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Abstract

This thesis is an examination of the lives of three
generations of women in North West River, Labrador. Change
and continuity in the work and lives of Settler women in the
face of dramatic economic and technological developments is
the underlying theme of the thesis. I adopt a broad
definition of 'work' so as to include an examination of the
following activities of women: wage work, self-provisioning
activities, raising children, volunteer work and domestic
chores. I argue that while the wage economy and consumerism
have changed the manner in which women accomplish their
'work', women's responsibilities remain unchanged. The work
ethic of Settlers in North West River and the manner in which
it has influenced women's work throughout this century are
discussed. The work ethos in North West River as it applies
to both men and women has emphasized hard work, endurance and
self-reliance. This ethos, while burdening women, also allows
women to take pride in their ‘work'. I also discuss the
influence of the International Grenfell Association over the
lives of women in North West River. The International
Grenfell Association has offered women wage work, introduced
formal volunteer work to the women of North West River and
created an elite within the town.
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1.0 Chapter One: Introduction
"I always thought of women as the back bone of society....”™

Jennifer (in her thirties)

1.1 The thesis argument

During a tape-recorded interview, Jennifer offered her
opinion about women's contributions to the town of North West
River, Labrador. At the time of the interview, Jennifer was
thirty-three years old, single and without a job. Originally
from Newfoundland, she had moved to North West River from
Happy Valley/Goose Bay 1in 1979 to work at the Grenfell
Mission Hospital. Jennifer said the following about women in
the community:

And that's one thing that amazes me constantly
about North West River, is how many talented women

are in one community... And there is absolutely no
woman here who you can say doesn't have a
purpose... Yeah in the community... Like I'm told

almost every woman here participated in some
committee or some event, at some place or time.
They are very active women. And they may not
always be active in a committee but they've been
active at some point, while living here...um...I'd
say there‘'s very few women do nothing...

I asked her whether she was referring to a certain group of

women in the community, or to all of the women in the

community?
No, that is all women, I think all women... the
women played a really important role... I guess it

doesn't get talked of as much. But they do play a
really important role here, I think they do. They
sort of... I always thought of women as the back
bone of society....



Jennifer suggests that women's roles have not been talked
about as much as have men's; she is comparing the public
perception of women's work to that held of trapper's work.

In North West River the trapper is a central cultural
icon. During field work," I was constantly reminded by
townspeople of the importance of the trapper to Settler
history, of the respect owed elder trappers, of the romantic
glorification of the heydays of trapping. The trapper
symbolizes many values that Settlers hold dear: hard work,
self-reliance, independence, physical strength and a
willingness to share the little he and his family had with
others in need. The trapper is one symbol chosen by North
West River Settlers to represent their world-view.

The trapper represents one period in the history of
Upper Lake Melville Settlers of Labrador. However, the male
trapper is only one player in this historical period that
includes as well women, children, merchant capitalists
(Hudson's Bay Company), and missions (International Grenfell
Association). The trapper neither worked alone, nor survived
alone; his labours were interlinked with the actiwvities of

some or all of these other players.

' My main method of research was anthropological fieldwork. I
lived in North West River, Labrador for four months from July
to November 1993 and for two weeks in June 1994.



While the trapper is publicly celebrated by everyone in
North West River, women are spoken of with respect in private
conversations. I arrived in North West River during the 250th
Anniversary Celebrations of the village*s history. The
trapper was a key symbol during these celebrations. However,
the comments offered by women, like Jennifer, demonstrate how
women also are regarded as important contributors to Settler
history.

Among other things, the cultural idiom that surrounds
the ‘trapper' involves a particularly ‘Settler’' work ethic.
This work ethic values hard physical labour and responsibly
providing for one's household, which can include wage labour,
hunting caribou, baking breads, and making jams. In other
words, the work ethic values both paid employment and self-
provisioning activities, in which both men and women
participate. A common topic of conversation, among the women
and men I interviewed, became the many 'work' activities
which filled their days. The fact that ‘work' was a
recurring topic of conversation led me to conclude that
there exists a strong ethic of work in North West River.
Those who can prove themselwves hard working (at their paid
jobs, their household chores, their self-provisioning
activities or their volunteer activities) are awarded with

respect and are regarded as being adults.



While the local work ethic does refer to the activities
of both women and men, men's activities take prominence.
During public conversations, presently practised self-
provisioning activities - namely hunting, fishing and
trapping -~ are likened to the past activities of trappers.
While also economically important and certainly pleasurable,
self-provisioning activities become symbols that
differentiate townspeople from other rural Canadians and tie
townspeople to their past. While the tie to the past becomes
ethnically important,” it romanticizes continuity. The
cultural notion of ‘'work' in North West River is affected
both by cultural continuity and aconomic change. In this
thesis I will examine how continuity and change are exhibited
in the cultural notion of 'work’.

My aim in this thesis is to examine the cultural notion
of ‘'work' from the perspective of women and from data I
gathered about their paid and unpaid work. In the case of
North West River, ideas about 'work' are often tied ¢to
culturally symbolic activities like trapping, which is a male
activity. I will turn to women to demonstrate that women are
equal participants in the cultural definition of 'work'.

Women's 'work' in North West River provides a good example of

> See Plaice (1990) for a discussion of the relationship

between trapping activities and ethnic identity.



continuity and change in the lives of women. In this thesis I
will outline the continuities and the changes in women's work
in North West River.

Continuity persists in the unchanging nature of women's
obligations. Throughout the generations, women's wage labour
and unpaid household labour have been a part of a woman's
responsibility to her family. Women and men who choose to
remain and raise families in North West River, also choose to
continue to adhere to a cultural definition of ‘'work' that
values unpaid labour, like self-provisioning activities, and
the self-reliance of households. Thus women expect to earn a
wage from paid employment to increase the material well being
of their household. At the same time, women expect to provide
their family with the unpaid domestic labour necessary for
their maintenance and well-being. The cultural value placed
on self-reliance and hard work keeps women working.

How a household is run today differs from households in
the past, because young women, who often have children,
expect to be employed outside the home. This has led to
differing attitudes and aspirations concerning 'work'
expressed from one generation to the next. This difference
has changed how women lead their daily lives and set their
day-to-day priorities. Thus work practices and the work ethic

exhibit both change and continuity.



1.2 A brief history and description of North West River’

In 1993, when I did my primary fieldwork, North West
River was a small community of approximately 530 people. It
lies on the northeastern shore of Lake Melville, across the
channel from Sheshatshit, an Innu settlement of 839
(Statistics Canada 1993: 9, Table 1). North West River is
inhabited by Settlers, Newfoundlanders, British individuals
and a few Inuit families. Living in town are also a mixture
of individuals from Canada, the United States, the
Philippines and the West Indies. Twenty-five miles southwest
is Happy Valley/Goose Bay, which consists of the town of
Happy Valley and the military air base of Goose Bay. Happy
Valley/Goose Bay is now the service and administrative centre
for the area. A few miles further east of Happy Valley lies
the wvillage of Mud Lake, which is accessible only by water.
Reverend Ann Corbet, the United Church Minister in North West
River, informed me that Mud Lake totalled sixty-eight
individuals in 1993. All four of these communities are on the
shores of Lake Melville, which is part of Hamilton Inlet, a
large fjord bisecting Labrador.

Historically, the location of North West River allowed

! Complete accounts of this history are available in the

published works of Zimmerly (1991, first edition 1975) and
Plaice (1990).



for a varied livelihood. Access to the Atlantic Ocean through
Hamilton Inlet to Groswater Bay provided early inhabitants
with fish and seal. The inland rivers that flow into Lake
Melville/Hamilton Inlet were waterways providing access to
fur-bearing animals and wild game. The shores were covered
with berry patches. The climate consists of long, severe
winters followed by short, but intense, dry, hot summers. The
long cold winters meant that frozen waterways could be
travelled by foot or dog team, while hot summers offered the
potential of growing root vegetables.

In 1500 A.D., at the time of early European contact
with Labrador, Thule Inuit inhabited the coast and Naskapi-
Montagnais the interior of Labrador.‘ Early European contact
with Labrador centred around the fishery. By 1500 A.D. the
Basques were harvesting fish and sea mammals off the coasts
of Newfoundland and Labrador (Plaice 1990: 14). Fishing
fleets from southwestern England and northern France were
fishing the coastal waters of Newfoundland and Labrador as of
the 1l6th century (Zimmerly 1991 [1975]: 35). As Zimmerly
writes, northern coastal Labrador was not investigated except

by the French:

' Present day Innu living in Sheshashit are the first, second
and third generation descendants of nomadic First Nations
people named Naskapi-Montagnais by earlier anthropologists
(see Leacock 1981).



From 1700 to 1763, it was mainly the French who

plied these northern waters in search of whales,

seal and cod and trade with the Indians and

Eskimos (Zimmerly 1991 [1975]: 35).

Permanent European settlement of Labrador did not begin until
English merchants, who had already established themselves
along the coast of Newfoundland, moved further to Labrador in
the late 18th Century.’ For individual Europeans, settlement
in the New World became an attractive alternative during the
eighteenth century when changes in the agricultural system,
economic depression and industrialization were rapidly
changing the English countryside (Plaice 1990: 17). The
threat of labouring on war ships during the Napoleonic wars
kept men who fished the coast of Labrador from returning to
Britain (Plaice 1990: 17).

