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WILLIAM GILBERT GOSLING AND THE ESTABLISHMENT OF 
COMMISSION GOVERNMENT IN ST. JOHN'S, NEWFOUNDLAND, 1914* 

Melvin Baker 

Resume/Abstract 

De 1888, date où Saint-Jean avait été érigée en municipalité, jusqu'à 
1913, la communauté marchande ne s ' é t a i t g u è r e i n t é r e s s é e à 
l'administration du Conseil municipal. Les gros commerçants é ta ien t , pour 
la plupart, trop pris par leurs affaires; en outre, i l s préféraient siéger 
au Conseil législatif , plus prestigieux, ou ten ta ien t à l 'occasion de se 
fa i re é l i r e à la Chambre d'assemblée. Le déc r e t municipal de 1888 
conférait aux commerçants membres de ces deux corps l é g i s l a t i f s une 
véritable mainmise sur l'administration et les finances de la v i l l e . 

Le Conseil municipal se trouvait sans cesse en butte à des difficultés 
pécuniaires , faute de revenus suff isants pour f inancer l e s t ravaux 
d'amélioration. En décembre 1913, William Gilbert Gosling, président de la 
Chambre de commerce, fonda un mouvement de réforme civique dont la mission 
é ta i t de découvrir de nouvelles sources de financement pour les travaux 
publics. En réal i té , cela impliquait une augmentation de l'impôt foncier, 
mesure que les commerçants se virent contraints d'accepter pour accroî t re 
la réserve d'eau en cas d ' incendie . Ces nouveaux revenus deva ien t 
également servir à mieux loger les pauvres ainsi qu'à améliorer l 'hygiène 
et la propreté de la v i l l e . Au début de 1914, la Chambre de commerce 
réussit à fa i re remplacer le Conseil municipal élu par une Commission 
composée d'hommes d'affaires désignés. Le mandat de cette commission é ta i t 
d'administrer la v i l le pendant un an, à par t i r du 1 e r juin 1914, de 
réorganiser les services municipaux et de définir les grandes l ignes d'une 
nouvelle charte municipale qui g a r a n t i r a i t à la v i l l e des revenus 
suffisants. L ' ini t iat ive de Gosling amorça le mouvement qui devait aboutir 
à la charte de 1921, qui rég i t encore au jourd 'hu i l ' a d m i n i s t r a t i o n 
municipale de Saint-Jean. 

The St . John's commercial community took l i t t l e i n t e r e s t in the 
administration of the Municipal Council from the c i t y ' s incorporation in 
1888 to 1913. Most prominent merchants were pressed for time because of 
t he i r businesses; they preferred e i t h e r to s i t in the p r e s t i g i o u s 

* T h e w r i t e r w o u l d l i k e t o t h a n k t h e C a n a d a C o u n c i l a n d t h e S o c i a l 
S c i e n c e s and H u m a n i t i e s R e s e a r c h C o u n c i l o f Canada f o r f i n a n c i a l s u p p o r t , 
a n d w o u l d l i k e t o a c k n o w l e d g e t h e a s s i s t a n c e o f t h e s t a f f s o f t h e 
N e w f o u n d l a n d P r o v i n c i a l A r c h i v e s , e s p e c i a l l y M r . D a v i d D a v i s a n d M r . T o n y 
M u r p h y , and o f t h e S t . J o h n ' s C i t y H a l l , i n p a r t i c u l a r M r . P e t e r K e n d a l l , 
who was m o s t s y m p a t h e t i c a n d h e l p f u l i n my r e s e a r c h o f t h e c i t y ' s 
u n c a t a l o g u e d r e c o r d s . F i n a l l y , I w o u l d l i k e t o e x p r e s s my g r a t i t u d e t o my 
s u p e r v i s o r s , P r o f e s s o r s F r e d e r i c k H . A r m s t r o n g , P e t e r F . N e a r y , a n d t h e 
l a t e D a v i d A l e x a n d e r , f o r t h e i r c r i t i c a l c o m m e n t s a n d s u g g e s t i o n s on 
e a r l i e r d r a f t s o f t h i s p a p e r . 
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Legislat ive Council o r , o c c a s i o n a l l y , t o seek e l e c t i o n t o t he House of 
Assembly. Under the terms of the 1888 Municipal Act, membership in t hese 
l eg i s l a t i ve bodies gave the merchants considerable control over the c i t y ' s 
finances and management. 

The Municipal Council constantly experienced f i n a n c i a l d i f f i c u l t i e s 
because of insufficient revenue for improvements. The aim of the c i v i c 
reform movement organized in December, 1913, by William G i l b e r t Gos l ing , 
the President of the Board of Trade, was t o dev i se means of ob t a in ing 
addit ional revenue for municipal improvements. In e f f e c t , t h i s meant 
increasing the property tax, a prospect the c i t y ' s merchants were forced t o 
accept to achieve an improved water supply for g r e a t e r f i r e p r o t e c t i o n . 
The additional revenue was to be used a lso t o provide b e t t e r housing for 
the poor and to improve public health and s a n i t a r y c o n d i t i o n s . Ear ly in 
1914 the Board of Trade was success fu l in having t h e e l e c t i v e counci l 
replaced by an appointed commission of businessmen. This commission was 
intended to administer the c i ty for aie year from July 1, 1914, re-organize 
the various municipal departments, and draf t a new municipal c h a r t e r t h a t 
would give the council the revenue i t required. Gos l ing ' s i n i t i a t i v e s e t 
in motion the events t h a t led t o t h e c h a r t e r of 1 9 2 1 , t h e b a s i s of 
present-day municipal government in S t . John ' s . 

• * * 

In 1914 the wave of m u n i c i p a l 
r e f o r m t h a t had b e e n s w e e p i n g 
Canadian and American c i t i e s s i n c e 
the turn of the century reached S t . 
John T s . "The science of m u n i c i p a l 
g o v e r n m e n t h a s o n l y r e c e n t l y 
received the study and a t t e n t i o n i t 
m e r i t s . . . , " a l o c a l c i t i z e n s ' 
commit tee r e p o r t e d i n t h a t y e a r . 
As a r e s u l t "hundreds upon hundreds 
of c i t i e s " w e r e " b u s y w i t h 
r e - o r g a n i z a t i o n s c h e m e s . " S t . 
John ' s had now to j o in t h i s crusade 
for I t s municipal ac t "was q u i t e a 
c u r i o s i t y i n c i t y c h a r t e r s " and 
n e e d e d " t o b e e n t i r e l y 
r e - d r a f t e d . " 1 What was perhaps 
c u r i o u s a b o u t t h e S t . J o h n ' s 
c h a r t e r was the extent to which the 
c i t y ' s f r e e d o m of a c t i o n , 
e s p e c i a l l y i t s r i g h t to t a x , was 
c i r c u m s c r i b e d by t h e c o l o n i a l 
l e g i s l a t u r e . Led by the S t . John ' s 
Board of Trade and i t s m e r c a n t i l e 
P r e s i d e n t , William Gi lber t Gosl ing, 
t he 1914 g e n e r a t i o n of r e f o r m e r s 
s o u g h t b o t h t o m a k e t h e 
a d m i n i s t r a t i o n of t he c i t y more 
e f f i c i e n t and t o f i n d new s o u r c e s 

of r e v e n u e f o r b a d l y n e e d 
improvements. T h e i r a m b i t i o n was 
t o reorganize t h e w a t e r supp ly to 
a f ford g r e a t e r f i r e p r o t e c t i o n of 
t h e b u s i n e s s d i s t r i c t , p r o v i d e 
b e t t e r h o u s i n g fo r t h e p o o r , and 
r a i s e t h e l e v e l of p u b l i c h e a l t h 
and s a n i t a t i o n . To r e a l i z e t h e i r 
o b j e c t i v e s the reformers u l t i m a t e l y 
decided upon a twelve-man appointed 
commission which would s i t for one 
year from July 1, 1914, in p lace of 
t h e e x i s t i n g e l e c t i v e m u n i c i p a l 
c o u n c i l . This commission would be 
charged with the d r a f t i n g of a new 
c h a r t e r for S t . John ' s based on i t s 
e x p e r i e n c e of a d m i n i s t e r i n g t h e 
c i t y . That so bold a scheme should 
h a v e come from t h e m e r c a n t i l e 
community, which d i r e c t e d from i t s 
S t . John ' s base t h e i n t e r n a t i o n a l 
f i s h i n g t r a d e of t h e c o l o n y , 
r ep resen ted a sharp break wi th t h e 
p a s t . Since t h e i n c o r p o r a t i o n of 
t h e c i t y i n 1888 , commerc i a l , as 
opposed t o s e r v i c e , S t . J o h n ' s had 
not been n o t a b l e for i t s i n t e r e s t 
i n c i v i c a f f a i r s . I t s new found 
z e a l can be a t t r i b u t e d i n p a r t to 
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i t s own need fo r f i r e p r o t e c t i o n , 
but the l e a d e r s among i t a t l e a s t 
were determined t o improve l i v i n g 
condi t ions g e n e r a l l y and t o a l t e r 
the phys ica l a p p e a r a n c e of a much 
neglec ted c i t y . 

