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Preface 

The census is our most basic and important public data source.  It informs government 

decision-making, institutional policies, academic research, and financial and labour market 

analyses.  It is essential to long-term planning for businesses and non-profit organizations, 

and it satisfies citizen curiosity.  Its findings trickle down through journalism, politics, and 

word-of-mouth into every sort of document and informed opinion, and whether we 

recognize it or not, into nearly everybody’s day-to-day outlook on our society. 

Everyone should have access to census data, in case they should want to answer basic 

questions about the people living in their community, their region, or their country.  The 

federal government does an excellent job of providing this access online, but only for 

recent years.  Services like the Canadian Census Analyzer at the University of Toronto 

provide data back as far as 1981, but beyond that matters are not so simple. 

In Newfoundland and Labrador, community volunteers have done valuable, though 

fragmentary transcription work at web sites like Newfoundland Grand Banks, and 

Memorial University’s Digital Archives Initiative hosts online scans of several early census 

documents.  These are important services, but the datasets are not searchable, convertible, 

standardized, or nearly complete. 

The report and dataset presented here are meant as a regional solution for Labrador, 

drawing upon all available sources to provide the most relevant data, from Labrador’s first 

census in 1857 to the most recent in 2011. The guiding principle of this project has been 

that looking up census data should be straightforward, not a research project in itself.  

Furthermore, in our technological age, anyone interested in processing the data should be 

able to choose whichever communities, years, and data fields they like, and output the 

corresponding charts or tables.  They should also be able to manipulate the display, using 

such basic software features as sorting, hiding/showing, and visual formatting. 

In keeping with this philosophy, the dataset is presented as a simple, though large, 

spreadsheet requiring no special training to use, and freely available from the Labrador 

Institute’s web site. Later sections of this report provide detailed documentation for that 

dataset, but the file itself has been made as user-friendly and self-explanatory as possible. 
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The other reason for this report, besides introducing and documenting the dataset, is 

to provide clear visual representations of some of the most significant demographic trends 

in Labrador communities over time.  These are intended for readers with a general interest, 

or who need a quick reference source. Inevitably they cover only the topics that seem most 

desirable—as ever, only the tip of the iceberg can protrude—but the berg is striking all the 

same. 

Whether this project has been more compilation or interpretation, it is difficult to 

know, but above all it has been a great privilege and pleasure to further publicize that 

which has always been public: the Newfoundland and Canadian governments’ census data 

tables for Labrador communities, from 1857 to 2011. 
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Introduction to the Census 

The mind, like the eye, can only perceive so much at once.  It is not a problem of size: 

one can get half the planet into view by standing on the moon, and at the other extreme, 

microscopes can resolve infinitesimal details.  Nor is it a problem of perspective, as anyone 

knows who has inspected a new haircut with a pair of mirrors.  The problem is one of 

attention.  One cannot look into a crowd and meet every gaze at the same time.  But a 

government must see all its people at once if it is to govern them. That is why we have a 

census—indeed, that is why Labrador has had twenty-three of them. 

In the early years, the census-takers might as well have been using a flashlight to count 

mosquitos in a room at night, with the window open.  People were hard to see, came and 

went at will, and moved about freely in a broad space, or else settled in niches natural to 

them but inaccessible to the eye.  The census-takers’ curiosity about their number, too, did 

not extend particularly to exactitude.  Still the census numbers, however inaccurate, are at 

least numbers, and counting has the great virtue of systematizing error.  Anecdote 

magnified to guesswork is unanswerable, but numbers can be manipulated and compared 

to one another, interpreted and improved. 
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There are, of course, other sources of numbers for Labrador’s early population.  A.P. 

Low, for instance, did a far better job of estimating the aboriginal population than the 

Newfoundland government did of counting it, and the Moravians, Hudson Bay Company, 

and others certainly kept better records for particular locations at various times.  But this 

is the story of the government census itself, as conducted at the community level, from the 

first two-page “List of the Resident Population” in 1857 to the profiles most recently 

published by Statistics Canada, in 2011. 

During that interval, under two jurisdictions, the returned population has varied 

between about 1,500 and 33,000 people, with anywhere from 22 to 148 recognized 

locations per census year.  Some of the latter range is attributable to methodology, but 

most of it reflects demographic change: these days we see more people living in fewer 

communities.  Although Labrador’s population is still comparatively small and sparse—

were it a country, it would be the second sparsest in the world, after Greenland—it is much 

larger now that it was when censusing began.  On average, since 1857 the returned total 

has expanded about 50% faster than Canada’s and 500% faster than Newfoundland’s, 

such that in 2011 there was about one Labradorian for every 18 Newfoundlanders and 

1,267 other Canadians.  But times have also changed in other, more qualitative ways. 

In 1857, the census was directed by James Luke Prendergast, whose commitment to 

accurate head-counting might have fairly been called into question, even during his own 

lifetime.  The Harbour Grace MHA’s penchant for violence and intimidation required 

regular judicial and military intervention in the elections he contested.  He was 

recommended for the task not by his respect for the institutions of government, but by a 

professional interest: he was both a merchant himself and the government’s acting 

superintendent of fisheries (see the Encyclopedia of Newfoundland and Labrador or the 

Dictionary of Canadian Biography).  To Newfoundland eyes at the time, Labrador was, of 

course, primarily a fishing ground. 

So, aboard the brigantine Charles, Prendergast set off to count the people and dwellings 

of mainly Newfoundland-settled southern Labrador, as far north as Sandwich Bay.  He also 

recorded whether the people were Protestants or Catholics, which at the time was 
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important both to administration and to politics.  He counted the churches and clergymen 

of both kinds, but did not distinguish between Protestant and Catholic schools—though 

one suspects he would have, had any schools been found. 