Early settlers in Labrador were hired men of fishing
and fur-trading companies. Plaice explains that men were
hired for one winter at a time. Of Captain George
Cartwright's fishing and fur-trading company post in Sandwich
Bay, Labrador, she writes:

Men employed to spend the winter in Labrador were

not just fishing crews. Merchants who opened new
establishments needed men to maintain them -

° The right to fish off the coast and settle Newfoundland and

Labrador was granted to Britain with the signing of several
treaties in the eighteenth century: Treaty of Utrecht in
1713, Treaty of Versailles in 1763 and the Treaty of Paris in
1783 (Plaice 1990: 14).



builders, carpenters, bricklayers, sawyers,

blacksmiths, coopers, masons and the like, as well

as boatbuilders and fishermen (1990: 18).
Men were also hired as furriers; they extended the company's
traplines. Cartwright also brought a limited number of
European women to work as maids, housekeepers and cooks
(Plaice 1990: 18). European men who chose to settle
permanently in Labrador established households with European
and native, mostly Inuit, women. A liaison with a native
woman was to the man's advantage since Inuit women had
indigenous hunting, cooking, curing and sewing skills
necessary for survival in Labrador.®

Merchant companies established themselves in Hamilton
Inlet as of 1800.° Settlement began in earnest in the North
West River area with the arrival of fur trading companies,
notably the Hudson's Bay Company's post which was established

in 1836. The Hudson's Bay Company hired their officers from

€

See "Many Tender Ties" Women in Fur-Trade Society in
Western Canada, 1670-1870 by Sylvia Van Kirk for an account

of a similar fur trade society in western Canada, which was
also born of the marriages of native women and European men.
Van Kirk relates the contribution of women, both native and
Metis, to the fur trade. She also discusses the existence of
a unique society which grew from the fur trading companies
and from the marriages between fur traders and native women.

" Plaice lists two: Bird who established a fishing station in
Kenemu in 1800 and Slade, a merchant already established in
Newfoundland as early as the 1780s, who sent fishing crews to
Groswater Bay (1990:16).



London. These literate men managed the posts. Workers or
servants, in contrast, were hired predominantly £rom the
Orkney Islands (this was particularly the case for North West
River) (ibid: 21-22).° Workers hired by the Hudson's Bay
Company were labourers and tradesman and included the
following: boatbuilders, carpenters, sawyers, coopers and
other woodworkers and stonemasons (ibid: 22). Workers were
also expected to hunt, fish and tend the post's gardens and
livestock (ibid).’ In addition, these workers trapped: "newly
released employees who had chosen to stay in the region
became the Company's fur suppliers" (ibid). This summary
describes the ‘work' of Settlers for the next one hundred
vears. The male trappers, who settled in the area and raised
families with Native women and their descendants, these are
the trappers who were celebrated by North West River
townspeople during the 250th Anniversary Celebrations that I
mention on page three.

First-hand accounts of the Settler life-style were

written by first and second generation female Settlers, Lydia

' See Plaice (1990: 21) for a description of the differences

in wages and treatment of gentlemen versus servants. This
hierarchical structure was to effect social relations in
North West River into the twentieth century.

’ The post at North West River under the management of Donald

Smith (1848-1868) contained vegetable gardens and livestock,
such as cattle, horses and chickens (Plaice 1990: 42).

10



Campbell and her daughter, Margaret Baikie.” In their
memoirs, Lydia Campbell and Margaret Baikie describe the
seasonal cycles of trapping, hunting, fishing and berry
picking.™ uUntil the twentieth century and the arrival of the
Grenfell Mission, Settler households practised seasonal
transhumance. Settler families owned two oxr three small but
permanent homes to which they would travel over the course of
a year. Each home was built to take advantage of the wild
game available at that location at a particular time of year.

Summers were spent at the mouth of Hamilton Inlet
fishing. Fish were dried for sale to the Hudson's Bay Company
and for household consumption during the winter. Families
began the move to the inland shores of Lake Melville in
autumn. Along the way, they stopped to hunt duck and pick

berries. Margaret Baikie writes:

10

lydia Campbell's "Sketches of Labrador Life" were first
published in a St. John's daily newspaper, the Evening Herald
between December and February of 1894 and 1895 (Plaice 1990:
13). They were later published in booklet form by Them Days.
Margaret Baikie's memoirs were also published by Them Days,
her memoirs cover the years between 1846 and 1918.

"' Most Settlers in North West River can trace descendence
back to Ambrose Brooks, Lydia‘'s father. In the 1790s, he
arrived from Dorset, England and settled in Labrador to
escape pressgangs. He married an Inuk woman. She bore three
daughters, and two (Lydia and Hannah) survived into
adulthood, "married twice and produced families with each
marriage" (Plaice 1990: 53).

11



We left for our winter home... There were two
other boats in company with us. One was my uncle's
boat and the other was the Goudies... They would
all anchor in Rigolet to take their winter
provisions [with the Hudson's Bay Companyl... When
all was ready and we had a good fair wind, all
would start. All the boats would anchor at St.
John's Island. Sometimes we would stay there for
three weeks... The boys would make a good fire and
the girls would be cooking and making bread, cakes
and Jjam and cooking ducks. There were three
families having dinner around the fire, all
laughing and talking.... When dinner was over,
Mother and Aunt would take their kettles and bags
and go berry picking upon the hills and the boys
would go hunting for ducks. The next day it would
be our turn to go berry picking... The berries
were very plenty; black, red and blue for the
winter. Sometimes we would get as much as a barrel
full (22-23).

Here, Margaret Baikie is describing the time of the year when
her natal family would leave the coastal summer fishery,
which was also a gathering and socializing time, for their
isolated winter homes. She describes how, along the way, they
would stop to pick berries for the winter supplies and to
hunt duck. Lydia Campbell, Margaret's mother, describes
their arrival at the winter home:

so pretty it looks in the fall when we come home
from our summer quarters, above 70 miles from
here... then is the scramble among the young ones
who will see the first turnips and potatoes, and
sure enough all around the house is green with
turnip tops...

Then we're home to our winter house for ten months
or more, but we are home among ducks, partridges,
trout, rabbits, berries, traps for snaring foxes,
martens, Wwolverines, mountain cats, muskrats,
minks; and most of all them kind of things that I
have caught in my lifetime (1980: 2-3).

12



Hunting, trapping, berry picking, and the cultivation of some
root vegetables provided the sustenance for Lydia Campbell's
family. Margaret Baikie writes that when winter came her
father would leave their home to set traps up in the hills.
According to Margaret, her father did not know much about
setting traps and it was Lydia who taught him to set traps.”
The furs that they caught were sold to the Hudson's Bay
Company. While her father would also leave home to hunt deer,
her mother Lydia set traps close to home, fished for trout on
the frozen lake, and shot deer when they passed close to the
house. Sustaining a family and maintaining a home demanded
the labour of men, women and children.

The seasonal cycle of livelihood required trapping and
fishing for the Hudson's Bay Company, alongside hunting,
fishing and berrying activities for the family's sustenance.
The pattern of 1life as described by Lydia Campbell and
Margaret Baikie remained largely unchanged until the mid-
twentieth century. While wvarious changes began to occur
gradually in the early twentieth century, trapping remained
the mainstay of the local economy until 1941. Unlike other

northern Canadian fur trading posts who depended on the

® Margaret's father was Lydia's second husband, who arrived
as a tradesman from the Orkney Islands to work as a cooper
for the Hudson's Bay Company-

13



labour of aboriginal populations, the Hudson's Bay Company
post at North West River was largely dependent on Settlers
for trapping.

Between 1900 and 1941 trappers had to travel farther
inland than they had previously.” As the Settler population
of Lake Melville had increased, the better facilities in
North West River and Mud Lake attracted families to the area.
2nd, this increase in the population forced men to travel
farther north and west along the rivers, deeper inland, to
set traplines (Zimmerly 1991 [1975]: 172). Trappers were
leaving their families in early to mid-September and not
returning until Christmas or January. Then they would leave
once again in February or March. The spring brought other
activities, such as: sealing, fishing, and duck hunting. Once
the waterways were free of ice, there was the return to the
coastal fishery."

The twentieth century brought with it economic

diversification, improved amenities and the growth of village

Y Zimmerly labels this period "The Fur Trade Climax", see
1991 {1975]: 151-198.

“ For a description of the annual trapping cycle at the time
see Zimmerly (1991 [1975]: 174-182). A narrative and romantic
account is available in Harold G. Paddon's book Green Woods
and Blue Waters (1989). To read about the experience of this
era from a woman's point of view read Elizabeth Goudie's
memoirs (as edited by Zimmerly) Woman of Labrador (1983,
first published 1973).

