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Known as the "only living Father of Confederation" in his lifetime, Joey Smallwood was an
entertaining, crafty, and controversial politician in Canada for decades.Born in Gambo,
Newfoundland, Joseph ("Joey") Smallwood (1900–1991) spent his life championing the worth
and potential of his native province. Although he was a successful journalist and radio
personality, Smallwood is best known for his role in bringing Newfoundland into Confederation
with Canada in 1949, believing that such an action would secure an average standard of living
for Newfoundlanders. He was rightfully dubbed the "only living Father of Confederation" in his
lifetime and was premier of the province for twenty-three years.During much of the last part of
the twentieth century, Smallwood remained a prominent player in the story of Newfoundland and
Labrador’s growth as a province. Later in life he put himself in debt in order to complete his
Encyclopedia of Newfoundland and Labrador, the only project of its kind in Canada up to that
point.In Joey Smallwood: Schemer and Dreamer, Ray Argyle reexamines the life of this
incredible figure in light of Newfoundland’s progress in recent years, and measures his vision
against its new position as a province of prosperity rather than poverty.
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EpigraphNever say die! Never give in! Turn a deaf ear to the timid and faithless.And then at last,
if the very fates do defeat us, go down,not with a whimper, but defiantly to the end!— Joseph R.
Smallwood, I Chose Canada
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AcknowledgementsThe opportunity to re-examine the life of a man as fascinating and complex
as Joey Smallwood comes to only the most fortunate of biographers.I am grateful to Michael
Carroll and Kirk Howard at Dundurn for having entrusted me with this task and to my editor, Matt
Baker, for his meticulous care and attention.In writing this fresh appreciation of the man most
remembered for having brought Newfoundland and Labrador into Canada, my aim has been to
provide a modern perspective on the life of Joseph R. Smallwood, and to coax out the human
side of the man. I have drawn on archival documents, journals, books, and newspaper accounts
covering various aspects of his life and times. His early biographers, most notably Richard Gwyn
and Harold Horwood, laid out the essentials facts, as did Joey Smallwood himself in his memoir,
I Chose Canada. All of these sources have been helpful in understanding the aspirations and
fears that motivated the man whose influence on his province extended over half a century.I also
had the assistance of people who knew Joey Smallwood, worked with him, mourned him, and
who have recorded the consequences of his policies and acts on the lives of his fellow
Newfoundlanders and Labradorians. They include the Honourable Clyde Wells, who served in
the Smallwood Cabinet and later became premier and then chief justice of the Supreme Court of
Newfoundland and Labrador, and the Honourable Edward Roberts, a former lieutenant
governor, Smallwood Cabinet minister, and leader of the Liberal Party. The staff of the Centre for
Newfoundland Studies at Memorial University helped me scour through the files of the J.R.
Smallwood Collections. Political journalists David Bartlett and James McLeod gave me helpful
advice. Dale Russell FitzPatrick and Joseph Smallwood, grandchildren of Joey Smallwood,
shared their recollections of him. Others too numerous to mention contributed nuggets of
knowledge invaluable to a “come from away” in search of insights into the life of their province’s
most celebrated figure.

IntroductionWho out of the fogs of time past first sailed our way? What breed of European first
set foot on these eastern shores of North America?— Kevin Major, As Near to Heaven by Sea: A
History of NewfoundlandMorning mists envelop the sheer rock face that climbs out of the cold
waters of the Atlantic Ocean. A narrow ninety-metre opening allows careful entry to the harbour
of St. John’s, the capital of Newfoundland and Labrador. Above the harbour, from the shops of
Water Street to the colorful neighbourhood clinging to Signal Hill and the suburbs pushing up the
Avalon Peninsula, the crosscurrents of life and work are astir in the city. It is here that Canada’s
day begins, hours before most people have awakened across North America’s seven time
zones.It was not always so. Up to the fateful day of March 31, 1949, when Newfoundland
became part of Canada, it had for much of its history been a proud but penniless colony,
Britain’s oldest in North America, unconnected with either the people or the politics of the larger
country. The island and its mainland territory of Labrador had been invited to join the other
British North American colonies in Confederation in 1867. After sending delegates to both the
Charlottetown and Quebec conferences, the old colony backed off from joining the new
Dominion. Its folk were fiercely proud, and a Newfoundland ditty of the time went as