Almost a century later, in 1945, the Newfoundland government conducted its final 

census before Confederation with Canada.  Until that time, the format and questions asked 

remained fairly consistent, which makes comparison easier, and also serves to emphasize 

historical priorities.  In Labrador, many of the census tables are mostly filled with zeroes.  

Some of those are presumably accurate, but others clearly take the place of figures judged 

not worth the trouble of obtaining—either because the worth was small, or because the 

trouble of getting them was great.  But there is much useful data too. 

It goes without saying that the early censuses are not be relied upon for precision, 

though their total population figures are probably much better than many of their finer 

points, such as the total dollar value of potatoes grown at Capstan Island in 1911.  Surveying 

the population is difficult enough today, let alone in an age and place where people moved 

about constantly, were often imperfectly literate, were for the most part scattered about 

a wilderness inaccessible to administrators, and were unused to dealing with government, 

in many cases not even recognizing its authority.  Which last point raises an acute political 

question: namely, the treatment of the aboriginal population. 

The Newfoundland censuses do not, generally, record aboriginality, nor are they 

entirely consistent in including or excluding native people.  Still, two general conclusions 

may be drawn. 

First, Inuit and mixed Inuit/Europeans are mostly included, at least when they resided 

more or less in fixed and known locations.  For north coast settlements, numbers were 

often obtained directly from the Moravian Mission, which likely increased their accuracy, 

at the expense of having a different set of questions answered in the north than in the 

south.  This saved time and trouble, and was consistent with the general policy of leaving 

the administration of northern Labrador in Moravian hands. 

Second, the Innu are mostly excluded, partly because they moved around even more 

than other Labradorians, but also because there was little political will to bother with 
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innovative canvassing.  The Innu were a marginalized group within Labrador, itself a 

marginalized region within Newfoundland, which in turn was a marginalized dominion of 

Britain.  That may have been one too many layers of remoteness to overcome, and to 

complicate matters, it was not entirely clear whether the Innu were in fact “within 

Labrador” at all.  From the marginalia to the 1884 census: "It is a matter of doubt as to 

whether the Indians are Nfld. or Canadian subjects. They hunt on Canadian and Nfld. 

territory, but they obtain their supplies from the Hudson Bay Co.'s Posts in Nfld. Labrador." 

Several other census publications also contain notes here and there on numbers of 

“Indians,” without geographical details.  However, the 1935 census is the main instance of 

explicit record-keeping.  That year, Davis Inlet and North West River each have two 

entries: one for the general population and one marked with “Indians” in parentheses.  

The sole entry for Voisey’s Bay is also marked as an “Indian” population.  That case is 

telling, since Voisey’s Bay only appears in two other censuses, 1921 and 1945, and in those 

years the unannotated figure is roughly consistent with the one marked “Indian” in 1935—

which means that the Innu were probably included in 1921 and 1945 as well, but without 

comment.  Yet the same pattern does not hold for North West River and Davis Inlet.  This 

tells us that practices must also have varied by location, even within single census years. 

In general, the figures for the Innu are not even vaguely reliable until permanent 

settlement at Sheshatshiu and Utshimassits/Davis Inlet (later Natuashish).  In general the 

numbers are likely underestimated, and the total population figures for Labrador should 

correspondingly be considered somewhat higher than reported, at least until 1951.  

Moreover, in most cases no attempt should be made to distinguish Innu from Inuit or non-

aboriginal populations, as there were many too varieties of inconsistency in counting—

though further research could possibly turn up details of the census-taking process in any 

given year. 

It should also be noted that the Newfoundland census pulled no punches in bias or 

language in general.  Staying with the 1935 census, for instance, we find the headings 

“Crazy or Lunatic,” “Idiotic or Silly,” and “Crippled or Disabled.”  Individual returns, which 
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are not the focus of this current report, also often featured judgemental or openly 

discriminately language around familial relationships, employment, and dwelling places. 

A good deal more analysis could be done here, but broadly speaking, the story of 

Labrador’s census takes its major turn after Confederation.  Canada’s Dominion Bureau of 

Statistics actually published the Eleventh Census of Newfoundland and Labrador in 1945, 

but it was not until the next census year that the project became properly Canadian. 

The first, most obvious change thereafter is that the Canadian bureau did not resume 

publishing community-level tables for Labrador until 1971, leaving an information gap of 

26 years.  This is also, unfortunately, the period of most dramatic demographic change in 

Labrador: there was a 500% increase in total number of people between 1945 and 1971.  

An ambitious researcher might be able to reconstitute some of the missing tables by 

consulting the bureau’s various bulletins, as well as contemporary reports and datasets 

from other bodies based on data from the federal census, but the census returns themselves 

remain sealed. 

Another major change was a general professionalization of the entire census process, 

which meant reducing its scope, but also more rigorously and consistently defining the 

survey locations.  The Newfoundland censuses were fairly systematic in the questions they 

asked, at least at the core of the census (they didn’t change the intervals for reported ages 

too often, for example), but they were terribly irregular in how they defined locations.  In 

some cases, that makes community-level comparisons across years extremely difficult, 

though general-area comparisons are often possible.  In addition, Newfoundland preferred 

to err on the side of dividing the population too finely, whereas Canada preferred the 

converse, defining broad census subdivisions that included multiple communities. Later on 

they would recognize the inadequacy of this approach, and add individual communities 

back into the mix one at a time into the 1990s. 

As a result of these variations, no single location appears as a distinct entry on every 

census between 1857 and 2011. A few communities on the Strait of Belle Isle come close.  

L’Anse-au-Clair appears every year, but explicitly includes “L’Godard” in 1874, and 

excludes “L’Anse-a-Cotier” in 1857.  Red Bay and West Ste. Modeste appear every year 
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without evident complication except for 1971, and L’Anse-au-Loup nearly does the same, 

except that it is sometimes entangled with Fox Cove.  Forteau is similarly inconsistently 

distinguished from English Point and Buckle’s Point. 

