
1 

 

 

 

 

 

James P. Howley, “the birth of Newfoundland archaeology, and the 

end of history” 

 

 

 

 

 

Keynote address delivered at the Newfoundland and Labrador Archaeology 

Society Symposium in Honour of the 100
th
 Anniversary of James P. Howley’s 

Book, The Beothucks or Red Indians, held at The Landing (UC-3018), Smallwood 

University Centre, MUN. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Gerald Penney 

Gerald Penney Associates Limited 

P.O. Box 428 

St. John, NL 

A1C 5K4 

 

709-739-7227 

gpaltd@nl.rogers.com 

 

5 November 2015 



2 

 

 

 

James Patrick Howley (1847-1918) 

 

 

 



3 

 

 

Alexander Murray (1810-1884) 

 

 

 



4 

 

James Patrick Howley was born at St. John’s in 1847 and died here in 

1918. He was field assistant to Alexander Murray the Director of the 

Newfoundland Geological and Topographical Survey from age of  

21, acting Director in 1887, and was appointed Director in 1898. When 

the Newfoundland Museum opened in 1907, Howley then 60 years old 

and with a reduced capacity for fieldwork, was named its curator. Also 

in that year he produced the first geological map of Newfoundland. 

 

While his contributions to literature, history and geography are 

significant on a national scale, we are here to commemorate his many 

years collecting documentary accounts, oral history, ethnographic 

information and artifacts of Newfoundland’s aboriginals, This, of 

course, resulted in 1915 with the publication of his landmark study and 

compilation: The Beothucks or Red Indians. In addition his 

Reminiscences of Forty-Two Years Exploration In, And About, 

Newfoundland,  published posthumously in 2009 and available online, is 

a uniquely valuable record in its own right, and especially so for the 

archaeologist. A selection of yearly field investigations from 

Reminiscences was published in 1997 by the Champlain Society. 

 

My talk today touches briefly on three main points regarding Howley’s 

legacy: a claim to be Newfoundland’s “first archaeologist;” his gathering 

of oral history concerning the Beothuk; and his excavations in the Bay 

of Exploits and at Cow Head.  
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The Beothucks or Red Indians, first edition (1915) 
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The First Archaeologist? 

There are two candidates for Newfoundland’s first archaeologist: 

Englishman T.G.B. Lloyd and the St. John’s born Howley, both of 

whom first took an interest in the Beothuk during the 1870s. Neither 

would have described themselves as archeologists. This is not surprising, 

in that during the 1870s the word was not in common parlance and the 

discipline was not taught as such in universities. The study of ancient 

cultures through their relics and documents known as antiquarianism, 

was considered a peculiar specialized study befitting gentlemen and the 

bored clergy. It has some implications today for disciplines such as 

natural philosophy, anthropology, ethnology, and geology.  Both 

Howley and Lloyd would have described themselves as geologists, 

although, to keep things in perspective, neither had any formal training 

in that then-emergent field.  

 

Lloyd was a trained civil engineer, while Howley was a graduate of St. 

Bon’s, with an “insatiable” interest in natural history. He was working as 

a junior clerk in the Colonial Office when engaged by the Geological 

Survey as a field assistant. 
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Plate XXIV from The Beothucks or Red Indians – bone implements  
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If I have a vote for the Father of Newfoundland Archaeology, the home-

grown candidate would be my favorite having spent so much time 

reading and re-reading his journals and annual reports. 

 

I do not begrudge Thomas Lloyd his laurels, for he died in 1876 at the 

age of 46 just after the publication of the last of his three pioneering 

papers on the Beothuk, and before the start of his fourth field season 

surveying lands granted to the Anglo-American Telegraph Company.  

