII'IIY" IIIIIny 1~"lIc lIl",

lime Iml al"" for the whole !lC1I~nn 11)' cnunling.11K' eumbcr "f half harrch "lhc 51'Iillcr w"uM
usually kcep B lall} of th" number of l"h. hy Clillinl!-a "" Ieh f"r eaeh nne in l'l' iecc "r l ~"'Id

or.orne limc5 in the edge ofthe spliuing tuhle '" inthe l"ph,,,,roJuf lhc ",dt l'''''lLd, lfllle
pound\\'ercnc"rwhcrchcwu . lllnJinl!.t lhc ' l'lillinl!lahlc ,lJIul giIl 19711,11(1)

I hl!\'c !lCcnllooJIor hcaru or such IIIllr b"..nb in \'.ri"". c" mmulllt;,," 1I10"noJNcwf""noJl.n"' . I',.. .
disc"s"ionoflhis IHle nf prcci llCc. tirt\llliunwithn:fcrcnccl"lhe hcrt;ng fi.hcl}' " fl hel l"tt .h l.t.,. ..:c
lJutchcrI9g7. 11.
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been and then adjustment made, but this is speculation on my part. Finally,the

most important test was whether the day-to-day quality of the finished product was

satisfactory, but this had to be balanced against the price of salt. If a salter erred

consistently in her or his amounts to the heavy-salted s ide (which was a common

error made by young and inexpe rienced salters), but adjusted the fish-making so

that fish was not too salty. then adjustments might be in order whenever this was

discovered. At this time they might make usc of the large scale ratios." On the

other hand, many pickled fish operations consciously salted a little on the heavy

side in order to give themselves leeway if the weather became dam p.

Pickled fish, as noted, was the lightest of all cures and the earliest

"(ii\'~ n the rn chll~ ahovc ICl,I.an.linl!o Ihc'" rule-of-thumb ra lin., il wnuld he " pl imi.l ic, re rh"!" even
. uspo.:cl, lt, c lllim lhul lhc c" n\ 'el .illns und ihe reinied calculal ionl I have made back nndforth ootwcen
them arc ","t icular ly prllcise. T" beg in wilh, the hog. head is dclincu liS " mcesurc "I' ""pro.~ima tely
lilly iMlpcrill1llall"ns, hUI this varied rcg ulnrly llvcr lime and Irom placc 10 place , Fnr cMmr lc, onc
.IIurce frum L'hunge Islllnd. pu' a h<'g .h cad hel wcen 5Mto 60 gnllnns (Hudgell,I3), M"cPbc~,"n"IC"

thatthe meu!IlIrinj!.u l' .. lt by vctcmc i, unliqualedund i,\'cry un.a ti. faclory antl inexael , esf'Ceilll1y
givcnthe fuel lhul di lTelcnl vllrielie. had and havc different dcnsitics (1935,29-30 ). Furthcrmnre, a
quintal wususuully u mcn. urcarrlied 10 dried cod fish. aod wes eqcnlto a weight of 112 "o und•. [I
would ._Ccmthcrefore IMt when flCor le menlion lall to fish ml in. , and u.., the word quintal, Ihc)' ute
referring !<l ratios of ,,"11 v"lu me' to d ried weighl, lind $0, in fael,lhal amuunl of soli aClually cured a
much \Iolellter weig hl ,,( wut fish (ulunll)' a ratio of between on e 10 three Bod onc to l'ive). It a ppear~,

however, I",,'m the c~ "mple~ Ihal I Wll. provided with in the field, that some peop le did nOIu. e dried
weight, hUI rather "nil form ' It another o f ' green we i ~ht " twhcrhcr he fore or alle r 5lI1ling) for any
unmhcr " I' rca."ns. Thi. becomes ahundantl}' c1cnr if one calculates us ing dry weight: an unhelievably
~nwlll umuuntuf . alt\l' l'i.h ratins rc,u lt and bear liule or no relation 10 nny do<:umcnlnryor histcnc a l
estimate s. Thi. therefore re .JUircI tllM e cenversion Iactor from wet to dried fishbe . e!lled on, anothe r
\·arillhle nJ\i;;Il IUlI la'l!-cdcgrllCofl'aria lionrn.scd on lhcai?csandlhicknea'IClo f fi.h , IVCil.lhln l
ditl"crenlalngca inclcaninl!,and.n l'orth

l'urlhe ea leulations hclo\\', luseunaveruge ennvcrsionraclorofl103.5 {dry to wet weight),
auumbc r Ihut lilli , toward the lower co d of a range from 3105. This choice reflec ts an nllem!' l to
adjust.1il!hlly foTen "".whcTClhc wel fisllwc1ghl isbu scdonl'i.hnnlenlirclygullcd,hcaded,or."lil.
The pu inl remain"ho\\'e\'er, lhnl lrying to "'rl 0 111 hisloriellll<llltingrn lioaquickly llnd en. ily becomes
unwieldy , convoluted , and prone In . ign ificant degte es of error . Finally I wnuld argue tbut gi\ 'cn four
ecnillri.,. "f . uecc", fu l SlIlt·fi. h mukinB'on the c"as ts of Newfo undlnnd, lhal fl\:0p lc" lI.cuf..,ltWll.
preci"" and enic ien!. Mr, <;"n O'll tien of [lay [lulls. a salt-Fish mcrcb ent reculled thul only u .mall
I'creclllu!!-ll nfrc"f'lc tc!!-ulllrly moochndor "queer"lhhtMI' -20/21)
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reference I found 10 the amount of salt that pickled fish required slates that one

hogshead (approximately 50 imperial gallons) salted 14.3 quintals of fish (Anspach

1827,434):'2 Of seven other sources that provide an indication ofthe amounts of

salt required for pickling fish, two are very close to Anspach's number, that is. one

hogshead to fourteen quintals (Frost 1979, 19; Miller 1979, 8-9); Devine's ratio is

one hogshead to thirteen quintals (1990, 20); Perley record s an estimate of one

hogshead 10 twelve quintals, derived from two fishermen (1852. 94. 163-4); Mr.

Willie John Randell's memory was that a hogshead pickled betwee n fourteen and

sixteen quintals of fish (persona l communication, 1( 95). Wilson Hayward recalled

a ratio of one hogshead to approximately twelve quintal s of fish. The lowest

estim ate comes from the scientist, MacPherson, who doc s not seem to have done

significa nt amount s of research on pickled fish, He sugg ests a conservative

average of one hogshead for just over eleven quintals ( 1935, 32 ).'\ ·1 This is pretty

much in line with his othe r estimates that also tend to the conservative (8- 11)

Such variation can be understood from a number of vantage points. First,

in the censuses of 1911, 1921 and 1935 it was reported that there were over 13,000

fishi ng rooms around Newfound land and Labrador. Each of these represented a

small -scale individual processing operation, and each had its own salter. There is

'7hi ~ nll-urC i ~ in tum based upun An,pach's observationthut wuh pickling "u ,oviug i. llIIIllc " f
ncar three upon cllery ten hogsheads " f suit Ills l:nmpnrcd with dr)' or kCII<:h <lIllil1J!. which Il:'1uirc,J lell
hogsheeds te saltonc hundred quinlals ufn . hl" (IH27,4:n-4),lhut is ouc !lng, heud will snll "vc r
fourteen quintal- uf fish. A second figure of onl: hugshend fur I ~ quinlals c"mc. from Devine (1~')II ,

20). Thi. als.. com"latc s with ligures rf<widcd hy Ncw Ilruu. wil:k fi. h pickl"'," I" I....rl"y ( IKS! , '!l - .l~

163-(4 ), Thcrc , ll holf bu, hc! ln thC '1uintal wu u. cd, which ll'nrk, " Ul ln lllk' Ut l h"g.hc ndn f , olt Ii"
12 quiulal, of flsh or 11.33 hogsheads for 100 quintuls. Th", greater um"um " f ...11u,cd Ihcre mighl
hove tudo with lursc r fi. h a",lInr n ",ormcrelilllote.

»ru, IUller estimate i, likely very unccrtuin, u' r cnlcllMed it frum , Iil,lllily vague 1igme ~ in
Maerhcr""n'~ report
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no question that this stale of affairs led to variation in salt amounts, In many

respects, standardization of salt amounts, that is, rules of thumb for salting any

variety of salt fish from heavy to light salted, were exactly that •• guiding

principles tending to minimum requirements. People had little interest in wasting

salt through over-salting or in producing fish that was 10 0 salty and therefore of

low quality. Such rules of thumb in the case of salting were likely arrived at over

generations of fish-processing efforts in the Newfoundland context , dating back to

the 16th century.

It is clear that people were awa re th at different salters in Bonavista used

differing amounts of salt to cure fish and that there were various reasons for doing

so. Within any one operation, 1 believe it would be safe to assume that the older,

experienced salter of a crew instructed and demonstrated to the up and coming

salter(s) how to salt using the id iosync ratic amounts and techniques of their own

method.'l~ But even within a single operation, d ifferent amount s of salt were used

to pickle fish depending on weather forecasting, the time of year (for example, fall

weather was more unpredictable vts-o-vts drying conditions) (MF~1 4/1 5 ; NFM-

38/39).

Laura and Doug Whiffen made the point that different crews used more or

less salt. but that overall these differences were adjus ted for in a number of ways,

'~rhi~ i ~ not to 1<11}' th at "th~r experiences could nol influence their metho<l~ , Laura Whm"cn'~
mother-in-lu\\', Murtha, went down on the I.abrador liS a young git l to cook, on 0 floate r (small ll~hing

lICho" nel), and it Illls l.a Ufl\'s opinion thai she could have picked up the basics of salting fi~h a t that
lime. Murtha hnd nnl come from . fi.h ing fami ly a nd "0 likely hod liu te ptc viou. expu ricncc ot
1111 11<1'""' 11 practic e. Yel , n' ....lting l .aMudor Iloatcr fi ~h i ~ a much different hecvy salting I'rocc1~, it i .
unlikcl)· thnt Iho ~c sk itJ ' l run.relTl:d into her husband's ramily's orcra tion. As 1ikely, hcro\\'n mother
in-law.or whoever s alted in her hu~band'. ram ily '~ cre w, trained her in the ar t " r the ligh t pickli ng
technique. much O ~ Martha herself began to train l.lIura in the 1930•.
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primar ily by the length of lime that di fferent crews left fish in pickle .

LW: It wouldn't be so good if you had 10 leave it in pickle-

OW : If you- you know, some people we'll say. you know. when the salt
melt on thei r fish. right Mom, [LW: Yes, right] , you'd take it out. [LW :
You'd take it outl] Now some people probabl y ch, you know. might uh.
give it a littl e more sa il pro bably than others , and- and if lhey let that then
lie in the p ickle. that'd be more sa lty. ILW: Yeah, wo uldn't be gocd.]
Wou ldn't be good, see . [LW : Wou ldn't be good see.]

LW: Had to get it at the right time

o w ; ... you could salt fish a little bit on the hellvy side •• and [if] you !:lol it
out of pick le at the right time, it wouldn' t have the salt - they'd stil l hnvc
the right salt.

MF : It didn't matter, oh.

LW: Yeah... [words covered by Doug)

DW : And then probably light -salted . light-sa iled now . was better. we'll
say. if. probably ... leave them in a little longer. right Mom?

Lw . Yes, right, yea h. (MF- I4I15)

Th e reasons that one crew might use less or more salt than another also

varied. Attempting to save on sa lt wasone:

Oh - a lot of people used to have bad fish then yo u had to buy yo ur sail
you see? ... This is where a 101 of bad fish was ha lf enough a salt. And
then you could give it too much salt ... You had to be a- yo u know ... i f
you had to get it rig ht you had to be a good- expert o n salting pickled fish,
otherwise you had bad fish . (MF-2I3)

In addi tion, too fresh and fish wo uld rot in the sun, too much salt and rhc fish

would be prone 10 salt and sun burn : it would crack apart as it dried and turn very

white and hard, with the fccl of "cardboard" (Frost 1979. 19). It seemed thai some
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salters erred on the side of caution and salted a little heavier; th is provided a small

grace period if weather turned poo r for drying, though the ir fish co uld easily

become 100 salty. Other s who salted more lightly took a greater risk with the

weather. Such lightly pickl ed fish had to taken out of pickle and washed after

three or four days regardless of the weather in order to prevent it from going

sour."

With pickled fish. the length of time Ihat the fish remain ed in pickle was

remarkably standard, more so than with oth er types of mo re heavily salted fish.

Three 10 five days was the range that I was told oragain and again. with three and

feu, days being the norm . If fish was in pickle for five days various problems v 

for example, souring and oversalting -- were likely to be the result. T he warmer

the weather. the quicker and mo re eas ily the salt took to the fish and the faster the

pickle would sour. In such weathe r three days was sufficient and five days very

likely bad for fish

The techniques of salting clearly demanded that its practit ioners be

remarkably flexible in relation to any numbe r of factors. Salters had to be

constantly assess ing many variables, and adjusting the curing process at vario us

points from start to finish. As w ill become clear. this was also the case with

wash ing out and drying fish. As such. it was the sa lters and fish make rs who were

consistent, carefu l and const ant in their atte ntion to fish, from start to finish. who

ended up with a good prod uct

" Wurm t~l\\l"'mlur~~ hll~len~ '" the ~"u,in!!- pTl>ce~~ nn'" a conccncd cITo,1 wa~ mmlc to keep pickl ing
.tll l:l~' cu,,!. Thi ~ WIU mainl}' uccomplished b)' in.ul nring the TlI(I( of these building wilh growin!!-sod.
MlIn~' f'C"p le llalked with in ll"IlII, ' i~tll recalled thew sod wo f. and one such r'l(I( ca n be see n in figure
J.2
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New salters were apprenticed over a periodof years Older salters taught

through di rect demonstration , but observat ion or. the pan of younger train ees was

equally important Laura whiffen, a kind of apprentice member of her husband's

fam ily's crew in the 19305. was herself acqu iring sa lting knowledge and skills

She spoke above of Martha Whiffen teaching her "how 10salt a bit: of how much

salt was needed for different kinds of fish. but also. by watching, Laura was

clearly learning the techniques of quickly and efficiently salting fish from

observing Mart ha at the wo rk: as she said , "! used 10 look at her" (M F- 14/ IS)

William Well s or C bengc Islands in Notre Dame Bay stated: "A salter learned his

trade by observation . at first he usua lly made many mistakes." (Budgel l 1979, 4)

These errors usually resulted in the over-salting of fish and its winding up salt

burned (4).

To this point I have focused largely on the description of techniques and

practices and very little on the character and quality of the daily (and ollen nightly)

labours of cleaning, splitting, and salting fish. With the large and sometimes huge

catches of the caplin scull, the work also became incredibly laborious and cleaning

and salting crews were pushed to their limits. sometimes for days at a time.

Many people recalled working all through the night. in stages dimly lit by

smoking stage lamps, right through till dawn of the next morning, catching a quick

nap. or no nap at all . and ofTagain to haul traps or trawls again. This sort of

regimen sometimes went on for days at a time. Jebea and Vera Ryder of Lance

Cove recalled people falling asleep at their work. often continuing with the

motions of their particular job, and others falling asleep on their way off to bed at

dawn. Jabez commented wryly, "Hard racket for a l i v i ng. ~ P.K. Devine wrote in
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1915 of the labours of the shore crew on the Northeast Coast in the 18605 and 70s'

Sometimes the catch was so large that the work went on till morning.
Table hands were known to fall sound asleep, and still go on doing their
work. It is told of one famous woman header. Kitty L--y, that when the
work was all finished in the morning, she would wash down the splitting
table, and get up on it, would put up her skirts, and dance an Irish j ig to her
sing ing...

Lights in all the st ages around the harbour was a sigh t tha i filled the hearts
of all with joy . Seldom is it seen today. The illuminat ion from the cod oil
lamps. hung over the split ting table, sent its rays out ove r the calm water,
and .nade a golden sheen all along the waterfront, sometimes ti ll daw n. It
was the surest sign of a good fishery. Laughter and good-natured raillery
were heard in every stage, and a casual comer or stranger visiting the place
would say to himself, "Here are the happiest people on earth." (1990, 20-1)

People in Bonavista recalled these lit stages in all the little coves with much

the same feeling , When the fish was in, the work was "steady go." Other

historical commentators, go ing back to the 1670$, note this remarkably busy period

during the height or the summer fishing seaso n (Anspach 1827, 438-39~ Downi ng

1676, n.p.] . Mary Ann Martin recalled mea ls being brought dow n 10 meet the

fishing boat as it arrived at the stage head. This was done (0 save time (especially

when the stage and house were d istant from each other as they were in her case).

Again, the goal was to get the fish cleaned and salted as quick ly as possible (MF

I). Bill Godwin of Barr'd Islands, on Fogo Island, recalled his baby siste r being

brought down to the stage from the house to be breast fed by his mother (Pocius

1992,89)

Fish work was the top priori ty, but other tasks had 10 go on regardless, in

spare moments stolen here and there. Bride Fitzgera ld rememb ered her ferber, no

matter how tired after a day's fishing and cleaning, going to cut the grass in haying
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season; Laura Whiffen's mother-in-law would drag Laura up to the garden after n

full day's work, to get in a little weeding. Animals had 10 be tended. bread baked.

meals prepared. children seen to and so forth. Much of this was women's work.

Heber John Keel emphatically recalled that ~ 7'''1' 1l'rJ/1It'1I1t'000ked hanier than 111('

men ! Because rhey hal their daily work- rhey had to It'a~1t (DId 'hey had (0 dl"u,. ~

He related the following anecdote to reinforce this point.

Gosh, I can see poor old mother now, to the table . every now and then,
small fish eh, she'd chop off the puddock of Ihe fish, sec, right ful l of ceplin
eh? ... A small puddock, and throw out in the tub out there sec? Now you
know what you had to do -- when you see that going on you know what
you had to do. You had to come up here -- if it was twelve o'clock in the
night, with them three tubs on a car, and the dogs, for her cabbage , put it
on her cabbage, that was her fertilizer see? You know..

Now she'd be up next morning then, plant ing then, and putting that around.
heeling up the cabbage. (MF .2/ )

Fortunately, this working and living pace lasted between a month and" hal f

and two months of the year. Aftcr the ceplin scull. fish harvesting slackened 00'

considerably, and the long days and nights around the splitt ing table and on the

stage became less frequent. In communities and regions where the light salting of

fish was the primary mode, it must also be kept in mind that fish had to come out

of salt after the brief period of a few days for washing and then drying on the

flakes (exploration detailed in chapter 4) , It constituted a whole other kind of

work that was carried on (in carefully managed fashion) at the same time as the

fishing, cleaning and splitting. There was no question in the minds of the men and

women who did the work that, at times, the steady and intense labour demanded

by all of it verged on the brutal. This theme and the seemingly contradicto ry idea
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that somehow these times and the world of the salt fishery were positive or happy

continue to weave themselves through the accounts and memories that I turn to in

chapter four.

It is clear from the above descriptions and discussions that the first two

phases of processing salt fish .- cleani ng and salting •• were comp lex and

demanding tasks from start to finish. Careful attention to detail and technique

were balanced agains t processing the fish as quickly as possible to gCI it split and

under salt, especially in Ihe hal summer days and nights. Almost every step of thc

work, though appearing straig htforwa rd, required "a knack," practise, and

exper ience 10 perform it well. Some tasks. namely splitti ng and salt ing clearly

required a good deal of skill and long experience if high quality fish was to result

on a regular basis. Methods and skills were acquired through direct training of

cider fish-makers, by observation of them, and by trial and error. The splitters and

sa lters passed on and down their techniques and knowledge to the next generation,

as their parents had to Ihem, and so forth for many generations.

As well, it was obvious that every jo b demanded strength and the endurance

built up from childhood to maintain the hectic and intensive work of the summer

fishery. The men and women I talked with were equal to all of these requirements

of the salt fishery despite the onerousness of the work and for the most part set

about that work with diligence and with little complaint. In fact, it clearly had

some pleasant aspects, not least of which was the bustling, vital sense of

productivity that was renewed each spring and summer with the return of cod 10

their shores. In this sense, the salt-fish work was closely associated with much of

the work of the other primary food producing sector, agriculture. Fishing people's
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lives were intimately tied up with the rhythms of the seasons and the prolific sees.

and when the price of fish and the weather were decent. and people worked hard at

the multiplicity of other subsistence activities. they could look forward 10 a

comforta ble living

In chapter four I tum to the next phase of salt-fish processing, the outdoor

drying of fish on flakes. This was work that required a different sci of skills and

knowledge, relying more on careful and constant assessment nnd adjustment in

relation 10 weather conditions and the application of long-standing traditional

drying methods and expert knowledge, Drying the fish was also work that, in the

pickled fish communities, was generally carried out by and under the direct control

of shore crews made up primarily of women.



Chapter 4: Washing and Drying

The work of washing drying fish consti tuted a phase and set of practices distinct

from the earlier stages of processing. The work was as laborious as the cleaning

and salting phases , but the drying stage differed in a number of key respects with

regard to the skills. expertise, and pattern s of wark required . The keys to the

initial processing steps were speed and dexterity which were required to gel fish

off the water, cleaned, split correctly and under salt as quick ly as possible. The

making of salt fish required the careful application of a tremendou s body of

tradi tiona l knowledge. It required a continual assessment of the followin g

variab les: weather patterns; the amount of fish at various drying stages: the state

and quality of that fish; and the people available to carry out the various tasks

involved in the extended drying process (Budgell 1979, 11).\ After assess ing

these variables, fish makers had to make decisions and adjustment s in the fish

making process in order to ensure that they dried the largest amount of high

quali ty fish possible.

Fish makers needed to know the various steps and actua l techniqu es applied

10 the drying. They needed to know by the look and the feel of the fish when a

load was ready to move from one step to the next. They needed to be able to

ide ntify various threats that could cause the quality of the fish 10deterio rate and

they needed 10 know what steps to take once these threats were identified . It was

'Th i~ ~n"\\ [cdl!-e Dnd Ihc. c . kill. "CTC ooscd 011)'cnnl "r cxJ'tlricncc and Iraditionll[ 1'lI .~inJ!. on of
rhc knnw[cJ I!-" lind skill • •wcr l\la n~' l!-cl1Cmlinns. Tcchnique. lind lhe \crm;n ologie. u.c d 10 dcscr;he
d~'in!t II. h 1<)' J"lm I>ml nilll!, a p[untcrnf lhc mitl- 17Ihc enlur)', were repeated to me by the men end
wouwuwlmnuu.le lh h up l" lhc mid_20Ihecnl ll~' i lJll\~n inl! [(,7(,; 5CC appendi" 2). In lhcdcscriplion s
anJcilnli., tl. hd "\\, lhc reaJc r willlinuumixluTCofcl,,..,lyallicdhi.lll ricalandcl"lnlcmpo ral)'SIl urccs
-- Dc lcnrll:.lill\nny ln lhcn:mulkah1ccon lilluilyillcni:clil'clrudilinnal workpallcmsand IcchnilJUes
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this comp lex understanding of fish, learned via years of apprenticeship: and

experience, combined with a commitment to quality that made good fish and 11

good fish maker.

The basic steps of the drying phase were i) a washing of fish upon its

removal from salt; ii) a short period of piling to press out som e of the pick le nnd

water still on and in the fish; and iii) an extensive and comp lex drying singe which

involved numerous spreadings and pilings, Fish were piled using certain s pecific

methods at di fferent times. Drying could go on for as long as six weeks depending

on the weather, but more usually took two to three. The tirst few days afte r being

washed, fish was known as "weterhorse" or "waterhorse fish" lind was at its most

delicate, being very vulnerable to a number of threats. Beyond the waterhorsc

stage many of the worst threats, which included bacterial and fungal infections due

to damp weather and sunburn caused by hot sunny weather. were less imrnedintc.

Below I will describe the process of washing and dry ing snit fish, focusing

on the elements of traditional knowledge and technique thai were brought to bear

in the work. All of these techniques, the large body of knowledge grounding

them, and the attentiveness of the people making the fish we re all directed towards

one aim _. to bring pickled fish as close to a state of perfection as possible. Good

making gave light-salted fish a particular golden-amber hue (some describe it as n

"greenish cast") and a slightly soft or doughy feel. On the face of the fish salt

showed in a way that was described as "floury" by many (a lthough it could not be

IMy research in Bonavistu indicate. that young (usuully mmried) women lhul hcl""l!-cd1" ri~h i nl!
crews were "Oen infnrmal1y npprentic"d hy the senior Ib h maker " I' lheir ~hure crew, " nell their
mciber-in-laws . Thi. training seems 10 have begun in enrncst f"n"w inl!-their murrilll!-c" JI" " cver Illy
sample i,vcf}'.mnllsolhi.u.settinn i. highlyspcellllllil·e and mll.vapply morctnc...l lfllp"perll li" Il'
than to smaller hook and llno operatiees. Sec Sl:c ti"n4.1 I><;l"w
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brushed ofl) . Th e faces of excellent fish also had a smooth dry feel to them. All

of the qualities which ma de a perfect pickled fish were very well known to all

pick led fish makers and all of them worked towards emulati ng these, for lish with

such quali ties fetched a markedly better pric e when it was sold accordi ng 10 its

grade

Fish makers were working to produce a commodity that came close to being

a "handicratl" in terms of the technical requ irements and typ e of labou r that we nt

into its production (Alexa nder 19 77, 75). T he person in cha rge of the drying

operation was th us akin to any skilled craftsperson whose work involved the

careful experience d appllcetion of knowledge to a product over an extended period

of time (for exa mple, farmers , vintners, brewers , cheese make rs). The more

knowledgable and attenti ve the "sho re skipper" and her crew were, the better the

salt fish that res ulted. In this case I use the indefin ite prono un "her" for a good

reason, for it is clear that women were the almost invariabl y in charge of drying

pickled fish, Evidence I have come across from ot her areas suggests that wom en

were integral to drying all the other classes of fish as well.

After estab lishing that fact in the opening de scriptive section of the chapter

I will discuss som e of the reasons women were so involved in the drying process.

My reasons for do ing this arc twofo ld: as noted in the introduction to the thesis,

the contribution o f women to the fishery,the backbone of the Newfoun dland

economy for over four ce nturies, has been severely underrated for many years.

Seco nd, I believe that by assessing their cruc ial wo rk in that fishery, we begin to

uncover and understand th eir place wit hin their com munities, not to mention the
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communities themselves.'

Besides the long traditions of technique and expert knowledge. drying fish

was characterised by another se t o f traditions: hard and intensive physica l labo ur

were part and parcel of the dema nding work (just as they were in the cleaning and

salting phases) . One wo man I talked with stated that at certain t imes in the

summer, the busiest seaso n, even children look a back sea l to the primary

concerns - the fishery and gardens. These two occupations were essential in

providing a liveli hood for these same children in the com ing winter .

As noted in previous chapters, for hundreds of yea rs at the height of the

caplin scull through late June and early July, people frequently w orked literally

around the clock at the fish, their gardens and at maintaining thei r households

(Anspach 1827, 438· 39; Devine 1990, 20.[ ; Downing 1676). People laboured

hard and long striving to get ah ead through the fishing season, bu t generally they

managed to maintain a standard of living j ust above subs istence. Men and women

worked constantly to ensure that their fami lies remained as far ab ove that line as

possible. Despite the tremendo us physical deman ds and meagre returns, many of

the women and men I t alked w ith recalled with pleasure various aspects of their

work. There is no denying th is fact. Many enjoyed be ing outdo ors in the

sunshine and fresh air, engaged in work that was varied and com plex enough to

remain interestin g espec ially whe n mixed with other tasks. Many were very proud

of the top qua lity salt fish they produced through skill and hard work. It was

'As n"tea in the intmducl i"n, in the lu, t fil\eell or "" year, mueh imp"rtuill w", k " " w" llleu', ",lc~
in Ncwf"un ,Uand has been Ilccumplishc d und it c"ntin uo:' tn I!" un -- thi.~ i, l' smull cnnlrihulu>IIhy
ccmpanson
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certainly more interesting and less "tiresorne'" than the mechan ized repetitive work

of the fish plants that came later.

Finally however , not one single fishing person I talked with could reconcile

the overall strenuous demands of the salt fishery with the small return they

received for that labour. This might have had somet hing to do with the fact that

many of them came of age in the Depression years -- the hardesttimes in living

memory, but it is clea r that life in the salt fishery was always a daunting

propositionin various respects.

Given the people's memories of the Depression and the mechanization Ihat

came with thc fresh fish plants in the 19505, it is little wonder that people did not

need much inducement to switch to fresh fish or leave the fishing industry

altogether. This exodus from the salt fishery speaks volumes about fishing

people's perceptions of mercantile capitalism (and about many of its realities). It

10 0 had a long traditio n of more or less unfair practices and economic distribution ,

This receives full treatment in chapter six, but 1 conclude this chapter with a

preliminary consideration of the basic tensions betwee n the positive and negative

forces at work within the industry and its communities .

4.1 Fish Makers: The Centrality of Women

With the pickled fish in Bonavista and many other places in Newfoundland,

the washing and drying work was carried out by shore crews in which women

played an integral role from the 1920s to the 19505 (and, my impression is, for

many preceding generations as well). As the fish moved further onto Ihe land and

'A~ l.ouro Whifiim, whu <.li<.l" " til ~ind. or \\'(}r~ , pUI it {(lC~lnol communication, 1995)
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away from the wa ter (the domain of men), women became more and more c entral

to its processing . This a pplies es pecially where pick led or o ther li gh tly salt ed fish

was made . Women organ ized and oversaw the 'ma k ing' of fish. For the three or

four gen erations preceding its dem ise, women were almost e ntirely in charge of the

drying of pickled fish in many comm uniti es on the east coast where it domin ated

as a meth od. Men and c h ildren w ere called on to a lesser d egree a nd usually in

timesof anemergency when weatherthreatenedthe fish(and therefore everyone's

liveliho ods) or for big tasks such as prepa ring a large load of fish fo r shiprnenttn

the merchant. Wome n m a de other types o f heavier salted fi sh as well . but men

were likely to play more s ignifica nt roles in these p rocesses .

The woman-cent red nature of this wore was describe d oyer a nd oyer again

during my fieldw ork and in many other p rimary and secondary doc umentary

sources (Anspach 1810; B ulgin 1978, 9 1 ~ Budgell 1979,5; Cadigan 11)95.5 1-];

Devine 1990,1 9-2 3; Frost 1979. 15; Hatcher 1978 . 2; Juke s 1993. 27; Mill er

1979, 9-1 0; Murray 1979. 12-]6;N eis 1993 , 190; Porte r 1993 , 47-49; Rixon 1981,

1 2-1 ]) . ~ The women and men I talked with freque nt ly and forcefull y stressed the

role of wo men in making fish. Mr. Hum phries of Ca pe Free ls stated . "The women

' Iii . imporlunl 10 n"t ~ lh~t t his li,t re prcsents " wideec"gr"l'hi~ runge " f I ,,~ u l i nn•. Tukc n willi
Ihe mnge of l<lCu lc. covered by my own fiehiwork, il can :<llfely lie "lIid that women were intc gr.llll
drying fish (and frequen tly salting al\lJdeuning il 1m .) in ~"l1lmunitic, in c~el)' blly lind ..\n" l!-every
C<1lI~1 of the i.land an d 1.1Ihtado r although there muy IlII~"l1le p lac e. such I'" IlleSouthern Shme WIICIC
women were 'Io mcwha l lc", in vo lved in th e nvernll prnee!\.. ing . (This nec d s funhe r ill\'c~l igllti"n J III
the coo-trup I1sbcry where euminil" were h igher und in s ome h.. " k and Iinc "r~lu t i ' Hl' ill H" n;,vi. lu.
yo un!; wome n were ofte n hired D.' d"me~ti." 10 mind SIn,,1Ichildren lind to ~'Mlk lin d c!enll, Thi.
nHo....,cd the Women mem""" o f the [i.h in \! opeTati" n lu c" ""entT"le en mu \.:inllli !lh (1.11"111Whiffe n.
MF·14/ 1:5; Fro~l 1979 , 16; Miller 1979. 2 -3 ; Murroy 1979, ')x) , trel .. , hcl l"'d to fu rther Ifuin yliLing
,,"omen in the indi. pc nsnhle ski ll. llr manag ingIIh(luscl~,kJ ,'I ul . •. !'llmcthillg Ihey ..."uld like ly hllw
to he ahlc to do withi n ~ fell' ycar~ inthcir II",nhume. (if they married) . The "Iher main funetillll fll
thi• •hipped leboer sccmsto have been '0reheve raTcntsor the sUPJ'I<,rt .. fd uullhl e rs,Nei s I'J'JJ, I"JJI
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worked like slaves. When we'd be gonefis hingthey' d wash it out ... and spre ad it

o n the fl akes" (Rixon 198 1, 12). Bennett March o f Brownsdale, Tr in ity Bay

s ummed up the w ork of hi s mothe r, a salte r and fish maker. in the fo llowing way:

"My mo ther, she sa lted •• and ... sh e almost lived ov er on the flake" (NFM-30).

Th is sent iment w as echoed almost exactly by Mr. Geo rgeGroves of Bonavis ta who

slated th at both h is mother and his wife "li ved on the flake" ( Crewe 1981,14).

Bride Fitzgerald remembered herfather, Dan, of Spiflars Cove having the

odd argume nt with Bride's mother over no t helping with the fl ake wo rk. Whe n

accused o f laziness he would reply . "Agne s n. I goes oul and catches the fish , I'm

not going 10 make them o n the land.' Bride also rec a lled that if her mother was

sick, her father and brothe rs "hard ly ever come out o n the fla ke " to hel p her with

th e fish. "And M om .., she used to bawl at them. and she sa id. 'You're just t oo

lazy for to eetl'" Dan repl ied," ' W ell that's not ou r j ob you know. When we

br ing it to the land for you, you's got 10make it' " ( M F.(j(7) . Bulgin comme nts

t hatth ere was an o ld saying in Twilfiegete , "The m en ketch [sic] it a nd the

women m ake it'" (1 978, 9 1) ,

Part of the reason that wom en were the main makers o f pickled and other

lig bt-salte d fish was due to its quic k curing in fhe sa lt ing phase, Every three to

fi ve days fish wh ic h was be ing pic k led had to be washed out and mo ved onto the

flakes. Wi th light -sailed fi sh "dry-salted" in bulks o r pounds. that pe riod last e d

an ywher e from ap proximate ly five to twent y-one days making it poss ible for men

to be mor e involved in the processin g." When men w ere heavily engage d on th e

~ I"wcn:r, al lcn ~1 two ""urcc~ claim tha t 100lig h te st dry·..altc d cud co uld bein un der salt C(lrn~
1ill le . o thr ee Jilp (B ud gcll 1979, S: John Felt hllm, pe rsonal com municDlion , 1995.) An ulhcr very cully
""UICCdn imo lllcnl}' fou r hours (Cullin.. 1(,82, 9)) , G 'iventhe fac t IMI nll ot her sourc es elaim such a
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wate r almost ev ery day, especiall y during the summer fishery , women made up the

shore crews ar ound most of the island. Later on in the sum mer and into the fall liS

the fishing slac kened o ff somewhat and there were more day s of rough weath er,

men could and often did play II larger rol e in the washing and making of fish .

However, wom en clearly did the bulk o f this crucial and laborious shore work

through the summer and the fall .

My research with women, although limited in breadth (sec chapter two).

indicat ed that th e work th ey did was gov erned by II number of patterns, at least in

certa in kinds of crews. With larg er ope rations, in this case those organized around

cod-traps. group s of women worked their flakes together. These women were

gene ra lly relat ed, usually by marr iage. Various arrangement s were possible , but a

general rule seem s to have been that the wives of the sharemen in a crew worked

together at dryin g fish. though often it was only sharemen who were more direct

kin of the trap owner-ope rator (th at is sons) whose wives to ok part." Regardl ess of

this. in the sho re crews of trappin g operations, two to three women worked

together to mak e fish. T he most experienced and/or senio r of these women

generally directed this work.

Laura Wh iffen w ho made fish from 1931 to 1955 in Old Cove (see figure

3.2) described her mothe r-in-law , Martha, as one such person. On their flak es

~ricf perin<! and th al lllc cu mmenlalnr se ems neve r In 1I1I\'e hee" I" Newfoundland . Ihe claim i,
.nme whul dubious

' It ha. bee" , e porl"..! tha t in eerlai" pl. ees, young wumen wh" were , hil,,,,,d In heuer-olT I,milie ,
u dom e.l ies ofte n helped on the nakes (Neis 1993 , 192). In the e", e, ,,1'Ihis e""n umie rclul i,m.hip
lhal I came across. a. well as in I'pri,m, dneum"nl ury SUOI"e" , ""rvunl l,tirls were emp l"yed tu l Ull Ihe
domestic sphere. Illlnwing the women o f Ihe fishing n[1Cruti"n I" wOlk the nukes Sec f"nln" te five
above
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Mart ha was "the director" of activities . She made the decisions and assessed the

weather in consultation with known forecasters (Devine 1990, 23 ). Marth a also

ga ve directions to he r daughte rs-in-la w as she had once been g iven them byher

own mother-in -law -- and the se were acts which formed an ong o ing, unbr oken

pro cess of training for nume ro us gene rations . Laura stated that it look two to t hree

yea rs on the Ilakes before she consider ed herself anywhere near as qua lified or

comp etent as Martha

In sma ller hook-and-lin e opera tions. sh ore crews often consisted of just one

wom an work ing at times wit h her husb and a nd children to mak e fish. M ary Ann

Mart in's mother was the main splitter, salter, and fish maker of her famil y's

operation. Mary Ann recalled her wo rking th eir two Oakes, mo re or less on her

ow n. This was not unusual (M urray 1979. 14 ).

In these smaller scale operations , the fish-making apprenti ceships were

likel y not so clearly defined o r necessa rily compl ete as described above for Laura

Wh itTen. In my fieldwork w ith women I spent a good deal of tim e attempting to

asc ertain the training process that gir ls experienced or went thro ugh to prepare

them for flake work. Interesti ngly enough. m ost of the women I talked with

rece ived lillie detailed training as girls (MF-17/18; MF-1 4/15; MF -4/S; MF· l).

Chil dren gen erally were expec ted to and did help out w hen rain threatened (Murray

1979, 38). but the majority of the wo men I ta lked with did not p articipate much in

labour or tra ining until after marri age. This speculative finding may have been the

sim ple result of a sma ll sample though there is also some documen tary evidence

(see footnote live). Four of the five wo men w hom I ask ed said they were not

expe cted to help on the flakes on a dai ly apprenticeship basis du ring thei r
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girlhoods . Of these fou r. two w ere con nected to hook-a nd lire-o p e rations (MF.

141 1 S~ Mf· I). Only one woman . Bride Fitzgerald ofSpilJan I'cve, n:calle ddoi ng

a good dealof flake wo rk as a y o ung girl

One possible reason fOl' th is is thai training in othe r crucial tasks -

garden ing and domestic spheres for example - took place in the y o unger y ears

Anothe r intriguing ccnce pt thet I came acr oss was thaIyo ung girls were e n listed10

dry many barre ls of ca plin during the summer fo r dog-rood (MF· 17/ 18; Mu rray

1979). This could have been a p relimina ry training for lat er fish-m aking -

practis ing, as it were, o n products notdir ectly co nnected to importa nt earni ngs

Mary Ann Martin point ed out th at in her family 's hook-and- line operati on. the

childre n were not often entrusted with th e daily workof m aking fish and we re

often sco lded for sloppy workwhen they did hel p out (MF-Il. The making offis h

was in many w ays a ve ry serious business andd emanded serious attention , a

mailer I will tum to in a momen t

In addition to making fis h women were required to perform a whole rnngc

of othe r tasks including cooking , cleaning, knilli ng, sewing, berry- p icking.

gardening and, child and elder car e. The following quote from Mrs. Hump hries,

origina lly of Cape free ls , evokes the sense of her daily rou nd duri ng lhe fishinH

· We work ed almost as ha rd as the men ... when the y come in from fishing,
we used to got to work to get thei r break fast. The n we'd go down to ihe
stage. I used to head mos t of the fish, yo u know.... I used to like to be~I

heading the fish e h. My sister-in-Jawused to cut th e throat s , you kn ow
When we get tha t put away. the m en used to 130 on again. W e'd be up to
the house scrubbing on t he board our clothes, making a bit of bread , cakes.
stuff like that you know; sometime s in the Harden. hauling th e weed out of
the potat oes and th at We worked hard you know. We'd be at ihe g rllS5 ..'
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trying to get I bi t (or the horses for thewinter, you know.... When t hey'd
get the fish, Ihen , well. we usedto washt he fish.. bring it out and spread
the fish andgo back for m ore.

To put a bit ar breed in t he oven, it's not like ii's now, just t um lite bullon
•.. we used tn put a couple of bille ts of wood in and go down [to the wharf]
and when we th in k thebr ead be b aked. ha ve to com e upand wash h ands.
take pinny ofL . takebrea d out and go do wn at it ag ain. There's no stop. I
suppose we start in June to Septe m ber. eb .... We'd ma ke fish to Octobe r
month som e years, you know .... Scrubbing on the b o ard used 10be b ad, you
know, scrubbing cl othes. No was her. I only had a washer three yea r before
I came in here [c a me in to 51.Joh n's, circa 1962] , . Used to lake the kids in
little ro und baske ts and lake them down to the flakes, put them on the flake
till you gel Ike fish spread .... The samething at the gardens , take th e kids
up in thi s lillie rou nd basket and put them down, g ive them so mething to
eat. .. I really wo rked hard all my life, you know, h ar der tha n I works now,
you know ." (Rixo n 1981, 13)

Many of the wom en of Bonavista who wo rked maki ng fish and had no one

10 min d their infant child ren wo u ld bring themup on the fl akes whi le they worked.

Laura WbilTen recalls them using butts for p1ay· pens .

Toddlers - well t hey'd bri ng lhem up- I tell you .- the litt le toddlers, they
have a - well it was I butt - that high, la ... she'd b ring the m up - and it
wasa clean one, you kno w , and p ut them in I butt. Andthey'd give them
play thin gs - they'd play t here - th ey was quiet hul e child re n -tho se
was.... an d they'd ptay there in tha t tub till they'd ge t the fish done a nd then
they'd caTTY them up. (MF - 14J15)

Hubert Moutan d of Bonavista re ca lled his wifecanying their son up on the flakes

in II box (Crewe 1981,23). Mrs. Melita G uy also heard that wome n would use

punche on tubs a nd often gave babies a "s uger lit" (sugar w rapped i n gauze) as a

pacifier (MF·17 ), A\ soon as there were s iblings old enough to mind young er

sisters a nd brothers, parenta l baby-siltin g was no longer nec essary.

