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This hiographical study of Newfoundland-horD author Ron Pollett presents a detailed

acr.ountofhislife, and atte-mpts in itsfinalch.:.lpter to assess his Hterary contribution, particularly

as an fullmauthor, to Newfoundland Iiteraiure. To date, no extensive study either of Pollett's

life or of his works has heen undertaken. Thisthesie attempts to redress this oversight in the area

of NewfouDdlaDd studies; aDd to provide, particularly through the use of iDformatioD ohtaiDed

(rom approximately 100 personal interviews and pieces or correspondence, previously undocu-

meDted aDd uDcollected materials pertaiDingtoPollett's life and works.

Chapter ODe focuses aD Pollett's early years, from 1900 to 1916, iD New Harbour, TriDity

Bay, a NewfouDdlaDd outport where he learDed the traditioDal skills aDd values of a fisherman-

farmer. These suteeD years are preseDted as a time of preparatioD for the tasks and ideals which

he was to pursue duriDg hisyouDg adulthood.

Chapter Two descrihes Pollett's experiences from 1917 to 1924 iD various professioDs--out-

port schoolteacher, record-keeper, aDd liDotype operator- as he migrated to a number of villages

aDd towDS withiD NewfouDdlaDd, theD emigrated first to MODtreal, aDd fiDally to New York. Per-

sonal and economic circumstances which prompted these cbanges of proCession and residence atc

explored.

ID Chapter Three Pollett's experieDces iD New York from 1925 to early 1045 are described.

This chapter provides a glimpse iDto the professioDal and domestic life of ODe of the thousands of

Newfoundlanders wbo settled in New York duriDg the 1920s.

Chapter Four describes Pollett's life betweeD 1945 aDd his death in 1055. aDd suggests the

circumstances which led him, by 1946, to embark on a second career, as an aut.hor. Aspects of

the writing he produced, based on his own and other Newfoundlanders' lives at home and abroad,

arediscus!'iedinrelatiouwbisrapidlydeclioinghealtbaodprec:uiousfinances.

Chapter Five rOCllses m:lioiy upon Pollett's three major works: Th Or.ean ~ MY Q.Q2! .iill!!



(1952); and Th~;UMY!222r (1956). This chapter addresses the rollowing topics: the extent

or Pollett's = the kind or writing he produced; his writing, seen in the larger literary con-

text; and 6nally, his achievement JS a writer.



This biographical study of Newfoundland-born author Ron Pollett (1900-55) was undertaken

in order t·o provide a detailed and accurate portrait of his life and works. Pollett was born in

1900 at New Harbour, an outport fishing community in Trinity Bay, Newfouadland, and this

place became the setting for much of the writing he began to publish by 1946. His writing is

characterized by frequent use of sharp contrasts: at the time he began to write seriously, he

resided in Brooklyn, New York, and city life as compared to traditional outport life became for

him a rich source of literary inspiration. Pollett was one of tbe very few of the thousands of

Newfoundlanders who emigrated during tbe 1920s to write about bis experiences away from home.

This, in part, is what distinguishes bim as a local autbor. My own initial interest in Pollett was

sparked by this empbasis in his writing on the~ experience. My preliminary search for

printed materials pertaining to his life and work, however, revealed a dearth of resources. A

broaderscopeCorthisthesisthansimplyaCocusonhisexperiencesasan~NewCoundlander

was thereCore demanded. The five chapters in this thesis trace his liie and development during bis

youth, his seven years as atransientjobholder,bisprofessional and domesticclrcumstancesdur-

ing his thirty years as 3 NewCoundlander in New York, during the last ten of of which he was a

writer, and, finally, bis achievements as an autbor. As such, tbis study is tbe first of its kind to

provide an extensive survey of Ron Pollett's life and writings.

Research for this thesis has proceeded by making extensive use oC the resources of oral his-

tory; by gleaning and verifying biographical details in Pollett's own writings; and by collecting

and examining oCten far-fiung printed sources pertinent to Pollett's life and works. OC tbe

attempt to t:reate an illuminating biograpby, Samuel Johnson once wrote, uMore knowledge may

be gained oCaman's real character, by asbortconversation witb one oC his servants, than Croma

formal and studied narrative, begun witb bis pedigree, and ended with bis Cunera!.'! In my

attempt to realize this goal, approximately 100 interviews and pieces of correspondence have been

undertaken with 89 informants. mainly during 198~-;3. Informants were cbosen on tbe basis oC

tbeir knowledge of the subject oC this study. Interviews were based on iniormal questionnaires



tailored to those periods aDd experieDces iD ROD Pollett's life familiar to each informant. These

questioDDaires were devised from biographical aDd cultural data gleaDed from Pollett's OWD works,

and Crom general historica.l sources availabJe in print. in no case, however, was information

obtaiDed iD aD iDterview used iD this thesis (beyoDd persoDal impressioDs of aD iDformanlr-and

these are stated as such) if DOt corroborated aDd sometimes eDlarged UpOD by at least ODe printed

document or by a number oC other informants. Due caution was exercised in devising interview

procedures aDd questioDs, for though oral bistory has beeD a most Decessary aid to research OD

this topic, it is DOt a techDique without its shortcomings for scholarly research aDd documeDta-

tion. 2 A perspective OD each period of Pollett's life was attempted oDly after all the data were col-

lected and verified. Tbismetbod,DotcommoniD literary study, hasbeeDuDexpectedlyfruitrulin

gaiDiDganuDderslaDdiDgofPoliett'slifeandtimes.