I 

T h e p r o p o s e d 1 9 1 4 
c o n s t i t u t i o n a l change would be t h e 
f o u r t h r e v i s i o n of t he m u n i c i p a l 
s y s t e m s i n c e S t . J o h n ' s h a d 
r e c e i v e d i t s own g o v e r n m e n t i n 
1 8 8 8 . B e f o r e t h a t y e a r t h e 
c o l o n i a l government had p r o v i d e d 
a l l municipal s e r v i c e s e x c e p t for 
water supply and f i r e p r o t e c t i o n . 
T h e s e w e r e t h e p r e s e r v e of a 
p r i v a t e u t i l i t y owned by c i t y 
merchants but g r e a t l y a s s i s t e d by 
the co lon i a l government.^ The 
purpose of the 1888 i n c o r p o r a t i o n 
was to j u s t i f y t h e r a i s i n g of a 
l a rge loan in England.^ With t h i s 
loan the government intended to buy 
out the S t . J o h n ' s Water Company, 
i n which P r i m e M i n i s t e r R o b e r t 
T h o r b u r n and o t h e r p r o m i n e n t 
government suppor ters and merchants 
were s h a r e h o l d e r s and t o redeem a 
25 year £15,000 loan , r e p a y a b l e by 
assessments upon the owners of a l l 
lands wi th in St . J o h n ' s , which had 
f a l l e n due. I t was a l s o i n t e n d e d 
i n 1888 to use par t of the new loan 
t o c o n s t r u c t a b e t t e r s e w e r a g e 
system and thus r e l i e v e the genera l 
c o l o n i a l revenue of the i n c r e a s i n g 
burden of mainta ining c i t y s t r e e t s , 
sewers, and d r a i n s . ^ 

I n e n a c t i n g t h e 1 8 8 8 
l e g i s l a t i o n , ThorburnTs government 
w a s i n t e r e s t e d , f i r s t , i n 
p r o t e c t i n g p r o p e r t y f r o m a n y 
unnecessary t a x a t i o n and, s e c o n d , 
i n giving S t . John ' s r e s i d e n t s t h e 
m u n i c i p a l v o t e . As t h e A t t o r n e y 
G e n e r a l , S t . J o h n ' s l awyer James 
Winter, noted, municipal government 
was " . . . m o r e i n t h e n a t u r e of a 
j o i n t - s t o c k company, because i t i s 

wi th f i n a n c i a l m a t t e r s t h e Board 
h a d t o d e a l , a n d p r o p e r t y 
o u g h t t o h a v e i t s f a i r 
r e p r e s e n t a t i o n . . . . " ^ The 
c o m p o s i t i o n of t h e new M u n i c i p a l 
C o u n c i l - t h e name " B o a r d " was 
d ropped because t h e p o l i t i c i a n s 
thought i t would remind c i t i z e n s of 
the o ther boards or depa r tmen t s of 
the government^ - r e f l e c t e d a 
compromise the government r eached 
between the i n t e r e s t s of t he sou th 
s ide of Water S t r e e t , the h i s t o r i c 
b u s i n e s s d i s t r i c t of S t . J o h n ' s 
which faced over t h e h a r b o u r , and 
the r e s t of the community.' The 
r e s u l t was a h y b r i d c o u n c i l w i th 
two government appoin tees and f i v e 
members e l e c t e d t h r o u g h a w a r d 
s y s t e m . Both p r o s p e c t i v e v o t e r s 
a n d c o u n c i l l o r s f a c e d s t i f f 
p roper ty q u a l i f i c a t i o n s under t h e 
1888 system, the determining fac to r 
i n both i n s t a n c e s b e i n g a n n u a l 
payments to t h e w a t e r company for 
i t s s e r v i c e s . " 

The Water S t r e e t m e r c h a n t s 
a l s o had t h e Thorburn government 
p l a c e c h e c k s on t h e c o u n c i l ' s 
f i n a n c i a l and l e g i s l a t i v e powers . 
With regard to t axa t i on the counci l 
was to submit to the l e g i s l a t u r e an 
a n n u a l b a l a n c e d s t a t e m e n t of i t s 
r e v e n u e s and e x p e n d i t u r e s and t o 
o b t a i n l e g i s l a t i v e approval for any 
t a x a t i o n i n c r e a s e . T h i s l a t t e r 
requirement e n a b l e d t h e m e r c h a n t s 
through both the government of t he 
day and t h e i r immense i n f l u e n c e i n 
the L e g i s l a t i v e Council , t o dec ide 
what tax should be l ev ied and what 
l o a n s r a i s e d . A g a i n , any new 
municipal by-law had to be approved 
by the Governor- in-Counci l , and any 
new a u t h o r i t y or power sought by 
c o u n c i l c o u l d be o b t a i n e d o n l y 
t h r o u g h t h e a m e n d m e n t by t h e 
l e g i s l a t u r e of i t s o r i g i n a l a c t of 
i n c o r p o r a t i o n . ^ 

In sum, there was little 
reason for the Water Street 
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m e r c h a n t t o r u n f o r m u n i c i p a l 
o f f i c e . Most bus inessmen did not 
have the time a v a i l a b l e , e s p e c i a l l y 
during the busy f i shery s easons of 
summer and autumn, to a t t end to the 
d ive r s complaints of c i t i z e n s . The 
few merchants who d id p a r t i c i p a t e 
w e r e young a n d u s u a l l y c l o s e 
f r i ends of Edward P a t r i c k M o r r i s , 
an ambit ious Roman C a t h o l i c l awyer 
who was e l e c t e d i n 1885 t o t h e 
House of Assembly for S t . J o h n ' s 
W e s t . An a s t u t e p o l i t i c a l 
oppo r tun i s t and a champion of t h e 
c i t y T s I r i s h working c l a s s , Mor r i s 
seemed to have an i n s t i n c t i v e grasp 
of the workings of pa t ronage, using 
both the c o u n c i l and t h e c o l o n i a l 
government for "paying h i s f r i e n d s 
and downing an enemy."10 His ca r ee r 
r e v e a l s much a b o u t t h e e a r l y 
h i s t o r y of S t . J o h n ' s a s a n 
incorpora ted m u n i c i p a l i t y . H 
A d m i n i s t r a t i v e l y , t h e new c o u n c i l 
was l i t t l e more than a depar tmental 
a p p e n d a g e of t h e c o l o n i a l 
government; p o l i t i c a l l y i t was but 
a n e x t e n s i o n of t h e n o r m a l 
p a t r o n a g e and i n t r i g u e of S t . 
John ' s p o l i t i c a l l i f e . 

The ch ie f s o u r c e of r e v e n u e 
for the counci l was tha t which had 
been provided for the water company 
- an assessment based on the r e n t a l 
value of p roper ty , r a t h e r t han t h e 
a c t u a l value as i n Canada and t h e 
United S t a t e s . 1 2 Under t h i s 
t a x a t i o n system w a t e r a s s e s s m e n t s 
were l e v i e d on ground l a n d l o r d s 
( t h a t i s , landowners) , l e s s e e s , and 
occupiers of a l l l ands , b u i l d i n g s , 
and tenements in the c i t y . Ground 
l and lo rds paid an assessment based 
on t h e a n n u a l g r o u n d r e n t t h e y 
r ece ived . Lessees in t u r n p a i d an 
assessment based on the d i f f e r e n c e 
between the annual r e n t a l v a l u e of 
t h e i r p r o p e r t y and t h e amount of 
ground rent they paid . In the case 
of f r e e h o l d e r s , who owned a n d 
occupied, the r e n t a l va lue of l and 
and bu i ld ings was lumped t o g e t h e r . 

F i n a l l y , o w n e r - o c c u p i e r s a n d 
t e n a n t s l i v i n g i n houses w i t h an 
annual r e n t a l value of at l e a s t $40 
paid an o c c u p i e r s ' t a x of s i x pe r 
c e n t on t h e a n n u a l r e n t a l v a l u e . 
To t h e s e a s s e s s m e n t s was added a 
sewerage t ax ; in 1907 t h i s amounted 
t o o n e - q u a r t e r of t h e w a t e r 
a s s e s s m e n t to be p a i d . B u s i n e s s 
e s t a b l i s h m e n t s were a s s e s s e d two 
per cent on the value of t h e s t o c k 
they c a r r i e d . Thus i f a merchan t 
had $300,000 worth of b u s i n e s s , he 
was a s s e s s e d on $6 ,000 and p a i d 
$450 in t a x e s , based on the s ix per 
c e n t w a t e r r a t e and t h e sewerage 
r a t e . 1 3 