It is important to ccnelude this sec t ion wi" t .:ome fin al remarks about how
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serio us dl)'ing fish was This work of w omen substantially increased the value or

the fi sh - a fact too often overlooked.' The pro per was hing and drying of the fis h

were critica l to making I living in the salt fishery.' Because of th is importance.

fish m aking took on s ignificance in rel a tion to community status (Small 1979.48

SO). Women being th e Itcy act ors in th at work derived stl tus from it. W ilson

Hayward desc ribed to me one day that the wom en fish makers in his

neig h bourhood were very awa re of'the i r status and workcd hard to produ ce good

look in g, good quality fish -- the qualit y of that work defi ned them on some basic

leve ls in relat ion to the ir peers and ne ig hbours. Keeping anorderly, tidy nuke,

laking good care of the fish day in and day out were all mailers that effec ted

perso nal ide n tity. statu s and esteem (mu ch like keeping an orderly house hold did

and d oes- see forone example, Murray 1979, 34). Whe n I asked him i f certain

wom en were known for their fish, he responded immed iately -- "Youknow they

were! " Whe n their fish wasgraded an d sold to the me rchants, it didnot take lon g

for the report of how it had fared to circulate thr ough th e neighbourhood. Laura

WhitTen asserted lhat her mother -in-law, Marth a, was known to be anexcellent

fish m aker on the Ca pe. Clea rly fish m aking was impo rtanl to fishing women's

sense of thei r selves in their communit ies

"A ndrew 19 69, Antler 1977, and Anller end l"ori. 19 7'J, 14'M U lire Ihree e"'cel~i"l1~

·P eo ple we re cutcful, for e ~ompl e, withriNh in fellit iu n t" ' ''f'Cnllinl,l' with it during the '11I11011e( on
lreol ~ or luxuric ~, Melito (J UI' relaled hnw her gr onclnl" ther u. direct", "r the "!'C roli",,',. HI,le '"'U, the
only pcrlMln allo wed II>give lhem (1111 chilJren) Ihe ,"Mfj"h '" lske I" till: mcrchlllll'" t" huy cln,ly.
Thi~ did not hlll'P"" lhat o ften Ind w" " a '!"'Cia l t","t (MF. 1111Kj, Jllhcl Ryde ( mcnlinnc J tlwl llo"
n. kes orten hod il"lc. on the ir ramp•• u.tcnsih ly In keep dOlls" rr, hut be ,...teu t loll they 0 1"" JI" ,",e J
down b ralen youIIl! men try ini.ll" make torrWilh II (c.. Iis h r,l(I purclll.o..:. I Ie menl~ m,,11 hi. r. lhel
chastis ing Ind eha sin!!thc!Ie youn!!men (Orr the n akc. from lime In ti me fMI.....'S ' II i, c lea' Ibar r. 'Ol1
could not hc sq Ullndetcd.
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This work was also carried out along w ith a whole range of other duties

from child care, cooki ng, and cleaning to gard ening, ber ry-pick ing and d rying ha y

(the latter items of thi s list o fte n gene rating pr oducts fo r sale as well as d omesti c

cons umption). Heber John Keel echoe d the se ntiments of many others: "The

women work ed harde r than th e men! Because they had their da ily work - they ha d

to wash and they had 10 clean ... No, t hey had a hard life boy, the wom e n had a

hard life,w orse than what th e men had.M

4.2 Fish Making: Wash ing and Drying

The following concise description of m ak ing pick led lis h by Wils on

Hay ward of Bonavist a provides a fine starting point for a more elaborate

disc ussion on the intr icacies ofthe var ious steps ofthe process.

Pick led fish was the best ... it w as a d ifferent fish altogether ... tw as not so
much salt into u-. you know -- and you 'd just g ive it the amount of salt
that you [could] take it out we'll say in 3 days, 4 days, ev en if twas there in
Sdays , Iwouldn 't hurt -- but yo u usually lake it o ut in 4 days and you was h
it, yo u wash it all clea n, and yo u take it on your flakes, you spread it on the
boughs .- we used to have our fl akes covered wi th flat bo ughs -- you know
you take the limbs off the trees now during th e summ er the leav es used
to dro p off when they'd dry and then the wind blow up undern eath it, up
through the boughs and that on the flakes, you kn ow, you make excellent
fish -- you take it up in what they call faggots fi rsl, 3 or 4 fish on each
other, and the n when it dry a bi t more, you put it in bigg er faggo ts, you
cover it over. Then after a couple days, good dry ing days, you put it in a
pile, what they called a pile .- h e'd be ro und. An d you kee p it the re then
for a couple days, you "o ver it o ver with the rind s you c ut 01Tof th e trees
you kn ow and that. Y ou cover it over, now it used to wo rk there, and w he n
it come out of thai it wo uld be fl attened right ou t, you kno w, and the fish' d
be wo rked and that, you spread it cut then, you carry it in your s to re, then
and good bye. then unt il you ge t ready for 10 shi p ... you put it o u t before
you shipped. We used to have th e flakes full and we spread it on the beach
and ca rry it down on th e beach and that then we have truck s come from th e
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m erchants you know on h orse and cart (NFM ·3S/3 61J1)

Thefirs t two steps of washing and lugging the lish were particula rly onerou s IlI\d

for the m ost part disliked by those who h ad 10 do them( M iller 197 9, Il)

W ashing fishwas sloppy. dirt)' and heavy work th at involv ed the constant

hauling of cop ious amo unts of water and a tremendous am ount o f bending to

worko n the fis h . Sea water was usually used, bUI in loca tions w he re fresh WIller

was read ily ava ilable a nd seawa ter was a t too grea t a hau ling dist a nce, fres h was

frequen tl y resort ed 10. Both Bride Fitzge rald and Mary Ann Mart in helped haul

fresh water from nearby streams to wash fish. T his was heavy e nough wo rk in

itself. M rs. M art in said that near ly everyone in O rates Cove whe re shegrew tip

used fre sh wate r 10wash waterhorse (MF - I). Wo men in Bonavist a who d id lISC

sea wate r had th e extra hauling d istance f rom the stage hea d back to the sa lli nw

stage.

Laura W hiITen's crew used sea wat er and w ashed a Wood a mount of fish in

the pickling tub s and buus them selves, as she explains:

W en the first we 'd do, w e wash out the fish - we ll wewas h ouI th c fish,
and we carry it up 100[to theflak e] , when the men beon t he wate r, bul
w hen the men'd be there, they'd c a rry up some. A nd we'd spread it - we
sail it first, you know ...

w e wash it out wi th wate r, salt w a ter - d raw 11up on the s tagehea d , we
u sed to call it a stage hea d . And we 'd dra w it up and put th at in [on the
fi sh], m a ke a litt le hole, w e'd dip o ut the pi ckle firs t, and whe n we'd makc a
h ole in t he butt a nd we p ut the wa ter in and we'd wash it. Andthe n when
t h at'd (w ater) get dirty ... we dip out the o ther wate r and w e pUI mo re in the
pun cheon , added clean An d we p ut more water in it, clea n water.

M F; so yo u put th e water right on to the fi sh as yo u were washing it , in the
butt that they we re in ..
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LW: Y eah, w ell lt ell you what we'd do now- we'd take up the ti rst laye r
of fish thai was in the b utt .• or two layers and we'd put it to one si de. An d
we'd d ip up- we'd make a hole th e re and then we'd dip o ut the pick le, the
dirty pi ckle _. then we'd throw the water in, fresh water in , and we 'd wash
001Ina ! with a cloth an d have that clean . So we'd put it in tubs. Well,thc
next fi sh , the n ext coup le tiers th e n, we d o ne in the butt, down in th e
punche on tub, then we d ip out m or e wate r, what we cou ld dip, all th e dirty
water then we'd put more water in , fresh water, and we'd wash out t hat.
ThaI's like we wash out our fish .

MF: Ok , work yourway down.

LW ... y ou work your w ay down .

MF: So you wouldn't tak e it from the bu tt and pu t into a nother tub or
anything?

LW: No, no. S ometime s wewo u ld now -. we have a great big bu tt , but
this be a short- short- w he n we ha d the pu ncheon tub ·· we called it the
puncheon tub. We'd uh, do that ourse lves you k now. But when we had a
bull, we used to have to take it o ut, for fre sh water .

Mf : O k, because it wo uld be too deep?

LW: It 'd be 100 deep to wash. (M F·14/1 5)

Fish in Bonavista was most often washe d in tubs genera lly of th e puncheo n

variety ~ which were lar ge with wide ope n ings a nd accommodate d a good m any fis h

at the same tirne." W ashers us ed various tools a nd implements wuh whic h to

scrub an d was h . The most usua l was a c lean scrap of cl oth, freq uently co tton.

'"In mnny pine",. ill N",wf"undlan,j n mIlCh ll1rger contoiner often coiled a ", um.hom" wa s u!lC<l , II
\\'a~ n tu rlle ICClollllular ho~. hi ~ enough rOf a fe w people 10 stand in, wilh boord . nailed for enough
al..utto u lloll' wa ter to droillll ll'ay ea ail» . The ra msh ern was actually placed in the water e ithe r an a
heach or lo\\'crC" h~' "'IIC~ owr the aide . of .chuo nc,", Fitih " ., placed in the walCI in the rnmslwm
alldthe woshe,. gol duwn in ilwith the fish to \\Iosh them. Remshoms were gener ally used in the
,'IT,I'M'" or!>llllk. li .<llCl'1· und in ptnces with bcachc. They weIck." pmclicol in rock}'or s teep
1,>caliun"
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M ary Ann Martin's family of Grates Cove used cloths and mop s that me n made in

the winte r time, a nd which she des c ribed this way:

MAM: The y used to have t hos e mops ... they 'd make [themJ- th ey'd make .
- that was th e winter's trade -- 10 get the mops ready . .. Yeah. Th en they'd
clean it wit h the mops.

MF: And w hat were they lik e, what were the mops like?

MAM: Ob, just made out of like jeans, old jeans, cut out or something lik e
that you kn ow.

MF: Ok, stri ps of7

M AM: Yeah , and it was made and cu t right rou nd? It wasround jusl lik e II

d in ne r plate, as big as that [ges tures to plate] and as thic k as that [gesture s
aga in] ... a nd a handl e in it ... a long han dle -- Iikc a mop ye n know. like 11

bo u ght mop ... And they used to wash the fis h with that ... The y used to
have a lot o f mops made. Fi ve or six I suppose. (MF· I)

Bu lgin list s a numbe r of other scrubb ing implements: setups of linnet fr o m

fish nets, o ld vamps (woolen socks ), scrubbing brushes, cloths , brin bags nailed

together a nd fastened to a short ha nd le and s o on. Som e people scrub bed the backs

of fish on other fish, though many regarded t hi s as ba d for the final quality of t he

fish. Ma ny also thought thai too ha rsh an im plement roughened the face of the

fi sh. The most comm on were vamps and cloths as they cleaned more gelltly

D ifferent operatio ns favoured diffe rent lools and was hing me thods (Bulgin 1978 .

87·8 ).

Fish had to be washed to re m ove a nu m ber of substances. Firs t of atl

washing re moved pickle and any rem aining salt . If lel\ on t he fish, th is salt cou ld

lead to sa lt -bum when the fish was being dried, leav ing it wh ite or "p ic kly· as

B ulgin describes it (1978, 88). Blood stains were a lso scrub bed off, a s well as
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various kinds of slub or "scurf" that coaled fish at different times of year and the

black skin on the napes (up near the fins) . This latter practice, sometimes called

whitenaping (MacPherso n 1935,25-6), might also be carried c ut before salting.

Some crews did not bothe r or did not have the time, especially during the busy

season (see figure 3.8 which depicts three fish, one that has been partly whi tcnaped

and two that have not). T hose who did do whi tenaping generally improved the

quality of their fish. Mary Ann Martin's family hook-and-line crew did take the

time to do it:

MAM: Well they had- they had a puncheon, they used to keep, uh, what
they used to call their butts ... a puncheon sawed in two? ... They used to
call that the butt. And they'd fill that with clean water, and then they put
the fish into that, and wash it with that. Sometimes Grand father took a big
board dow n, square, yo u know? Fit it on the- put the fish on and wash it
like that? And everything had to be cleaned ofT -- the black on the sides ,,'
clean as anything

MF: And the black was from the skin or was that the blood?

MAM : No, that was jus t the bit of black was on the side of the fish, the fin
and .., all that had to be cleaned [MF: taken om] Oh yes , and it twculd be
white as snow when it would be washed [MF: the flesh?] Yeah. (MF-I)

The amoun t of pickled fish that was washed out at anyone time depended

on how much fish was being caught. According 10 one person I ta lked with, an

operatio n with three or four wo men making fish could wash anywhere between

two and ten bulls of fish a day. With two and a half quint als per butt, from five to

twenty-five quintals of fish might come out of salt on a single day. (fen butts was

of course an exceptional amoun t -- ten to fifteen quinta ls was considered a biS day

in Wilson Hayward's estim ation (perso nal communication, 1995). Laura Whi tTen

recalled washing between two to five bulls or five to twelve quintals of fish per
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day (persona l comm unicat ion. 1995),

At the point of washing, the fish still weighed nearly twice its eventua l dry

weight, so a crew washing out twenty or m OTC quinta ls would be moving over

4400 pounds of fish." An average day for the fish makers of a hook-end-line

crew might be close r 10 between five and, even quintals (two and three bulls). For

a trap crew, an average day lay between seven and twe lve quintals (or three to

five butts and between 1500 and 2700 pounds; (Will ie John Randell, personal

communication, 1995)

After the fish had been washed and scrubbed it was called watcrhorsc or

waterhorse fish. During this stage, especially the first few days encr being

washed, the fish were still green or wet, and very fragile and susceptible 10 a

number of conditions. Laura Whiffen remembered her mot her-in-law. Martha's

advice: "Mrs. Whi ffen used to say to us: ' You handle that now'·· 'cause they was

great big ones -- ' You handle that now like you hand le your baby.' Thai's what

she'd tell us. I never forgot that" (MF.14/ IS). With even one or two good drying

days. fish would harden out of this precarious sta te and into the next stage

(Bennett March, NFM·30 ). From that point on fish needed less acute ' mothering:

but a series of steps still had to be followed to ensure a proper and full curing to

produce a high quality fish. At each stage in this process. fish makers again had to

regularly check the stale of the fish and the weather and adjust the drying

accordingly. With excelle nt drying conditions fish could go from watcrhorse to

being ready for sa le in about ten to twelve days.

" Wilh u lher heuvier'lll ltcd fish which lay in .<nllfor runny ,,"CCk1UI II lime. much 1Il'lle r l"", J1e,," ld
be washed QUIIII the one tirnc, somcumcs up I" fiOy ' Juinlllh (~l"'y et ul I'J~(J. (,{J2J
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To begin the waterhorse stage, the fish was often placed in 1\ pile of the

same name in the stage to drain for varying; lengths of time. although some crews

would not drain waterhorse fish at al1.12 The drain ing was carried cut for a number

of reasons, one which Will ie John Randell outlines in describing his family's

method :

... you cou ld layaway fish on.... wash your [angers ... the floor of your
stage eh and lay it away... put in press ell _. we used to call it put in press 
• you'd wash it out in the evening see. Then you put it on there. and lay it
there all night, well that would beso good as 4 or 5 hours dry time. I use
that now at the store -- washes it out in the evening and puts it in press
overnight eh .., you could put on 5 or 6 layers eh ... a dozen layers -- you
could have 2 foot deep ... if you want to ... that would sort of press the
water oUI, dry it up en, (NFM-38139)

Draining fish also lightened the load that had to event ually be carried up

onto a flake. Most crews would pile waterhorse fish for at least a few hours and

many did so overnight. Bride Fitzgera ld and her mother often left fish for twenty

four hours . They washed it out one morning and put it out the next (MF-617).

Laura Whirfen's crew laid their fish on boards, but she agree d with Willie John

Randell and many others that it was said that piling waterhersing fish "was as good

as a day's drying" (MF- 14/IS), She described the piles as three 10 live tiers high,

"lI\lllclitl !!iI '~" the t'"ll"w itl~ cxplanat ion and tUIl!!C IIf dd ini tiolls from th e Twillin gntc area for the
tefll\ \ulterhnrll<l '

The Illllne gi..cn h' the pilen{w el Ji. h ju.t wa.hc uw".u · wuter hor. e,· There seemed til be a
u i frc r~ Il"<; nr "p iniun " w r this term umnng ""'\'c", 1 peoplc of Twillieg erc. Some contended
tlml ille term roferled tn nell'l)' washed fi.h whether it WIIS len in a pile to drain or nnt, Others
""cl\'ed the term, n"t It, refer 1" the fI. b , hut 1111h' :teap orpilc of wet !i.h lying on the .luee
floor forthe pickle tll droin ll\\'uy, I'". sihl}' the rerm gilt it. origi n frnm lhc !"et that rho pile
" I' Ihh turned fll~e . down. s omewhat resembled the hack 0 1' 0 horse , (1 97M, 119·'Xl)

I h"'I!,'ta . ilnilur ralll!oenf esl'lun ali"n. for ll'hut \lllmpriscdwuterhorsc lhh, Sec 01""Story et al.,
1'1'/\1. (,(12, Devine o;!uim. thol fish IIUS comm only left in wmer hor se tn drain fo, a" long D period as
1\\'" 1" fnllr <I1l~'S \ 19'Xl. 21·2)
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the boucm tier back down and tile remaining tiers back up, milch like the

construction of the faggot (see discussion ofthe faggot below and figure 4.1)

The other reason waterhorse fish was made into piles in the stage was 10

provide temporary storage . If the weather was too damp and a load of fish needed

to be taken our of pickle and washed in order to prevent its souring or becoming

100 salty, then the waterhorse piling was resorted 10. In fact, this was the most

common reason for which Laura Whiffen's mother-in-law would decide to put fish

into such piles for any extended period. Unfortunately, fish could only be stored

in watcrhorse piles for three 10 four days before serious deterioration set in. The

two main threats were the onset of slime and the possibility of fly -spits - c ttmt is,

fly eggs laid on green fish especially in the thick meat of the nape. Slimy fish was

the more rrisome because at this stage flies could only get at some of the fish in

the top layers of the pile. A precaution taken to ward off both was the casting or

small amounts of salt through the waterhorsc (MacPherson It)J5. 40; Burgin 197M.

85). If bad weather persisted and the bacterial action that caused the slime set in,

more drastic steps were laken to salvage what fish could be saved. These included

re-salt ing and then re-washing enti re loads. This, of course, lowered the quality of

the fish (Anspach 1827, 440)

When the weather cooperated, the step following the draining of the

waterhorse fish was to carry it out and up onto the flakes lor its first spreading, so

began the drying. Along with a good many others, Laura Whiffen characterized the

carrying of the waterhorse as the hardest physical work ofa ll (MF-14/ 15). In

certain fishing rooms around Cape Bonavista (and elsewhere around the island, it

was nothing snort of brutish). Willie John Randell described the work involved in



Figure 4.1: A faggot of fish on It 11. in New Bonaventure
(Photo courtesy of Olian Miller and

Memorial University of NewfoundlRlld Folklore amI Language Archive),
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carrying fish oul of places such as Lance Cove on the Trinity Bay side of the Cape

as follows:

Sometimes you had 10 carry it about probably a couple hundred feel or
whatever up the side of a cliff . If you'd seen the places what people had to
take it you'd say "How was it ever done?" you know, "hcw'd them ever do
it?- eh, tough work eh1 (N FM-38/39)

Lance Cove is pictured in figure 4.2. Initially the salting stages in Lance Cove

were down on the beach and fish was carried from below up 10 the top of the cliff.

In later years the Ryders, who fished in Little Lance Cove right next to (Big)

Lance Cove . built their salting stage on top of the cliff and ho isted their fish up

from the water with an engine (MF·4/S).

Heber John Keel's family fished in Red Cove and had their flakes on top of

a sleep seventy-five fool bank (figu re 4.3) (the bank has since been significa ntly

cut down by a gravel operat ion). In order to climb up from the salting stages, two

diagonal paths were made in the bank, crossing each other to form a gigantic ·X .'

Men and women crew-members zigzagged their way up these paths with tubs of

fish for the flake . Heber John ruefully recalled the work of carrying up the

shallop's tub full of green fish with a gully Slick. He goes on to desc ribe a trip to

Lance Cove for bait with the same apparatus. Th is remarkab le testimony depicts

the sheer work regularly done by men and women (he ends w ith a comparison

between that work and the work required in the modem era of the pick-up truck)

It was more than exercise boy, twas murder, that's alI I call it ... For a boy
like that, I mean. who was a young man, 15 or Ie-year-old, and had to start
in at that -- you know -- if ( had to take my son down there now, I'd alm ost
shoot 'en lirst, yeah.

MF: (laughs incredulously] (f you had to go back?



Figure 4.2: Big Lance ( rve, neal"BonHvista
(Trinity Day side or Cape).





Figul1!4.3: Red Cove . Bonavisla,
looking north 10 Comer Cov e IU1d Dunlle 's Culeh.
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HJK : If 1 had to go- YI!S my .m ll . Take that on your back like thnt?l I say.
no boy. better to drown you _. almost. than put you through thai -- yeah.
Yes siree.

MF: It was that had eh? Murder.

HJK: Murder, murder, yeah . I can remembe r- well Lance Cove from here
{over a mile] ... well you take a one o'clock in the morning now and take
that (gully stick and lub] on your back like that, and lake a cast net and
your oil clothes and go down over thai bank at Lance Cove. and catch thaI
tub of caplin and bring it up on the bank and get a smoke, and then put it
on your back, in the dark, coming across the hills ... and lug that across lind
lug it to your, bring it across to your punl "._at one o'clock in the night. yon
can imagine what it was like now -- and the sweat coming oil' ,.. couldn't
see nothing- and not taking it off your back -- right on -- jus t change over
MA li right, change overt" "Ok, change over." Walk on, in the dark. Come
up like that, Now I did that - not only me , but a 101 of boys was growing
up like that ~- did that in my day. They had to do that. But now Xl!C!, you
got the pick-up." (MF-2/3)

In the Bonavista area. in addit ion to hauling wate rhorsc fish up over cli ffs,

it had 10 be carried up onto flakes that were anywhere from eight to twenty feel

high. The flakes for spreading fish were genera lly of the old English variety and

fish was carried onto them by way of ramps (figure 4.4 and 4.5), High flakes

invo lved more labour to build them and to work on, but were thought to bebetter

for air circulation (Anspach 1827, 435-436). They were constructed of longers laid

over horizontal supports in turn held up by r osts and shores (figure 4.6),I ~ Heber

" Mr. Kce l went on 10 dll\ 'o:lop G hurnerous und .Ii ghlly h i li n~ cOnlJ'!lrutiw eunulll:nlury "" lhe
di,ti nCli,," . between "1lId " and "new" w" rk and the ~lriki nl! di.~l inel i"n. between the Iw" (MI'-Z/3j
Thill lIum menlury hel" . 10 dri ve home D""inl u}:" ulllI\1 wn, ld ur work in the ",,11thhery •• il Wu'
brulully demand ing. II i. work lh ~ l peo ple (. uch u. my..: l!) wll.. did IlIll experienc e ii, can neVII! lu,w
any realsen!ICnr, hul sheer lo il lhul wenccdICllry luuepilll. undcI"1und,tesl'cel,und e w ll bunl>lIr

" Posl. ure . c1f-Cll" lanulory and .shorc. arc po.sl• •el .l unlo:dinluIhelllUulldu su .sur r". rlr"r
.....hDlcver structure of which i!iSD rurl{Sl"ry ..Iuf, \ ,),)2 ,4 11), Sec tilluTe4l ,



Figu re 4.4: Levi Abbott's flak2 and store ,
Moc:kbeggnr, BonRvisla.





Figlln' 4,5: Levi Abbolt's stere, naka! ramp and nftke,
Mockbeggllr, Donavista.





FigUl'e4.6: Posts and shores or Levi Abbott' s flake.
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John Keel estimated thai his family's flake. which would be srmilar to tbu t of

families with one trap, was about 100' by 100'. but their sizes and numbers

depended on the land available and the size of the operation.

Up to the 1950s, flakes were a dominating feature of the landscapes of

most fishing communities. Wilson Hayward of Bonavism, along with so many

others, described his family's fishing spot in Red Cove as being literally clogged

with flakes to the point that one man had a flake thai was built right up to and

covering one side of his house. Jukes describes the typical fishing communi ty Ill'

1839:

The first thing that strikes a stranger on entering a harbour in Newfoundland
is the abundance of what arc called the fish flakes and stages, together with
the wooden wharfs and the great dark red storehouses. The fish flakes
consist of a rude platform, raised on slender crossing poles, ten or twelve
feet high, with a maili ng of sticks and boughs for 11Floor. On these the
fish are laid out to dry, and planks are laid down along them in various
directions. to enable the persons who have the care of the fish to traverse
them.... and in a populous cove or harbour the whole neighbourhood of the
houses is surrounded by these flakes, beneath whose umbrageous and
odoriferous shade is frequently to be found the only track from one house ttl
the other (1993, 100-0 I)

11\the forty years since the demise of the salt fishery, the flukes have disappeared

from those same landscapes to such an extent that one literally cannot tel l they

were ever there.

Boughs and a number of other materials were used for dry ing fish on the

Flakes (figure 4.7). Spruce boughs were used and held in place by loose longcrs

laid over them in such a way as to create rows on the flake on which to lay fish .

These were sometimes called "lists," (Mary Ann Mart in, MF-I) or "panes" and

are visible in figure 4.7 (Mill er 1979, 14).
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We'd go in the woods in the spring and cut a truckload of boughs. cut the
limbs ofTof the tree and put that on our flake and the leaves used to drop
olTand leave the dry boughs there ... spruce boughs - we'd spread the fish
on those boughs - keep it off the longer and the wind used to blow up
underneath it. used to dry the fish (N FM·JS /36137)

Laura WhilTen also noted that boughs had to be dried for waterborse fish. Green

sappy boughs might potentially stick 10 and leave a residue on the fish. "You

wouldn't put waterhorse fish on no green boughs-" (MF-14/I S). William Wells of

Change Islands wove his boughs through the loose "lungers" thai defined the lists

and leflthcm there 10 Mfry" and lose their needles in preparation for the laying of

fish (Budgeil 1979, 6) , Figure 4.7 above depicts pickled waterhorse fish on a flake

in New Bonaventure, in Trinity Bay in the late 19705. The fish is lying on boughs

that still have their needles (which had turned red with drying in the original

colour pholo). In other places in figure 4.7 most of the boughs are thicker and

have few if any needles and the boughs are held down by the longers that define

the lists. These slightly thicker boughs served to elevate the fish and allow more

wind and breeze to get nroued the fish. The boughs with needles protected the

del icate waterhorse from the rougher boughs and hot or less airy longers

As fish dried. it became more resilient to contact and heat and could be laid

on these rougher surfaces without much risk. The pholograph also provi des a

sense of how high flakes could be built . A fall or slip throu~h the lcngers of one

of these could "bring you up" as Bennett Murch relates n litt le wryly:

I remember walking, going down between the longers on the ones (flakes)
that we had _. WId tluu would wake y OIl up (laughter) -- if you were a little
bit on the sleepy side, once your foot would go down between that and
you'd hring up.... I really haven't got that much use for them. (NF M-30)

Women and men brought waterhcrse fish up and onto dry boughs generally



FiRU~ 4.7: Wate rtlOrse fish dryi ng en end or Ilake neares t water,
New Bo naventu~.

(P hoto coul1esy of BriM Mill er llI1d
Me morial University or Newfe und tnnd Folklore and L.anJtult$\eArchive)





at a certain spot on the flake reserved for fish at this stage in its drying Laura

Whiffen described this spot as being the likeliest 10 receive wind and also near the

edge of the flake closest to the water where it was likely to remain the coolest.

Again, figure 4.7 depicts this arrangement

waterh orse fish were laid out flat and placed carefully in their lists or

panes. In their green state, rough handling or sloppy placement could damage the

fish. Figure 1.2 illustrates one such list. Note the pattern of spreading .- heads

and tails -- this allowed more fish to be spread. Note also how close the fish is

spread to the edge of tile seaward side of the Ilake. Care has been taken , with nne

exception, to lay the fish "fair in the list" as Mary Ann Martin describes below.

None of the fish in this list have been laid directly onto an un-boughcd longer (in

this photograph the method of layering boughs is also clear) .

Mary Ann Martin recalled the carefu l spreading of waterhorsc fish and how

her parents and grandparents did not allow the children to do much of this

painstaking work because they were not careful enough:

Then when they'd wash out that [fish] after a few days they'd bring it out
then on those hand barrels, used to call it, and take it up on the Ilake with 
- flake was a nice little bit from the salt house and then they'd j ust put it in
on the flake for overnight and in the morning then they'd go spread it all
out you know on- and they had boughs all over .. the fluke. Am.I they had
like longers going out through like that [gestures] like made up -- lists they
used to call it.

this is what the older people [said] -- "Now put it right fair in the list"
'cause [if] the fish wasn't all stretched flat you know ... [then] it wouldn't
dry [properly} and be twist up. It [had to] ... be all flat ... right flat.... the
flake WaS made out of longers you know, and then those longcrs put
through in- like- like drills you'd sec in a farm...

Well sometimes we'd [children] go with her, not very often because we
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wouldn't be as particular as she would be, you know, 'cause she understood
it more than we did. Rut i f we get it down, that was it, you know, you'd be
nicking it rrom one side to the othe r, but she did n't- she wouldn't have
that! If yo u'd break a fish or break the tail of it or the side or anything,

MF: So she'd be doing it almost all by herself would she?

MAM : Oh yes -- she wouldn't have us in hei way.

Mf: So she'd keep both Flakes going herself?

MAM : Oh yes! (MF-l)

As mentioned previously, waterhorsc fish was sp read carefully on its back

on its first days of drying out. Spreading fish on its face during the drying lime of

day at this early stage could lead to it breaking apart along its sound bone (MF

14/ 15). When it became drier and stifTer, the hacks of the fish were then also

turned up to the sun. During the nigh ts at this stage of the process, fish were at

first singly turned over, face down and their skins formed a protective layer from

the elements. With progressive drying , fish began to be piled in the even ing into

what were called faggots which increased in size as time went by (figure 4.1).

These faggots were like the waterhorse pile that facilita ted the draining of the fish

just after the salt was washed out of it. The faggots we re constructed with their

first tier back-down and the rest of th e tiers back-up and fish was laid heads and

tails on each tier. The pile tapered up to a single fish as it rose and this last fish

was generally a larger one and formed the top overlap ping shingle of the faggot.

The shingling effect served to keep water out of the pile (MF· 14/ 15; Anspach

1827, 436). lf the weather was good in the morni ng, the faggots would bespread

agam
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Drying techniques for fish appear III first glance 10 have been a simple set

of spreadings and pilings to keep fish safe and 10 keep it drying, Drying was,

however. characterised by a good number of subtleties and peculiarities of process

and technique. For example. in the first week or so of drying il was better to have

good drying days spread over that period rather than consecutive ones, so th"l for

an interspersed day or two the fish could be put in faggots to press out or "sweat" •

- that is. have water forced gently out of them. (NFM-30; NFM-35/J6 /37; Anspach

1827, 437). Bennett March's family would pile their fish on the third day

regardless of the weather in order to let it sweat before the sun crusted it over aud

scaled moisture in (NFM-30)

At a certain stage, usually after a week or so, with four or live good days of

drying (with the odd day or two of "sweating"), fish would go into either very

large faggots or more usually whal were simply called "round piles" to "work."

These piles were describcd as being a fool or two in height. sometimes a litt le

higher if a pressing effect was desired. They were three or four feet in diameter,

and contained. according to Wilson Hayward, up to about three quintals of /ish

(MF-14/l 5; NFM-35/36137; Warren 1979, 56.7). Their shape was said to resemble

round "hay stacks" or "hay Cockes" (Anspach 1827, 437; Bulgin 1978. %~

Downing 1676; Warren 1979, 56-7). A good dcal of skill was required to make

and then cover a solid weather-resistant pile of fish with rinds (Budgcll 197<). () ~

Devine 1990, 22; MF-14/15),u

"R i ntl~ wcrc fir-teee tengths of hork pccleo.! cnmplcle ly ..lTano.! uwd lu c..vcr pilc" "r lls h I' fcw
day. ulong in lhcdl)'inl!proce••. Wilson l lay.....arddcseriI1'l:slhe c" llcctionlmcluscllrlhem

Earl)' in the "prilll!. hel;lIc Ihe ri.•hcry Was slarlc d. when the weather I!c11l",,<I, yuu know ••
yoal!-clul>c).llrdynur l>clU I, )'nU Il" aern"lhc hoy. int.. thcc,"'cs up lhcrc _.. you w"ultlll' Il" i,
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In his initial summary of making pickled fish , Wilson Hayward described

this piling process as a flattening of tile fish, implying that more moisture was

being taken from them. At another point he also described the "working" of fish

in Ihe round pile as a "seasoning" and a "to ughening up" (NFM·3S/36/37). Laura

Whirfe n ex plained that the purpose of the round pilin g was to allow the fish 10

"work to gel good ." Mac r'bers cn descr ibes piling as having two benefici al

effects : first it forced water out of the fish whi ch was then dried off with the next

spreading. It also gave the face of the fish a smooth or "even" surface (193 5. 40-

1)

The first time the lish was round-pi led , it would slay in the pile for a good

whi le. appro ximately a week . T hen they would "open the pi le" and spread the

fish for a day, putting: it back into its rou nd pile in the evening " It would stay in

that second round pile a certai n length of time (based of cour se on how the fish

was drying, but possibly three or four days ), be spread agai n, potentiall y piled

again and so on. Each piling wou ld gently press more water out of the fish It

would "sweat' and the spreading would dry that moistu re up (MF .14 / IS) .

Maleh -- or April •• perhaps in May month •• ~"u w" uIJ"' t II" in March or April beca use a 101
of icc u"o:<I I" 00 nroundllndr" lIwo lllun'l know when thellin ulI' asl!-onllill!-" to the north and
iee ,mu hlnek ~'"'' " I' there. BUI you'd \la tch the " cat her , you watch the IlCU,ons unu that , and
}·'H' 11-" "1Il1get ~'''lI r rinds

We useu ll" in the ha.l',l.lelllh"ardtm.hout .l!-oucro.. tbe bay ,.. where lot~ or fi r t ro:e . " 'as to,
lind we'dtake the lIW and we'd shim it d" wn -- lI"e ha\ 'c n . him .., madc out of wood, we lake
011' the rin,l la I'eelill l.lotll And we roll the m up, tic them up, put them in our boal and bring
them IIeru"" nnd the Il<:stuuy then,IVe lake it oUI,und we spread it "ut ,.prcad il rillht down
One la.\'ertha t lI'uy , :lIlnlher layer that way , and \\'e put rocks on them Ihen, pressed right oUt,
and uvcrrhc sll'llmer lhe.l''' l dl)" Ollt then, IW u,e d 1" eove r ul' our fish withlhal ... [thc}' <,uuld
li S<,:" nes they cUIin sprilll!- ibat seme sumrner] ... I\ cusethemrorfuur urfivc yearspcrhaps_
• I\e usedto hu""lroo(i;'ll!-[feltandthal too , but fe11 used to bc bot. When Ihe sun be shinin g,
i f ~' Ull hlll e fi~h in piles ... the ... felt used t" lie hot. now the rinds ... that woutd bc cooler » it
wouldn't he hut "" the !ish would n't bum underne ath. (NFM· 351)6IJ7)
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At a certain point the fish would be dried to the satisfaction of the shore

skipper and her crew. This would bej udged by look and texture . Mosl people

described the effect of salt coming out of the fish onto its surface leaving a

"floury" appearance but no actual residue that could be brushed off (Budgcll ! tJ7\).

I I).It' Fish could then be shifted ofTthe flake and into the store until it was

possible to ship it. If that shipping was not for a few days or more. then before

the final shipment the crew might take it out of the store and spread it one more

time 10 give it a touc': of drying or "colour them up" (as Iludgell put it). for the

culling or grading session that preceded its sa le ( 1979. I I; also Anspach 1 ~ :!: 7 .

441; MF- 14/ 15; MF-I ).

Th is technique of colouring the fish up (particularly in places where tish

was held in stores until the end of the season") was the last technique applied to

the fish before it was shipped 10 the merchant . The length of the drying phase

could be anywhere from two to three and even six weeks depending on the

weather, Frost claimed fish could go from sa lt to dried in twelve days with

constant attention and hard work (Frost 1979. 21). Th is seems a little Oil the brief'

side but possible with excellent weather and a cure tending 11 little to the greener

side. Will ie John Randell of Bonavista Slated that drying in average weather

would take around two weeks (personal communication. 19(5 ), In 1(,76 Downing

described a drying process nearly identical to that pieced together here from

memories or the 1930s to the 19505. lf one adds up the number of days. the

" ll" w a pickleuurlilOhl-SlIlh'<lJi'h l" ..ke<l" hc n il ",,,, "<I,,,,,," ,lly i"ll tl"j1cu<l",J ..n wh"l d"I4I"""r
dr)'lle', was requited ..r ru1llle,leu h)" the mercbem ami his exp..rt flI"lk,,1in .1 lllwn y"llt

I'A. in l]rale.c..'o\'e •• """MF- \.
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drying period in his de scription lasted three to four weeks (See appendix 2)

Anspach's descr iptio n echoes Downing's and the makers' o f Bonavi sta (1827, 435

37). His drying limes also ran ge from j ust under three to four wee ks. Different

lengths of time might reflect i} the requir ement of softer and harder cures

demanded by differe nt marke ts at differentti mes, and ii) variatio ns over the

centuries in the rel iab ility and quality o f transporta tion. The less reliable and less

dry the ocean -going vessels th at carried fish to markets in Europe and the

Cari bbean. the harder a nd dr ie r the salt fish required.

From the mom e nt ware rhorse fish arrived on the flake, co ntinual attention

was requited to assess the fish and weather -. a variable beyond th eir control. The

shore skipper would cons tant ly make j udgements about whether they should move

the fish on from one stage of the process ing to the next, taking into consideration

the weather, the people availa ble, the amo unt and state o f the fish at various

di ff erent stages in the drying process o n the flake and in the store, This attention

and resulting adjustme nts were critical to the qua lity of the final product. It was

parti cularly important for pick led fish due to its extrem ely light s.. lting and its

high er water content (as compa red with dry-sa lted fish), Pickled fish often

required a longer and more involv ed makin g (N ewfoundland Com mission 1937,

48.9 ). With passable weather, their own forecasting abilities, their skills in drying

end the ir know ledge o f salt fi sh , good fish makers could produce high quality salt

li sh through the summe r and fa ll. They had an int imate understan ding of how fish

dried and needed to be handled , how it behaved in different weather conditions at

differe nt points in the drying pr ocess, what the dangers were that th reatened it, and

how 10 ward oll' those threats to its quality.
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4,3 Threats to Fish Making

The biggest threat 10 drying salt fish was ina ppropt , ate weather. Bad dnmp

weather could del ay the waterhorsc fish from gelling our on the Flake andin later

stages it could d rastically interruptthe drying schedu le caus ing n numhcr of

problems. In the previo us sect ion I discussed the possibilit y of slim e becomin g a

problem when wa terhcrse fish was stored in a fish stage for 100 long due 10 bad

weather . As we ll there was the possibility of nics spilling 011 the lop of wate rhorse

piles which could result in maggotty fish . In the later stages of drying, bad

weath er continued to be of concern beca use a fungus condition calle d "dun" co uld

set in (MacPherson 1935. 45). Dr ied fish dampened by rain was st ill III risk of

becom ing maggct ty from fly sp its. Extremely fine weather could a lso he

problematic. espe cially wh en fis h was in the waterhorsc stag e

When warm dam p or wet weather struck in the midst of drying lish in

round piles. fish could on ly be le ft so long without there be ing a goo d chance thnt

a number of condi tions such as dun might set in. Laura Wh ilTen de scribed how

this condition w as avoid ed :

MF: Did you wo rry about them being too lo ng in the pile?

LW: Well . we'd worry som etimes if it would be 10 0 long,..

MF: Som eone to ld me abo ut somethi ng called packing fish o r packing

LW: Packing. yea h. We used to pack back ou r pile of fish .. . If we co uldn't
gel it out. we'd go down and we'd paek back our fish . Pack it in piles

MF: So w hat was thai- w hat would you do when yo u did that

LW: That'd do it good. we'll say. it wouldn't be snugged toget her, it'd be
more open when we'd put it back eh -- it would n't be stuck on togethe r
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M F: Gk, so you'd j ust [LW : Yes.] take it out of the pile .

LW : And put it in a nother o ne, yeah, pack it back . [M F: and j ust do it
again . Ok]

MF : And that would gel so me air at it

LW : Gel air to it -- yeah.

DW : That im proved the pile .

M F: ... And that was if it was wet for a long period of t ime?

LW: That's right yeah. (MF-14/15)

Her daughter, Vera Ryder a lo ng with her husband , Jabez, described one

particular rainy summer when she and her sisters-in-law packed back fish nearly

every day . In duing so, Ve ra and Jabee describe dun fish, touc h on fly spits, and

finally discuss the hard work that wo men had to do:

VR; So we used to bring the fish- bri ng the fish up on the flak e, we'd do
the fish, and sometimes - on e summe r it was raining a ll one su mmer - we
couldn't make the fish and we hadto pack it all down the flake. We were
there packing fish so 's it wo uldn't get spoiled. People had a 101 of bad fish.
Moi ra, Jabe's sister -- I didn't understan d it - but she d id, she kne w what to 
do with it . So she'd bepack ing it all the summer and w e had no bad fish.
Used to do it good see, take it up.... the air gets Ihrough it eh... . welllthey'd
pack fish) perhaps o nce a da y. You 80 cur and look at it, and if you see it
gett ing spoiled, you scrub it , you see du n getting on it o r anything , you
scrub it. You scrub it off, 'causeyou take them (bad fish] out, you know?
... Thai summer was bad ... you could n't hardly make no fish.

