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FINDING THE “LOST” CHURCH  
OF ST. JOHN THE BAPTIST  
FRANCIS HARBOUR, LABRADOR

 
P ierre de la  Ruffinière du Prey

Meaningful publication in the history of architecture combines in almost equal measures 
research aptitude, good luck, abiding curiosity, and dogged perseverance. In the case of the 
discovery of this essay’s subject matter, offered in honour of Luc Noppen, it took all the above-
mentioned qualities stretched out over nearly a quarter century. So, in the end, I think that 
perseverance paid off the most.

My story goes back to an issue that I guest-edited of the Bulletin of the Society for the 
Study of Architecture in Canada. It appeared in December 1996 and thus predates Luc 
Noppen’s inspired, nearly twenty-year-long editorship of the successor journal, renamed 
in 1998 Architecture in/au Canada—perseverance once again! 

Luc’s predecessor, Gordon Fulton, encouraged my idea of publishing an issue entirely 
devoted to early British periodical literature concerning Canadian architecture. The issue 
would highlight Queen’s University library holdings, recently augmented due to the enlight-
ened generosity of Alfred Bader (1924-2018), the institution’s great, late-lamented benefactor. 
(At my suggestion Alfred had agreed to acquire for Queen’s runs of such major nineteenth- 
century periodicals as The Builder and The Architect.) Three students in a graduate seminar 
of mine at Queen’s transformed their research papers on the Canadian content in these 
journals into article form. In order of appearance the authors were: Jane Russell-Corbett, 
Jillian Harrold, and David de Witt. In all three cases they owed their maiden publication to 
the Bulletin of the SSAC/SÉAC [Society for the Study of Architecture in Canada / Société pour 
l’étude de l’architecture au Canada].

| �St. James’ church, Battle Harbour, Labrador, William Grey, 1857, from 
the northeast. Photo : Peter Coffman
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Jane’s article, titled “The Ecclesiologist and Anglican Church architecture in the Canadian 
colonies,” drew some of its illustrative examples from our newly enlarged periodical holdings 
and built upon Douglas Richardson’s pioneering research on the topic.1 Both these authors 
anticipated the ground-breaking work of my Ph.D. student Peter Coffman. On the strength of 
it, Peter received the SSAC/SÉAC’s inaugural Prix Phyllis-Lambert for his 2006 dissertation 
“Sectarian rivalry, denominational identity, and Gothic Revival architecture in Newfoundland.” 
In 2008, the thesis appeared in book form as Newfoundland Gothic under the imprimatur of 
UQAM’s Institut du patrimoine in its Cahiers series, edited by Luc Noppen.2 His name not only 
weaves in and out of my preamble to this essay but provides its raison d’être. 

Let me now return to my starting point: the article 
by Jane Russell-Corbett. Her meticulous search for 
material encountered a snag because Canada lacks a 

library truly global in scope, on the model of the British 
Library, the Bibliothèque nationale in Paris, or the Library 
of Congress in Washington, DC. Despite Queen University’s 
strengths in literature on the history of architecture, and 
notwithstanding its origins as a theological college, the 
library missed resources Jane needed to consult with 
respect to the so-called Ecclesiological Movement within 
nineteenth-century Anglicanism. As she discovered, 
the beauty of architectural history lies in its integral 
relationship to the thought processes of the ages. 

Jane defines the Ecclesiological Movement in general as 
follows: “From the early 1830s onwards growing discontent 
among some Anglicans regarding . . . the low state of the 
Church . . . culminated in the formation of the Cambridge 
Camden Society, a group of clerics and lay persons interested 
in ecclesiology [that is] the ‘science’ of church architecture.”3 

1 Jane Russell-Corbett, “The Ecclesiologist and Anglican church 
architecture in the Canadian colonies,” Society for the Study of 
Architecture in Canada / Société pour l’étude de l’architecture au 
Canada Bulletin, vol. 21, no. 4, 1996; Douglas Scott Richardson, 
“Hyperborean Gothic; or, Wilderness ecclesiology and the wood 
churches of Edward Medley,” Architectura, 1972, no. 1, p. 48-74. 
More recently Douglas Richardson and his brother Peter revisit this 
material and much else in Canadian churches: An architectural history, 
Richmond Hill, ON, Firefly Books, 2007.