14



life. The International Grenfell Association (I.G.A.) brought
about many of these changes. The I.G.A. originated from The
Royal National Mission to the Deep Sea Fisherman a charitable
society in Britain, that administered to the medical and
spiritual needs of North Sea fishermen. In 1892, The Royal
National Mission to the Deep Sea Fisherman extended their
service to the coast of Labrador and Northern Newfoundland.
The vyoung physician Wilfred T. Grenfell was on board a
medical ship working for The Mission, and struck by the
destitute poverty he saw, he established his own missionary
society: The Grenfell Mission.

The goal of the Grenfell Mission was to administer to
the spiritual and medical needs of the fishermen and their
families as well as the Settler population of Labrador and
Northern Newfoundland.” Hospitals were established along the
coast of Labrador at Battle Harbour and Indian Harbour. A
hospital built at St. Anthony, Newfoundland became the
mission's headquarters. However, the Mission tended to more

than the medical and spiritual needs of the local population.

¥ Rompkey's Grenfell of Labrador, A Biography (1991) offers

an examination of the life of Sir Wilfred T. Grenfell and his
Mission, The International Grenfell Association. Another
account of the International Grenfell Association is provided

by G.W. Thomas From Sled to Satellite: My Years with the

Grenfell Mission (1987). For an account of the Grenfell
Mission in North West River see W.A. Paddon (1989).
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Zimmerly 1lists the various programmes initiated and run by
the Mission:

the Mission also started co-operative stores and

lumber mills, a mortuary, craft programs, an

orphanage, portable 1libraries, numerous nursing

homes and stations and even experimented with a

herd of 300 domesticated reindeer imported from

igg}and complete with Lapp herders (1991 [1975]:
With the help of Dr. Harry Paddon,* Grenfell established a
year-round cottage hospital at Mud Lake in 1912 (Zimmerly
1991 [1975]: 160).

In 1916 the year-round hospital was moved to North West
River, it became the Mission's central service station for
Northern Labrador. Facilities in North West River grew,
attracting Settlers who had previously settled along the
shores of Lake Melville. By 1926, a bigger and newer hospital
had been built along with a boarding school. Between 1930 and
1979, the International Grenfell Association expanded its
services in North West River to include the following: a
bigger hospital; an air ambulance service; residences for
doctors, nurses, and other staff; elementary and secondary

schools (for children from both North West River and the

Northern Coast); student dormitories; an orphanage and an

 Another physician from England who had also worked with The
Royal National Mission to the Deep Sea Fisherman (Rompkey
1891: 172).
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infant's home. The Industrial Department initiated and
organized craft production among local women. Donations of
second-hand clothing from North America were used to trade
with locals for berries and wild game which were used to feed
hospital patients. Elizabeth”, a nurse from England who had
worked with I.G.A. from 1961 to 1964, described how the
International Grenfell Association also planted vegetable
gardens, kept livestock that included: hens, cows, and pigs
(see also McGee 1961).

While professional staff were hired from England, the
United States and Canada, the I.G.A. hired locals and
Newfoundlanders as labourers, cooks, laundry workers and
maids. Therefore, local men could supplement their earnings
from trapping by taking a job in the summer with the Grenfell
Mission. Local women, however, were hired on a regular basis
by the Mission. In addition, a few local men and women were
fortunate to receive financial aid from the I.G.A. to further
their education. Through I.G.A. patronage, a few local men
became managers and administrators and some women received
nursing degrees. While hiring practices meant that most local
residents could count on some form of employment with the

Mission, these practices established a hierarchy between

17

Elizabeth is a pseudonym.
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staff and locals. At the top of the hierarchy was the
resident doctor, Dr. Paddon. He oversaw almost every aspect
of village life, including the management of the hospital,
the construction of new schools, the hiring of local school
teachers, the construction of roads, and the development of a
community council. He was not only a doctor but also the
chief justice officer.

The missionary zeal of the staff resulted in more than
the establishment of medical and educational facilities. They
helped to define village life. Grenfell staff organized
community social events. For example, they 1introduced
elaborate Christmas celebrations complete with a Santa Claus
and a Christmas tree. The wife of the resident doctor
initiated volunteer organizations. Local married women joined
these community volunteer groups in order to provide charity
to local families, organize fairs and keep the hospital and
schools clean.

In 1949, when Newfoundland joined Canadian
Confederation, the newly formed provincial government offered
funds to support the expansion of community services. Thus,
community roads were built in town. Government funds were
available to the International Grenfell Association for the
construction of schools and for nurses' and teachers'

salaries (all expenses that had previously been borne by the
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Grenfell Association) (Paddon 1989: 196). Joining
Confederation also meant that some individuals had access to
social assistance in the form of baby bonuses, old age
pension cheques, and unemployment insurance benefits. A new-
found wealth was experienced in North West River.

By the mid-1970s, the Grenfell Mission began to cede
much of its control over education and health to local and
provincial boards. Coastal Inuit communities built their own
high schools and it was therefore no longer necessary for
Inuit children to attend school in North West River (Thomas
1987: 102). The resident doctor for thirty years, Dr. Tony
Paddon (the son of the first North West River doctor Dr.
Harry Paddon) retired in 1977. By the early 1980s, the
International Grenfell Mission had given over control of the
hospitals to the Grenfell Regional Health Services, a
provincial organization administering a regional health care
system (Rompkey 1991: 301 & Thomas 1987: 110). The Grenfell
Hospital was no longer a strong cultural force, but it
remained North West River's major employer. However, in 1983,
the North West River hospital was closed and as a result at
least ninety jobs were lost (Plaice 1990: 41). In 1993, the
community was serviced by a small part-time nursing station
in town and the Melville Hospital in Happy Valley/Goose Bay.

In the twentieth century employment was not restricted
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to the Grenfell Mission. As early as the turn of the century
the lumber industry hired local men as cutters. A lumber mill
operated in Mud Lake between 1901 and 1904. Adventurers hired

* Beginning in

local men as guides through the wilderness.®
1941 with the construction of the American Air Base in Goose
Bay, regular waged labour was available to the 1local
population. Although the Second World War ended only four
years after the base‘'s construction, the site continued to
expand. Employment was available on base and at radar
stations established along the coast of Labrador.

Between the early 1960s and the early 1970s North West
River housed the headquarters of BRINEX (the British
Newfoundland Explorations Company). BRINEX, a subsidiary of
BRINCO (British Newfoundland Company’) took on the
reconnaissance of the province. BRINEX hired local trappers
as prospectors and guides. Women, men and teenagers were
hired as cooks in their camps. Women sewed tents for their
campsites. Local men with university training were hired in
management or research.

Aside from the 1local employment opportunities, there

¥ among the most famous is the failed attempt in 1903 to
reach Ungava Bay by water made by Leonidas Hubbard and Dillon
Wallace, and, the successful but separate attempts made in
1905 by Leonidas' widow, Mina, in competition against Dillon
Wallace (see Hubbard 1908 and Wallace 1915).
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were opportunities in Central Labrador. The construction of
the hydro-electric damn and power station at Churchill Falls
led to the hiring of local men as skilled labourers. These
employment opportunities provided a few local men jobs at a
higher rate of pay than they were used to having. A few
families from North West River moved to Central Labrador,
took advantage of the good rate of pay and planned to return
to North West River, where they perceived the quality of life

to be better.

1.3 Fieldwork and methodology

I chose anthropological fieldwork as my method of
research. I spent four months in North West River from July
to November of 1993 and returned for two weeks in June of
1994. Fieldwork included participant ocbservation, as well as
formal and informal interviews. Living in the community for
four months meant that I witnessed daily life, understood how
changes in the seasons affected daily life and developed an
understanding of social dynamics in the community. I kept a
fieldwork Jjournal of my daily activities, interviews and
conversations. Informal interviews involved my dropping by
peoprle's homes for a visit during the course of which we
discussed issues relevant to my thesis. Formal interviews

involved making appointments and collecting information in
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note books during the interview or on audio tape. Oral
consent to use information for the thesis was received for
both formal and informal interviews. With a map numbering
every household in town, I compiled background information on
the population: age and sex of household inhabitants, kinship
relationships to each other, as well as the place of origin,
marital status, occupation and place of work of each
individual.

As an anthropologist undertaking participant
observation I 1lived with a family; attended town events;
observed town council meetings and the meetings of other
organizations; attended United Church and Pentecostal
services on Sunday; attended dances, parties, barbecues, baby
showers and a quilt night with a group of friends; frequently
walked through town; enjoyed the sun on the beach; chatted at
the post office and simply visited people for a cup of tea.

I was fortunate in that I boarded with a family. The
household, filled with children, was always brimming with
activity. The family was welcoming and warm; I felt at home
at once. I helped out with a few daily chores, washing the
evening load of dishes and occasionally preparing Sunday
dinner. There were many friends and relatives passing through
the house. Watching the comings and goings of people and

listening to daily conversations helped me understand what
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life was like in North West River.

I interviewed a total of thirty-two women and three
men. Twice, I was fortunate to have been able to interview a
husband and wife together.” There was a core group of nine
women whom I interviewed several times to collect their life
histories. I met with each of these nine women at least twice
for several hours at a time. I visited three older women
among the nine on a regular basis, dropping by their house
for twenty minutes to an hour every other week. I interviewed
virtually only women, because my interest was in researching
the lives of women and their contribution to North West River
history. The lives and the work of men has been collected and
published by visiting social scientists and journalists, as
well as local authors (see Zimmerly 1991 [1975]; Plaice 1990;
Merrick 1994 [1942]; Paddon, H.G. 1989; Paddon, W.A. 1989).