MF : Now w hat's dun now? What is dun fish?

VR : Dun is bad ..

JR.: 11 '5 bad boy; spo tty eh.
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MF: Spotty?

JR: Mm -mmm.

VR: [continues] it gets something on it, it grows on it you know

MF: What colour are the spots?

VR: Like brown sort of you know bad sec

MF; And you'd scrub that with a cloth or something

VR: Yeah a brush, you'd get a brush and water ... and put salt in the
water.... dry it agai n, it'd be all right then... Its like spits -- maybe you was
going to pUIthe fish on the flake ... get fly spits in it ... You gets fly spits
in the fish _. you have to go get salt water then. Sometimes you put your
fish on your flake, it's a real hot day, wasn't it Jab? Perhaps it'd he all fly
spits, or nearly all of it wasn't it? Then you had to go and get the sail water
and put it on to kill those maggots and try to cure it. II's hard work ... I'm
telling you.

MF: And that ... the wome n were doing thai ..

VR: Oh yeah, the wome n would do that ..

JR: They had it worser- (MF·4/S)

Packing back fish was employed either for fish in round piles on the flake

or for fish that had already been made and was waiting in the fish store for

shipping. As noted, it aired (dried ) fish out and kept the dun at a minimum.

Various fish makers, including Vera Ryder, spoke of combatting dun with

scrubbings and washings while others, including Heber John Keel, stated thai once

dun had set in, there was little you could do to remove the little spots thai formed

in the flesh. Either way the con dition lowered the grade of the fish when it was

culled, so it did not fetch a great price when graded . Dun fish was very likely to
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be cull ed as "west lndie" and ship ped 10 t hose mark ets in the Caribbea n. When

the dun was not too bad. the other alternati ve was to use the fish for ho me

consumption (A nspach 1827, 441 ).

Once the waterhorse fish got out o nto the fla ke for the first few days, a

small amount of rain was less of a problem to that fish than hot, sunny. still days.

Once a certain level of dryn ess had been ac hieved, faggots wo uld be covered by

rinds o vernight and the mo re dilig ent fish makers wou ld be ca reful to ensure that

no rain gal on the "face o f the spread fish ." as the fo llowing di scussion with Laura

Whiffen and her son Doug describes.

DW: Mom and the m get it out of th e rain, or any- if they did ge t some rain,
like I said, it didn't rain that much as, and if you Hoi yo ur rain they were
(LW: You'd double it up] run and do uble thei r fish.

LW: Double up o ur fish on the flak e ... You know, put two in two and
three, like that [makes gest ure] ...

MF: The waterhorse fish yo u're talking abou t?

LW/DW; Yeah, yeah, yeah right.

MF: If there was a dwigh o r whatever .. [LW: Yes, yeah]

DW: Yeah, i fit [fish] was a little b it on the d ry side eh .

LW; My. Poor Mo m. Pap would eat- Pap would be eating his dinner, he
wouldn't J{0. [DW: No.] He'd- boy- he eats h is dinner: "I won't gel"
"Why don't you go get the fish Joe?" ... Mam 'd run and take up the fish ..
Well he wo uldn't .

MF: [inte rrupting] And she would do uble it up [LW: yes] just if there was a
shower

LW: Yeah, so fish wo uldn't gel it o n the fac e, yeah
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MF ; He- he couldn't be bothered. bu t she was more whatever about it.

LW ; Yeah. yes, right .

ow; She didn't want no rain on the fish eh. bUIII little rain didn 't hurt fish
• rain, them summers it didn't hurt fish because, well, in lois of cases, it was
only a showe r. (MF-1 4/15)

Th is excerpt indicates again, that in the making of fish, women frequently too k the

g reater pa rt of the responsibility for it. But in many cases everyone wou ld pit ch

in , knowing that the quality of their fish co uld make II great deal of diffe rence to

th eir earnings and standard of living in the coming year. This quick work was

o nly requ ired in times of the sudden rain showers known as "dwighs" (NMP.

3513613 7 ~ Devine 1990, 23). Bveryone-. women, men and children -- rushed to

"scrabble up" the fish (Anspach 1827,43 7·8) .

Another thre at to the quality of the fish was flies. Especially in the summer

m onths flies would "spit" on fish, laying eggs which turned into maggo ts that ate

the flesh of the fish, Usually after II few days of rain or dampness, fis h makers

had to watch out for any tiny maggots especially around the napes of the fish

where the meat was thickest and therefore the least penetrated by salt . lf maggots

ap peared, the tecb.tiqee emp loyed to get rid of them was to was h the affected areas

wi th a strong salt and water solution (MF4IS). Depending on the severity of the

"fly blows", as Sta n Handrigan of Grand Bank called them, the whole loadof fish

might be washed completely over and waterhorsing begun again (NFM-4 4; also

MF·I 7I18) . This affected the quality of the look of the fish's face end as with

sunburnt fish often fetched lower prices. If caught in time 10 preserve the fish, but

to o late to make it s sale worthwhile, this fish was also kept for domestic
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co nsumpti on (MF·617)

Hot still da ys were a anothe r major threat to salt fish. mainly in the

wa terhorse stage . The sun would li terally bum or parti ally coo k the fi sh, result ing

in a condition ca lled sunbu rn II would th en break apart as it continued drying and

w as pro ne to oth er problem s. Bennett March descr ib ed it we ll:

If you get the hot weather and you get it burned ... yo u gel the sunburn ed
fish when you gel t he really warm, th e hal days in the summer with no
w ind or a nything ... you get it out and you get it caught in that, you coul d
e nd up with a lot of fish sun burned. And rea lly all it is is coo ked
underneath the skin . And once it get sunburn ed then yo u could never make
it .., the s kin on the back of it always had a st icky- no mailer h ow much
you dried it, it alwa ys had a sticky feeling a nd it always leave yo ur hands
bl ack n. A sunburne d fish -- you could lake hol d 10 the tin tha t runs up the
ce ntre of the back and you lift it practically all out ... not wort h the trouble
of weigh ing itoff (NFM.30)

A key re quireme nt for dry ing wate r horse w as a coo l and win dy spot." Will ie

J ohn Rand ell stated that people wit h flakes by the water tend ed to put their

watcrhorse fish on the areas of the fl ake ne arest to t he water. Breezes would be

cool er there. Fo r those without suc h benefi cial flake locations , Ihe are a of the

fl ake exp oser to the most w ind was chosen (Rande ll , persona l commu nication,

1 995~ als o Budgell \979, 7) .

In many c ommunities around the isl a nd, shore crews woul d try to find some

m eans to arrest the effects of sunburn . Some crews were careful not to carry

freshly w ashed w aterhorse fish out unt il after the heat of the da y had p assed (MF ·

14/ 15). Another simple method wa s to lay boughs ov er the fi sh in ord er to shade

'~ lu1 8 in Il,~cllhat the hut d ry in{tweather was su nn)' with w inds from the west and northwest
The ""1St were ~"t und humid days \l 91K, 95). Willi am Wells stated, "The Ilsh dried beller if OWl the
water ulld ..ls" didn't I:lel lunbum cd ...,euily " One orhi. flukes wu Delua ll y huih out over the WUWI
{Illld~~ 11 1919, 61
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it to som e extent (MF·2/3; MF-3S/36/37). Many women had various kind s of

sheeting or fabric 10 place over the fish 10shade it even further. Laura Whiffen's

m other-in-law used various materials including old quilts thai she would hang from

fence pi ckets that were wedge d into the lcngcrs of the flake

A nd I used to sprea d the fish andcarry it up with Mother. Poor M rs.
W hiffen, we spread the fish. And some times, then when we'd get that o ut
and that, it'd be hot, you know, there'd be some days it'd be real hal, so we
had to cov er over wit h •• perhaps we'd have old quills or old so methings,
you know and we'd stick up four pickets . like that •• put over it -- and the
su n wouldn't bum the fish. The sun'd burn it see, yeah. split it abroad,
yeah . Big thick fish, great big ones then , you know, not fish like it's going
now u< big, great big fish yea h.

MF : And the sun wou ld split them right down?

LW : Right down, if you didn't have somethi ng to shelter them.

M F: Wou ld the pickets go right down to the ground?

LW ; No up on the flake ... yeah, wedged up on the flake. 'Cause wc had a
tie r of boughs over the flake, dry boughs, and they wouldn't go down
through.see. They'd have littl e short -- bout that high sec, keep th e quilt ull
on four ..

M F: Oh very small little pieces of wood?

LW : Yes, yes

MF : And how big a quilt wou ld it be?

LW : Oh, like you'd put over your bed ... that size

M F: So th at was j ust like an old quilt you had lying around?

LW : Yes right, yeah. (MF· 14/ 15)

B ride Fitzgerald of Spillars Cove , only a few miles away from Bc naviste ,
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was sce ptical that anyone went to such a length, but it seems from other sources to

have been a fa irly wides pread pra ctice in one form or other. Lily Bud gell wrote of

a techni que from Change Islands almost identica l \0 the one used by Martha

Whiffen (1979, 8), and Heber John Keel mention ed the co ncept of "damaged

colton " being used in relation to a poem about th e salt fish ery that he had read:

Old people used to call it damaged cotton . - sluff you could buy it in rolls
eh, roll s, rolled up same as canvas onlyit was right thin sluff e h ... dark -
dark co lour and it twas dam aged e h, pink here, blue somewhere else and
you kn ow ... old people used to ca ll it da maged cotton .- and t his is what
ah, the merchant said "He should ha ve used some cotton ..." [in poem style]
to cove r up the fish from th e sun you see ... spread it over see? ... 'Cause I
know my grandmother d id down the re. T hey had the boughs see, when
they see it was gett ing warm, wind drop, they bough their fish over, put the
boughs on top o f the fish ... try to save it so ... so it wouldn't spoi l eh ... but
that was the kitle r -. it w -s the wa terhorse ... not the real dry, it wouldn't
hurt that , it was the w" ,..···lOrse see? Wet when it came out (M F-213).

Sunburnt fish was not nece ssarily inedible and in fact some people liked its

taste ( MF-213). If it w as salted co rrectly in the fi rst place, it was fine for eating

(MF- 14/ IS). M any others kept it for their own tables, know ing that the condition

of the sunburn t fish wo uld only get the worst price if they tried to se ll it (MF-617)

Finally. as noted, the ent ire process of clea ning, salt ing and dry ing a day's

catch of fish using the pickling me thod took anyw here from two to s ix weeks, and

if eve ry step w as carried out correct ly and the weat her was passably good then a

high qu ality sa lt fish would result (Newfoundland Commiss ion 1937, 47). The

milkers themse lves and people in the com munity knew exce llent fish . - the lop

grade product -- when they saw and ate it. There was great satisfa ct ion in

produc ing nea r perfect fish -- th e golden -a mber hu e of a well-dried, cl ean, thick,
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perfectly split and with-a-lillle-flouT--showing-on.ils-facc fish - the Choice Sp anish

fish. W hat consti tuted such a fish is taken up in the next section as arc some of

the effects that resulted from errors in the clean ing. splitting. and drying of cod

fish.

4.4 The Perfect Pickled Fish

In the light pickled class of fish most producers were striving 10 produce fi!ih

described above - amber in hue. soft or doughy to handle and. when dried a little

harder, that was showing salt as "floury" on the face" of fish, a face thai was

smooth an d dry 10 the eye and to the touch. These were vcry specific qualities

and were described to me again and again. In the earl y \930s, culling regulat ions

and standards were set down for the various grades of fish . The lop grade.

"Choice (or Numbe r One) Spanish- wascharacterized as follows: "Sound qua lity

codfish, extra thick , light amber colour, eve n surface . thoroughly clean on both

back and face, not showing blood stains. clot s, liver. or gut; well split, and not

showing excessive salt on the face" (MacPherson 1935, 12).

Pickled fish wasknown as Spanish fish after the lucrative market that m ost

favoured them. D ry-salted fish were known as "Shore fish" (Ne wfoundland

Commission 1937, 47). The commissioners note as well that Spanish fish was

"extra thi ck, of an amber colour ... and only seven-e ighths dry" (48). In my

research l purpose ly asked people what in thei r minds constituted the "perfect"

(pickled) fish. In the replies that I received a consen sus emerged regarding such a

fish's ideal criteria . Most desc ribed the standards outlined above. A perfect fish

"Thc Iace of the fish wn the nuh . ide IS "1'1.,,,~.,,l t,, 1m ~ki n..w.:.
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had to be cut, gutted. headed. split, salted. washed a nd dried right. The following

co mmentaries pro vide a se nse of what such a fish would loo k like. \ Villie Jo hn

Randell o f Bonavista described it as follows:

W e ll, he was a nice - betw een a yellow and white, you know what I m ean.
in between thereso mewhere. no blood on h im, you k now. No salt seen on
him , split right dow n 10 the ta il and split in the right place, yo u know, nol
cut off ... not split 100 high e h, not s p lit too short (N FM·38/39)I11

In figure 3 .8 the cent re fis h's sound bone has been s pl it too h igh (towards the

nape) .

Mr . Bob Trim m of New Che lsea. T r in ity Bay notes th e floury effect

(b rought on by re pealed pi lings and spreed ing s}tha t was ofte n cited as a

characte ris tic of th e perfec t ly salted fish:

... perfect fish was a fish was split right , salt ed right, d ried rig ht and he
co me out nght .,. he looked good, no j oking about that - salt would c o me
out on him j ustlike a little flour - li ke you sprinkled a little flo ur and
spr ead it ove r -eth at 's all the salt he'd have ... that wo uld be showing on the
face of the fishlike ... ohboy irs a lo ng tim e since a ll that.... perfect fi sh
wouldn't be salty that's for su re:- he wouldn' t be white - he'd be more of
a kind of y ellowy (,oloor.... if hewas salty, t he sun w o uld bri ng the sa lt out
on h im - West lndie ! (NFM -34)

W ilson H a yward described the perfect fish i n these terms'

Well , the pe rfect fish would be good clean, c lean fish , the blood - all th e
blo od look olTof it you know, we u sed to s crape the blood o ff ofit and
tha t . And he'd bea nice co lour nice you know, light yellow c o lour, and
yo u could sit down and eat it without... you wouldn't have to cook it. W e
used to be on the fl ak e lots o f times, and pic k the fins off it a nd eat it -
yo u know w hat J me an ... the salt was not tha t strong ... orcourse you
would strike badweather so m etimes -. you w ash out a couple puncheons of

)OPn ..no: \·j.ill" Mr. W.nJc ll 00 look II'I<l <lui10 hi,. s1lllCar ul '''',"cd mc semepickled lioh thlll he
' !o:,..;fiIJCda" t>ein@ .. r cl(cclknl qUlllily. They hadthe ~'1:1I0" Cllsl .J,:sc:ril>cd andIhe soft er nc..iblc
' lll11 hly ,,( Iho: "l1." icc " .>r 'Sf'Ill'1ish' I'id:lcd fish deocrihcd above . ndbelow.
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fish s o metimes, put it out, you get a week of bad weather .. we ll that !ish
would n 't make choice .- you kn ow it would dete riorate a nd when the fish
woul d be made well yo u'd get M adeira fo r it ... second cla ss. (NFM·
35/36/37)

Wea ther was extremely important to t h e final quality of fish

Melita Guy of Bcnavist a who wo rked as a child helping on the Flake

recalled a perfect fish in simi lar terms. but also describ ed it in terms of its cooki ng

and ea ting qualities - . a featu re of a nu mber o f descripti ons I w as given by wome n.

You s e e a nic e dryfish •• irs white loo k ing. No t, nor s a lt .• I don't mean
that. But irs clean look ing. and dry •• n ot dried right up likeII bo ard. Bu t
dried -. just right, perfect. You know it whenyo u sec it! You kn ow?

MF: Ye ah, ye a h. And thaI woul d cook up really nicely

MG: Th at'd c ook up -. you'd wate r it then and you'd coo k up and , my50n ,
ii'sworth eating, there's nol nothinglike it. (MF.1711 8)

She drew att e ntion to the soft er quality of pickl e d Spa nish fish, slating t hat

exce ll ent fish could not be to o hard o r too soft . Her de scription of its colour on ly

hint e d at the fact that it was not comp letely white, stat ing that it should not be to o

whit e. She a lso state d thaI to o much s alt on the face was not good and that the

face had to be clean -- no blood and th e Iii e. She refe rred to the finishe d produc t

being "flat," tha t whe re the sound bone was cu t out the contour ofl he fa ce had to

be smooth, Th ere co uld be n o rise or bump on the fac e (MF-17/18).

Bride Fi tzgerald of Spillers Cove noted th at too much sa lt would show o n a

fish an d its colour wou ld be "too white " (MF-6 17). It is clear that the criteria for

an e xce llent pi ckled fi sh were quite standard, from ope ration to operatio n , and

loca t ion to location.
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One exception to the consensus wasMary Ann M artin o f Grates C o ve.

Trin ity Bay who never worked full tim e al maki ng fish . She described th e perfe c t

pick led fish as being "while as snow· (M F-I). There a re I number of possible

exp tanericns fo r this an omalous descri p tion. O ne of the most likely was provided

by B ennett M a rch I!I fi shennan from Bro wnsdal e , just up thecoas t from G rates

Cov e. whoasserted t hat from year to year, merc hants o ften requi red sligh t ly

diffe renlnmounts of d rying a pplied 10 th e lish. He descri bedthe differi n g results

on th e produc t 85 foll ows'

Depend on wha tih e merchant was look in g for t hat year .. , whethe r it was a
white cast wit h it or i f he want e d it real h ard or wanted it a little bit soil
and w it h a gre ener cast ... but when it was really made har d it had a white
cast. (NFM·30 )

He d istinguis hed two types o f Spanish fish: one wetter th at was d ried jus t to the

poin t before s alt would begin to show on the fa ce as th e nOtlryefftct. and a hard

drie d type that did show the " ou1)'salt effect. M ary An n Martin could ha ve been

rem e mbering a harde r dried s ty le of S p a nish fis h . Furth er, she noted rega rding

Grat es Cove in her time , that fish was picked up only o nce in a season, in the fall .

A g rea t deal of fish the refore had to be stored o ver leng thy periods of time by

fish ing opera t ions. w hen it wou ld besusceptible to ven ous cond itionssuc h as dun .

Give n these fect ors, it seems po ssible th at more isolated communities suc h as

Gra te s Cove c o uld ha ve dried fish a li tt le more fully in o rder to make the m less

prone to suc h problem s while being sto red for p ick up.

Another point th at was often mentioned re garding the fin est quali ty of

pick led fish w as its th ickness . In fact, th e only di stinct ion betwe en the top grade

(Cho ice !ish) and " Num ber T wo' or " P rime" fi sh outlin ed in MacPherson's report
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was the de gree of thickness (1935. 12). Ma ry Ann M artin described i1 in the

followin g terms and then, like Melita Guy, descnbed ita coo ki ng cha racteristics :

MAM : A n ice uh , heavy fis h like th a t. heavy fish

MF: So really- it will have 10 be a bi g !ish to start w ith?

MAM: A b ig fish, yes, it'd be a big fish (IS big as that [gestures ] and you'd
cut it up in chunks and put it water and cook it. There'd be no slcak beat
that .."So nic e to ta ste ... re ally good ..

M F : What w ould it look like before it went into the wat er -- w hat colou r
would it be for exam ple, like a really good fish ?

M AM: White as snow ,_, Y es white as snow.

MF: And w as it rea lly hard? Or was it- bit- b it- bcndy?

MAM: Ye s it'd be hard before you'd cook it, but whe n it was watered it Willi

ni c e ... Mother'd ha ve it water ed ove rnight. yo u know, and the n fry oul the
sc runchions" with that ... N o limes like it- fo r roo- ni ce food ... Hut the
fish is different alt ogether now ... Ti s not as bi g, tis not as 1~1t , don't see m 10
be as nice as the fi sh men. (MF-I).

This brings oul one of the key charac teristics of the pi ckling; m ethod -. it

made fOT very thic k fish. This was caused by the fact that fish Iloated in brine

while in sa lt. This lessened the am ountof pr essing o ut or Flat tening that occurred

with fish dry-salted in bulks. It ca me out of its puncheons and butts and tubs

substantially thick e r and w ith a high er mois t ure eonte ntthan its dry-sa lted

counterparts. If dry ing cond itions were good it made the thickest ligh test salted

fish poss ibl e, but it was a lwaysth at much m ore diffi c ult to d ry. The Newfoundland

Commissi on 1937 put it as follows:

I L~c rune hil'n~ arc, in Ihis caso;, dcsctibc<l u~ follows . ' h !huck rurk, cuI inl" cuhcs , "lien rriCll lind
servedas a @ulnisb,csfl lll'<:IFil>huodll rcWis' {Sln!)' et 01.1'J'Jo, ·H jj
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The pickling method is the most successful in the production of the type of
fish classified as Spanish. This process retains a thickness which is not
easy 10 keep when fish is cured by the dry salt process, It also permits of a
lower percentag e of salt being used, with the resu lt that fish when dried has
the bright colour suitable for Spanish class. It requires much more skill and
constant attention than is necessary in the case of the hard-dried light-salted
fish, as the small percentageof salt used is not sufficient to prevent
deterioration when any delay occurs in drying. In conseq uence a large
amount of poo rly-cured fish is inevitable when drying co nditions are
unfavourable for pickled fish. The system of pickling is not general
throughout the island. and is mainly confined to those fishenn en who have
only moderate quantities of fish to handle in Bonavista and vicinity, Trinity
and Conception Bays and the Southern Shore. (48_9)22

Making Spanis h fish was a risky undertaking although it was more

financially rewarding if successfully completed. The fish makers of Bonavista and

elsewhere were capab le of making excellent fish except in the worst of drying

wealher. Benne tt March recalled that when the merchants wanted a drier product

there was more work in it for the fishing crews for less earnings. A draft (two

quintals) of hard-dried Spanish fish would make "a great heap on the sca le" in

I c"l sAn,,,,'ch \\,,' 1" lu inthe c ~rl\ ISOO, hy Newfoundland ",'u rees tluu pickling cod Ii- h
"r ijlim'l,',j u ilh the Amerie"n Wllrnf [l1uercnuenell\\'helll1.cl'Crc sh"rI3~c "r ,;:, 1l and s ome profh
driven lOerdlltnl' in llie e"l1lmunily "r Trinity combined lu roree planters from all .wer the Northeast
Cu", . h' r"ti.." 'li lt (l HIIl. np . (under llc~uinl!- "Quet)o' 13th"), OUI "f thi,unh"ppy lIC l "f circum'lanoe.'
it \\~."a iu ll1Ul" new lighscr ""Uinll.mClh"d come into exi. tence. [runicnll)' cnous h, in the Innll.run
th" ncwcu re gutropgrudu f"r the fishermennn dwns henvi"r hy the lish, due to higher water content,
""d .u merdmnls l1e""tlllly r aid fur the sh"rl tenn DVDrice ,,( a few oflheir kind, The'" i. a possibility
th"t 11 Icw d~l"il~ "I' Ihe <tor;. were cmhelhshed 10 ,Iant it in this almost moral way, iI', in Iaet, the
sl"~' \\u<l mc 01all (which it c<luldI'C~' \\'ell be). Onlh~"lhcrhand,pic ktinscodfi.h\l'nsrraclisllll in
"I",,,,t Ih~ <I,mc manll~ r in I'j,"nus other 1'l<:l1 tion.o, includine-the Bay of Fundy, wilhin ""vcnty yenT!
(l'erlcy IX52, 9-'-41. It mil:lbtl h~r" r"re be hasty 10 insist on DTrinily Bay " rigin for tbc prllC"~S.

hll c re 't i ll l!- I~ ' , i\n'l"'ch'~ 1", IS indicate thnl pickled fish did not always felch lop grade. In hi.
' R.'n"" k. · (111 10, 11 .1' .)1"' .1 hi, /lim,"), oj '\".' '' 1", ,,,dl.,,,,{, he notes thallish mad" by this method,
1 11<\llghJ~lIscr (llnu thcrcforc rcqcinng tcss flsh "I make upn quil1lal)nnu hcllcr Jrnlkinl,!due 10
thidne," lUkl eotnur, "will m'l "" well , land the marketas when salted in the usual WDr" (Ansl'llch
111 1'1,4.14) Th" ("el lhl,t fish euntinucd tn to."made hy this mClhod 140 )'enrs laler i.testimony to Ih"
lil~t Ilint either th" techni'lll" fn' Olakini:\it improved andror thnl the market stood it Well enoue-h.



com parison to the wetter produc t (NFM ·30)

These points further clarify the description of pickled fish. though the

commi ssioners' comment above regard ing the fishers having 10 cure only

"moderate quantities of fish" is somewhat questionable. In fact. Bonavistn. Ormes

Cove , and Sibleys Cove-Brownsdale (for three examples) were a ll remarkably good

fishing grounds and their fishing operations produced large quantities of salt fish

Onc reason they managed to process large amounts of the labour intensive. pickled

fish was that women were integrally involved in the curing. The requirem ent that

pickled fish be taken out of salt in three to five days. and the need for careful

attention during the comp lex drying stage, made women's contribu tions extremely

important."

The commissio ners also made an intriguing state ment with regard to the

colour of pickled fish being enhanced by light salting . Previous 10 that. they note

that another cause of the co lour ing was thai Newfoundland fish was not bled,

unlike Icelandic fish which turned out much whiter. They slate thai lo r that

part icular era:

The objections to bleeding are , thai in the case of large catches, part icularly
from traps, it is not practicable ; that j f the fish is to be c ured as hard dry,

l.lCon O'Bricn slatcdthlltt his distincl method Was the ditfcrencc between fish-makingill l'clly
Harbour and Bay ll lllls un thc SuulhernS horc In l'cuy III' r"' ,uI lhey picklcd fishnnd "" " "II...." Il< cre
the fish m~ker-.. In llay Hulls (~nd el.cv.·herc nn 1he S"ulh em Shnte ) lhey dry-salle<.l lhh " ",l W" Ill C Il

were eitller not involved in drying il al all, or 10 a milch more limited degree (M F· 2UI2I). "l'herc h
"orne tnuh in lhese slalcmenls, lhough my research sU l!-gesl ~ 11M women were slill hcavily involved
d~'i ng lI"h el al. in many cummunities lhul ury-snhe<.l l"" ( Ilulgin 197M, 'JI; I~ i .•n" 1')7'1. 12· l l , IIllIIic
Tee (Huml Cove), per"onlll communica tion, [995; Mllrgurct l'" wcr (Suu th 1':US1lIigh1)./lCr"" rllll
cornrnunication, 19'N ; Oli\ 'c Pnpc (Grund Bank), pcr.. mal cnmmuniea1joll, 199 .1 ~ l'!eemlln l~ alll l cll

\ William'I"' rl). l"'r"''Ilul cummunication, 1995) II. well. m"n~' women r met in 1'''11-'' where ,Iry ,,,11m!!
\\'usprueliscJ ul. ,,\\utke,Jolllhcllukcs



176

light salted fish, it is not desirable that it be while in colour; and that the
flavour of bled fish is inferior. (Newfo undland Commiss ion 1937, 44·5)

It would seem that the market preference with regard to Spanish fish (and good

quality light-salted fish, pickled or not) in this period favoured the amber cast (see

also MacPherson 1935, 11 ) . 2~

Fish also had to be perfect in various other ways. Figures 4.8 and 3.8

depict salt fish that have been damaged in the cleaning process. In the first, the

letter "A" indicates a blood slain that was caused by the fish being punctured by

the fork of a pew (it was important to pew fish through the head when they were

being pewed up onto the stage from the boat). The letter "8 " indicates anothe r

blood slain left at the nape of the fish. Flies are crawling on the fish. Their

effects have been outl ined. In Figure 3.8 the centre fish has a stain left by liver at

the nape (that was likely caused by a combination of incorrec t cutt ing and gutting)

The vin (or fin) bones were broken by improper heading of these fish, giv ing a

ragged appearance to their napes, The lack of "whitenaping" of these fish has been

noted above, as has the concept of the round-tail seen on one of the fish (almost

out of the frame)

The conditions that affected salt fish - sunburn, saltbum, dun, round-tails,

broken vins et al. •• affected all classes of fish, not just pickled, and some classes

were more prone than others to certain of these. Sunburn, for example, affect ed

heavier salted fish espec ially. Con O'Brien stated this was one of the reasons that

pickled fish could be dried all through the hottest days of the summer (gene rally in

"Oil the olher ham! a Ilumhcr of fi~hermen dc:ocrillcdhow fur personal consumption their families
would putuwn y u 'l"in lul nr lwo"f hlcd [i.h illlh e f"lIl mEely beC"use ofit.whilcnc"~ lnwhat erll
1hil l'raclicehcj!.lIn lmnllollurc,hu titnccdJ flu""thcr im'C:stignlion



Figure 4.8: Damaged salt fish on nl\ke in New BonR\lenlure C A" indicates a blood
mark caused by the prong or a pew; •.8 " is blood lert 011 uie nape or the fish).

[Phem courtesy of Blian Miller and
Memorial Univelllily or Newroundland Folldon~ and Language AlThive)
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July), while the classes of somewhat heavier salted fish, made in bulks, were

genera lly not dried, in communities where this type of salt ing predominat ed . until

early o r mid-August (MF-20/21).2' In chapter five I will examine the distinctions

between classes of fish more fully.

4.5 Conclusion

In this chapter I have explored the day-to-day work of drying salt cod fish on areas

of the coast where inshore light-salt ing, and more specifically, the pickling of lish

predominated. I have touched on many orthe methods. techniques. skills. and

know-ho w of fish making. I have demonstrated that the various stages involved in

the dryi ng process . - including wash ing pickled fish, piling waterhcrse, and the

extensive spreading and piling of the drying phase •• required treme ndous amounts

of tradit ional and complex knowledge. The work required much attention and

many fine adjustments to the process in response to changing variables; most

particularly the weather. I have tried to capture and evoke the quali ties and

quantiti es of this work in the descriptions and analyses above. I have also

endeavoured to evoke a sense of how fish making and related tasks fit into the

daily and seasonal regimens of activity in salt fishing com munities

Along with the many other tasks that had to be seen to in the course of the

summer . catching. cleaning and making salt fish utterly engrossed the energies and

time of the men and women who lived in that world. Their efforts demanded

llintcrc!tingly, Witron lIu ywurd ~tuted IImt " ne of the I><: neti l~ " f pickling n~h wu~ thut it cuuld he
made quic kly in the spring ond carty summer und then gel .hi pped to the IIlI:rchullb eurty , "' ~ wclt.
This meunt lhol members of picktcd fish operarions had u chunec llfpu ying uIT their winter und ~pr ing

debts earlierin the season thu s avojding the exue price mark-upon the pUfehu-es of elienl' wh" " wl:d
on their acccunts Ipersonal co mmunication, 1995)
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remarkable endurance, physical toughness, tremendous commitment, and diligence

al every step of the way. Making fish also required good coordination and

decis ion-making skills. Their lives were not easy, by any means. For many weeks

every summer there was little lime for sleep, lei alone leisure activi ties or

relaxalion~ As Jabez Ryder put it: "Hard racket boy ... hard racket for a living 

and now - you don't want 10 "move" for a living now" (MF-4/S).

The work, however, was nol without its pleasures and rewards. Men and

wome n were independent as far as the ir work schedules went . - a benefit that

many appreciated a great deal. They decided upon their own courses of action and

work from day 10 day. Though the reg imen was incredibly busy, people were free

for the most part to see to their own needs in their own time -- to get a mea l, to

look after their children, to care for the elderly, to lend their gardens and so forth.

The work was varied and interest ing enough, carried on out of doors during the

pleasan t summer season and clea rly healt hy from the standpoint of physical

exercise. With good weather, hard work and know-how, large quantities of very

line and valuable salt cod were produced each year. Th is varied productive output

and its challenges were satisfying for many people who worked in the salt lishery.

They rightly took pride in their abi lit ies and achievements. The complexity of

their work can neither be denied nor dismissed as primitive or simple, desp ite the

remarkable historical continuity in the techniques and traditions used for over three

hundred years.

Many men and women I talked with have also highlighted the communa l

:OSec 1),,"ninl.l ll>7(.; An' l'llch IK27, -IlK·l 9; Dc~ inc 1?90, 20·2 1; Porlcr 1991 , -18; Rixcn 1981, ll;
MF..J' ) ; NI'M·}) I) 61}7; NtM -l Ol-l ' .
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nature of many tasks and attach a significant value 10 those: times. Communal

work in the sa lt fishery, on the flakes and elsewhere. often involved everyone from

very young children on up (Miller 1979,3-4). There was the regular hauling of

boats by men and wome n, the bait-seining expeditions. fish gathering and

spreading bees at differen t times. T he list goes on and these activities were all

recalled fondly. For many. the wo rk provided a sense of community - a sense

thai where they lived were stable, comfortable. safe and frequenlly pleasurab le

places ( Bulgin 1978, 95; Dcvinc 1990; MF- 17118; Mr -I ; NFM·J5/ 36137; Russell

1971, 2),

Equall y undeniable is the comp lex and profound cont ribution that women

made to the shore work o f the inshore sa l! fisheries of the east coast of this island

Equal partners in the clea ning. spl in ing and sa lting phases of processi ng, and

frequently solely responsi ble for and in charge of the washing and drying phase,

wo men were integral to the fishing economy of the family , the communities, the

Dom inion and later the province. The ir diligence and commi tment to this wo rk

was all the more remarkable given the treme ndous range of non-fishery related

tasks and responsi bilities they also had to contend with on a daily, seaso nal and

yearly basis

Working at the fish on the flakes was not necessarily viewed by the women

who d id it as purely slavish drudgery. For many women, it was challenging and

interesting work. It developed a sense o f identity and se' f.won~ and it provided

regul ar and positive soc ial interaction for the women involved (Laura wluffcn.

persona l commu nication , 1 995~ also Antler 1977; MF·I ; MF·14I1S; Millais 1907,

144-45; Neis 1993, 194; Russell 1971,23). As 50 many I mel pointed out, the
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women of cutport New foundland took on "more than 50%" of the work. Th eir

contribution and abilities arc certa inly worthy orthe esteem and even "awe" they

inspired in so many men and women who witnessed their work (Porter 1993, 48)

The people of the salt fishery were intimately connected with a way of life

profoundly in tune with once stab le seasonal cycles of their work, patterns of

nature and creatures of the sea. W ith each spring and the return of the cap lin and

the cod came the bustling fullness of the work ahead and a sense of certainty and

well-being - a sense remarked on by many and eloquently captured by Wilson

Hayward :

We used to move down to our summer home, down by OUT flakes and
stages and that, you know down by the sea shore and beautiful evenings in
the summer we'd be out on the bank, after we'd come in from fishing in the
day, and get washed up, and get our supper, we'd go out on the bank, no
caplin around nowhere. By and by you'd see a breach of caplin coming up
from what they ca lled Clarke's Point. They'd be breaching on the water,
then you'd see a fish jump out of water. The fish would be com ing with the
ca prin.

They'd come up, they'd come in Red Cove and they wouldn't come to the
shore that night. 'cause may be the water'd be too high ... and the old fellows
•• "Here boy, we got 10go in and gel a good nap e - we wants to be early
tomorrow morning." Get up the next morning, the caplin'd be rolling from
one end of the beach to the other and j ust off the shore out in 3 and 4
fathoms of water, you'd see a fish jump out of water, after the caplin ..
perhaps 4 and 5 fish jump the one time, you know. You'd see the fish
come with the caplin ... you get your tub of caplin then you go out and you
catch your couple thousand pounds of fish and that, you come on in, then
you go and you span your moorings for your traps and that ... after two
weeks then after the caplin come, they take the load of caplin into them,
full their bellies. they go on the bottom and they get so lazy they be there in
the gulches and that •• you set your trap there, you have two and three
weeks of excellen t fishing -- every lime you'd go to your trap, you get
whatever you want •• whatever fish you want and you have a lot of it to
give to your neigh bours, you know. (NFM .3S/36/31)
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Other commentators have remarked on the power ful feelings of renewal and

vitality that came with Ihe work of the salt fishery despite its heavy demands

(De vine 1990, 9-13, 20-2 1, 23; O'Flaherty 1995). The work and its result s thus

held an inherent digni ty and value akin to the work of skilled craftspeop le

everywhere and of all eras , Fish makers , like craftspeople . in creating the produc ts

of thei r trades . engaged in the transformation that George Sturt described in his

jou rnals, and which I quote d in the introduction to this thesis:

AI the very moment of change , whe n the effort actually comes off and has
its effect M_ th is keeps the "peasant" more or less satisfied , but "superio r"
people never experience that satisfaction.

T he moment of effecti veness, whe n skill is changing the raw material into
the desi red product is always wort h "reali sing." It is momentou s eve ry time
... (1967, 879·80)

The shore-women and men of Bonavista carried out this vita l transformat ion with

remarkable ab ility and skill. however mundane or everyday it may have been or

seemed to have been . Maki ng light-sa lted fish (and particular ly pickled fish) was

the most comp lex and difficult of all the processes . Shore skippers had to makc

ma ny comp lex judgements about when to move fish from o ne dry ing stage to the

next in relation to any number of variables. They had to balance the very

unpredictab le weather wit h differing amo unts of and sizes o f fish. at differe nt

stages in the drying process , and often with limi ted crew to draw upon to carry out

myriad tasks. The product that resulted from the hard and di ligcnt work of making

pickled fish commanded the best price s. I will explore why this was the case in

the next chapter in explai ning more fully the distinct ions between the various types

and classes of salt fish. I will discuss variation in practices and produc ts within
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and between class es of fish, communities and the effects on these of gear types.

My focus will be on factors that affected the product itself , its quality and its

subsequent value and price.

The pos itive character of living and producing quality fish in the wo rld of

the sa lt fishery, however, should not be over-emphasised or romanticised. Many

looked (and look) on many aspects of this life as negative and freque ntly

destructive - the unrem itti ng and extremel y harsh toil, the meagre earnings, the

lack of education and employment alternatives, the precario usness of their

subsistence and its attendan t evils. Whet her or nor any of these negative realitie s

had to exist 10 the degree thai they did is another question (however moot it now

appea rs).

To this point in the thesis I have estab lished that the world of the salt

fisherie s was characterised by complex, labour-intensive, often unremitting toil.

Despit e this toil , the world and work of the salt cod fishery did provide certa in

satis factions and status to the people who part icipated in it. The wor k had its

interests and challenges and the communit ies were bustling, more or less stable

places, with many beneficia l and pleasurable element s in seasons and years when

the fishery provided a good living. The materials presented in this chapte r (and

the previous) reflect many of these posi tive elements

It is the seeming contradictio n between the positive and negative realit ies of

this world and the various portrayals of the m that I want to explore in the

concluding chapters o f the thesis. In those discussions I will cont inue to focus on

and to privileg e the portrayals, the ideas and analyses of those people that lived

and worked in the salt fishery as they have much to bring to a discuss ion of these



iss ues. But first the discussion of variations on making sail fish must be

undertaken in the next chapte r in order to esl 'll; ~ ish the importance of the light

salted product of the inshore small-boat fishery to the overall industry and 10

Newfo undland.

'84



Chapter 5. Variations on Making Fish.

So far I have focused my analysis on the ernie description and presentation of the

production of one particular variety of sailfish: pick led fish. The light-salted,

inshore processing that it required had a speci fic geographic range and this method

of making fish contributed only a portion of the island's total saltfish production .

This class of fish was one of a complex range of light- and heavy-salted varieties

of fish

In this chapter I delve. select ively into the comp lex range of varian ts and

variations on making sailfish . Though I will continue to employ ernie descriptions

of variations in making fish and their distinctions, J will depart slightly from that

approach and bring various other sources into the discussion to aid in the

explanation of these complexities. My goal is to place the light-salt ed products of

the inshore salt fishing co mmunities in relation to other classes of saltfish, their

production and markets. How did the two main classes of fish most important to

the inshore fishing communities of the east coas t of the island -- the light pickled

described in the chapters above and light dry-salted fish -- fit into the structure of

the salt fishery? [ will demonstrate these products' relative importance and value

in the overall industry. To do so I will consider variations in the production and

product of sailfish from three sta ndpoints.

First , variation existed on a micro level , from operation to operation and,

likely, from commun ity to community. With regard to pickled fish, this has been

touched on at various points in the preceding two chapters -- different crews used

different techniques at each and every step of the processing. I wi ll show that such

micro-variati on was not intended to vary the linal product: everyone followed more



186

or less standardized methods in order 10 arrive at a more or less standardized

product -. the methods and resulting product had been developed and adhered 10

for literally hund reds of years,

The fis h makers pursued spec ific charac teristics of colour. look and quality

in the making of the product in order to produce an ideal fish. I have examined

what qualities applied to make a perfect pickled fish in chapter four. This clear ly

demons trated that standard models for emulation existed and that all snltfish WdS

made with these in the minds of the makers. Once completed and shipped 10 ,I

merchant for sale, his "cullers- (fish graders) standardized the saltlish (If imhviduul

operations st ill further by grading them.

Inshore salt fishing people were well aware of the importance oft heir

product in the overall scheme of things. In their communities light-salted Fish

fetched the highest price and it is abundantly clea r From chapters three and four

that the women and men who made fish strove to make the best quality that they

could. Below I will explore the reasons why light-salted fish was so {relatively]

valuable. Essen tial1y it was the highest qual ity fish available (by various objective

s;andards), but its production dema nded the most labour-intensive process ing of all

and, as I have also shown, intrinsic to its production were literally hundreds of

years of train ing and knowledge built into the comp lex set of techniques and work

routines that were needed to make this type of saltfish. The men and women of

the inshore sa lt fishing communities and operations were equal to these demanding

tasks and turned out high quality fish.

Secondly, I am conce rned with the various classes and sub-classes of tight

and heavy-sa lted fish. Different areas and the different modes of the fishery seem
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10 have specialised in making d istinct variants of sailfis h and these variants were

determined mainly by the amounts of salt used on fish (and to some extent by the

technique used 10 salt them). T he major d istinction was between light-salted and

heavy-salted fish, but by this cent ury a medium salting could also have been said

to have existed, both in inshore and offshore salt fisheries.