2 Peter Coffman, Newfoundland Gothic, Québec, MultiMondes, 2008. 

3 Russell-Corbett, “The Ecclesiologist and Anglican church architecture,” 
op. cit., p. 89. 

Peter Coffman went on to expand that: “The Society [mostly 
through its official organ The Ecclesiologist] vigorously 
and effectively promoted Gothic as the only suitable style 
for Anglican churches on liturgical, historical, ethical 
and aesthetic grounds.”4 Jane and Peter found that The 
Ecclesiologist, though an invaluable source, did not account 
by any means for all the on-going discussions and initiatives. 
The Society for the Propagation of the Gospel in Foreign Parts 
(SPG for short) had within its archives illuminating material in 
the form of manuscript letters and reports pertinent to the 
Anglican Church militant. Much of this material remained in 
Britain and was not easily accessed except in person. 

The series of quarterly papers the SPG published (starting 
in 1848) proved difficult if not impossible to track down in 
Canada. Denied the torrent of words and occasional images 
of buildings launched by the periodical, Jane and Peter 
hit a metaphorical iceberg on which they stuck fast. My 
discovery in 2018 of a missing piece of the puzzle which 
they assembled provides the subject of what follows. To 
reiterate my opening sentence, good luck, curiosity, and 
perseverance finally rewarded my research efforts. 

My curiosity focused on three new Anglican churches 
built along the virtually uncharted coast of Labrador at 
Forteau, at St. Francis Harbour, and at Battle Harbour 
(the only one still standing; see frontispiece illustration); 
outposts of Empire if ever that hackneyed phrase has 
real meaning. The one at the place now simply known 
as Francis Harbour especially intrigued me because 

4 Coffman, Newfoundland Gothic, op. cit., p. 5. 
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of a crucial bit of missing information, to which I will 
turn shortly. But the activities of that indefatigable 
Anglican divine, Edward Feild (1801-1876, consecrated 
bishop of Newfoundland in 1844), must first be briefly 
summarized. In 1845, somewhat to his astonishment if 
not consternation, Feild found out that his vast diocese 
also included the southern coast of Labrador along the 
Strait of Belle Isle. Further to the north, Moravians had 
firmly established their missionary foothold at Nain as 
long ago as 1771.5 The southern part of Labrador, however, 
remained benighted territory; a perfect place for the 
new bishop to exercise his considerable missionary zeal. 
European fishermen—and Inuit hunters too, of course—
had long frequented this coast in the short summer 
season. In time, some hardy souls decided to brave the 
harsh climate on a year-round, rather than a migratory 
basis, and it was to them, the Europeans most of all, that 
Feild felt called to minister. According to the lead article 
in the 55th Quarterly Paper of the SPG, printed in London 
in October 1850, a wealthy clergyman had presented Feild 
with a two-masted schooner called the Hawk, to enable 
him to visit the many Newfoundland outports and to 
venture further afield to Labrador. In the early autumn of 
1848, he embarked on the first of his annual “visitation” 
trips and reached as far westward as Blanc-Sablon, on the 
border with the neighbouring diocese of Quebec. From 
there he sailed his way north and east as far as Sandwich 
Bay, where he hoped in vain to locate the northernmost 
of his churches. According to the informative article 
just mentioned, the SPG would make £200 available for 
construction costs if clergymen could be found to minister 
in the churches.6 This, then, is the essential background 
needed to understand Feild’s next moves. 