Gaps iD this study caD be attributed to tbree factors iD particular. The first is failure of

memory OD the part of iDformaDts, the majority of wbom are aged 70 or more, and who have

beeD asked to describe events datiDg from the early tweDtieth century. The secoDd is the scarcity

of Pollett's personal papers, such as letters, journals, or drafts of sketches and stories, most of

which were destroyed at the time of his death. The tbird is the dearth of formal studies describ-

ing in aDY extensive and scholarly manDer the bistory of commOD life in ewfouDdland duriDg

Ron Pollett's lifetime. Aspects of tbe rich, traditioDal oral forms of literature known to outport

populatioDs have indeed been written about by folklorists, but the iDOueDceofthis traditioDaI cul-

ture UPOD formal, writteD literature has DOt beeD studied iD any depth. This gap is an impedi-

meDt to a full uDderstandiDg of Pollett as a Newfoundland author. Despite these shortcomings, it

is hoped that this tbesis, although each of its five chapters may be seen as preliminary and

sketchy in parts, will provide the basis for a renewed interest in Pollett and his works. In tbe

thirty years since his death hissketcbes have diminished in popularity, but many of his ooncerns,

such as the quality of traditioDaloutport life and the nature of fu!..igrS experience, remaiD timely.

It is therefore hoped that this thesis will provide the impetus for further study of aspects of

Pollett's~
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NEW HARBOUR BOYHOOD, 1900 - 16

Ron Pollett's boyhood was an initiation into the demands and occasional pleasures of

Newfoundland outport life at the turn of ~he twentieth century. He was born on June 25, 1900,

at New Harbour, a fishing community located on the south side of Trinity Bay on the Avalon

Peninsula of Newfoundland, where for generations his family had been resident fishermen-farmers.

Activities during his early years were largely confined to learning the traditional skills of a

fisherman-farmer, a role for which his own extended family provided a model. As a young boy,

Pollett worked hard in the vegetable gardens, woods, and particularly in the fishery, sharing the

normal familial labours required to keep the outport system of life going. There was also time for

play and companionship, when Pollett enjoyed the spirit of competition which diversions of out-

door games and storytelling afforded. Between 1906 and 1914, he was educated at the village's

Church of England school where his scholarly achievements and interests led him to search for

other opportunities than those available to him at New Harbour.

A brief sketch of the history of New Harbour prior to 1900 may serve to introduce the vil-

lage of Pollett's day. The name of the community likely denoted simply a new habitation for

settlers. some distance from the long established centers of Trinity and Old Perlican in Trinity

Bay.' By 1801, this new harbour had attracted a number of families such as the Georges, Hilliers,

and Thornes, who established themselves in the area of Cat Cove on New Harbour's southern

shore! Local waters provided good cod fishing grounds, and this was the primary inducement for

new settlers to come there, since cod was the main currency of outport trade. Local forests, rich

in timber resources of pine and spruce, provided ample building materials for houses, boats, and

fishing premises, and the plentitude of timber was an incentive for the Newhooks. a family of

master shipbuilders, to establish a firm in New Harbour by 1806.' Local resources subsequently



attracted other families, among them the Higdons, Polletts, Williamses, and Wood mans, and the

settlement soon extended along the northern shore of the harbour from Newhook's Point toward

New Harbour Pond, where a river emptying into New Harbour Pond was an accessible source of

fresh water. By 1845 the population numbered 2004
, comprising several dozen large families in

clusters of dwelling houses facing waterfront properties and the harbour, beyond which were

gently rolling, thickly forested hills.

Fluctuations in the cod fishery were of great concern to the settlerE, for throughout the

tBOOsthey depended on the sea more than on the land to obtain their livelihood. Failures in the

cod fishery could cause widespread hardships, though some effort was made to grow vegetables

and raise livestock, and theeconom.y was also diversified through seasonal work at the spring seal

fishery and occasional carpentry or manual labour for the local firm of master shipbuilders, the

Newhooks. Prolonged failures occurred throughout the 18305; and there were periodic failures in

the cod fishery as well as in other parts of the rural economy, such as potato farming and the seal

6shery, during each of the next several decades.· Consequently, debts to local merchant 6rms

accumulated, 50 much 50 that merchants would refuse to risk further extensions of credit for

winter provisions and 6shinggear. Petitions for aid from the period indicate the frequent precari-

aus fortuDes or settlers- inane iostaoce some families were noted tobe llin a state of perfect des-

titution," while in another, the scarcity oC food forced some families to eat their seed potatoes

during winter months." Although there was a degree of interdependence among extended families

and neighbours, only an ample catch at the cod 6shery could providereasonablecomfort.