This complex t a x a t i o n sys tem 
r e f l e c t e d the n a t u r e of owner sh ip 
i n S t . J o h n ' s , where much of t h e 
most v a l u a b l e land i n t h e mixed 
c o m m e r c i a l - r e s i d e n t i a l a r e a on and 
above the c e n t r a l Water S t r e e t area 
b e l o n g e d t o B r i t i s h a b s e n t e e 
l a n d l o r d s . To p r o t e c t t h e m s e l v e s 
f rom m u n i c i p a l t a x a t i o n t h e s e 
l and lo rds had p l a c e d c o v e n a n t s i n 
t h e i r l e a s e s m a k i n g l o c a l 
l e a s e h o l d e r s and t enan t s l i a b l e for 
t h e i r t a x e s . ^ The absentee 
l and lo rds were given f u r t h e r l e g a l 
p r o t e c t i o n from t a x a t i o n by t h e 
R o y a l I n s t r u c t i o n s g i v e n t o 
success ive co lon i a l g o v e r n o r s , who 
were to ld to r e f u s e a s s e n t to any 
l e g i s l a t i o n t h e y c o n s i d e r e d 
p r e j u d i c i a l t o t h e r i g h t s a n d 
p r o p e r t y of B r i t i s h s u b j e c t s 
r e s i d e n t elsewhere.15 Because the 
a b s e n t e e l a n d l o r d s e s c a p e d 
t a x a t i o n , a l t h o u g h t h e v a l u e of 
t h e i r l a n d w a s c o n s t a n t l y 
i n c r e a s i n g from publ ic e x p e n d i t u r e 
o n c i t y i m p r o v e m e n t s , t h e 
p o l i t i c i a n s and merchants k e p t t h e 
o c c u p i e r s ' t a x a t s i x p e r 
cen t .16 To inc rease t h i s assessment 
would have meant p lac ing f i n a n c i a l 
bu rdens on l o c a l r e s i d e n t s which 
t h e y n e i t h e r w a n t e d no r c o u l d 
a f fo rd . S t . J o h n ' s was a c i t y i n 
w h i c h t h e i n t e r e s t s of t h e 
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l a n d l o r d , w h e t h e r r e s i d e n t o r 
a b s e n t e e , r e i g n e d s u p r e m e o v e r 
t h o s e of t e n a n t s . T h a t i n f l u e n c e 
p e r v a d e d b o t h t h e c o l o n i a l 
l e g i s l a t u r e a n d t h e m u n i c i p a l 
c o u n c i l . I n bo th b o d i e s i t was t h e 
m e r c h a n t s , l a w y e r s , and s h o p k e e p e r s 
who, e i t h e r d i r e c t l y or i n d i r e c t l y , 
h e l d sway. ' They saw l i t t l e p o i n t 
i n a l t e r i n g t h e status quo i n 
S t . J o h n ! s . I n d e e d , t h e p r o t e c t i o n 
a f f o r d e d a b s e n t e e l a n d l o r d s by t h e 
i m p e r i a l g o v e r n m e n t g a v e a g r e a t 
a d v a n t a g e t o l o c a l l a n d l o r d s a s 
w e l l . As o n e f o r m e r m u n i c i p a l 
c o u n c i l l o r n o t e d i n 1 8 9 9 , a n y 
i n c r e a s e i n t a x a t i o n w o u l d r e d u c e 
t h e v a l u e of p r o p e r t y b e c a u s e many 
t e n a n t s would be f o r c e d t o r e s i d e 
o u t s i d e t h e c i t y . T h i s i n t u r n 
would mean l e s s r evenue f o r c o u n c i l 
b e c a u s e a t e n a n t l e s s h o u s e w o u l d 
p roduce no t a x a t i o n . 1 8 

The r e v e n u e of t h e c o l o n i a l 
government i t s e l f came l a r g e l y from 
an impor t t a r i f f , bu t s e v e r a l o t h e r 
d i r e c t t a x e s w e r e a l s o 
c o l l e c t e d . 1 9 j n t ime t h e s e i n c l u d e d 
i m p o s t s on t e l e p h o n e s , d o g s , and 
motor c a r s . ^ Depr ived of t h e s e 
o b v i o u s s o u r c e s of r e v e n u e a n d 
u n a b l e or u n w i l l i n g t o i n c r e a s e t h e 
p r o p e r t y t a x , t h e c o u n c i l , l i k e i t s 
p r e d e c e s s o r , t h e w a t e r c o m p a n y , 
r e l i e d a f t e r 1888 on a du ty on c o a l 
i m p o r t e d i n t o S t . J o h n ' s . When 
more r e v e n u e was n e e d e d , i t w a s 
t h i s s o u r c e t h a t was i n v a r i a b l y 
e n l a r g e d . S i n c e c o a l was a b a s i c 
d o m e s t i c and c o m m e r c i a l n e c e s s i t y 
i n l a t e n i n e t e e n t h c e n t u r y S t . 
J o h n ! s , t h e du ty on i t t o u c h e d a l l 
c i t i z e n s . 2 ! In 1 8 9 1 , E . P . M o r r i s , 
now a member of t h e s econd L i b e r a l 
g o v e r n m e n t of W i l l i a m W h i t e w a y 
(1889-1894) made t h i s t h e b a s i s of 
a s w e e p i n g r e v i s i o n o f t h e 
m u n i c i p a l f r a n c h i s e . O v e r t h e 
o b j e c t i o n s of t h e L e g i s l a t i v e 
C o u n c i l t h e p r o p e r t y q u a l i f i c a t i o n 
was r e d u c e d t o i n c l u d e a n y m a l e 
h o u s e h o l d e r o v e r 21 y e a r s w h o 

o c c u p i e d a house e i t h e r as owner or 
t e n a n t or bo th (no m a t t e r w h a t t h e 
r e n t ) o r w h o p a i d w a t e r a n d 
s ewerage a s s e s s m e n t s . I n M o r r i s f 

v i e w e v e n t h o s e p a y i n g l e s s t h a n 
$ 4 0 a y e a r r e n t a n d n o w a t e r 
a s s e s s m e n t s s t i l l c o n t r i b u t e d t o 
t h e c o u n c i l 1 s r e v e n u e s t h r o u g h t h e 
t a x e s of t h e i r l a n d l o r d s . 2 2 As 
m i g h t be e x p e c t e d , M o r r i s was t h e 
main b e n e f i c i a r y of t h i s m u n i c i p a l 
l a r g e s s e , which made i t e a s i e r f o r 
h i s s u p p o r t e r s t o s e c u r e e l e c t i o n 
t o c o u n c i l a n d f o r h i m t o g a i n 
a c c e s s d u r i n g c o l o n i a l e l e c t i o n s t o 
an i m p o r t a n t s o u r c e of p a t r o n a g e . 

S t . J o h n ' s now h a d a m o r e 
representative s y s t e m , bu t t h e 
government of t h e day s t i l l had t h e 
w h i p h a n d o v e r t h e c i t y . T h u s 
w h e n , i n 1 8 9 8 , a m a j o r i t y of t h e 
c o u n c i l l o r s t u r n e d a g a i n s t t h e 
C o n s e r v a t i v e g o v e r n m e n t 
( 1 8 9 7 - 1 9 0 0 ) , t h e c o u n c i l i t s e l f was 
a b o l i s h e d a n d a t h r e e m a n 
c o m m i s s i o n a p p o i n t e d i n i t s 
s t e a d . ^ I r o n i c a l l y , W i n t e r , t h e 
a r c h i t e c t of t h e 1888 M u n i c i p a l 
A c t , c l a i m e d t h a t t h i s c h a n g e was 
n e c e s s a r y b e c a u s e t h e e x i s t i n g 
s y s t e m of c i v i c a d m i n i s t r a t i o n had 
b r o k e n down f r o m t h e w e i g h t of 
g o v e r n m e n t i n t e r f e r e n c e , a s 
e v i d e n c e d i n t h e c o u n c i l ' s 
f i n a n c i a l d i s a r r a y . S i n c e 1 8 9 1 
c o u n c i l had been u n a b l e t o meet i t s 
a n n u a l i n t e r e s t p a y m e n t s , t h o u g h 
t h e b u n g l i n g of t h e l e g i s l a t u r e may 
have been a f a c t o r c o n t r i b u t i n g t o 
t h i s s i t u a t i o n . q Moreover , t h e 
c i t y ' s d e b t h a d i n c r e a s e d 
d r a m a t i c a l l y t h r o u g h e x p e n d i t u r e s 
t h e L i b e r a l g o v e r n m e n t h a d 
u n d e r t a k e n i n r e b u i l d i n g S t . J o h n 1 s 
f o l l o w i n g a c a l a m i t o u s f i r e i n 
1 8 9 2 . I n 1 8 9 1 t h e de b t wa s 
$ 7 8 1 , 9 5 3 . 5 8 ; a t t h e end of 1897 i t 
s t o o d a t $ 1 , 8 5 4 , 1 4 2 . 3 3 . More t h a n 
$400 ,000 of t h i s i n c r e a s e had b e e n 
expended by w a r r a n t by t h e Whiteway 
g o v e r n m e n t o n m u n i c i p a l 
i m p r o v e m e n t s t o h e l p s e c u r e i t s 



40 

r e - e l e c t i o n in 1893.^5 ^he Winter 
government now cha rged b o t h t h e 
a r r e a r s of m u n i c i p a l i n t e r e s t and 
the r ebu i ld ing expend i tu r e s to t h e 
c o l o n y T s d e b t , t h e r e b y a d j u s t i n g 
the counc i l 1 s o b l i g a t i o n at the end 
of 1897 to $1 ,210 ,000 . 2 6 The new 
municipal commission was not meant 
to be a permanent f i x t u r e ; r a t h e r , 
i n t h e words of A . B . Mori n e , a 
C a n a d i a n - b o r n l a w y e r who w a s 
Receiver-General i n the government 
and s o l i c i t o r for the Reid Rai lway 
Company, i t was to d e t e r m i n e "how 
t a x a t i o n can best be r a i s e d , so as 
to leave enough money in t h e hands 
of w h a t e v e r body may c o n t i n u e to 
govern t h i s c i t y a s t o pay t h e 
i n t e r e s t on t h e d e b t , which ought 
to be paid by the c i t y . . . . " ^ ' 