Within the light- salted class, the two sub-cures note d above •• pickled and

dry-salted fish -- exis ted. How these di ffered and were employed by differe nt

operations in various ci rcumstances will be considered. It will become apparent

that the level of salting applied to fish was fundamenta l to their value on the

market. The lighter sa lting possible in the small-scale shore fishery produced a

higher quality and mo re valuable fish w w however, the lig hter the salting the more

difficult . time-consuming and risky the process of making it became. This section

will conclude with a basic outl ine of the classes of fish, the ir levels of salting and

basic characteristics.

The third standpoi nt relates to one key fac tor in the inshore salt fishery that

determined salting choices and methods and that was the effect of various inshore

fishing gears. I will present a brief ana lysis of the relations between curing

methods and fish ing gear. In the case of the cod trap,' its widespread use and

'n; Ncwfoundluud cod lrol' llurh along hu.ic lin".', [I i. n vel)' 13l"l!e box (som" hnd perimeler.
of ~(J falhom. -un the round-) llIod" or Ih hing twine; it haM four wall. lind 0 floo r _ with a smell,
U.II IIII)· on,,·tillhom,ul'eninl.lvrd,.'rwoy. Frorntbc lund or II sooal,n "el) ' long slTUighlnel, I;noll'n in
musll' llIccMasa leader, run. "ut inln d""rcrwul"rondin through the doorwey of'rhc irep a short
distance. Thi.leaJ"r'.ro1c,n.then:lme 'UI.ls.csl.,i. tolead Fish into the trap. Thoughtsimplevin
e"neCI'I,lh"irconslruelinnand use demund II great deal ufexpe".1; ill and exper t knowledge. Ir5cI
well in Ih.'ir he"h., thc~' nrc Cll['-1hlc or emching large qUDn lilie' or £ish at on" hau l _. tcn. o f th"usand.
<It'l~lIlnd"

In IK74there were no lrDl" rce<lrdedIn the Nell't'uundhllldecn.us,hul by 1884therc were
45~\l nlld, hy In l. Iherc Ilcrc 7,365 lrop~. The I"l\"c,rul eaputity thul tile c,,<1 trup hnd ror cnlching
rl.1lcl"IIr1)' l1;ul much In do with it~ rapid spread and u"" lNc\\'foundlllnd lnshore Fisheri", AssociDlion
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tremendous capacity for catch ing large quantities of fish ove r It brief intense season

each summer influenc ed inshore salt- fish production in many different fashions,

moti vating many crews to shift from light-salted techniques to heavier salting

tec hniques. trading off qual ity for qua ntity. Other operatio ns developed various

strategies for maintaining light-salted methods for the most part and making lISC of

surplus catch in various ways.

Again, the basic but sign ificant point of all these discussions is that the

light-salted hard-dried fish of the inshore communities were the most valuable of

all sailfish and had for genera tions maintained a strong presence in the markets of

so uthern Europe right up to the collapse of the salt fishery in the 19505. T he

pic kled fish of Bcnavista (and elsewhere), the lightest salted of all, and objec tively

the best in quality, in fact , dominated the very lucrative Spanish market where it

co mmanded the highest pr ices. Most inshore fishing operations worked to balance

their efforts to produce the lightest salted fish possi ble while at the same time

harvesting the maxim um number of fish they cou ld. Much of the discu ssio n below

focuses on how and wh: fish ing operatio ns made the micro- choices they did to

process fish in certa in ways. It is my contention that these {admittedly

pre liminary) examinations of some of the factors that affect ed people's curing

preferences and the shifts that occ urred in those can oITer ins ights into the larger

questio ns of how the salt fisheries developed and declined as they did through to

the 1950s.

In thi s regard , the exp lanations and elaborations introduce d in this chapter

lead to a discussion of a number of significant bureaucrat ic and academic ideas

199 1, 20)
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th at I have encountered in m y readings regarding the salt fishery of th is century .

First is the opinion that throu gh the last decades of the 19thcen tury and the ea rly

de cades of this one (up 10 the 1930s ) there was a decli ne in fish curing skills and

commiu ment. This idea has been subscribed to by var ious interest gro ups and

sc holars (MacPherson 1935, 15-17; M acDonald 1987. 7; Ryan 1980, SO). It is

related to the percept ion that the ind ividual fish harves ting and process ing

ope rations of the inshore sa lt fishery were fa r too num erous and diffuse and

therefore incapable of making a prod uct that would co nform to rigid standards.

T aken together these two ideas helped lead to a characteriza tion of the inshore salt

fishery as being unab le to compete wi th the heavy-salt ed indus t rial pro cessing of

various other countri es and product ive sectors despite the fact t hat the inshore

product was objectively supe rior in quality (N ewfoundland Co m mission 1937, 108

09 ),2 Many have asse rted th at these factors and condi tions were centra l to the

eventua l demise of the indus try.

Th is depiction is unfa ir on a number of counts . In many comm unities

around the island. for example, I be lieve it w as not so much a question ordecline

' This "'lmc e"mmi ..ion h~d this III!Illy ohout the rcmarh hlc d ilTusion <>1' "llUIlI "ca lc fi.h
" pclu li'llIs \\hich lhcy e lcud)' lIt,:C h!' pr"hlemulic'

II) all pruJ uein8 e" untric., cxecpl Ncwruundlund Dud C:,m uda. we arc advised thatthe process
uf ellrinl!- is nlainl)' conduc ted in large central esteblishmcnu. and unJer, in some in>1ances,
fixed standard. enl" rced by U"I"I~mmcn( rcgulat ion., This is (he exac t opposite of the
prnecd ufe in Ncwfonndtand.w bcrc thc ewmgis rnalnly in the hand. of fbe ind ividual
lh hetmun, lind is without nny c ,t~bl i.hed . tD.ndard. of Goyemment control. AceOfdinll to tht
l 'cn.u . return. nf 1935. the re arc oYcr IJ.OOO fi.h i n~ room ., scaucred llmund the wllole of the
eonst Iine or Ncw f..undlend aoJ I.ab rlldor. (lOl!I)

J >C "J ~ lc the luck " I'cnr" .e"d .tondard • •• II lack thllt WII " '" no wuy the fault of (j.hlng pearle _. on th.
nc~( J~'I!-~ "f their "'rort the eomrnissioncrs admil (hat such la rgC-5C ~ le "centra l CSlllbli~hmenl l" were
l1<' t eal.. ht,· IIf making fish PI' the ""me qUlll ity "u thnt proJuccd at many of the 5101111li shing.room , in
ut herrllle"s"llU9j
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in curi ng skills as it was a conscio us shift of production 10 less light-sa lted fish

thai gave rise to this perception.' This argu ably am ounts 10 th e same th ing _. a

decline in fish qu ality -. but there is an im portant d ifference: ski lls and labour were

being app lied to different aims and standar ds •• they were not necessa rily in

abeyance. I will challeng e this cont ention below.

The main causes of the co llapse of the salt fisheries lay elsewhe re and were

not du e to suppos ed sloppy, neglige nt work habits and skills. nor due to II

suppose d lack of standards and res ulting decline in q uality tha t was supposedly

inevitable, coming from an industry that had been ste reotyped as backwa rds and

primitive (Alexand er 1977 . nO- I) . In rega rds to th is I will explore so me possible

alterna tive exp lanations fo r the supposed decline in cures at th e micro-level o f

inshore fishing operations. Evidence suggests that there was littl e dec line and thnt

any m arginal decline was due to poor curing weather, market shifts or rel1ected

conscious decisions and ch oices o n the pa rt of fishing operat ions to sh ift their

styles of product ion to those that favoured quantity over qua lity. These decis ions

in tum often reflected sh ifts in me rcantile strategies and other economic incentives

and d isincentives to the productio n of certa in kinds of lish. I will conclu de th e

chapte r by relatin g these micro-productionchoices to a numbe r of development s in

the lar ger contexts of the san-fish industry and Newfound land politica l economy in

this e ra

'Such .h i l\~ might h~\"t: and likcl}'did occur in r~[Qlion I.. variou, rQ~ttJJ' illcludinl! IlleImp
lhhcry', cfl'~cb, and disinccnti vc. sueh ns shrinkinl! price difft:nmli_[, ht:t....ecn lighlt:f llnd h~"v icr
"a!lc<.!clu•..:,,,rli,h
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5.1 Variations of Tec hnique and Product

It is clea r that variations of processing and technique existed between the many

operations that produced a given class of fish .- such variation has been outl ined in

the preceding chapters in relation to the class of pickled fish made in various

communities including Bona vista. It could occur on an extremely localized basis.

from one family's operation to the next. In a given community there were any

number of ways to carry out the st eps involved in processing (see, for example,

Bulgin 1978,86-7). Amounts of salt used, decisions regarding techniq ues of

splitting and was hing and drying were all potentially variable and affected to some

degree the end products. The Newfoundland Commission of Enquiry Investigating

the Sea fisheries... of 1937 took a dim view of what they perce ived to be arbitrary

and w idely varying sets of standards:

There is no one specific sta ndard of process accepted by the fishermen and
the demands of the market to whic h the fish is to be shipped, determine, in
a large measure, the method and process of cure...

Dry salting is the method mostly in favour, but in certa in local ities pickling
is practised 10 a very considerable extent ..

These are the two methods of curing codfish for the Salt Codfish Industry.
There are, however, variations of each method, some of which are as
follows:

Washing before salting or pickling ~.

There are advocates both for washing and not was hing, and there is a
variety of methods for washing; some good, some indiffe rent and
some bad.

Salting ~~

Some fishermen atte mpt to make very light salted fish, some medium
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salted, andsome heavy salted. Some men have small pile s or bulks,
some medium in size, others large high bulks; so me men remove fish
from pickle after a few days. others let the fish lie longer. Some
men remove fish from salt bulk in ten days. others only aft er a mu ch
longe r period has elapsed. Some men wash fish from salt bulk o r
pick le veryca refully, washing each one individual ly: othe rs wash
them in large bulks. So me men arc ca reful to remove all blood
before or after salting, others do not tak e the troubl e.

There is no standard of quality. nor of measure, in regard to salt used in the
cure of codfish, and there is no one g rade of salt which all men accept as
being the p roper grade. (Newfoundland Comm ission 1937. 45.6)

Some of th ese assertions may he valid hut I contend thatth ese variations in

technique finally d id not lead to wild ly varying standa rds of product and in man y

cases were done for rational reasons. Other statements •• for example, those

regarding variations in the amounts of salt used· · implied seemingly ra ndom,

almost chaot ic practices. I will demo nstrate that this depiction is unfairl y

misleading . Still a number of the varia tions outlined above may have been

arbitrary and could have led to a wide range of quality in finished prod uct. Yct

the materials of the last two chapters clearly demonstrate that the basic methods.

steps. and techniques of mak ing pick led fish were bot h widely practised and lon g

standing -- different fishing operations were generally aiming to produce a standard

product by standardized meth ods, and this succeeded for the mosl part. This

product was further standardized by a mercantile grading process that occurred

upon sale of the product and divided fish into its var ious grades.'

As a result variation on the mi cro level was not great en ough to affect

'Whith is nct tn SO)· thatlh c stondurJ. o f gudi~l! W CI'\: "flcn extremely chaotic and duhi",, _~ IIIHI
problcrnetic in various '\ 'np •• subjects I !like ul' in tile nc"1chapter (Mucl'he r",m I~35. 12;
Ncwfoundlllnt.lCommission 19)7. 55).
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overall standards of fish. Some of the singular or idiosyncratic methods of

production could ha ve been a nd were likely nearly as lo ng-standin g (tha t is,

tradit ional) as the shared or common practices of fish making were, whether

peculiar to a single operation, groups o f them, or even to a partic ular comm unity

or group o f communities." Over gene rations, fish proces sors developed the ir own

me thods, but these methods stayed within certain limits of technique in relation to

the creation of a sta ndard end product. quality sail fish. and were genera lly effected

for justi fiable reaso ns." I wi ll briefly touch agai n on two prime exam ples from

prev ious chapters: salting, and piling techniques . These will demon strate clearly

that such variation existed within known lind conscious boundaries .

Various fishing people informed me that in the making of pickling fish

different salters used greater or lesser amounts of salt based on a whole series of

factors. But all salters were simultaneousl y aiming towards a "rule of thumb"

sta ndard, This standard was described in chapter three for pickling fish, but nearly

all o f the fish makers I talked with knew the ratios that applied to the various

classe s of fish they were involved in making, from the pickled to the most heavy

salted types, such as Labrador floater fish. T hese figures and those provided by

'At l~ust oue "r the fishermen I inte rviewed on the south .ide of Trinity Bny, Bennett Mareh,
implicdthut \'nriuli" M in le~hni "Jlle fro m ~"mmunil)' 10 I'ommllnily Ii\.;ely e:\istl'd (os il did ond dol's
\\'ith nll .orcs " r "lhcrrtoce il...:. und productive octi\11ies) though t tiid lI<lt pursue: the issue with him
tNFM-.W}, I "",,"tt l.\' sllSI~c t thol it is tile case though and lI'urth .. study uf it.. own

"A eorainu um "r varia tion in technique ond II1IlthlK.lS opplies to the pnKluclion or mOllY "trediiional"
"b,iccb, Idi""ync,ulie e" l"' l ilJ\l:lIlnlion Dn<lrc"uhi nll \'uriolion in lhe constructing or m.king or
intli,,·idu.l l'rotluel. were tletined hy clep llimi ts . 'fhc_' e l imit~ were set~' functionality and eomrnunity
pe ~th c lie~ I) ,,\'id Tayl"f'~ anall'"is of boat-build ing in Win tertun cxp lorc. one cornmonit)"s "rulc. " and
lh..: I inuutha t tbol"Ccould bu extended in relation to the building of wooden inshore fishing boat.
\1 'Jl't;!1. Snit n .h produc tion \lU ~ cqua lly conta ined, lhough by very different constra int• •• its fur..:titln••
{olc,.., und mn{lcl~ were 01'an Dlt"l/.clhCTdiITeTe nt order.
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various docu me ntary sou rces are very unifonn (keep ing in mind the variability o f

the hogshead).

So wh ile salters within the same class of fish may have differed in the

amounts of salt they used. that difference had to rail within limits wit hin which a

recognizable Spanish fish would result. Interestingly, many of these differences

were conscious choices (as noted in chapter three). One crew salted a little heavier

10 ensure against the chances of bad weather. Another crew look a risk on lighter

sa lted fish that, if the wea ther held . might be graded slightly higher, and saved 511 11

into the bargain. Meantime the crew that salted heavily had very likely developed

adj ustments further on in the process that minim ized the effects of the heavier

salt ing, while the light-salt ing crew could lake steps if caught out by poor weather.

Finally both c rews were endeavouri ng to make the same Spanish Fish - both crews

were well awar e that the ir fish wou ld be graded on exactly the same criteria and

attempted to p roduce to these spe cifications

Similar considera tions led to variations in piling techniques in dilTercnt

ope rations and communities The following exce rpt from a discussion with Laura

and Doug WhilTen provides a sense of such variation ";.,.0-,';" the ea rly piling

stages of the d rying process

OW: So you'd build up a faggot then, you'd build up a faggot, be about that
wide [indicates width) de pending on the size of the fish eh ..

MF: T hai was like a foot and a half, maybe a foot- 2 feet wide, and maybe
a foot- two feet long-

OW: As you come up, you keep putt ing your fish that way -- some people
have a faggot that high, more have them that high; they'd ha ve around a
fool high ... more or a litt le less-
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LW: W hen they be's gree n you couldn't p ut too m uch. but when they get
dry yo u could put more.

OW: I know. But people used to put it g reen till it'd press out eh?

LW; Ye s yeah ..

OW: Som e people had sma ll faggo ts - like I said. you kno w, it'd depend
probably, you know, on th e size of the fish , and peop le's min ds and one
thing and another. (MF-14 /1 S)

A number of fishing people and a sailfish merchant ( talked with ma de a

point of stating thai within the cl asses of fish, there was no range of different

sailfish with unique characteristics (NFM -34; MF-20121).7 This poin t is ec hoed by

MacPh erson in his 1935 report on the indu stry:

It was sa id that there were at least twenty -three ty pes of dri ed codfish
exported from Newfoundlan d. and there are about eleven countries
consumin g these exports, The producing fishermen do not set themselves to
cure fish in twenty-three di fferent ways. T hey set themselves to cure fish
by salt ing it and drying it all in th e same way, and it is very evident that the
standards ought to be set by the natur e of the fish and by the degree of
perfection attained in the curing, an d not by the num ber of markets . (12)

Fish in different classes -- light-salted shore fish, and the heavier sa lted fish -- of

course, all had very different salr ings (see table 5, 1 below) , Neverthe less ther e is

some evidence to suggest that different sub-marke ts required slight ly differen t

specificat ions within the broader classes o f fish (A lexander 1917, 75-6). In the

section on the perfect pickled fish in chapter four (4.4) there is some discuss ion of

' Mind yuu, Con O'llrien, u Mll lish mcrcbam, also 111\.:cd (If vlIriant teehniques of productio n !bpt
cxeted in his home communil~' of flay Bulls for "turning" heavier salted filh into a seemingly lighter
Mlled Ii n i~hed prod uct hy !\<lllking it in sea wetcr jU 11before wlI!hing lind drying (M F-20/21) Tbi.
mpinly he1rcd 10 thicken the Iish up. I came I cross thil lcchni quc in at lell.t one othcr localion, in lhis
cll"Cll" nll\"illll( NFM·lltll?) .
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this issue in relation to Mary Ann Mart in's an omalous depiction of the perfect

pickled fish. Bennett March explained that th is might beaccounted for by

different deg rees of drying required in differen t years. I would speculate that su ch

deg rees could be said to result in what amounts 10 sub-classes ofSp anl; t, fish -

one dried harder and with the floury effect, the oiber softer wit h little or no floury

effect.'

5.2 The Classes of Salt fish

In the era covered in this study, the 19205 to the 1950s, pickled fish, the lightes t or

all salted c ures seems to have been peculiar to a stretch or coast running roughly

north from Petty Harbour to the community o f Bcnavista." I turn briefly now to

'1\Ie~~nder confirms Ihls l" II degree in Th.. IJtcuy "/ 1',,,d,' ( ) '177.75). In Ihi~ Cll~e though. i l
seem.' merchant s directed fi~inll pe ople in pickled Ii-II llrells lu d ry theirfish hunter in order for il l"
emu lalc .hoTe fi.hdry·solled inhulk 'l1 hcncedf"r lhis shift carne abeutwith lhe 1".~"fSl'''lIish

morkel s elter Ihc 1930~ lind the re~ullin8 shift o f the pickled producl in!" ma rkets lhul ....ere 11'"
occu.lnmed lo il

°Thc!Illc!llim~!c' of the 8e"l!orllphi~l l imib or pickled Ihh r rnCI,", in8 come Irom 1I\.mel"u. ""utee,
The furthest soulh ond east l have comeacross lhe rechniqee is in PCl1)'lIurhllnrlln the S,~jl hern Shore
(Con 0 1Jrien lM F·20·2 ». The fu rthe~1 north wa~ on (i""sch.:rry " 1011<1 in Il " nuvislu n,, ¥ Irom Ken
Saunder s who recalled h i ~ lather using llie lechni4uc in theinshore lishery thele (I",r' ''"u l
ee mmuneation, (995). Two olher pcopk from ncurh¥ i.l and. as~e rletl Ih"l pickli"l!0 W'I. Il ' ~ thc
dom inant mode . John Fellham, or i gi n~lI¥ or Deer 1,lond sl nl~.,j Ihu l frUln lhc 19.11'" dry lil!ohH."ll i111!o
pred ominated. thuugh th e odd puncheon of pickled Ii.h wu. mude fur <I"me. lic c"n. umptio" in Ihe 1;' 11
(pe l"1lOOI1 I com muniealion, 1995), Larry Hiscock or FIlii I"lund con curred with F~lthnm (per." nnl
eommuniClltion. 1995).

Con 01Jri~" state d lholnnly plece he knew where pickled fish Wls mude comme rcially n n Ihul
. hure WOl its no rthernmo"1cnmmunit)" Peny llu rbour, From Pelty IIntb"ur nmlh und eround "n l" the
southeast .•ide of l' oncepli nn Buy I hUI'e no dato, lIulu ll my research (111ul und oJ,,~ ume nl u ry l indicules
tha t pickling.domin~tc<.l Ihe fishing. eomrnunities right down um unu ( "neerti"n !lay'. North ,%" re.
into Trinily Bu y and righl around 10 Honavisla J1111fICr. Nut one ]1'.:r."n I spukc til lin 1' '' Il'' Islund
reca lled the me lhotl ond it ;. nol me nlioned u u m~lhud in Ihe llec"unl.' Itom furlhcr n" ,lh and wesl
(c .g..• Sm~ l1 1979; Ilulgin 1978). Fi.h IIllIking funhcr so uth in C ope Freel" 01." scem. 11011" Imve
used pickling techniques (Ri~on . 1981). Anolhcr flO"sible ""rthcrly limit i.. Solvagc. H" nuviMlullay,
jU51IO ulh nf th" noovc menl!nncd islond. ..f Uonnvi.tII Nnrth(Oo rdon llandco"k.pc r"',"1l1
communication, 1995), The"" cSlimllle. arc o bvinu. ly crude and arc meunl In serve " nly a~ a stllrt inl!o
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other clas ses of sa ilfish produced o n other s t retches of coast . - variat ion on a

different or der from that d etailed above . M y goal is 10com pare the two types of

light-salted inshore fish, p ickled and dry-salted, bot h between themsel ves as well as

to the heavier salted classes . to provide an idea of how they all differed in quality

an d value.

It would appear at fi rst glance that th e class of fish produced va ried on the

basis of region. Bu t while it might be possible that regiona l techniques (and

results) existed these do not seem to have led to any particu lar or pec uliarsub

g rades of fish. M ajor variations did exist from area to area. hut these appear to

have been based in the mode s and amounts of salting . IIwa s these salti ng

d istinctions •• techniq ues and levels employed in the produc tion of fish from t hese

regions, rat her than in micro-variations in a single s tyle of curing that created these

distinctions.talexander 1977, 75}.IU

pl oce I' ,T in'lu il)'. II i ~ ololl di l11 ~uh 10know wherc und when pi~kling mig ht bal'e do minetod herOIC

Ihe advent o f the cod tmp end its new dema nds on the ShOICwo rk of clcani ng ~nd dryin g. Interestingly
enoug h lhis (odmilledly l'A@ue) len gth of co ast eerrcspo nds more OTle!l.~ w ith \l'h~1 wa s known lis the
· Old Eoglish Shure," that nm fro m Trrpo.ssey (conlidc rllblj' south of Pelt)' I-Iofbour) 10 the:comm unitj
.. I' B"navislu . I cl. irn Ihil b<'CIlU'~ it i. c l ~a r that from the late 17th cenhllJ' thatltla ny English
~elllclmnb hud !-.cen e~lnh\i""cd f" .lher north in Ilona v i.la n llY prop:l, and hy the 20th century , south
frum l'elly l lnrb our, the "ri$innl En~li.h fishin g plonte n hnd been In.gely .u pplnnl",d by lrish Catholic
fishing fllmilic s

Then: mil,lht well hi:a eon ncetion be tween hi st orical .cUlc mcnt l'a ltems lUI,J fish-making
Ic.:hni' luc, nOl l" mention, eontemperery pattern s of socio -eulturul ectivity. Wherepi.:ld ingdomm ared,
rOt exernple, women cle arly 10,,10; vel)' full and eerive roie s in sh ore \I'Ofk, 1I11eali back 10 1be laiC ISlh
century (Ansp ach lit 10 ). Msny such specula tions may be worth following up, tbough I make no !llmng.
.: luim~I\'r thcrn hcre. ' :urlho:r resen tch ilcle luly ncoes'lUl')'

" ll lllip,h l l>c~ rp,Ilf:,J thulthis umount. to TOl,lionnl vuriation, but l would lI...:rt tha t it isno l cas e.
Whc 'Cl"Cf rio:klhl@\\,0" nol prnct i><cd in Ih~ in. horo, light" olling in bulks WD! , n lulting in only tw o
d i' linet regi"m ll inshore . t)'le•. D ry-sehed Iish docs seem 10 hO"11h,d vertc ua $IIb-o:lu". cs loo, bUI
lhe."'"n~lI in do nut . c.:m lu hi: ba.scd regiona lly. Olher foCtllll such as I,lear typ:s (Ihat wero found
C\'cryllherll) c"ntrihutcd lu the. e \·oTiatio" 5. Dis1incli"e woulher patterns do seem10 exist and ha ve
cx i!llod rUT d istinct tl' l:/o ion. (Ihe NoTtbeu l C <T lI. t (rom BOnDl'i.11lNorlb on duwn hn lind badles. four
weather thnn the '\\' nlon l'lIninsu lo further sout h 000 clIsl) Dnd it migbt be possihlc 10 make IIcase for
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In th e light-salte d grades of fis h, there were tw o sub-classes: fish pickled in

brin e and fish dry s a lted in bulks, the latter method bein g the more prev alent.

Here fish la y in bulks or pounds, cove redin salt. The saltdrew water ou r of th e

fish which ran off a nd draine d away through the floor crme fis hingor salling

stag e. The immedia te effects of this techniqu e . as note d above. wasa gr eater

pressing ou t offish dried in bulks. The heavie r the salting and the long er the time

und er that s a lt, the n ailer the fishbecame. D ry salting was, in fact. th e standard

tec h nique for both li ght and heavy-salt ed fish .

As not ed in relation to pickled fish in th e previous chapters. the two classes

of light-salt ed fish required the most lengthy ( as long as six weeks dependin g on

the weather) and complex dry ing phase, The ha rd-drie d fish thai resulte d kepi

bett er in hot climates than th e softer, heavy-salted "ba nk" or "green" fis h and

fetch ed better prices when m ade successfully (H ead 19 76, 72). lis ove ral l quality

also played a key rol e in its populari ty . Dr. N. L. Mac Pherson {a fisheri es scicnn sn

had this exp lanation in 1935 for light -salted fi sh 's popu larity:

The id ea beh ind the productio n of thes e lightly salted fish is th is : Ihe lish
have not to lie long in salt hu lk, and it is intended, and verynec essary th at
they s hould s ubsequen tly be dri ed to a low watcr conte nt. This type of
preservation gives a valuable pro duct, a nd at th e same time one w hich
requires great care in the process of maki ng because it is so per ish able. O f
all the sailfis h types the light salted sho re cure reverts back nearest 10the
original. When soaked in wate r it takes upa g reater percentage of water
ihan d oes the heavier salted a rt icle(1935. 8).

The reasons t hat light-sehed fish was preferred in mos t markets becom es clearer .

ihe cKislem:e of rcgione tly dilltinet sail fish •• whcther Of nut conscmus leehn i,jUlo" pluyed any ru le
Unfortunately, a t Ihis point, il would he very dimeul l In d emun. lrulc Ihi. wi lhout (he p h y. iCllI evidc nce
of (i sh , 11miS h l llill be polsihlc to construct II calChuscd un ura l t1ce,,"nls und e\'i<lclll'"
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In v arious resp ects its quality was obj ectiv ely b et ter th an the heavier salte d classes

of fish.

Heavy-salted fish was historical ly produc ed by offshore fishing sh i ps, and,

late r (in New foundla nd) in cl imates too cold a nd damp to allow for light-sa iled

cur ing." More salt was required to keep this fi sh from spoiling while awaiting

opportunities to dry it . The ear ly French fleets fi shed offsh ore, and develope d wha t

was known as the gree n fishery . Their ships, oft en al sea for mo nths, sa lted their

catc h heavily and kept it in th eir holds until a full load was caught, at w h ich point

they returned to their home po rts in Fr an ce or to drying stations in the New World ,

whe re the ent ire load would be washed oul and dr ied, Ot her nati ons with access to

dom est ic sources of salt also ca rried ou t simila r types of fisherie s at diffe re nt times

in t h e history of the N ewfoundland fish ery, These nat ions eventually included

Eng la nd and N ewfoun dland its elf;"

In Newfoundland , from the eight eenth to the twent ieth ce nturies, vari ous

inte rest s developed fish eries based on hea vier salted cures. The northern fisheries

were prosecuted from shore and from s chooners down on the No rthern Peninsula

and t he Labrador. In the Labra dor sho re fisheries, short drying s easons and

wea t her condi t ions di d not alw ays allo w for the product ion of light-salted hard

dried fish of c onsisten t quality and so th ey ofte n relied on a hea vier cure. The

Floa ter fishery (a scho oner fishe ry)ope rated on a basis s imilar to the gree n fishery

" Fur clanlple, 1he.hor t .-cu.m an d lough a nd cold filII weather of muchof the const o f Labndo r.
csl'cc illlly t~ltlh f rum lhe no rth end o f ill Soulh COD I!.

" I' "r nd(scussion of En ll.laod'. en lry intc and develcpm e m of a ba nks fishe ry from 17 14 on, ICe
Ilend 1976, 72-4 . Foran cx trernely th orough d isc ussion of the (nlem otionalco d filbcric$ sec [nnil
1954 .



200

outlined a bove T hese schooners fished down north fo r the su mmer and returned

whenthei r holds w ere full . usually in the early fall, 10 Newfoundland. Various

arrangements were then ma de 10 have this fish dried; very often inshore fishing

families would dry this fis h on a pi ecework basis: a pra ctice common around the

island wherever sma ll sca le schooner fisheries operate d (NFM·29; Margaret and

Pius Powe r, persona l communication , 1994).

Lik ewise, on the G rand Banks, fleets o f large banking schooners fished at

g reat dista nces from their home ports following huge schools of offshore fish. Th e

schooners belonged 10goo d-sized mercantile establishme nts. They ca rried crews

of men w ho worked the water from smaller boats known as dories, using ground

trawl gear. n These fishermen filled their scho oners' holds with medium to heavy

salted fish and ret urned to their home ports periodically, leaving the catch for shore

crews of women, who also worked on a piecewo rk basis, to hard dry. l ~

T he higher concentration of salt present over a longer period in all of this

fish drew out more water from it, and as a result acted as a retardant to spoiling

agents. T his allowed for shorter dry ing times than was necessary for more lightly

salted fish , Heavy-salted fish from the Labrador Floater fishery required only a

"This incredibly demanding Iish<:ry hos been writte n en f~ irly c.~lcn~ivcly hy An<lenen 1I'J77,
198K) and F iJ.l nro (1987 ).

'"rhis deep ""n fis hery , aiM>akin It>the long·.landing French banks fis hery and t" lhe New "n ll-hlnd
scbooner fis hery . deve lop<:<! ils oWn Engli. h-Ncwfoumllnml varinn t, a. n"le d. in Ihe CUlly IKlh "cn lury
and . lWtivc Newfcundlnnd onc in tm: losl thirduf the nineteenth cenlury, when the Newf"und lnnd
Gnvernment ofTen:d.uooid ics fo r ihc buildi ng uf Iishinl! !\Chonne r. . Il l'f" "p.:red especia lly well un Ihe
South Cea s l of 11,,, islrm d, eUI of cllmmun il i"• •u"h as Grand Honk. Burin andlJ ellenr nm due I" Iheil
rel ~tivel y ic c -free Iwrbour.c which allowed .ch lloncn ncces " In fi.hinl! !>onks lrum early Murch I"
Nllvembcr. The history , economy, euhure . entching nnd cueingIc chn i ~ ue s ond techn" I"gi,," orc ",ell
d.>cWUCnICd (c. pt:cially w'lh resp"' 't> Grand flank) in Fin-afd 19lt7 and the nnl!"inil w",k uf Ra"u l
Andcf5Cn( 19 1111)
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few days of good drying in order 10 be made The resultant product. initially dried

out more by salt, was then more diffic ult to dry furthe r with sun and wind than

was light-salted fish and it could not be dried to the same hardness (Mac Phem>n

1935. 34). Another effect of tbe heavy-salting was a loughening or the fish. It

could therefore take rougher handling of various kinds and was generally piled in

much larger piles than light-salted bulk fish (MF·2012 1; Kenneth Saunders,

personal communicat ion, 1995). These Iish were of course the flattest of all, as

well as the toughest to eat. It was also much more susceptible to the deterioration

in quality caused by sunburn (as noted above). Light-salted fish therefore

generally found markets in places with honer climates and with somewhat greater

economic advantages for example, the southern regions of Italy, Portugal and

Spain, and, later, Brazil as opposed to the West Indies (Matthews 1988, 38).

The above outl ines the most basic processing and quality disti nctions

between light and heavy-salted fish, but there was variation in the steps for making

any particular class of fish. Historically, I believe that the two cures, light-salted ,

inshore fish (shore fish) and heavy-salted offshore fish were the two fundamental

types . It was much later tha t some of the methods and modes of salt fishing

outlined above (Newfound land schoo ner fishery) developed a number of what

might becalled intermediate grades.

The closest to a medium-salted class in this century were Labrador shore

fish and the Banking schooner fish. They achieved this grade while attempting,

mind you, to create a grade of fish equal to the hard-dried shore cure fish of the

inshore small-boat fishery (Newfoundland Com mission 1937,48). In the Northern
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Peninsula and Labrad or shore fishery -- the livyer and stationer" -- medium

amounts of sa lt were required to make fish due to the shorter drying seasons and

weather conditions (amount s of salt requ ired were slightly less than with the Banks

fishery ) (MacPherson 1935, 9-10). But both fisheries generall y endeavour ed to

produce more lightly salted, hard-dried fish, as it fetched better prices. T his was

especially the case with stat ioner and Iivyer fisheries of the South Coast. the Straits

of Belle Isle, the Northern Peninsula and much of the South Coa st of Labrador,

where weather conditio ns were a litt le belter, allowing for more thorough drying

To provide some indication of the level of salting implied hy the range light

to heavy-sal ting, it is important to develop some baseline measureme nts. These are

based on the rule-of-thumb standard s outlined above and in the section on salting

in chap ter three. As noted in chapter three, a standard rule of thumb for pickled

fish was that one hogshead (appro xim ate ly 50 gallons) of salt wa s required to sail

fourteen quinta ls of fish (on average) . that is fifty gallons salted 1568 Ibs of dried

fish or 5488 lb of wet fish. Converting down. then, appr oximately three and one

half gallons salted one quintal (112 poun ds) of dried fish (or 392 pound s of wet

fish)." Converting up, seven hogsheads of salt were suffi cient to salt one hundred

"n» stati"ner fisher)' wu an inshore migrant Ilshcrycbascd mainly " "I " r L'"nccpli" n lI"y, It
began in earnest in Ih~ lastshinl "r the IlIlh ~~ntllry when the English gained uecu s I.. thc Nerthcru
Peninsula IIml l.ahrador and c"ntinucd thwugh rothe 1950•. II WII. "Iso n rcf'lcction ur thc lilcttha l.
even by Ihi. time, .hor~ room for the in,hm~ fishing "pera tillns wa. ruunius . "url, Every sprillg,
schooners carried fi.hing crews lind ramilie ~ 10 various locali"ns 'd"wn north: where tho.:y ~lI rried " ..I
an inshore fishery. The Livycr fishe ry WII.conduCled h~' · Iivyer. : the perm"nenl rcsidcnt. or LahuI<J<>r.
On mu~h of Ihe ~Oll't, they were of mi. ed European lind Nalive de""e nl, lind Ir..' ljllcnl)y were n"l "liMy
engaged in cOOIi. hing_ The salmon f'i. hcry and rur-Irappiog in the winter wo.:re major ~omml ~Jit y

producingcconomic activiucs as wcll.

l"Thal is, 3.S gallon. ""11" rul on 392 pounds rrc.h fi"h. lhlll , wh~n dricd , y i e hl c d 112 pOII"')S' '' '
one qoinlal) of dried f'ish. Thi. uses lin av~rllge cOllvcr.ion ractur from wei 10 dry Ih h " r l .S. VariulI'
fishermen I talked with used a conversion raclor very ncur thi•. As n"t~d in chaplcr three, these



203

quintals of fish (350 ga llons of salt for 11,200 lb. of dried fish or 39,20 0 lb. of

wet).

By comparison. Labrador Floater fish, perhaps the heav iest salted fish

produced in Newfoundland. required one hogshead o f salt for only six quintals of

fish (50 gallons salted 672 lb. of dried fish or 2352 lb. of wet). Just over eight

gallo ns of salt was required to make a quintal of Labrador fish . 16.7 hogsheads of

salt, that is. 835 gallons of salt was required 10 make 100 quintals. It must also be

remarked that these figures for Floate r fish were based on MacPhe rson's estimate

for the amount of salt required and th is seems somewhat low in comparison \0

other estimates I have come across, including two that claimed one hog shead wa s

sufficient for only four quintals of fish (Budgell 1979, 13; MacPherson 1935, 9-10;

Warren 1979, 34_5).17

Table 5.1 on the following page provides a rough guide to the salting

amounts for the various classes of fish made in Newfoundland in this century, in

order from the lightest to the heaviest salted . While the various estima tes for the

different classes could bearg ued with (they are based mainly on MacPherson's

estimates (1935» , the table as much as anythin g attempts to place the various

classes in relation to each other on the basis of the salting requ ired -- a key factor

in determ ining their final value as sa lt fish.

calculaliolls arc "cry l"""lI lind imprecise. Thll usc of lh i ~ f;tlnversion factor could vlIry likely become
cI'cnlc,,",pn:e illCl·I.I';'.,,;.• pickledfish s ivlInthul its \I'u frcqucntlynot uricdas hard u olhcr typc, of
fish

"Macl'hl:r." ncspluins thc reu. tln.ror hiscslimulcs ful1yanpases9-10. WDlTen'.figure wu
strictly .pcukins for llcncr i<;: ' 1,,'uvy_lIllllcd (ish." though shc ootCKlhut fishermen in Lahrador hcavy
.n llcd Ii,h (1979, 35-6). It b wcnh noting lhat a number ..f mcn who were either Labrador Flcetcrmen
nr vcryw ell aC<luaintcu with lllal n shery provi<lcdc 5limlltc5l hat agrec wilh MacPitcrson's {Kcnneth
Snundcrs, personal eommunicanon, J995; John Fekhem, personal communication , 1995)



1'Th~ fiI!Uf~~ in Ihis lable Werecullcd fmm \'nriou~ .ou rce" .ome menli,,"ed " lll1\'e, butmostare
from Mllcl'herson 1935,9·10. As noted, frurn ope ration 10 ope ration . Dud.ul ler 10 salter, the "" ''' 11111~

would very, hut thc.c figurcs provide an i<.lcaor hnw lhe cu reSslllnd in r~I U l i"o 10 ,,,Ie "n"lh~r . [n
column l (number nf h"I!'hend , per 100 'luinlllls), s"m~ o f m}' numher!ldin-er "lil:!hl1.l" frnm
MucPhc rson's, as the ratios were ealculetcd mnthcmencelly , while he often .[il!hlly "djusls his mli"s in
relation 10 differe nl faelors, The lest colu mn hu been eomplele <lfur on ly Iw" lype" "f c ure. h""e'"
n1\ninonMncPhcnon,whn"pcnlngllllddculofcITnrlculcu[a1inl!und eomp,,,i,,l.l Ihe"" rnlin" f" r Sh<>re
and Labra dor cu re. in "rJcrluconlribule lUlbe dehnles rc!!"n1inl! lhe plusua und mirmsesoflhe lil!hl
sa llcd \lc rsUslhehea\lY·'IIlle<lfi.~er)·(3)-40)

19BII8C<I on Ansplleh who claimed that with pickling , .a seving is mndc of ncar three upon every
len bogsbeeds of SIIII[cul11J'llred Wilh d ry or k ~neh sallingl~ 01127, 4)4), Devine "Iu le~ lh"l one
hogshead will pickle 13 quinlal~ of fish ( 1990. 20). These ul'" correlate wilh figures l'rn\'i d~<I hy Nell"
Brunswick fi~h picklers I" Perley {l llS2. 93-4~ 16l-M ). There a hulf hushelIu the 'Iuinl"l wIIsuscd.
which \n,rk~ "UI 10 alll'''1 [ h"gshea d of ~111l fnr 12 quinlub "f lish or IU.1 h<'I!"he(,"', ("r IOU'I"inl" l"
The greete r amount of ~ah usedthere migbt have 10 0.1" with larger Ihh "nUI" r a warmer elimnlc

20Ansra eh ug rce5 (1827. 433) with Mecl'h crson ( l '.llS . K); l>.:vine clllims hulk fish t"h !l le," ",,11
lhanpicklcd (1 hog.mcad fot 13 1/2 quinlllls),bul l think tblllt his musl l1cll misluke. On the ether
han<l,onumbctorcrcdiblcfishcfsuscrrledthlllverylightNUhedfi'hin hulhre' luired"ne hug, llclId
for twelve quintals . Macl'hersun tends 10 be conservative regard ing light-suited pwd uel (K).

" ra, is 1l11110~t pure ~peeulali"n based un Mac l'hers"n'~ Rssertion lhul American (uml Frendl)
schooner fish WIUmore heavily salted than Labrado r fi_h. The Iigurc is a very rou gh e_limnlcd b8>e<l
onu compa rison of)·icl d' lhal he pfovi<les (I9 3S, 39)



Table S.I : Sal ting Estimates fo r Various Oasses of Fish l
"

1 ' 01 -/0 Weight
HogshelWl Hogsheads of fis h to

Cure Type sail for # sail for 100 lime in salt "It
quintals quin tals fist! 10 water

fish

Pickled I for 7 for 100 ]·5 days
14.319

Dry I for 12 to 8,33 10 47.2 % fish
sai led I for 10:0 10 for 100 3· 2 1 days 11.76% salt

41% water
Ught

DrySalted
5a1ted I for 8 12.5 for 100 ) . 8 weeks
(Trap
fish)

Strait s! 13.5 for
S. Coast I for 7-8 100 4· 8 weeks

Medium of Lab'd (a veraged)
(dry )

Bank s I for 6.5· 14.3 for 100 Length ofsalted
Schoon 'r 7.' trip

Lab 'd 35.3% fish
shore I for 6 .25 16 for 100 6-8 weeks 17.69% 5al1
(hea vy) 47% water

Heavy
Lab'd 1 for 6 16.7 for 100 Length of(dry)

salted Floater trip

U.S, I for 4!1 25 for 100 Length of
Banker trip
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Two points need to be made about the data in this table. In the light-salted

class the first dry-salted sub-class clearly has a broad range of possible saltings and

lengths of time in salt. This was the light-salted Shore fish, described abo ve. that

was made in bulks and that was second in quality only to pickled or Spanish fish

It was the predominant saltfish of the inshore and clearly the predominan t product

of all classes of the salt fishery ,21 It was perhaps of all the classes the most varied

in terms of production, partly due to its tremendous and widespread popularity.

