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Case Study 1: William Coaker and the Fishermen’s Protective Union 
 

William Coaker was a social, political and economic reformer and a visionary who 
founded the Fishermen’s Protective Union (FPU) in 1908. Edward Roberts, the former 
Lieutenant Governor of NL, described Coaker as the “man who showed 
Newfoundlanders that organizing themselves gave them the power to make their lives 
better.” A charismatic, dynamic speaker, Coaker in many ways typified the autocratic 
style of leadership. A creative and well-read individual, he recognized the power of the 
press, slogans and invoking a common enemy: tools he used to unite members in a 
common cause. The FPU membership grew rapidly and Coaker set up branch councils, 
as well as night schools, to educate illiterate fishermen who were being taken 
advantage of by the merchants under the archaic “cashless” truck system.1 In song, the 
FPU boasted a membership of “forty thousand strong.” Coaker recognized the value of 
education, change and the benefits of learning new skills and new ways of doing things. 
More than one hundred years ago, Coaker—like community developers today—
recognized the value of working together as a unified group to maintain a sustainable 
rural NL.  
 

The military truism, “It’s hard to make rank in peace time” has applications in community 
development. Coaker became a leader during desperate times for outport 
Newfoundland. People were starving during the cold long winters when the price of fish 
was low. Has rural NL reached another desperate stage today? We know that young 
people are leaving rural NL to get an education or to find work, and that the government 
is cutting back on medical, educational and road services in small or “dying” rural 
communities. Ironically, the young Coaker faced a similar fate when he was farming at 
Dildo Run near Twillingate, just after the Bank Crash of 1894. He, in fact, wrote to Sir 
Robert Bond, the Prime Minister of the country, to ask for help because he was thinking 
about leaving his native land to find work elsewhere.2 Instead, Coaker stayed and spent 
years thinking about how he could help the fishermen along the northeast coast of the 
island sustain a living in outport NL.   
 

For almost a decade, he pondered and reflected on the plight of outport fishermen. 
Eventually he formulated a vision or plan which started with the formation of the FPU in 

                                                           
1 Carmelita McGrath and Sharon Halfyard, To be my Father’s Daughter (St. John’s: Educational 

Resource Development Co-operative (ERDC), 2008), 11. 
2 Ibid. 
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1908. Eventually, that plan for radical and progressive reforms was adopted by the 
Union members at their AGM in 1912. What is now known as the Bonavista Platform 
called for improved methods of catching, curing and marketing fish: night schools for 
fishermen: free and compulsory education for children: minimum wage for workers: old 
age pension for seniors: elected school and road boards: and laws to improve the living 
conditions of sealers.3 For over thirty years, Coaker struggled on a political, social and 
economic level to provide a better, sustainable lifestyle for outport fishermen who lived 
along the northeast coast of the island.  
 

This look back in history raises a number of pressing questions and ideas. Has rural NL 
reaching another desperate stage in history? Are small NL rural communities 
economically viable or sustainable?  Does rural NL need another charismatic leader like 
Coaker? 
 
 
Case Study 2:  Gander Woman Honoured for her Leadership Role 

 

 
 
Hazel Newhook (nee Carter) was born in Grand Falls on Christmas Eve 1914, the year 
that World War I broke out. She was educated at Grand Falls High School and 
Presentation Convent in St. John’s.    
 
As a young woman, Hazel Carter worked as a civil servant with Magistrate’s Court in 
Grand Falls.  At that time, women were not allowed to work with the provincial 
government if they were married. In a newspaper article published after she received 
the Order of Newfoundland and Labrador in 2009, she recalled how, "They had to get 
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"I just love being with people 
 and where things are going on." 
   
Hazel Newhook, Order of NL  
Source: The Gander Beacon. Dec. 
10, 2009 
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special permission from the provincial government for me to stay on.”4 Newhook 
became the first married female civil servant to keep her job after becoming a wife. 
In 1947, Hazel moved to Gander with her husband Harry where they bought a taxi 
company and she started her business career. The business grew into a bus company 
and service station, as well as an auto parts and specialty store. It was in the 
Newhook’s Auto Parts specialty store that she developed a strong rapport with the 
people from around the community–particularly men, who trusted her auto parts 
expertise.5   
 
In 2009, the smiling 95-year-old Newhook had this to say—in an interview for the 
Gander Beacon—about her expertise in auto parts, "All the men would come in with an 
old part and say, 'Do you have something like this?' I'd pick it up, look at it, and I'd know 
right away whether we had it in the shop. So, all the men always thought I was the best 
mechanic in Gander, but I was never underneath a car in my life.6"  
 
Trailblazer and Community Leader 
Hazel Newhook established a reputation for being dependable, trustworthy and willing 
to help those around her. She gave freely of her time as a community volunteer on the 
Board of Directors for the Gander Chamber of Commerce and the James Paton 
Memorial Hospital board, as well as serving on the Board of Regents of Memorial 
University. "It's something I enjoy," she said about her volunteer work. "I get a sense of 
satisfaction if I can do something that's going to benefit the town, or people in the town, 
or anywhere in Newfoundland.7"  
 
Newhook’s reputation for helping people any time of the day or night, 365 days a year, 
was a trait that she carried with her as she entered public life. In 1973, at a time when 
very few women were active in community leadership roles, Newhook ran for Gander’s 
town council. "I worked with men all my life, so it just seemed like a natural thing," she 
said. In 1975, Newhook became Gander’s first female mayor.   
 