follows:Hurrah for our own native isle, Newfoundland!Not a stranger shall own one inch of its
strand!Her face turns to Britain, her back to the Gulf.Come near at your peril, Canadian wolf!The
physical grandeur of Newfoundland and the splendour of its nearly thirty thousand kilometre
coastline, the irrepressible character of its people, and its wealth of resources make it a land like
no other. The label of The Rock fits the place well, and in few other places in the world could a
man like Joey Smallwood, driven by impulsiveness, self-assurance, and blind faith, have
overcome such obstacles and attained such heights of power as he did here.Geography,
ethnicity, language and religion have produced a Newfoundland that for most of its history has
stubbornly resisted the pull of mainstream North American culture. From Inuit migrants of four
thousand years ago to the Beothuk hunter-gatherers killed off by white settlers in the nineteenth
century, this often inhospitable land has drawn ocean voyagers from time immemorial. The
Vikings were here a thousand years ago with their short-lived settlement at L’Anse aux
Meadows, today a World Heritage Site. The English, French, and Portuguese fishermen who
followed in the wake of John Cabot’s 1497 “discovery” treated the waters of Newfoundland as
nothing more than a vast cauldron teeming with fish, ready for the taking.The Newfoundland into
which Joseph Roberts Smallwood was born on December 24, 1900, was a country that still lived
by the cod, its great ocean resource that the fishing admirals of Great Britain, along with
adventurous sailors from many nations, had plundered for more than three hundred years.
Generations of Newfoundlanders lived out their lives in tiny outports nestled on the rocky shores
of countless fjords and bays that indent the island’s coast. Descendants of mostly poor working-
class families from the south of Ireland and the west of England, their men fished the icy waters
from small dories that either went out on their own, or were launched from banking schooners
miles offshore. Equipped only with hand lines and small nets, they returned with plentiful catches
that would be smoked and dried, ready for shipment to overseas markets. For thousands of
Newfoundland men, the only variation in this dangerous and bitterly hard way of life came in the
sealing hunt, which drew fleets of boats to the Icefields every spring, an equally hazardous and
uncertain undertaking.Over all this, during Joey Smallwood’s early years, reigned a thin layer of
mercantile society, concentrated in the ramshackle seaport of St. John’s, whose twenty
thousand or so inhabitants boasted of it being the oldest European settlement in North America.
Its harbour was filled with vessels from Europe, the United States, and the Caribbean. Its main
business street, Water Street, was paved with stone, but most streets were nothing more than
dirt passages lined with small wood-frame buildings. The more successful merchants were
raising handsome homes on outer streets like King’s Bridge Road. They sent their sons to
Bishop Field College, an Anglican boarding school on Colonial Street that was the only decent
academic institution on the island. In time, it would produce fifteen Rhodes Scholars and an
alumnus that would include Joey Smallwood, a student there for five years, his way paid by a
generous uncle.Today, as in Smallwood’s time, Newfoundland’s population is largely “old stock,”
ninety-eight per cent English-speaking, but not always in ways readily understood by visitors.
Grammar and pronunciation went their own way here, unhindered by the standards of London or



New York. The Dictionary of Newfoundland English lists hundreds of expressions unique to the
island: you can “guttle” your supper (eat greedily), scuff at someone’s house (a neighbourhood
dance), get bit by a nipper (a large mosquito), or unleash your fance (female dog). Look out if
you’re told, “The flags are right maggoty here today” — the blackflies are biting. The old dialects,
admittedly, are disappearing as Newfoundland’s long isolation gives way to the mass culture of
an electronic world. It is the conflict between tradition and change that has caused bitter
argument in Newfoundland, and it was Joey Smallwood’s insistence that Newfoundland give up
its old way of life and abandon its prejudices that fuelled the bitterest of
struggles.Newfoundland’s descent into bankruptcy is one of the sadder chapters of the
depression-ridden 1930s. By then, having attained dominion-status like Canada, Newfoundland
was governed by a democratically elected House of Assembly with a Cabinet and a prime
minister. In 1934, with Newfoundland unable to meet its obligations, the assembly voted itself
out of existence. Britain’s colonial office, its name now changed to the Dominions Office, took
over and in 1934 appointed a Commission of Government to manage the island’s
affairs.Newfoundland’s strategic location as a bulwark for North America against possible attack
from Nazi Germany brought it into prominence in the Second World War. Britain traded bases in
Newfoundland for ships and planes from the United States, and thousands of British, American,
and Canadian servicemen brought their paycheques into the island between 1941 and 1945.
The end of the war found Newfoundland at a crossroads. Britain could no longer afford to keep
up the colony and Newfoundlanders were insistent on regaining control of their own affairs. It
was time to decide on the future.For all the newfound prosperity of wartime, Newfoundland was
still desperately poor. Four out of ten of its citizens were functionally illiterate. Not a single
university served its population of over three hundred thousand. The island had seventeen
dentists and fewer than 150 doctors. Thousands of its outport settlers seldom saw either. Only
half of its senior citizens qualified for the six-dollar-a-month old-age pension, and its rate of
tuberculosis was the highest in North America. In the words of Joey Smallwood, “We are not a
nation, we are a medium-sized municipality left far behind the march of time.”This was the
Newfoundland that, together with its mainland territory of Labrador, faced a crucial choice in
1948: to continue with commission government, to reclaim its status as a self-governing
dominion and perhaps throw in with the United States — if the Americans would have it — or to
join in Confederation with Canada.Into this maelstrom of uncertainty stepped Joey Smallwood,
proffering a dream of unimagined wellbeing and security to a people rich in the traditions of
home, family, and church, but bereft of the affluence by then common in the postwar world. Like
other young men of colonial upbringing, Smallwood had gone abroad to work and learn and
returned home determined to make a difference. For Newfoundland, Smallwood came to
believe, economic betterment and democratic rule would be found in union with Canada. In
pursuing this goal, he showed himself guilty of the excesses of all men carried off by grand
ideas: absolute belief in the rightness of his mission, the conviction that he alone could fulfill it,
and the illusion that he would earn the undying gratitude of his countrymen for his efforts.Twenty



