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The Old Home Town - 5 

TOPSAIL 
The beautiful Summer Resort near St. John's 

Described by the Author of "In Cari bou Land" 

By Florence Miller 
To the stranger seeing Topsail for 

the first time, the thrill begins as 
Flannery's Bend is rounded, and 
there comes into view the little 
valley, like a green cup brimming 
with the " freshness of God's grace"·. 
To the East the great hill rises, 
richly wooded with birch and ever
greens, to a height of 800 feet, cul
minating in the bold ironbound 
headland that, seen from far at sea, 
gives the place its name. Down its 
side tumble the waterfalls to catch 
the little river hurrying by. West 
of the valley a vagabond road shoul
ders field and meadow, and runs over 
an old wooden bridge, till it loses 
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itself in the grove by the pond. 
Over all is the blue glory of Con

ception Bay, with three islands -
Great and Little Bell Islands, and 
Kelly's Island, all veiled in blue 
mists of distance. On sti ll days both 
pond and Bay reBect the surround
ing scenery, till one can truly say 
of this local Killarney 
"No place else can charm the eye 

With such bright and varied tints" . 
Around Geehan's Turn the village 

lies be~ore you - the wide surfaced 
road, lIke a shining ribbon, travels 
by farm and cottage and imposing 
s.Jmmer residence, until it dis
appears over the hill where a church 
belfcey swings clear above tall trees. 
This little Methodist Church was the 
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first one built by the earliest settlers, 
Joseph Miller and his sons, and the 
four Allen brothers, who moved 
here from Portugal Cove in the year 
1822 for the sake of better fishing. 

Topsail was then a tract of virgin 
forest, with only wild clearings be
tween. As is usual in even the wildest 
places, a footpath wound around the 
hill, along shore. The pioneers in
stalled a sawpit, and hewed and 
sawed all the 'timbers for their 
homes, which were built in the cosy 
gabled style, with many-paned win
dows, and the wide fireplaces that 
must have made oldtime kitchen
living-rooms a joy to live in. 

They took in a huge tract of land, 
known now as Central Topsail, and 
from those strenuous beginnings, 
evolved the rolling checker-board of 
meadow field and woodland that we 
know as home .. About this time also, 
Philip Churchill and his family 
settled under Topsail Hill, and 
started to clear and cultivate the 
charming property now known as 
Gleason's Meadows. As time went 

. on more and more people came, 

Always a Summer Resort 
It was always a Summer Resort. 

For, although the road did not come 
through Topsail until about 1857, 
the elite of St. John's found its way 
here, riding on tall horses along the 
narrow footpath, the bright riding 
habits and gay picnic paniers look
ing very romantic amongst the dark 
trees. The pioneers brought· all sup
plies from St. John's by boat. 

If you are a nimble climber the 
view from the hilltop is well worth
while, for from here you see Top-
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sail as a whole. The by-roads, each 
with its quota of summer homes; 
the ponds, miles inland, like lost 
coins, shimmering in the sunlight. 
The summer-town of Snowville, a 
collection of bungalows built around 
the discarded Horse Shoe Curve of 
the Newfoundland Railway, now a 
Government Road. Distance lends 
enchantment. A toy train puffs up 
the grade. Toy traffic sweeps along 
the highway. The Bay stretches in 
magnificent curves as far as the eye 
can reach, rimmed by the grey love
liness of the pebble beaches. 

If you are Newfoundland-born, 
and if you were a child when I was 
a child, you will deplore the loss of 
many lovely things belonging to 
those days. The tall trees that grew 
by the roadsides, arching the narrow 
carriage-road that was surfaced with 
blue gravel ; the sheep-trimmed way
sides where the grass was like green 
velvet; the wooden bridges where 
the clatter of horse-drawn vehicles 
woke you to a new day. The Gov
ernment wharf where you fished for 
tomcods of an evening; the fish
flakes with their shores planted firm
ly in the sea, in the cool brown gloom 
of which you paddled all day long ; 
the fishing stages where dear old 
men with whiskers and "Cape 
Anne's" sorted thei r catch or spread 
their nets to dry. 

Progress sometimes leaves an ugly 
footprint. With the coming of elec
tric light, and of communication 
with the outside world, wayside trees 
were ruthlessly felled, and velvet 
margins left torn and unsightly as 
telegraph and electric lines were 



TOPSAIL 

built on either side of the road. The 
widening of the highroads, too, en
tailed imposing concrete bridges, 
upon which no one leaves initials 
to posterity. 

Scenery Remains 
Gone is the Publ ic Wharf; gone, 

too, are the flakes and stages. For 
the dear old men who plied that 
trade have rested for many years 
in the surrounding "Hills of Sleep" . 

But the scenery remains, as fresh 
and beautiful as on the day that God 
pronounced it very good. 