Interviews were 1loosely structured around a set of
broad questions which I asked most women (eg., How has your

life differed from your mother's?). These questions triggered

“ In these two cases, the husbands happened to be home while

I was interviewing. I took advantage of the fact that these
husbands appeared interested in the subject of our
conversations and interviewed each of the couples jointly.
Noticing that some women were less verbose around their
husbands, I deliberately sought to interview individual
women alone. There was only one woman who specifically
requested to be interviewed when her husband was not at
home.
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a variety of responses from informants from which I could
then guide the interview. Letting the interview flow as a
conversation, without a strict guideline of questions, meant
that women could emphasize any aspect of their 1lives that
they wished. TInitial interviews were conducted with well-

° Most townspeople are

reputed craft producers of all ages.’
proud of the skill of local craft producers and craft
producers are glad to display their work.®™ My first
interviews began with a series of guestions concerning craft
production (eg., How long have you been producing crafts?
What kind? Do you sell them or give them away? How did you
learn?). Then interviews drifted away from crafts towards
other aspects of these women's 1lives (eg., employment,
raising a family, education, marriage and volunteer work).
While conducting research, I came to understand that craft
production was only one aspect of these women's lives, and
that wage 1labour and raising families were as or more
important to them.

Based on this finding, subsequent interview questions

centred on the variety of responsibilities of each woman (at

* In my initial thesis proposal, I planned to examine craft

production in the lives of women in North West River.
* The actual crafts produced not only display the skill of
the producers, but have also become symbols of a past ways of
life. For both reasons, townspeople are proud of them.
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home, at work, in the community). We discussed how domestic
chores were shared with husbands. How did the women's
activities and responsibilities differ from those of their
mothers' or their grandmothers'? What community volunteer
work had they participated in? Interviews began with
descriptions of household chores (eg., whether these were
shared with a husband) and of raising children and then moved
on to the topics of marriage, leisure, friendship, personal
goals and aspirations.

I found women were receptive to my research. They often
politely inquired after my research. Very few women refused
to grant me an interview. It was my impression that the few
who did, seemed to have done so out of shyness or lack of
time. Generally, women offered a lot of their time. Among the
older women, I had the impression that it was a motherly
warmth and a strong sense of hospitality toward outsiders
that led them to help me with the project. Younger women were
driven by a curiosity to know more about the research. Very
often older women shared with me their wisdom and advice. In
contrast, the younger women and I compared our experiences
and laughed over them a few times.

Before leaving for fieldwork I diligently read booklets
and information guides on ethical behaviour for the social

scientist. Once in the field, I found myself questioning how,
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during friendly conversations and intimate interviews, was T
to delineate when I was being a friend or a friendly
acquaintance from being a researcher? There was something to
be learned from most conversations I had, from the daily
routine of the family I lived with and from taped interviews.
As much as possible I let people know when the information
they were giving me was useful to my thesis. I also tried to
distinguish friendly wvisits from taped interviews. Obviously
all my experiences in North West River helped shape my
impression of the town and of women's lives. But I wish to be
respectful of my informants and will use direct quotations of
theirs only when heard during interviews. Pseudonyms are used
throughout the thesis and I hope that the details of people's
lives are written in such a way that the individuals will not

be readily identifiable.

1.4 How the thesis is organized

This thesis is a discussion of women's work in North
West River in the twentieth century. I have divided the women
interviewed into three generations: those born between 1909
and 1933 are generation one; those born between 1934 and 1953
are generation two; and the birth dates of women in
generation three fall between 1954 and 1975. Each generation

spans between ninteen to twenty-four years. The dates were
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chosen because each generation has lived and established a
marital household within one of the three distinguishing eras
in North West River. The three eras being (in order): 1.) the
heyday of trapping (1900-1941), 2.) the growth of the mission
station (1916-1972), and 3.) the decline the mission station
and the rise of an age of consumerism (1968-1983).

The thesis is divided into nine chapters. Following
this introductory chapter, chapter two reviews the relevant
anthropological literature on women and work. Chapter three
turns specifically to North West River, describing the local
cultural definition of 'work', as well as offering a
catalogue of work activities performed by members of both
genders. Chapters four through eight concentrate on different
aspects of womens 'work' in North West River through
reference to the life histories of six main informants.
Chapter four discusses self-provisioning activities in North
West River. The life histories of Doreen, a first generation
woman and Annie, a woman of the third generation, illustrate
the degree to which self-provisioning is practised and the
changes in self-provisioning from one generation to the next.
Chapter five highlights the lives of two first generation
women, Anna and Jean. In their life histories, they discuss
their wage work experiences with the International Grenfell

Association. Their work histories illustrate the existence of
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socio-economic class differences in North West River and the
existence of a specific work culture within the Grenfell
Mission. Chapter six discusses volunteer work in North West
River. The influence of the Grenfell Mission and its part in
formally organizing wvolunteer associations is discussed, as
well as the degree to which women in North West River have
adopted volunteer work. Chapter seven examines women's
domestic labour; in it the life story of Nancy is used as an
illustration of how women continue to accept responsibility
for household chores. This chapter discusses the sharing of
household tasks between husbands and wives in third
generation households. Young husbands and wives appear to be
sharing household chores, however, when  women take
responsibility for the completion of household tasks, it is
women who are burdened by family responsibilities. Chapter
eight examines changes in raising children in North West
River. This chapter examines differences in discipline and
punishment from one generation to the next and a decrease in
the work expectations placed on children. Chapter nine
concludes the thesis by reviewing women's 'work' in the
twentieth century in North West River. The concluding chapter
also explores continuity in women's lives, which exists
alongside the generational differences which are particular

to young and old women in North West River.
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2.0 Chapter Two:
Literature Review:

Approaches to the Study of Work and Women‘s Work

2.1 'Work': "Employment is simply one form of work"
Pahl (1988: 11)

To better understand the lives of women in Newfoundland
and Labrador, this thesis explores change and continuity in
women's work in North West River, Labrador in this century.
The ‘work' of women has supported their households, helped
raise their families and contributed to wvillage 1life. Aas
stated in the opening quotation from Pahl (1988: 11), I
understand ‘work’' to include more than formal economic
activity. By relegating 'work' to paid labour, I would be
excluding much of women's activities, both productive and
reproductive. A fundamental argument of this thesis is that
women, through their ‘work’ activities, contribute
economically to their households. Therefore women‘'s ‘work'
should not be ignored (see Waring 1988).

I understand 'work' to be a socially constructed
category (see Wadel 1979), the definition of which varies
between cultures and societies as well as within a culture or
society. One kind of activity can be called 'work' in one
situation and not labelled 'work' in another, depending on
the context, who performs the activity and for whom, as well

as what value is given to the activity and its product



(Wallman 1979: 1-22). However, a general definition of ‘work’
that applies to many activities cross-culturally is the
following:

work 1is the expenditure of human energy, to

accomplish ends, with some sacrifice of comfort

and leisure (Wallman 1979: 4).

Wallman‘s basic definition, therefore, does not limit 'work’
to paid employment.

In North West River, 'work®' is a meaningful aspect of
the lives of women and men, both young and old. There are
'work' activities, such as trapping and craft production,
which aside from providing products of practical use, are
symbolically meaningful for men and women in the community.
While women and their ‘work' are not forgotten in North West
River, they certainly have not been publicly celebrated as
were the 'work' actiwvities of men. In Chapter One, section
1.2 “A brief history and description of North West River” I
have pointed out the extent to which trapping and providing
for a family depended on the work of both women and men. Yet,
in public memory trapping is glorified as a man‘s occupation.
This appears to exclude women from the symbolic definition of
‘work’. I will demonstrate in this thesis that women are
participants in the local definition of the work ethic. This
thesis 1is also about the ‘*work’ activities of women. I
believe there is a need to catalogue these activities and to
acknowledge women's contribution to their families and to
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their community.

2.2 A symbolic approach to the definition of 'work’

What is a symbolic approach? A symbolic approach in
anthropology is an attempt "to establish the layered multiple
networks of meaning carried by words, acts, conceptions, and
other symbolic forms" (Marcus & Fischer 1986: 28-9). The
following research by Cohen (1979), Davis (1985), and Alonso
(1992) are described for their symbolic approach to ‘work’.
These symbolic approaches to ‘work*' are part of a growing
body of research’. One of the purposes of the research on
'work' is to understand "how categories of work and identity
are reciprocally constituted" (Calagione & Nugent 1992: 4).
Calagione and Nugent explore:

how the apprehension of personal and historical

consciousness shapes the contexts of work, and how

work itself shapes consciousness (1992:4).