Win te r was an a c k n o w l e d g e d 
a d m i r e r of t h e c o m m i s s i o n of 
government a l r e a d y o p e r a t i n g i n 
Washington, D.C.,^° but no doubt 
the change e f f e c t e d i n S t . J o h n ' s 
was motivated as w e l l by t h e need 
t o d e f l e c t a n y o p p o s i t i o n a 
L i b e r a l - d o m i n a t e d c o u n c i l m i g h t 
o f fe r to the concessions w i th in the 
c i t y w h i c h t h e G o v e r n m e n t h a d 
r ecen t ly made to the Reid Company. 
In March, 1898, Robert G. Reid, the 
C a n a d i a n c o n t r a c t o r who h a d 
d i r e c t e d t h e b u i l d i n g of t h e 
Newfoundland r a i l w a y , was g i v e n 
c o n t r o l of t h e w h o l e l i n e a n d 
g e n e r o u s l a n d g r a n t s a l o n g t h e 
r o u t e . I n S t . J o h n ' s R e i d ' s 
company was e x e m p t e d f rom a l l 
m u n i c i p a l t a x a t i o n . I t was a l s o 
permi t ted to purchase the dry dock 
and empowered t o o p e r a t e a s t r e e t 
rai lway and cons t ruc t a new railway 
terminus in the western s e c t i o n of 
the c i t y . In 1901 Reid was f o r c e d 
by a new L ibe ra l government to give 
up ownership of the ra i lway, s t r e e t 
ra i lway , and dry dock, but he was 
l e f t with a f i f t y year l ease on the 
s t r e e t rai lway and exempt ion from 
municipal t a x a t i o n on h i s r a i l w a y 
proper ty in the West End.™ 

Given t h i s b a c k g r o u n d , t h e 
1898 commission form of government 
proved h i g h l y c o n t r o v e r s i a l from 
i t s i n c e p t i o n . D e s p i t e W i n t e r ' s 
d e c l a r a t i o n t h a t one of t he t h r e e 
commissioners would be drawn from 
t h e r anks of t h e o p p o s i t i o n , t h e 
a p p o i n t e e s we re a l l g o v e r n m e n t 
s u p p o r t e r s . 3 0 Never the less , the 
commission l a s t e d u n t i l 1902 bu t 
only b e c a u s e t h e u p r o a r over t h e 
1898 Newfoundland Railway c o n t r a c t 
pushed a s i d e a l l o t h e r p o l i t i c a l 
c o n s i d e r a t i o n s in t h e l i f e of t h e 
colony.^1 Once tha t i s sue 
was r e s o l v e d , t h e Bond L i b e r a l 
g o v e r n m e n t ( 1 9 0 0 - 1 9 0 9 ) , w h i c h 
i n c l u d e d Edward M o r r i s as t h e 
M i n i s t e r of J u s t i c e and A t t o r n e y 
Genera l , a b o l i s h e d a n o t h e r l egacy 
of 1898 and S t . John ' s received i t s 
t h i r d a d m i n i s t r a t i v e s t r u c t u r e i n 
four t een y e a r s . 

T h i s t i m e t h e r e w e r e two 
o b j e c t i v e s : to get the government 
ou t of t he c o u n c i l ' s d a y - t o - d a y 
a f f a i r s and t o e n t i c e more Water 
S t r e e t merchants , e s p e c i a l l y t h o s e 
not a c t i v e i n p a r t y p o l i t i c s , t o 
run for municipal o f f i c e . Yet t h e 
change made i n 1902 a f f e c t e d only 
the manner of s e l e c t i n g m u n i c i p a l 
c o u n c i l l o r s ; the l e g i s l a t u r e would 
s t i l l e x e r c i s e t h e same c o n t r o l 
over municipal f i n a n c e s . ^ Having 
experimented a l ready with two forms 
of l o c a l g o v e r n m e n t t h a t w e r e 
becoming i n c r e a s i n g l y p o p u l a r w i t h 
Canadian and American r e f o r m e r s -
t h e p a r t - a p p o i n t e d , p a r t - e l e c t e d 
and commission sys tems - Bond and 
h i s m in i s t e r s d e c i d e d t o g ive t h e 
c i t i z e n s the r i g h t to e l e c t a mayor 
and a l l s i x o ther members of a new 
c o u n c i l . The old f r a n c h i s e was 
e x p a n d e d t o i n c l u d e any m a l e 
B r i t i s h subject over 21 y e a r s who, 
f o r a y e a r p r e v i o u s t o t h e 
e l e c t i o n , had occup ied a d w e l l i n g 
w i t h i n the c i t y or who as a "ground 
l a n d l o r d , l e s s e e , or o c c u p i e r of 
any l ands , tenements, bu i l d ings" in 
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S t . J o h n T s had p a i d t a x e s to t h e 
counc i l .33 Bond, over Mor r i s ' s 
o b j e c t i o n s , i n s t i t u t e d c i t y - w i d e 
e l e c t i o n s in place of the old ward 
s y s t e m . C a n d i d a t e s , he s a i d , 
s h o u l d " a p p e a l t o a l a r g e r 
c o n s t i t u e n c y . . . n o t a pu re ly pocke t 
b o r o u g h . . . . " No doubt BondTs view 
of re form was p o p u l a r w i t h many 
p r o p e r t y owners . The M u n i c i p a l 
C o u n c i l , i t was h o p e d , w o u l d 
c o n s i s t of d e d i c a t e d , c o m p e t e n t 
businessmen and would devote i t s e l f 
to economical a d m i n i s t r a t i o n , low 
t a x a t i o n , and e f f i c i e n c y i n t h e 
pub l ic s e r v i c e . 3 ^ These ob jec t ives 
b e l i e d t h e t r a d i t i o n s of S t . 
John f s p o l i t i a l l i f e , but in 1911 a 
m u n i c i p a l p o l i t i c i a n i n t h e Bond 
mould appeared on the scene i n t h e 
person of William Gi lbe r t G o s l i n g . 
I t was h is high-minded l e a d e r s h i p , 
exemplif ied by s t a t e m e n t s such as 
"we have no o t h e r i n t e r e s t , t h a n 
your i n t e r e s t . . . , " t h a t r e t u r n e d 
S t . J o h n ' s t o a c o m m i s s i o n 
government in 1914. 

I I 

Born i n B e r m u d a i n 1 8 6 3 , 
G o s l i n g came to Newfound land i n 
1881 as a c l e r k w i t h t h e f i s h 
expor t ing firm of Harvey & Co. By 
1913 he had worked h i s way up to a 
d i r e c t o r s h i p , hav ing h e l p e d form 
t h e B o a r d of T r a d e i n 1 9 0 9 . 
G o s l i n g was w e l l - k n o w n f o r h i s 
l i t e r a r y and h i s t o r i c a l i n t e r e s t s 
but had not previous ly been a c t i v e 
i n p o l i t i c s . H i s f i r s t b o o k , 
published i n 1910, was a h i s t o r y of 
Labrador. I t s tands to t h i s day as 
the most comprehensive work on i t s 
s u b j e c t . In 1911 he p u b l i s h e d a 
biography of the s i x t e e n t h c e n t u r y 
adven ture r , S i r Humphrey G i l b e r t . 
A q u i e t and r e t i r i n g i n d i v i d u a l , 
Gosling f i r s t ventured i n t o p u b l i c 
l i f e i n 1 9 0 8 when h e b e c a m e 
v i c e - p r e s i d e n t of a c h a r i t a b l e 
e n t e r p r i s e l aunched by h i s c l o s e 
f r i e n d and b u s i n e s s a s s o c i a t e , 

John Harvey. -* Both men were 
h i g h l y c r i t i c a l of t h e l a c k of 
c i v i c p r i d e shown by S t . J o h n ' s 
r e s i d e n t s . As G o s l i n g o n c e 
b i t t e r l y remarked, "The i n t e r e s t s 
of the community [were] p e r p e t u a l l y 
s a c r i f i c e d t o t h e w i s h e s of t h e 
i n d i v i d u a l . " ^ " The same zea l for 
d e t a i l t h a t G o s l i n g d e m o n s t r a t e d 
i n h i s b u s i n e s s a n d l i t e r a r y 
c a r e e r s was now t o be a p p l i e d t o 
the c i t y 1 s problems. 