5 For a general survey of the fascinating story of the Moravian missionary 
presence on the coast of Labrador, see among his many publications, 
Hans Rollmann, Labrador through Moravian eyes: 250 years of art, 
photographs & records, St. John’s, Special Celebrations Corporation, 
Department of Tourism, Culture and Recreation, 2002. 

6 Anonymous article, “Labrador,” Quarterly Paper of the Society for the 
Propagation of the Gospel in Foreign Parts, no. 55, October 1850, p. 3-6, 
see especially p. 3. 

The following season, 1849, Feild returned with the 
young Rev. Algernon Gifford in tow, the first of the vol-
unteer missionaries. Gifford had “cheerfully” agreed, 
wrote Feild in the Quarterly Papers, to the “hardest and 
most laborious post I could assign him.”7 The Bishop 
landed him at Forteau, site of a future church and  
Gifford’s home-base until 1858, when his spirit broke from 
the physical rigors of ministering to such a far-flung parish. 
Some 125 miles (208 kilometres) up the coast as the crow flies, 
was his nearest fellow Anglican clergyman, the Rev. Henry P. 
Disney. Originally from Armagh in the north of Ireland, he 
followed in Gifford’s wake the next year, 1850, and estab-
lished himself at Francis Harbour. There, facing the full brunt 
of the Atlantic, arose the first of the three churches. The 
same Quarterly Paper mentioned that the church was “to be 
entirely of wood . . . eighteen and a half feet [wide], the length 
fifty feet, and the height of the wall seven feet.” It would cost 
£100, half of which the inhabitants offered to pay, hence the 
relative speed of construction.8 By the time of his 1853 visita-
tion cruise, Bishop Feild could report back to the SPG that 
“on 10 July the first Church on the Labrador was consecrated 
by me in the name of Saint John the Baptist. The church has 
been built under great disadvantages in consequence of the 
little attention [Rev.] Disney would give to the work.”9 (Disney 
resigned soon thereafter and returned to Ireland.) Feild said 
he chose the dedication to Saint John to recall the privations 
of the Baptist in the “wilderness” living off “locusts and wild 
honey,” in the words of the New Testament (Matthew 3: 4).10 

Mere days after the Quarterly Paper appeared, the October 
issue of The Ecclesiologist indirectly acknowledged the other 
publication and added considerably to its information about 
St. John the Baptist’s. (News travelled fast in ecclesiological 
circles even in that pre-digital age.) The Ecclesiologist 
revealed the architect of the future church to be William Hay 

7 Ibid., p. 4.

8 Ibid., p. 6.

9 Coffman, Newfoundland Gothic, op. cit., p. 130, quoting from a letter 
of Bishop Feild to Ernest Hawkins of August 3, 1853. 

10 Henry William Tucker, Memoir of the life and episcopate of Edward 
Feild, D.D. Bishop of Newfoundland, 1844-1876, London, W. Wells 
Gardner, chpt. 6 (1851-1858), 1877.
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(1818-1888). A Scotsman, Hay had studied with Edinburgh 
architect John Henderson, probably a member of the same 
clan as his namesake John who died in 1786, eight years 
after his open rivalry with John Soane in Rome.11 Hay had a 
church to his credit by that time and gained further repute 
when George Gilbert Scott (1811-1878) sent him as his clerk 
of works to supervise the construction of Feild’s cathedral 
in St. John’s Newfoundland to Scott’s design. Subsequently, 
Hay had a quite distinguished career church designing in 
Ontario, Bermuda, and, toward the end of his life, back again  
in Scotland.12 

11 On Henderson and Soane in Rome, see my entries on each architect in 
John Ingamells (ed.), A Dictionary of British and Irish travellers in Italy 
1701-1800, New Haven and London, Yale University Press, 1997.