 

Lloyd was in Newfoundland from 1873 to 1875 and as near as can be 

determined he only met Howley once, at Sandy Point in 1873. Although 

Lloyd was not then interested in the Beothuk he was already interested 

in the material remains of aboriginal cultures of New York state. Lloyd’s 

first paper describes the documentary record of Newfoundland’s 

aboriginal inhabitants as “brief, and without special interest.”  Howley, 

who had commenced gathering Beothuk material two years previously, 

was to make it his life’s work, to belie and remedy this shortfall. 
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“Hearts Content, Newfoundland. 2 Mich mac Indians & Canoe. S.H. Davis March 24
th

 1872” 

(Western Union Archives, New York).  John Barrington and Big John Stevens 
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Howley as Ethnologist 

As geologist and surveyor, Howley travelled the length and breadth of 

Newfoundland for more than 40 years, relying always on the knowledge 

and woodcraft of his Indian guides, most especially Big John Stevens of 

Brigus and Noel Matthews of Bay d’Espoir, whom he described as “a 

genius in his own way” and “the best all-round Indian in the country.” 

His interest in landscape, history, and his practical experience on the 

country with the Mi’kmaq contributed to a lifelong focus on the 

accounts, artifacts, and settlement sites of the Beothuk.   

 

Howley first became curious about the Beothuk in July 1871, after 

meeting John Peyton Jr who was then nearly 80 years old, Howley was 

24. They met at Back Harbour, Twillingate, where Peyton he had been 

magistrate since 1841. Peyton entertained the visiting geologists with 

stories of his interactions with the Indians as a salmonier and trader in 

the Bay of Exploits, including the period when Shawnawdithit lived in 

his household on Exploits Island. Later that July Peyton accompanied 

the surveyors as pilot on the Bay and up the Exploits River to Bishop’s 

Falls. Howley says that “on the return voyage to Twillingate Peyton 

continued to regale the party with “many stories about the Red Indians… 

all of which I jotted down. From this time forward I became intensely 

absorbed in the 
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John Peyton Jr, from The Beothucks or Red Indians 
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subject, and began to gather all possible information concerning those 

ill-fated poor children of nature with a view to subsequent 

publication…” 

 

In my opinion it is this penchant for seeking out, and especially “jotting 

down,” what we now describe as oral history that is Howley’s principle 

legacy for scholarship. He began gathering information just over 40 

years after the presumed extinction of the Beothuk in 1829, and was 

diligent in tracking down their living memory. As far as I am aware, no 

one has analysed his oral history sources, and a careful reading of 

Reminiscences suggest that this exercise could be of real interest.  

 

Just to point out a few salient points: 

 

1. In addition to John Peyton in 1871, Howley was able to interview 

in 1886 two others who had personal memories of the Beothuk: 

George Wells of Exploits and Mrs. Mary Ann Jewer [or Jure] of 

Kite Cove. In addition, a teacher and Justice of the Peace at 

Musgrave Harbour, John Brown Wheeler, interviewed two others 

(John Day and Thomas Taylor) on Howley’s behalf.  

2. The personal memories of Mary Ann Jewer were supplemented by 

second-hand tales gathered by Howley which are particularly 

strong on the woman’s perspective: most notably those of John  
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Shawnadithit 

 

St. Anne’s Choir, Conne River, at Shawnadihit’s memorial, Bannerman Park. 

 

https://www.google.ca/url?sa=i&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=images&cd=&cad=rja&uact=8&ved=0CAcQjRxqFQoTCMniga7h8cgCFUwyPgodS5AA3Q&url=https://www.collectionscanada.gc.ca/settlement/kids/021013-2021.5-e.html&psig=AFQjCNGvfeB2YrCsu501a9QsrYpA6mABPQ&ust=1446554431641957
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Gill of the Bay of Exploits, whose mother Mary Beaton was also a 

servant in the Peyton household, and Thomas Peyton, the son of 

John Peyton Jr and Eleanor Mehaney. Thomas Peyton passed 

along much that he had heard from his mother. Consequently, our 

picture of Shawnadithit is quite rich, including many details of her 

dress, deportment and habits. From a time when we know very 

little indeed about the “invisible women” in our history, this is 

quite remarkable. 

