This is the text of a talk that was developed from research when I was in Newfoundland on a bursary from Bournemouth University in 2008.  The talk has been given to a number of local groups.
Salt Cod and the Atlantic Crossing: an important aspect of Exe Estuary life for several centuries 
My involvement in this study.

· An interest arose in the fishery trade with Newfoundland because I live in this part of the West Country.
· Bursaries were available from Bournemouth University to spend time at Memorial University, St Johns and I was able to get partially funded for the research trip (researching the place of story in higher education).  I found later that the link between the two universities is there also because of the fishery trade – though in this case because Poole was heavily involved in the trade in its own right alongside the West Country.

· While I was working at Memorial University, I was able to meet with Professor Peter Pope, an archaeologist, who has done much research on the fisheries in both Newfoundland and in England. (Thanks to Rosemary Smith)
· I have not done original research

General overview
From the 15th to the early 19th centuries there was an important link between the people of the West Country and Newfoundland in the fishing industry, in particular in the fishing of cod. 
Every family in the Exe estuary would have been touched by the industry somehow or other.    
I think about how it was for the people of Lympstone and Topsham to see their men leave for 6 – 12 weeks, staying away for the summer and then coming on the return trip – or perhaps discussing migration to the new land and setting up home there for the summers and the winters for a while or for ever - some settled long term.  
I think about the clothing that they would have worn to cope with the wet and the cold of the long sea voyages and the hard winters of Newfoundland.  
There is snow and ice in Newfoundland from October to March – a far different climate from ours.  
I think also about the rows of Newfoundland ‘bankers’ reportedly laid up on the estuary mud for the winters between Lympstone and Topsham in the Exe estuary in the 1600’s.
The numbers of men involved in the trade was considerable for the coastal communities in the West Country.  In 1714, a petition to the Bishop of Exeter from the people of Brixham said that the population in Brixham was outgrowing the size of their church, ‘especially at the Fall of the years when our Newfoundland men return from the Sea’.

Newfoundland

Newfoundland and Labrador is a province of Canada – but only relatively recently.  Newfoundlanders (or Newfi’s) tend to be seen across Canada as rather ‘poor relations’ as, up to now they have drawn from the Canadian economy.  However from next year it is anticipated that the province will become a net contributor to the economy partly because it is becoming an important tourist destination, particularly for Canadians.  St Johns is a major centre for conferences.
Newfoundland is an island with a substantial land mass.  It is a good two days drive on open clear straight roads (with pot holes) to go from St Johns to the north of Newfoundland.  It has a population of half a million or so and is something like three times the size of the UK.  It is called ‘The Rock’ and only half a percent of the landmass is agricultural.  It is composed of mainly forest and rocky moorland country and lakes – so most of the communications historically have been along the coasts (6000 miles of coast) and the road network is sparse.  
In terms of the fishery business, Newfoundland is the location where the cold streams of water flowing south from Greenland meets the warm water flowing up from the Gulf of Mexico at the Grand Banks just south east of Newfoundland.  This results in vast masses of plankton and thence small fish, in particular capelin to which cod are attracted.

Within Newfoundland the different countries of Europe tended to fish from particular areas – so one talks about ‘The English Shore’.  The names of places and even descendents bear relation to the predominant nationality of fishermen in the years of European fisheries.  
Englishmen tended to fish in the eastern shore of the Avalon Peninsula (with St Johns on it).  Different parts of the West Country tended to occupy particular towns.  Exeter men, for example, tended to fish in St Johns and bays in that vicinity.  Men from Poole occupied and developed the area round Trinity and many street names bear witness to that.
Cape Spear, near the capital of Newfoundland, St Johns is reckoned to be the most easterly point of the coast of N America, but it is 2000 miles from the UK to the coast of Newfoundland across the Atlantic Ocean.  West Country men from the UK would have had an advantage because they are slightly nearer to N. America.  You will see that early arrival was very significant for a while.
Why cod was so important
Cod is a large fish that can breed fast.  A cod a metre long can produce three million eggs in a spawning and can live for 20 years.  When food is plentiful and predatory man is in relative absence - as was the case, as it was over the Grand Banks in the 1500s, there were reports that the sea was churning with fish and some were nearly as big as a man.  Also the greed of cod makes them easy to catch.
Cod flesh has little fat in it so when it is salted or dried, it rarely spoils.  It was therefore highly significant in the middle ages as a long lasting source of protein food.  It could be kept for over ten years.  It could be transported for long distances and it was used in many different ways.  This was a central issue for the development of the trade.
Dried cod is called ‘stockfish’ and apparently had to be hammered and soaked to reconstitute it.
Recipes…
The beginnings of the trade in cod