I argue that ‘work’ carries layers of multiple meanings for
townspeople in North West River. One of which is the symbolic

association of certain activities, like trapping, with the

town's history and ethnic identity. However, trapping is a

' The research on ‘work’ that I am referring to includes
books edited by: Pahl On Work: Historical, Comparative, and
Theoretical Approaches (1988), by Wallman The Social
Anthropology of Work (1979), and by Calagione et al.,

Worker's Expressions Bevond Accommodation and Resistance
(1992). .
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male activity, which apparently leaves women out of this
symbolic definition of 'work'.

A symbolic approach to 'work' as developed by Cohen in
his written account of crofters in Whalsay on the Shetland
islands is as follows:®

here I report an ethnographic case which suggests

the need for a good deal of elasticity in our

concept of work which would allow it to go further

beyond the realms of economy, occupation and
subsistence to accommodate also symbolic social
processes through which ethos and identity are

maintained (Cohen 1979: 249).

Cohen examines crofting as an economic activity with symbolic
association for the community‘'s members (1985: 103). As such,
crofting becomes a symbol with which community members link
the past and the present. For the people of Whalsay, crofting
re-asserts the cultural integrity of their community in the
face of the community's apparent subversion by forces of
change (Cohen 1985 103-6).

The cultural importance of being called "hard working"
among crofters on the Island of Whalsay as described by Cohen
(1979) approximates the ideals of men and women in North West
River. Cohen begins by emphasizing the plurality of
activities Whalsay Islanders participate in: "Whalsay

households customarily pursued multiple economic activities

Cohen has been studying the community of Whalsay
continuously since 1974.
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which could not have been adequately described by the gross
category ‘work'" (1979: 250). Wage work provides for a
family, but self-provisioning activities of various kinds are
engaged in as well. Cohen points out that self-provisioning
activities are not thrown together under the label of ‘'work'.
Value is placed in the kinds of activity pursued and in the
variety of skills each activity requires (1979: 250). Thus
"the accuracy of their designation is an important matter"
(1979: 250). He explains:

The ideological values of such skilled versatility

and self-sufficiency are still expressed in

calling somebody "a hard worker", but this is an

evaluation of a person's character and is not

restricted to any particular activity, nor to

judgements about a person's material achievements:

it expresses proximity to a symbolic ideal rather

than an actual record of effort (1979: 250).
In North West River, women and men wish to present themselves
as hard working. It represents to them a symbolic ideal,
earned by presenting oneself as always hard at work, be it at
a paid job, at hunting, house repair, child rearing, house
cleaning or volunteer work. The ideal is achieved by
maintaining a high level of activity, by not letting oneself
appear tired and by discussing the many tasks yet to be
accomplished. This ideal exists for women as well as men in
North West River.

With a similar approach 1in an article entitled

"Occupational Community and Fishermen's Wives in a
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Newfoundland Fishing Village" (1985), Davis describes the
symbolic role of women within the community's fishery. Davis'
research is based on field work conducted from October 1977
to December 1978 (with short wvisits in 1979 and 1980) in an
outport along the south coast of Newfoundland, renamed Grey
Rock Harbour. Davis examines women of a certain age group
from a specific era of the community's recent history. These
are fishermen's wives, without a "traditional" productive
role in the fishery,’ who have created an emotionally
supportive role for themselves: "In a way it is the women's
worry that symbolically keeps his [their husband‘'s] boat
afloat" (1985: 11).

Davis demonstrates that women have an important role in
the "occupational identity and ideology"” (Davis 1985: 11) of
the community, which is that of the fishery, the single
largest employer of men in the outport: "fishing pervades the
material and symbolic realms of Harbour life" (1985: 9).
Davis argues that in Grey Rock Harbour the fishery is both of
practical and symbolic importance to community members.
Women, through their role as worriers, through their

volunteer activities, and through their practical household

’ Women from other Newfoundland outports had commonly been
members of the shore crew. They cured the fish. Women also
grew vegetables from gardens and produced sweaters from the
wool of sheep the family owned (see Antler 1977; Murray 1979;
Porter 1993).
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activities, have a significant role in the fishery.

Alonso (1992) examines definitions of ‘work’ in a
Northern Mexican community based on research conducted during
1983-84 and July/August 1986. The local definitions of 'work'
contrast perceptions of Mexican and American concepts of
‘work’. Alonso compares men's attitudes towards men's ‘work’
with women’s attitudes towards their own ‘work’. The result
is an examination of how men's and women's social selves are
constructed through the social wvalue given to their ‘work’
activities. Alonso writes of women that:

Being a madre de familia is a source of social

esteem and personal satisfaction in Namiquipa

where the domestic sphere 1is a key social,

political, and economic unit (18992: 182).

The time-consuming household activities that women are
responsible for, the social events which allow women to
display themselves in socially appropriate ways and the
network of kin that are both a means of support and a way to
circulate information, gossip and criticism, all have a part
to play in the building of a woman's "social esteem and
personal satisfaction" in Namiquipa, Mexico (Alonso 1992:
175). These culturally specific means of building a woman's

esteem and her sources of satisfaction are lost when women

move to the United States.‘ They may gain occasional jobs and

‘ Men migrate to the United States in order to find
emplovyment (Alonso 1992: 167). However, few women of
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modern appliances. In the United States, however, women's
culturally valued productive activities and opportunities for
social interaction are fewer, "their work has lost the value
and significance it had in Mexico"™ (1992: 174). These women
feel they are no longer able to contribute to their household
in a practical and culturally valued way. These thoughts are
expressed by these women in emotional terms; one woman speaks
of "sinking into a stupor" (Alonso 1992: 173).

How does a similar symbolic approach to ‘work' apply to
women's ‘work’ in North West River? Like the island community
of Whalsay, North West River has undergone rapid and dramatic
changes. As members of the community of Whalsay have created
a symbolically meaningful ‘work’ activity of crofting, so
have the townspeople of North West River of trapping. Davis'
argument that women play a symbolically important role in the
fishery can alsc apply to women in North West River, whose
participation in volunteer groups that celebrate Settler
history and culture such as, the 250® Committee and the
Labrador Heritage Society, maintains the historical narrative

of the trapper and of the town's history. In addition, the

Namiquipa move to United States unless to be with their
husbands or adult female relatives. These moves are rarely
permanent; most men return to Namiquipa to return to their
agricultural work. Therefore, Alonso (1992) argues that the
men's American wages are used to support their agricultural
work in Mexico.
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women of North West River also share similarities with women
of Namiquipa in that the culturally elaborated role of mother
is important to women's identity and is part of their social

contribution to North West River society.

2.2.1 The trapper as a cultural icom in North West River

The Native Game by Plaice (1990) inspired me to examine
women's work in North West River. In this book, Plaice
examines the nature of ethnicity in North West River. For six
months from the fall of 1983 to the winter of 1984, Plaice
conducted anthropological field work in North West River, to
better understand the use of ethnic identities by Settlers.
Plaice suggests "that ethnicity becomes a resource to be
manipulated" (19%0: 123) and that one's ethnic identity
cannot exist separately from other identities (ibid). She
explores how Settlers define their ethnicity in contrast to
that of the Innu. Historically Settlers practised trapping
differently from the Innu; thus trapping became an activity
through which Settlers could define themselves separately
from the Innu. Settler life-style, which included family
homesteads and trapping, distinguish Settlers from both
Europeans and First Nations people.

What is of interest to this thesis is the discussion of

the "evolution of the social character of ‘trapper’ from the
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economic activity of trapping" (1990: 121). Plaice writes
that the ingredients of the social character of trapper are
drawn from the past experiences of the Settlers who pursued
trapping as a career (1990: 121). She distinguishes between
men from the past who trapped full-time, and men in the late
twentieth century who trap when they can take time off from
their wage jobs. Plaice argues that the 'trapper®’ "no longer
exists as an economic role" (1990: 121), rather it is a
social character created through the reminiscences of older
trappers. By adopting the social character of the 'trapper’,
younger men create a connection between themselves and the
"traditional" lifestyle of trapping. Thus trapping becomes a
'work' activity that carries symbolic significance.

Trapping, as practised in 1993, is an entirely
different endeavour than it was during "the fur trade
climax".® The vyounger generations can use snowmobiles,
radios, and even aircraft which changes the level of skill,
the time, and the monetary expense involved (Plaice 1990:
72). Trapping has become a recreational past-time rather than
a means of earning a living and supporting a family (Zimmerly
1991 [197S51: 215). In 1993, when I was in North West River, I

knew of no one who was earning a living from trapping. Unlike

* Zimmerly ([1975] 1991) dates the "fur trade climax" from
1901 to 1941.
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hunting, that in 1993 remains an economically vital household
activity, trapping in 1993 is practised only incidentally.
The value of trapping lies more in its cultural than its
monetary worth.