The education and pastimes of several generations of people raised in the relatively isolated

settlement of New Harbour throughout the nineteenth century necessarily were mainly of a tradi-

tional nature. Parents and neighbours passed on knowledge of skills and duties demanded by out-

port tife. Fathers taught sons how to fish and how to procure tbe wood needed for use at the

6shing rooms and in the home; mothers taught daughters how to ,..SISt in 6sh processing and how

to card, spin, and knit wool for clothing, as well as other necessary tasks of daily household

management. Extensive and diligent familial bbour was the accepted norm of life; and in such



rigorous daily circumstances, the occasional holiday celebrations were marked by an almost total

absence of labour. The Christmas season was the single, prolonged festive time of the calendar

year, and was observed according to the traditions the seltlers, who for the most part were of

English ancestry and the Protestant fait.h, hrought with them. Christmas celebrations included

"times," janneying, and other holiday customs shared by all age groups and lasting for twelve

days or more.7 At other times of year, Sunday house visits during which dinners were shared

among families and neighbours, and out-of-doors meetings among fishermen, provided more infor-

mal, regular social interaction among community members, all of which helped tbe residents to

create a sufficiently hospitable community in which to maintain themselves and raise their chil·

Schools were slow in developing. The first schoolteacher, Charles Elford, was appointed to

New Harbour in 1830, although construction of a schoolhouse was not completed until the late

1840s· Facilities and equipment doubtless were meagre for his needs, and attendance by local

children was sparse and sporadic. By 1869 seven children were in school, but sixty-nine others

were not; and a similar hleak ratio was characteristic of other periods during the century· Evi-

dence from the years 1830 to 1850 indicates that teachers', school inspectors', and occasional

newspaper reporters' efforts to reverse this trend by reminding parents or New Harbour of their

complacency toward formal education apparently were of little avail. lO Constables appointed to

New Harbour as early as the 1820s likely took no interest in the malter, since attendance at

school was not deemed compulsory in Newfoundland until 1943." Demands of time and lahour

upon all family members continued to preclude regular attendance and payment of school fees by

young students.

Resident clergymen of the Church of England were appointed to serve a developing parish

in New Harbour after the mid-lBOOs, and the degree of literacy achieved by the people was

attained mainly through the teaching of scriptural tex:s.'" Arthur G. Waghorne served at New

Harbour from 1877 to 1893, and during his years of service the parishoners helped to construct a

new church, the Church of St. Augustine. Building began in 1879. and an edifice was raised to



repiace the rough structure at Cat Cove which had served as a church for the sporadic visits of

itinerant clergymen since 1815. Apart from his formal duties, Waghorne shared with the com-

munity his varied avocations of studying nature, music, and literature. He sent samples of local

80ra t<.> the British Museum; he and his wife taught piano music and singing; he lent books from

his large library; and he wrote magazine articles about the folklife of New Harbour, two of which

were puhlished in the .Journal !!f A!P~rican Folklore." Information for his publications was

obtained from local residents, but the full in8uenceofWaghorne'scharacter and interests upon

the community at large cannot be documented. The position of clergyman, like that of merchant

or constable, was such that frequent informal contact with ordinary fishing families may not have

been regular; and the small group of officials and merchants that formed the village "lite may

have seemed preoccupied with tasks and concerns that were relatively incompatible with the

essentiallabouTSofdailyoutportlife.

AJ; a result of hath groups' labours, nevertheless, by 1901 New Harbour was an estahlished

and productive community." In 1901 eight merchants and traders did business there, the most

prominent being Fred Woodman, a New Harbour resident. They served a thriving community

whose population had more than doubled since 1845, now reaching a total of 551. Unlike smaller

local communities, a schoolteacher and a clergyman now resided at New Harbour, and a school

and a church were maintained for the community. Some developments elsewhere in Newfound-

land also became important to the people of New Harbour as the new century dawned. More

opportunities for economic growth had become available on the recent completion ofa transna-

tional railway and on the formation of the Anglo-Newfoundland Development Company, which

by 1905 was developing a paper mill industry at Grand Falls in central Newfoundland. Many

New Harbour men went to work permanently in Grand Falls, and eventually took their families

with them. Others obtained seasonal work at the company's lumbercamps and as well at the

lumber operations set up by the Reid-Newfoundland railway company. These activities affected

New Harbour in the first decades of the twentieth century, although its way oC life, as it had been

upon its inception, was still very much centered upon the fishery.



It was in these conditions of established tradition and gradual change that Ron Pellett grew

to young manhood. Christened Ronald Pollett on July ~5,HJOO, he was '-he firstborn son and third

child of James and Honorah (Reed) Pollett of "ew Harbour. The christening took pl""e at the

Church of St. Augustine, for his family was Anglican. In 1947 Pollett recalled being told of an

incident which occurred during his baptismal service: his "wails topped the peals of the church

organ," and his godfather said encouragingly to his father, "You've got a strong feller there, Jim.