My sense though is that the seeming lack of standardisation within this class is

slightly misleading

It would appear that shore fish, a sub-class of light-salted tish broke down

further still into its own light, medium, and heavy-salted classes (thoug h the

heaviest salted shore fish was likely equivalent to the medium-salted classes

mentioned above). A number of sources distingu ished between light-salt ed Fish in

bulks that stayed in salt anyw here from three to eight days and "heavy-salte d" lish

in bulks that stayed in fifteen to twenty-one days (Budgell 1979, 5; Bulgin 1978,

83; Warren 1979, 36).2.1

The very light and briefly salted shore fish, as with pickled fish, was likely

the highest quality fish -- the thickest and least salted and had the yellow cast of

l~lJn fonUl\Q lel)' ccnsus dnta dOlls not t1iITllr"nliulc lIellwe n pickled Spanish untl <.hy ,slllleti Sh"re
Ii-h. Fairly precis" estimates anti comporis"n. cuukl likely be enle lllU l~~J hy summing Ihe produ",I;"" "I'
Ih""'" eommunit;",. Ihat mud", pi~ kl"t1 fish on the slr"'l",h",. "I' cn".1 menthmcd :.1><'1'''', In J921, Shull.'
Ii-h production on the i. land nearly lriplctl that ufb olh the Labrador und the Illln ks r, sl1<~rie., In 19 11.
it ncerly doublcdthemhct twe. Whenone eo".;dculhalugootltle"l "r . luli<>ner und livyer rlsherie.
on lhe Soulh t:Oa-1o f l.ebradnr W8~ closer 10 Shore fish in holh . Iyle "J'l"" duc li"n ",otI 'l" "lily Ilmll
Ihc mcdiumnn <lheavy_l\lI llc<lIi.<bor lhll"Ch"" "cr li. h,,,rie'. lheser"lin.hc", "me even In' lI-er.

" John Feltham of Dcer MonLlBnn8vi. lu Hay remcmhcrcd lillhl-.ulleti Shuru Iishbcing ill ""II li ,rn
I'criotl ranging from lhree In h~dve <lu.y l (pcr><,nul cummunieali"n, I 'J'JSj



206

such fish. It, too, was also likely the most complex to make. If made well a lot

more of it likely went for Number-One grade than its more heavily sa lted

counterpart. William Brett of Joe Batt's Arm on Fogo Island dist inguished between

those operators who regularly made such fish and those who settled for more

Number 2 grade fish (NFM-21 /22). The latter group probably sa lted more heavily

and left their fish in longer.

St ill other people I talke d with seemed as a rule to leave their fish in sa lt

for approximately two 10 three weeks (MF-20/2 1; NFM- 21/22; Pocius 1992,

92;Rixon 1981, 10). This fish was graded as shore fish along with the other

lighter and more brieffy salted class, but, as noted. was not likely of as high a

quality. There may be a significant correlation here between this more heavily

salted fish and the use of the cod trap, a fishing gear that allow ed for very large

catches in a very short period of time and I turn brief1yto this question

In table 5.1 above, in the light-salted sect ion, the third sub-class is described

as dry-sa lted trap fish. This fish required more salt because it stayed in its bulks

longer. MacPherson asserted that this resulted from the "larger scale" on which the

trap fishing crew worked ( 1935, 8). By the early 20th century the cod trap was

widely established along all coas ts of the island and in Labrador. Its ability to

catch very large quantit ies of fish in the very short period of the cepli n scull

affected fish process ing in many ways, and many solutions to handling the glut

were organized.

In the intense six to eight week trap season, huge catches were possible

twice and even three times a day. As outlined in chapter three, hauling, c leaning

and gelling this fish under salt was an ext remely laborious process in and of itself,
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never mind adding to it with the equally labour-intensive and continuous work of

washing and drying. On top of th is was the fact that on average. trap fish were

smaller than fish caught in the hook and line fisheries. adding yet more work. One

solution developed to deal with th is harsh workload was a transferring of the green

fisheries longstanding practice of heavier salting to shore fish and. in effect. trading

quality for quantity." The solution was a judgement call on the part of fish

makers, for lower quality fish received a lower price by grade and by size.

Con O'Brien was referring to this heavier salted trap fish when he described

how the fishers of Bay Bulls "re-thickcned" the fish by soaking them for a length

of time in sea water, before they washed and dried them (MF·20/21) . This

technique allowed them to put morc fish in their bulks than thcy could have under

normal light-salting conditions and still manage to receive shore-quality grades for

fish that was not strictly of shore qualit y.

Con O'Brien also pointed out that because this heavier salted shore fish was

more susceptible to sunburn it was not dried until early nr mid-August. At this

point the peak of the trap fishery was over and fishermen had more time to make

fish. In fact. one of the main differences between making fish in Petty Harbour

and Bay Bulls (both on the Southern Shore) was that in Petty Harbour where they

made pickled fish women were more invloved in the drying process (MF·2 OJ21).

llPull ing il in I~rm~ ur Ubasic llude-un' muy he an "WI.implifie"l i"n. The work i n v"l \l~'" in
mainloini ng I'ery light -.olLed curing while rm,"~'i: ulilll.llh" 11"1' r" hery Wn" I'w dil,ti" u. undellu ~i"l!- II
i ~ debatable whether or "nt Iho.: average IIllI Cti;Wcould haw menuged (nr d,,~i red lu manege j the
hurl·c. I;118, cleunin!!, and sehing .. r ~<I much Ilsh und , till round it fI<,~.i hle 1" wnh und dry 1,,1' grade
very lighl-'alled pr"duc l (i r they eve" wUIIleu lu ll" t" thi. e ~lremcly rill"" "" r"u t,, ), II i~ deDI Itllll
many CT"W~ in Ilunu\li. lo did it,bul lhe re lhey hudu l"nllund , II""!! lrOllili"ll uJ"well'l rnined lind
ineredibl}"lough wul1lIlnshot" CICln .
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It is interesting 10 note that in relat ion 10 the discussion of the perfect

pickled fish in chapter four, people who made this heavier salted shore cure

frequently described the colour o f a perfec t dry-sailed fish as being whit e versus

amber or yello w.u Th is cast wa s undoubt edly induced by the heavier salti ng while

vel)' light-salted shore fish of the best qua lity (known as Me rchantable) was meant

to have "the characteristic yellow tinge- of the pickled fish (MacPherson 1935, 11).

In Bonavista another method for dealing with this glut was developed. Trap

crews continued to pick le fish 10 the fullest extent possible and only when all of

their puncheons and barrels were used and the crew was wo rking to its limit .

wou ld other solutions be sought. One method was to put excess fish into generally

relatively heavy-salted bulks. Since most cre ws did not have stages design ed for

bulks, these were often constructed on the spot, often out of doors - for example,

under flakes (NFM-35/36131; NFM-3 8139). One season Wil son Hayward's family

operation used an old boat as a bul k, nailing a tar-paper lid e ver it when it was full

(NFM -3SI36131). Thi s fish coul d stay in these bulks for up to four months if

necessary (W illie John Randell, person al commun ication, 1995).1Ili

It might be arg ued that with the added strain ofso much more fish to

hand le, the overall quality of the fish that was being processed by the light-sal ted

methods may also have suffered . Yet, it seems from my work on the Northea st

Coast and particu larly in Bonavista that by the mid-I92 Os a balance o f sorts had

1' 1""" IIxa ml'lc ~ of . ullh dllllllfipti"n~ arc round on i) NI'M.III (Bill Jny of Ilay Bull s on Ille
Stllllhcrn Sh"flll lind iiJ NI'M· 21/22 (Willium Ilrlltl or Joe Ball" Arm. F"lI" Mandl

"'Mr Runtlllll . laled lblll II lI"phclId o f51111 would g llbc lwllllnci i!hl and lllnq uinllll."r.uch 1i.1I
Thi.runi!oodlipenJins. tln h"w long tbc crew espcctc d ilwtlul dbc hcforll lhcy eootd l,fclloil lownh
. nd oJryil
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been achieved between the demands of huge amounts of tish weighed off against

the desire to process as much as possible. In Bonavista. trapping operations light

salted (in their cases, by the pickling method) to the greatest degree poss ible. put

whatever else they could handle into "salt bulk." bagged exira fish in cod bags for

collection later, and gave a lot of fish away to handline crews (ollen in return for

those crews' help putting away the trap crews' own catch and/or for favours

returned later in the season). At other times, when no other alternatives were open

to them, crews let fish go. Boat size, 100, in conjunction with sea conditions also

constrain ed their hauls. More importantly. it was equally clear 10 me thai these

crews, from long experience, knew more or less to the quintal, how much fish they

could put away successfully in a day's worth of good beuts." Salters knew how to

adjust their amounts to pace the rate at which fish would be ready for spreading.

To take more fish than they could handle was as good as wasting lime, tish, and

salt.

There is also no question that a major factor which allowed the tra pping

operat ions of pickled-fish communities to maintain the production of this light

salted high quality fish was the presence of their shore crews of women. These

crews had made pickled fish for generations. There was very likely no group

better suited on the entire island to take on the arduous demands and bruta lly hard

work of cleaning and salting with the men and of washing and drying by

themse lves, the large volumes of pickled trap fish and light-salted bulk fish.

As well. it could be argued that other technological changes led to

" I'or pickled fish in U" nllvisla, lhe rulc orthumb wea npproxinmtely lwenly ttu in tu l ~ u dllY --lcn in
the morning's haul endten in Ihe evening's __nhoul K,()()(J Ih"f ruund lish (I,. h lhal hilS ntll t..,en
cleaned -- head un, unguued). Three Il.he rmen confirmed thi~ number independent "r ..ne fIl" ,thcr
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improvemen ts in fish quality . Th e adv ent of the marine engine in the inshore

fishery (circa 1910) no doubt improved the quality of salt fish. Wit h engines

fishermen were able to return more quickly and reliably to their stages with their

catches than in the days of sail and oar . This speed was of the essence during the

hot days of July when fish were glutte d with cap lin. As noted in chapte r three,

fish softened very quickly in these condit ions and the soon er it was processed the

better.

All of these considerations in addit ion to the fact that there were

longstanding markets such as Italy for lighter-salted bulk fish do not d imini sh the

fact that individual operations and different comm unities and regions co uld have

and likely did make choices to produce more heavily salted and less labour

inte nsive fish when the opportu nity to do so was made possible by the cod trap ,

Even in Bonavista some trapping crews though ma intaining pickling

tech niques made the decision to shift to heavier sa lted andlor lower qua lity

product ion. Laura WhitTen recalled th at some trap operations in Bonavista

processed mo re fish on average than o thers (includin g the opera tion in whic h she

wo rked). Thi s was agai n a consc ious choice to balance quan tity agains t quality

and endeavour to come out ahead financ ially. Her own crew continued in the

older, more careful traditi on of producing smalle r amou nts of higher qua lity fish as

desc ribed earlier in chapter four. She stated that the fishermen of her operation

were very care ful to bring in only as much fish from the ir trap as they co uld

handle in relation to maintaining such standards of quality .

Likewise, hook-a nd-hue opera tions, generally constra ined by smaller

harvesting capaci ties conti nued the light er salted production . Mary Ann Martin's
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family made top quality, light-pickled, trawl tish right to the end of the salt tishery

in Grates Cove (MF-I). This larger, thicker fish fetched the top grades in the

culling process. Bride Fitzgerald's mother, the salter and fish maker of her family's

hook-and-line operation in Spillers Cove, harboured a good den! of distnsta for

what she considered the inferior quality and laborious demands of trap fish. She

complained bitterly one summer when her husband was given a few quintals of

trap fish for helping a trap crew sci their trap.

About 3 days he stayed in with them. So Mum- they used 10 give my
father a couple quintals of fish ell ... Couple- perhaps- they had 1000s of
fish .. And my mother said- my mother said, "Listen Dan," she said, "{itl
you goes out there with Wi ll Faulkner," she said. "don't you take no lish
'Cause if you do: she says, "I'll throw it all over the bank. Because," she
says, "it's not fit to make! 'Cause what fish you got out there," she says, "I
don't know who's going to make that." It was 100 small to handle it · - little
small fish ... Hard to make it, I don't know how they used to make it. I
don't know.

MF: Why was it hard to make now?

BF: It was 100 small see?1 You always- used to have so much for to put in
a quintal of fish-

MF: Oh I see, you had so many fish-

BF: My dear! Oh my dear, I tell you. Well you only want a few big ones
for a quintal of fish see? 'Cause some fish weighs 8 or 9 lbs . - but those
little small ones -- it take a dozen of they before they weighed 10 Ib (MF
617)

This evidence and that of Laura Whiffen above demonstrates that, in Bonavista lit

least, decisions to shift to lower quality production that focused on increased

volume were not made without a good deal of consideration and discussion, and
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perhaps eve n debate. Again, such shifts see med to have reflected conscious

choices on the parts of individual operati ons and not all operations made the

choice to go to these new styles of produc tion

Declines in quality might also have been further encouraged by the advent

of tal qua l purchasing in the shore fishery of the early 19005 that made the extra

work of producing better quality saltfish nearly meaning less." Mind you, Laura

Whiffen felt that crews that made higher quality fish were to some extent penalized

by mercantile grading practices as well (see chapter six), but certainly tal qual was

more discouraging in this regard, By the mid to late 19205 the purchase offish via

grading was very much hack in force in Bonavista and in most other places on the

east coast.

Even during the short-lived period of tal qual in the inshore fishery (large ly

during Wo rld War I), good curing practices were not abruptly or seriously

abandoned, despite the gloomy predictions and warnings from various officia l

bodies inc luding the Fisheries Protective Union, The following excerpts from two

successive years ( 1917 and 1918) of their annual proceedings cast some doubt on

the valid ity such alarmist pronouncements:

We all deplore the inferior cure of Shore fish this season, and we are more
co nvinced than ever that the only remedy is a standard cull, as
recommended by this Convention in 1909, (Coaker 1984, 123)

" Tal 'I'''' ' pur~ h8 "i n@. wa~ a mode Chalbypassed the grading of fish. A fishing crews catch was
llo.'lIj!.hlll l one price per quintal. ltbcgnn in the laIc 19lh~cnlUry primarily in the Labrador fishery with
hul'er~ vyin g rur crews' ~lIl~he~ in the )'~arly cutthroat rush 10 buy and export fish 10 European markets.
lte\'Cncullll)'~rrolldlolhelillht'!III lted flshcrieacepccially during tbelucrauvc ycars ofthc World War
1. Needle~" I" say, while il "lien lipped the earn ini!-~ of lishintt crews, it led 10 disordcrly marketing
lind eUlinl.lproetices, paniculnrty in the henVY·!Illhed li ~heric . (Ryan 19110, 50-51). It was also viewed
liSIIdi. illecnlil·e to lnllintnin;ng high qualily Iish production . Very few of the fishers I interviewed
recellcd this mctluul "r purchase be;n@.usedintheirtimeslfromlhemid.I920 .o"word).
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I am pleased to find the cure of shore fish the past season greatly improved
and far ahead of 1917 cure. OUTcollection of fish this seaso n with bUI two
or three exceptions was all that could be desired and the Nort hern
settlements are to be congratula ted upon the splendid shore cure of 1918 .
(13 1)

These statements are similar in tone 10 other often alarmis t claims that

Newfo undland fish-making was in a long, continuous, and serious decline.

MacPherson outli nes a numbe r of such claims from a various sou rces through the

late 19th and early 20th centuries (1935, 15-16). His own final concl usion is that

many such claims coincided with years when bad weather made cur ing difficult

and worse fish was made, which was unquestionably a perennial problem of the

inshore salt fishery (18). It had little to do with declini ng or inferior curing skills.

I asked a good many of the oldest men and wom en I talked with if they recalled

an ongoing dec line offish quality or fish-making skills in their time in the fishery.

None of them had a recollection of such trends, very likely because no such trends

existed (Wilson Hayward, personal communication. 1995; Laura Whiffcn. persona l

communication, 1995).

MacPherso n asserts in his d iscussion of this "problem" that Newfoundland

curing skills and products remained stationary in relation to their quality, while

other nations ' products were bette r standardised and more reliable (16). He argue d

Newfo undland product needed more standardisat ion in order to compete with

Icelandic et 01. fish whic h was at the time usurping traditional Newfou ndland

markets yearly. He argued that a quality reliable product was necessary if

Newfoundland was to stave ofT further losses of market share (which were most

problema tic in the heavy-salted classes of fish -- there was no compa rable product
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10 compete with light-salted S panish and Shore fish at the time) (14.18).

I agree with his contentions to an extent -- clear ly some so lution had to be

found 10 cope with rainy damp seasons. These could sign ificantly decrease the

quality of a seaso n's catch and helped to foster the sense that Newfound land

product was somew hat unreliable. But the solutio ns to th is prob lem and others

that affected the fishe ry on a similarly grand sca le, should have been tack led by

the Domi nion's govern ments in conjunction with mercha nts and fishing people."

The two former inter est groups were busy withdraw ing from the industry .

diversifying into more profita ble ventures, and genera lly abdicat ing responsibility

for the industry and its workers who had sustai ned the society fo r generations.

They did this at II time when concerted efforts were mos t needed to maintain the

industry's Europea n markets and bring it throug h a series of crises resulting from

unstable world eco nomic circumstances both during and following the interwar

years. One of these crises, the Spanish Civil War (whic h closed that nation 's

markets), particu larly affected pickled-fish product ion (Alexande r 1977,75). If

merchants and governments had been willing to invest in the ind ustry through

these crises , Newfo undland mi ght have been able in the long run to avoid

becomi ng dependen t on one product, fresh-frozen cod, in one ma rket •• the U.S.A.

This investme nt could have occur red on all sorts of levels and in all kinds

of ways, from bas ic financial investment to less direct means, such as education

and various infrastructt-re improvements for examp le. Such investm ent was not

forthcom ing to any great degree between 1900 and 1960 in any branch of the salt

"ln fru'lrllC l llt~ ll~n,I"l'm~lll, lish~~' Imining amI educoti"ll, nnd the slew delcri"rntion lind decline
"I' Ihc "wmll I'h~'sicu[ plant "r the " ,II r.5hcry through ihc eorly ,k-eodes "r lhe 201l! century were three
.u ch I'r"hlel11 ~ tlml requi red cncunon
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fisheries, despite the efforts of various interest groups including the Fishennen 's

Pr otective Union, The other main force working against such a re-directing was

th e fact of the intense labou r demands of the light-salted fishery : the burdens o f tile

w ork were rightly perceived as too onerous -- especially when other mechanized

labour saving modes came on stream (Alexander 1977, 130-3 1), Though again,

with committed encourage ment, im agination, and investment could not this

stumbling block to the inshore salt fishery have been overcome?

While I am not suggesting that the salt fisheries were ever likely 10 be

remounted on the sa me sca le and te rms that they had been for many previous

ge nerations (or eve n that they should have been, given some of the historical

co nditions of the industry), I am ass erting tha i II viable and productive niche for

h igh quality light-salted fish was not, for examp le, out of the question. By the

19605, market cond itions, prices et 01., had improved markedly all over the world.

With a bit of forethought and some committed orderly approaches to marketing

an d production, the Newfoundland fisheries could have developed a more stable

and more diversified base.

Fishing people made good qu ality saltfish right to the VCI)' end of the salt

fishery in the 1950s despite the remarkable toil and hardships of'the day 10 day ,

year to year life and work in that world, despite the tremendous upheavals,

d islocations, and impoveris hment of the 19305, and despite the long teun large

scale neglect and slow abandonme nt of the industry." That they man aged this

throughout this era is testim ony to the remarkable resilience and the long and

" rhe uelnil~ o{l his de(1les~ing , nl limes, llogic hisl"!)' urlhe I"ng decline ,,1'1111 indu\l1y Cund Ihe
nation (ul1d tUler,pr,,\"incc) buill on ill have been dnel" l'cd by U numhcr "r sclllllnrs. nul~ hly

Ales ander 1977; Anller nnd Furis 1919; [ti ller 1993; Mucf)"nllhl 1'J~7
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strong tradition s of small-scale prod uction that characterized the work and craft of

these workers.

With the coll apse of the hea vy-salted market and the weaken ing of the

lig ht-salted markets through the late 19405 and into the 19505. the salt fishery as it

had been conducted for centurie s dwind led ewey." The new Canadian federal

g overnment had little to no interest in sustaining the salt fishery in ge neral, and

th is included the light-salted inshore sector, perceiving it as a rchaic and

impoverished •• "a primitive industry producing an obsolescen t produ ct"

( Alexander 1977, 130). T hey wanted much more 10 invest in the fresh- frozen

industrial in itiatives despite the risks inherent to sing le-commod ity e xport 10 a

s ingle mark et (130).

Art ificial curing was well-established in Europe and com mon in the
Marit imes, and in the 19505 the French , among others, were working on
techniques to replicat e Newfoundland's famous shore c ure. With the
expansion o f the fro zen fish trade, the introduc tion o f Canadian social
security payment s, and after 1953 Nov a Scoti a bidding for New foundland
saltbulk, the supply of labour for the backbreaking task of sun-drying began
to disappear . Newfo undland's one competitive advanta ge in th e saltfish
trad e was its light-salte d fish , and if the supply of that dwind led, the trade
had little future . (13 1)

William Brett recalle d this era and the shift in Joe Batt 's Ann on Fogo

lslnnd to the production in the local plant of fresh-frozen fish and their own

prod uction of heavy-salted, "salt-bu lk" fish that they sold gree n to buyers from

arti ficial dry ing plants. The lnbour involved WAS minor by comparison to the light

salt ed hard-drying methods and the price differential not too bad when one took

"Thi. oe eumld C"r numewu." comrl ex re D." ," " -- for ' he deillil. SeCAlexander 1911, IOt-IS7.
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into account that green fish sold by the quintal was by comparison to light-sailed

so much heavier. This made up for the price especially in relation to the labour

saved (NFM-21122)..ll Heavy-salted green fish now took the place of the so rnuch

more difficult 10 produce pickled and light-salted shore fish

5.3 Conclusion

Until the rapid decline of a centuries-old industry in the space of barely

twenty years, the significant fact of the salt fisheries of Newfound land was the

centrality and dominance of the light-salted, hard-dried, pickled and shore cures of

those fisheries . These cures produced the highest quality fish nnd had been

developed to satisfy the conditions of the hot climates of the histo rical English

markets in southern Europe and the West Indies as well as remedying the English's

early lack of secure access to sa lt supplies. As a result. they deve loped a small

boat. inshore fishery that allowed fish to be landed quickly, lightly salted, HOd

within a short period taken out onto flakes to let the wind and sun do the

prese rving work. Curing practices relied less on salt and more on the labour-

intens ive drying of the fish by shore crews described in the previo us chapter. This

created the internationally sought after light-salted hard-dr ied pick led and shore

cures that Newfoundland remained famous for right up 10 the dem ise of the 5llit

"Whil~ lhi~ may h:J\.~ been better fu r fishermen and fi~h i nl! "I""rali" ". illl! ",,,erni. u "Is"Imdit.
d~cid",d down . id"" lndu. lrial [i. h plan t>l,whelh"r I'I'<><.Ju"i"g mlillciully dried ",It Ii ,.],'"~ r....zen f,." ,
I'l'y"d terrible pric",. l" r lh" fish illl<:lfund ""lually I",rribl" w"l'e. , W" rk ill I h~m " f e,," rM: wus Ie,"
independent nnd p l~ u Sllnl thun much " f th'" !lU ll fi':hcry w"r k (even l'iven Ihe ""It th l,ery'. lremend" " .
work louds,l. Som" "flh",." issue. Dr" delinealed in An l l~r 1')17 m,d Anllcr and I'Mi. 1'J1" . AI'h" "ltlo
she und"'rplnr_ the physi",,,1 cu. l. of the lighHilI1!",d n.,h~ry, A"l l~r I",inl. lIlIlc1e~orly , lhul evenil'ln Ihe
1910., earnings frum making sull Iish were slil l e"n,ider;,hl~· mUfeIUellllil'" Ih,," Ih" \\'u1'-'" " fll ,,,,f,. h
plllnl, " ' I"""i"l1ywith rellard, I" I"" wuge, " fw"m"n . S"e And,,,,,,,. 1l)(,'J(","n ",, "ly.;, "l' llIi, I;,,,,I,,,
(or fi. hing fumilie' inl'llr l d~ Grave, t:nnc~pl i" " Ilay
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fishery in the 19505

Th e responsibility fo r any decl ine lay minimally on the heads of the fishing

people, Fishing enterprises made rational decisions on the micro level and began

to make heavier g rades of sa lted fish . Newfoundland politica l and commercial

elit es led the Dom inion poo rly throu gh the unstable markets of the inte r-war years.

Th eir bad j udgem ent and failure to plan or develop strategies to counter the

declines in the ind ustry reflected narrow, often self-interested visions of the future;

th ese became even more discou raging under Canadian influence .

In this chapter I have attempted 10alert readers to the complexity of the

Newfoundland salt i.sheries, the rela tionships between them and their products, and

the vario us develo pments in the inshore light-salted classes and production of the

las t half century o f the salt fishery. In interpreting that complexity I have

end eavoured to bring the ernie evidence of the micro-economic and production

st rategies employed by the light-salted inshore fiShing operations into the debates

surroundi ng the de velopment of the Newfoundland salt fisheries through to 1950.

In doing so I have challenged the assumptio n that a long term decline in curing

ski lls was a major factor in the decline of those fisheries. At the same time this

ev idence suggests that a num ber of factors including the effects of the cod trap and

the many productio n decisions and choices arising from its use very likely broadly

affec ted the overa ll quality of Newfoundland shore fish. These choices were

equally affected by any number of forces at play in the industry, and it would

see m in thi s era that these forces often favoured production that maximised

qu antity over quality.

The se conclusio ns are based on a small sample of evidence and as such are
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cle arly preliminary, but I hop e that they ind icate fruit ful possibilities fo r furthe r

re search and new means by which such research can be approached. I have tri ed

to demonstrate the usefulness of and potential for employing oral historical

ev idence in helping to come to term s with these com plex issues. At the same

time, I have tried to raise a number of new questions concerning these same issues.

In the final chapters of this thesis I e xplore one particular issue of the mnny

alluded to throughout the preceding chapters •• the issue of how the men nod

women w ho partic ipated in the salt fishery were chronically discouraged in var ious

ways from building secure and stable lives and comm unities within the econom ic

sp heres of that ind ustry.



Chapter 6. The Economics of the Sail Fishery:

Fisher Perspectives on Culling and Truck

We never got anything for it. For making salt fish, you know.
(Fisherwoman)

The distrust of the [culli ng) system of purchase of fish by the merchants has
been referred to in previo us sections. The distrust applies equally to the
price as it does to the culling. The absence of a uniform scale of standards
of q uality is the cause of this dissatisfaction and misunderstanding, and the
fact that the classifications vary in accordance with a good or bad export
market tends to confirm in the men's opinion that they are not receiving
correct treatment. The culling of fish does not appear to give satisfaction
either to the fishermen or to the merchant. The latter appears to find it
necessary to supervise the work of the cullers, and the cullers accept the
instructions of their emp loyers as to the standard to be used. In any case it
would seem to be difficult if not impossible for the culler to follow the
same standard for any length of lime. Two cullers. working in close
prox imity, do not appea r to be able to follow identical standards

In view of the large numbers of grades of fish that may be present in any
one parcel, and the impr acticability of having a full standard of grades
always available for compa rison, it is unlikely that any person can be
absolutely accurate in making a correct cull of such fish. (Newfound land
Commission 1937. 114- 15)

When the culling was involved in it ... nothing only gimmicks, all of it
(Fishennan).

In the preceding three chapters, the day-to-day workings of the salt fishery in

inshore communities on the east coast of Newfoundland have been detailed. as

we ll as the intensive physical work, routines, skills and knowledge that fishing

fam ilies app lied to the production of light-salted fish.

Fishing people's perceptions of the economic rewards of salt-fish making

from its sale to merchant firms for export will now be explored. The same
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fundamental approach of the thes is will be applied in this chapter. and the starting

point will be the memories. stories and interpretations of fishing people regarding

the workings and effects of the economics of the salt fishery. Thei r evidence lind

analyses have received lillie direct presentation in academic analyses of this

complex set of economic relations and addressing the resulting imbalance call shed

a great deal of light on the pertinent mercanti le (and fisher) practices

In keeping with the chro nological presentation of the steps of saIt-fish

processing techniques in chapters three and four. this discussion begins with a

description of the key initial step of the exchange between fisher people and

merchants that predominated in most communi ties around the island in the ern in

question. This step was the "culling" or grading of fish. The efforts of individual

operators to Plake the highest quality fish were inspired in large part by the

mercha nts' method of buying fish. For at least two hundred years independent

planter or fishing operations brought their "voyages of fish" <the season's

production) to merchants to be graded by a culler, a man employed by the

merchants , who worked on their premises or aboard their fish-collect ing schooners

This moment of evaluat ion was crucia l in many ways (Small 1979. 48-9)

The many weeks and sometimes months of hard diligent labour. the techniques and

the knowledge that had been brought to bear in making fish were j udged and that

judgement determined the standard of living that people would live with for Ihe

comins winter. As larry Small states. "There is little surprise then that con flic ts

and rows abounded" (49). Cullins was viewed as problematic and unfair by the

majority of fishing people that I talked with in my interviews. Beginning with the

fact that cullers in this era were in the pay of merchants, suspicion and outright
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host ili ty were the normal attitudes that l encountered towards the c ull. Sus picion

arose for man y reasons . For examp le. fish was handled very roughly after

purchase, see ming to belie the need for a perfectly intact product. As well, it was

a widesp read mercantile practice to re-g rade fish before export and this led to

fishing people 's suspicions that t his re-grading favoured the merchan t

(Newfoundland Commission \937, 58-9) , It is clear from various reports on the

salt fishery tha t these suspicions had some basis in reality (Newfoundland Royal

Comm ission 1933. 104, I [8; Newfoundland Commissio n 1937,56·7, 114- 15

(quoted above)

A numbe r of narratives and commentaries that re flect and ex press this

suspicion and concern will follow. They may not be indicative of the abso lute

truth of how the culling of fish went. T hat is something I cannot know. T here are

other stories and comme ntaries from fish ing people that are less cri tical of the

practic e. On the other hand, the following stories were presented as true and I

believe the people that told them subscri bed to th eir basic truth, The se stories

reflect a particular point of view -. that of fishery workers . - and their ana lyses

and mean ings must be assessed and understood in those terms.

Fishing men and women have a great deal of evide nce to su pport the ir

various viewpoints and many parts of th is evide nce corroborate othe r evide nce.

Some might d isagree and argue that in fac t these pieces ate actually elements in a

corpus of trad itional ideas, themes and narratives which are perhaps significant, but

not to be acce pted naive ly as literal or ab solutely true. While people tell an d

retell the narrat ives of their lives and wo rk, they repeat certa in key themes and

ideas that pert ain 10 the significant things that ha ve happened in those lives. As
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such.,these repeated tellings are, not surprisingly, prone to formulae.

embellishm ents. ex aggerations and borrowing s - e tte n in the service of nlaking

particular poi nts (Holtzber8-Call l992, 19-20 ; Lovelace 1979; Small 1979.1 05 -14).

Th is reality is true of all rhetorical or persuas ivespeech and writing. including

academic a nalyses.

Cul ling publicly and explicifly evaluat ed a fishin!loperation's curing skills.

It also detenn ined the standards of living tha t the members of that operation and

the ir familie s could expect for the coming w inter. T here is little wonder that

feelings abo ut the cull fan and in some cases continue to run high, and that the

stories about it and how they are told reflect these feelings.

On the othe r hand. d espite the potenti al for the traditionalising effects o f

narrative o n this oral history. the themes, ideas and evidence contained in the

materials e xplored below m ust be taken serio usly as legitimate rccountings on

various lev els - li teral. the figurative andthe moral -- especially when striking

co rroborations exis t between the texts of a n umber o f trustwo rthy witnesses.

Many of the stories presented here ar e characterised by bitterness,

indi gnation andev en anger. Thethemes and analyses thai emerge from this

material fo rm one part or a coherent critique or the economic system or the sa lt

fishery. T he stories clearly speak on a numbe r of levels 10 th e basic idea that

fish ing peo ple felt that they were not receiving a fair reward or earnings for the

intense and committed labours of catching and making fish. The cull was one o f

many mercantile strategies used to minimize the earnings of fisher people and
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maxim ize the profits of the merc hant firm s.'

B esides culling. fisher peop le quest ioned the faimess ofa num ber o f other

practices attached 10 the econom ic workings of the saltfis hery, incl uding pr icing

strateg ies. Indeed. the e ntire bas is (If eco nomic re lations known as the cred it or

truck syst em w as nearly universa lly' Perce ived as pemieic us.' The system w as seen

as discouraging independence in fishing p eople as well as the desi re to bett e r

themse lve s. As noted abo ve. it certa inly d id not en courage the pa rtic ipatio n or

indepen dence of women . ~ The con siderat ion of th e percepti ons of fishing p eople

IW" m CIIseem n" t l" hu,·c luk<m""rt in the eu l! 10 anywhere nCDr th e .. me de gr ee .. the men of
fi~hing \1 r-..: r.li()n~. I g.ked mony nr thc wmncn I in l" rvicwc<! nhoul lhc cull and n o t one rec all ....
... vintl hcl: n cilhcr on .,;li,"c part icipant o r 1:\-':0 I close nl>-<cT\~r ofa cull . II few made comfm' nt.
a....111 ..,<;I>OO"""nJ impfCUi"n ", , encrally ol!f«ing u 'ith !he ideo lbot it w u unfair. but lllOlt hod 1-cT)'
lillie t" "" y . Their ohclleeh.:r<:i. indicath-eof lhe ir a~t 10111esclu .•i,oqfrum Ihl: ~UI\"mic ,culm"
" f Ihe ,.,.11Ii.hcry , :111.1 m.....e iml'lIf1l ntly. their almo . 1 IIIIIllac10u( conlrol ever ony nf tho:carninp thu t
lICo:rlJl:dfrom '-""C!I1injla nd~n8 li sh. This lhesi• •nd vl riousolher~I demun.tra le IhII
lhei, llire-.:I 11l1liind ircd _lrihutiPfls10 lbooc nmin@."n rc e ":. ly ve ry sipifi c.anl a" n; lcn.i\'C.
W,Qllen wen: .,,1j UIIly n.'t:O[lnV.ed or equill bly rcw lIrtkd ror rbeir .....erk . FtIl'cu m pk , ....'ome n
I.lll'llCTally <.lid-..l han Ibcir own KCOtUtI . with mcn: hIInts. Thei r lrInllllCllo8l ll"'Crc 1t:tUlI1ly m...'<Ji.Ilcd
\ 1;a tho:IICCOI8lltor me_ - ••ilUAlion (ra ught wilh the polent;. 1(til' vn ra ir t1i!llrihution, depcnd illl on
lbe ITICn(Ne il 1993; NFM·)8I)9)

.trhc tru ck .... hurtn .,.oICI1lil u plllined by Rose "", ,, Ommc: u rolluw~

I n~. it".' lCt "" 1'-1 ;n" tcadll r )'Giy injl ....go:: ,. thc ll'I,n; rn.nl r- id wtrucl,.. - Ih ut is, Ill:
r nl\1tletJtm: II"' rur the lihry. alOOjl with I'l1l\'i.ion. fill credi t, 'j1Bmst TCpa)'lIlent in rllh at
the mJ (Of the IClIIt'n. This mean t Ibll the merd llint eafried the illdi\;dUll! lisbennan ', risi;of a
""'11·,..n'. ca pilal tl'lll.y in ge.r Il11d ... on. while the fi . hCl'Jl\lln in n:turllguaranteed hi " caleh ••
not his Illhour, hut the n:IUhl t>r h i. lIIixlur . (\991, 36 .7 )

She lillIe " Ihlll lh.: term, " I' thi" errengcment 'hca\,ny ' fevou rc d tho:merc hant (J6).

'In l''-'si lil'CCi r<lll molll' lc,:", Wllmel1ma y beve perceived th em!el \"l;~ u" ,,~ull i pa rti cipants in
indi\'iduil l Ii.hinp." l>l:rnti"n.• with implici t rights 10 cllmil1g~ a nd II' forth. 1Il11V pre valent "u e h
d tllUm"llIncc' " l:r.: in m".t work cunt.:"'t. b highly debcteblc. ( IntlW"m an I "{'Okc ,,; th me nt iuned
Ih"l . h.: fe ll Ih.1 he r \\l>fk"11 Ihe lluke (I1mlII"rk in j!.C/lllrul) Will very mueh a r liT!IIr ' 111'1", ,, ing I1.:r
hll.rnIllJ 's II n d ~· .:.'ro:l':l1. ion her Ind her chil dren', ee ooomic well-being. Shes reve 10 IIUI kc q Wllil)' IIlIIt
fi.h h. lIu l:1-m.-nt ' hi" relllrn" r.'IT lheirvoyage of li l h btullSCshe.nd he r ehilJrcn depended an lhe
C'.minv o.l': lh 'CII.



225

reg arding this system will follow the primary discussion or the cull.'

I ta lked with a number of peo ple who were not as critical or lhe process of

cu ll ing and who perce ived it as more or less fai r.l T here was and likely never CUll

be a consensus on any of these topics, but they clearly aroused lind co ntinue10

aro use intense emotions, I have not tried to d isguise or exclude these feelings as

they were expressed in the testimonies of vari ous fishing people." For most. an

anger still lin gers regarding the real and harsh ly limit ing effects they perceive th e

entire system had on their lives.

I must clearly state my own position o n the issues or fairness and

exp loitation in the economic system or the sa lt fisheries. I be lieve tha t theclaims

of unfairness and over-explo itation are justifie d in the sense that they reflect an

unfair system of economic distribution. There is littl e doubt in mymin d Ihlll, o n

'Thi~ <ysle m in its ma n)' onm h innli"ns and ""nnutnl i,," , lms hee n "llllinc .l ill ,1","Cll' " f . e"" u nt.
incl ud ing the tw o Newfo und\Qml C:mnmi~.i on . citedabove tNew l"u u'sllnnd R"p I Cl>Ullni.. illll I 'H 1,
79 -80 ; Newfoundland Commi ssion I'Jl7). /\ l!-u,od,lI-rtlun dcd sum llllllil\" cnn be f"urll l in Snll,lI ( I ')1'1,
9-2 3 ) , Omme r's from a ll/pa ll 10 O tilfK"'/ is u thoreugh Dnul),. i" "ftlw . ys h" n I ' il e x is le,l in Ih" I'Jlh
ec" tu!)' in G us p c. There were clc urll' close s imilnrilies In ~wf"undl,,"d

'There is no qaestion thut, in prin ciple, the cull wus co"n"miclIl1y ("nd hjnrlllly) j llsti rill l~e : r'Cnl, lc
elclIr ly J'l"oduc c d a mng c " r dilT",ren t 'Ilmlitics o r prod u c t ~Il<! the St: fi,h lu" J l" hIi11.•ses"", l i nd
re wa rded on the lIlui. of their quu lil)', NlI one I lll~e,J wi lh wo u ld dony lhis l,.. ic lrut h "' s[ in 1''''''1,
pc o p le were vc ry awe rc lhal good lindpoor lhh n'akers li \'I.~1 and ml,LIe lI-l>' Mlllnd ls'u r fish in the ir
eu m mllnilies. Dc bolc c lusl or.l aro und wheth e r thc as"",,,,,mcnl l'rtlc e,, ,,' it \V R' , lnlClured IIl1l1ul'plie ,1
on II daily bu"i " io people's lim wa s faitor n u t

"Thcir .cnsc " f the i nj ll'l i~o. that arrcelcd lhcil livc s , while li t timel unccmlertable , mll,l he
ack no wledgcd. B)' lhe !<!lITH:toke n [ d" not me"n til undermine thattestimony byl'resenlin!! anne
sen se ur the emotions th llllhe 'lorks and memories aroused. Thc uenlcmic lind bcrcuu craue w" rlds "r
writin[l. and prc""nlilion lire overly eonsllained by eunv c ntions 'md ptd en. in ", "f supposed dOluehmcllI
and d iilpOlsio na te uhj...~tjvily, Some ur Ihi. ' d i. tll"ce' comes (tum hcinll-lil<lrlllly relll"v",<!1"'>IlI the
flesh and bloo d i.~uc s lind . Ituggle. thDlmnny " f u. c!<per icllCe.. nly IllfllUgh "'>;lImcnl~. 11hu. be en
arg u ed thal lh is is a stnm l!-lhof acade mic an al ysis u"d di scflUl"' . I w". ld argueIbat it i. frOlIIl",n Uy .
grcll i weakne ss. 'rberc a rc impotl an ll ralh. lind mcanin g ,. dut \">", amo"(~ I:un lindI''''ve r ..... ill ellllvey
abo u t ha. happcn~'<I end Con tln\lCli hlll'T"'Iling ill 0. , wo rl d
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b al ance, salt -fish m ercantil e capital is m (one b ranch of capitalism) rewarded fishery

w orkers very poorly . Jam persuad ed, for ex ampl e, t hai a num ber of th e aspects of

c u lling de s c ribed be low were likely prone to the abuses that fi shermen claim

These culfjng prac tices we re very lik ely abused by m erchants and thei r cullers on a

fa irly regu lar basis as fishing people assert. Th ese abusesma y not ha ve been as

e x treme as they we re some t imesdescribed - th ai is I would n ot pul these abuses in

the extrem e terms that they were so metimes p ut to m e • but I have a great dea l of

sy mpathy fo r peop le's feeli ngs of bitterness." I would also as se rt that such abus es

were not ne cessari ly practise d malevo lently, m aliciou sly or even at tim es perha ps

conscio usly. Many aspects of mercantile cap italist st rategy were long-standing and

le gal means by which company pro fi ts could be main tained a t the expense of

fi sh ers. As such. n either m erchants nor cullers can be stereotyped as the black

v i Hains. Fi shermen were not always necessarily lily-w hite participants in the

va rious economic exc hanges that oc cu rred be tween t h emselve s and the merchant

exporters.