Some of the differences are easily addressed: one simply adds adjacent community 

totals together in every year (so that Forteau always includes both Points, for example).  

It has also proved achievable to determine, for instance, that “Indian Cove” is sometimes 

called “Indian Harbour,” and then to identify and separate the figures from those for two 

other distinct Indian Harbours further up along the coast, in Groswater Bay and Sandwich 

Bay respectively.  Nor is it too difficult to deal with the inclusion of Killinek, Blanc Sablon, 

and Belle Isle as part of Labrador in some years, but not others: it’s just a matter of 

reclassifying the data and attaching new explanatory fields to the dataset.  These are only 

a few of many, many examples. 

But what to do when consecutive years’ geographical locations overlap in variable 

ways?  Or when places like Matthew’s Cove and Trap Cove are sometimes counted, and 

sometimes not?  What happened to their populations in the years they were left off?  Were 

they included in Battle Harbour’s numbers, or in another community’s, or simply omitted?  

In many cases the numbers themselves muddy the waters further, by revealing wild 

demographic changes that could as easily reflect methodological changes as reality. 

The Dominion Bureau of Statistics (later Statistics Canada) minimized this problem 

partly by its rigorous process, and partly by having the good fortune to deal with a less 

mobile population distributed among fewer, larger, centres.  But even so, reasonably 

reliable year-to-year comparisons require both consistent geographical delineations and 

good sample sizes.  In Labrador that combination exists mainly at the sub-regional level.  

One might therefore compare total values for western Labrador, central Labrador, and 

coastal Labrador, and perhaps the latter could be subdivided into the north coast, the south 

coast, and the Strait of Belle Isle.  But further than that, the data for some communities is 

much better than that for others, and in general the interpreter must take each number 

with its own particular grain of salt. 



Labrador and the Census  

10 

John Kennedy sums up this problem succinctly in People of the Bays and Headlands: 

“Historic inaccuracies in Labrador census data, especially those from southeastern Labrador, 

make such data difficult to work with” (page 245, note 1).  He’s absolutely right, except 

for the “especially.”  Researchers focusing on other parts of Labrador will hasten to add 

that everywhere north of Red Bay not controlled by the Moravians is in much the same 

boat.  So please proceed with caution—but do, please, proceed! 
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Data Sources and Compilation Methods 

 

Pre-Confederation Sources 

All pre-Confederation Newfoundland censuses are held in hard copy at the Centre for 

Newfoundland Studies in St. John’s. Some of them have also been scanned and uploaded 

to the Digital Archives Initiative.  Others were graciously loaned to the Labrador Institute 

for this project, but must normally be consulted in person in St. John’s.  

For this project, all pre-Confederation sources, whether electronic or physical, had to 

be manually transcribed. Optical character recognition produced too many errors, and 

interpreted the table formats poorly, so manual keying was preferred. This task was carried 

out by Morgon Mills, Jillian Larkham, and Brandon Mesher, with multiple quality checks 

for human error—though some undoubtedly persist. 

The following sources were used: 

 “List of the Resident Population on the Coast of Labrador, from L’anse Sablon to 

Sandwich Bay, both inclusive, including Belle Isle.” Journal of the House of 

Assembly of Newfoundland. Third Session of the Sixth General Assembly. St. John’s: 

E.D. Shea, 1857. 

 “The Labrador.” Abstract Census and Return of the Population, &c. of 

Newfoundland, 1869. St. John’s: R. Winton, 1870. 143-146. 

 “Labrador—extending from Blanc Sablon to Cape Harrison.” Census and Return of 

the Population, &c. of Newfoundland, 1874. St. John’s: J.C. Withers, 1876. 

 “Labrador—extending from Blanc Sablon to Cape Chudleigh.” Census and Return 

of the Population, &c. of Newfoundland, 1884. St. John’s: J.C. Withers, 1886. 

 Census of Newfoundland and Labrador, 1891. St. John's: J.W. Withers, 1893. 

 Census of Newfoundland and Labrador, 1901. St. John’s: J.W. Withers, 1903. 

 Census of Newfoundland and Labrador, 1911. St. John’s: Newfoundland Colonial 

Secretary’s Office, 1914. Vol 1. 451-480; Vol 2. 449-479; Vol 3. 556-585; Vol 4. 

306-325. http://collections.mun.ca. 
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 Census of Newfoundland and Labrador, 1921. St. John’s: Newfoundland Colonial 

Secretary’s Office, 1923. 

 Tenth Census of Newfoundland and Labrador, 1935. St. John’s: Newfoundland 

Department of Public Health and Welfare, 1937. 

 Eleventh Census of Newfoundland and Labrador, 1945. Ottawa: Dominion Bureau 

of Statistics, 1949. 

 

Post-Confederation Sources 

As for the census years 1857-1945, a single, authoritative census source was used for 

each of the census years 1976-2011, with no additional data from additional sources. Data 

collection for 1951-1971 required compromise, however, as official community-level census 

profiles were not available. 

For 1951, community population data was taken from documentation by the Human 

Resource Planning board of the Newfoundland government, while data for 1956-1966 

were compiled from official census bulletins obtained at the Centre for Newfoundland 

Studies and the Queen Elizabeth II Library at Memorial University, or from scans provided 

by Laurie Penney at the Newfoundland & Labrador Statistics Agency.  An excellent 

bibliography for this period is provided by A. Prince Dyke’s MA thesis, Population 

Distribution and Movement in Coastal Labrador, 1950-1966.  Dyke’s figures and narrative 

were used to double-check, interpret, and reconcile some of the documents obtained 

elsewhere, but were not relied upon as a primary data source. 

