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                                                Introduction 
 

       The Town of Stephenville is located on the north side of Bay St. George on Newfoundland’s 

lower west coast. Presently, it is the largest community in Bay St. George and is the hub of the 

area. The Stephenville area was once known for its stands of good timber, rich farmland and clear 

running streams. However, it did not receive any permanent settlers until the mid-19th century. By 

this time several generations of settlers had grown to adulthood in neighbouring parts of the bay.  

       The European presence in Newfoundland had begun with the Vikings who briefly settled on 

the island’s northern tip over a thousand years ago. They are believed to have explored along the 

west coast. They were followed in the early 1500s, by mariners and migratory fishermen from 



Europe who began to regularly visit the west coast. This remote coast would be the last part of the 

Island to receive permanent settlers.  

       In the early 1760s, the first settlers of the west coast put down roots in Bay St. George. For 

many centuries prior to this the Bay had been visited by migratory bands of indigenous people. 

Some of these such as the Maritime Archaic Indians and the Beothuks settled in the area briefly. 

The permanent settlers who began arriving after the early 1760s were mainly English, Channel 

Islanders, French and Mi’kmaq. The latter group had already been visiting the area to hunt and 

trap since at least the early 1600s. Over time, the area would become home to a diverse group of 

ethnic and cultural backgrounds. 

       The early European settlers of the Bay mainly depended on the fishery for their livelihood. 

The Mi’kmaq were hunters and gatherers who harvested the resources of land and sea. Stephenville 

would be the first settlement in Bay St. George to develop as an Acadian farming and fishing 

community. 

       The first two families to build homes in what later became known as Stephenville were 

English-speaking Protestants with the surnames Penny and Hunt. They arrived in the mid-1840s 

and earned their livings from the fishery. The year 1847 heralded the arrivals of the first Acadians. 

They were quick to realize the potential of the area as a place to establish a farming and fishing 

community.  

       In the early days of settlement, the community was named Indian Head after a nearby coastal 

headland by that name in the eastern end of the community. The first Acadian French-speaking 

family, the Gallants, arrived at Indian Head from Margaree, Cape Breton in 1847 and found the 

two English-speaking families already living there. One of these families, the Hunts, would remain 

in the community. The other family, the Pennys, moved away a couple of years later, but one 

daughter from this family remained as she had married an Acadian.  

       A year after their arrival, the Gallants had returned to Margaree briefly to have their son 

Etienne/Stephen baptised. He was the first Acadian child born at Indian Head. The Gallants spoke 

of their new homeland in glowing terms, especially the richness of the soil and the abundance of 

the fishery. This motivated several families of their friends and relatives to leave their homes in 

Cape Breton behind and move to Indian Head. They brought with them their Acadian culture and 

language and their sound knowledge of how to harvest the resources of the land and sea. They 

were a very self-sufficient group of people who were able to produce most of their own clothing, 

household items and work implements. The community soon became known as the Acadian 

Village at Indian Head.  

       The French-speaking Acadians had lived in the Maritimes, and part of eastern Quebec, as a 

distinct group since the 1600s. Over time, some of the French settlers who began arriving there 

during this period, intermarried with local Indigenous people, such as the Mi’kmaq and Maliseet. 

The Acadian way of life that evolved over time was a result of a blending of their cultures. Some 

words in the Acadian French language are adapted from Indigenous languages. Because many 

Acadians had some Indigenous heritage, the use of the word Acadian in this book for any particular 

individual could mean someone of wholly French ancestry or it could mean someone of a mixed 

French and Indigenous ancestry. As a strong, proud people they were fortunate to have been able 

to draw upon a dual heritage in order to develop the skills necessary to thrive in an often harsh 

climate.  

        Many Acadians were driven from their homes and deported by the British in the mid-1700s. 

By the late 1700s, some of these or their descendants had returned to their homeland. Through 

adversity, they had grown stronger as a people. They learned to band together in small Acadian 



French-speaking communities where everyone helped out their neighbours, and many labour 

intensive tasks connected to the harvest or the construction of farm buildings became communal 

affairs. These Acadian communities were bound by ties or bonds of community, and their day-to-

day lives were centered around the Roman Catholic Church. 

        New Acadian settler arrivals would continue to trickle into the Acadian Village at Indian 

Head from the Maritimes and Quebec’s Magdalen Islands until about the mid-1860s. During this 

time, other French-speaking settlers had arrived in the community from elsewhere in Bay St. 

George and the Port au Port Peninsula. These were mainly descended from earlier Acadians who 

had arrived in the area. There were also fishermen from France and St. Pierre-Miquelon or their 

descendants through marriages to Acadian or Mi’kmaq women.  

        By 1873 the Acadian Village at Indian Head had taken on the name Stephenville in honour 

of Etienne/Stephen LeBlanc, a patriarch and founder of the community. By this time the population 

of the community was growing rapidly. Most people still earned their living from fishing and 

farming. In 1874 the Acadian Village received its own church and the Parish of St. Stephen’s was 

founded. There were also a couple of English-speaking Protestant families in the community, but 

their numbers would decline over time. As time went on, new arrivals in Stephenville were mainly 

French-speaking Roman Catholics. They either married within the community or were married 

when they arrived.   

        The 20th century would be a time of great change for the French-speaking community of 

Stephenville. The process of assimilation had already begun in the late 1800s when priests were 

being sent to the parish who did not speak French. Then the first school was established in the 

community and instruction was offered to children only in English. Often children were punished 

for speaking in French while at school.          