Salt - fish me rchants operated w ithin a lar ger econom ic and ideolcgicel

system bas ed in part onthe premise th at the m aximi z ing of p rofits was right and

good . In thi s sense these m erchants were no t particu la rlywo rse exploiters than

a ny other business person a nd this th esis does not int e nd to dem onize th em or

p lace the e n tire blame for th e econo mic syste m upon them. The average returns on

in vestment of the salt-fish industry, re lative t o other commercial pursui ts, seems to

hav e been s l ightly above average at t he end o f the last century (Robert Sweeny.

'/I~ ' 1"1,,0.1 "mlier, th e"" "~Irc m,,. "ncn had a' milch ttl d" wi th rhcwiclIl andnarrative lechnique • •
• \\'ilhe~l'n"".in~ I hllSic lrulhhy cxa~~crlllin8 .Mails .. , cll. In ma ke a 1""inl .



personal communication , 1995). As such salt-fish merchants operated within the

normal limits of profit and its so urce. the exploitatio n of labour (1 lise exploitation

ina no n-pejorat ive sense), The ramifications of thes e economic realit ies for fish ers

aredisc ussed below .

F inally the fishing people I talked with were and are highly critical of

nearly a ll mercantile prac tices that either d id or seemed to deprive them of fair

earning s and a su stainab le standard of living. In thi s sense Ihey were highly

critical of some o f the eITectsof capitalism."

Me rcantil e firms had a d iverse range of direc t method s for maximising

profits and for qui ckly passing the burden of any fishe ry or market downturn onto

fishery workers an d their families . The shift ing of such burdens had been 1I

hallmark of mercantile p ractice for well over one hu ndred y ears.~ The discussio n

"Many or lk po...)pk I ta l k~ with clime ai l llc t!urins lho:( i rc.1 lll:prc"';'Ol\.th<:rd,,~ lheir
pcn:"rtio n ,. ai the g cr"'''TlII eaminp .nd re.", nJ,;I'" ,,,.ibk: frnm liM:_ II f,,'iI...r)' " ,,' e prur"..DIlly
i.flucncc d b:I' Iho._ d e......rah: limn Yel il iI . l.o o;:1.... r tJ-rt ly frum the I'rCl'i"u.~ .,ll;Illltf>lll , ..o\'en1I1
1IIIn'f1:a:K>lUhIc Iim es ..rprodUC:lion. po.'O(Ilc ctlnl inua ll)· li\w , -.,ry cl".... ," lhe o:Ult<'~"llllJ i>t.,II"'e
As ..-ell. Iho: pltysiClll . _ mic •.-I ~pi ,i, ...1c.nsl. o r "",h Ii,·.,,.••nd In.: lun[l.'~rl\1 dTo:o: t. un IIIC"
dc,,,::lormen l.llx ir cOlTllolunili.: . · arII1lhe ir ""ion',. ,J,,:,·d "f"ncnl ( Ihl"..~h I" it.. d i~.....luli"n in IIICcll1ll·
19300)_were 11.0 100 hi, 1I.. C klrly wo r},;,," in \'lIrioll~ Ionche.. ur ';"""llC' CC.indu>tl}· Ind l' l ,k
lhnuJ!.hl lhi. k. he the <:IKin I~ ill" 191h Ind cal ly 2(llh ccnturi .,... inclu,Jill, lhe wur},;.,ro in thc
pima!)· ind U<irin "u o;h b fa rmillj,llllt! Iidli nJ!. 1bc p' u lif...nrti" n "f ,.. , i.. ,,, .,,,..,,"' '''I i.·,,. Ind ""i.." ••
lI\cludi"8 Ih., fil41cnn.,o·II ""' h.'Cli." Un; n" i. Ncwfu undlil",l. i ~ n elel ' Indh:atur .. r w•.,, ~o:r~ "" ulin"' ''l.
tAIt'lln dc r 1917. 19-2 0; Mllcl>"....Jd19K7)

"Ilant!c"ck <k....rihc . rlirly 1)'rKnl nnd unnI U.,r in, I~ ctio:' (i ...._ I .I" i l ll l i ~el ""rl aimll'" ,,, thc trl",l
I)'stem rhro ul!h ll,". t! linl<.'II0Rd hid in Ihe lale llith omleurl)' 1" lh ~'II " ri.,. (I 'J\I·J. 2.12·]5). 11 ,,1.. ,
dclli l, 50m ., lIr the fo rtu"". occu'"ullllc t! anJ tlw hn ldi ng. " f ll ll umhcr "f liltll, h.r,scdin ll....W I
Cuunlry d uring the "li me CTII (2 17, 22S-2 ~lIl. I.ikewi se. " lh.,r ".. mc~ . Irurn Ihi, em " Ullin". i,"i lrll ly
eletming pTuctice. lind r,ulile ...,inJ!. O ne ur the 1II"Te lru, l","r thy " I"Ihe ~c . i\ ' '' I ~I., h . It ll ~i nll ' 1><:111 II
g,~wJ 1II1ln)" n">le " r Ic"" Ji. in tc,."lcJ yc a rs ill Newfuund lanJ . i~ pmliclliluly iIlulllilllllilll1''' Il"" lin.. II....
I",J iti(>IIn! c"mhiOllti,," "fm e rchanto liCui"8pice" ( IKIO. o,l'_(h utu""" r "' '''II:I)' 2M" "'ll lll l"' "' J" " ' y
1)'). Sc... a lso hy 19 sr.. IS1-2. f," lin e ven '>lrongc r ",rili'lll., ;n Ihi, ,cllunl l' lmppclJ• • 1~ ' ~11 1 " m ......'
"Ili"n~d he -e ill IK13 . ' I'C"J .. rnonyl'lIi!"'~ "ullining th...~hio:u "er)' anJ pruli l.,c,inM.. r the ",."",I,,'ul•
•nJ la' lIe -"".lc r lanl...u( IKIK: 26·1. 2 IK-22, 225-2K. 24S·7)

Lal~'1 lbe Wu lcr StN e t e... "ri ~h lT>l:nt~ " r SI. J" hn', .""\ the la q~...r " f tho:nUII'"rt ''' '''la li'' n.
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of the problematic results of all of these realities for fishing people concludes this

chapter and sets the stage for an examina tion of their long term consequences in

relation to the Great Depressio n that struck New foundland particularly severely."

I will argue that this system did indeed severely limit the possibilities for

improvement on various levels and discourage the achievement of even limited

independence or economic control for fisher people . Earnings hovering around

subsistence over the long term made fishing people very vulnerable 10 the worst

effects of economic downturns such as the Great Depression. This undermined

thei r productive work and commun ities (which were already by the 19305 rapidly

losing the support of governme nt and capital), and this in turn profoundly disrupted

the Dominion itself.

6.1 Culling

From the 19205 to the 1950s, inshore fishing communities on the east coast

continued to produce the grade of salt fish that the English shore fishery had made

for centuries •• hard-dried light-salted fish. As explained in chapter five, the

lightest salted fish of all, pickled or Spanish fish, was produced predominantly in

Conception. Trinity and Bonavista Bays. When the weather cooperat..-l and it was

made correctly, pickled fish was the thickest best quality fish and produced the

earne d on similur trnditiuns , milking TII1ller tid}' sums themselve s inln the bargain . Ommcr delnib , lor
eX'lIl\ple. ",'me returns und outltucs n number of pricing tuctic s cmplo}'cd by Templemun's uf lJonn\ 'j. ln
lhlll l i kcl~' contributed . lrttnl.lly I" Ihe profils l I9 8?, 115) , She nOles lhe remarkab le eonl raSI. in wealth
1...'twecuIhc l'i. !lerlltldmerehulll clns"". (176·1l0). A s noted nho vec shc elcnrly descnbcsthc
problcnnnic wo rkillg" of truck lind cf edil in her . hul}' of the GuspC suit fish mercantile system (198 1)
Sec I' lt o;"'IlIlI'1c1>llge. ~(, .4U.

'''OiI'CUl hlll j'llnndnurn''''ror lhemuleriu]slwillqllu teinthi . ehnplcrn retndirrerinlld ep.rees
,ell.iti l'e . I hllI'C kepi the idcn tiliesnr lhc indil 'idunl''lllutedcunfidcn tinl.



greatest return determined by grading and by weight (Macpherson 1935. 8). II

required the most labour intensive processing and was the most susceptible 10

deterioration due to various factors outlined in previous chapters , Despi te these

risks and problems, fishing operations persisted in its production in loc ations on

the east coast of the island to the very end of the salt fishery in the 19505.

Likewise, elsewhere on the island, light-salting of one form or another also

persisted in the inshore salt fishery until its close.

In 19] 5, fr ,' example, light-sailed products accounted for 75% of the overa ll

sa lt fish production (Newfou ndland Commission 1937, 112). Newfoundland [ish

makers were unique by the 19305 in their production of pickled fish. and nearly

unique with regard to that of light-salted shore fish as well, Furthermore, the light

salted products were preferred in most markets (Newfo undland Commission [937,

108-110). There was stiff competitio n at this time from other salt fish producing

nati ons, but Newfoundland light-salted fish products still had firm foot ings in most

markets (MacPherson 1935, 14-18).

The markets for Newfo undland fish were histor ically established hy this

inshore small-boat fish and the demand for this nearly unique and well -made

Newfoundland product maintained a sizable market niche for Newfoundland sal t

fish right to the 1950s. Culling played a significant role in this maintenance. In

general, different markets demanded difTcrenttypes and qualities of product.

Culling established those types by standardising and dividing the shore fish of

small -scale independent fishing operations into marketable catego ries

In commu nities where access 10 merchants was possible on a more or less

daily basis, shore crews would finish drying loads of fish and take them as seen as
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possible to the premi ses of the mcrchant(s) , During this era ther e were four major

sa lt-fish merchants with eithe r their entire premises or "barter shops" located in

Bonavista .II In communities withou t ready access to merc hant s, fish was held unti l

the end of the season and the enrire voyage was shipped at once.'!

Fish culling was the first step of the process by which fish was purchased in

this era." Figure 6.1 is a photograph of men waiting at Swyers 's to have loads of

fish culled. Cullers exam ined the loads fish by fish. A culler would quick ly

measure the length of the fish on a "culling board." He examined its look, colour

and thickness, and he often ran his thum b down the backs of fish to feel for the

"A hurto;rshop in nnn u\'i.lIl Icrminol"BY wu~ a smell brunch store l>f II larger firm located
u l~uwhu re. In ll nnavislu pr"p er Ihe Ryan. lind Templema n. had premi""s hy Ihe main harbour. Swyer s
hnd Iheirs in Iluyl "y '~ COl'e tSee ligure 2.2) and r illeys IVuS hascd in nearby El liston. Howel' er,oll
1',ur (lI nd snn"' ''lher srnnller n~rnll''n.)hud bartersh''ps l"eal",1 in l'ano usli.hinll arclIs ln llndll rolind
IInnul'ls lu, includ ing the Cuf'C. Tem plemans hud "n e such sIl"p in Red Co\'e lIig ure 2.3), while Swye l'll
lllld TillL'Yshlltl lhem fUrihur Jn \\"lllhe Capc . In lhe easc nfS w)"ers, lhese sho p. were independently
" pe rlltedh)' mUllugurs, ukilllnOcn1crs. whn ran funhcr Ilung hranc hes of rhesc Yer)'lurge opcrulions

1~l'hh luller situation ""as less <.lesi ruhle u ~ fishing " pcrut i"ns were then forc ed to hol d onto und 10
I"ukaf(crlllrgc ' lunnlilie s nf lish . r>CpcndinJ'.un the ,,"elllhe, wh ile in ShlfllgC. fi, h had 10 he chm ,ly
WlllChed I" , sill-ns of dele rinrali " n such a.~ Ju n. Fish might have to be re-spr eud un}' number uf times ,
III)" , it WliS finishe d being made and hef" re it was Iinally shipped and culled As one fisherman pUI it,
such \\'nrk WIlSbeing done " I<ITnoth ing" t lhere \lllUld be no impro vemenl o n the quality of thi~ made
fish l,~ ntl it WIlS10 he uvni<.l"dif lliull f't>ssihle . In plnccs whcrc Iish ll u coJleeled ulthe " nd orlhe
sen' OIl, if f'tlSsih le, li_hing "peflllion~ IIllempled In gel II lusl good dey's o.lryingon it be fore the "Da y of
Rc"k "n illS." h' · "" I" ur ll,cm up." a~ a Iisbc rma n Irom Chungc Muntl ~ pUl it (Budgell 1919, 11). Ma ry
Anll MUllin rel11" mhercd lhe fishing conrmunrty of Grates Cove work illS t0l,l.et her to air ou t ~lored fish
in lhcllllhllllll Wh" IIW<lrtleul11elhnt lheeoIlL"(: lillgsc h"onerswereonlhcir ll'ays ( MF· 1)

" All"th"r form .. r purt:l· ~ se known n ~ 1111qlla/ lhal hud hccn pre \'olent in the early deClides of the
C"1II1I1)'. II wus developed " , 1I1e lule 111005 cspeeiully in lhc heavier salted L~brlld(lr rishe ry, where fish
\\'lIs 1101 SruOcolb ulh" "lIohl III Ull a vera ge price per quintal. 1t becnmedominuntin thesho,c fishery
tlurinl!-Wo ,ld Wnr I due 10 the remarkable demand in that pcri"d for fi. h, Lly the lllle I920s il hlld been
"1I1111I1"ed [Newfoun dland Royul Co mmission 1933, 104"()S) and few iflln y " f lbe inshore Iishers I
tlil ked wilh ncr remembe red selling lighl-Slliled ns h b}' th i ~ method .



Figure 6,1: Fishermen waiting to have fish w iled al Swyers 's premises
in Bayley's Cove, Bonavista.
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condition known as sunburn.'! Based on this inspection, fish were placed in piles

according to their different grades. These piles were weighed individua lly, by the

quintal or draft, and the earnings calculated and added to the credit side of the

fishing operation's accounts." The work of culling was tremendously quick and

none too gentle on the fish themselves. By this time the hard-dried product was

sturdy and could take a certa in amo unt of such handling."

Throughout the process, fishe rmen from the crew observed lind assessed the

cull and often kept track of the "tally" of fish of each grade, for comparison with

the merchant's tallyman's figures, Fishermen used these tests and othe r

observations of the actions of merchants and their employees 10 demonstrnte the

unfairness of the culling , For the majority, culling was a questionable process at

best, and to many it was a "rip off" plain and simple, On the other hand, it is no

surprise that merchants, many of their employees and some fishermen reject this

interpretation of the cull. They contend that it and related practices were fair and

necessary. Some even claimed the cull frequently favoured the fisherman

(New foundland Commission 7iun,n,;ripl,l' 1937, [ -10). The truth of' the 1T1 11 t1er very

likely lies somewhere in between these opposed extremes of interpretation

"A cullin g b<lard I\'U~ a ],mg huanJ ummlly WppllrtCo.l '"I S1' W hnrsc. _ On il. ""rJi,ce 1111:hnan/ luIII
mea!i\lrinl:ll:lrio.l.fore<ll,hli.-hinl:lwhal size..,lu". lbeli!ihhcl<lnlleo.lln: ]ar\lc, medillm, ' Illull IIr 10111 e,'"

"A drun wu. e'lllll] 10 two quinta l. or 224 pnund"_ A. u numher nf ind ividnuls u,ullil y divided Ill'
tht:t:uming.tlf R voyngt:,lhll1\1Iu ]\'1I1ueo flhll ln"dnfli.h wu.dividedl'ffi"ni.ls l thcir\lminn<lIec<lunl"
hll<lldon shllrepcrcen lugc., <lelllrminlldllsuuU y ul lhllhcginn ingnf lhll"" ",nn

10
1 huw seen film fomc gc of u Sl. Jnhn's culler ul \\"nrk und wU''''lJpri",,'' hnthu l lhc "]lCedllnd I h ~

cuslluhlllSS with which fish I.'U. being culled und I""""" inln Ihe ir upl'ni'lI~d pile. , Thi s i . "01 Ihlll
su rprising given the hugc umou nts of' fish the y were culle d on In grao.lll,lIsu ully lin n pie cew.nk h'l.i"
espc ciully in the busy ",",u.nn [New foundla nd C:"mmi~si lln 1')31, sr,), I(Krcr ie llee,1eu lle," were
repu tedly ub]e loguugedlll'iciencie.c.'ennllhis speed . The"" feulute.• didudd hllwever lut he uvcmll
""n"e ibet Iishmg peeplc hud thatthere wusu eertuin urhilrury 4uulit)"ab<,ul lhc cnlire proee",
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One of the main concerns for fishermen was the cullers' lack of

independence. One I talked with summed it up this way:

Yes that was their job - work ing for the merchant - gOI nothing out of it
theirselves either ... they got Jots of shit (from their neigh bours] - excuse
the expression ... what could they do? If they didn't do that [cull unfairly)
they'd lose their job -- sec they'd get someone who would do it.

Feltham notes the low esteem in whic h culle rs were generally held by fishermen

(1990, 36) . The following excer pts from the Newfoundland Commiss ion of

Enquiry Investigating the Seafisheries ,.. (1937) confirm the basic asse rtion that

cutlers worked for the merchants and thai this relationship was problemati c as far

as culling went. They also either co nfirm (or clearly do not deny) that a strong

basis existed for many of the comp laints and suspicions that fishermen had

regarding various aspects of culling.

It is the practice of many merchants 10 have fish they purchase. culled by
men who have obtained Culler' s Certificates under the Cull ing Act. and are
sworn 10 cull impartially, but there are some who use men for culling who
have not complied with the requirements of the Culling Act. Wh ether the
men who do the culling are sworn or not, they are all the employees of the
purchasers of the fiill ....

... but as there are no Governmen t or offic ial standards of definit ions of the
various classes and grades, the decision in the classing or grading of the
fish is left to the judgement of the buyer and/o r his cull er .., The culler,
being 8 servant of the buyer, is unquestionably influenced in his decisions
as to grade, by the wishes of his employer, In consequence, the re is much
dissat isfact ion with the system of culling on the part of both the seller and
the buyer." It is claimed by the selle r that the standards vary from year to

'·ll uye r~. i.c. m",rdlQnb , were "'i "'<ll li~lied with l.1ullinl! doo In the rA~t IhQlth~~' reportedly hQd III
rrequenll~' ~upel'\illC lhe ..-"rl ..r lhcir eml'ln)'"" dUC! 10 em>~ in .nd ('0<11 ~tn ndards of gT.ding (1937,
114-I ISI. The ~"mnli,"i"llI.'r'I!" ..n tn u r l. in " 'hy lhi. mil!ht be the ellOC (!.iv.:n lhlt e ulle~ weTeonen
f'Ilid " n . piecework h,ui ll. l lId ~pccd ...1. therefore orten fn ourc:d O\"CI" l c<:urlC)' ( l iS) .
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year, being influenced by market conditions and by the wishes of the buyer.
When there is an active demand for fish and price is high. the standards of
cull are lower, and when there is a small demand and price is low. they are
exceedingly high. (1937, 56-7)

Cullers were checking for a number of things in the grading of fish thai

would lead eventually to the placing of each individual fish into one of II number

of grades . With pickled fish there were five grades as noted in chapter four:

choice, prime, merchantable. Madeira, and West India. sometimes called eullage

With light-sailed bulk fish, there were generally three grades: merchantable.

Madeira and West India. The distinctions that separated Ihese grades are found in

MacPhe. · "0 1935, 12-13. This grading was carried out using a set of criteria

including t.rickness, colour, texture, the cleanliness of the face and back of the fish

(free of blood and liver stains and salt). smoothness and perfection of the splitting.

As well a .•umber of outright deficiencies -- round-tail. sunburn, dun, broken fish,

slimy. 100 much salt, and insufficient dryness -- autom..tically placed fish into the

lowest class, West India (MacPherson 1935. II) , Regarding these latter

deficiencies. there was generally little dispute although some fishermen said that

what was thrown out as sunburnt was often times not. A number of men and

women pointed cur to me how they often would get West India for their broken

fish. but later when the fish was being packed for shipment they observed it being

regularly broken by the effects of that packing.

People had the most difficulty with the dist inguishing of fish Into various

grades where less obvious distinctions were used to classify them. Many stories

played up the seemingly arbitrary nature of the culling of such fish -- arbitrary

except for the fact that such fish ended up being downgraded in favour of the
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merchant. A large proportion of this downgrading was felt to be based on arbitrary

judgements that often could not be duplicated (see example below). Culling at this

level was perceived as dubious, as being used 10subtly lower the overall price and

as certa inly failing 10 reward fish maker's fairly for his or her intense and complex

labour.

A fisherman and his wife whom I talked with one day about culling

characterized the process as a "rip-off" He told the following story of hew, as a

young man, he tested the consistency of the culler.

Husband: But I ... we used to lake it [flsh] up. where we used to sell the
fish you know, when I was a boy, at it first, you know [laughing
intermittently] [I] wasn't married, you know, was only a young fellow -,
fellows would be culling the fish you know, all that fish -- by and by they'd
say "I got to go to the toilet now" you know, the culler would say. Well
of course, then they'd stop, you know what I mean eh. They'd go on, they
used to have an outdoor toi let, out around on the back, somewh ere, around
the beach eh ...

And uh, when they'd be gone , I used to go to work and take off, take it off
of the bar again eh, this number, what they'd call #2 [grade] and perhaps
they'd have a bit left on the board eh ... so I'd shuff- take off that eh and put
it on - put it back on the car again ... then I'd take what they had on the
bar, what they culled, you know, #2 , take up a couple of yeffles" of thai
and put on and my father used to shout "What are you doing there?'! You'll
be killed -- don't you do that!" you know, "you young rascal!" or
something eh.

... and I said "It ain't thai bad now, leave it alone Dad" and someti mes he'd
go along, you know. with it. By and by they come back in - they cull
those two yaffies of fish eh. By and by they pick out a few and heave
throw out. you know, #I and perhaps they'd throw out 5 or 6 out of that
same what they put out for #2. I done that lots of times with them ...

"A ")'utl1c" is lin unnfu l <Ifull)'lhinl:!.ullhuugh usuall~' used for fish
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Wife: They were robbing!

Husband: ... I was trying to prove a point ... that happened a couple times
eh .- same what they put out for #2. when I put them back on the board
again. a couple yaffles you know, they took Hlout of that eh ... they
[cullers] was all there for the merchants eh. Yeah, they was all there for the
merchants.

Another fisherman told a story about a particular merchant who was an

extremely good culler and "knew his fish." but who one time mistakenly graded lin

ent ire load offish incorrectly. He thought it was choice or pickled fish, whereas it

had been dry-salted in bulks. In this case thc merchant culled in the fishermen's

favour until fate intervened.

MF: And did you get a better grade for that {pickled] fish?

XX: Oh yes. [very certain] Jean remember- now I wasn't fishing that year.
we had ah- salt bulk, we had a lot of fish. trapped a lot of fish ... And nil
my father and -- well they had a carton- and make up some boxes -- lind
'cause our store was filled up ... and they put it in boxes and uh they dried
it same as you dry pickle. same thing, it was all large....

Anyhow we had this great big fish, all large fish ... Dried it ... great big ..
some of them up to 50 Ibs I s'pose, yOUknow that's green now. when it was
green. you know ... and uh, they were shipping it oil' up at Zz-c-s, down
there and they had a full car load ... to cull -- it was all culled then. just like
I was telling you, Spanish and so and so ... and Father was getting a great
cull, you know. really doing good [MF: It was good fish eh?] Real good
and this old gentlema n, lived over the street from us here, Uncle George we
used to call him, Uncle George .... And Old Man Skipper -- that's who was
culling, Old Man Zz--'d cull- he'd be out there working like the men sec?
... and he was culling the fish now. and he was supposed to know fish.
everything eh? And Father never said a word you know. And he was ah -
going- everything going good. And along come- Uncle George came along
and he, he said. "Skipper." he said, "what do you think of that for salt-bulk
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fish?!_19 [MF laughs}

He stopped [Zz---]. He sa id. "Jack, is that sa lt-bulk fish?"

Well he cou ldn't te ll a lie. you see, "Yes," he sa id, "Skipper."

Just like that, turned it dow n j ust like that , Ja. All graded ... [uncl ear words
here, but indicati ng that whol e load of fish downgraded dramat ica lly] ... 2S
or 30 quintals of fish anyway, jus t like that , gone, although it was going as
good you see -. because it was salt bulk. Althoug h it was perfect -- he was
culling itl The old skipper himself _. what was buying itl

MF : Zz- --?

XX ; Yeah, he WEl5 buying it himself and uh, that's what Uncle George said,
he sa id. "Ski pper, what do you thi nk o f that for- for salt-bu lk fish?" Just
like that ! It was turned right do wn, j ust like that and put out for #2 . [MF:
Oh ncl ] Yeah, yeah.

MF: So even though it looked perfect-

XX: It was perfect to look at. oh yeah, all this great big large fish eh?
Washed good , cleaned good. and you know, made good and everyth ing, and
dried up beaut iful

MF : But it was bulk so-

XX: Yeah, [laughs, MF, unclear words] they tume d it down and it went for
#2..anyway .

MF; Your father must have been a bit pissed off-

XX: Oh, he said, "I could of bite my tongue," he said . He used to tell me
abo ut it lots of times -. M) could of bite my tongue ," he said. " I co uld ofhit
Georg e right there." [MF laughs]...

" In lI"nllvi.l ll llllhll lime "f lhis narrative, Ihe tcrm """ll-hulk" ;mplicd Ilsh dry-sahedin bulks
("cr. u' l' icklcd)lI nd thcll dlied " n lhe nakel. lhnt is, whnt is ealled sho re fish elsewhere. In most othe r
111111111' lund in Illll:r ~'cl\ l1I in B"nl\visln), the term 'I all-bulk" \\·lISund is usually applied to heavy 5II11ed
lishlhuI Wll. ""ld inlh c@.lccn.lll lcl o lirmswilhartilieinldl)'cfll.
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MF: Did George do it on purpose?

XX: Ob, no, no, no, no, no!

MF: He just said it ... Oh he was saying "this is good fish for salt bulk"

XX: That's right, yeah.

MF: Oh right, he was making a compliment.

XX: Yeah yeah, yeah.... I mean, you know, Skipper ,'(mld,,'1 believe it ...
/Illar I iI ItJa\· .mll_hulk jhh

The story illustrates how the arbitrary nature of culling could sometimes go in

favour of the fisherman, although when it happened it was likely, as in this case,

accidental and only in situations where the quality of the fish was already

excellent. The merchant of this story was depicted by the fisherman as a sa lt-fish

expert . - a good culler who could pick a bad fish out of an entire store of fish by

its look and its smell." Yet he was fooled by a load of large dry-salted fish Ihat

had been made well and seemed by all appearances to be choice pickled fish .

Certainly, the judgements of cullers were not infallible. In this case, the quality of

the large thick fish, although made by dry-salt ing methods, was actually

indistinguishable to the quality of pickled fish because oft he efforts of the women

and men who made it. While in principle the premise of thc cull was sound -- to

standardize and reward accordingly the different classes of fish and the work that

went into its prodr-ction -~ the practice was far from perfect.

One other fisherman deftly summed up the whole issue, He had been

lII>rhi ~ fisherman 101d me thatthe merchant in que'lin " cnuld eomc nULI"r"l11 hi. huu'll: and ju.1 hy
smelling the wind, could lell from a great di.ulnee thaI a J"Irlieulur fisherman who made hod n.hhad
broughl fith to be culled
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talking about how during the culling of fish it was not that important to keep a

close eye on the amo unt of fish being tall ied. One usually knew to the quint al

how much fish had been brought to be graded and disagreemen t did not genera lly

focus on that issue. Then he said,

[Aut] on the way it was being culled you'r e talking a diffe rent deal
a ltogether.... you'd have to question some things because I mean . - two fish
-- caught the same time. salted the same time, made in the same sun, looked
th e same -- and one'd be Madeira and the other one'd be Prime. You know
-- [laughs ruefullyl that type of thing."

This man's rueful laugh when he made this simp le statement is significant. His

family made good pickled fish year in and year oul, throughou t the salt-fish era,

Like so many others, he and his family "slave d" to produce the best product they

could. Their back-breaking labours of catching, cleaning, salting, washing and

drying are detailed in previous chapters , He would then stand in the presence of a

culler who tossed two fish, that he himsel f could not honestly tell apart, into two

separate piles. It is understandable that he and many other people found the

culling of fish insu lting, indefensible and at times even appalling." Aller a

culling sess ion, this fisherman described how they would help to load the

merchant's truck and otten have to ask the culler which pile represented which

" 1'c1llmm ue,;,;,il'll:' u .imilur scene in hi. essay "lbc Dirty Thillie~: "

With the price or fi~h '0 tow.il wu extremely uinlcult fol the independent skil'f'Cr·owner 10
make ends mee!.... To muke muliers 1I'0rse, the liUheoowere graded or culled hy a culler
liee llscd hYlhel!ovcrllmell tl'ootp;l idhYlhc!nerchnnlwhowllsoo)'ingtltcli.h. Ilwu.to lhe
mCNhllnl'. bcnefitl!> have Ihe fi.h l!lnued in .uch II menucr thet required him 10 puy Ihe least
l'!>..ible umount for it , The lhhelmun hnd little choice but 10 .Iund by the culling bourd while
the l"l. h lbul he h"d wofkctl .obllrd lu culch ll'ld cure wu. sorled inloinrcrior grlldcs, knowing
Ihnllhceullerwu'feducing hi.fumily'.r"..d ,upl' ly fer the coming winter, ltIs casytc
llmJcr.lIl11dwhy \ish cullef' were bcarnly despised h)" the Newroumlland lhhcnncn ( 1990, 36)



NO

grade, so similar did they look. I asked him also about whether cullers ever

changed or could have their minds changed on a culling , lie stated the following:

XX: You could at times. Especially if you got very strong about it ··
seeing you were ... getting the smelly end of the slick too bad -. you were
going to get the smelly end of the stick regardless .• you got that when you
started fish ing.

But ah, when you could see that- there was times yes. that you could bring
something to a halt that was going on too blatant in your fish, you know ••
if you want to _. or if you never mentioned nothing. you just took it evcI)'
which way.

Another fisherman from Bonavista also spoke 10 this issue. He outlined

how a fair culling was unlikely. even when one stepped in and criticized II culler's

work or sto pped the culling, In fact, the action might actually make things worse

We could never grumble. Sometimes when you'd be dodgin~ home ill the
evening . you'd say "Well. that was not a good cull today _. wc could've Btlt
better than that." You know? And there'd be a scattered fellow. say,
people- they wouldn't want to see thcm cull the fish because ... they thought
that they wouldn't get the right cull ... some fellows'd be worse than others
in culling fish. But we never had no problems. you know. I don't believe
ever my father raised his fist to anyone regarding culling fish. li e might
have a few times in his life. I think there was a couple limes we carried
back fish where he thought thai he wasn't getting the right kind of cull .
some fellows used to say "He's a laddie he is. he'd roh ya."

Sometimes you'd lake it to somebody else. you know. bull) c\WIICCS out of
10you get just as bad a cull there as what you would you know,

This fisherman claimed thai the fault for a poor cull lay as often with the

fisherman making poor fish and that no amount of culling would therefore Improve

its chances of being upgraded. At limes his father "carried back fish" in order to

further dry and improve a load of fish, or at least to match the particular standard
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of drying requi red by the merchant finn at the lime

In the face of a bad cull, fishermen could withhold thc fish. wait fur another

culler or take it to a different merchant. However , many people did nul even have

these options . The fisherman from Bonav ista descr ibed this particular

circumstance, that many others also mention as occur ring on occasion (BlIlgin

1978, 100.01 ; Small 1979, 67):

II used to come to fights sometimes .- 'cause the fishcmmn •• i f he got II

bad cull, what he thought was a bad cull -- yuu know -- he put the blame
on the culle r, you know. But that's all you could do about thai, you know
... if your culler throw out your fish and you disagree d with it -- you know,
it was either let it go for what it was -- or take it home . Some people uscd
to carry it back by the handcart loads, Used to carry it back because they
wasn' t satis fied wit h the cull you know . Now some Icllers I suppose, yo u
know -. if you had anything ... against anybody , you know whntlmcan,
and [he] having to cull your fish, you know, you could throw out good fish
•• what was supposed to go for choice. you'd throw it out for 1/2

[laughing] And espe cially if a fellow starts swearing on the culler and
everyt hing like that, he's liable, you know, he's liable to go 10 hell with it,
you know ... That happened! Oh definitely thai happened boy, yes sir

This fisherman had a less cr itical view of culling than most and did not

hold that most culling was fixed in the merchant's favour. However. he did slate

that in certai n cases , particul ar grudges affec ted the cull of individual fishermen .

He asserted that at limes there were pressures put on cullers by merchants to cull

more strictly and that in these cases a certain amount of downg rading occurred .

His estimate was that betwee n fifteen and tw enty per cent o f culling interact ions

were affected by such pressures (a much lower est imate in com parison to those

asserted by a numbe r of fisherme n). Such percept ions and observa tions led to

frequent calls for independent cullers who were free of merchant influence (Co akcr
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1984, 7-8)

One woma n r ta lked with made the observa tion that people who generally

made high q uality fish seemed to be more affected than those that made a more

heavily salted produ ct. Her rationale was that in order for merchants 10 maintain

profi ts when presented with good 10 excellent fish, it was necessa ry for them to

downgrade the top grades of fish which fetched the highest prices. She believed

rharthc fish of these operatio ns was graded harder than the fish of operations tha t

produced lower quality flsb." She felt there was a clear disincentive to produce

thc high qualit y and morc risky labour-int ensi ve kind of fish that ope rations like

her family's did, l,l Thi s also helps explain why a num ber of people I ta lked with,

and who were members of ope rations that concen trated on quality production, were

equally or more disenc hanted with the culling of fish as people who belonged to

operations thai did not.

Some narratives about such disenchantmen t tak e on very extreme qual ities

The follow ing story takes the phenom enon of withholding fish from a merchant to

such an extre me, The fisherm an who told it to me swore that it was true and

could be cor roborated by the son of the fisherman wh o did it.

Man lived over across there _. he's dead now of course .- come in here o ne
time . - that was when I was young •• co me in here with a trap skiff, half
load o f haddock •• hove every bit away _. wasn't worth to split a haddock
and sa lt it for West Ind ie, maybe 50 or 60 or 80 cents a quintal for West

"lh i~ I'"int I ~ I ~ "i tln i ll e~ nce in ,eM i" n t" the di,'e u,.i"n. in chap ter I'i\'" rel.lardinll the c" ",Iei"u.
, hil"lll ll ll~' from ' Iualily pw.llleli" n.n 41111nli ly prod ccuon mll'.l<:I'<,.,i\llc hy the cod lrap ,

:'Slle n~"lc it clear lhnt h" this era a number tlr irep "pelal ion. in her community had more or less
"hil"led h. 11 Ii- h p" lI:e,.il1j!.lllllt f"I-"" ,cd 41111ntity nw r qu" t it~· product j"n . For the"" ' '' IISlI OS th"y m"d<:
hl\lcr 'llIlllity Ii,h "lllct ral'''pcrn lit>n lh:ll shellnrk"dinwlls ''Cl)'curcl"ul lotakcon onl)'lhcamounl
or ri.hth'l t it eOllld l1\llkeinln hij!.h <\llalilylish



Jndie •• it wasn't worth it •• he throwcd it alloverboard Wel l everybody
want one got one to cat

MF: People ate haddock around here ell?

XX: Sure, they were better than fish! {laughs) In t h,~ nlll o f the year he
carried his fish up to •••• Harbour in a moto rboat. there was no trucks then
see, who le load of fish •• motorboat load. trap skifflend. ll ove lip II few
armfuls on the wharf, they started culling it , "West Inclic, West ludic." The
old man looked at it. he said "What are you doing with me lish'r

"Well sir: ' he says, "that's all you gal , West ludic."

"Yes sir" he says, "if that's ali i gal , West lnd ie, I'm not getting nothing
out of it. is I?"

"We ll." he said , "you won't get much."

"All right sir," he said , "heave it down in the boat again. what's there."
Ha ve it down in the boat -. he have a crew of his own sec, his own SO ilS

"All rig ht, sir," he said . "now boys," he said. "every bit of it overboard
clean her out" Hove eve ry bit of the fish over the wharf nnd went Oil home
•• [laug hs] he did so -- no joke at all •• on e of his sons is living ove r there
yet ..

MF: . . didn't think he was gelling a fair price •• it wasn't the right cul l"

XX: No, it twasn't the right cull!

MF: Co uld he go anywhe re else?

XX: Where co uld he go? He had no truck to go in •• yo u had 10 steam it
then •• moto r boat

MF: Ho w much thrown over?

XX: Cou ld be 35, 40 q uintals •• some thing like that for sure, for sure it was
that much ... lot of work -- and he hove it all overboa rd _. j ust as well he
did! He wasn't gonna get nothing! So > - why give it to the mercha nt to
make a fortune off? 'Cause he would! It would all he Madeira •• and all
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like it is •• we was ripped on the cull ... sell a number one fish to the
merchants, if he had his tail broke. he was West lr-die. I seen 'em packing
it •• if he couldn't get in, take tomahawk, chop the tai l off, drive him in ••

Me father used to say they went- cullers went to the blacksmith •• had their
thumbnails tempered .- to split them open, say they were sunburnt ... there
was nothing fair •• nothing •• not one thing fair in them days."

At the end of this story. the fisherman alluded to another aspect of culling

that added insult to injury. The perfect fish could not broken in any way, but

when fish was packed in casks for export, many fishermen and women noted the

roughness with which fish was put into containers. On many premises. fish were

literally forced into casks by a press mechanism called a fish screw. As the

pressure was applied. many reported the sounds of multiple cracking fish. This

seemed 10 belie the obsession with the perfect and wholly intact fish during the

cull (Newfoundland Commission 1937, 60· 1).

The last major area of criticism levelled against the cull was the in-house

re-grading of fish for export that occurred later by the m",r,:~ ,ant and his employees

Re-grading was a standard practice on many premises. It was defended by

merchants and their employees as necessary to further subdivide the basic grades

lor particular markets by size. quality and also in relation to deterioration thaI

might have occurred during storage before shipment (particularly with pickled fish)

(Newfoundland Commission 1937, 58·59). However, this second "culling for

market" was also unregulated (58·59). This caused suspicion among many fishing

1~J'he d,,~~ lhi. l"isherman " u referrinJ!.to were the " Ursl of nits century, lhll early 1930. , when
fi. h l'riee' \\Cnl". lnwuS2.25 nndS 2 5U fur n quinlnru rM ndeirn fi, hn nd 75 eenl. n quinlnl for one
" f We.l Imrie (NFM-18; NFM·H). Ureln Ilu••ey repor tsa similar .101')· from the l.ebrador fishery of
lhi' !Ilunller a. a )"earwhllnfi.hon thnl cuaslwos Sl, j() /l,!u' nlalfor l.nhrador ""ncurllfi.h(l\\'o lo
three d.~' . sun) (19111, -\0.-\1)
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people who perceived it as yet another potential opportunity for profiteering on the

part of the merchants. A number of fishing people I ta lked with doubted that this

re-grading process was above board. One asserted thaI while working for a salt

fish merchant, he had observed various dubious adjustm ents to the grades of f'ish

He began his story with the observation that it was very difficult for the Iishcnunn

10 get top grade for his fish (in this case merchantable]

You wanted some fish 10 be a merchantable [fish] -. for me to get it -- yes
sir ~- you wanted some fish _. he was a splendid fish a ll right _. there was
no joke about that ... for a fisherman to have a merchantable lish IiI had
to be] white as this piece of paper, and not a speck of anything on it ... not
a speck of liver, or blood or anything -- white ... not a sign of a speck of
anything ... very rare for Fisherman to gel merchantable flut he (merchant]
got lots of it when he was packing it up in them casks ..

MF : You'd sell it by the grade then would yuh?

XX : Oh yes, yeah Madeira, small Madeira, large Madeira •• merchnntublc 
- there wasn't much of it _. they'd sell a lot of it when he was gelling il
away, but you wouldn't get too much of it -- [laughs] oh yeah -- yeah!

I worked up fOT him one winter •• I took notice of that...

Well there was one big pile and it was Madeira .- I suppose it was about
the size of this [size of large room] _. the one big bunch.... orders for fish
come up -- went up anyway _. started at this big pile of Madeira •• well we
got Madeira out of it ... small Madeira .- we got it out of it •• and we gut
large Madeira out of it, we Bot small merchantable out of it, we 1301 large
merchantable out of it -- all that winter it went down to aboul 20 quintals
and I don't know what happened to that -- what they called thaI -- we gal
a ll kinds of fish out of thai bunch ... that's how they made their money -- by
God , if he bought that for Madeira, he couldn't sell it for Madeira _. wha?
He'd be mak ing noth ing that way! ... He bought in a 1000 quintals of
Madeira and by God I bet you 600 quintals of that went out merchantable

Many other fishing people also talked of this phenomenon with similar



246

suspicion One fisherman mentioned that there was a constan t shifting of grading

standards; what qua lified as a "#1 fish" varied from year to year . Thi s variance

supposed ly reflected the requ irements of shifting markets. T he fisherman believed

the shifts allowed mercha nts and cullers to further downgrade fish for what seemed

justi fiable reasons , A side effect was an ever-shifti ng sci of standards that fish

makers had to meet. As Commissioners of the 1937 Enquiry stated regarding all

culling;'

The absence of a uniform sca le of standards of quality is the cause of this
dissatis faction slid misunderstanding, and the fact that the classifications
vary in accordance with a good or bad export market lends to con firm in
ihe men's opinion that they are not receiving cor rect treat ment.
(Newfo undland Commiss ion 1937, 114- 15)

The above litany makes clear that fishing people 's perceptions of the cull

were for the most part damni ng. Again, the argument is not that the cu ll was in

principle unfair or that fish were all the same and cou ld not be div ided into

grades . It is clear from the preceding chapters that such was not the case . T here

were exce llent fish. good fish , bad fish, and terrib le fish and peop le knew the

differences betwee n them. They knew in their communities who was renowned for

consistent ly making high qua lity fish and who was not. Wome n and men derived

status from the productive ac tivity of making fish. Larry Sma ll asserts that in the

commu nity where he worked, the cull was on one level for ma ny people a pub lic

statem ent o f one's sta tus as a good fish-m aker. He also stales that, in fact, fish 

making was more crit ical to one's overall status than fish-catching."