Newhook credited her work in the family automotive business and her dealings with the 
people in Gander for making it easier for her when she got into politics. In the 2009 
Gander Beacon newspaper article she reflected that, "Most women in politics have had 
good experiences and held good jobs. If you have not proven yourself in some way you 
cannot expect people to vote for you. Women have to become involved in community 
life. They have to prove they can take an office, be chairpersons, and be good workers. 
People have to know you.”8 
 

                                                           
4 Andrew Robinson, “Gander Resident to Receive Order of NL,” The Beacon, December 10, 2009, 
accessed June 11, 2012, http://www.ganderbeacon.ca/News/2009-12-10/article-1491666/Gander-
resident-to-receive-Order-of-NL/1 
5 Ibid. 
6 Ibid. 
7 Ibid. 
8 Ibid. 
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Four years later, she made the switch to provincial politics, setting a precedent as one 
of the first two women in the province to become a cabinet minister.  She served as 
Minister of Municipal Affairs in the Peckford administration, a role that she felt well-
suited to, given her background in municipal politics.9  
 
After retiring from provincial politics in 1985, she dedicated herself to her community of 
Gander. She became a full-time volunteer, determined to solve issues that existed in 
her area regarding women and youth. An active member of the Gander Status of 
Women’s Council, she played a key leadership role in setting up Cara House in Gander 
as a place for people in abusive relationships to seek refuge. She also served on its 
board for many years following its creation. She was also involved with the food bank 
and the Goodwill Centre, as well as the Gander Home for the Mentally Disabled. She 
was also proud of her work with the United Church's Outreach Social Action Committee, 
which helped lobby for an alternative measures program to help young people avoid 
having criminal records.10 
 
In 1993, Hazel Newhook was inducted into the Atlantic Hall of Fame for Women 
Entrepreneurs. She has served as a community and political leader and a role model for 
women throughout Newfoundland and Labrador and beyond.11  
 

Sources:   

Government of Newfoundland and Labrador. “Recipients.” Order of Newfoundland and 

 Labrador, accessed June 11, 2012, 

 http://www.exec.gov.nl.ca/onl/recipients/2009/2009bio.html.  

McGrath, Carmelita and Sharon Halfyard. To be my Father’s Daughter. St. John’s: 
Educational Resource Development Co-operative (ERDC), 2008. 

 
Robinson, Andrew. “Gander Resident to Receive Order of NL.” The Beacon, December 

10, 2009, accessed June 11, 2012, http://www.ganderbeacon.ca/News/2009-12-

10/article-1491666/Gander-resident-to-receive-Order-of-NL/1 . 

“Women in Newfoundland Politics... A Recent Tradition.” National Adult Literacy 

 Database, accessed June 11, 2012, http://www.nald.ca/library/newsletter/nfld-

lit/ftreader/may99/page4.htm. 

 

                                                           
9 “Women in Newfoundland Politics... A Recent Tradition,” National Adult Literacy Database, accessed 
June 11, 2012, http://www.nald.ca/library/newsletter/nfld-lit/ftreader/may99/page4.htm. 
10 Robinson, “Gander Resident to Receive Order of NL.”  
11 Government of Newfoundland and Labrador, “Recipients,” Order of Newfoundland and Labrador, 
accessed June 11, 2012, http://www.exec.gov.nl.ca/onl/recipients/2009/2009bio.html. 

http://www.exec.gov.nl.ca/onl/recipients/2009/2009bio.html
http://www.ganderbeacon.ca/News/2009-12-
http://www.ganderbeacon.ca/News/2009-12-
http://www.ganderbeacon.ca/News/2009-12-
http://www.ganderbeacon.ca/News/2009-12-
http://www.nald.ca/library/newsletter/nfld-lit/ftreader/may99/page4.htm
http://www.nald.ca/library/newsletter/nfld-
http://www.nald.ca/library/newsletter/nfld-
http://www.exec.gov.nl.ca/onl/recipients/2009/2009bio.html


5 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

About this Community Development Toolkit 

This community development toolkit was created by Sharon Halfyard and Matthew 
VanOostdam, with editorial review by Kelly Vodden, Raïsa Mirza, Gail Collins and Janelle 
Skeard. The toolkit was created as part of a community-based research project undertaken by 
students in an undergraduate course at Memorial University, Department of Geography, 
instructed by Dr. Kelly Vodden (Geography 3350 – Community and Regional Planning and 
Development). The project was completed in partnership with the Central Region Community of 
Practice – Community Development. Using a ‘Community of Practice’ learning approach the 
project was intended to provide resources that introduce students and community development 
practitioners to several key community development and regional planning tools and concepts. 
The financial support provided by the Rural Secretariat-Executive Council and the support and 
participation of Regional Partnership Planners Linda Brett and Tanya Noble are gratefully 
acknowledged.  

 

 

 

 

 

  