Nothing better than a boy who can holler. He'll be manning the for'rd oar in no time."!' This

was an appropriate remark, perhaps, about the life which the two men knew, one centered as it

had been for generations upon the inshore, family-based cod fishery .

in 1864. he was the youngest of seventeen children born to Sarah (Newhook) and her third hus-

band John Pollett. who also was a fisherman-farmer. Jim's grandparents had been among New

Harbour's earliest settlers: the Newhooks had settled thereby 1806, and the Pollett family arrived

soon after, although they had lived thetese:>.sonaily for some twenty years previously.,oThe home

in which Jim grew to manhood Was one of the oidest in the village, and hod provided a dwelling

for the Pollett family for at least three generations. Ron Pollett would later imagine that in this

home "the lean ghosts of many years of frugal living lay sandwiched among the layers of

w:illpaper.... [andl buried in the stale odors [werelthe tender words of family prayer [andl the iron

curses of hard-shelled pioneers."'1 Eventually Jim inherited this house near New Harbour Pond,

together with his father's lands, which consisted of ""reage surrounding the house and two garden

plots some distance away: one on New Harbour Point across the harbour, the other near Hopeall,

a village slightly north of New Harbour. Both of Jim's parents had been illiterate, and Jim him-

self had learned to read print but could not write. As a young man, however, he had learned the

skills of a ~sherman-farmer and had prospects of establishing a family of his own In the New Har-

bour community. Well remembered in New Harbour as having been a "real 'fish killer' " and a

"wonderful h3J'd worker," he was equally well known ior his wit and humour, attributes which



perhapsmadehim:mattractivesuitor.'8

In 1889 Jim married Honorah Reed, aged eighteen, who in New Harbour church records is

listed as a servant from Spread Eagle. Trimty Barlo Her father, J""ob Reed, also was a

fisherman-farmer. He or his ancestors probably had migrated from the populous Old Perlican

region to Spread Eagle, which was a tiny fishing village south of New Harbour near Cbapel Arm.

No roads connected Spread Eagle and New Harbour, :md whatever regular courting between Jim

and orah took place prior to their marriage was made possihle only by Jim's journeying br boat,

or by foot for five or more miles through the woods, to see her. A tall, slim, and dark-haired

woman, Norah was, according to those who remember her, a diligent and hard-working house-

keeper.'" He. first home upon her marriage was in her husband's ancestral house, where the couple

resided with Sally Pollett, for as the youngest son Jim had assumed the traditional responsibility

or caring for his mother after his Cather's death. Norah and Jim began to rear a family that grew

to seven children by 1914. 21 Their first two daughters, Lucy, born June 11,1894, and Sara Jane,

born July 17,1897. were,liketheirfirstbornson Ronald. delivered and raised in the Pollett ances-

Some years prior to 1900 Jim Pollett had begun building a home of his own near the Pollett

family homestead. The building entailed felling and hauling logs from the nearby forests to a

recently opened local sawmill, manually hewing other wooden parts for the structure, and setting

money aside for these materials which had to be purchased, such as nails and roofing materials.

Ron Pollett commented on this venture many years later: "Building the house was a spare time

job; and with so many mouths to feed, my father had little time to spare." He added, "A typical

Newfoundland fisherm:m-farmer, Imy fatherJ was not the kind to 'waste' money buying an)·thing

he could make himself."'" The new house, completed in about 1904, was a two-storied gabled

home with a veranda. Built facing the harbour, it was eventually surrounded by dogberry, apple,

and fir trees, a vegetable garden, and a meadow. In it Pollett's four younger brotbers and sisters

were born: James Henry (on May 15,1(04); Clara (on July 4,1907); Mary Florence (on May 14,

1(10); and Jonathan Leonard (on August 17,1914). Pollett's paternal grandmother Sally Pollett



also resided with the family in herson's new home.

Ron Pollett's family, like other families in New Harbour, was self-supporting.

and frugality enabled it to be well provided for, by the standards of that time and piace. His

mother Norah was expected to help her husband in curing fish and tending to thefamiiy's three

gardens; she also had La perform all of her domestic tasks, which included making clothing for the

ten members of the Pollett household. In later years, Pollett recalled her creation of

llJosephized" jackets and other garments from the various materials 3vaiJableor affordable.23 His

father Jim fished from his punt in the spring and summer, tended to his three gardens, and in the

fall of the year settled his accounts with merchant Fred Woodman before going La work in the

woods of central Newfoundland for the A.N.D. Company. The latter opportunity brought cash

wages, whereas other modes of seasonal employment had facilitated oniy trade of goods between

New Harbour fishermen and local merchants. Wages in the lumhercamps, howeve" were low, and

it remained necessary for the entire Pollett family to contribute to the family's maintenance2 '

Jim Pollett was well-known for his strict and demanding upbringing of his children.