The C.E. Church of St, John The 
Evangelist stands well back from 
the road, and was built in the early 
Sixties by Rev. Chas. Palairet, a 
wealthy English clergyman, who is 
said to have spent seven years and 
all his money on the parish. The 
church is a thing of beauty and, with 
its enduring timbers, unpainted in
terior, and small windows with 
their diamond leaded panes, stands, 
as it should, as an unspoi led mem
orial to its founder. 

Among the spiritual giants who 
served it were Rev. George Hutchin
son and Canon Edward Colley. It 
is recorded of the latter that, when 
typhoid fever struck the Boys' Or
phanage at Villa Nova, and its 
founder, the beloved Fr. Michael P. 
Morris) worn out with the strain 
of nursing the boys, came down 
with the fever, Canon Colley hast
ened to his friend 's bedside, nursing 
him and his charges so assiduously 
that he contracted the disease him
self. All recovered except the heroic 
priest who died in August 1889, the 
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same year. In a park at St. John's 
stands a public monument erected 
to his memory. 

The Catholic Chapel is built to 
the Eastward, where, silhouetted 
against the hill, it invites to peace 
and beauty. Here The Rev. E. p, 
Roche was Parish Priest for twenty 
years, and there was great rejoicing 
among friends of all denominations 
at Topsail when he became Arch
bishop of Newfoundland. The pass
ing of the Archbishop's car calls 
up a train of memories that mellow 
with the passing of the years. 

A feature of our summer life for 
over fifty years is the annual en
campment of the Church Lad's Brig
ade in the spacious grounds at 
Topsail West. Field Day, with its 
sports, and Sunday, with its Drum
head Service, are Big Days on which 
traffic is so heavy the police are 
present to direct it. If you have ever 
attended "Taps" in these grounds 
at 9.30 a.m. on a still summer night, 
you will remember the odd "some
thing" that was in the air. 

Great Days Too 
We have had our heroes. Their 

names are written in gold on a 
beautiful memorial of Aberdeen 
granite erected to the memory of 
those who fell in the first Great 
War. And we are proud to claim 
Major Bert Butler, M.C. and Bar, 
D.S.O., of Corner Brook, as ours. 
His outstanding valor in the World 
War was a matter of great pride to 
Topsail. 

We have, too, our little history
Great Days in Qur own remembrance 
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when the village was agog with 
excitement: 

August 11th, 1919, when H.M.S. 
"Renown·' with H.R.H. Edward, 
Prince of Wales and party, arrived 
with the "Dauntless" and "Dragon" 
to lie for twenty-four hours in Top
sail Bay. Outlined with electric 
lights the ships made that night 
very beautiful. 

In 1924 the Special Service Squad
ron - "Hood", "Repulse" and 
"Adelaide" lay at anchor off our 
shores from September 6th to 21st. 
Visitors were allowed, and there was 
a great inrush of people from the 
city and surrounding places for the 
entire period. Other distinguished 
visitors were the Duke of Connaught 
and Earl Gray. Just previous to this 
war, too, we had a visit from Sir 
Bruce-Porter. 

For the rest, we have three new 
schools; one Power House; a Radio 
Wireless Station and Post Office; 
and, at present, very few hotels for 
such a popular resort. Woodstock 
and Seaview are still operating, but 
the old well-known Butler Hotel, 
run for some years as "Popinn", 
was closed last summer for the first 
time in fifty years. It is sadly missed. 

The lovely Spring day is waning 
now. The dawn was wonderful; the 
noontide very still; and now tlte 
unexampled glory of a Topsail sun
set glows above the path of light 
on the sea - that Path of Light, 
which, like the Love of God, finds 
you wherever you may be. 

Perhaps it will find you again, 
some day, on Topsail Beach? 

Pictures for the People 
(Conliflued f rom Page 10) 

demonstrated. There are farming 
pictures for agricultural groups and 
mining subjects for the mmmg 
towns of Bell Island, Buchans and 
St. Lawrence. Paper mill workers 
at Grand Falls and Corner Brook 
see first aid and industrial safety. 

The scheme is gradually fitting 
into a great void but at this stage, 
when people may see only one movie 
a month, deficiencies are accentua
ted. As soon as priorities will allow, 
the Board will have a sufficient 
number of projectors to ensure fre
quent showings in every important 
centre of population. 

There is nothing stuffy ahout 
visual education except the name. If 
there is such a thing as an easy les
son in anything movies can teach it. 
But films are not offered as a sub
stitute for the proven, painstaking 
methods of adult education. Pictures 
that talk do not lessen the need for 
literacy nor are they a short cut to 
the knowledge which an individual 
is expected to discover for him
self. Experience in Newfoundland 
shows, however, that the reclama
tion of illiterate adults is excep
tional. For those who must live in 
that kind of darkness, movies are 
the miracle that opens new vistas 
on a wide, wonderful world. 

There are thirty thousand radios 
in Newfoundland, one for every 
two homes, and broadcasting will 
soon be linked with adult educa
tional field work. With all this and 
visual aids too, any reasoning per-
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