In a l l l i k e l i h o o d the Board of 
T r a d e i t s e l f was o r g a n i z e d i n 
M a r c h , 1 9 0 9 , a s a d e f e n s i v e 
r e s p o n s e t o t h e f o r m a t i o n i n t h e 
p r e v i o u s N o v e m b e r of t h e 
FishermenTs P r o t e c t i v e Union (FPU) 
i n t h e n o r t h e r n o u t p o r t s of t h e 
i s l a n d . By i t s ve ry n a t u r e and 
r a p i d g r o w t h t h e FPU p o s e d a 
s e r i o u s c h a l l e n g e to t h e economic 
and p o l i t i c a l hegemony of S t . 
J o h n ' s . The u n i o n ' s g o a l was to 
achieve s o c i a l welfare benef i t s for 
ou tpor t people and t o e l imina te the 
S t . John ' s merchant as a middleman 
i n t h e m a r k e t i n g of f i s h and t h e 
p r o v i s i o n i n g of f i s h e r m e n . The 
un ion d i s p u t e d f u n d a m e n t a l l y t h e 
b e l i e f common among S t . J o h n ' s 
r e s i d e n t s t h a t t h e p r o s p e r i t y of 
t h e i s l a n d d e p e n d e d u p o n t h e 
p r o s p e r i t y of t h e i r c i t y and more 
p a r t i c u l a r l y of W a t e r S t r e e t . 
I n d e e d , i t was o f t e n s a i d i n S t . 
J o h n ' s tha t the purpose of W i l l i a m 
Coaker, the leader of the FPU, was 
to make g r a s s grow i n t h e c i t y ' s 
s t r e e t s . - ^ ' By c o n t r a s t , the Board 
of T r a d e ' s pu rpose was t o b r i n g 
t o g e t h e r i n one o r g a n i z a t i o n a l l 
m e r c h a n t s , i m p o r t e r s , 
manufac ture rs , and i n d u s t r i a l i s t s . 
This would not only f o s t e r g r e a t e r 
un i ty i n the f i s h t r a d e but would 
ensure tha t a l l d i spu tes w i th in the 
bus iness community would be quickly 
s e t t l e d . I t would a l s o mean t h a t 
t h e c i t y ' s b u s i n e s s m e n wou ld be 
un i t ed i n t h e i r d e a l i n g s w i th t h e 
u r b a n w o r k i n g c l a s s , wh ich had 
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become i n c r e a s i n g l y m i l i t a n t and 
o r g a n i z e d s i n c e t h e t u r n of t h e 
cen tu ry . The board a l s o saw work 
f o r i t s e l f i n p r o m o t i n g t h e 
e x p a n d i n g i n d u s t r i a l a n d 
m a n u f a c t u r i n g e n t e r p r i s e s of S t . 
J o h n ' s and e n c o u r a g i n g r e s o u r c e 
d e v e l o p m e n t e l s e w h e r e i n t h e 
colony.38 

What b r o u g h t t h e Board of 
Trade to t h e i s s u e of m u n i c i p a l 
r e fo rm was t h e i n a d e q u a t e f i r e 
p r o t e c t i o n i n t h e W a t e r S t r e e t 
a r e a . S t . John ! s had a s u f f i c i e n t 
water supply for domestic p u r p o s e s 
by means of a g r a v i t y flow sys tem 
cons t ruc ted i n the ear ly 1860s and 
s u p p l i e d f r o m a l a k e t o t h e 
n o r t h e a s t o f t h e c i t y . 
N o n e t h e l e s s , a l t h o u g h a l m o s t 
$200,000 had been spent by c o u n c i l 
s ince 1904 to improve the mains to 
the c i t y and to extend branch pipes 
to i t s r ap id ly growing s u b u r b s to 
the north and west ,39 Water S t r e e t 
was s t i l l poor ly equ ipped t o f a c e 
an emergency. The sys tem s imply 
could not d e l i v e r enough w a t e r a t 
the r i g h t p ressure to f i g h t a major 
f i r e . Only if water was cut off to 
o the r p a r t s of t h e c i t y cou ld t h e 
business d i s t r i c t s t a r t t o r espond 
to such an event . ^ There was a l so 
an obvious need for a f i r e boat i n 
t h e h a r b o u r . F o l l o w i n g a m a j o r 
f i r e i n O c t o b e r , 1 9 0 8 , w h i c h 
d e s t r o y e d a l a r g e m e r c a n t i l e 
premise valued a t $600 ,000 , 4 1 the 
Board of F i r e U n d e r w r i t e r s u rged 
upon the Municipal Council and t h e 
Board of Trade t h e need f o r t h i s 
a d d i t i o n a l s e r v i c e . Unless i t was 
provided, the u n d e r w r i t e r s ' board 
i n d i c a t e d , p r e m i u m s i n t h e 
business d i s t r i c t would have to be 
r a i s e d from $25,000 to $50,000 -
sums c a l c u l a t e d to s t i r t h e l a t e n t 
reformism in any businessman. The 
Board of Trade e s t i m a t e d t h e c o s t 
of a f i r e boat at $10,000, wi th an 
equ iva len t annual maintenance c o s t . 
Despi te the need the counci l proved 

most u n c o - o p e r a t i v e . S i n c e t h e 
g r e a t c o n f l a g r a t i o n of 1892 t h e 
F i r e D e p a r t m e n t h a d b e e n 
a d m i n i s t e r e d by t h e c o l o n i a l 
government with the counc i l mere ly 
c o n t r i b u t i n g to i t s s u p p o r t . With 
t h e t h r e a t of an i n s u r a n c e r a t e 
i n c r e a s e hang ing over t h e m , t h e 
merchants found t h e m s e l v e s caugh t 
i n a j u r i s d i c t i o n a l b a t t l e . 
Council would not provide t h e boat 
because i t could not afford i t ; the 
government was w i l l i n g t o l end t h e 
counc i l money to purchase the boat , 
y e t would do n o t h i n g t o m a i n t a i n 
i t . 4 2 

Related t o t h e i s s u e of f i r e 
p r o t e c t i o n was t h e p r o b l e m of 
p rovid ing adequate housing fo r t h e 
p o o r , who l i v e d i n wooden f r ame 
bu i l d ings amidst g r e a t c o n g e s t i o n 
j u s t above Water S t r e e t . Many of 
the houses in t h i s area were owned 
by absentee land lords or t h e i r S t . 
John 1 s agents and were r e a l l y unf i t 
f o r human h a b i t a t i o n . S e w e r a g e 
c o n n e c t i o n w a s u n c o m m o n , a n d 
counc i l T s s a n i t a r y c a r t s a n i g h t l y 
p resence .^^ ^ n 1914 St . JohnTs had 
a p p r o x i m a t e l y 9 0 0 t o 1 , 0 0 0 
t e n e m e n t s d e p e n d e n t upon t h i s 
p r i m i t i v e form of sewage r em ova l . 
As might be e x p e c t e d , t h e r e was a 
c o n c o m i t a n t h e a l t h p r o b l e m . I n 
1913 the c i t y ' s death r a t e was, for 
a t o t a l popula t ion of approximately 
3 4 , 0 0 0 , 18 .95 per t h o u s a n d . I n 
Newfoundland as a whole t h e r a t e 
was 16.79 per thousand. Accord ing 
t o Gos l ing ' s c a l c u l a t i o n s t h e r a t e 
i n S t . J o h n ' s was h i g h e r t h a n i n 
G l a s g o w o r L o n d o n . I n f a n t 
m o r t a l i t y was an e s p e c i a l l y s e v e r e 
problem i n the c a p i t a l . Out of 866 
deaths in 1912, 2 3 . 1 per cen t had 
r e s u l t e d from d i s e a s e s of i n f a n c y 
and chi ldhood. Most of t h e s e were 
d i r e c t l y a t t r i b u t a b l e to u n s u i t a b l e 
s a n i t a r y c o n d i t i o n s ; t h o s e who 
l i v e d i n c e l l a r t e n e m e n t s a n d 
e n j o y e d l i t t l e f r e s h a i r a n d 
s u n s h i n e w e r e p a r t i c u l a r l y 
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e x p o s e d . ^ What the merchants and 
o t h e r r e f o r m - m i n d e d c i t i z e n s 
p re fe r r ed for t h e i r slum neighbours 
was tha t the l a b o u r i n g poor s h i f t 
t o t e n e m e n t s i n t h e g r o w i n g 
s u b u r b s . F o r t h e i r p a r t t h e 
l a b o u r e r s l i v i n g i n t h e h e a r t of 
t h e c i t y w i s h e d , d e s p i t e t h e 
a p p a l l i n g c o n d i t i o n s , to remain, in 
t h e a b s e n c e of a d e q u a t e p u b l i c 
t r a n s p o r t , c lose to t h e i r p l a c e of 
work. M o r e o v e r , m e r c h a n t s and 
b u i l d e r s could not a g r e e upon any 
a l t e r n a t i v e b u i l d i n g scheme t h a t 
would offer an acceptable r e tu rn on 
c a p i t a l investment.4-^ 

The only poss ib le way forward 
was t h r o u g h an i n c r e a s e i n t h e 
p r o p e r t y t a x , but t h a t s o l u t i o n 
c l e a r l y posed i t s own problems. As 
mat te rs s tood, the counci l was j u s t 
a b l e to meet i t s f i x e d f i n a n c i a l 
o b l i g a t i o n s , which were i n t e r e s t 
p a y m e n t s t o t h e g o v e r n m e n t , a 
$12,000 annual c o n t r i b u t i o n to t h e 
F i r e D e p a r t m e n t , and s a l a r y and 
se rv ice payments . 4 " The counc i l T s 
f i n a n c i a l woes were compounded by 
the problem of tax a r r e a r s . S ince 
1905 the number of d e f a u l t e r s had 
gradual ly i n c r e a s e d , p a r t i c u l a r l y 
among those who were b i l l e d for the 
o c c u p i e r s ! t a x and who l i v e d i n 
t enemen t s r e n t i n g fo r $40 to $60 
a n n u a l l y . T h e s e d e l i n q u e n t s 
possessed l i t t l e p r o p e r t y a g a i n s t 
which w r i t s of at tachment cou ld be 
had i n the l oca l c o u r t s ; m o r e o v e r , 
t h e c o s t of h i r i n g l a w y e r s t o 
r e c o v e r s u c h s m a l l a m o u n t s was 
p r o h i b i t i v e . At t h e end of 1905 
m u n i c i p a l a r r e a r s s t o o d a t 
$52,963.90; by 1913 t h i s f igure had 
almost doubled to $98 ,706 .28 . 4 7 In 
1 9 1 1 t h e c o u n c i l r e c e i v e d 
l e g i s l a t i v e a u t h o r i t y to impose a 
s i x per cent annua l cha rge on a l l 
taxes outs tanding for more than one 
year ,48 but in 1912 the government 
of Edward M o r r i s ( 1 9 0 9 - 1 9 1 7 ) 
r e f u s e d t h e c o u n c i l ' s r e q u e s t to 
tu rn off the water to h o u s e h o l d e r s 