        When the Acadian Village was first established, almost everyone was a farmer and almost 

everyone also fished for a living. By the late 1800s, the fishery was rapidly becoming the mainstay 

of the community and there were fewer farmers. Other incomes were now being earned through 

the lumber industry and newer resources such as fur farming and lobster fishing. World War I 

brought on a period of economic hardship on the Island and markets for fish and farm products 

grew harder to find. The hard years of the 1920s would lead into the Great Depression years of the 

1930s. The economy of Newfoundland faltered and the government was unable to provide much 

assistance to people in need. The people of Stephenville fared a little better than most because they 

had both fish and farm products to sustain themselves. Their skills and resourcefulness as artisians 

enabled them to make many of the products or staples they needed to survive. 

        From the early years of the 20th century, the difficulty in selling agricultural and fishery 

products had caused more and more residents of Stephenville to seek work outside the area. A 

trans-island railway had been completed in 1897, which connected to a regular steamship service 

to the mainland. By 1900 more and more young people from Stephenville were going to look for 

work in eastern Canada or the United States. Many never returned home. The railway also gave 

greater access to the island’s interior and caused new mining, logging and pulpwood towns to grow 

up along the railway line. Many young people from Stephenville either moved to these new 

communities or spent several months of the year there earning a living. All of these new 

communities were English-speaking, and more and more residents of Stephenville learned English 

and drifted farther and farther away from their traditional Acadian lifestyle. In the 1930s there was 

also widespread unemployment in eastern Canada and the U.S. so these borders were closed to 

Newfoundlanders seeking work. The late 1930s brought another war, and many young people of 

Stephenville once again signed up. As had been the case in the first war, 25 years earlier, they were 



assigned to military units with officers who mostly did not speak English.  

        Then, in 1941 an event occurred that would dramatically transform the lives of the residents 

of the community. That year marked the establishment in Stephenville of what would become the 

largest United States Air Force base outside the continental United States. The changes began with 

the eastern end of the community being handed over to the Americans. The families there were 

forced to relocate when their farms were expropriated. Over the next 25 years, thousands of 

American servicemen, contractors and labourers would pass through the area. During the same 

period, thousands of Newfoundlanders, most of them English-speaking, would also come to 

Stephenville seeking work with the Americans. Soon, Acadian French became a minority language 

in the community. Many of the new arrivals eventually moved on, but there were also many who 

stayed to raise families and become part of the growing community.  

        By 1952 the community was ready to become a town. A bustling downtown core had grown 

up with Main Street at its center. Busy shops offered all manner of goods. However, the new town 

was faced with many challenges. The nearby base offered, at best, temporary economic stability. 

When the base finally closed in 1966, things at first appeared bleak for the town’s economic 

survival. Fortunately, it would soon inherit the former base and the millions of dollars of real estate, 

resources and infrastructure left behind by the Americans. The American presence and the rapid 

growth of the town had already established Stephenville as the hub of the area. The building blocks 

were all in place after the base closed for the town to continue to grow and prosper.  

        Thanks to the efforts of the Harmon Corporation, an organization setup to help the town 

reshape itself through utilizing the former base’s resources, new industries and businesses soon 

started up. These offered employment to many of the town’s residents and encouraged new people 

to settle there as well. Many of the new businesses and industries did not survive, but the town 

continued to adapt and rebound by attracting new enterprises to the area.  

        The modern-day town grows at a slower pace than in earlier years. Presently, it has about 

7500 people living within its boundaries. It has had its share of challenges, having seen major 

industries come and go. Nevertheless, it continues to develop and has grown into a service centre 

for an estimated 25 000 people in outlying areas who regularly visit the town. There are modern 

schools and colleges, medical facilities including a large hospital, numerous stores that meet many 

consumer needs, a wide range of recreational facilities, a number of government offices or facilities, 

a large modern industrial park, and a shipping port equipped with modern facilities.    

        Through focusing on its rich cultural heritage, the arts, and nature, the town draws many 

tourists to the area. Throughout the town there are many plaques, outdoor and museum displays, 

and monuments that call attention to the community’s past, as well as its present attributes. There 

is also the Blanche Brook fossil site, where visitors can hike alongside the brook and view 

fossilized pieces of ancient trees that are nearly a third of a billion years old. In recent years the 

town has focused more and more on the development of parks, nature trails, and a greenbelt area.  

        The community is now home to people of many cultural or ethnic backgrounds and faiths. 

The Town is focused upon having all of its residents take pride in their heritage, and become active 

in developing their sense of community. There is much pride in the early Acadian and Mi’kmaq 

presence and contributions to the community. The Town is proud of its 25 years of shared heritage 

with Ernest Harmon Airforce Base from 1941 to 1966. Various community events over the years 

have celebrated the bonds of friendship and connections that existed between the townspeople and 

the Americans. Of note, have been two special tourist events called Harmon Field Days and The 

Friendly Invasion. 

       The town has roads that bear the surnames of pioneer families, with names such as Alexander 



Ave., Gallant St., White’s Ave., and Russell Heights. In the former base area there are many roads 

named after American states.  

        This book presents a historical and genealogical record of the founding families of the 

Acadian Village and follows along on the journey that led from village to town.         

 
 
 

 