years after Newfoundland joined Canada, the prime minister of the day, Pierre Trudeau, said that
Joey Smallwood had “changed the destiny of a people, and thereby carved his mark on history.”
Today, the Newfoundland and Labrador that Trudeau in 1969 described as “a distinct
society” (well before the term was applied to Quebec) has transformed itself into an energy
power whose economic strength is the envy of the rest of Canada. In examining the life and
legacy of Joey Smallwood, one has to ask: How much of Newfoundland’s present day
confidence can be attributed to what he set in motion? Or did his eagerness to throw in with
Canada, combined with his autocratic rule and reckless spending on schemes of doubtful value,
lead Newfoundland astray? These are some of the questions to which this book seeks answers.
We set out to find them in the thicket of facts, myth, and legend that has grown up around the
man remembered as Canada’s last Father of Confederation.All Canadians have an investment
in Newfoundland and Labrador, as do the citizens of that province in the rest of their country. It is
to a better understanding of each other and to the future of the Canada we share together that
this book is dedicated.

1He stood there alone, clad in a long overcoat, wearing his one and only set of decent clothes
— dark-brown Harris tweed trousers soiled from constant use and a Norfolk jacket, topped by a
weather-beaten hat. He was at the foot of the gangway to the Bowring Brothers liner SS Silvia, a
position he found ideal for scrutinizing the faces of passengers leaving the boat. During the three
years he’d lived in New York, it had become a weekly ritual for Joey Smallwood to take the ferry
across the East River from Manhattan to the Greenpoint docks in Brooklyn, and there to search
out newly arriving Newfoundlanders from whom he could obtain the latest homeland gossip.On
this day late in 1923, the air chilled by a North Atlantic breeze, Joey searched for a familiar figure
among those departing the Silvia, known among Newfoundlanders as a Red Cross liner after
the huge red cross of St. George painted on its smokestack. The symbol, borrowed from the
Union Jack, represented the proud English heritage of Bowring Brothers Ltd., the long-
established trading company owned by one of the island’s wealthiest merchant
families.Possessed still of an innocent face (after all he was only twenty-two), it would be a
mistake to think one could read the mind of this young man by just studying his features. On a
good day he weighed barely one hundred pounds. His five-foot-four frame hung about him like a
wet sack, its starkness relieved only by the piercing blue eyes that stared out from behind thick
horn-rimmed glasses. Yet, as those who got to know him soon realized, he carried himself with
an air of determination, ready for anything, eager for adventure, with not the slightest doubt that
he was up to whatever might face him.Under his arm, Joey Smallwood carried a large oilcloth
map of Newfoundland. He would hail any familiar figure leaving the boat, and if he met someone
who was in New York for the first time, if they were not bound for relatives in Brooklyn where
some seventy-five thousand Newfoundlanders had settled to work in its shipyards, foundries,
and construction jobs, he’d likely take them to his dollar-a-day boarding house at 123 West
Fifteenth Street. He favoured it because it was cheap, filled with Newfoundland expatriates, and



located a five-minute walk from Union Square, where open-air socialist meetings were an almost
daily occurrence.And the map? It had been drawn by George Turner, the government surveyor,
and Joey kept it rolled carefully to protect its ragged edge, the result of being tacked to the walls
of more than a few rooms since his departure from St. John’s. He seldom allowed it out of his
sight, keeping it always with him, even when, as often happened, out of cash or between jobs,
he had to sleep on a park bench behind the New York Public Library.The formative years of Joey
Smallwood’s early adult life were lived out in New York City between 1920 and 1925. He had
gone to New York seeking fame as a journalist and with the idea of possibly settling down there,
perhaps even becoming an American citizen. While it is true that Newfoundland kept pulling him
back, there is no doubt it was in New York that Joey honed the qualities endowed in him by his
family’s genes, strengthened by the traits he’d acquired growing up in St. John’s, especially
during his five years at the leading Church of England school on the island, Bishop Feild College.
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Dennis, “A little light on specifics (obviously not written by a .... A little light on specifics
(obviously not written by a biographer with a keen interest in Joey Smallwood), but a decent
introduction.”

Gwen Davis, “She really enjoyed it as she remembers these stories as they were .... I purchased
this in large print for my 93 year old mom. She really enjoyed it as she remembers these stories
as they were happening. Great read.”

The book by Ray Argyle has a rating of  5 out of 4.5. 2 people have provided feedback.
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