While Plaice describes how the 'trapper*®' had become an
important cultural symbol, my field work experience confirmed
that in 1993 the ‘trapper’ continues to be an important
cultural symbol. When I arrived in July of 1993, the town was
celebrating its 250th anniversary. North West River was
celebrating the history of Settlers and of the fur trade. The
symbol chosen to represent North West River was that of the
trapper.® A large billboard announcing the 250th Anniversary
Celebrations (1743 -~ 1993) taking place from July 1l4th to
July 25th, greeted everyone crossing the bridge into the
town. To one side of the billboard a giant thermometer with
incremental divisions marked off from $1 000 to $15 000,

declared that $6 000 had been raised to fund the raising of a

* T do not know who specifically chose to honour the trapper

during the 250™ Anniversary Celebrations, if any one person
did. In The Native Game, Plaice offers a clue in stating
that “the elite has become involved in political activities
which entail the manipulation of Settler ethnic identity. As
local politicians, the elite are trying to mobilize Settlers
as ‘Labradorians’ in order to gain access, to Federal
Government sympathies” (1990:89). Earlier on in her work she
gives these elite the social character of ‘outsider’ (1990:
60-1) . Perhaps it is these local politicians, be they
‘outsiders’ or members of the local Settler elite, who chose
to use the ‘trapper’ as a central cultural symbol.
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statue of the trapper. The billboard was painted in the
colours of the Labrador flag: spruce green, bright blue and
white. It depicted in white a lone trapper, wearing snowshoes
and carrying his provisions on his back. He is walking on a
frozen white lake, behind him are the dark green trees of the
forest and above him is the azure blue sky. The billboard and
the trapper's monument are only two examples of the many ways
in which the 'trapper®' has been raised to the status of hero.

What of the trapper's wife and children?’ Surely, the
history of trapping has as much to do with the trapper, as
with his wife and children? While the trapper was alone in
the woods, his wife was on her own, raising their children
and maintaining their home. The description of the social
character of the 'trapper' by Plaice (1990) and the
townspeople's portrayal of the ‘trapper' as a hero inspired
me to research the apparently forgotten lives of the Labrador

Settler women and their daughters.®

" For a discussion of the importance of women in the fur

trade see Many Tender Ties Women in Fur-Trade Society in
Western Canada, 1670-1870 by Sylvia Van Kirk (1983).

* The fact that this thesis focuses on women’s activities

and Plaice’s study focused on men’s activities represents
the most significant difference between these two studies of
North West River. Otherwise, time provided differences. At
the time of Plaice’'s field work, the Grenfell Hospital had
only just closed and the bridge had only just opened. The
dramatic changes these two events were to have on village
life were only beginning to be felt. By 1993, when I was
conducting field work, these two events had already had a
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2.3 'Work' and self-reliance

Self-reliance as a cultural ideal connected to ‘'work!
is prevalent in Newfoundland and Labrador. Porter mentions an
"ideology of rugged self-sufficiency"™ (1993: 1) as a
significant ‘work’ ethic in Newfoundland. In the extreme
seasonal climatic changes and geographical isolation in which
Settlers lived, Settlers had to be self-reliant to survive.
What does self-reliance mean? In an article entitled, "Women
in Labrador: A Personal Viewpoint" Doris Saunders, a Labrador
Settler living in Happy Valley, writes of her childhood: "We
are all capable of surviving alone if we have to" (1982: 88).
This she attributes to the education of boys and girls:
"thanks to the fact that in our family there were no 'girls’
and 'boys’' jobs from what I remember..." (1982: 88). In other
words, self-reliance means that both men and women have the
skills to survive alone if need be. In North West River the
townspeople I knew depicted Settlers from the past as
stoically self-reliant. Indeed, to be self-reliant in 1993,
means to carry on in a "tradition" of the past. After
spending four months in town I understood that self-reliance
implies being able to provide for one's self and for one's

family.

permanent effect on village life as described in chapter
one, section 1.2 “A brief history and description of North
West River”.
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Research on various forms of ‘work’ activities in
Newfoundland cites self-reliance (or self-sufficiency) as a
cultural ideal. Based on a pilot study completed in 1985, on
the work of women in Grand Bank, Newfoundland, Porter writes
that women, whose husbands were temporarily absent or
deceased, did not call on the help of other male relatives:
"Women coping on their own were expected to be self
sufficient"” (1988: 551). Self-reliance therefore also implies
an ethic of personal endurance.

In his ethnography about the chronically unemployed in
Newfoundland, subtitled "The struggle for Self-esteem in the
Face of Chronic Unemployment",’ Wadel writes that ‘'work’
allows one to be self-reliant:

It is through his work, in the form of a job or

self-employment, that a man earns his living and
it is by earning his 1living that a man claims

reciprocity in relation to society and
independence in relation to his peers™ (1989
[1973]: 108).

Therefore a definition of self-reliance should include the
ability to reciprocate materially and emotionally with

family, friends and neighbours, as well as the ability to

Over a twelve month period in 1967, 1968 and 1969, Wadel
conducted research in a number of small rural communities in
northeastern Newfoundland (1989 [1973]: preface).

Ttalics are my own emphasis.
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provide for oneself and not to be dependent on the help of
others.

Writing about "Unpaid Work and Household Reproduction”,
Felt, Murphy and Sinclair (1995) state that "on the Great
Northern Peninsula, to provide for one's self and, when
necessary, for others brings generalized respect" (1995:
102) . While Wadel is specifically relating paid work to an
ideal of self-reliance, Felt, Murphy and Sinclair are
referring to self-provisioning activities (ibid). In gemneral
the cultural ideal of self-reliance is connected to the
ability to provide for and care for one's self and one's
family.

Self-reliance 1is a theme throughout this thesis,
because this ideal continues to hold cultural value in North
West River. Also of interest to this thesis is the cultural
notion held in North West River that self-reliance can be
achieved through paid employment, as well as through self-
provisioning activities. A person achieves self-reliance

through 'work' activities that provide for his or her family.

2.3.1 Self-provisioning activities
The prevalence in Newfoundland and Labrador of self-

provisioning activities alongside income from paid

employment, unemployment insurance, social assistance and
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other sources of government remittances calls into question
the definition of ‘'work' as being equivalent to paid
employment in this province. Newfoundlanders and Labradorians
have had to depend on what Wadel (1989 [1973]: 6) calls
"occupational pluralism”"; in other words, people combining
several economic activities to provide for their families.
Thus paid employment is only one means of providing for one's
family and only one form of 'work'.

For Settlers in the North West River area of Labrador,
"occupational pluralism" required a round of seasonal
trapping, hunting and fishing activities. During the
twentieth century. seasonal paid employment with the
International Grenfell Association or with the Goose Bay Air
Base joined the seasonal round of activities. Finally, by
1950 transfer payments provided another source of income for
North West River families: social assistance, unemployment
insurance benefits, child benefits, and old-age pensions.
This thesis examines the relationship between self-
provisioning activities and the cultural ideal of self-
reliance.

The cultural and economic functions of self-
provisioning activities are examined by Omohundro (1995) and
Felt, Murphy and Sinclair (1995) for the Great Northern

Peninsula of Newfoundland. In two separate chapters of a book
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entitled Living on the Edge (edited by Lawrence Felt & Peter
Sinclair), Felt, Murphy and Sinclair (1995) and Omohundro
(1995) discuss the variety of forms that self-provisioning
takes and the reasons that people have for practising these
activities. These studies have assisted my own analysis in
providing an understanding of how the practice of subsistence
activities has changed from one generation to the next in
this part of the province, and in developing an understanding
of the cultural meaning given to self-provisioning

activities.

2.4 The sexual division of labour

In Newfoundland and Labrador, the "traditional" sexual
division of domestic labour is often characterized by
mutuality (or complementarity) (Porter 19%93: 92 & Murray
1979: 144) and by extreme gender segregation (Sinclair & Felt
1992: 58). Murray provides a detailed example of such a

division of labour in More Than 50%: Woman's Life in a

Newfoundland Qutport, 1900-1950. Murray returned to her natal
outport, Elliston, Trinity Bay, to collect information on the
‘work’ activities of women between 1900 and 1950. In her
book, she describes women's household responsibilities; the
chores they had as girls; education, marriage and childbirth;

women's contribution to the fishery and productive work in
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the home; and women's activities in the community.

In the range of domestic labour and self-provisioning
activities, Elliston men took on chores that demanded heavy
physical labour: cutting wood, hunting, and house
construction. Murray describes women's share of household
‘work':

In addition to helping with making a living, and

bearing and rearing children, a woman was

responsible for running the house. The extent and

nature of her household duties was determined to a

great degree by the house she lived in (Murray

1979: 99).

Women were also in charge of gardening and weeding; the
shearing of sheep; the carding of wool and the knitting of
garments. The Settler women of North West River of the early
twentieth century, with less material wealth than those of
Trinity Bay, had to work hard, producing by hand their
families' necessities. Like Murray's work, my research wishes
to acknowledge women's contribution in North West River.
However, unlike Murray, I focus as much on how women discuss
their ‘'work', as the particular details about women's actual
'work' activities which is her main focus.

A few recent studies have questioned whether any
flexibility has developed in the late twentieth century
within the sexual division of domestic labour to make room

for the increasing number of married women in the labour

force. For example, Davis' research (dating back to 1977/78)
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suggests that flexibility does exist on the southwest coast
of Newfoundland (1983). Davis concludes that the "rigid
division of labour which once characterized the traditional
life is rapidly ceasing to exist" (1983: 26). According to
Davis, the fact that both men and women are working at the
fish plant (1983: 26) and "the ever-increasing presence of
the father in the home" (1983: 24) has resulted in a less
rigid division of labour.