'·M~· li ndinJl." eurre.po nu lu hi. except for the facllhal such Slalu s lVaseonneeled 10 fishing.
" I'Cmli"n. where women.I. much o r m" r" Ihon men, were inv" lved in the mll~inll of thai good Iish
1lll<l t""ncxt"nl . 1IUfcu in Ihe .lul" •. wbcthcrpo.iljvcorncs-ulive



However, it is equally clear that unfair culling practices regularly prevailed

In a load of high quality fish. a culler could randomly downgrade fish that

deserved better grades . The resulting sense of injustice a nd indignation was only

heightened by the fact thai incred ible loil went into its making and. as Feltham

pointed out, each fish sorted into an inferior grade meant less subsistence for the

comi ng winter. For people living so close to subsistence. such methods or the

perception of them, could do little else but inspire hostilit y.

6.2 Truck and Other Strategies

Culling was only one of a number of mercantile practices of exchange

There were also various relatively successful means of enforcing the loyalty of

c1ients,16and the standa rd marking up of all prices for all clients (ostensibly to

cove r general risk and bad debt) and/or the marking up of the prices of those

clien ts eurremly indebted . Merchants also paid very low wages for their clients'

labour and services. and some had accounting methods whereby they a~juslcd fish

and consumer-goods' prices throughout the year . All these met hods were not

practised by all firms, but a combination of a number of them were employed by

many. They were all viewed with suspicion by the majority of fishing people who

frequently commented on the resulting indebtedness and enforced ob ligation thnt

they could never escape from cradle 10 grave

Firms enforced loyalty from their cl ients primarily through the strict refusal

IOAccollntinl!-records frum lIonnvi ~ta in the lale l~ l h e",",'uIYp"inl 1<1 a fair am<lunl ,,1" di",,,t
Ilcltihilily inn'gard IIIwhere pcnr le hcldll cc" Unl. \S\\ Ceny rl ,J. , 1992) MlIcb " rthc ut. l el ioon.e I
collec ted .. r thc 1920._\1)50. cia inJ ieate. lhal 1"'''1'[1', c"f'Cei.lly lh"..: in "",. tle, "I"'r. ti..n~ " r l l ~,,,,,

who wcrc . hiflf"-...t llIhuun'ro (workin@. ror a fixed wagc r.., m~.ehaot ", larger-"",.le plant" 'J . r~ll lhal
they were ClID5It;<;ncdin vuiou. r..hion. by 1M main mcr<;Nn l I1rm" he,c !hey maW:their po'eh..~
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10 pay cash for any products or labour that they purchased from fishing peop le.

As one trap fisherman put it in relation to se lling fish: "but you wo uldn't get the

money . - yo u know what I mean. T hey'd be reluctant to giv e you the money for

to spend somewhere else, you know .... they wanted you 10 spend it in their shop ."

I asked another man who fished th rough the 19305 if tbey ever "saw" money. This

was the reply :

[snorts} No sir, we seen no money. no, no, no. That wasn't in the question,
money , for God's sake. [laughs] I'll tell you, I can remember now -. I'm not
telling no lie, I'm not jo king -. having ten cents in me pocket till the bugger
turned black with dirt. wait ing, trying to get a copper to get a pack of Old
Bugler [tobacco that cost eleven cents] -- that's the truth! One penny , you
couldn't get the damn penny - yo u had to pay 'en, hut try to get the penny
if you could ... I'm telling it like it was, like I had it anyway -- and every
person around here had it thr same, apa rt from a couple

Merchants in different comm unities also used various systems of account ing

-- receipts. l,a .U's and "notes" that could only be used in their own shops _. in

order to mainta in client loyalty . As the fisherm an above indicates, apart from a

couple of the better-off fishing families (often from cod-trap crews), most people

were held fai rly success fully to their merchants." This was often by cho ice. I met

a good few who did (and do) feel a real sense of loyalty and obligat ion to their

merchant. On occasion individual firms and mercha nts did help peop le through

hard times by advancing food, credit and the like. However, there seems to also

l"Then.· \\n ~ ~"lIlC .."c ial differentiation in l'ishinl'-communities amonl!stl'i shiog peoplc, oflcn based
"nlle.rtn""s, (,'''d lrnp opcral i"n sgcncrnUy producI'Jmuchlargcrmlumcso ffi shond thereforc did
""l1lC" lmt t""lteronn\crul!c t!wn !>"" l -BnU·lincl'is!lilll!0 l"o'rotions. Thc impHcilon dcx]lli d lmo,ken of
t1lis." duldirrc renlialiono lldclnssdislinclionthal resulted from lhis ho\'c nolbccn runy cxplorcd bul
irucrceting discu...i"ns cnn h<:found in 1\ number of s ource.. (Codignn 1 9 90 ~ Cosey 1971, 54-60, 69·70;
Ounl,," IlnnJc llc\('.. eonlrihuli" n lo l lillcr t t af, 1987; Nci.. 199J)
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have been many other firms that. when confronted with on economic downturn or

a risky client, quickly cut people loose, denying them credit and supplies (for a

twentieth centurj- example, see Cadigan 1990).

Another fisherman who worked fer a merchant finn one summer had the

following story to tell regarding merchant unwillingness to advance cash at any

time:

I went up for $5 for the Garden Party and he wouldn't give it to me . - 1
wanted to go to the Garden Party, I had around $ 100 then up there. maybe
more, and I went to him for $5 for to go to the garden party -- "No. not
going for $5" I looked on a note [he was offered a note] -- I said, "they
won't take this up there." He says, "That's the way I pays me men" he says.
That's all he said. I said something in me own mind though, all right. I
think that was my last year there I think. I worked that summer, after that,
that summer, I didn't go then after •• I went fishing afte r that

Another key point of contention was the pricing policies of the firms. In

most places, it was standard practice to mark-up the prices for all clients and/or the

prices for those clients currently in debt (that is, purchasing strictly on a credit

basis _. often through the winter) (NFM·44; Ommer 1989, 175). Where this

practice only penalized those in debt, it favoured the clients who were better-off

Fishersor steady employees of merchant firms with good more-or-less assured

incomes, those who were infrequently in debt.

One successful trap fishermen described to me how at various times he

negotiated deals with different firms on a cash basis. These negotiations he "kept

under his hat" and received a lower price as a result." Again, this example was

clearly an exception and he agreed with my synopsis of his efforts as ~tryin~ to

IOBu1l! in nolcs lhc !lCcrccy cf mcrchaet-chcnt TlCI!"liali"n~ in 100T" -ill inllalc IIrellll'HK, (, ~,
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beat the system as best you could." Most ethers, with less bargaining power and

control over their financial situations, were not 50 fortunate?' The system clearly

tended to minimize the opportunit ies of these who had less econom ic capital to

wo rk with from the start

Many men and wenen sold thei r labour directly 10 merchants, 10 :arger

scale planters or schooner captai ns, and 10 industrial interests such as pulp mills.)G

They sold their labour to augment fishing income andlor to work off previous debt.

People worked at tasks including making fish for schooners, cutting fire and pulp

wood , making barrel hoops and knitting twine. They received the most min imal

earnings, generally on a piecewo rk basis, for such work. The followi ng description

from an interview with an apologetic Labrador schooner skipper provides 8 fine

example. He details the meagre rates paid to women and men in inshore

communities for making Labrador floater (schooner) fish on a piecework basis in

the 19405

They got 20 cents a quintal for it - if you washed it aboa rd the vessel and
delivered it to them, you paid them 20 cents a quintal. If they took it salt
bulk [green] and they washed it, you paid 25 cents a quintal. Thai wmn',
"ery milch Wat iI '! Lot of work! And then again it was a big woTT)' on the
people that was taking this fish cause they had 10 run up against the rl-h
being damaged - you know by foul weather or sun-burned with sun, lots of
things like that ..

1"Scc {.'a,Ji\!.ll n 1990 rur a delailed interprelal ion "fthi. ~oc ia l dirrerenl iationon Ihe South Coul of
I.nl>rm!<'T.

OOWumcn WllrC \·CI)' likcly t" receive much lU I for R iling their lllt>our(Ne il 1993, 193). It il clear
HUll mCl"\:a nlilc clIpilalism 1"0811<>1 Ihe only form caJ"lblc of ovcr...:xploiting the lebour or cthe ra. In
mllOY "f the remini.. encc~ of .....or.. I gathered, indul lrial cap italism in Ncwfound lln d in the form of
pilIp arwJroJ'lCrinlcrcMs,recch -ed f'llllieularly harsh criticism. !"'ri«. and wor"i ng<;:ondilion. were
dc.cri!>ed u ah)-.mal,csp«iallythlt,ullh1hc 1930. and inlo thc 19S0s, Added 10 that were the long
O('l"' raiion. fwm families and home <;:ornn\l'nitic s thai luch work demanded. fc ltham oorroborau:s this
t1990 , 30· m
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they'd do anything then to make a dollar . - that's how it was eh •• do
anything then to make a dollar -- I m elDI there Il' ll~ 110 IIl1ioJ/.I'.

People were unlikely to get ahead on such wages. no matter how hard they

worked. Further, virtually all exchanges were handled by accounts : purchases were

debited against these and fishing people's sales of various "products" such as fish,

agricultural produce, wood, barrel hoops and labour were credited towards them

Accounts were usually fully reckoned only once a year in the fall, and this

provided many potential opportunities for the manipulation and adjustment of

credits and debits in light of economic trends et al., especially in the case of non

literate clients (Bulgin 1978. 62-7; Small 1979, 15). The price of fish could clearly

be easily adjusted in any number of ways and, as it was the nominal currency or
exchange, fishing people were very vulnerable to resulting "currency fluctuations."

The feelings invoked by such econom ic relations. conditions and wages

(especially through the 19305 when the prices for fish fell to ebominnhle lows)

were anger, bitterness and disillusionment. "There was noth ing fair -- nothing -.

not one thing fair in them days" summed up the altitude of many. The man who

made this statement finally gave up fishing after the I930s. Like many others, he

left his young family at home and went to work at various j obs on the mainland,

sending money home and returning every few years when he had the chance, In

the 1950s, with various upturns in the Newfoundland economy, he came back to

the salt fishery. By then the merchant system of truck was fading dramatically, bUI

one day a dealer offered to sell him salt on a credit basis.

they [merchants] had you, see? And after the war was over and everything
was over. and I was finished going away ... I went fishing here and a big
old truck slopped out there on the road one day ... and then a man come in,
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he says "w ent some salt?"

I said "Yes I want some salt ."

He says "We got a full load there now-"

I said "No sir, I don't want yours."

He says "Why is that?" he says, "my salt's same as the rest."

I says "Yes I know that too," J says "iff takes my salt from you -- the
fall you'll come back and demand the fish." "No sir," J said "l'm far
enough ahead now -~ I'll buy me own salt and I'll sell my fish where I damn
well like".... and when the time come to sell me fish --I owned it ... this
was in the late '50s.

Attitudes such as this were rooted in the perceptions of suspect economic practices

The lives people led of unremitting labour for so lillie reward also profoundly

informed these attitudes. The end result was the maintenance of comparativel y

profitable mercantile operations and the minimizing of any potentia l gains for

fishing operations. This conclusion was repeated and illustrated time and again by

many fishing people who lived within (or under) the system. year in and year out

for much of their lives

6.3 Conclusion

In this chapter I have presented the various perceptions, narratives, and

analyses of the micro-economics of the salt fishery from the point of view of

fishing people. The materials presented and the life events that prompted them are

and were clearly powerful and important to the people that experienced them. ,



did not have to dig deeply or prod people for their memories." The materials

constitute an often forceful and eloquent critique of the forces that shaped and

sometimes damaged their lives. Given what many people went through in lin

earlier era, it is not surprising that these stories and ideas have remained so

strongly etched in their memories .

The focus has been primarily on the aspect tied most directly to sa lt-fish

production, the critical moment of the cull . Thrs has resulted in the key emic

perception that in a number of fash ions the cull was organised and carried out to

down grade fish . Fishing people perceived this practice to be a dominant method

of lowering costs for merchants and leading of course to the minimizing of any

potential gains for fishing operatio ns. The perceptions of the truck system were

also viewed in very much the same terms. As stated earlier, it could he argued

that these "perceptions" are simply that, perceptions and not facts, and that the

stories and memories presented above arc very skewed in terms of lishing people's

biases and an unfair stereotyping of the mercantile class as a whole. There is

some truth in this traditionalising effect and the over-simplified perpetration of a

mercantile stereotype (this is not a particularly unusual or unique process

(Holtzbelg-Ca111992, 1 9~20». Jl

·"Th i.~ re llcet~ the eXl"<'ri..:nee~ "ruthcr c1hn,,~ml'lI er~ nf wnrk incl udin~ SUI,lIt I'H'I , lU2·!I·1 mHI
Lloyd and Mullen 1990, xi-xii

It i~ d..:ep within lh..: f"tklnre " f Newr"undlunde l~ In explain their I'", hlern~ hy rel'clenee It>
"ppresso rs, and the merchant s we re the nenvc vilhlins in the p;mlh""n "r expl(j i ter~ , Al Ihe
same lime, merchant s ax individua ls "we admired und uee"rd ed respect The villnin ",as "" 1
llowringorCro'bie,hul "the merchants," ( 1')77, D SJ
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There is also truth, however. in fisher people's perceptions and the evidence

they provide regarding the exploitative practices and methods of what was

fundamentally an unjust system of distribution . People worked extremely hard for

very little recompense and knew it. Salt-fis h merchants. through luck, hard wo rk

and the utilization of various methods outlined above, could do extremely well

especially relative to their clients

Family fishing operations were ostensibly independent salt-fish factories,

albeit small ones. It is fair to say that should have been able to achieve greater

gains for their primary production. The cull as it was practised, related mercant ile

strategies and the complex operation of the truck system -- all of these mechanisms

sought to and successfully appropriated those gains in many ways. Supposedly

independent operators were very nearly dependent much of the lime. People did

not simply respond to this injustice by demonizing the mercantile class. They also

acted . At various times and in various locations, fishers formed cooperative

societies and unions such as the Fishermen's Protective Union to protect their

intercsts. The union eventually failed largely due 10 the opposition of that same

mercantile class who were clearly protecting their own commercial interests (H iller

rjcrc i~ tnuh 10 \\'h~t he .a~". hut I would als" usert that he "'·cr.imrlifies the perceptiOIl"of fishing
11L~'I,le " f ;nul thc ir rcluti"l1<with "Ihc IT\Crchant. ,· Thcr" i. II thin line, flit exumplc, between
1I,lmirutj"" lIr r":' I".:ct uud j;nldl!illl!deference. Fwthcr , peoplc ",crc n\lt <imply passive in the face of
cm.'1 lind unll,uul merch~1l1 lfeuhllClll(~lld/lll the scr\"Dnl ~ or th" <e merehunt,) . John Scott hu~

CS I'I"rcllthi~':"ll1plic'ltcd rcl.1ti"11.hip in m<>r" complc" Iashionin c"n"cclion 10 thclrcntmcnl of
'cillinil crc'" I') the skil'f'\:r.• of the scaling vessels of thi. century. particularly in connection with the
Xf":1'''''hlf""d / )/"""t,·, (1975). The Ftshermcn's Protecnvc IInion ~nd fishing people resJ'<,nded
ucti\'Cll' tn thc hlnt~nll~' rcprchen. ihlc nnd criminal actions or thc skipper who \\'a ~ m"rc or le~.

w~I..'n.ihlc {ClIukcr 19M4, 111 .117. '.lit, WI).
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,'( al. 1987, n.p.; MacDon ....ld 1987) :'"

Various sc holars have argued that the mercanti le economy lind its firms

were also vulnerable 10 th e same forces affec ting fi shin g people. The scholars

claim that excess ive profit -making was not the nile in comparison 10 other types of

businesses . Whil e this is and was true, it begs the question of the effect s of such

levels of profit a nd of the operating strategies employed by these busine sses 10

attain the m. I ha ve depicted a number of the more significant strategies above

These operated di rectly on the fishing people who ca rried ou t thework that made

the entire system possible . Mercantile pract ices wer e desig ned to main tain

fisheries workers at a level hovering just over subsistence, thereby maximizing

their ow n profits and mai ntaining various kinds of contro l over their labour force."

In many ways, it does not finally matter whether a ny particular mercantile pract ice

was pate ntly unfai r or not , The net result of these practices was the enforced

maintenance of remarkably industr ious hard-working fishing families OI l low

"I lillc r brieny , tule.u. muell in IIi. contribution llh Uer", ,,I,, 19M7j lu u rnull<lI'lh le di", ,,,,inll ,,r
(Jernld Sider', e,,/"m' /11/11 Cla u til ..lmh mp" I" IIY ,,,,J1f;,.llH~' : ~I N~"J,,,mdl,,,,rllII''''lntl;'Hl (I' JM(, ). 111
lhc ~4t1~· deeude~ of lhificentury . fishing pcuplc on the ca, l c"",l "f lllll isla n,l mu<leII cnn~ c r t"d " mu l,
namely the Fi.hcnn cn', l'rotcctiwllninn, tnnrg.unil c thesalt (i, h imhlStry ul"ng l"n dueer·e"nlr"lIe,1
lines. II mel with man y catty ,u ee".., es, hUI in Ihe I" nll-Hill" e" neelled me,"unlilc ,m,I IM,litic,,1
0rP' '' ilion effecti"' :l)' rcsiecd il. ambitinu, hid In rcfilrudu TC and TChnl,ili lUICthc ""It f" h"r}', Thi.
induslry was "" erucialtoso m uny tnnd thc w ry Dumini"n il, e1l), hUI by lhi. eru il ",,,,,, f" lleli"....
disorganized alld ncg lccled .e e l" r. Tw" l1nc .Iudie, otthe F,I' .I J., il...,cee", e. ...,d ulli111"le lilihlle.
un<llhc crul!cnc r" lI~' , can be found in MueD"nnld 1'J1I1 lrnd Nci , I'IM!), Thc 1'.1> ,11.', " WIIc"lIe"l"d
records and reports. published in 1930, pHwi<lc ra"l'inulinl.lreudi nll "nlh" cu, m. well u, nITc ring ",ul'-elll
analyscs an u crili<Juc,of mnny <.;t lhc issue. ruisc<linlhis chul' ter(<:n:,ker )'JH4j,Thcre lllc l'trrinIlS
othcre xamp lcs llf aet ive rcsislancc nn lbc parl "r fi, h ing pc"p lc ugaiII. I"pp' c" inll "f vnli" u. v"rielie'
(~c<:odi l!-an 1?'Xl, !. iUlel'J'JO)

" rhol i. , irfi,h ing pt'nplc ho<lln labour heuvrly ycar round jU~l ln stay "h"n: ~lIl" islellce . ,·cry
little time " raecumululinnu f curninl1senuld be developed in an y em' rl t" "ellet lhe ", ,,,,IW~ " l)d'n

slnwly begm u<ljusting lhc lenn. or lire merchanl.lI, her ce""n", i,,,.cl"ti"n, lrip, As well, mnny Were
indebted (or a glM'd porlion of their Ii...:. , "nolher fne r", whieh hrcd dcp",ndcllee "nd " eunl im~d ..en",
of 'llbJigul iun' (Smull 1979, 20)
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standards of Hving, and as during the 19305, sometimes we ll below subsistence. In

the everyday worki ngs of the salt fishery the norma l limits of explo itation

demanded (and had demand ed for generations) tre mendous exertion s on the part of

fishing people . Many of these exertions such as gardening and weed-cutting were

domestic supplements to the earnings of the fishery worker s and, by default, di rect

subsidies to midd le-men merchant s who did not ha ve to su pp ly the ir workers with

the products .

The cost s of this system in pursuing the no rmal retu rns on investment

expected oymerchants. were fundamentally too high for fishe r people. In othe r

words. the level of exploitat ion of their labour req uired to m aintain the

conventional levels of mercanti le profit were too great, that is, over-exploitat ive

This is my judge ment. fundament ally based on the numero us discussions I had

with fishing peo ple about their perceptions and conclusions regard ing the

economics of the salt fish eries and the potentia l ea rn ings available to them in their

own and thei r ascendants ' lifetim es. Finally, feelings of dee p and very real

inequity and inj ustice perva de the narratives and pe rception s presented here. Forty

years after the fact, real resentment and bitte rness ca n still be read in these stories .

They unequ ivocally convey fish ing people's percep tion of thi s fundamental

unfairness.

The harsh limits p laced o n fishing people by mercantile cap italism

profoundly discou raged them. Th ese limits served to destabllisetheir operatio ns

and communi ties, and fin ally, in retrospect, the Do m inion of Newtoundland."

"There were other rll~lorx. for examp le, the failuTCur the Dominion lind merchant ClIpillll 10 inw sl
ill lbc li, heli ,," in Ih" fir'" thr"e decades of lhe centu ry (Newf<>und I4nd Royat Commission19n, 9) 
'I·n
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When the G reat Depre ssion s truck, its effects we re devastating a nd neither the :s.1.h

fishery nor the Domin ion eve r fully recovered. Within t wenly yean Newfound land

was subsumed as a province o f Canada and the shift 10 the fresh-frozen lishrry

beg an - ano ther economicengine that certainly did not encourag e much

independence or featu re muc h opportunity for "getting ah ead- fo r the majority of

the population (Antler and Faris 1919, 129· 132). These arc issu es I will consider

from the ernie perspec tive in the concl usion 10 this thes is .



Chapter 7. Concl usion:

The Salt Fishery's Decline -

Reconciling Dystopia and Nostalgia

The wor k of the salt fis hery was central to the majo rity of Newfo undlanders for

most o f the las t four ce nturies. It dominated and de fined t hei r lives, activities.

commun ities and cultures until filly years ago. Surprising ly,onc cri tical are a of

that work. the p rocessing of sa lt ed cod -- making fish _. has received very little

thorough descripti on or analysis. I have begun to rectify that deficiency in this

thesis . Beyond the bas ic description of the work, r have developed various themes

mat emerge d throu gh th e account s and des criptions that I wa s give n about it. In

this co nclusion I want to reassess these the mes and the iss ues that they raised in

jhc pre vious six chapters. In do ing so I endeavour to bring together two se emingly

contrad ictory th reads ~~ one a largely positive nosta lgia fo r the wo rld of the sa lt

fishery and the other a d ystopian view of same -- that run continua lly through

people's depictio ns and memorie s of their lives in the salt fisheries from the 19205

la the 1950s

Below. I explain in fishi ng people's terms how and why both threads exist

simult aneously in their wo rldviews . I hop e to reco ncile th e opposing conce pt ions

to some extent through a linking or the analysis and evidence of fishing people

with som e of the docume ntary evi dence and discuss ion of this era . Thai

explan at ion and reconcili ation leads me to a brief analysis o f the d ramatic sh ift into

the modem fresh-frozen fisheries in the 1950s and '605. Th ai shift brought to a

close four centu ries of the way of life that this thes is has ex plored, and I co nclude
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the cha pter by discussing some of the ramifications or that profound displacement

Making fish in the Newfoundland inshore sa lt fishery was a very labour

intensive, multi-faceted wo rk that verged on the leve l of skilled craft . It required II

complex set of trad itional and traditionally acquired expert techniques and

knowledge. In many places this work was carried out to a large extent hy expert

women, especially in the drying phase. As directors of shore crews. these women

were ext remely well qualified to produce excellent quality sa il fish. Both mcn

and women all over the is land took pride in this quality productive work and local

status was attached 10 one's ability to produce good fish.

My basic method throughout this thesis, in keeping with the tenets o f

contempor ary occupational folklife scholarship, has been the micro-analysis of

these complex practices, methods , techniques and the traditional know ledge thut

underpins them all (McCarl 1978) . This ana lysis was carried out in chapters three

and four of this thesis and employed primarily the descriptio ns, memories. and

evaluat ions of the people who lived their lives in thai world. I have endeavoured

to put ernie perspectives on making salt fish first and foremost throughout this

work.

It was from fishing people's perspect ives •• the memories, explanations and

narratives •• that key ideas and th emes of th is thesis emerged regarding what the

work and the world that it supported were like. Four broad areas of material were

identified and explored: the complexity of the techni ques and knowledge required

to make salt fish; the role of women in that complex processing work; the

tremendously labour intensive demands of making fish; and the constraints of
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mercantile capitalis m, its practices andstrategies on the earn ings possible Added

to these was an exa mination in ch apter five of some key var iations in making salt

fish. First and most fundame ntal was the mi cro-analysis of the work itself.

Fishing people rep orted an exhaust ive cata logue of steps, tech niques, methods, and

bodies o f knowledge that I outlined in chap ters three and four. People who worked

intimate ly for most of their lives harvesting and process ing fish in a very harsh

environment had to be treme ndous ly skilled in and kn owledgab le abo ut the

productiv e andsubs istence activiti es so nece ssary to their live lihoods and often 10

their survival. They look and take deserved pride in the skills and kno wledge and

in their s uccess in carrying outthis arduous and comp lex wor k. It is long past

time that these achievements should be fully recognised and celebrated. This

thesis has begun th at process for one of the more negl ected realms of

Newfoundland folk life •• th e processing of salt fish.

In chapters three and four I also exp lored the multi-faceted dimensions of

one of the key findi ngs of my rese arch; tha t the making of high quality light-salted

fish (espec ially in tricky weather conditions] -- from the cleaning to the final sa le

to the merchant . - was an ex tremely involved process requiring complex techniques

and skills, expert knowledge , and long expe rience. Th e men and women of fishing

operations around the island were eminently qualified to conduct such quality work

year in and yearout. from generat io n to generation

As I note in chapter 4 women were largely responsible for the drying of

fi sh. n phase requir ing its o wn set of specific techniq ues and knowledge. Of the

phases. t his drying and the sa lting o f fish required the greatest breadths of

knowledge and longest experience to execute success fully. In the clea ning phase,
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splitting fish demanded the greatest dexterity. Accuracy was needed 10 ensure the

proper look and the least waste; speed to ensure that fish was under snit before it

became 100soft . At every step. though, experience and skill were necessary to

produce fish that approached the ideal types required by merchants for export.

To add to this complexity. variations of technique (and the resulting

products) existed at different levels across tt>",: range of types and classes of fish

Within a single community numerous variations of technique were possible. hut al

this level, operations endeavoured to produce a uniform product adhering to II

particular set of characteristics which. taken together. comprised the perfect salt

fish of a particular class. Likewise. on an inter-community level. variations very

probably existed (and an interesting project could be conducted on just this topic).

but. again. generally the fishing operations of different communities aimed til

produce standard sailed fish of various classes

Front chapter five. it is also clear that another level of variation occurred.

based mostly on amounts of salting and on curing methods (the basic two being

pickling and dry-salting in bulks). A variety of combinations or these variables -

degree and method of salting - existed for centuries and these produced a range of

salt fish products. from the heaviest salted offshore schooner fish to the lightest.

inshore small-boat pickled fish. Many of these ve-ienes were produced by dry

salting in bulks. as ric kling in watertight container.' was less amenable to differing

recipes of production. All of these factors contributed to the overall complexity of

the salt fisheries and their productions . Many clements could potentially affec t the

choices made from place to place and bay to bay regarding what sort or fish was

to be made and how to make it. Some of these issues were examined in chapter
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five via assessments of how styles and levels of salting, how th e metho ds of

prosecuting the fishery (inshore versus offshore), and how gear types, particularly

the cod trap, all affected sa lt-fish production .

It is dangerous to ma ke generalisations about making fish for i f such

generalisations are based only on a s ingle co mmunity (or area), or on a single sty le

or class of fish, it will likely bevery prone to reducti onism and therefo re

problematic. This thesis has fooused on the light-salt ed classes of fish of jhe

inshore sma ll boat fishery. I establis hed that this fish, traditio na lly made in the

Eng lish small-boat shore fis hery and dating back to the beginn ings of the

Newfoundland cod fishery, was the highest in absolute quality due 10 its light

complement of salt. As a res ult of its light salting it reo. .ed the most painstaking

and labour intensive makings of all c lasses of fish, In this century, in areas where

pickled fish predominated, people co ntinued to use th e lightest salting techniqu e of

th em all to make fish, This fishery generally produced the hig hest qua lity Spanish

fish (a process to which women's contribution were cr itical and integral). In ot her

areas, the more predominant methods of dry-sa lting in bulks, a lso capab le of

employing very light salting, seem to have begun shift ing their production towa rds

heavier salted fish for a num ber of reasons, As pointed out in charte r five, this

shift was not indicative of innovation, asheavier salting had lon g existed in other

bra nches of the New foundland cod fisheries and were easily adap ted to the inshore

fishery of the island.

One of the main reaso ns for this shift was the advent of the cod trap that

d ramatically increased catches in Jun e and Ju ly. These vast ca tc hes we re very

d ifficult to process by light-sal ted meth ods. As well, heavier sa lting also reduced
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the ris ks involved in makin g salt fish. Th e time of drying could be carefully

selected forgoo d weather condit io ns and when the potentin l for a nu mber of other

threats wasalso significa ntly redu ced. Fina lly hea vy sailed fish req uired less

drying time and was the refore a m uch less labour- intensive product to produ ce

All of these facto rs encouraged peopl e to consciously shift production into

this sty le of fish making. The decision in volved t rading off quality for quantit y.

This in tum was tied to the ever shifting prices offe red for different types an d

grades of fish. The net e ffectof th ese shi fts seems to have been an overall decline

in cure quality in light-s alted Newfound lan d fish

A number of historians of the salt fisheries haveclai med that it was declines

in curing skills and the e ffect that these ha d on fish quality in the la tc 19th and

early 2 0th centuries that were sig n ificant contribut ing factors to the overall decline

in the Newfoundland sa lt fisheries (Alexa nder 1977,26; MacDonald Il}S7. 7; Ryun

1980, 5 0) .1 My research raises questions about these assertions.' In the light

salted sectors, o ral eviden ce from Bonavista and el sewhere indicate s that n decline

in curing skills was not necessarily apparent from the 1920s on. Fu rther. two

reports which assert that the recru iting of women and children into shore cre ws

hastened the decl ine of fis h curing skills (and therefore fish quality) seem

questio nable (M acDonald 1987, 7 ; Ryan 1980, 44) . fi rst, each claims that thi s

problem occurred at a seem ingly di stinct (but different) lime period (18JOs forward

and 1870s forwa rd respec tively). Secondl y, other document ary evide nce suggesls

IAlth ough mnny orthem c1ar ir)· Ihc~c ~latement ~ h~ placing n ~ much "I' lhefuir ly hl.me " or theso
d« linc!l on lhe lliMlrgnnilell end eUl-Ihro n t mercun t i le "1tuteg; c~ urpureh..~inl! . nd e"-p \lll;tlll durin~

different perind. and in diffcre n t hrunehclI "f the fi~ hel)'

'Mael' lI.'r""" nl !lOeNllcn8e~ the contcnriun U~ well (1'JH . 14·IH)
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thet w omen were active in fish m aking as early as the late 18th cen tury (A nspach

1810 ). and many other later sources indicate that this part icipation continued (see

chapter four, sec tion one) .

This is nor to dismiss the claims that absolute declines in qu ality did occur.

In cha pter five, I argued that conscious choices were made to move away from the

very light-salted production. These were made in relation to, for example.

developments such as the spread of the co d trap. That gear type seems to have

been II key factor leading 10 hea vier salti ng in many places . This led to II resulting

decline in quality in those places . The trap with its run of smaller, capfin-g lutted.

frequently sorte r fish (a lso due to it being caught in shallow and war mer wa ter)

affected salt-Fish quality and sty le in a number of ways. But other factors a lso

contribu ted to opera tions making this conscious shift to productio n favouring

quantity over quality . T hese included the erratic nature of market ing and result ing

price d ifferentials in the diffe rent grades of fish (Ryan 1980,5 1). Even in the

pickled fishery some operations opted to maxim ise quanti ty at the ex pense of

quality. As disc ussed in chapter six, preli minary evidence suggests thai such

choices may have been tied to m ercantile culling standards and stra tegies which

accordi ng to som e witnesses see med to have graded premium fish more harshly

(Laura WhiITen, personal com mu nication, 1995). This provided further incen tive

for fishi ng opera tions to shift the ir curing practices accordingly.

One of th e main po ints I m ake in chapter five is that there is little reason \0

suspec t that curing skilf.\· declined or devo lved in the period 1880 to 1940 . lt has

been a recurring theme throughout this thesis that these skills were very lon g

standing practice s - techniques an d know ledge passed on from ge neration to
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yea rs in both the pickling an d the d ry-saltin g regions of fish making.

Sti ll all of these arguments ra ise a num ber of questions nbout the Cl1USCS or
the decline of the salt fishe ry aed th e relative significance of each cause in that

decline. Did cod trap technology lead to heavier salting in dry-salting regions due

to the fact that as a method dry salti ng was more adaptable to heavy salt ing w here

pi ckled fish was no t? Further. when did the overr'! shift to heavier sa lt ing ta ke

hold of the inshore dry-salt fisheries and w hy? Clea rly heavy salling was less

labour intens ive. but when and why did it become more attractive to fish mnkcra- .

was it in re lation to shrinking different ials in prices between the light and hl~ ;1VY 

sa lted classes of fish? Or was it ma inly because of the cod trap? Or was the

disarray and disorder of mercantile laix~e:~lahT! purchasing. marketing , and

exporting through the early decades of the cen tury the major culprit (disarray

re lative to other North Atlan tic comp etitors whostandardized nnd subs idized their

fisheries through th is same era)? The scope of this work does not by any mea ns

permit the possibili ty of coming full y to grips with such issues , bUI I hope tha i il

has shed light on some of the direct ions thai could be taken in sorting them o UI, as

we ll as ra ising new questions and issues for consideration, and providing poten tial

ave nues of investigat ion.

Finally, while somew hat esoteric , the answers to these questions nrc

impo rtant to the co nsiderat io n of w hy the Newfound land salt fish industry as a

w hole cam e to a more or less jarring halt in the 1950s . That brought to n close a

tremendo usly long and stro ng set of traditions and wa ys of lifc >- dramatica lly

disrupting and displacing the many communit ies that relied on that ind ustry. and in
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so doing d isrupted the enti re society and c u lture(s) o f Newfo undland. It is to the

d iscussion oftha t dramatic transformation (or disjuncti on) that I now tum

A signific ant theme runs throughout almost e very sect ion of thi s thesis :

people 's repeated assertions about and depicti ons of the profound leve ls of manual

labour dem anded by the making of pick led and ligh t-salted fish. AI the heigh t of

th e fishing season the demands were freque ntly brutal in term s of hours worked

a nd the ph ysical t oll ex-act e d . But. as in many prim ary productive co n t exts,

whether ma rine or agrarian . the fishing wom en, men, and ch i ldren we re raised on

s uch hard work, and were capa ble of meetin g its requirement s . This is not to

do wnplay thai labo ur and its various costs -- to blith ely romant icize it in the

trad ition o f the pastoral. At the sam e time I would assert that too muc h emphasis

can and has been put on the opposite. anti-romantic dismissa l of tilat w orld and its

w ork (O'F laherty 1915).'

It is clear from anoth er vanta ge that people al so perce ived that their lives in

the salt fisheryheld many p ositive bene fits -. even the work o f making salt fish

itself, desp ite its back-break ing qua lity, prov ided man y wome n and men with a

' lnt~re~ tinllly. in " n'<:eal column in the E\'eni"!? rdrgl'lJm , O'Fluh~rly swing.~ heck towards a more
l>ulu"celt vi,.ionclthe snitfishery in writmg of a vanishedsnit fi.~hing eommunily in Conception Ba~'

( 19 '}5j, Ilc typifieS it bnd the fishery ufthe 19401 an d 'SOs {tho u !!h in dec l ine ) in terms includin @.
'\" i 8"r'~I'" b nd ,. hov in!! "In eco nom y Ihnt s u stained life.' The arch ·modcrni.tard anti-roman tic tenor
" f hi . auuly .. is frllln twenly years Il.!!" has cle nrly mellowed , become Ie.. st r idently anti-nostalgic
W ould thai i t "Cle M> " f a numbe r of ulhers w ho pers ist in depic ting the entirehi,tory o f tbe sa lt
l'i><h c ." u d i t. ""mmu ni ti"s inlenn. o(lhe d ark years u ( tbe Ore nt Derre ..s io n. They typ ify lhc s e
c " mm llnitie s "' impovenshed , bac kwards, a n d even primitive pla ces. l l,is d ismilSil'c rh e toric h a s (lllen
been ....pl,,)·cd to r~li t1nDli,e eaBlI (o r downsildng rural Newfoundland aod it i . demeani ng and o rten
inruri.l inll -- rer",hcn si hle ~. we ll ns ignorant and offensive (PoTIer llCllos the ' downlliz ing Igcnda. "
pr e vale nt since tbe co d moretorium Ilf 1992 ( I993,56); Ommer cauli ously a lludc! 10 th e rhetor ic in her
"I )m: Hundre d YeDI' " f Fishery C r i": l" in rel otion 10 the comments of an u n named se nior offic ia l ofa
mul t imlil'Onl li.hinll- lim, (1994, 7). FOl an carlier, wry comme n tary on \'OriOUI imperio. II!D\ernm<:nt!
lind Nell'f<lunrJl ~lld's " wn "tt-c.•sio n wilh downsizing its para lalian, see Alexnnder 198 8 . 11-12.
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sense of esteem andcontrol or independence They took well-earned pride in fhc

tremendous degr ee of di ligence. the amounts of knowledge and in the various skills

that the y possessed and applied to the primary productive work of the ir lives and

commun ities. Thatwork also created a significant physical and social spaces (1hil t

is. in the stages andstores and on the Oakes) whe re important community and

communal inte raction could and did take place -- particularly for women and their

flake-w ork.' Many of oral and documenta ry sources comment on this particular

effect of salt fishery wo rk. The opportunit ies for such interactions have been sadly

diminis hed by the disappe arance of the spac es and the work, In many ways 1

believe that w hen older mcn and women spoke to me of the ir sense o f modern

isolatio n or lack of connection in their comm unit ies. and even alienation from their

neighbo urs (and how it was different in the old days) - it is not simply nost algia.

They we re partially alluding to th is significanl change

Sailli sh ery work has been too often simplistically dismissed and even

denigrated as slavish and menial drudgery. not worthy of even recording. never

mind hono uring or celebrating (Wells 1993. 2C9).' I hope I have demonstrated

'A spacc etearly ' UT different from lhat ofthc l"ish r!anllhal k' """o:Ulo;nl ", ,,laced u. Fl",
e,un"' e . the inler·~~_li..nnl_Iacl . nd eanoodi"n. (IM I I .... f"' ,....,nll)" toM It lUe~ t ,1e"1 al. ",11
were created or f;:Illcndc:rt:d ror htllh PM:ft . nd wome n by the ' ",cU('Gllon" l ,,!~,~u .. r I h~ ..II fj ,.J l~f)' •• i ll
51~~. and Ii... 510ro:.. and on flake• •• nut of d""rs, C)ld~r ",,, nlenanti " hler men spelll It !/oro:ul,kal .. I
lime "".. rk in~ and la l~i"ll ...i lh lhe y..un~"r !/ocncral ionl in lhe "" e<mle,I•. n lll ' ;lUl;li""nl ,,,,,,nl.. I~,,,,, 1

lpa'" ror i nkr~t: l i"n un t'-reully cUrlail,,'" h)' Ihe ec nlr"h1int'-"r lh" fl,,"101",;J,,,f)' , ;,tl" i l\.I'" r' iellrn ll~' 1'''1
women (who had liu k l<lnn J'Urlin hurveslinllac livi l i,,",, ' ho""lwllr L ilcllcrnllyl

'Ale,,;anJel e";umin,,, suc h attitude. "I vali..u. poi" .. in 7'I,,' I)~rny "f1 'rtkl~ Uor e ' '' llIl' le , I'ln ,
1311, 143-.44). 'ant:I {lilrlllll<lhu wliUen a lhnughtrul"naly.i."rl l,e vorinU<'lo:l/.uli.'e untl l"," Il!\I1:
o ler"~'lypc 5 applied I" li- hinS \"C0I'Ie<in many dine rc" 1 I,>co'i "n<urnund tllo:wurlcl(I ')' )1) ) , S"one "r
her lindin g<Nllllrdinll depie tiunl " r the fioherie<and li- heric ' w",L n.1 I" \OI-. Ialill ucetlputi"n< ...,,,,hl
seem 10 app ly 10 Newfuundland 1 noled the eurrcla ti"" . wilh allla, inn "III L in 1')Ih eenlury 1\" IlI. n,1 III
IhI: inlroo ucli"n to Ihi<lhe<i. (1I111n<: U 19114), 1'I lIla J" hn.. 'n mnkn .. ,tnt: hricfen mmetll. un .""il."
i.. ~. with Teprd looy ll<:r ,h lKkc.. and the .....tu. .. r lhcir w,"~ in Maryland IWIIII, ~II""I,
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that these assumptions are largely wrong as well as d istastef ul, Below I will argue

they are alsomildl y politicall y suspect. Final ly, making fish and all that it enta iled

was based in centuries o f complex and eno rmously effec tive and productive

tradit ional ways of life tha t were tied very much to the natura l rhythms of nature,

the seasons, and human lives. The work, ski lls, and knowled ge of the women and

men that I worked wit h deserve much better treatment than they have receive d to

date and J hope this thes is has gone some d istance in redress ing that long-standin g

neglect Likewise their communities were ge nerally vital, stable, sustainable and

frequen tly pleasurable places to live and to wo rk, despite the difficulties of that

work and despit e the dreadful neglect with wh ich their inhab itants were treated,

espec ially in this century .

A quest ion remains : how finally can we reconcil e these seeming ly disparate

visic ns. fhe seeming parado x of utopian and dystopian views of the wor ld of the

sa lt fishery? From talking with fishing peopl e, it is clear that both men and

women were capable of holdin g both views simultaneously, maintained element s of

both in their worldviews and were not hesitan t to expr ess them. As much as

anything they needed to make clear to me, a young and uninitiated main lander,

that the wor ld of the sa lt fishery was indeed a universe unto itself. The ir lives

have no modern New foundland equivalent.