Laurie Penney also provided electronic data tables for 1971, which were supplemented 

with the Human Resource Planning data (for population counts only), to obtain greater 

specificity; in cases of duplication or conflict, the census data was preferred.  Total 

population counts for regions and sub-regions were unaffected.  Data from the federal 

“mini-census” of 1976 was less complete than that for other years even in its inception, 

and was provided in its totality by Laurie Penney as a digital scan.  All data up to 1976 was 

transcribed and/or converted by Morgon Mills and Brandon Mesher. 
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For data after 1976, straightforward electronic data tables are available.  Data for 1981-

1991 were obtained from the Canadian Census Analyser at the University of Toronto, and 

more recent data was downloaded directly from the Statistics Canada website. 

The following sources were used for post-Confederation censuses: 

 Newfoundland Community Population 1951-1971. Revised. St. John's: Human 

Resource Planning. Regional Economic Expansion. 

 “Bulletin SP-4. Population: Unincorporated Villages.” 1961 Census of Canada. 

Dominion Bureau of Statistics. 18 Apr. 1963. 

 “Bulletin SP-1. Population: Specified Age Groups and Sex, Counties and 

Subdivisions.” 1961 Census of Canada. Dominion Bureau of Statistics. 3 May 1963. 

 “Population of Unincorporated Places, Newfoundland. Population of 

Newfoundland by Settlement.” File No. 8000-3. St. John's: Canada Bureau of 

Statistics Regional Office. 9 Nov. 1971. 

 “Bulletin G-33. Unincorporated Places of Less than 50 Persons, 1966 and 1961.” 

Dominion Bureau of Statistics Census Division, Geography Section. Apr. 1969. In 

Population of Newfoundland by Settlement. File No. 8000-3. St. John's: Canada 

Bureau of Statistics Regional Office, 9 Nov. 1971. 

 “Bulletin S-3: Population: Unincorporated Places.” Census of Canada 1966. Ottawa: 

Dominion Bureau of Statistics, Aug. 1968. 

 “1966 Census. Population - Newfoundland - Incorporated Cities, Towns, Etc.” 

Population of Newfoundland by Settlement. File No. 8000-3. St. John's: Canada 

Bureau of Statistics Regional Office, 9 Nov. 1971. 

 Population Characteristics: Unincorporated Communities Newfoundland & 

Labrador. Special Projects 50. Ottawa: Federal-Provincial Newfoundland 

Resettlement Program, Department of Regional Economic Expansion, June 1970. 

 “Census Profiles.” Census of Canada, 1971. 

 “General Population, Housing, Household, Family and Labour Force Data.” Census 

of Canada, 1976. 

 



Labrador and the Census  

14 

Data Processing 

In knocking together any sort of grid, whether weaving a basket or divvying up an 

archaeological site for excavation, there are two principal concerns: the row and the 

column.  The rows must be straight and parallel, or at least they must not intersect, and 

the same for the columns, or else there is no grid. The basket falls apart, and the site is 

excavated haphazardly. 

The next section of this report lays out the structure of our datasheets in some detail, 

but the basic arrangement is that the rows or “records” contain data specific to given 

locations, while the columns or “fields” contain data pertaining to particular census 

questions.  Properly speaking the grid is three-dimensional, with dates running along the 

third axis, so that each datum is identified by census location, field, and census year: for 

example, Cartwright, number of households, 1966.  However, to simplify the display, dates 

have been appended to locations, permitting a simple two-dimensional geometry: for 

example, Cartwright 1966—number of households.  In the main data sheet, there are 23 

census years, so every location appears 23 times, and there are 324 census locations, so 

every year appears 324 times.  In practice, of course, most locations were not sampled in 

most years, so most rows are mostly blank. 

 

Records 

As discussed in the introduction, reporting the census data for a given location is not 

always simply a matter of looking up its name and reading off the numbers that follow 

after.  Some community names change (Fox Harbour becomes St. Lewis, and Gillisport is 

also Kenemish), or vary (Venison Tickle or Venison Island), or are variably spelled 

(Pennock’s Cove might be Pennyhook’s or Ponniuk’s), and other communities share names 

(there are multiple Pigeon Coves, Salt Ponds, and Salmon Bights), or have very similar ones 

(Bobby’s Brook and Bobby Joy’s Brook, or Chance Bight and Chance Cove).  Some 

research has been necessary to sort out these complications, particularly for communities 

which have not been inhabited in living memory. 
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Standardizing location names and weeding out duplicates were two processes.  The 

third was combining selected records, by a simple addition of figures.  For example, L’Anse-

au-Loup was included in every census on its own, except that in 1869 the name given was 

“Lance au Loup and Fox Cove.”  “Fox Cove,” meanwhile, appears in 1857, 1911, 1921, 

1945, 1966, and 1971.  By the ordering of the census locations (generally done south to 

north), it is clear that the Fox Cove of 1911-1971 refers to a location near Sandwich Bay, 

whereas the Fox Cove is another location very close to L’Anse-au-Loup (both place names 

are independently attested).  The 1857 record for Fox Cove is not particularly useful on its 

own, and the inclusion of Fox Cove in L’Anse-au-Loup’s record in 1869 implies that the 

omission of Fox Cove thereafter is less likely due to its abandonment than to an 

administrative judgement call, lumping it in with L’Anse-au-Loup.  Therefore the 1857 

entries for Fox Cove and L’Anse-au-Loup have been added together, and no record for the 

Fox Cove on the Strait of Belle Isle appears in the dataset, except in the annotations. 