From 1100
People knew about the drying of cod from early on.  From around 1100, there was trading around Europe in dried cod (stockfish).  In particular in the 1300s there was much trading to and from Iceland. 
By 1350 Iceland could not keep up with European demand for fish.

In 1400 the English had developed some migratory fishery at Iceland.   Devon and Cornwall fishermen were very important in this.  So the exploitation of fishing in Newfoundland was not new to them.
To peg the development of cod fisher to events…
To peg this to events, in 1492, Columbus discovered the New World.  In 1497 - five years later, John Cabot (Zuan Cabotto), a Venetian navigator set sail from Bristol and found what he called the New Land – though he was actually looking for a new route to the spice coasts of Asia.  He was hoping that Columbus (sailing five years earlier) might have missed such a route.  He came back with reports of the abundant cod – as a contemporary report to the Duke of Milan in December 1497 indicates:
‘The sea there is swarming with fish…..I have heard this, Messer Zoane (Cabot) say that they could bring so many fish that this kingdom would have no further need of Iceland….’

In 1502, the Gabriel of Bristol brought home the first recorded cargo of cod (36 tons), however it was largely the French and Portuguese who exploited the fisheries in the early days.
The numbers of people involved in the Newfoundland fishery
1500s 
Only a handful of men went from Devon to Newfoundland during the early and mid 1500s.  
There are some records – for example, that in 1543 watchmen at Rame Head, near Plymouth were paid an extra 8p for lighting beacons at night ‘when the Newfoundland men come in’;

Also we have records in the form of a book written by Exmouth (Littleham)-born Sir Richard Whitbourne.  Richard Whitbourne, as an 18 year old apprentice, set sail in the 300 tonne ship, Edward Cotton, towards Labrador.  The purpose of the voyage was to trade with the ‘savages’.  However, as Richard Whitbourne later recorded, the Captain preferred taverns and feather beds and hence instead of Labrador, chose to land at Trinity in Newfoundland - 
‘where we killed great store of Fish, Dere, Bears, Beavers, Seales, Otters and such like with abundance of Sea-fowles: and so returning for England we arrived safely at South-hampton’.

Sir Richard became a strong advocate for settlement in Newfoundland, writing a book on it in 1622 (wherein he recorded his earlier experiences).
There might have been around 30 west country vessels involved in the trade in the early days (including some from the Exe estuary) – which was far less than from other European countries at the time. 
1570’s onwards
During the later part of 1500’s, there were troubles on the continent – France had religious warfare; Spain lost ships to English pirates and then many more in the Armada.  In addition, in 1581, 
Denmark restricted England’s access to the Icelandic cod fishery and many east coast fishermen joined the West Country fishers in Newfoundland.  
By 1600 there were around 100 West Country ships travelling to Newfoundland each year.
1620 - 1630

Between 1610 and 1630 it is probably that more than 10,000 men were involved in the trade each year in Devon alone. 
Later in the 1600s Topsham, with Bideford and Barnstaple and Dartmouth were the most important ports trading with Newfoundland.  
In 1675, 18 vessels from Topsham were recorded in Newfoundland.  The Topsham ships tended to be sack ships which carried supplies and men out and brought back fish – or traded on the continent and brought back wine – but they were not necessarily involved in the fishing itself.  The average tonnage was 53 tonnes – so they were the smaller vessels in the trade.
Good and bad years

There were good years and bad years for the cod and English politics and the troubles within and between countries affected the numbers of vessels able to make the journey.  For example the Civil War (1642) influenced the numbers who could trade – though it is evident that some families settled in Newfoundland to avoid the war and its consequences.  There was also piracy and hostility between those of different European nationalities in Newfoundland itself.