3. Howley also preserved campfire tales of the Beothuk from his 

many Mi’kmaw guides who presumably related things heard from 

their parents and grandparents. These included John Stevens, 

Joseph Young (aka Joe Jepp) of St. George’s Bay, Matty Mitchell 

of Bonne Bay and Noel Matthews and Nicholas Jeddore of Bay 

d’Espoir. 

4. Although Howley did not always leave us a record as to how he 

gathered information, his Reminiscences do occasionally contain 

telling details, including the two interviews with Mrs. Jewer in 

1886, and an 1880 interview at Sops Arm, Green Bay, with Jabez 

Tilley, formerly of Old Perlican, Mr. Tilley, by the way, was the 

sole source of one of the most brutal, most often repeated and (in 

my opinion) most unlikely tales of the Beothuk – the Hants 

Harbour Massacre – still being repeated today as though it were 

established fact. 
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Joe Jeddore, Conne River, one of Howley’s guides. 
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Howley as Archaeologist 

As a geologist, Howley had some appreciation of stratigraphy, of 

cultural evolution, and the many uses to which stone was put to by 

ancient peoples. As a pre-industrial outdoorsman, he also learned a great 

deal about the techniques and technology employed by aboriginals and 

rural Newfoundlanders. His interest in Beothuk artifacts, then, was  

fed by very practical considerations, which led in some cases to real 

insight. 

 

From his Reminiscences, there are several instances when he undertook 

some excavation of artifacts, most notably at Red Indian Lake in 1875, 

on the islands of the Bay of Exploits in 1886, along the Exploits River in 

1888, and at Cow Head in 1896. 

 

In 1886 Howley was engaged in a township survey of the Bay of 

Exploits and Exploits River valley and it was in this year that he met 

many of those whose stories are preserved in The Beothucks, including 

George Wells, Mary Ann Jewer and John Gill.  He and his crew also 

excavated at two Beothuk burial caves, one at “Lawrence Harbour” – 

now known as Lawrence’s Hole, about 30 km north of Botwood --  and 

the other at Swan Island, which is pretty much in the middle of the Bay 

of Exploits, about 45 km northeast of Botwood. 
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Mi’kmaq method of boiling water in a birch bark container and crooked knife; as sketched by 

J.P. Howley. 
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Howley usually did his interviewing and delving for artifacts in the 

evenings, after a day’s surveying. However he devoted a weekend, and 

his survey crew, to excavations at Swan Island and Lawrence’s Hole, on 

7 and 8 August 1886. Quoting briefly, here is his account of their 

methods, and results. 

 

“The floor of this cavern was a mass of large loose angular rocks 

intermixed with gravel and sand. Amongst all this loose debris we found 

fragments of birch bark and human bones….. The place had been 

ransacked so often that almost everything worth having had been carried 

away. I was informed that some of the people of the nearby settlements 

had carried away large quantities of carved bones… We rooted and 

delved for some time, but were only rewarded with an occasional 

fragment of much decomposed bones. At length we unearthed a few 

carved ornaments of bone or ivory. The men became very eager in the 

pursuit and tried to outdo each other in procuring relics. Mike Cole, the 

most eager of the lot… rooted away with both hands [and] soon began to 

find a number of these ornaments.”  
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Post card of a sportsmen’s camp, c. 1910. 
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“We set to work again after dinner and gave the place a great 

overhauling. One of the men, our cook Pat Connors, did not hold with 

such ghoulish work and would not leave the boat or take any part in the 

search. He said neither luck nor grace would follow our robbing the dead 

in this manner. I must confess it looked like a great act of desecration… 

We were laden with the spoils of the Poor Red men whose unfortunate 

and mysterious existence no doubt lent zest to our exertions in trying to 

gather these poor relics of the departed aborigines of our Island. The 

subject has had a fascination with me always.”  

 

It may be a bit cringe-inducing to hear of “rooting away with both 

hands” and giving the site “a great overhaul” – “a great act of 

desecration” indeed – but I will ask you to hold that thought for a 

minute. Swan Island was visited in May 2014 by Stephen Hull of the 

PAO, who noted that “unfortunately, the site was looted long ago” and 

even in 1886 was described as “ransacked.” 