Meanwhile, two different studies on this topic add to
Davis' findings. These studies include Porter's (1993)
research from 1981 on the southern shore of the island, and
her later research dating from 1988-1990 in three different
communities: Grand Falls, Catalina and South East Bight.
Porter's research highlights how women view their ‘'work'.
According to Porter, women do not separate their paid £from
their unpaid activities. These are all part of their
responsibility to their marital households (1993: 146). A
recurring argument from Porter is that "women's non-economic
obligations constitute a major constraint over their
participation in the formal economy..." (ibid. 146). Porter
finds that women's unpaid domestic labour and care work
responsibilities restrict their ability to find well-paid,
personally satisfying and permanent employment.

A third study is that of Sinclair and Felt's (conducted
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in 1988) of the Great Northern Peninsula (1992). This study
examines how husbands and wives share a wide range of
activities required to maintain a household. The authors
conclude:
while men undertake a modest number of out-door
provisioning activities and provide some
assistance with children... women continue to do
most of the domestic tasks even when employed
outside the home, and their work outside the home
leaves them with much less income than their
husbands (1992: 68-9).
These three studies are used as points of comparison for the
data collected for this thesis in North West River in 1993.
With respect to the general topic of domestic labour,
Luxton (1980 & 1990) and Hochschild (1989) discuss the
division of household tasks from an industrialized urban
context, which does not apply completely to North West River.
As in other small villages of Newfoundland and Labrador, the
problem of what to include as domestic labour when referring
to North West River is complex. Domestic tasks can include
cooking and cleaning as well as hunting and fishing, grocery
shopping, baking bread and preserving jam. In an article
entitled "Separate worlds: gender and domestic labour in an
isolated fishing region" Sinclair & Felt extended the range
of domestic tasks to include:
the construction of the home itself and such

activities as Thunting, gathering berries and
making jam, ... (1992: §57).
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The reason being that these activities are especially
important in self-provisioning in the Great Northern
Peninsula of Newfoundland (1992: 57) and are therefore part
of serving and caring for a family in the region. I mention
Sinclair & Felt's approach to domestic labour to make a point
concerning the differences between northern rural and
southern urban households in Canada.

Self-provisioning activities are also part of the
domestic round of activities in North West River. However,
this statement must be qualified by taking note of
differences from one generation to the next. Older
generations were dependent on self-provisioning activities to
a greater extent than younger generations, who rely on the
purchase of consumer products. This is a reflection of
changes in the economy. Economic changes have altered the
degree to which third generation women list craft production
as one of their household responsibilities. Making crafts,
like trapping for men, has become a pleasurable 1leisure
activity which can also provide some extra income for the

household.™

" The history of craft production in North West River is an

interesting study in and of itself. Early in the twentieth
century the production of clothing for household members was
a necessary skill taught to every girl. By the 1930s, the
I.G.A. was buying local Settler women‘s hand-made clothing
and commissioning items with specific decorative motifs for
sale in Europe and North America, thus creating “craft”
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2.5 Women's volunteer 'worke

During this century, women's volunteer associations
have been prevalent throughout Newfoundland and Labrador
(Cullum 1983; Davis 1979; Murray 1979; Porter 1993). As a
form of wunpaid labour, women's volunteer activities have
contributed significantly to cormmunity life across
Newfoundland and Labrador. In this thesis I discuss how in
the early part of this century, women's formal volunteer
associations were introduced to women in North West River by
the staff of the International Grenfell Association. This
brings to light two aspects of women's volunteer groups in
North West River. I argue that the staff of the I.G.A.
involved in organizing volunteer groups created new
expectations of 'work' for women.

Cullum's (1993 & 1995) research examines volunteer
organizations in pre-Confederation Newfoundland. She makes
two arguments salient to this thesis. First, that the women's
organizations were classist in their approach. Second, Cullum
shows that by combining the services of two competing women's

societies, the women were able "to achieve skill development,

production (see Lynch 1985). These “craft” items became the
traditional Settler handicrafts sold in 1993 by local women.
Although heavily influenced by the I.G.A., craft production
has become a means through which women display their
individual skill and express their Settler identity or their
attachment to local ethnicity and history.
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handicraft production and cash sale to benefit themselves and
their families"™ (1995: 108). These outport women had in fact
appropriated these organizations for themselves.

The description of recent women's volunteer groups in
Newfoundland enlighten my own analysis of women‘'s groups in
North West River. Porter's research was conducted along the
southern shore of Newfoundland in 1981 (1993). From fieldwork
conducted between October 1977 and December 1978 in an
outport re-named Grey Rock Harbour, Davis (1979) discusses
the variety and the function of female associations. While
Davis and Porter offer contrasting analyses of the function
of women's organizations, together their perspectives
enlighten the data on North West River women's volunteer
associations.

The research of Porter and Davis reveals
characteristics that are common to women's volunteer
organizations in Newfoundland. First, while women's volunteer
associations organize social events for the whole community,
they are at the same time providing the individual members
with a social outlet. Volunteer groups offer a meeting place
for women. Davis writes: "anytime a woman leaves her house
she fancies it a social occasion. One "plays" or recreates by
getting away from the household" (1979: 18). The women of

Grey Rock Harbour, like the women on the southern shore,
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organize social events: weddings, showers, birthday parties
for pre-schoolers, dances, craft sales, and bingo nights. By
meeting with other women to organize such events, these women
are creating a social space for themselves.

Secondly, women's volunteer associations look after
their community. According to Porter (1993), a sense of duty
towards their community and enjoying the company of other
women inspires the women of the southern shore of
Newfoundland to join community groups. In North West River
the women's group organized garbage removal. In the case of
women from Calvert along the southern shore, the Women's
Institute applied for government grants to repair their
centre, build a park and a playground (Porter 1993: 102). The
Anglican Church Women's Association in Grey Rock Harbour
reqularly cleaned the church and the parish hall (Davis
1983a: 108). According to Davis, these groups provide a
symbolic function to the community:

Through the voluntary association structure, it is

women rather than men, who represent the community

and celebrate and honour the fishery (1985: 9).

The women's associations and the activities they organize
represent links with the community's valued traditions of the
past (ibid: 9). Likewise in North West River, in 1993
volunteer groups organized events to celebrate the history of

trapping and honour local trappers.
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Where the work of Porter differs from Davis is on a
discussion of the "political" influence of women's voluntary
organizations. According to Porter, a third characteristic of
women's volunteer associations is that they have
"considerable political potential" (1993: 102). while
conducting research, Porter attended the 1981 Annual South
Avalon District Meeting of the Women's Institute (1993: 99).
From this meeting, Porter devises a theory of the "political
culture" of women. Through their organizations, these women
have a communication network with women from surrounding
outports in the area. They have organizational skills used to
rally together women for 1issues that revolve around
charitable good works, community and family celebrations,
fundraising events, preservation of traditional handicrafts
and communal projects (1993: 102).

The women of the southern shore take on manageable
events, interests and problems within their communities.
Their success is due partly to the fact that they are not
attempting to change wider political institutions and
stronger economic forces:

They do not use their power in open conflict with

the state, or with capital... they have turned

their backs on politics as they understand it, and

have built instead a "political culture" which

remains powerful in controlling the culturally
meaningful parts of the environment of its members
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providing that the economic and wider political

reality in which it is embedded is unthreatened

(1993: 111).

The women on the southern shore stated that they were not
interested in "politics", they viewed their activities as not
political (Porter 1993: 110-1). Yet, Porter argues that these
women have created strong grass-roots organizations that
affect their local communities.

In contrast, Davis emphasizes the recreational aspect
of women's associations in Grey Rock Harbour. She defines
these groups as "expressive-recreational and service-oriented
in function" (1979: 22). She does not deny that these groups

are instrumental in establishing a sense of

community, supporting local institutions, serving
various psychological functions and they may
latently function in informal wvillage political

processes (1979: 19).

But, she argues, these functions are secondary to the
recreational outlet these groups offer to women in the
community. The physical, social and political isolation of
the community distances women and their associations from
attempting to make "political" changes (1979: 22). I argue
that the influence of the I.G.A. diminished the social and
political isolation of North West River. The I.G.A. offered

to a few individual women and men the opportunity of

developing leadership skills and of understanding the

54



relationship of North West River to the larger socio-
political entity. These few women and men became local
leaders in North West River who knew how to campaign for
their needs to higher political offices. Thus, I argue that
women's associations in North West River have been both

political and recreational.

2.6 Economic change and women's 'work' activities

This thesis is a discussion of how economic change and
cultural continuity have affected women's ‘work’. North West
River is an example of a community having undergone rapid
economic and technological changes over the past fifty years.
Studies of women's "work’ and economic changes in
Newfoundland and in coastal Portugal which have instructed my
thesis research include Antler (1977); Cole (1991); Davis
(1979, 1983, 1985); McCay (1995) and Porter (1993). These
studies have explored the following issues: A.) Changes in
the form of women's material contribution to their
households; from hand-made products for household use to an
income brought in to the household from paid employment. B.)
Changes in the nature of domestic labour and the division of
labour. C.) Whether women's role in the household and their
relationship to the household and its members has changed.