Up to mid 1800’s

The trade continued until the mid 1800s when there was a more settled and growing population within Newfoundland – and the age of steam altered the patterns of fishing.
Patterns of trading

Initially it was migratory fishing…

While initially vessels went out to Newfoundland in the spring and came back in the autumn, in the mid 1600s the trade patterns changed and more money was to be made selling the fish in southern Europe.  So the ships began to sail to southern Europe on their return journey to sell the fish and buy – in particular – wine for sale in England – and, perhaps salt.  They would then sail back to England for the winter.

Later they often stayed for the winter (more later)
The lives of those involved in the fisheries

The processing of the fish

There were different ways of processing the fish and the manner chosen influenced the whole nature of the trade.  West Country men used a light salting and drying method.  Others dried fish without the salt and others salted more heavily.
The migratory trade

The system for the fishery trade in the West Country was one of free enterprise.  If a man could fund a ship and buy the required victuals and find appropriate crew, he could go to Newfoundland.  
The fishermen – or fishing servants as they were called, were mostly made up of husbandmen – the farmers of smallholdings, who would work on the land in the winter and fish in Newfoundland during the summer.  They would be hired at fairs during the early months of the year on the understanding of getting keep including tobacco and alcohol for a year of service with share of the earnings from the trip when they returned.  They would set out around April and return in the autumn.  
The lives of the fishermen

In these early visits from the West Country, a pattern of fishing was adopted that persisted.  Instead of fishing out on the Grand Banks for the large cod, the trade was with the smaller cod – around 10 – 12 pounds in weight. These were fished on a line from a small boat, going not far from the shore and fishing and returning daily.  This suited the English method of preservation that involved light salting and a drying.  
There is some argument as to whether this method was favoured because it was more difficult or expensive for those in England to get sufficient salt for the heavy salting methods (used by continental fishermen).  I was told that, in fact, salt was cheap and plentiful and that the light salting method was used because it was the form in which people preferred their fish. 

This method of fishing meant that a land base for the processing of the fish was required in Newfoundland, so when the vessels arrived in Newfoundland they had to find a ‘plantation’ – a base for their fishing activities.  They had to erect the fishing rooms that were the structures required for the processing of the fish.  
Those who got there first tended to choose the best sites and often they would pinch the remains of the last years fishing rooms of other plantations – or the wood from them.  There was often disruptive behaviour between the newly arrived crews. 
Eventually the ‘Admiral’ system was adopted and the captain of the first vessel to arrive in a bay became the ‘Admiral’ for the year and was in charge of law and order in that area.

Another problem was that the native people – the Beothuk -  had often dismantled the fishing stages during the winter for the iron nails which they then fashioned into tools and weapons (not having the capacity to smelt).  
In addition fishermen had to acquire small boats for the fishing trips.  These might have been damaged or stolen during the winter.  
The plantation

The plantation or fishing rooms consisted of a 
stage for landing the fish, a
covered ‘room’ for dressing the cod, 
benches for salting and then 
wooden tables for drying the fish in the open (flakes).  
In the rooms there was also a large vat for the processing of the oil from the cod livers.  The ‘train oil’ was greatly valued and was taken home in barrels.

There was abundant timber for these structures in the surrounding forests
Accommodation was made of frames of wood with brushwood walls and a turf roof.  There would be a cookhouse and a store house.  
A typical day.
Over the eight to ten weeks of fishing, it seems that a typical situation would be for the small boats to go out each day with a crew of around three, expecting to bring back something like a thousand fish or more – several tonnes of fish each day.  They used baited and weighted lines, probably with reels (like crab lines).  These hand lines were used nearly up to modern times.
In the later part of the afternoon they would head for the shore and the youngest would cook supper while the catch was unloaded.  Shore crews (usually two for a three man boat) would then start processing the fish, gutting them, taking out the livers and starting the long process of salting and drying.  
Salting was a skilled job.  They wanted ‘merchantable’ fish.  Fish that was not of good quality latterly was exported the Carribean as cheap food for slaves.
The diet of the men would have been – unsurprisingly - fish and there is an abundance of wild berries in Newfoundland (cranberries (partridge berries), blueberries) etc.  There might also have been some hunting for otter, beaver, deer and wild birds etc.  
Sanitation and smell must have been a major problem with the vast quantity of fish offal being dispatched into the sea from the bays.

