Document generated on 07/11/2025 11:01 p.m.

Newfoundland Studies

The Atlantic Canada Shipping Project: A Retrospective and
Rejoinder

Eric W. Sager

Volume 5, Number 1, Spring 1989
URLI: https://id.erudit.org/iderudit/nflds5_lart04

See table of contents

Publisher(s)

Faculty of Arts, Memorial University

ISSN
1198-8614 (print)
1715-1430 (digital)

Explore this journal

Cite this article

Sager, E. W. (1989). The Atlantic Canada Shipping Project: A Retrospective and
Rejoinder. Newfoundland Studies, 5(1), 61-68.

All rights reserved © Memorial University, 1989 This document is protected by copyright law. Use of the services of Erudit
(including reproduction) is subject to its terms and conditions, which can be
viewed online.

https://apropos.erudit.org/en/users/policy-on-use/

This article is disseminated and preserved by Erudit.

J °
e r u d I t Erudit is a non-profit inter-university consortium of the Université de Montréal,

Université Laval, and the Université du Québec a Montréal. Its mission is to
promote and disseminate research.

https://www.erudit.org/en/


https://apropos.erudit.org/en/users/policy-on-use/
https://www.erudit.org/en/
https://www.erudit.org/en/
https://www.erudit.org/en/journals/nflds/
https://id.erudit.org/iderudit/nflds5_1art04
https://www.erudit.org/en/journals/nflds/1989-v5-n1-nflds_5_1/
https://www.erudit.org/en/journals/nflds/

The Atlantic Canada Shipping Project:
A Retrospective and Rejoinder

ERIC W. SAGER

A RECENT I1SSUE OF Newfoundland Studies brought a small surprise: a review
article about the Atlantic Canada Shipping Project!' I was startled for two
reasons: 1 did not know that our series of workshops could still attract
scholarly attention, six years after the last one was held; and I did not know
that there were more than a few people at Memorial University who still
attached much importance to the Project, or even remembered it. Surprise
soon gave way to queasy discomfort, as both C. Knick Harley and Yrjo
Kaukiainen offered praise for work that was preliminary at best, and went
on to plead that the work be completed. I simply cannot agree that those
papers, written between 1977 and 1982, are a ‘‘major contribution’’ in which
‘‘data analysis is presented with definitive thoroughness’’ (Harley), or that
there was “‘a high degree of sophistication’’ in both our methodology and
theoretical approach’” (Kaukiainen). And when pleading for the promised
“‘final volume,’’ our reviewers seem unaware that the collaboration intended
to produce that book no longer exists. Our reviewers are working with out-
dated information and unfinished research. The fault is not theirs but mine,
and that of other Project members, because we have allowed errors and jejune
interpretation to stand unrevised. At the very least, I hope that Harley and
Kaukiainen have given me an opportunity to offer the readers of this journal
a brief report on further research, and a few reflections on the fate of
Memorial University’s largest research Project in maritime history.
Harley’s comments need delay us only briefly. We did not ignore the
links between shipowning and shipbuilding: the importance of these links
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62 Sager

we acknowledge in a long essay in the last conference proceedings.” Having
accepted the importance of shipbuilding, I still think it misleading to suggest
that shipowning in the first half of the century was “‘temporary ownership
of ships built as speculation for the British market.’’ Ships were built both
on speculation and by contract, and for sale to owners in the Maritimes and
Newfoundland, as well as for export to Britain.’ Harley proceeds to tinker
with our own inadequate method for estimating profits — a method |
abandoned six years ago. His reestimates raise a series of unanswered ques-
tions. If there were no profits to be made in 1871, why should Maritimers
have continued to invest in ocean-going sailing ships through the 1870s, so
that their fleets were about 63% larger in 1881 than in 18717% Is it possible
that Nova Scotians were unable to distinguish profits from losses, or that
they were content to run ships at a loss? And how would Harley explain the
commonplace view of contemporary shipowners that it was possible to make
very good profits with sailing ships?® And if Norwegians could make profits
with sailing ships, why not Nova Scotians?® The answer, of course, is that
Maritimers did make profits with sailing ships in the early 1870s, as
subsequent research has shown.’

On the subject of the decline of the industry, Harley misses the
interpretation we offered in the last conference proceedings, and substitutes
a speculation of his own.? ““Ship managers in Atlantic Canada moved their
base of operation to Britain,” he suggests. Owners were separated from
information, and from management and control of their assets. Thus shipping
ceased to be an attractive investment. No evidence is offered for these
statements. There is a distinction here between management and ownership
which I cannot understand, since management was normally entrusted to
a ‘“‘managing owner’’ who held shares in the vessel. The crew agreements
tell us that the overwhelming majority of managing owners for Atlantic
Canadian vessels lived in Atlantic Canada, along with other owners. Only
a tiny minority moved to Britain. And in the age of the telegraph, what
information did these owners lack? Why would they need to move to Britain
in order to obtain information about the freight rates and commodities from
eastern United States ports (these were the rates in which they were most
interested, after all)? There is simply no evidence that chese shipowners were
increasingly separated from management and control of their assets. In the
last half of the century other national fleets grew, some very rapidly, without
moving to Britain, and the United Kingdom’s share of world tonnage
declined.®* Why then should Atlantic Canadians find themselves peculiarly
disadvantaged? Were they, as ancient myth and survey texts in Canadian
history would have it, insular and backward colonials, forever doomed to
life on the periphery?