12 Information about William Hay is widespread, but he lacks as yet a 
biographer. Apart from the Dictionary of Canadian biography, and the 
on-line Biographical dictionary of architects in Canada, consult Candace 
Iron, Henry Langley (1836-1907): A man who built churches: Religion 
and architecture in 19th-century Ontario, doctoral dissertation, York 
University, ON, 2016, particularly chpt. 3 devoted to Langley’s mentor, 
Hay. Also, regarding Hay in Ontario, see Angela Carr, Toronto architect 
Edmund Burke, Montreal, McGill-Queen’s University Press, 1995. On 
Hay in Bermuda (part of Feild’s far-flung diocese), see Barry Magrill, 
“Development and ecclesiology in the outposts of the British Empire: 
William Hay’s Gothic solutions for church building in tropical climates 
(1840-1890),” Architecture in/au Canada, vol. 29, nos. 1-2, 2004, p. 15-26. 

The Ecclesiologist’s regular section titled “New Churches” 
prefaced its two-page discussion of the one intended for 
Francis Harbour with the statement: 

It is with much pleasure that we have seen a rough litho-
graphic view of this proposed wooden church . . . by the 
skilful and intelligent . . . Mr. Hay . . . [who] has got hold 
of the right idea of a wooden fabric, not disregarding 
(as we have learned) a paper of our own on the subject, 
which was put into his hands. 

The well-informed but anonymous correspondent of The 
Ecclesiologist wrote in an editorial sense when he referred 
to an unidentified “paper of our own,” rather than to lay any 
personal claim to its authorship.13 Jane Russell-Corbett spec-
ulated that the article in question must have been the one 
that had appeared in the same periodical two years before, 
submitted by an avid ecclesiologist, the Rev. William Scott 
(1813-1872).14 As Jane predicted, the article by Scott bearing 
the title “On Wooden Churches” prefigures in its content the 
building at Francis Harbour, as we shall see momentarily. 
Jane was at a loss, however, to locate the “lithographic view” 
mentioned at the beginning of the “New Churches” article. 
A decade later Peter Coffman also reluctantly concluded: 
“There is no way at present to determine how closely the 
built church followed Hay’s designs.”15 At the sound of these 
notes of resignation my ears pricked up. I had been on the 
hunt for 22 years!

A serendipitous search online in 2018 turned up the 
Google digitization of the obscure Quarterly Papers of the 
Society for the Propagation of the Gospel in Foreign Parts. 
Previously consulting this copy would have required a visit 
to the British Library; a costly exercise for a Canadian. New 
technology simply overcame roadblocks that had impeded 
traditional means of scholarship. Turning to the front page 

13 Anonymous article, 1850, “New churches,” The Ecclesiologist, vol. 11, 
p. 200-201. 

14 Russell-Corbett, “The Ecclesiologist and Anglican church architecture,” 
op. cit., p. 93. She refers to William Scott, “On wooden churches,” The 
Ecclesiologist, vol. 8, 1848, p. 14-27. 

15 Coffman, Newfoundland Gothic, op. cit., p. 131.

~ �St. John the Baptist’s church, Francis Harbour, Labrador, woodcut by 
Josiah Wood Whymper after a design by William Hay. 
from Quarterly PaPer of the Society for the ProPagation of the goSPel 
in foreign PartS, no. 55, oCtober 1850, P. 1
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of the October 1850 issue (number 55), there it was: the miss-
ing image of Hay’s design for the church-to-be at Francis 
Harbour. “Rough” though it appeared to The Ecclesiologist, it 
agrees visually with the nearly contemporary verbal descrip-
tion in that issue. Both text and illustration emphasize the 
fact that the church, under a broadly sloping single roof, 
suggests a nave/aisles/chancel subdivision favoured by the 
ecclesiologists. What the anonymous author calls a “small 
rude bell-cote,” from which a banner flaps in a stiff offshore 
breeze, demarcates the junction of nave with chancel, at 
which point a small lean-to sacristy juts out. Its shape echoes 
the entrance porch on the southwest corner. Small pointed 
arched windows perforate the vertical boarding formed 
of slabs of imported timber; virtually no trees grow large 
enough in the hostile environment of the Labrador coast.16 At 
the ritual east end, moreover, the correspondent hastened to 
note an arrangement of “trefoil lights in the chancel” under-
neath a rose window.17 Here writes a person thoroughly con-
versant with the architectural terminology of ecclesiology.