In less clear-cut cases, a similar but softer approach was taken.  Schooner Cove, for 

instance, is also just down the coast from L’Anse-au-Loup.  It appears in the census only in 

1911.  Two men are reported, one between 25 and 34 years of age, the other between 35 

and 44.  Both are Catholic, neither can both read and write, both work in a primary 

industry, and both were born in what is now the province.  Perhaps they both moved to 

Schooner Cove between the 1901 and 1911 censuses and then left again between the 1911 

and 1921 censuses—if so, they might have lived in the cove for twenty days or twenty 

years.  Or perhaps they lived in Schooner Cove all their lives, and were counted as residents 

of L’Anse-au-Loup in every census but 1911.  In deference to the first possibility, Schooner 

Cove has been retained as its own record: one sparse row for 1911, and twenty-two blank 

ones for all the other census years.  But in acknowledgement of the second possibility, 

every Schooner Cove record has been annotated in an original field as belonging to the 

“Local Area” of L’Anse-au-Loup.  For comparative purposes, therefore, a database user 

might well prefer to use the totals for all records belonging to L’Anse-au-Loup’s “Local 

Area,” rather than just the figures in the L’Anse-au-Loup records proper, to be sure that the 

two Schooner Cove men are included in population counts for 1911—as they most likely 

were in 1901. 
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Of course it is also possible that the two men lived in Schooner Cove all their lives, 

and only ever met a census-taker once, while in every other census year the cove was 

simply overlooked.  There are limits to the likelihoods that data processing can address. 

 

Fields 

In the example above, Schooner Cove’s two residents in 1911 were said to be: 

 male; 

 25-34 and 35-44 years old, respectively; 

 Catholic; 

 unable to both read and write; 

 employed in a primary industry; and 

 born in NL. 

Obviously, there has been some translation since the original source document—for 

one thing, there was no province of NL in 1911.  Below are excerpts from the census tables 

as they actually appeared in 1911, containing all the cells with data for Schooner Cove.   

 

LABRADOR. TABLE I. SECTION A. 

No. LOCALITIES Population […] No. of Males from 30 to 35 […] No. of Males from 40 to 45 

7 Schooner Cove 2  1  1 

 
LABRADOR. TABLE I. SECTION B. 

No. LOCALITIES […] 
WHERE BORN 

[…] 
NO. OF VARIOUS RELIGIOUS DENOMINATIONS 

Newfoundland  Roman Catholic  
7 Schooner Cove  2   2  

 
LABRADOR. TABLE I. SECTION C. 
No. LOCALITIES […] EDUCATION 

No. of 5 years and over who can write No. of 5 years and over who cannot write 
7 Schooner Cove   2 

 
LABRADOR. TABLE I. SECTION C. [continued] 

No. LOCALITIES […] NO. ENGAGED IN VARIOUS PROFESSIONS, ETC. 

No. Males engaged in Catching and Curing Fish 

7 Schooner Cove  2 
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Not counting the repetition of the location name and key number, data appears in just 

9 columns (note that early Newfoundland censuses treat zeroes and blanks as one and the 

same). 

Transposed and combined for easier reading, the tables turn out as below: 

No. 7 
Localities Schooner Cove 
Population 2 
No. of Males from 30 to 35 1 
No. of Males from 40 to 45 1 
WHERE BORN—Newfoundland 2 
NO. OF VARIOUS RELIGIOUS DENOMINATIONS—Roman Catholic 2 
EDUCATION—No. of 5 years and over who cannot write 2 
NO. ENGAGED IN VARIOUS PROFESSIONS, ETC.—No. Males engaged in 
Catching and Curing Fish 

2 

 

For comparison, transposing the final, processed data gives this: 

ID 1911004 
Standard Location Key 4 
Standard Location SCHOONER COVE 
Latitude 51.50 
Longitude -56.83 
Actual location yes 
2011 Census Community DIV. 10 SUBD. A 
Local Area L'ANSE-AU-LOUP 
Sub-region STRAITS 

Year 1911 
Source Key 7 
Source Location Schooner Cove 
Source Document Newfoundland Census, 1911 

Entry Method Keyed 
Population 2 
Males 2 
Males ~ 25 to 34 1 
Males ~ 35 to 44 1 
Catholic 2 
Cannot both read ~ write 2 
Born in NL 2 

Labour force in primary industry ~ 15 plus 2 
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The first and most obvious difference here is that there is a lot more metadata for the 

census record.  That is partly because many sources have been combined, and that process 

is meant to be traceable (though not reversible—summed numbers cannot usually be 

separated).  The “No.” and “Localities” fields have here become “Source Key” and “Source 

Location,” and an additional 12 fields have been added for a variety of purposes (each is 

explained individually in the section below on Data Structure). 

Finer differences crop up in the data itself.  The below are meant as examples, to clarify 

the ways in which the data has been handled and transformed. 

1. “Population” remains the same 

2. A “Males” field is created, by adding the totals for all male age groups from the 

1911 source document.  Note that the 1911 data structure does not allow for 

males of unknown ages; the same is not true in other census years.  A field for 

total male population is also generally useful.  Note that addition of data fields 

for recent censuses is complicated by Statistics Canada’s practice of rounding 

numbers randomly up or down to the nearest interval of 5, as a privacy-

protecting measure for small populations. 

3. The age groups given in the final data are larger.  This is to allow comparison 

across census years, because age groups were not always reported at 5-year 

intervals, or according to any compatible regular scheme.  The intervals chosen 

represent the best compromise between including as much original age data as 

possible, and achieving comparable data fields across census years. 

4. The awkwardly phrased “Cannot both read ~ write” was chosen because some 

of the censuses separately counted those who could read and those who could 

write, whereas most did not.  This more complex system has been simplified 

for consistency into two fields, indicating the fully literate population and the 

population unable to read, write, or both (without distinction).  The tilde (~) 

is used in place of a slash (/), plus sign (+), or the word “and,” etc., to be sure 

that the field headings will export nicely to database programs like Filemaker. 
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5. “NL” is used in place of “Newfoundland,” because of inconsistent distinction in 

the source documents.  Sometimes Newfoundland and Labrador are explicitly 

separated, and sometimes they are not, but they are treated differently than 

Canada in the early censuses, and as one province in the later. 

6. “Primary industry” appears as a field in later censuses, without the more specific 

breakdown of earlier years—during which nearly all the working population 

fished, in all census communities.  So little information is lost by summing 

primary industry employment for all years. 