According to the accounts of W. Bramwell Pollett, Bertha Pollett, Ralph Higdon, and other New

Harbour residents, Jim's expectations from his family were equal to the demands whieh he made

upon himself-- he did not habitually drink or smoke, and though not a churchgoer was a disci-

plicarian who appears to have been steadfast in his beliefs in the virtues of good cocduct and

hard labour. Pollett's older sisters thus likely would have helped with the family work, such 35

tending to the family sheep and horse, and hauling water. Although Ron Pollett's own role in the

family labours was during his earliest years somewhat peripheral and limited, in later years he

was expected to help procure the family's wood supply, help with the garden work- planting

vegetables, weeding, gathering, and harrowing- and assist with chores in the cod fishery, tasks

which be learned rrom, 3Dd which were supervised by, his father.

The Pollett children's labours were determined according to their sex and age; and Pollett's

younger brother Jim appears to have shared labour and also other activities with him. They

shared in the tasks of filling the wood stoves with billets; and one pastime which Pollett later



recalled was a game of his own devising called "Who C•.n Keep their Hands on the Hot Funnel

the Longest," wbicb he played witb Jim in the bedroom they shared. He described tbis as a game

"whicb was easy to learn but bard to play."u Otber competitive games be devised within the

home, which, as he later stated, he sometimes used to torment is younger brother. merr.ly pro-

vided more opportunities for manly sport and cballenge. But he did not have a domineuing

disposition; indeed Pollett is best remembered by family and friends as a good-natured boy wbo

"was always lots of fun."'" As long as be performed his own chores and did not interfere witb bis

parents' labours, Pollett and his brother seem to have enjoyed a certain amount of freedom to

entertain themselves astbey pleased.

Despite the strictness of his fatber, Pollett appears to bave been satisfied with the life be

knew, and in his earliest years he was relatively unaware of any sacrifices which bis parents made

for the family. Norah Pollett, a generous and intelligent woman according to tbose wbo knew

ber, apparently was beavily burdened by' the many tasks demanded of ber in her home. tasks

wbich precluded her participation in social activities elsewbere. "Tbere was always a big pot of

something cooking on the stove," Mrs. Jesse Fogwill, (ormer neighbour and a frequent visitor,

recalls: and sbe also rememb",s tbe rarity of Norab's visiting neigbbours or leaving ber bouse for

otber social reasons.'" Nor did sbe go to churcb. She welcomed visitors to tbe Pollett borne, bow-

ever, and they oCtene 'led in the evenings ror card games 3.od chats, or were invited as guests Cor

Sunday afternoon dinners. Mrs. W.J. Lundrigan, for example, wbose motber was Norab's sist.er,

recalls as a cbild many very enjoyable weekend visits to tbe Pollett home, for tbe family was ami-

able company. She remembers a pleasant atmospbere in wbicb aU family members helped witb

tbeirdaily sbareoftbe work.""

Only Sally Pollett, ROll Pollett's grandmotber, born in 1820 and blind by tbe early 1900s,

was incapable of helping witb the family labours. It was her pleasure, bowever, to rock young

Pellett in a cradle kept in the kitcben and sing hymns to him; and in later years he listened to

her tellllmany wonderful y3J'DS about pioneer days on the Avalon Pcniosula.'·29 Her role in his

upbringing Pollett appears to bave thougbt significant: from he, he learned of his own family's



aDd commuDity's cultural heritage. He seems to have takeD some pride iD the labours aDd subse-

qUeDt accomplishmeDts oC his New Harbour aDcesoors. It was this milieu which he explored duriDg

his childhood years, years when his Cather taught bim those skills wbich would equip him Cor a liCe

iD tbefishery, aodwhen helearDed as well to eDjoy the delights oC his outport borne.

Taugbt at aD early age by his Cather at tbe Camily well tobaDdle a bamboo troutiDgpole,

Pollett later claimed that he, like other New Harbour boys, couid wield ODe "almost Crom tbe

time we could haDdle a teaspoon."'" Male childreD iD the outports oC Pollett's day occupied them-

selves iD a Dumber oC other ways also: learning from tbeir Catbers how to perform tasles which

would contribute to the family's maintenance; exploring their communities; and participating in

group pastime. maiDly with frieDds tbeir OWD age. Domestic tasks aDd responsibilities varied

accordiDg to the seasoDal Dature iD which they were perCormed, as did other activities. ID retros-

pect, Pollett recalled his eagerness Cor the variety offered by theyearly cycle; Dot the slightest

chaDceoCmoDotoDy couldbeexperieDced,be thougbt, given the arrayoCactivitiesoCeach

sharplychaDgiDgseason.'1

DuriDg his earliest years, Pollett's assigDed tasks involved simply gatberiDg wood Crom the

wood pile iD the yard aDd carrying it iDto the house, makiDg wood shaviDgs Cor the wood stoves

duriDg wiDter aDd summer, aDd from May to October perCormiDg tasks like picking berries to

serve with lUDch at the Pollett gardeD site OD New Harbour PoiDt.'2 The simplest oC tasks still

were performed seriously: he took paiDS to please his Cather b)' produciDg Deatly stacked piles oC

wood. He used his time at the gardcD site to explore the Datural surrouDdiDgs of the area, and as

a result discovered an icy water spring whic!a the C::unily could use Cor refreshment, and gathered

JUDiper berries wbich couid be taken home aDd used Cor medical purposes. Tbough too young to

help with the labouroCdigging potatoes and hauliDg hay, some oC his time during the daily gar-

deD tasks was speDt fashioDing troutiDg poles CrDm tree braDches. With these he undertook to



providetroutandtomcodsCortbeCamilybre:>kCast.