 

Howley did not destroy the site at Swan Island – rather he intervened at 

a known site with the noble idea of preserving for posterity some little of 

what remained. 
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Plate XXI from The Beothucks or Red Indians – arrowheads  
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A brief excerpt from his memoir about Cow Head, on 16 October 1896 

tells how: 

“After dinner we went down the beach which connects the Head with 

the main to look for Red Indian stone implements. This was a famous 

factory for the manufacture of chert implements and a prodigious 

number of flakes and spalls left by them are scattered along the beach 

wherever the sod has been worn away and the fine sand blown off. They 

must have resorted here for a long time judging from the amount of 

debris… I noticed that in the vicinity of the fires especially, the flakes 

were most numerous and I have an idea that they must have heated the 

rock and then threw water on them to cause them to spall.” 

 

Cow Head was later determined to be a significant multi-component site, 

exhibiting evidence of several pre-contact cultures. 

 

Of course, Howley made a real error from our perspective, in attributing 

all its archaeological materials to the Beothuk. As Jim Tuck has written, 

“From the perspective of more than half a century [and now, a century] 

of additional research much of Howley’s material can be seen to be 

dated and incorrect.” 

 

I’m sure that, a century from now and possibly quite a bit earlier, some 

archaeologist will view what Jim Tuck (and Gerry Penney) did at Cow  



23 

 

 

Plate XXXII from The Beothucks or Red Indians – soapstone vessels “manufactured by 

Beothucks.” 
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Head in the mid-1970s to be “dated and incorrect” if not a desecration. 

How many times in my career have I read a summary of past work at 

Cupids, Ferryland, or Red Indian Lake that decries the methods (if not 

the archaeologists) of the past who dared to excavate sites hurriedly, 

incompletely, or without proper record-keeping. Perhaps I should be 

ashamed of conducting so much of my life’s work without Google earth, 

digital photography, total station surveying, GPS and ground-penetrating 

radar. 

 

This brings me to my final point: the End of History. 

 

The End of History 

The end-of-history illusion is a psychological illusion in which 

individuals of all ages believe that they have experienced 
significant growth and change up to the present moment, but will 

not substantially grow or mature in the future.
 
Despite recognizing 

that their perceptions have evolved, individuals predict that their 
perceptions will remain roughly the same in the future. The illusion 

is based on the fact that at any given developmental stage, an 

individual can observe a relatively low level of maturity in previous 
stages (Wikipedia) 

 

This is an illusion that archaeologists would do well to bear in mind. 

 

 

 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Illusion
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Personal_growth
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Developmental_psychology
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Jim Tuck and onlookers at Cow Head, 1976  
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Today, a reading of Howley’s 1886 Swan Island account of “root[ing] 

away with both hands” resulting in the party leaving “laden with the 

spoils of the Poor Red men,” we may find ourselves believing it a 

desecration as Howley’s cook, Pat Connors observed. 

 

The real lesson we should take away is a realization that all of us are 

walking a fine line between desecration and preservation, between 

looting and scientific recovery. Who is to say that archaeologists of not-

to-distant future will NOT have the ability to capture 3-D images and 

dimensions of artifacts, to analyse lithics, obtain radio-carbon dates and 

piece together sherds into diagnostic vessels without any excavation 

whatsoever? 

 

How, then, will these future archaeologists describe us? Looters?  

“Dated, and incorrect?  No proper record keeping? 

 

Or will we be more pleasantly described as followers in the footsteps of 

James P. Howley as I recently referred to the amateur efforts of the late 

Don Locke of Grand Falls. 

 

We can only live in hope. 
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Sketch VIII by Shawnawdithit from the Beothucks or Red Indians 

  

http://www.google.ca/url?sa=i&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=images&cd=&cad=rja&uact=8&ved=0CAcQjRxqFQoTCM6_trXg8cgCFct5PgodiYkJfQ&url=http://www.biographi.ca/en/bio/shawnadithit_6E.html&psig=AFQjCNHaDqn76y0_2NqaJUNroDdTZL9snQ&ust=1446554176201750
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