In principle none of the above adjustments is strictly necessary.  In fact they amount 

to what computer science folks call “lossy compression”—that is, they make the data more 

compact and regularly structured, at the expense of losing some detail.  There is no 

theoretical need to limit our database’s size (or for that matter its dimensionality), so we 

could have kept the few hundred fields used in 1935, for instance, and the few hundred 

different ones in 2006, and done the same for all other records and fields.  But that would 

have created a gigantic database. 

This project means to provide a practical reference source for basic data, not to 

conserve or archive the information in its original, unprocessed form.  Fields were selected 

based on their likely usefulness to researchers and the public, on the completeness of 

available data (particularly for still-extant communities), and on the viability of tables 

comparing data across as many census years as possible. 

Because of the volume of records and fields, it is not practical to include specific 

explanations here for all data processing decisions.  The author will gladly answer targeted 

questions, by reviewing internal project notes; however, researchers with very specific 

interests in exact interpretations of data would do best to consult the original sources. 
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Data Structure and Explanations of Headings 

 

The data is presented in a Microsoft Excel workbook to make access and manipulation 

as easy as possible for the greatest number of users. Five spreadsheets are included: a 

“Location Index”; a “Source Index”; “Population by Year”; the main “Data” sheet; and a 

supplemental “Sub-Regional” sheet.  The headings for each of the four sheets are described 

in detail below. 

 

“Location Index” Spreadsheet: 

Col. Heading Description 

A Key A standardized number identifying the census location. Created to enable 

matching of locations censused by different names in different years. 

Approximately ordered from south to north along the coast, with inland 

locations numbered at the end. 

B Location A standardized name identifying the census location. More recent or 

widely recognized variants and spellings were preferred, but others used 

are included as notes in column I. 

C Latitude Latitude in decimal degrees west, to two digits. In most cases obtained 

from data tables provided by Bryn Wood of the Torngat Secretariat; 

elsewhere obtained by placing markers on Google Maps.  Intended for 

general grouping purposes only. 

D Longitude Longitude in decimal degrees north, to two digits. See “Latitude” above. 

E Actual Location Coordinates were included for all locations; a “yes” here indicates that they 

are intended to show an actual location; a “no” indicates that they 

represent an arbitrary point within a regionally-defined location, or else 

the general vicinity of an unknown location. 

F 2011 Census 

Community 

Indicates the location in which residents would be enumerated, according 

to the 2011 census definitions. 
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G Local Area An arbitrary local grouping, to provide a somewhat more reliable 

catchment, accounting for local movements within an area across census 

years, as well as changes in sampling between censuses. 

H Sub-Region Sub-regional classification: “Straits,” “south coast,” “north coast,” “central 

Labrador,” or “Labrador West.” 

I Note Notes clarifying decisions around data interpretation: (a) alternative names 

considered to be the same location; (b) similar names considered to be 

different locations; (c) explanations of calculations performed, in a few 

instances, to separate subdivisions—this was mainly done for Subdivision C 

in the middle of the 20th century, when supporting documentation was 

available to clarify the cases of Mud Lake, Rigolet, and Sheshatshiu; (d) 

cases where locations known to be different but nearby were added 

together, for simplicity or consistency; (e) explanations of census 

subdivisions; etc. 

J-AF 1857-2011 “X” indicates that the location appeared in the census year specified. 

 

“Source Index” Spreadsheet: 

This sheet summarizes the sources from which the original data was compiled. 

Col. Heading Description 

A Short form An abbreviated identifier for the source.  

B Data years Census years for which the source provided data. 

C Full citation Bibliographic details for the source. 

D Pages or Sections Identifies the relevant portions of the source document. 
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“Population by Year” Spreadsheet 

The data in this table has undergone additional processing, and presents total 

population counts by year for Labrador, its sub-regions, and selected extant communities, 

from 1857-2011. 

 

Notes on data rows: 

 The values for Labrador and the sub-regions were obtained by simple addition 

(including communities not represented below, and, for 1884, an entry for "Indians" 

of 130). 

 The “R1-adj” and “S3-adj” values have been adjusted for the 1951 and 1956 years, 

because data is missing for some coastal communities in those years, which affects 

the regional and sub-regional totals considerably.  In R1-adj, the 1951 and 1956 

figures given are the regional totals reported in the census, and in S3-adj, the 1951 

and 1956 figures are those totals, minus the sub-regional totals for western and 

central Labrador.  The totals for the coastal sub-regions have not been adjusted, due 

to an insufficiency of data. 

 The “R1-rep” values correspond to the Labrador totals reported in the census, for 

all years except 1869, in which no total was reported.  That figure was taken from 

Col. Heading Description 

A Key A unique key generated for this table for sorting and reference purposes.  The 

“adj” and “rep” suffixes indicate rows containing alternate data for the same 

geographic location. 

B Location Geographic location. Does not necessarily directly correspond with a census 

location (see row descriptions below). 

C Category Indicates scale of the geographic location: “region” is all of Labrador; “sub-

region” is a broad area (the coast, central Labrador, or western Labrador), and 

“coastal sub-region” is a sub-division of coastal Labrador into the Strait of Belle 

Isle area, the south coast between Cape Charles and Hamilton Inlet, and the 

north coast, north of Hamilton Inlet. 

D-Z Census years Indicates the total population for the specified census year. 
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a line in the 1874 census indicating the 1869 total.  It is possible that our source for 

the 1869 census is incomplete; alternatively the 1874 census may have retroactively 

included other data (e.g. from the Moravian Mission).  Where the R1-rep values 

vary from the calculated totals, they are invariably higher, which implies a 

systematic source for the discrepancy: e.g., perhaps the inclusion of returns for which 

the community-level geographic location was not known.  R1-rep should be 

preferred to R1 and R1-adj for most applications. 