Taugbt and encouraged by bis Catber to learn and improve skills in tbewoods, gardens, and

fisbinggrounds, Pollett apparently was eager to assume a traditional role in his Camily and also

among bis peers. Fisbing, in particular,occupied a good deal oCbis time, botb as acbore and asa

Corm oCrecreation. Ascbildren, Pollett later explained, be andbiscompanions "had eyes only Cor

the fisb books and our minds were wbolly on cod. ,,33 He developed apreCerence for a certain type

oC worm to use as bait and laboured to obtain it. As he recalled, "Every spring I siCted tons oC

loam in our cabbage garden and upturned innumerable rocks seeking thespedal kind [oCworml I

Cancied. But the extra toil was well rewarded: the bait was so good I caught more and bigger

trout than any other boys."" His success is confirmed to some extent by Jesse Fogwill, who as a

child was a daily visitor at tbe Pollett home: she recalls Pollett "always coming through the

kitcben door with a string oC fish."'"

Poilett's predilection Cor fisbing substantially determined much oC his cbildhood activity.

From bis wiodow and the veranda oC his home, he could see the fishing properties stretched Crom

one end oC the h3!bour to the other. He observed the men at their work at the splitting tables

and on their cod fiakes, and hours were spent venturing about tbis area. Pollett explored the

land wash, the fishing properties, and particularly the cuddy oChis Cather's boat. In time Pollett

gradually widened his territory in search oClocai choice Cresh water fishing grounds and saltwater

ones near the sbore. He explored nearby ponds and rivers in New Harbour Barrens, an area east

oC his home which stretches eleven miles toward Conception Bay. His contemporary, W.

Bramwell Pollett, says tbat tbe Barrens area was a Camiliar'spot to young New Harbour boys:

they fished at Sutton and Rocky Ponds in warm weather, and in winter, wben they went there to

gather wood Cor home use, they carried along a hook and piece oC salt meat to try their luck

fishing through the ice,'" Along with other boys his own age, Pollett perCected his own fishing

skills on the Barrens; and at New Harbour Bridge, a 100 Coot long wooden structure near Pollett's

home, the children fished Cor saltwater t,rout, eels, and 'salmon peel.'

In general, Pollett's childhood activities in the home, alchores. and al play were associated



with male companionship and masculine values, such as mas.ery of fishery-based skills and com·

petitive sport. In warmer weather, New Harbour Bridge became a central meeting place for Pol·

lett and boys his own age such as Llewellyn Thorne, Ern Woodman, Selby Newhook, and about

half a dozen othersY On and near the bridge they devised competitive feats that each had to

master to prove his manliness. Walking across the narrow handrail, on either side of which was

the harbour and New Harbour Pond, and swimming the half mile across the pond were two of

these rites. Pollett's peers recall bis attempts to swim further than any other boy, but strength,

endurance, and precision were goals shared by all of the boys of his group. Skating on New Har.

bour Pond and rabbit-hunting in New Harbour Barrens were activities which occupied them duro

ing winter months, and they practised skating swiftly and on thin ice, and competed with each

other by trying to snare larger rabbits. Close observation and knowledge of the landscape were

essential to these pastimes; mastery was attained by experience and practice. Pursuing pastimes

devised to heighten physical challenges, Pollett's competitive and ambitious nature was

developed.

With other boys his own age, Pollett enjoyed afreedomtodevelopskills and qualities, both

physical and imaginative. The company of older men also was part of Pollett's early experience,

for adults often met on New Harbour Bridge and told ghost stories and tall tales to young boys

and to each other. In the absence of radio, these oral forms of entertainment provided more local·

ized and intimate diversions. Pollett later said he listened to Jocal stories about haunted culverts,

headless riders, and ghost ships as though they weregospel.38 The ghost tales, in particular, made

his hair stand on end. Nonetheless he was an eager participant when he and his peers often retold

ghost tales which they h:ld learned from older men, dramatizing each of thell! with "groans, whis-

Ues and cries coming Qver the water."" These tales then became a source of creative amusement

which masked andperbapsdissipated their fearfulness.

