The Beothuks of Newfoundland:  Conflict[image: image1.jpg]



An Englishman named John Gray led an expedition to Newfoundland in 1610.  He started a settlement at Cuper’s Cove (Cupid’s Cove) on Conception Bay, where he spent the winter of 1610-11.  On May 16, 1611, Guy wrote a letter to his business partners in England.  In the letter, he told about his experiences with the Beothuk Aboriginal peoples:


On the south shore of Trinity Bay – which we called “Savage Harbour” – we found savages’ houses, no people in them.  In one house we found a copper kettle…a furre goune of Elke-skin, some seale skins, an old saile, and a fishing reele.  Orders were given that nothing should be removed.  So that the savages would know that someone has been there, everything was moved into one of the cabins and laid orderly one upon the other.  The kettle was hanged over them, and in it some bisket and three or four amber beads were placed.

The eighth day it began to freeze, and there was thin ice over the sound.  Because we heard nothing more of the savages, we came to the place where they had made a fire two days before.  Things remained as we had seen them, each item attached to a separate pole.  An old boat saile was there, three or four chains of shells, about twelve furs of beaver, a fox skin, a sable skin, a bird skin…


We were convinced these items were brought there for the purpose of barter.  Furthermore, they obviously expected us to be fair in trading with them.  Because we had not supplied ourselves with fit things for to trade, we tooke only a sable skin and a bird skin.  We left for them a hatchet, a knife, and foure needles threaded.  Master Whittington had a pair of cizzars which he left there for a small beaver skin.  All the rest we left there untouched.  These savages by all likelihood  were attracted to us by reason that we tooke nothing from them at Savage Bay…

The English, led by John Guy, and the Beothuks had begun friendly and trusting relations.  The two groups even agreed to meet again the next year, at the same place.  They were hoping for more trade with each other.


Unfortunately, disaster struck.  A different shipload of Europeans arrived before John Guy and his friends.  They did not know about John Guy’s arrangement with the Beothuks.  The Europeans saw a large, active group of natives on the shore and thought they were going to be attacked.  They fired a cannon shot at the shore and the Beothuks fled into the woods.

The Beothuks probably felt double-crossed.  As far as they knew, it was John Guy and his people who had fired the cannon.  The Beothuks never again trusted Europeans who came to Newfoundland.  The Beothuks tried to stay away from them, but if caught by surprise, they did not wait to see if the visitors were friendly or unfriendly; they attacked.


Until 1600, the bays and inlets of Newfoundland had been the summer homes of the Beothuks.  Each summer they had come to the coast to collect food to last the winter.  Then, during the 1600s and 1700s, many European settlers decided to make their homes on the coast of Newfoundland.


To avoid trouble, the Beothuks tried to stay away from the settlers.  Now, unable to travel freely to the coast in summer, the Beothuks began to starve during the winter.  Sometimes they were desperate for food and would come near the settlements.  However, the Europeans thought that they were trying to steal, and were ready to shoot them on sight.

The Europeans were also terrified of the Beothuks, who covered their skin with red ochre (reddish substance obtained from clay).  This gave them a very unusual appearance, like nothing human the Europeans had ever seen.  Beothuks seemed to come out of nowhere, then vanish.  When faced with these odd-looking, strange-acting people, the settlers frequently shot at them.


Each meeting of Beothuk and European seemed to lead to trouble.  Misunderstanding deepened.  In 1600, the Beothuk population had probably been about 1000.  Since then, the numbers had been dropping.


Newfoundland became a British territory.  Finally, the British government realized that, if something were not done, the Beothuks would be completely wiped out.  In 1768, it made rules that forbade anyone to harm or kill Beothuks.  But the government was too far away to enforce the new rules.  In a desperate attempt to make contact with the Beothuks and help them, the British government encouraged people to capture some of them.


Finally, in 1823, a group of English did capture a starving Beothuk girl named Shanawdithit (shaw-NOW-dih-tiht).  She was taken to St. John’s where she worked as a servant.  English speaking people named her Nancy.  Meanwhile, a man named William E. Cormack became concerned about her.  He has already traveled across the island of Newfoundland once, in 1822, in the hope of meeting Beothuks.  Now, in 1827, he tried again.  He found the remains of their last village, but as before, there were no sign of living Beothuk.  


Meanwhile, Shanawdithit was learning English and making drawings to explain Beothuk history and culture.  She had much to tell.  But she became ill with tuberculosis and died soon after, in June 1829.

Shanawdithit was the last of the Beothuks.


Questions

1.  Is the John Guy letter a primary or secondary source of information?  How can you tell?

2. When two groups meet, they often give each other signs or clues to show how friendly they are.  Each group examines the signs and then decides whether or not to be cooperative.

a. When John Guy visited the Beothuks’ homes, what did he do to show that he was friendly?

b. By what signs did the Beothuks show that they were friendly and interested in trading with the English?

c. The later group of Europeans saw the Beothuks on shore and concluded that the Beothuks were going to attack.  What signs led them to this conclusion?

3.  In a short paragraph, summarize what happened to the Beothuk population.

4. Why do you think the English gave Shanawdithit the English name Nancy?
5. What do you think is the most tragic fact about the contact between the different cultures, the English and the Beothuks?  Explain.
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