My questions are less a critique of Harley than they are a gloomy
comment on the Atlantic Canada Shipping Project and its meagre impact.
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Our conclusions of the early 1980s were so unpersuasive and so incomplete
that in 1988 a leading expert on the economic history of 19th century shipping,
as Harley certainly is, must resort to flimsy speculation about the decline
of our shipping industry. And Harley is not alone, for 1 have had this
experience before, in reading the works of Canadian students of shipping
for whom the Atlantic Canada Shipping Project might never have existed.'
If there are lessons here, they lie somewhere in the history of the Project
itself, and in the story of its long-delayed completion.

The Atlantic Canada Shipping Project, which began at Memorial
University in 1976, was a research project in history with a large archival
and “‘document collecting’’ component. From the very beginning there was
an unresolved tension between research and archival priorities, and the lesson
for others who might embark on a large historical project is that such priorities
must be worked out clearly, and on paper, before an application is submitted.
Outsiders were often baffled, and Harley repeats a common misconception:
one of the ‘““major contributions’’ of the Project, he says, was to obtain and
preserve the crew agreements for the British Empire. But acquisition of these
documents preceded the Project by several years, and continued after the
formal six-year term of the Project. Acquisition, preservation, indexing and
housing these documents was never a contribution of the Project, but of the
Maritime History Group and its archival successor in the 1980s, the Maritime
History Archive.'' Acquisition of the British Empire crew lists stands as one
of the major archival achievements at Memorial University. It is not to be
credited to the Atlantic Canada Shipping Project.

Ambiguous as the relations between archival and research priorities
may have been, the Project’s own ‘‘document collecting programme’’ was
related to specific research goals, and successful completion of the Project
would depend upon achieving those research goals.'? Although revised and
expanded in scope, the main goals remained intact, even as funding for the
Project was extended from five to six years (the last full year of funding was
1981-82)."* The “‘stream of publications anticipated under the programme’’
included, among other things, published monographs on each of three major
ports (Yarmouth, Saint John and Halifax), a series of articles, a collection
of papers from ‘‘the Maritime History Group Workshops,’’ and, at the
conclusion of the whole, the ‘‘integrated volume,”’ scheduled for writing in
Year 6 (1981-82) and intended for external publication."

Behind all of this were the broader aims, more often spoken than
written. We would *‘pick this industry clean’’ (David Alexander’s words)
and perhaps even connect the industry to the bigger story of economic
development in Atlantic Canada. We would transcend what Fernand Braudel
called [’histoire artisanale — the solitary craft of traditional pen-and-ink
history — and show that truly collaborative and interdisciplinary research
was possible, yielding a single, coherent intellectual product from the
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contributions of several minds. We would work, play and think together for
years, and pick the brains of visiting scholars from many disciplines and many
countries, until we melded theory with technique, antiquarian knowledge with
computerized data bases, and international maritime history with regional
history.

If we judge the Project by these original goals, the record contains a
few important successes and many unfulfilled promises. Creating such a large,
mainly computerized data base was heroic work for which a number of people
deserve great credit.'" The empirical foundations built by 1982, and the
lively ferment of those workshops, were essential to any further results. But
monographs on Yarmouth and Saint John were never completed, in published
or unpublished form. Of the eight port monographs which were eventually
promised, only four were completed. None has been published.'® A number
of articles appeared, but the majority of our publications appeared in six
conference proceedings: to these volumes Project members contributed
reports on work in progress but no definitive conclusion, whether it be about
the rise of the industry, the decline of the industry, productivity and profits,
the connection with shipbuilding, the labour force in shipping, or any other
aspect of the shipping industry in Atlantic Canada. These volumes are of
interest to specialists in the history of 19th-century shipping; they have proved
of little interest to others, and it is little wonder that about 750 volumes remain
unsold.

By the time the Project’s funding came to an end, Memorial University
had very large archival and computer resources in maritime history, but more
of that university’s research and writing in maritime history was going on
outside the Maritime History Group than within it."” Since 1983 the un-
finished research collaboration, intended to be the work of six people, had
become the work of two, only one of whom — Gerry Panting — was em-
ployed at Memorial University. Although Panting’s contribution remains of
enormous value, there was, I think, a wholly unnecessary consequence of
all this: the largest funded project in maritime history ever undertaken in
Canada has been brought to a fragmentary and belated completion, with
most of the fragments assembled, not in Newfoundland but in British
Columbia.'® Eighteen years after the first Crew Lists came to Memorial
University, and thirteen years after the Atlantic Canada Shipping Project
began, we are still waiting to sec whether anybody at Memorial can complete
a monograph on the history of Canadian or British shipping. There would
be nothing puzzling about this, but for the fact that Memorial University
professes to specialize in maritime studies and possesses the largest archive
of shipping documents in the English-speaking world.