 For this table, Division No. 10 Subd. C was divided.  The 2011 value was assigned 

to Mud Lake, and counts for Mud Lake from 1971-2006 were interpolated linearly 

based on 1971 data, and subtracted from Div. 10 Subd. C to give approximate values 

for Sheshatshiu, from 1981-2006, and Rigolet, for 1976.  The interpolated values for 

Mud Lake have been omitted from this chart as excessively prone to error.  The 

only impact on regional and sub-regional total counts is the shift of the 1976 

population count for Rigolet to the North Coast region from Central Labrador. 

 Sheshatshiu and North West River are included both separately and together, for 

comparative purposes in years when separate counts are not available. 

 Natuashish has been considered a continuation of the community at Davis Inlet. 

 Division No. 10 Subd. D has been presumed to represent Churchill Falls. 

 The 1951 totals for coastal sub-regions (and therefore “COAST” and “LABRADOR” 

as well) are artificially low, due to incomplete data for that year. 
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“Data” spreadsheet: 

For consistency, and to facilitate export to database programs, a row has been created 

for every combination of census year and standard census location, even where no data is 

reported. Similarly, all data columns have been retained for all rows.  Zeroes indicate 

reported values, whereas empty cells indicate unreported values. 

(23 census years) × (324 standard census locations) = 7,452 rows 

(7452 rows) x (92 columns) = 685,584 fields 

 

Col. Heading Description 

A ID A unique 7-digit key, compromised of the 4-digit census year and 

3-digit standard location key (prefixed with zeroes as necessary). 

B Standard Location Key A standardized number identifying the census location. 

Corresponds to column A in the Location Index. 

C Standard Location A standardized name identifying the census location. Corresponds 

to column B in the Location Index. 

D-I [Location details] Correspond to columns C-H in the Location index. 

J Year Census year for the data in this row. 

K Source Key The number assigned to this location in the source document. If 

this row represents the sum of multiple census locations in a source 

document, this number refers to the one most closely matching the 

standard location name in column C, and an explanation is 

provided under “source location” in column L. 

L Source Location The name assigned to this location in the source document. If 

multiple locations are summed in this row, additional locations are 

indicated by “+” and original source keys are provided.  Other 

conjunctions such as “&”, “or,” and so on have been transcribed 

directly from the original source. 

M Source Document The shortened name of the source document, as given in column A 

of the Source Index. 
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N Entry Method “Keyed” indicates that the data in this row was manually copied 

from a print or scanned document; “Calculated” indicates that it is 

based on manual or automatic calculation from multiple numbers 

or inputs (usually the sum of multiple census locations); and 

“Imported” indicates a straight import from a downloaded 

electronic file. 

O-CN [Data] These columns contain the actual reported data. 

 

 

“Sub-Regional” spreadsheet: 

To make further data processing more convenient, this supplemental data sheet 

combines data records for individual census locations into regional and sub-regional 

aggregates, by simple addition of field values.  New records have been created for the 

Straits, South Coast, North Coast, Labrador West, and Central Labrador sub-regions, with 

standard location keys 325-329, and record 330 gives total values for Labrador.  Note that 

these values may differ from the totals actually reported for the region in the census. They 

represent only the sums of the location-level values contained within the main “Data” 

spreadsheet itself. 
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Maps 

Census Locations 

This map is approximate, and intended as a general illustration.  It was not produced directly using database coordinates, and does not 

necessarily reflect actual census locations, but it does display the roundabout environs for each point, to assist general understanding. It also 

highlights the geographical distribution of historical communities.  Those not on the coast or on Lake Melville (itself a brackish inlet) are 

few in number.  The linear alignment of several of them reveals the main route of the iron ore railway. 

Arrows or hollow circles indicate uncertain locations, as do question marks after location names. 
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Census Local Areas 

The contours on this map correspond with the census locations on the previous page.  They are not intended to reflect actual patterns 

of settlement, jurisdiction, or ordinary nomenclature.  The areas delineated have been chosen as convenient groupings that (a) are 

compatible with historical census data; (b) permit meaningful comparison across census years, by increasing location-specific sample sizes 

and minimizing variation between census years due to differing geographical definitions; and (c) only as a secondary consideration, 

reasonably correspond with useful geographical distinctions as they might be made today.  These local areas do not actually appear in any 

censuses; they represent an attempt to map a less granular but more consistent scheme onto the variable mappings previously used. 



Labrador and the Census  
  

28 
 

Sub-Regions 

These sub-regions have been defined with today’s priorities and usage in mind.  They do not appear in any census, but as figures can 

reliably assigned between them, in the vast majority of cases for all census years, and as they represent larger populations than census 

locations or the intermediate “local areas” option presented above, they provide perhaps the most reliable basis for meaningful comparison 

of areas within Labrador.  Note that the “local areas” do not necessarily fit neatly into the sub-regions; “Lake Melville” and “Outer Straits,” 

for instance, are divided.
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Quick Reference 

This final section is intended as a sort of atlas, with charts and brief topical overviews.  These should 

be taken as starting-points for thinking about the dataset, which is best consulted directly. 

 

Labrador and Sub-Regional Population by Year 

 

 

This basic chart shows three main phases of demographic change: 

 Until 1901 the Labrador’s censused population was entirely coastal; 

 From 1945-1956, a sizeable population suddenly arose in central Labrador; and 

 Labrador West’s population arose in 1961 and has gradually declined from a peak in 1976. 

It also shows three main comparative trends: 

 The ratio of coastal to central Labradorians has been roughly consistent since 1956; 

 Labrador West seems to have recently stabilized on par with central Labrador; and 

 Since the iron ore bust of the 1980s, Labrador’s population history has been one of three 

distinct regions of roughly comparable size. 
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Straits and South Coast Community Populations, 1857-2011 

 

 

Long-term populations trends are similar for all extant communities in the straits (top) and south 

coast (bottom) sub-regions with sufficient historical data coverage, with population growth up to peaks 

generally between 1971 and 1986, and population decline thereafter. 
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North Coast and Other Selected Community Populations, 1857-2011 

 

 

 

The five Nunatsiavut communities on the north coast are not generally declining in population.  