D.) Changes in women's identities.
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Porter (1993) provides a general description of how
women's work in the fishery has changed with the
industrialization of the fishery:

From the 1950s, the sun-dried 1lightly salted cod

trade declined as frozen fish processing plants

began to be established round the island until now

the frozen fish products are dominant... Instead

of going to the family stages and flakes for

processing, fish now go directly from the boats to

the fish-plants. These plants employ a

substantially female workforce, and any

involvement the women have in the fishery is now

as individual wage labourers in these local fish

plants (Porter 1993: 83).%

With the added introduction of transfer payments from the
federal government since 1949, a wage economy now dominates.

With Newfoundland Jjoining Confederation in 1949,
industrialization, and the increased availability of consumer
products, in the latter half of the twentieth century women
no longer had to produce as many household items by hand.
Antler (1977) discusses the proletarianization of the labour
force and women's gradual entry in the labour force in
Newfoundland. In "Women's Work in Newfoundland Fishing
Families"™ (1977), Antler examines how the industrialization
of the fishery in Newfoundland has affected women. Antler's

research calculates the dollar wvalue of women's labour in

household production prior to Confederation, demonstrating

? McCay (1995: 147-8) provides another general description of
historical changes in women's work since the
industrialization of the fishery.
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that women made a significant material contribution to the
household. In the twentieth century, "women's labours simply
were transferred from the flakes to the fish plants at the
minimum wage” (Antler 1977: 111). Antler's research asks how
the process of proletarianization has affected the conditions
of women's productive ‘work’ for the family and women's other
family responsibilities? With industrialization women have to
work as hard, under conditions that they can no longer
control, to earn enough to pay for their increasing expenses
(which includes the child care and transportation necessary
in order to leave home to work). According to Antler, women
fish plant workers have joined an exploited workforce (1977:
111). Capitalism and industrialization have not improved
their lot.

In "Fish Guts, Hair Nets and Unemployment Stamps: Women
and Work in Co-operative Fish Plants" (1995) McCay's
research” on women who work at co-operative fish plants on
Fogo Island, Newfoundland provides another example of the
difficulties inherent in wage work for women in Newfoundland.
At the centre of McCay's argument lies Fogo Islanders®

dependence on unemployment insurance benefits. Unemployment

McCay conducted research on Fogo Island between 1972 and
1984. Between 1972 and 1974 the author spent two years on the
island, and from 1975 to 1984 she has returned annually for
one to four weeks at a time (McCay 1995: 161, footnote #1).
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insurance compensation offered a needed income during the
slack times of the year, when there is no fishing, no fish to
process and otherwise no income. McCay points out that
"making ten stamps was as difficult as the bygone woman's
task of making high quality saltfish" (1995: 150). In other
words, industrialization has not eased women's working lives,
simply altered the difficulties a woman has to deal with.
According to McCay most women were not able to get enough
work at the f£ish plant to earn their stamps, and when they
were employed they have to deal with paying babysitters
(everyone expects to be paid, even grandmothers), with
unpredictable work schedules and with the demands of house
work (1995: 151).

McCay (1995) also provides evidence that adds a
positive dimension to wage work for women in Newfoundland. In
the first half of this century, the "traditional" salt fish
fishery gathered women together to cure the fishermen's
catches. In the 1970s, the effects of consumerism and
capitalism on Fogo Island isolated women in individual
nuclear households to raise children and clean house. Since
1980, women on Fogo Island have returned to process fish
catches as paid employees of the fish plant. McCay writes
that one advantaée of fish plant work for women was being

able to work in the company of other adults (1995: 149).
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Davis' research on the southwest coast of Newfoundland
corroborates McCay's findings (1985; 1983). While younger
women in Grey Rock Harbour complained of the working
conditions and the rate of pay, most of the women employved at
the fish plant (who happen to be middle-aged) spoke
positively of working at the fish plant, mentioning “"the
camaraderie among women..., the importance of being part of
the fishery, and even the aesthetic" quality of the fish
(1983: 27; 1985: 6-7).

Whether the availability of <consumer goods has
lightened women's workload at home is discussed by Cowan in

More Work For Mother: The Ironies of Household Technology

from the Open Hearth to the Microwave (1983) and by Vanek

(1974) in an article entitled "Time spent in house work:
market work, homework and the family" (1974). Both authors
conclude that the tasks were made less physically laborious,
and the number of tasks women have to accomplish in the home
have decreased. Since domestic chores may be considered
lighter because of the advances in technology, women are now
left alone (without the help of their children, for instance)
to accomplish their housework. Therefore, consumerism and
technological advances in household appliances have not freed
women from domestic labour because domestic labour is still

considered their sole responsibility.
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Porter's publication entitled Place and Persistence in

the Lives of Newfoundland Women (1993) is particularly

relevant to this thesis. In Place and Persistence Porter's
goal is to examine "the different ways in which family
structures gender, and the ways in which women's economic
contribution is then mediated through the family" (1993: 8).
By using research examples from across the island of
Newfoundland, Porter examines topics such as: generational
differences, coping with economic changes, as well as
balancing the ‘work’ of paid employment, family care, and
volunteer work. Porter concludes that capitalism and
industrialization have not changed women's role in the
household and their relationship to the household and its
members. The women in Porter's research provide examples of
women'’s lives with which to compare with women in North West
River. Porter examined topics and themes similar to those
discussed in this thesis. Porter’s work also demonstrates the
differences in the lives of women across Newfoundland, since
her research studied the lives of women from various
locations throughout the island of Newfoundland.

| Women of the Praia (1991) by Sally Cole discusses two

generations of Portuguese women and their work." She

¥ Cole's research is based on field work in Vila Cha,

between May 1984 and June 1985 with a return during the
summer of 1988 (1991: preface).
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discovers that as women's work has changed, so have gender
ideologies (preface, p.., xiv). Like the women in this study,
women of Vila Cha (a fishing wvillage in northeastern
Portugal) have become wage workers, consumers of market goods
and managers of household incomes. Cole found a change in
women's identification with the home and their domestic role.
Older women identified themselves with their work as maritime
subsistence and commodity producers. Younger women wish to
identify themselves as "donas de casa" or housewives. Thus
economic change has wrought a change in women's identity. Can

the same be said for women of North West River?

2.6.1 Re-creating "traditions" of the past

I argue that townspeople assert their ties with a past
way of life as a means of coping with rapid and extreme
changes. They create an image of the past and re-create
"traditions" for the present.” Thus this thesis discusses
self-provisioning activities as a "tradition" that asserts

16

people's ties to their past.” Cultural continuity exists in

these culturally valued "traditions" which people uphold. The

®  fThis idea persists throughout the 1literature on
Newfoundland and Labrador, see: Davis (1985 & 1995), Felt,
Murphy & Sinclair (1995) & Plaice (1990).

¥ See also Felt, Murphy & Sinclair (1995) and Omochundro
(1995).
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value placed in these cultural "traditions" by the younger
generations is a means of expressing respect for the older
generations' values, perhaps lessening the generation gap.

The values of older generations versus those of the
younger community members is discussed in the research of
Davis (1983 & 1985). The older and younger generations are
characterized by Davis' informants according to whether they
were born before or after the construction of a gravel road
facilitating transportation to and from the isolated village
of Grey Rock Harbour (1983: 23). Those born before the
construction of the bridge are said to uphold "traditional"
values. Those born after the bridge are becoming assimilated
into "mass, middle class Canadian society" (1985: 12).
Similar characterizations exist in North West River, such as
"traditional" versus modern, old versus young, before and
after the construction of Goose Bay Airport, or, before and
after the construction of the bridge between North West River
and Sheshatshit, or, before and after the closure of the
Grenfell Hospital in North West River. Davis' analysis of the
past and present and the generation gap in Grey Rock Harbour
offers some insights for North West River.

Porter (1993) examined generational differences between
young and old women of Grand Bank, and, young and old women

of Aquaforte along the southern shore in Newfoundland. In
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spite of the changes affecting outport life, women from Grand
Bank, Newfoundland emphasize the continuity inherent in
women's work from one generation to the next.

Porter (1993) offers a counter example which emphasizes
a generation gap between older and younger women. In
discussing the 1lives of younger and older women from
Aquaforte, Porter contrasts younger women's suburban and
materialistic aspirations against older women's attachment to
the fishing lifestyle. At the time of Porter's fieldwork in
1981, the older women were still engaged in the fishery. For
instance they collected and distributed information on their
husbands®' and neighbour's catches. They still maintained
"traditional" household duties: "baked bread two or three
times a week, used traditional recipes and ingredients,
knitted, kept hens, grew potatoes and cabbage and went berry
picking and trouting®" (1993: 88). The younger women, "in
dress, manners, assumptions and ambitions were
indistinguishable from millions of North American women"
(1993: 90). They had completed their high school education,
then gone to trade schools and were accepting office jobs in
St. John's or Ferryland or Fermeuse. They enjoyed an urban
life-style, spent their weekends on the southern shore going
to bars and dances looking for a husband. They expected to

marry, have two children and live in a modern bungalow with
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all the modern conveniences.

The lives of women in Aquaforte are 