Despite the relief which may have been provided by such amusing retellings, these ghostly

stories perhaps served to confine Pollett's territory to daylight adventures and to areas close to

home, for beyond "in any direction there seemed no end \0 the spectral hurdles."<O In tbe years of



his childhood, he never ventured further than New Harbour Barrens. An avid participant. and

listener, he appears to have been well satisfied with his pastimes and with the companionship of

his peers. He learned an appreciation for the physical environs and people of New Harbour, and

developed skills and qualities which would enabl" him to achieve a place among them. Influences

upon him and his group from the world outside New Harbour were few. When Pollett described

his "first amazing sight"--the transnational train that passed at somedistanceheyol\dthenearby

hills en route to the capital city of St. John's- he suggested that its influence was limited. Only

the novelty of the sound of its steam engines was attractive, and the boys imitated thechuffing

sound while running races, rather than imitate the wheezing sound of a horse as they had always

done. '1

One regular exception to theordina.y pastimes and fairly rigid good conduct of Pollett and

his peers was displayed annually on November 5, Bonfire Night.'2 The significance of this ritual

for Pollett and other participants was no longer the same as it had been for the English ancestors:

to CQmmemorate the hanging of a Catholic conspirator, Guido Fawkes. Their concern only was

to <reate a bigger and longer-lasting fire than in previous years. For weeks before this night,

therefore, a communal undertaking of local boys was the gathering, sometimes pilfering, of empty

wooden casks and other !umberto be set aflame in a clearing near the bridge. As they matured,

Pollett and his peers took greater risks to obtain materials for more elaborate annual fires. Two

of Pollett's contemporaries, Jim Thorne and Charles Hillier, recall that on at least one occasion

henhouses and pighouses, including the animals within them, were taken and thrown into the

Pollett emphatically stated that Bonfire Night was "the one night lalll young outporters

lived for"4< He recalled that most of the population gathered annually near New Harbour Bridge

to view the spectacular bonfire. The night's providing of entertainment for the community was of

value to even the youngest boys: they became producers of community recreation as adults were

of celebrations at other times of year. For the most part, Pollett's activities during his childhood

were limited to those shared with the very young and the very old. Calendar holidays such as



Christmas brought hays into contact with the wider communit)· and its rituals and tradition.,

usually a. observers or parades and janneying. At Christmas, "times" exclusively Cor chIldren

were held by the two loc:lllodges, and other annual pl:lnned activities also were provided ror

them. Pellettappe",s to have looked forward to thesecccasionsasmuch as any other child; but

in his writings, those :letintiesdevised by and for himself and his peers appe:lr to him in ,etros-

pect as 11 30 treasure or memories."4li Developing an expertise in 6shing, exploring New Harbour

Barrens, participating in Bonfire Night antics, and his other activities with his peers appear to

h:lve made New Harbour in his eyes a place or wonder and a world to master.

By 1907 Pollett had begun his years of formal education at the village's Church or England

school. The schoolhouse, located acr05s the harbour near the Church of St. Augustine, was open

to children of all ages. Annual payment of school fees and purchase or texts were required from

each child, as were daily contributions or wood. junks ror the school's stove. These expenses, as

well as time spent for classes and study, prevented nearly half or New Harbour's school age popu-

Jation from attending regularly. Contemporaries of Pollett's, Hannah Brown and Charles Hillier,

note rrom their own experience that work demanded from children in the home orten took pre-

cedenceover their education."Pollett was not affected by this practice, however, for although his

family was no more prosperous than most in New Harbour, his mother, herself illiterate,

apparently insisted upon the need for educating the children."

Pollett's first teacher, Colin Jones, taught at New Harbour from 1906 to 19o9." Like most

male t.:lehers in that day, his tasks and responsibilities included the teaching of students at all

levels simultaneously, tending to administrative concerns, and setting an upright example for the

children and ,"or the community. Jones appears to have been a demanding and attentive teacher

or the roughly seventy pupils in his care. In annual School Inspector's Reports, his devotion to his

tasks was consistently praised by Superintendent William Blackall, who noted that Jones was

responsible ror raising attendance levels and improving the quality of teaching. Blackall stated



tbat "Mr. Jones, an energetic teacher, gives his whole time and attention to his work ..... Owing

to Jones's inBuence, maps and hooks were purchased for the school, and Newfoundland history,

Bookkeeping, and Algebra were taught for the first time along with the basic subjects of reading,

Writing, and arithmetic. The teaching of these subjects may bave encouraged curiosity about

places distant from New Harbour and the acquiring of skills not ordinarily employed in daily life.

How these concerns affected Pollett while a young student is not known, but Jones himself

appears to bave been a decided inHuence upon Pollett's developing character. Jones seems to

have provided a new adult model for him, for acquaintances recall how Pollett deliberately

learned tore6ne his"bayman's accent," and acquired the habit of wearing a necktie in public."

Jones p05sibly motivated the community to build a new two-room school, whicb was in

operation a year after he had departed from New Harbour. It replaced the dilapidated, poorly lit,

and inadequately furnished small school in which Pollett had begun his education. It opened in

January, 1910; and in April was converted into a bigh school to serve the entire New Harbour

school district from Cavendish to Spread Eagle, Trinity Bay. Schooldays perhaps were made

much more pleasant in tbis comfortable setting. In 1910 the new school was praised by Blackall

afterhisannualvisitas"splendidlyspaciousandbrighl."andbuilton"oneoftheprettiestschool

sites in thecountry.,,61 This location provided a setting compatible with whatBlackall believed to

be a necessary adjunct to fundamental classroom courses, namely local nature studies. B1ackall

offered assistance to pupils and teachers, a number of student prizes, and detailed instruction for

the undertaking of these studies; and he gave assurance that"That which is most needed is a pair

of wide-awake eyes.,,62 Although Pollett's adult writings suggest a wide and intimate knowledge

of the New Harbour landscape and its wildlife, formal teaching of this subject may not have

taken place during his school years. Blackal\'s ardent national campaign for the undertakingoi

local nature studies probably met with as little sllccess in New Harbour as elsewhere; though for a

time, Arbor Day, a school holiday in spring, was devoted to tbe planting of Irees and caring for

theschoolgrounds.