who had n o t p a i d t h e i r t a x e s . 
Morris argued t h a t such a c t i o n was 
not only a r b i t r a r y but dangerous to 
t h e h e a l t h of t h e m i s c r e a n t s ; 
though in a r r e a r s on d i r e c t t a x e s , 
t he l a t t e r s t i l l con t r ibu ted t o the 
m u n i c i p a l r e v e n u e by i n d i r e c t 
means . 4 " Morris know a p o l i t i c a l 
powder keg when he saw o n e , b u t 
some among h i s c o l l e a g u e s were 
i n c l i n e d t o go f a r t h e r . Some 
t a x p a y e r s , i t seems, were a b s o l v e d 
of a r r e a r s by c a n d i d a t e s s e e k i n g 
r e - e l e c t i o n t o t h e c o u n c i l or a 
p l a c e i n t h e H o u s e o f 
Assembly. ^0 The problem Gosling 
and the Board of Trade c o n f r o n t e d , 
t h e n , was t o d e v i s e m e a n s t o 
i n c r e a s e t a x a t i o n upon p r o p e r t y , 
wi thout p lac ing an undue f i n a n c i a l 
burden upon the c i t y ' s l ea seho lde r s 
and t e n a n t s . 

I l l 

G o s l i n g f i r s t b r o u g h t t h e 
m u n i c i p a l q u e s t i o n b e f o r e t h e 
Executive Counci l of t h e Board of 
Trade on May 5 , 1 9 1 1 , h i s pu rpose 
being to secure support for a c i v i c 
reform campaign.^^ While the l oca l 
p r e s s was p e r i o d i c a l l y b a r r a g e d 
w i t h l e t t e r s from i r a t e c t i z e n s 
a b o u t m u n i c i p a l managemen t , t h e 
no t ion of a s y s t e m a t i c program of 
reform had never g o t t e n ve ry f a r . 
During the 1910 munic ipa l e l e c t i o n 
t h e r e had b e e n l i t t l e i n f o r m e d 
d e b a t e , and none of t h e t w e l v e 
c a n d i d a t e s f o r p o s i t i o n s a s 
c o u n c i l l o r s had even held a p u b l i c 
m e e t i n g - a p o i n t of g r e a t 
s i g n i f i c a n c e s i n c e t h i s was t h e 
t r a d i t i o n a l forum of S t . J o h n ' s 
p o l i t i c s . The 1910 campaign had 
lacked the p a r t i s a n s h i p of the 1902 
and 1906 c o n t e s t s , when t h e d a i l y 
newspapers had vigorously supported 
or opposed candida tes on t h e b a s i s 
of p a r t y a f f i l i a t i o n . Moreover , 
t h e r e had been no mayoralty race in 
1910 , t h e p o p u l a r W i l l i a m E l l i s 
h a v i n g b e e n e l e c t e d b y 
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acclamat ion. -^ All the success fu l 
candida tes except one (a d r u g g i s t ) 
w e r e e i t h e r b u i l d e r s o r 
manufac turers . E l l i s himself was a 
prominent landlord and t h e b i g g e s t 
employer of l a b o u r i n t h e c i t y . 
Moreover , w i th t he e x c e p t i o n of 
E l l i s and John T. M a r t i n , a l l t h e 
members of the c o u n c i l e l e c t e d i n 
1 9 1 0 w e r e n e w t o c i t y 
p o l i t i c s . -^ Such a body would have 
o b v i o u s d i f f i c u l t i e s r e f o r m i n g 
i t s e l f s ince mercan t i l e S t . John 1 s 
was not r e p r e s e n t e d and E l l i s , 
h i m s e l f , was a known opponent of 
the co lon ia l government, having run 
u n s u c c e s s f u l l y a g a i n s t P r i m e 
M i n i s t e r M o r r i s i n t h e g e n e r a l 
e l e c t i o n of 1909.^^ By c o n t r a s t 
Gosling and the other r e fo rmer s a t 
the Board of Trade had abou t them 
an a i r of r e s p e c t a b i l i t y a n d 
n o n - p a r t i s a n s h i p . 

The f i r s t s t e p t a k e n by t h e 
board i n i t s q u e s t for re form was 
t h e f o r m a t i o n of a c o m m i t t e e 
c o n s i s t i n g of Gosl ing, John Harvey, 
a n d J o h n H a r r i s , a f o r m e r 
c o u n c i l l o r and Mor r i s p r o t e g e , to 
e n l i s t the support of the c o u n c i l . 
The counci l a c c e p t e d i n p r i n c i p l e 
the need for change but refused the 
p r o p o s a l f o r a j o i n t m e e t i n g t o 
d i s c u s s m u n i c i p a l p r o b l e m s . 
I n s t ead , the counci l s u g g e s t e d t h e 
board f o r a w a t c h d o g c i t i z e n s ' 
l eague . -^ Buoyed by the success 
of the c i t y 1 s f i r s t Clean-up Day on 
May 15, the c o u n c i l l o r s o b v i o u s l y 
saw no reason, e s e c i a l l y with Mayor 
E l l i s a b s e n t i n M o n t r e a l f o r 
m e d i c a l a t t e n t i o n , t o s u b j e c t 
t h e m s e l v e s t o t h e c l o s e p u b l i c 
s c r u t i n y t h a t wou ld f o l l o w a n 
e x a m i n a t i o n of m u n i c i p a l 
a f f a i r s . ^ " 

Rebuffed by t h e c o u n c i l , t h e 
Board of Trade author ized GoslingTs 
c o m m i t t e e t o a p p o i n t a l a r g e r 
commit tee of e n q u i r y from among 
board members. Those se l ec t ed were 

Mayor E l l i s h i m s e l f ; J o h n L . 
S l a t t e r y , t h e c o u n c i l ' s 
S e c r e t a r y - T r e a s u r e r ; George Shea 
and Michael P . G ibbs , both former 
mayors; John R. B e n n e t t , a former 
c o u n c i l l o r and now one of t h e MHAs 
f o r S t . J o h n ' s W e s t ; and J o h n 
H a r v e y and J o h n H a r r i s , b o t h 
m e m b e r s of t h e L e g i s l a t i v e 
Counc i l . ^ ' The new committee was 
w e l l a c q u a i n t e d w i th t h e c i t y ' s 
a d m i n i s t r a t i v e h i s t o r y a n d 
p r o b l e m s . G i v e n t h e i r own 
p o l i t i c a l record , i t s members could 
be r e l i e d upon not to i n d i c t t h e 
c o u n c i l f o r i t s f a i l i n g s b u t t o 
i d e n t i f y t h e w e a k n e s s e s i n t h e 
e x i s t i n g sys t em and f i n d ways to 
bu i ld anew. Several mee t ings were 
held i n June and J u l y a l t h o u g h no 
p l a n was put f o r w a r d , a n d , w i t h 
members hard p r e s s e d f o r t ime i n 
t h e b u s y summer s e a s o n , t h e 
i n i t i a t i v e was e v e n t u a l l y l e f t to 
Gosling h imse l f . ^8 True to h i s 
s c h o l a r l y b e n t , G o s l i n g was busy 
exp lor ing the workings of municipal 
government i n Canada, t h e U n i t e d 
S t a t e s , and E u r o p e . When a board 
member a s k e d t h e c o m m i t t e e t h e 
fol lowing year to form a v i g i l a n c e 
committee to s t i m u l a t e i n t e r e s t i n 
municipal a f f a i r s , G o s l i n g den ied 
t h e r e q u e s t on t h e g r o u n d s t h a t 
more data was needed on m u n i c i p a l 
g o v e r n m e n t i n S t . J o h n ' s a n d 
e lsewhere .^9 But Gos l ing ! s delaying 
t a c t i c s may have had a f u r t h e r 
i n s p i r a t i o n s ince in a l l l i ke l i hood 
he would not have wanted a p u b l i c 
m e e t i n g and t h e f o r m a t i o n of a 
c i t i z e n ' s a s s o c i a t i o n u n t i l t h e 
e x i s t i n g c o u n c i l ' s term, s c h e d u l e d 
t o end i n J u n e , 1914, was drawing 
t o a c l o s e . In t h i s way r e f o r m 
would not be m i s c o n s t r u e d a s a 
p a r t i s a n a t t a c k on the counc i l ; nor 
would i t be s u l l i e d by t h e g e n e r a l 
e l e c t i o n t h a t was due to be he ld 
before the municipal e l e c t i o n . 