I believ e that one way to begin to make sense of this con tradiction is by

coming to an appreciation of the level of earn ings and income that were derived

from the work . A recurr ing thrust of so many stor ies was tha t people worked

literally like slaves for very little, in fact often for the barest minimum for yea rs of

their lives. That subsistence was their (and the ir foremoth ers and fathe rs) only
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reward for producing light-salted fish - an intensive. comp lex undertaking ." Light

salted fish was the most valued. the preferred product of the European markets, the

product that had mainta ined the main and steady Newfo undland market niche for

over a century and a half. Yet the year-round toil required 10 produce it provided

very little in the way of short or long term improvemen ts in living standards for

the majority of fishing people.

Many of the men and women I talked with spoke of the basic feeling that

lives so full of conti nual toil had finally been 10 0 narrow and constrained by those

demands. In this century, for example, the opportunity for formal education and

the possibilities that it might have provided for improving people's lives and

communities was frequently curtailed by the demands of low earnings and year

round subsistence act ivities,

Years of strugg le and striving to try 10 get ahead materia lly or to ge l oul

from under continual debt led finally 10 a deep sense of regret and in some cases

bitterness. especially given the diligence and hard work Ihal was put fon h f The

reality of these feel ings cannot be ignored, dismissed. or forgoucn .1

·Andit .. u thmup, tbc divctllCf'l"oducti"" IcliYilic"l eulI;n(l. >cI.l}Aru.:ninlt-bu ildin"ho ...""".
l<ccpin@; . nilTUl ll .nd llOr"r lh) ofthc ,,<:..onal rourn.llhlltou""i"lcn.: c: mainl.i nc:dby 'hh in(l.J'Cl" I,I",.
Ihc:rc:b)' si@;nilicanlly sublidi sin@;merc:hanl. nnde,on :mm",nl".

•~ ll\lIn lold me lb.l u . young man, in hi. c:ngcrn",. " Itl mnl", hi. wny in lhe ",olhl, he "' l ll", 1
(due to n rail s\rikc:) frnm B" navi. la l" Clarc:nvillc:w ilh \·cl}' lillIe . u"tcnuncc in order toensuru Ih. I he
jlol. 10 the pull' wood" . fcw du)'''ilonn crIMn hc:woulU Iww ir h.: lul<J ",nilc,J r"rlheillr ik"'l" h.:
sculcd (tn cUI pulpw""u b)' hnnd fur . hnrrend"u.Jy "I1Ull1l' i..,c",wnrk wIgC]. ll c ruefully 1" ldI1lCl h"l
looking back on hi. li re , nnWknnwing Ih",'I<ld" "g" in"t lhcl"",,,ihilil) "f hi" lruly cver gcllinll "hcu,l··
c\'cn modc:"lly -- lhnthc wuuldn ol havcput himsclf'>rhi "l" vcJ nn..,. "ull"lhc c"lcnl lh"l l,,,,hml
Many nlhc:", spokc:nfc:q uaUyextreme c"" rli"n., fitu>lIy In lillIe uvail

"Sornc:mnyconh:n ulhll lhc pre\nlc:nccnr"uchrcd ing" .rc 1nrl!clylll<:rc.u lturmY"' ''' I'Io:hcinl!
compoocd rtu> inly " r men and .. omen who ClIme: "r agc uuriTll! 11M: li rulIJcf'l'c...,jon I 10"'.11.1 ~I!r~~,

bul on!y lo a point It is clcar to mc lI03lthcqut lity "rhr~ in lh<:..lllhll<:ry "",rnrc (.oo l:Vt:nafh:fl
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In chapter six I explored the fishing people's ideas about how the economic

system _. mercan tile capitalism _. and its practices (such as culling) and

mechanisms (such as truck) -- were in many cases directly tied to the limiting of

their livelihoods. thei r lives, and their communities. I believe that many of their

perceptions and critiques have validity. In reasonably prosperous times, the

majority of people. utilizing their skills, capacity for committed hard work and

year-round occupationally pluralistic activ ities, could keep themselves and their

families more or less independent, healthy, and contented (NFM-34; NFM·

35/36137). But except for a minority of fishing people, Newfoundlanders working

in the fishery had very little hope of achieving even limited financial security and

independence -- security and independence needed to deal with personal setbacks

and economic downturns." With the severe illness or death of a spouse, life could

become extremely difficult for families, particularly with the death of a husband, as

widows had fewer opportunities to earn a reasonable living than widowers. I was

told many painful stories of widows and their families left destitute, of women

struggling 10 keep their families together and healthy, relying on badly paid work,

extremely limited slate welfare and the charity of neighbours (many of whom also

lived perilously close to subsistence) to do so.

One winter's day 1 was talking casually by a roadside about the old days

lhnt h"rr~mln ll" em \\'U d~lermined by many of the ""me very limitinl! faclors. This is discll!!lCd
hel,,\\'

"ttamlcncl.: hri~nJ di.""u"sc.' this minority of Ilshing pecplc nndthe t<:asons that they could and did
lhr;n ' n veryin g dcg.tc~s in prc·ConfcdeTlltion NewFoundland in his response to Gerald Sider's
arguments pUI f..rwerd in C"/ ,,..., <ltldClan In A", "m po/OR-I' and /II J /OT)': A Ntwfortndlll1ld Examp/e
0 911(,). (le" rllet'u"C) ' alsn delincatc" ,imi lar socialdiffcrcnliationo ndlhe rcasons Ior il in his study of
l 'unchc, "Tradili"n. nnd Neillhh"urb,,,,d., : The Polklifc or It Ncwtoundlend Fishir f. Outpol1" (1971, 54
(,;(.<)-7(1)
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with two older men from the Bonavista area; they had been talking of how those

times had been characterised by hard work •• "slavery" as one of them typically

described it •• but yet (again typically) how at the same time everyone was happy,

worked together in various ways, and shared things _. Rat like the present day."

Then he said; "The old people used to say: 'You were all right until there was

sickness. Once sickness came, you were done." !' The other man, a trap fisherman

agreed. In other discussions with me this second fisherman had often played up

the salt fish era as largely positive era, even wonderfu l . - .a good and healthy

living if one were willing to work' - but he knew what his friend was gelling at

right away and agreed.

Later that day I thought back to another discussio n that I had with this trap

man, how he had expla ined to me that in order for a fishing operation to succeed.

every key actor in it had 10 be tit and able to do his or her part. He talked of his

grandmother. widowed early wilh young children, ba rely scrap ing by, having

basically to beg, tha t is to rely on the handouts of ne ighbours and on any bit of

work to keep the family goi ng until her sons grew old enough to go fishing for

themselves."

The n, a few months later, I discovered that four days before our discussion

I~rh i , variation on lhe formulaic slale ment. "Ihing, wele terrible in the I'","t, 001 we wurkcd
tOl!clllct , shered end wcrc beppy -- happillr Ihan we arll nnw' comll up re!:,-ul urly in my conver.ul i"c,"
with peoplc and they cann ,,1 he dismissed oUI of hanll u••implll nnsguidcd n" , talgia Thlly '1llluk I" U
number of iuue. inclu d ing the need rur communal work t" achiev e ccrta in I>uol, and thc cnmmunIll
nalurcof .al l-fi.hwork .poce , <.lc.'lCrihcll ah<wc

"The se arc oot dire ct quote s, but paroJlhrll:<\.'<ln hIl. t I een remember.

"He also eherectcr iscdher by the way 0' on e,ccllcnl l'ishmukelwhnkllpl u ncalllrni ",lI ecly lluke
arni con. islcntly produced 101' qua lity lllll fi.h __a .k ill (<ITwhic h she 1'0'''" well known in the
community.
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on the road, I hatf jotte d in my field notes (after having heard a number of sim ilar

stories from other people. many that concerned widows) : "the Darwinian hardness

of this place •• no weakness goes untried, no weakness forgiven or to lerated -- if

fate kicks a blow. If you are sick ... or cripp led, the place will not or cannot lend

a major hand . - very reminiscent of subsistence . - sink or swim."

The world of the salt fishery was by no means an easy or forgiving place .

John Burnell commented on simila r factors that faced agricultural workers in

Britain in the 19th century, alluding to two opposing Forces, one that maintained

communities and the other destructive of them:

but even the regular farming operations like ploughi ng, sowing, reaping
and mowing could bring satisfaction if men were not overb urdened with
poverty or fatigue. Like domestic service , farm labouring gradua lly sank
during the course of the century into a low-status occupa tion, and the more
ambitious men, who may ha ve liked their work well enough, felt almost
obliged to get away to the town, the army or the colon ies in case they were
thought to be shiftless yoke ls, (1984. 3 1)

The assertion here is that despite meagre wages (especia lly by comparison

to loday's standards) and back-brea king labour, there was still the possib ility of

satisfaction and dignity derived from skilled work and the small "measure of

independence" afforded by the organization of the fishery along the lines of sma ll

sca le independent operat ions (to draw a parallel here with English agricu ltural

work c - Burnett 1984,30), It was also derived from the stab le suppo rtive

structures of small comm unit ies in Newfoundland _. "the place to belong." These

places' social structures were based "on kinship lies, wit h little social differentiat ion

and specia lization, and a high degree of social equality" (Pocius 199 1, 15), These

very values were noted appreciatively by many of the men and women with whom



273

I ta lked. Nostalgia for the pos itive and beneficial aspects of that life and those

communities did, and does, exist alongs ide the clear rcco gnitio n of how difficull

life in them often was (Holtzberg-Call 1992,20 1·.()J)

It was only when wages or earnings fel l too far below what it was possible

to live and raise child ren on, that the system wh ich dem anded suc h hard work and

patte rns of life became inde fensible and intolera ble. People knew that the world

they lived in at times tended towards the intolerable, that in ma ny ways, living so

close to subsistenc e, or as many have put it, "never being able to get ahead." was

ha rd on the ir lives and commu nities in many complex ways

When the entir e soc ial and eco nomic system itsel f becam e 'severely ill' in

Newfo undland throug h the 19205 and into the Great Depression of the 1930s, thc

results were catastro phic. With the pos t-World War 1 collapse o f fish priccs lind

the ongoing national failure to support the salt fisheries via eco nomic investmen t,

the Dominion 's eco nomy was profoundly weakened (and further hit by almost total

harves ting fail ures in the early 1930s on the east coast) . This dreadful set of

circumstances was bro ught on as well by flawed national invest ments in projec ts

outside of the fishery , and by the carryi ng of a huge war debt (New foundland

Royal Commission 1933, 91, 93.4)D When this was followed by worldwide

l)MllI:h nf Ihis informa li"" is oUllineclin lhe infamnu. Amulree l~ el''''l (". Ihe l 'IB N"wf""u"'l "n,1
Royal Cnmmi••inn report i . known ). bUI picce. nr il e..n ..I. " "'" j<lUn<! d .., where, fn' e." 'l1ple
Newfnundluml Commi•• ion 1937; Alexander 1917, I, I ~ ; M..ell<>nuld19117,7·14.11(,·7, 131·2. A. l hi~

Cel'llur)" prnl!-re ~..,d. mcreh..nl. "lnnl!-wilh D. erie. "f Duminiun governments l.>.,od u"l1y wilhdrew
investmCnl' and support fromlhe ...11fi. heries, Th..t,in ",unjunctiun withthe hadlydi.nrgDflI/e olo"d
highly cempcutivc purch . inl!-..nd murkcnng rnclhncl. of >lilt-n,h il'll! merehanl firm. were the principle
e..usc. th. l ted 10 a . Inw decl ine ufthe indll'h') ' (Ale.... n...cr 1')77, 134 ~ 1(>0) . The Iilhef)',
ul'ldereapilulil Cd llntlneg lcClcd for many ycarsby.ueee•• iw n"lionul I!-"vem menl. mureinlere. te,1 in
pursuing B di\'cu ilied eennOm}', "' us in u '''TTY stare . Thi. neglect b..d !teel'l I'uinled <>llll\.r mDny
year. hy the Fi.he ric. Proleeli\'e Union uoo ih leader, WiIIi"m C" " ker, hut a frucli"ul l,,'lilicul elin l"lc
..nd v..rious""lilie"1 mtercsts tinc luding the mercantile l!lile) did nul ol1"w f<>rony p". ilive euhercnl
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depression in the 19305, fish prices and earnings hit a remarkable low , The

populati on dependent upon an already beleaguered industry was dr iven into di re

poverty. Hunger, des titution, and disease were rampant. l-ishing people continued

to try 10 earn a living at fishing, but the returns for the hard, demanding labour and

its output were pitifully small. Man) of the men and women I wo rked with were

young adults in the prime of their lives at this point in Newfoundland history .

Their memories of this tragic era are tinged by turn with anxiety, sadness,

bitte rness, and even 10 this day. anger and resent ment at the way they were treated

at a dole rate of six cents a day per adult .~ money for which they were often

expected to work for long hours at heavy labour.

In many ways and for comp lex reasons. the fisher ies, the communities and

people who worked in them had been more or less abando ned by the policies of

national political and mercantil e elites , and it could be argued that the salt fishery

never recovered from these terrible decades (MacDona ld 1987).14 In many respects

~lel"ltoi mJ'l""\"e 11l3l s13te {lIi ller 1993, 366-8; Coaker 1984)

' ~rh i. u!lDndullmenl oecurrcd u\'cr the long lerm \'ia ovcr-cxplouanon and underdevelopment, hut
hy the twentie th century with li\"ing and educDlinn standDrd.,impro\"ingdramatieollyclscwhere, il
became parlicularly indefensible and destructive. I'i. hinll p"'0plc maintained thcir nperalion. and
c" nlin"edeuring fi.h U ",",.1 thcy cuuld--relying on generation. "r lrodilinnal knnwlcdge. •kill' , and
resourc eful nex ibil i l~ II' cure .....ith this neglect·· . trui!j!.hng 10 bold up their side " fl he centurie s-old
ItlIH ided hl,rgain. A troubling and perlo'a.i \"11villw of many analysIs and burcaucral ' , esprC!l1ed in
nUl n~ way" and encouraged b>' much scholarly work, i. that the fishery and Newfoundland have not for
n\'ern eenIUfJ ",",enuhle lu.Uppurtlheirpo pulotion -. and ,'oriou.nttempll to down size ha\ 'e occurred
loncn in uid"fot hcr ~'C "n"mic ondsocia l ugcmlcu), including lhc lale.•t, enl!cndcred by the cod
morot"r;um"f I992 11>orterI99l , S(,)

A. eorly o. the 194(JB, eommissions of government, then the Notional Convention. ond then
po.'l-<.'onr...deral inn,redctol and provincia! [l.o\ 'ernmcnb ,a lla cli\"c1y encouregcd more cenlrahscd (and
<.' ul'itol intcMi\·<.') fi sherie~ pfllees~i ng " hcavJ salted processing operotions, lhe lah.,ur requirement• of
which were nol "" e ~lcn"i\'c IU Ii[l.hl·solted fi.h , Dnd lhen, by the 19401, \lin the fre~h·fl<l7c n fi. he ry.
lIolh rOUIC<, hut cl l'I'eiall)' Ihe rrcsh-rnw.en modcl, "',, \lId hu e Icd (and did) \0 the mu sh 'e dislocation
" r lhe lillht.salted Ii-he!)' Dn.l it" eommunilics (Alexander 1971, 10-12, 130). A. carl}' ax 1935,
Ma~ l'her"lR, 'I ...:i<.'nll' l at Ihe Dj\·i.i on "f Fi' hery Resca r~h all he Newfoundland nc l"'rtmcnl of
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the communities of the salt fishery, the rural backbone of the Dominion, never

recovered. Many of the men I talked with left the fishery in droves, and many of

these left the island at the end of this period, driven by ti ll: necessity of having ro

feed their families and disg usted with the hopeless returns that the fishery hnd

generated for years.

Given this terrible era of the Great Depression and the arrival of over

100,000 American and Canadian soldiers with all their wealth and modern ways

through the next two decades it is not that surprising that a dystopian or anti

nostalgic vision of the salt fishery flourished in the 19405 and 1950s which has

been passed down to this very day, both in fishing communities and amongst the

elites (where it was already well established) _. elites that led Newfoundland into

the so-called modern era.I' The attitudes thai emerged, based as they were in such

harsh experiences, helped a great deal to stereotype (especially from outside of the

fishing communities themsel ves) the salt fishery, particularly the inshore small boat

fishery, as a "low-status" and impoverished industry of last resort, paving the way

for various new and modern approaches that were embraced by many as a

panacea."

N~lural R"'....urccs ergued thaI h",u' 'Ysailed fi.hanuo rtificiul dry",r. mil!hl huvu heen lh'" mure
ccunom;cnUy vinhlc ruul" t1935,40).

"('lUey de ""ribe~thi s a uiIU<le Dmon l?-.ll'onc h" rc, ident, " ft he lale 1')(,11.'10 r"lI"w, : "Many . lill
nweiBle the poverlY Bnd hu d>lhil' " r the Depression with the Ih hery" ( 1')7 1, S'J). li e l!"c~ "I>I"
describe hn'" even by lhal period parent. were ~till el>c'H1raginlllbe ir", ,,,. I" ""ek wurk nul.ide Ihe
fishery and NewrouI>dlond. I have cum" Deros. the ullitU<le my""I",," II nllmll<lf" r "eefl~i"l1 ~ in the lust
four years. Tbc perellels to Ihc lWl?-a!i\,c8 nd d".lrue l;VU s!ere" lypinl!- " rrurm wnrk in I'Jlh century
England(dc!ICrih<.'dobo\'ebyllurnell) areslliking

" I refuse I" subscribe 10 Ihisdepicli" nof lbe SllII fi.hing indu.lryo ndlhec"mmunili".u
borrcndously backward nnd impoveri. lleu anachwnillicplaces •• ur lu. imilllrdepie li"n . "flhepcnple
who lived and worked in them, The Depre. sion lOin dcvastaung bUI,h"u ld not he empl"yed a.
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By the 19505, Confederat ion and the fresh-frozen fisheries seemed 10 offer

solutions to the terrible prob lems that had beset Newfound land in its recent past

Resettleme nt followed. This was the end of the salt fishery, a fishery of which

there remains today barely a trace after four hundred years of its being absolutely

central to the livelihoods of all those who worked in Newfo undland .

Finally many have asserted that the ending of the salt fishery was inevitable.

that the work involved in light-salt ing fish was far too labour intens ive and

exploitat ive given the eanungs possib le even in the best of times. They cla im that

the industry was based in and on archaic techno logies and methods, and dominated

by similarly archaic and exp loitative mercantile practices and mechanisms. This

supposed ly anachronistic industry was slated for dismantl ing and it was only

Newfoundland's isolation that had maintained it for so long (Alexander 1977).17

It is important to point out here that it was and has been in the interests of

various interest groups •• political and corporate •• to establish a discourse that

portrays a dystopian stereotype of the salt fisheries based on many of the ideas

ICI'ICSCll1nliw"f l,hn l !irc in " ull'''r t communnies hlld been lind c"u ld "ncr. Imh"rc"llll·fi.hi ng
communities were vinble placcs urultheir people were clTic ienlprodncCI' l>rh igh qulllily produel~ror

geueretions end eontinuedtcbc so figl\l to the close of the ; ndu ~try lind on ;nlo lhe ",,~ nl1edmodern

em, lll lhi. regnrd l find mysoffin uccordencc with the 1I0rk of Poclus {1991J lind Sweeny( 19'J5) tlml
ehllllcilge. eonccl'ti"". "r the.e plllce'II' i", laled, backwllrd"lind IInaehron;. lie

"AI ' ·nri"u. f'<,inl' in 1"j,~ /J.~ny or 1"miI. Alexander eXllminc. thew view. II" they ~urfllccd in
\'lIri"". "" urcc, . To hi. cledit he questions the 10g11' lind faimen of II good many of them, arlluing that
lhe ""h fi.h<:ric."erel""cuily abonJ"ned ([alllel)' hy thc Canndien govemment j In the 1950" Sec
14J-l 4 f"ra failly good summary of ", .!.., or the ergcmcma ( 1977j, Ietc rcstingly.His a.. .,.,mclll"r a
decline in cure <lulI[ily "rlight· ""lled Ii.'.lin 144·4511S1ee, Wilh my Oli n, Ue implie, there thlll illwer
'l'll1lilYI'""lllCli"ntruly hei/-anin lhelighl-';lIhed Keto r inthehuldecllde or lhlll brllnehort hefi.hcry,
lhal i•. in lh..: l'lSO. ··\"ery muehwhll lmyo",l evid<:nceindiellle,
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above." This one-sided depiction attempts to establish certain ' motifs' (10 employ

folklore term inology) of the salt fisheries at their worst •• that is. as they were

through the 19305 - as the norm. So utter poverty, hunger. disease, backwardness.

brutal labour, and dirt become the only ideas associated with the industry. On one

level this was and is carried out in order to de fine and control the debates

surrounding modem fisheries policy and directions . While many of the men and

women I talked with over the last three years remember with bitte rness and anxiety

the terrible 19305,that period does not solely define their understandings ortheir

lives in the salt fisheries.

They recall that even though the work was tremendously hard, their

independent . skilled, and comm itted labours produced high quali ty fish. It was

work and effort in which they can and should stilltake a great dea l of pride ••

expertise and skills that can st ill provide a se nse of identity and self worth. It was

also work that was carried out in the context of stable and supportive close-knit

communities. They are also acutely aware, though, that in those times. the forces

of mercantile capitalism regularly limited their quality of life, main taining them at

about subsistence •• where with one failure or economic slump, that world could

and did become the dystopia desc ribed above.

This thesis has challenged a number of the more narrow dystopian motifs

placed onto the salt-fish industry, its communities and people. Such depictions

have been employed for decades to de fend and espouse the suppos ed panacea of

"Fre sh-Frozen large seale fixhing corporation. arc II prime example (Wells I ')'J.\ ). They hau mill
havca\"\: stcd inlele.t;ngeUingandmaintainingeon lrnl anuaece .. ln tixh lc",Ullce' , nl)cn in u;recl
competition with.mullcr scalc ;nlcle .t. " nol tomc nti"n their nccu or a t.t..,ur i"M,t l" ", n their
trawler- and fi .hl'lunl ~ (Antleru nu l'uri,I ,)7'.1)
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the fresh-frozen Fisheries . Aga in, this is not to argue that the demand s of the light

salted inshore fisheries were not incredibl y labour intensive and often harsh . 

especiall y given the mercantile system that largely determined people's living

standa rds within the indust ry. However, Alexander asserts throughout The Decay

of Trale, that with capital investment . support, and organization of various kinds

the salt fisheries could have been brough t through the crises thai beset them and

Newfound land from the 19305 to the late 19505, after which international prices for

the products began to rebound strongly (the demand for light-salted fish never

shrunk dramaticall y through that period - evidence that its quality had not

significantly declined) .

Alexander's (compa ratively) radical take was thai with such an approach the

dramat ic negative effects of the shift to the fresh-frozen fishery could have been

largely mitigated . I would go further. With long-term investment in the industry,

nationa l support, subsidies and organization (along the lines of that proposed by

the Fishermen's Protective Union in the early decades of the century) the industry

might have weathered the era stretching from 1920-40 much more successfully .

Had large scale investment in artificia l drying equipment and the like been

followed up, and coherent marketing and trade strategies been pursued , then with

the coming of the ' modern era,' salt fishing operations might have been able to

avail themselves of mechanized solutions to a number of the more labour intensi ve

and risky processing problems posed by the making of light-salted fish. The

industry, in some form, might still be with us today and providing a mo re

diversified set of products and market s than existed with fresh-frozen cod .
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Certainly markets for salt fish ha ve never completel y disappeared .rv

In its place a decidedl y myopic , Canadian-backed headlong and ill-p lanned

rush into the fresh-frozen fishery began in earnest in the 19505. It was a very

vulnerable single-comm odity and single-market production plagued by over

capa city. Neither did the panacea of th e mode m fishery particularl y improve the

living conditions for most fishing peopl e (other factors were responsible for that _.

Canadian social securit y et 01.), Prices for fish were exceedi ngly low for muny

decades. A marked labour-saving was gained for fishermen . whethe r for selling

fresh fish or for heavy sal ting fish and sellin g it green .:~o Many wome n traded the

work of the flake for the fish plan t. While this arguably lessened the quantit y and

qualit y of their labours (and the economic risks inherent in snit-fish production),

the terms and quality of their new work as wage labourers and the industria l

environment were far from perfect and wages here were also pitifull y low for years

and years -- particularl y for women . Added to this, the loss of independence and

contr ol of their own labour were equall y significant costs. As noted , a number or

women I talked with even preferred the flake work to the plant. and if they had a

more dependa ble and better income from making salt fish would happi ly have gene

on with that work. I have noted abo ve the possib le social and community costs of

this shift from the flakes into the plants.

'OTho CanaoJian Sa llll.h C<>rf'<' raliun finally or". eo.lil. oJ""" inthe c" , ly 1'J'J{J. __,," ,l lh" l w". ,,,.1
for the luck of markel•• hUI for the lack of fish resulting [rum the ",,,11,,1"'" uf Newl\lllndl " lloJ" noJ
l.abr"oJorcooJ' loch

'IIThi. leoJl0 eon. idc,,,bl e labour -"IIving. for fi.h enn en h ul nn' a V",l iml'fUvc lIlcnl in c" mi "s., The
majori ty of the men I talked will. who we nt fi. hing nn lnngline, . in Ihe 195('" anoJ'w. newr mllde
money at it The price nf fresh fish Wil . astoundin gly dCl're""eoJlin many of the same 'CI,..'''n' lhFlllhe
priec of ... hliohhadbcen
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Antler has shown that through to the 19705 fishing earnings derived from

the making of salt fish could have been significantly higher than those made in

most fish plants ( 1977). She and Fari s argue convincingly that the shift from the

salt fishery and its communities to the resettled communities and factories of the

fresh-frozen fishery was nol by any means simply j ust for the sake of

modernization and the assumed impr ovements that such implied. It was in reality

a more or less calculated effort 10 shift ownership and control of Ihe fishery (and

its production) from the small-scale traditional inshore fishing operations to the

interests thai own and control the large-scale operatio ns of the fresh-fish industry

(1979). The profits accruing from the production of the fishery continued to be

shunted away from the primary producers of the industry -- independent fishers

and wage-labour plant workers -- unti l the recent collapse of the fish stocks (Antler

and Faris 1979)

It is not that great a leap to assert that this development has led

Newfoundland, limping nearly all the way. into its mos t profound crisis yet - the

collapse of the cod-stocks in the late 1980$ and early '90s. Industri al , heavily

capitalized and large-scale solutions to harvesting and processing fish have

produced either indifferent or disastrous results at nearly every tum -- the latest

downturn being the most catast rophic. It is a global problem thai applie s to many

other industries besides the fishery .

We can only hope that it is not too late 10 salvage a sustainable.

techno logically and economically appropriate fishery for Newfoundland. that it is

not 100 late to learn frol.} the errors of the recent past that led us here . The re are a

lot worse models than the salt fishery from which we could team a number of
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importa nt lessons, and discover any number of examples both 10 emu late and 10

avo id in any future deve lopment Of there is to be any) . In the meant ime, if we nre

eve r fully to understand what thai fishery, its culture . comm unities and societies

have to tel l us from the level and point o f view of those who partic ipated in it . we

had better get seriously working Within a few short years even the memories of

that wor ld will be gone.
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Appendix 1. In terviews Conducted

This a listing ora ll t he taped interviews made during the course of the researc h fo r

this t hesis. Th ere are twogro ups of int erviews -sthe fi rst comprises thos e carried

out solely fo r my own thesis research. Second were those conducted as p a rt of m y

resea rch for th e Newfoundland Museum . The former a re identified in the body o f

the the sis by the pre fix "MF" a nd the la tter by the p.e fix " NFM. " All of these a re

available in the Memorial Uni versity of Newfoundland Folklore Archive

(MUNFLA). My own collectio n or tap es (MF) are incl uded in th e collec tio n

identified by the accession nu mber 95-625 . The museum tapes (NFM) are part of

the collection with accession nu mber 95-626.

The inte rviews andthe ir tape #5 are listed by the main pa rticipants, dates ( in

chron ologica l order) and by th e community where the interview took place .

Ferguson Research Tope C ollection (MF).
(MU NFLA Accession # 95-625)

TRP!::'~ . ~_~__~ameJDatelPl llCe _ _ . _

MF- I MaryAn n Martin. 2S November 1994. M addox Co ve

MF-2/3 Heber John Keel. 4 December 19 94. Bcnavista.

MF-4 / S Vera and Jabez Ryder. 5 December 1994. Bonavist a .

MF· 6 17 B ride Fitzgerald. 6 Decemb er 1994. Bonavista

MF-8 /9 Heber Keel. 8 and 9 December 19 94. Bonavista.

MF· 101I1 M ay (and Wilson) Hayward . 10 December 1994. Bonevis ta.

MF- I 2J 1J W allace Ab bott. 1 1 December 1994. Bonavista



Mf· 14/15

Mf·16

Mf-17/ 18

Mf·19

Mf· 20/2 \

Lau ra WhitTen, 13 Decembe r 1994. Booavista

Ph oebeand John Ryd er. 13 December 1994. B onavist a .

Me lita Guy & Iris Tr emblelt . 14Dec ember 1994 . Bonavista.

Fred 'rremb ten. 16 D ecember 1994. Bonavista

Cornelius O'Brien. 30 March 1995. witless Bay.

Newfoundhmd Museum TapeC olI« tion (Nfo·I\1).
(MUNFLA Acce ssion 1# 95-626 )

Tape ## NlItrle/ D l\ltl l'l a c:c
--" --- ' - ~-' -- ' - -~ '- -'-- -
NfM- 1

NfM-2

NfM-3 /4

NfM-5/6

NfM·7/8

NFM-9

NFM-I 0

NFM-I III2

NFM·13/ 14

NFM- 15/ 16

NFM-17

NFM-18

Cla rence Spa rks. 3 February 1993. S ibley's Cove

George Penne y. 21 Ap ril )9'J3 . Port Union

Joh n Deagen . 25 Apri l 1993. Bay Bulls

John Deegen . 19May 1993. Ray B ulls

Cl arence Spa rks 3 1 May )993 . Sib ley's Cove .

Cla renceSparks . I Ju ne 1993. Sibley 's Cove.

Be nnett March . 2 Ju ne 1993 . Brownsdale

Kenn eth Saunders . 4 June 1993. Glovetcwn.

Bernard Martin . S June 1993. Pelly Harbour.

Piu s Power (Jr .). 19 June 19<)3 South ElISl Big ht

Piu s Power (J r.). 20 Ju ne 1993. South ElISl Big ht.

Bi ll Joy. 3 A ugust 1993 . Bay Bulls .



NFM ·19

J·FM·20

NFM·21 /22

NFM·22/23

NFM·2 3/24

NFM·2S

NFM·26127

NFM·28

NFM-29

NFM·JO

Nf M-31/3::!

NFM-32133

NFM -34

NFM-3S/36137

NFM-3813l)

NFM·40141

NFM·42143

NFM·44

NFM·4 5
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Clayton Ralph. 10 September 1993. Port de Grave.

Reginald Eveleigh. 9 November 1993. Joe Bait's Arm.

William Brett . 9 November 1993. Joe Batt's Arm.

John Coffin. 10 November 1993. Joe Ball 's Arm.

William Breit, etc. 10 November 1993. Joe Batt's Arm.

Victor Downton. I I December 1993. Barr'd Islands

Joyce Primmer. lJ November 1993. Barr'd Islands.

Roland Abbott. 14 November 1993. Musgrave Harbour.

Ettie and Ken Saunders. 15 November 1993. Glovertown .

Bennett March. 24 November 1993. Brownsdale.

Bennett and Ed March. 2S November 1993. Brownsdale.

Clarence Sparks. 2S November 1993. Sib ley's Cove.

Robert Trimm. 26 November 1993. New Chelsea

Wilson Hayward. 7 December 1993. Bonavista

Willie John Randell . 8 December 1993. Bonavista.

Leo and Olive Pope. 9 December 1993. Grand Bank.

Roy Grandy . 10 December 1993. Grand Bank.

Janet and Stan Handrigan. II December 1993. Grand Bank.

Captain Bob Smith. I I December 1993. Grand Bank.



Appendix 2. Transcription of John Downing's

" The maner of catching and maketng

drie Ilshe in Newland."

(B ritish Libmry, Egerton ross 2395.565·56( •. 1676.)

Th is document was wri tten by a prominent plante r of New foundland. John

Downing in 1676. He lived at the time of its writing in SI. John's. Its dcscnpuous

of both harvestin g and processing fish closely resemb le descriptions (in various

sources, including my own interviews in the 1990s ) of these activities right up into

the 19505 in Newfoundland. It makes for fascinat ing, if somewhat esoteric.

reading.

These excerpts were made from two sources: II. photostat of the original and

another handwr itte n transcri pt ef the orig inal . both housed al the Maritime lI islory

Archiv e at Memorial University of Newfoundland in SI. John' s. All spellings ,

punctuation, and so forth. come from the original. The document wa... written

basically as one long paragraph , but I have split it into a number of paragraphs for

ease of reading . The first section is about harvest ing fish and the latter section

concerns maki ng fish. I have also added here and there in square brackets.

punctuation and spe llings that I also hope make the doc ument more readable

The Maner of Catching and makeing drie Ilshe in Newilmd.

In Each boatc goes 3 me n with forcsayle and mayncsaylc in both 30 yards of
Canvace.
I Roade of 60 fathom
& oares made in the Co untrey
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A drift of (I] the shoare tht boatcs gee for 10catch herrings with 4 or 5 netts
fastened to the boats sterne post [.Jthere neUs must he in the water to doe well
before sunn se tt and Rcmaine if herrings Enough benot taken[,] Stormes and Wind
not hindering [,] till Sunn riseing [.J Some nights by reason of win ds and current to
prevent driveing on shoare or o fT!] to[oJ farr from shoare they hall there neus tenn
limes in a night Rowing to gett againe the sboare or to gett ail t] from it many
times herrings being scarce they drive Everie night Each boates crewe from
Sunday night 10 Saturday night resting onlie in ther beds onlie Saturday night
Some rest not it: the dayes Except Sundayes they atend Cod Catching this toils is
preformed in St. Johns and seve ral! other harbors ' if the caplein Taken in saynes [.]
A fJish Like A smelt fai ld of comi ng according to its Custome as it did usualie
seldorne failing about Twentie yeeres past but since it Cometh not this Twentic
yeeres as formerlie it hath not bene as ffonne rlie; cnlie a Little some yeeres in
some places it haith not been generallie in the har bours as afore neither some
yeeres when in some harbours Could they Cateh fish on it as before the fish Either
not there following it as uauafl or would not take it baited : it formerlie served the
fiserhmen for baite in many ha rbors to kill fish Enough to make ther voyage:
without useing netts the Caplein stayed in some of the harbours where it ..
Ifrequented many times six wee kes and all that while great fishing [.JEaeh fisher
boate most dayes bringing in on thousand fishe per daye

the failing of t he Caplein hath made the voyages the yeeres forementioned more
toilsom [.Jcha rgeable for netts and great lie Lesse profitable: the quantit ies of fishe
taken A great dea le Leese sold at dearer Rates by the Ca tchers and Lesse money
gott: now usuall ie the Current priee neither highes t price: nor Lowest onle] yeer
with the other 12 s per kintall fon nerJie 11 s yett then twice the quantitie taken of
... to Catch the Caplein forementio ned we send a man for Each tw o fishing boats
and with them man two or three boats with A Say n in Each boatle which we
Joyning together about 30 boats have our boats baited by the three boats: when
the Caplein is Catcht they put it aboard our boats at Sea or in harbore Evenings or
mornings with a ll speed" -

Wee have 2 me n A shoare to split and drie the fishe. Ashoare for Each boate
on[e] mnn betwix t two boats goes for Caplain [.J three men in Eac h boate at Sea as
forementioned who Ride casting out A killecke or graples to Ride by perhaps three

IN" lc thcrc l"crcnoelo lh<:.tcDdy hu rd work oftbe scmmc r fishery. Attbe hcight ofthe SCD.'KIn
lhc~' Me Ih hilll.!dll~· lind nigh t nearly seVen duy. D ,,"eel

}r hi. de1lCril'lit\n is remllrkahly similar '0[,.K . Devine'. in I" Ill<'Gm>(IOId 00)'.1,1 (1990, ]J -IS ).



or four miles or Lesse Ei ther Side the harbour mouth some places halfe a mile
of(f] the shoare fish ing o n Ledges - the Water Twen tie fathom deep o n them:
Some lesse some a Lillie more [.] Eaeh man ffishes with two lines Lengthened
according to depth of Water they cann catch the fishe from three fathom to Th irtie
odd fathom: if they gett fishe by floats they have - no Leads and abo ut fourc
fathom Each Line [.] son;" (of] them use Each man three lines two hookes 10
Each [.Jbaited and many times A fishe to Each hooke: they east Each man his
Lines on[e] on on[e] side the boate the other lhe other Side.

if they can not catc h lishe on floats which they ordinarie doc not. fbcn they have In
Each Line a Lead about 2 lib symbol) waight uscing then but twc ILines Each mnn
[.} the boats begin to gee 10 Sea as scone as the Cod ;s knowne come and Ihey
readie [.] some yeeres it comes the first of Maye but Comontie the midst of Meyc
l-l the best fishing comonlic in June they goe to Sea till about 25th o f August {.J
they bring in Some deyes on[e] thousand fishe and some dayes more some Lcsac
some dayes but Li tle which the Shoare men head tak e 001 the Liver of i! for
traynne and putt in fTall (vat] for the Sun and heate to melt out: afterwards toone
it in Ceske (.]

they spilt [split ] the lishe then Salt it in piles about 2 foote and halfc high and the
same breadth on[e ) A topp of the other: in ther stage which is built over the water
so farr out from the Shoare as a bcate may come to it Leaden f.J where the boare
first heave up their fish out of ther boats Ihis stage is covered with Sayle l.1haire
doth~[, ) boards. Of" rines 10 keepe from the fishe t.J while in Salt 1.1Sunn or welt :
After the fiske hath Layne in Salt two dayes or more as weather serveth its washed
deane with water oul o f the Salt and piled up for the water 10 pressc out of it: the
next daye iffaire weather it is spread upon flakes neare Ihcr stage I.J the Oakes
two foote high five foote broad coverd with small bo wes or birch [.] Lieing
playne as A Long table upheld by stakes two small rayles (.JA Crosse them small
Stickes as smal[l)e as quart er staves l.l on these flakes the fish is spread the fishe
side upward to the sunn (.) if drops fall on it turnd with all speed the skinn side
upward for if the fishe side when flirst or second daye spread he much well its
never almost good but spoyld discoulourd and stinkes (,J

the Sun Somet imes in bon calmes will frie the water that is in the fishe and make

~l1lc word i~ vct)' likely " Ion" · · elsewhere ill his .Jocumcn l~. no\\'ninll 'luulc. lhc price ur Imin oil
u " nincJ'Oundp:r IO<\IIC," Thc Tllt:mning hcrc. hu Wllvcr, i ' lInc h:~ r

·"'bircclolh" .. us .nulcri. I"'lI'K'limc5u'lCdrnr buil<lllli!
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it as if boyJed and fall all to peeces some of it : everie night or time ir raynes the
fishe abroad to drie must be turnd the skinn side upward to prevent its being wet!
with Raine and deawes: in its first dayes going abroad onlie tumd at night before
deawe falles: the skin n side upward [.] the next daye tumd at night & made up 6
fishes placed oo[e] upon the other skin side upward and Laid So as no fish may
Cover the topp of them e arringSthe Rayne most of the the rest [.J next daye it
goes abroad again and so at night made up as afore but more putt together
perhepps Twentic fishes: after its being dried foure or five Iaire days the greater
fish Excepted because it askes by reason of thickness A Longer time of drieing [.J

the ordinairie fishe is piled at the End of the flakes in A round pile Contayning 40
Kintalls" or Leese in shape of a haye Cocke But orderly Layd to keepe the Rayne
out the head made up with on[e] fishe so with the skinn upward Laping over on]e]
other that at Last one fish Covers the topp and so kepes out mine from Entering it
(.] there it stands ti ll it sweate and become moist [ ,J then it is past abroad after its
stand ing sometimes fourteene dayes ... the moisture dried up then piled up againe
perhaps two or three of them together" and piled orderlie as afore then Covered
with Sayles and five or sixc dayca a fter as opertunitie ofers spread on ma kes
bowes or beach the skin upward after tumd the Iishe upwa rd in faire drie weather
then the Leader of the fishc himselfe or Servants Lookes over all the fish [.] if any
broken nett or ill made fishe apeare they throwe it out [.] the rest is [,1 when dried
to the Leaders minde or his Servants l.l weighed into boats and Carr ied aboard
shipp

S' your Servant
J Downing

-In morl,lin ..r the tmnscription 01'tbe oril!inal i~ tbc phm.c ' 'Culled a pre~" pile". Tbe linguistic
ctlrrchlli"ns l" tbe 2(11h century . n[t fi~hcl)' are remarknhlc. I' e" plc told me tbat fish inth ese piles were
"'Iid h, hc" hl pr,,"s,"

"[lIlh",mUl:lin"fthc tnm""ril'li"n i<the Icllowmg pnrasc: " Coiled Ddrie pile" in refcrcnco tn lhi.
new lnrl!-c ril e. The " [110 or three " f them logether' I Ds.e me implies two nr three of the round pill'.
h'llelher.nla killl!fnrurilc"f rolcn tially 120 qeintal•.



30 \

The nett fishe or Corfishel cnl ie Covered over with Salt and Lett drie with Salt and
Len drie lill saved [.J after repoot into a squaire Pile OUI of the SnIt) or 4 dayes
afer waighed as is cpenuniue offer

Endorsed 1676

" ·C"rfi .he·tere,. tn lu"Jrietl "r l/.Ieen {hel.lvy·... he,J) fi.d"be llo:! l nnwn in ""..J.;m ti",,,. ..
hul...· (Sl osy ..t tJJ. 1990, lUI
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