The artist of the Quarterly Paper’s image signed his 
name in bold capital letters at the bottom right corner. He 
was the well-known English book illustrator and wood 
engraver Josiah Wood Whymper (1813-1903). In a pleasing, 
slightly blurry way, not entirely inappropriate to the often 
fog-bound nature of this coastline, he evoked a picture of 
rugged hills rising behind the ragged shingled roof. At the 
porch a lone figure and a dog—presumably a fisherman with 
his Labrador retriever—looks out to sea where, close in to 
shore, a two-masted schooner (the Hawk perhaps) tacks 
around a gigantic iceberg as conceived by a person who 
had never personally seen one! Whymper no doubt based 
his woodcut on a drawing given to him while Hay was back 
in Britain in 1850. Interestingly, when Bishop Feild reported 
on his 1848 Labrador visitation to the SPG in London, he 
wrote: “The thing most resembling a church is a beautiful 

16 Tucker, Memoir of the life and episcopate of Edward Feild, op. cit., 
chpt. 6 (1851-1858), referring to Bishop Feild’s visitation cruise of 1853, 
writes about the schooner Hawk towing “dock-loads of timber, which 
the people were willing to give for the purpose of church building, but 
which could never have been carried [by land] to the site.”

17 The Ecclesiologist, vol. 11, p. 201. 

iceberg, with a beautiful tower, and buttresses and pinna-
cles complete.”18 In light of this quotation, I conjecture that 
Feild and Hay must have had a direct hand in supplying the 
illustrator not only with topographical information, but the 
sublime aesthetic expressed in the landscape setting: the 
loneliness, the howl of the wind, the awe-inspiring iceberg, 
the huge cliff beetling over the tiny church. 

In contrast to the element of reverie in Bishop Feild’s 
words and in the Whymper woodcut, three prosaic- 
looking Labrador churches got built. Those at Battle Harbour 
and at Forteau have received excellent attention from Peter 
Coffman. The church at Francis Harbour can now join their 
ranks. But, as Peter already speculated, differences might 
have occurred between Hay’s initial design and its final exe-
cution. Peter’s uncertainty can now be resolved. Compare the 
print with the structure consecrated by Feild in 1853 as seen 
in another contemporary image. An on-line search yielded 
the hand-coloured view of Francis Harbour in 1857 illustrated 

18 Coffman, Newfoundland Gothic, op. cit., p. 127, quoting from Feild’s 
1849 account, Church in the colonies. No. XIX. A visit to Labrador in the 
autumn of MDCCCXLVIII. By the Lord Bishop of Newfoundland, London, 
Society for the Propagation of the Gospel in Foreign Parts, p. 4. 

~ ��St. John the Baptist’s church, Francis Harbour, Labrador,  
hand-coloured illustration after the drawing by William Grey.  
from William Grey, SketcheS of newfoundland and labrador,  
iPsWiCh, s.h. CoWell, anastatiC Press, 1858
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here. Drawn by William Grey, it appears in his book Sketches of  
Newfoundland and Labrador (Ipswich, 1858). The Rev. Grey 
(1819-1872) became Feild’s chaplain after his arrival in 
Newfoundland in 1848. To Grey’s clerical distinctions he 
could add the non-clerical ones of gifted artist and amateur 
architect.19 By his own account, the designs of the churches at 
Forteau and Battle Harbour belong to him. They succeed the 
earlier one at Francis Harbour where, sitting in a boat slightly 
offshore, he depicted the diminutive St. John the Baptist’s in the 
middle ground, overshadowed by towering ships’ masts and 
fishing nets set out to dry in the foreground. These two rare 
images make abundantly clear that, due to the Rev. Disney’s 
“little attention” decried by Feild, the church got shorn of 
most of its pseudo-chancel, its bell-cote, and its projecting 
sacristy. The distinctive porch and overall shape alone remain 
from Hay’s design. The windows are either too indistinct to 
make out, or they escape our view entirely (in the case of 
those at the east end). 