The g e n e r a l e l e c t i o n w a s 
e v e n t u a l l y h e l d on O c t o b e r 3 0 , 
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1 9 1 3 . B o t h M a y o r E l l i s a n d 
C o u n c i l l o r C . W . R y a n w e r e 
c a n d i d a t e s f o r R o b e r t B o n d ' s 
L ibe ra l Pa r ty , now in a l l i a n c e with 
William CoakerTs Union P a r t y , but 
n e i t h e r was e l e c t e d . ° 0 GoslingTs 
moment had come, and a t a December 
22nd meeting he ca l l ed on the board 
of T r a d e , of w h i c h he was now 
P r e s i d e n t , t o a c t . I t w a s 
necessary for the board t o p r o v i d e 
c i v i c l e a d e r s h i p b e c a u s e , h e 
s t a t e d , i t w a s t h e " o n l y 
i n d e p e n d e n t , n o n - p o l i t i c a 1 , 
n o n - s e c t a r i a n b o d y i n t h e 
community." Noting t h a t the Boards 
of Trade of Saint John and H a l i f a x 
h a d r e c e n t l y t a k e n s i m i l a r 
i n i t i a t i v e s , G o s l i n g c a l l e d f o r a 
re fo rm a g i t a t i o n which wou ld be 
"wholly impersonal . " Improvement , 
he s a i d , would mean i n c r e a s e d 
t a x a t i o n . 

He d i d n o t b e l i e v e t h a t u n d e r 
e x i s t i n g c o n d i t i o n s a n y v a s t 
e c o n o m i e s w e r e p o s s i b l e . 
T h e r e has a l w a y s b e e n w a s t e , 
a n d , as t h i n g s now are, w a s t e 
t h e r e m u s t a l w a y s b e . T h e r e 
m i g h t be a b e t t e r s y s t e m o f 
s u p e r v i s i o n , a n d i m p r o v e d 
m e t h o d s , b u t a t t h e b e s t on l y 
a v e r y few t h o u s a n d s c o u I d be 
s a v e d , and t h a t i n t h e c o u r s e 
o f y e a r s . I f t h e c i t y was t o 
be r e a l l y i m p r o v e d , a l a r g e 
e x p e n d i t u r e w o u I d b e 
i n e v i t a b l e . T h e r e m u s t be a 
c o n s i d e r a b l e i n c r e a s e b o t h i n 
t h e c i t y ' s d e b t and i n c u r r e n t 
e x p e n s e s , and t h e s e i n c r e a s e s 
m u s t be m e t by t a x a t i o n . A t 
p r e s e n t m u n i c i p a l t a x a t i o n was 
c o m p a r a t i v e l y l i g h t ; he w a s 
n o t p r e p a r e d t o say p o s i t i v e l y 
how i t c o m p a r e d w i t h c i t i e s 
e l s e w h e r e , b u t h e t h o u g h t 
a b o u t 1 / 3 t o 1 / 2 o f t h e 
a m o u n t s c o l l e c t e d i n s i m i l a r 
c i t i e s i n C a n a d a a n d t h e 
U n i t e d S t a t e s . T h e r e w e r e a 
g r e a t m a n y p o i n t s t o b e 

c o n s i d e r e d , much i n v e s t i g a t i o n 
t o be u n d e r t a k e n , a n d d e t a i I 
t o be m a s t e r e d . 61 

With Mayor E l l i s p r e s e n t t h e 
meeting unanimously a g r e e d t o t h e 
appointment of a four-man committee 
t o be c h a i r e d by G o s l i n g . T h i s 
c o m m i t t e e w a s t o i s s u e 3 0 0 
i n v i t a t i o n s to a publ ic mee t ing t o 
be h e l d on December 29 f o r t h e 
p u r p o s e of f o r m i n g a c i t i z e n s 1 

reform a s s o c i a t i o n . 

One hundred c i t i z e n s answered 
G o s l i n g ' s a p p e a l . T h e i r p u b l i c 
meeting e l e c t e d him the chairman of 
a five-man commit tee charged wi th 
s e l e c t i n g an execut ive committee of 
t w e n t y - f i v e , with power to inc rease 
t h e i r n u m b e r . The e x e c u t i v e 
commi t t ee i n t u r n was t o make a 
t h o r o u g h s t u d y of t h e c i t y ' s 
problems, and i t s recommendat ions 
were to be p r e s e n t e d t o t h e House 
of A s s e m b l y d u r i n g i t s 1 9 1 4 
s e s s i o n , having f i r s t been approved 
a t a pub l ic meet ing.°2 Gosling 
chose h i s a s s o c i a t e s j u d i c i o u s l y . 
T h e y a l l h a d b a c k g r o u n d s i n 
m u n i c i p a l p o l i t i c s o r i n 
o c c u p a t i o n s or p r o f e s s i o n s which 
b o r e u p o n t h e i s s u e s t o be 
examined . Prime M i n i s t e r Mor r i s 
headed t h e l i s t of p o l i t i c i a n s , 
which a l so i n c l u d e d John B e n n e t t , 
the c o l o n i a l Sec re t a ry ; S t . J o h n ' s 
E a s t MHA J a m e s K e n t , who h a d 
succeeded Bond as L ibe ra l leader in 
January 1914; former mayor George 
Shea; and L e g i s l a t i v e C o u n c i l l o r s 
John Ander son , Michae l P . G ibbs , 
John H a r r i s , and John Harvey . In 
a d d i t i o n t h e commit tee numbered 
a m o n g i t s m e m b e r s t h e 
I n s p e c t o r - G e n e r a l o f t h e 
C o n s t a b u l a r y a n d t h e F i r e 
D e p a r t m e n t , t h e S e c r e t a r y of t h e 
l o c a l Board of F i r e U n d e r w r i t e r s , 
the c i t y ' s med ica l h e a l t h o f f i c e r 
and h e a l t h i n s p e c t o r , and t h e 
p r e s i d e n t of t h e L o n g s h o r e m e n ' s 
P r o t e c t i v e U n i o n , t h e c i t y ' s 
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l a r g e s t l a b o u r body a n d t h e 
n e g o t i a t o r of the wages and working 
cond i t ions of municipal l a b o u r e r s . 
The r e m a i n i n g commi t t ee members 
w e r e m e r c h a n t s , l a w y e r s a n d 
e d u c a t o r s . " ^ 

T h e M u n i c i p a l C o u n c i l 
d i s s o c i a t e d i t s e l f from the work of 
the c i t i z e n s 1 committee, but i t did 
make in format ion a v a i l a b l e to i t s 
va r ious sub-committees dea l ing with 
municipal a d m i n i s t r a t i o n . As one 
of t h e c i t y ' s l a r g e s t b u i l d e r s , 
Mayor E l l i s s e r v e d on t h e h o u s i n g 
sub-committee but avoided any o ther 
p a r t i c i p a t i o n l e s t i t c o n f l i c t with 
h i s p o s i t i o n as mayor."^ In 
January , 1914, t h e c o u n c i l i t s e l f 
at tempted to secure popular reforms 
t o t h e M u n i c i p a l Act of 1 9 0 2 . 
These were the d i v i s i o n of the c i t y 
i n t o nine wards w i t h a c o u n c i l l o r 
e l e c t e d for each ( the mayor was to 
be e l ec t ed by the c i ty as a who le ) 
and t h e e n f r a n c h i s e m e n t of women 
proper ty owners who paid w a t e r and 
sewerage assessments . -* But t h i s 
i n i t i a t i v e was a b a n d o n e d t h e 
fol lowing month when the c i t i z e n ' s 
committee re leased i t s l a r g e r p l a n 
of reform. 

Having i d e n t i f i e d wha t t h e 
m u n i c i p a l p r o b l e m s w e r e i n t h e 
a r e a s of h o u s i n g , s e w e r a g e , 
l i g h t i n g , p u b l i c h e a l t h , s t r e e t 
r e p a i r i n g and c l e a n i n g , w a t e r 
s u p p l y , f i r e p r o t e c t i o n , a n d 
t a x a t i o n , the commit tee c a l l e d on 
the l e g i s l a t u r e to postpone for one 
y e a r t h e m u n i c i p a l e l e c t i o n 
scheduled to be held i n June, 1914. 
In the i n t e r im St . John1 s would be 
a d m i n i s t e r e d by a c o m m i t t e e of 
twe lve c i t i z e n s a p p o i n t e d by t h e 
Gove rno r - i n -Counc i l . The members 
of t h i s body would a c t w i t h o u t 
r e m u n e r a t i o n and would p r e p a r e a 
new m u n i c i p a l a c t based on t h e i r 
exper ience in g o v e r n i n g t h e c i t y . 
T h i s d r a f t a c t wou ld f i r s t be 
s u b m i t t e d t o t h e p e o p l e i n a 

p l e b i s c i t e . I f t h e p o p u l a r 
v e r d i c t was f a v o u r a b l e , i t would 
t h e n b e p r e s e n t e d t o t h e 
l e g i s l a t u r e d u r i n g t h e 1 9 1 5 
session."*3 Gosling and h i s 
a s s o c i a t e s r e j e c t e d e x i s t i n g 
municipal p r a c t i c e not only because 
i t was cumbersome but b e c a u s e t h e 
c o l o n i a l government and b u s i n e s s 
community had n o t " t r u s t e d t h e 
e l e c t o r a t e a n d t h e i r 
r e p r e s e n t a t i v e s " and had "hedged 
the municipal government about wi th 
many r e s t r i c t i o n s . " What w a s 
needed was a s y s t e m t h a t wou ld 
a c k n o w l e d g e t h e s u p r e m a c y of 
popular w i l l while l eav ing d a y - t o ­
day a d m i n i s t r a t i o n in the hands of 
e x p e r t s . 