Settlement – around mid 1600’s
With the problems of sailing to and from Newfoundland, with the coming of sac ships to carry the fish back and with the loss of equipment from year to year, it was inevitable that some fishing servants began to be left for the winter to take care of the plantation and gradually this became a pattern.  
It meant that various matters such as accommodation and clothing had to be improved for the winters, though the new settlers might often have retreated to the forests to get more shelter from the weather and for better hunting.  
They learnt to build their housing in wood because it is a better insulating material than stone (though there was always plenty of stone) and their houses tended to be very cramped, to make better use of body heat.  
The early planters would usually stay for a couple of years and sooner or later actual colonisation of Newfoundland began.  This may have been aided by the involvement in the late 1600’s, of shore crews from Ireland, who were often women.  Ships would go to Newfoundland via the southern coast of Ireland, picking up the Irish fishing servants en route.

Other reasons for settlement

Settlement was not always directly associated with the fishing trade, though was based on this.  Ferrylands is the best known area of colonisation and much work is being done on excavation of this site.  There is plenty of evidence of connection with Devon, and in particular, with N Devon at the site.  There are good examples of scraffito pottery found there.  
One reason for the initial development of the colony at Ferrylands was to escape religious persecution and it was designated a place of where people had religious freedom.  
The relationships between the colonies and the English government was somewhat variable and ambiguous.  Did English law prevail or not – for example.  There was, in fact, no formal system of law and order.  There were many pirates operating on the water and from time to time there would be invasion and ransacking of the settlements and plantations of one European nationality by another.
Links with Lympstone

Bankers
There are reports of many ‘bankers’ - ships laid up on the sides of the estuary between Lympstone and Topsham over the winters.  Some of the ships built and repaired in Lympstone would have been used in the trade – for fishing or as sac boats.  Topsham did tend to have a predominance of sac vessels.
Names

There are family names from Lympstone associated with the fishing trade.  Withell, Bassey, Stafford, Taylor and Kingman  are Lympstone names of men known to have been involved in the trade, and with some actually settling in Newfoundland.  
Withell was known to have made much money in Newfoundland in the 1720’s.  There are many Whittles in the phone directory of St Johns and there is a bay called ‘Witless’ Bay in the English coast of Newfoundland, south of St Johns.
Thomas Kingman:  There is also a record of a Thomas Kingman from Lympstone and Philip Neyle from Exeter selling fishing rooms to Elias Pitt from Teignmouth in 1749 for £10.10s.  The transaction was in Exeter but it was for this property 2000 miles away. 

Joseph Pitts and he Speedwell of Lympstone

The most interesting record is of a Joseph Pitts.  He wrote a book called  ‘Faithful Account of the Mahometans’.  It was published in 1713.  Pitts tells of how he was captured by pirates in the ship the ‘Speedwell’ of Lympstone.  He was fifteen at the time and on his first voyage.  He was sailing under a Captain George Taylor from Newfoundland to Bilbao.  Pitts was in captivity for fifteen years with the pirates from that date until he was thirty years old.

George Taylor was from Lympstone as is evidenced in a petition from his wife, Margaret Taylor.  The petition, which was found separately, is for the ransom of her husband on 11th September, 1679. 
‘Mistaken Point’

Jenny Moon

Place names in Newfoundland often tell stories that date back to the days of the cod fisheries.  Ships sailed from the UK on a regular basis for the summer trade from 1600s onwards, particularly from the West Country.  The journey took four to six weeks.  This is a made-up story about real place names – but it would seem likely that it bears some truth.  Mistaken Point and Cape Race are at the southern tip of a peninsula on which much of the English fishing trade took place.  Incidentally Mistaken Point, a barren area of rock with scant vegetation, is also the location of some of the oldest fossils in the world.

After all those weeks on the spring ocean,

dicing with ice and Atlantic storm, 

soaked to the skin in frail clothes

and driving your frail vessels in blasting wind –

All to be first to the cod; lured on by the profits from cod.

And now you smell land through the rolling banks of fog

And you round Cape Race, swelling in excitement –

So easy, then, to have taken Mistaken Point for Cape Freels.

So easy…  but there are the first grindings 

of your keel on the rock of Trepassey Bay.

And West Country life – so very far away.