Generally, studies during Pollett's scbool years were devoted to the contents of the Roval



~ which were a set or seven school textbooks." The initial~ the "Primer," was the

book rrom which children learned the alphahet and simplest words. ~ one to three

comprised mainly lessons in grammar and English literal.ure. These subjects were learned by rote

and through oral and written exercises, as were spelling, counting, and writing lessons. The

bigher the number or the~ the more difficult were tbe lessons. In literature, r·Jr example,

tbe simplest stories such as "The Spider and the Fly" and "The Dog and the Shadow" were

intended ror beginning readers. These simple rabies, in their brevity and didacticism, were suit-

able reading materials, ror they were meant to build moral character in the young children by

instilling virtues such as modesty and discretion.

ThebighernumberedR2r;ll~rourtosix,containedlengthyandmoredifficultlitera-

lure and grammar lessons. British and world history also were included, as were other subjects

such as cultural geography and elementary natural science, appearing under the beadings common

to all~ "UseCul Knowledge" and "Great Inventions," and wbich probably were intended

to serve to expand the students' horizons beyond the local and ordinary emphases oC earlier

~"Whereaslessonsperta.iningtopartsortbehouseandattributesortheseasons were

conta.inedinbeginning~byIk!!illsixlessonsrelatedtothebistoryanddevelopmentor

papermaking and printing were among those whicb students were required to learn. Tbese sub-

jects were taugbt in the second classroom or tbe two-room scbool, separated by aColding screen

and reserved ror bigbergrades; but practices or rote-learning and daily oral and written exercises

Eacb prerace to tbe~rrom tbe Primer to~six, contained explanations sucb as

tbese; "Tbe wbole book, like other books in the Series, has been constructed witb a view to

induce cbildren to take a real interest in wbat tbey read, and to make tbem deligbt to exercise

tbeir power or reading;" and "Tbe lessons aim not only at teacbing fu ill Qf~ but at

trainingthepupilstol!.~Qf~S6Pollettinbisearlyschoolyearsdiddevelopaloveror

reading, and eventually acquired a small book collection. One book,~ ill ~~ an

adventure novel about a young English boy's experience in tbe Swiss Alps, was given to Pollett as



a prize for hisdistinguLsbed ""hievementin 1912 in the subject of Geograpby. Other books in his

collectionincludedonecalled~lli~andavoiumeoftreasurestoriesgivento him for

selling a large number of subscriptions to a magazine, I.~~ These books, like the sub-

jects of his school studies, may have broadened his knowledge of the world outside New Harbour

and created an awarecess of differences in life elsewhere. The adventure novels of Norman Duu-

can and the Horatio Alger stories, which were available in his school's small lending library, also

may have played some role in shaping Pollett's ideals about a richer variety of experiences than

he could know in New Harbour. And the contents of the &!YJY.~ each volume of which

students had to master before proceeding to the next number, also appear to have inOuenced

Pollett's sentiments and imagination. Pollett later recalled his morning walk to school carrying

his book satchel filled (figuratively) with companions, the characters in the poems of Wordsworth,

Shelley, and Tennyson. As be crossed New Harbour Bridge, he remembered thinking about Lucy,

of "Lucy Gray" by Wordsworth, who was lost in a snowstorm as she made her way across a

wooden bridge in her own town. He wondered if her fate would have been different if she lived in

New Harbour and had crossed New Harbour Bridge.·7 In this instance, Pollett in his imagination

succeeded in incorporating into his own place the figures and setting of quite another world.

Indeed in his daily conversation, as his cousin Marion Gosse recalls, Pollett would dwell on tbe

ordinary aspects of daily life that other local people would not notice.""

The ability to learn by observation and to exercise his imagination may have quickened his

grasp of more formal subjects in which he was trained. During the years 1912 to 1914 in partieu-

lar, he excelled in Geography, English, Algebra, and History." He passed all his other subjects.

Owing partly to the discipline and rigorous demands from two of his teachers, Samuel Brett, who

taught at New Harbour from 1911 to 1913, and Walter Scammell, who taught from 1914 to 1916,

Pollett appears to have been an exceptional student for his day. These two men guided Pollett

through his studies for bis tbree Council of Higher Education (C.H.E.) Examinations- Primary in

1912, Preliminary in 1913, and Intermediate in 1914- in all of which he excelled."" A second

influence which may account for Pollett's achievement was a competitive atmosph~re in the class-
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