Peter Coffman solved the fenestration question definitively 
by kindly emailing me a further picture. Celeste Acreman 
had previously communicated it to Francis Buckle, who 
reproduced it in his book The Anglican Church in Labrador: 
1848-1998.20 The c. 1940 black-and-white photograph shows 
a decidedly weather-beaten St. John’s against a barren 
hillside. Less picturesquely but more reliably than Whymper, 
the photographer depicts the bleak landscape from an almost 
identical viewpoint. According to this additional evidence, 
the ritual east façade received the intended arrangement of 
triple-lancet windows below and a capstan-like rose window 
above. The sturdy, truncated version of Hay’s church had 
thus survived a century’s worth of Labrador winter storms.21

19 Shane O’Dea and Peter Coffman, “William Grey: ‘Missionary’ of Gothic in  
Newfoundland,” Architecture in/au Canada, vol. 32, no. 1, 2007, 
p. 39-48. 

20 Francis Buckle, The Anglican Church in Labrador: 1848-1998, Labrador City,  
Archdeaconry of Labrador, 1998.

21 For some negative early reactions to the completed version of St. John 
the Baptist’s, see Calvin Hollett, Beating against the wind: Popular 
opposition to Bishop Feild and Tractarianism in Newfoundland and 
Labrador, Montreal, McGill-Queen’s University Press, 2016, p. 163, and 
p. 345, note 43. Unfortunately, in an otherwise thorough study, Hollett 
does not discuss at any length, nor illustrate St. John the Baptist’s. I 

The newly-found snapshot allows an assessment of the 
degree to which the church as completed echoed the ideal 
program eluded to when Bishop Feild’s biographer, the 
Rev. Henry William Tucker (1830-1902), wrote of Francis 
Harbour: “Plans were adopted for the erection of a wooden 
church which should be a model of its kind.”22 Clearly, Feild 
had in mind erecting a typical church, the plan and appear-
ance of which, with the help of Hay and resident missionar-
ies, could propagate up and down the Labrador. He intended 
St. John the Baptist’s as the little flagship church of a small 
fleet that would follow. Indeed, he explicitly encouraged 
William Scott to send over a “perfect pattern (in wood) 
made in England” to serve as an inspiration.23 No physical 
model, mock-up, or pre-fab structure ever arrived. Of what 
elements, then, should this model church consist? As long 
ago as 1996, Jane Russell-Corbett had put her finger on the 
probable source of inspiration when she cited Scott’s article 
on wooden churches. Already in 1972 Douglas Richardson 
had drawn attention to this “long and thoughtful paper.”24 
He also acknowledged that a lengthy section of the text 
consisted of a diatribe against existing, mostly clapboard 
churches in Atlantic Canada, written by none other than 
Feild, who objected to their flimsy look and unpleasing 
horizontality. Scott used these arguments as a pretext for 
his own new proposals more suitable to “Canadian forests, 
or . . . Newfoundland fishing stations.”25 

Without any architectural training himself—Scott 
avowed none—he nevertheless launched into a lengthy 
analysis and historical account of wood as a suitable 
building material for churches. In good ecclesiological 
fashion, he cited Noah’s Ark as the original type for the 
“ship of the Christian Church.” He referred to the eighth-
century writings of the Venerable Bede regarding the 
antiquity, hence acceptability, of wooden church-building 

am grateful to Peter Coffman for this reference. 

22 Tucker, Memoir of the life and episcopate of Edward Feild, op. cit., 
chpt. 5 (1849-1850), referring to the visitation cruise of 1849. 

23 Scott, “On wooden churches,” op. cit., p. 22. This part of Scott’s article 
consists of the lengthy communication to him from Feild (p. 20-22).

