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This summer, the Depar tment of
Archaeology at Memorial  University of

Newfoundland and Labrador is
under taking another f ield season on

Turpin's Is land, Litt le St.  Lawrence. A
brand-new group of archaeology

students wi l l  bui ld on the immense
success of the prev ious work on Turpin's
Island. The research conducted thus far

has uncovered many ar tefacts and
features that corroborate exist ing

knowledge of the is land's history and has
generated new information concerning
the dai ly l ives of f isher folk during the

five centuries of occupation.
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The archaeological  potential  of
the site on Turpin’s Is land has
been assessed through f ield
surveys in 2006, 2009, and

2015. Since 2023,
archaeologists from Memorial

University have conducted
archival  and documentary

research, surveys of the site,
and test pitt ing to confirm the
potential .  They found ev idence
of Basque, French, Brit ish,  and

Newfoundlander activ ity
star t ing in the 16th century.

In 1903, Ludwig Rissmül ler constructed a whal ing
stat ion in Litt le St.  Lawrence (on the western shore

of the harbour).  However,  decl ining whale
populat ions led to the stat ion's closure only four

years later,  in 1907. During the f irst half  of the 20th
century, the Turpin family moved to the is land,

bui lding a house and other structures whose
foundations remain today.

The f ishing premise bui lt  by Newman & Co. in 1784
appears in a 1786 drawing by James S. Meres, which

shows HMS Pegasus anchored in front of Turpin’s
Is land. The foundations of the stages are st i l l  v is ible

at low t ide today. After Newman & Co. depar ted,
Newfoundland famil ies sett led on the is land—
beginning with the Thorne family around 1830.

Since 2023, the crew has excavated 54 test pits,
and has recorded eleven features and two f ishing

stages. Hundreds of ar tefacts dating from the
1500s to the 1900s were found. These f inds include

pipes, t i les,  pottery,  glass, buttons, and even
gunfl ints used in f l int lock pistols.  These ar tefacts
i l lustrate l i fe on Turpin’s Is land and stories from

people that history books often neglect.

The toponym P.S. Lorenzo f irst appears in an
anonymously authored map dated c.1530, current ly
kept in the Vatican col lect ion.  I t  appears again on
a map by Gui l laume Le Testu dated c.1555, and in
the Basque mariner Mar t in de Hoyarsabal ’s pi lot
book of 1579, where he prov ided routes to and

from St.  Lawrence.

The discovery of red clay roofing t i les on Turpin’s
Is land indicates the presence of Basque mariners.
After the Basque occupation, French f ishing crews
used the site unti l  the end of the War of Spanish

Succession (1701–1714).  The 1713 Treaty of Utrecht
forced most French f ishers to leave, gradual ly
replaced by the Engl ish.  A survey conducted in
1713 by Captain Wil l iam Taverner confirms two

French f ishing rooms at Litt le St.  Lawrence.

THE HISTORY OF TURPIN’S ISLAND

There are no known Indigenous sites identif ied on
Turpin’s Is land; however,  four pre-contact sites have
been found within a 50 ki lometres radius of Litt le St.

Lawrence. Archaeological  ev idence and historical
documents suggest that Turpin’s Is land was

occupied in the early 16th century, fol lowing the
arr ival  of European f ishing crews in Newfoundland.

Basque roofing t i les

BENEATH THE
SURFACE

Pearlware ceramics, 1780-1830

1530, Manuscript -
Urb. lat.274
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