Hopedale and Nain are growing, while Makkovik, Postville, and Rigolet have held relatively steady over 

30 years.  The Innu communities of Natuashish and Sheshatshiu are growing rapidly. Mud Lake’s 

populations is in slow decline, and North West River’s is stable.  
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Additional Community Populations, 1901-2011 

 

 

Every community is a special case, but the four pictured above are particular outliers mainly because 

of their combination of relatively large scale with rapid rates of growth and decline.  Other Labrador 

communities began just as recently and abruptly (e.g. Charlottetown) or are similarly linked to single 

resources (as are many coastal communities), but the influence of these four on regional trends has been 

especially pronounced. 

Each of the four communities has shown an initial period of rapid growth, followed by a sustained 

decline, with signs of recent stabilization in all cases.  Happy Valley-Goose Bay’s population has been 

less dominated by a single industrial narrative, and it has not shown as extended or consistent a period 

of declining population as Labrador City, Wabush, or Churchill Falls. 
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Labrador Population Pyramids, 1935 and 1971 

 

 

 

 

In 1935, there were significantly more males than females in all age groups, and the population was 

on the whole quite young.  Thirty-five years later, in 1971, the sex ratio was somewhat less skewed 

toward males, particularly in the youngest age group, but the population was even younger, because of 

massive in-migration of young labour to central and western Labrador. 
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Labrador Population Pyramids, 1991 and 2011 

 

  

 

 

 

These population pyramids show a marked change from those above.  The population ages steadily 

as it becomes established, and the sex ratio stabilizes at increasingly greater ages, so that by 2011 the 

disproportion is mainly relevant to residents 45 years and older. 
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Two Looks at Age Distributions in Labrador, 1891-2011 

 

 

 

The first chart shows a steady increase in the proportion of people over 45, and a steady decrease in 

the proportion of people under 45.  Since exact ages are not reported in census tables, the median age 

cannot be deduced precisely, but the median age categories are given in the second chart, and a 

pronounced upward trend is clear.  Over the past 50 years the average Labradorian has likely more than 

doubled in age (from 10-19 to 35-45).  Note that age information is missing for 1945, 1951, and 1956. 
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Sex Ratio, 1869-2011 

 

 

Large swings in values in the early years may be methodological artifacts, but the very low proportion 

of women in western Labrador in 1966 is likely accurate.  Two general trends are worth noting above 

others.  The first is that the ratio of females to males is increasing.  This is to be expected in an aging 

population, because of basic demography (males die younger on average), but the matter may also be 

complicated by differential rates of in- and out-migration for employment, by gender and industry sector.  

The second trend is that the proportion of females has historically been low, and continues to be low.  

For comparison, in 2011 the Canadian population was 50.97% female (median age of 40.6) and 

Newfoundland and Labrador’s was 51.30% female (median age 44.0), but Labrador’s was 49.31% 

female, narrowly off the 2001 high of 49.38% (median age 36.2). 

30%

35%

40%

45%

50%

55%

60%

65%

70%

1857 1869 1874 1884 1891 1901 1911 1921 1935 1945 1951 1956 1961 1966 1971 1976 1981 1986 1991 1996 2001 2006 2011

Percentage Female Population by Sub‐Region, 1869‐2011

Central Labrador Labrador West South Coast North Coast Straits



Labrador and the Census  
  

37 
 

Married Population, 1869-2011 

 

 

 

Many disparate factors influence the proportion of married people within a population.  One is the 

age of the population—hence the marked increase in the married population of the South Coast and 

Straits sub-regions, for instance.  Changing social norms are another factor: for example, common-law 

relationships were first recorded in the 2011 census, with 3785 people reporting common-law status in 

Labrador, enough to boost the married population from 38.4% to 52.5%, had they been included.  The 

waning influence of the Moravian Church in particular may also be visible in the downward trend on 

the North Coast, since the early 1980s. 
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Population per Household, 1966-2011 

 

 

 

The above chart mainly shows a general trend of decreasing household size, as well as consistently 

larger average household sizes on the north coast, compared to other parts of Labrador.  Household or 

family counts (taken as equivalent, though they are not necessarily so) are incomplete for many years; 

prior to 1966, figures are good mainly for 1857 and 1935.  See the table below. 

 

Population per Household 

 Central Labrador Labrador West North Coast South Coast/Straits 

1857    6.14 

1935 5.12  4.60 5.23 

1976 4.81 4.32 5.68 5.34 

2011 3.30 3.19 3.73 3.14 
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Population by Birthplace, 1891 and 2006 

 

       

 

Birthplace was reported regularly from 1869-1921 (though reliably only to 1891), and again from 

1981-2006.  During the first period, 2-8% of Labrador’s residents had been born in the UK, and the 

remainder within what is now the province.  During the second period, 9-13% of Labrador’s residents 

reported birthplaces outside the province, with 7-11% being born elsewhere in Canada, 0-1% in the UK, 

and 0-2% elsewhere.  The two years chosen above are basically representative of the two periods. 
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Number of Locations per Census Year 

 

 

 

This chart highlights the difficulty of extracting community-level trends.  Several general observations 

help explain the shape of the data: 

1. From 1857 to 1901, the Newfoundland census generally extended further north each time it 

was taken; 

2. From 1884, information for northern communities was obtained from the Moravian Mission; 

3. From 1901, census-takers increasingly distinguished locations according to local practice; 

4. After Confederation in 1949, the Canadian census adopted a markedly different approach to 

defining communities; and 

5. Many communities disappeared as Labrador’s economy transformed in the mid-twentieth 

century, beginning with the construction of the air base at Goose Bay 1941. 
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