The future of maritime history at Memorial lies very much with younger
faculty who came after the Shipping Project."” Among the many magni-
ficent opportunities before them, there remains the opportunity to build upon
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the Project’s foundations and existing archival resources to pursue a collab-
orative, interdisciplinary social and economic history of a maritime-based
people — the people of Newfoundland. When I urged this option upon the
Maritime History Group in 1982 and 1983, they rejected the idea. The
opportunity remains, and it is, in part, a legacy of the Atlantic Canada
Shipping Project.

My greatest concern about the mixed outcome of the Atlantic Canada
Shipping Project is that it will encourage the antiquarians and luddites in
our profession. Many humanists in Canada remain skeptical about collab-
orative projects sustained by large grants, and the success of the first volume
of the Historical Atlas of Canada has not silenced them. There are those
who will label the Atlantic Canada Shipping Project a failure — which would
be unfair and incorrect — and conclude that such projects are seldom
appropriate in our discipline. There are those who will say that the craft of
history is more art than social science, and hence too personal, to allow the
kind of coauthorship and synthesis which happens so often in the social
sciences and the natural sciences. How often is a single major book the work
of two minds, let alone four? Collaboration, they will say, may build huge
data banks, but history itself, that complex mix of theory, evidence, and
creative imagination, must in the end fall to the solitary thinker.

There is much at stake here, for if the traditionalists have their way,
historians in Canada will remain lonely chroniclers writing notes on index
cards, while the adjacent disciplines in the human sciences move into the 21st
century with automated archives, computerized data banks, vast new sources
of knowledge, teams of researchers, and rapidly evolving method and theory.
Obviously not all historians require such tools. But our discipline is in peril
if we are denied them altogether.

How far the Shipping Project may vindicate such large-scale
collaborative research remains to be seen, and I am not the one to pass
judgment. But [ think there are already a few lessons here, for all who would
embark upon such a project. First, when a research project is so well conceived
as was the Shipping Project, the foundations will allow others to build, for
a long time to come, even if its creators do not live to see the results. The
creators of the Shipping Project were David Alexander, Keith Matthews, and
Gerry Panting. The tragic deaths of David and Keith ruptured this Project
at its very core: but the lesson is that a collaboration so well conceived is
greater than the sum of its parts, and will yield partial, unexpected, but useful
results even in the absence of two of its three creators.

The second lesson is that any more successful conclusion requires that
the execution and completion of such a Project fall to the same individuals
who conceived it in the first place, or those who share in its conception and
vision. Behind the Project there was a vision, and even if it was not shared
equally by all three Principal Investigators, it would have been enough to
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drive the work to completion and to success, whatever obstacles and
disagreements might have arisen. That vision was most clearly articulated
by David Alexander, who was the driving intellectual force in this Project:

the issue is more than an academic one for us, and even more than a strictly historical
one. This region of Canada suffers from enormous levels of unemployment, and in
Newfoundland, at least, our earned per capita income is less than half the Ontario level.

.. if what happened in Eastern Canada was an inevitable result of technological change,
the present and future prospects for the region look dismal. Norway has managed to
flourish onz(l)he basis of a traditional reliance on the sea. Why have they succeeded where
we failed?

It was a weakness of the Project that those charged with its completion in
the 1980s were not its creators, with the sole exception of Gerry Panting.

Finally, I think that the institution which hosts such a Project must
share, or at least understand this vision, and in return for granting the
funding, resources, and research time necessary for such a large project, the
institution has the right to insist that work be completed while, of course,
respecting the academic freedom of researchers. 1 worked on contract for
Memorial University for four years, and to my knowledge no senior
administrator has ever asked whether | fulfilled the terms of my contract
or when I expect to complete my share of the book which we promised to
write, the research for which was sponsored and cofunded by Memorial
University.’' In these circumstances it is little wonder that promises remain
unfulfilled and books so long delayed.

This story might seem to justify all of David Alexander’s deep
pessimism about the Shipping Project. But I think not. I never shared his
pessimism and I still do not. The Project remains a remarkable testimony
to its foundations and to the vitality of the original collaboration. Even when
the original builders are gone and other links are weak, the foundations still
stand and we may build upon them for years to come.

Notes
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250 tons, and deducting all vessels transferred out of the region within three years of first registry,
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Canadian shipping, which repeated without question the old explanation that eastern Canadian
shipping collapsed because wood and sail were obsolete. 1 thought we had disposed of this
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""The Maritime History Archive is now in the capable hands of Heather Wareham.

21n what follows | refer to the initial application for programme funding submitted
to the Canada Council: *‘The Maritime History of Atlantic Canada’’ (Maritime History Group,
Memorial University of Newfoundland, 1975).

BThe initial application, for instance, called for three port monographs only: a
Yarmouth monograph, presumably by Principal Investigators; and monographs on Halifax and
Saint John, by post-doctoral fellows. After the project began, and with the hiring of a third
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Maritime Capital: The Shipping Industry in Atlantic Canada, 1820-1914 (sent to a publisher
in 1988). Of course articles have appeared which use the data base created by the Project. See,
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