Our M u n i c i p a l A c t h a s b e e n an 
e x p e r i m e n t f r o m t h e b e g i n n i n g . 
I t i s so i n e l a s t i c , t h a t e v e r y 
f o r w a r d movement has e n t a i l e d 
an a m e n d m e n t t o t h e A c t . . . . 
I t i s e s t i m a t e d t h a t 
n i n e t e n t h s o f m u n i c i p a l 
g o v e r n m e n t i s a d m i n i s t r a t i v e , 
and o n e t e n t h l e g i s l a t i v e . T h e 
p r i n c i p a l a i m a n d o b j e c t o f 
a l l c i t y c h a r t e r s i s now t o 
o b t a i n e f f i c i e n t 
a d m i n i s t r a t i o n i n c o m b i n a t i o n 
w i t h e l e c t o r a l r e s p o n s i b i l i t y . 
T h i s i s w h a t w e w a n t a l s o . 
T h e s o u r c e o f g o v e r n m e n t i s 
t h e w i l l o f t h e p e o p l e t a k i n g 
e f f e c t t h r o u g h t h e i r e l e c t e d 
r e p r e s e n t a t i v e s . B u t t h e 
a d m i n i s t r a t i o n o f t h e l a w s , 
t h e d a i l y s u p e r v i s i o n w h i c h i s 
n e c e s s a r y , c a n n o t be p e r f o r m e d 
by t h e s e r e p r e s e n t a t i v e s , a n d 
m u s t b e d e p u t e d t o e x p e r t 
o f f i c i a l s . T h e d i v i s i o n o f 
t h e s e d u t i e s a n d 

r e s p o n s i b i l i t i e s b e t w e e n t h e 
e l e c t e d r e p r e s e n t a t i v e s a n d 
t h e p e r m a n e n t o f f i c i a l s 
r e q u i r e s t o b e c a r e f u l l y 
s t u d i e d , a n d t o be d e f i n e d 
i n t h e c h a r t e r o f 
t h e c i t y . . . 67 
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With regard to t a x e s , the Committee 
assumed t h a t t h e e x i s t i n g r e n t a l 
system would be r e t a ined because of 
the l e g a l d i f f i c u l t i e s i n v o l v e d i n 
e i t h e r t a x i n g t h e a b s e n t e e 
l a n d l o r d s or a c q u i r i n g f r e e h o l d 
t i t l e to t h e i r p r o p e r t y . " " With 
the c i ty stymied i n t h i s f a s h i o n , 
t h e c o m m i t t e e r e c o m m e n d e d a n 
i nc rea se i n , and r e s t r u c t u r i n g of, 
t he p r o p e r t y t a x . The w a t e r and 
sewerage r a t e would be a g e n e r a l 
assessment on c i ty property for the 
p rov i s ion ing of municipal s e r v i c e s 
and not j u s t a l evy for w a t e r and 
sewerage which, i n any c a s e , many 
h o u s e s d i d n o t p o s s e s s . The 
occup ie r s 1 t ax would be a l t e r e d t o 
make the owner of a house , whe the r 
leasehold or f r e e h o l d , l i a b l e fo r 
a l l p r o p e r t y t a x e s , e x c e p t t h e 
th ree per cent tax on ground r e n t . 
The l a t t e r would c o n t i n u e t o be 
pa id i n a c c o r d a n c e w i t h e x i s t i n g 
l e g a l a g r e e m e n t s . I n t u r n t h e 
owner of a house would be permit ted 
to add t h e o c c u p i e r s T t a x t o t h e 
ren t payable unde r h i s l e a s e s and 
a g r e e m e n t s w i t h t e n a n t s . T h i s 
change would make i t e a s i e r f o r 
counci l to c o l l e c t i t s t a x e s ; t h e 
landlord not t he t e n a n t would now 
be r e s p o n s i b l e f o r p a y m e n t . 
Gos l ing ! s committee a l s o wanted a 
c h a n g e i n t h e me thod by w h i c h 
houses were a p p r a i s e d w i t h more 
s u b s t a n t i a l houses being a p p r a i s e d 
a t a h i g h e r r a t e t han a t p r e s e n t 
while lowering the r a t e fo r p o o r e r 
h o u s e s . The ne t e f f e c t of t h e s e 
c h a n g e s would be an i m m e d i a t e 
i n c r e a s e i n r e v e n u e . The e x t r a 
funds, Gosling hoped, would be used 
to improve t h e w a t e r supp ly a t a 
cos t of approximately $150,000 and 
to purchase t h e much d e s i r e d f i r e 
b o a t . 6 9 

N o t s u r p r i s i n g l y , t h e 
C i t i z e n s 1 C o m m i t t e e was w e l l 
r e p r e s e n t e d on t h e new M u n i c i p a l 
Commission when i t s m e m b e r s h i p 
w a s a n n o u n c e d . O u t of 

t w e l v e commis s i o n n e r s , n i n e , 
i n c l u d i n g G o s l i n g , had s e r v e d on 
t h e c o m m i t t e e . E l e v e n of t h e 
twelve commissioners had commercial 
o r i n d u s t r i a l b a c k g r o u n d s ; t h e 
t w e l f t h was t he P r e s i d e n t of t h e 
L o n g s h o r e m e n ' s P r o t e c t i v e 
Union.™ Several of the 
c o m m i s s i o n e r s h a d p r e v i o u s 
municipal e x p e r i e n c e and i n c l u d e d 
from t h e o u t g o i n g c o u n c i l Mayor 
E l l i s and C o u n c i l l o r M u l l a l y . 
Members of previous counci l s c a l l e d 
t o s e r v e on t h e commiss ion w e r e 
John A n d e r s o n and J o h n H a r r i s . 
E l l i s had a c c e p t e d a p l a c e from 
P r i m e M i n i s t e r M o r r i s on t h e 
u n d e r s t a n d i n g t h a t he w o u l d be 
named C h a i r m a n , a p o s i t i o n he 
c l a i m e d t o be r i g h t f u l l y h i s 
b e c a u s e of h i s l o n g r e c o r d of 
municipal s e r v i c e . ■"■ But t h i s was 
not to be. On Ju ly 2 , at the f i r s t 
meeting of the commission, G o s l i n g 
moved t h a t the ch i e f e x e c u t i v e be 
s e l e c t e d by majori ty vo te . He then 
e a s i l y defeated E l l i s on t h e f i r s t 
b a l l o t , t h e l a t t e r r e s i g n i n g i n 
d i s g u s t the following d a y . ' 2 
G o s l i n g had come t o p e r s o n i f y 
r e f o r m i n S t . J o h n ' s , and h i s 
e l e c t i o n r e f l e c t e d t h e 
de te rmina t ion of the commission to 
make a clean break wi th t h e p a s t . 
In t h i s fashion the chain of events 
which culminated i n the c h a r t e r of 
1 9 2 1 , t h e b a s i s of p r e s e n t - d a y 
municipal government in S t . J o h n ' s , 
was se t in motion. 

L ike t h e i r c o u n t e r p a r t s i n 
Canada and t h e U n i t e d S t a t e s , 
munic ipal r e fo rmer s i n S t . J o h n ' s 
u n d o u b t e d l y s p o k e f o r t h e 
s e l f - i n t e r e s t of t h e b u s i n e s s 
communi ty . But i n a c o n g e s t e d 
c i t y , c h a r a c t e r i z e d by f r a m e 
s t r u c t u r e s , whe re c i t i z e n s had 
w i t n e s s e d s e v e r a l m a j o r 
c o n g l a g r a t i o n s in t h e n i n e t e e n t h 
c e n t u r y , t h e i r i n t e r e s t , 
p a r t i c u l a r l y i n the m a t t e r of f i r e 
p r o t e c t i o n , could not be e a s i l y 
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s e p a r a t e d f r o m t h e g e n e r a l 
i n t e r e s t . Though t h e r e f o r m e r s 
were p r e d o m i n a n t l y b u s i n e s s m e n , 
they d r e w t o t h e i r r a n k s 
r e p r e s e n t a t i v e s of many o t h e r 
c l a s s e s a n d i n t e r e s t s . T h e 
r e f o r m e r s saw t h e m s e l v e s a s 
c o n c e r n e d c i t i z e n s " s t r o n g l y 
d e m o c r a t i c i n t h e i r i d e a s " who 
would, in G o s l i n g ! s w o r d s , r e s i s t 
"as firmly as anyone in S t . John 1 s 
any permanent i n t e r f e r ence with the 
f r a n c h i s e . " What they had s o u g h t , 
he a s s e r t e d , was to make S t . John ! s 
"a c l e a n e r , h e a l t h i e r , a n d 
p l e a s a n t e r p lace to l i v e . /J Their 
e f f o r t s a c c o r d w e l l w i t h t h e 
i n t e r p r e t a t i o n by H.V. N e l l e s and 
Chr is topher Armstrong of Canadian 
u r b a n reform i n t h e same e r a i n 
which i t i s s t a t e d t h a t " r e f o r m 
movements in many p l a c e s . . . shou ld 
be v i e w e d a s c o a l i t i o n s of 
i n t e r e s t s , s o m e t i m e s u n e a s y , 
sometimes a m i c a b l e . " ' ^ This was 
c e r t a i n l y t r u e of S t . J o h n f s and 
i t s m e d l e y of p o l i t i c a l a n d 
economic i n t e r e s t groups. 
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