24 Richardson, “Hyperborean Gothic,” op. cit., p. 58. 

25 Scott, “On wooden churches,” op. cit., p. 18. 
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in England. He had clearly read accounts of the very recent 
restoration of the ancient wooden church of St. Andrew’s 
at Greensted in Essex (c. 1013), because it comes up several 
times in his article. He then added his prescriptions as to 
how a new church of wood ought to look; prescriptions 
worth comparing point by point with the print of St. John 
the Baptist’s. Not surprisingly, a lot of congruence exists! 
After all, Scott had shared his thoughts with Feild and vice 
versa. William Hay, in turn, would have wanted to profit 
from both clergymen’s conclusions. 

“On Wooden Churches” calls first and foremost for 
honest expression of the principles of wooden architecture. 
The article espouses, as Feild had done to Scott beforehand, 
a preference for vertical placement of wood, not only 
because trees naturally grow straight upward, but also 
because verticality set a more Christian tone; in other 
words, better in tune with the Gothic religious architecture 
ecclesiologists liked best. The text goes on to emphasize 
that good proportions, truth to materials, and solid 
construction would have to suffice given the physical and 
financial constraints on church-building in Newfoundland—
let alone Labrador. Next come a few interesting detailed 
suggestions. Exterior walls should be low to withstand the 
wind; windows in them few and high set to keep out cold, 
heat, and glare. The construction technique should consist 
of a double thickness of logs for insulation purposes with 
the rough side exposed on the exterior, just as sketchily 
indicated by Whymper. The same applies to the roof as 
depicted: high pitched to shed the snows, and shingled. 
Instead of a tower, a bell-cote, as shown, would ornament 
the roof ridge. In the woodcut it seems almost too low set 
to contain a bell, and its louvered sides might equally well 
have allowed for heat to escape from a pot-bellied stove 
inside. The main thing missing from the print is Scott’s 
stipulation that the chancel appear distinct and break the 
continuity of the roof line. But the set back in the eaves 
at the east end, coupled with the projecting sacristy (his 
article mentions no such thing), achieves much the same 
effect. Of course, the print gives no indication of the interior 
arrangement; surely as rough and simple as the exterior, 
only with the vertical logs set smooth side inward this time, 

according to the article. It suggests, however, that the nave 
could have tall timbers (“massive spars”) lining it, carved if 
there were “sufficient skill in the settlers,” as in Norwegian 
stave churches that Scott had read about.26 In general the 
print of St. John the Baptist’s agrees quite closely with the 
stipulations listed in the paper “On Wooden Churches” that 
Scott read to the Ecclesiological Society on June 7, 1848. 

Judging from recent satellite maps and eyewitness 
reports, little or nothing now remains of the fishing 
community of Francis Harbour that huddled under the lea 
of Break-Heart Hill on the eastern flank of Granby Island. 
The church Bishop Feild envisioned, William Hay designed, 
and Henry Disney saw constructed, once abandoned, could 
not withstand the elements for long. What, then, has my 
combination of luck, curiosity, and perseverance redeemed 
from obscurity? Apart from light shed on an overlooked 
early work by Hay, the engaging images I found of it bear 
witness to a noble attempt to develop a “model” church for 
cut-off Labrador communities. Surprisingly, this overarching 
intent harks back to the uniform scheme mentioned in my 
book on Nicholas Hawksmoor’s suburban London churches 
designed some 140 years before.27 This earlier effort by 
Anglican divines, precursors of Feild, Grey, and Scott, also 
sought to create a better, standard church design through a 
close collaboration between churchmen and architects the 
likes of Hawksmoor. Above all, Hay’s St. John the Baptist’s 
makes a modest, if precious, contribution to the history of 
ecclesiastical architecture in Canada—the selfsame history 
that Luc Noppen during his distinguished career has tirelessly 
disseminated knowledge about, has helped preserve, and has 
celebrated in his writings.

26 Ibid., p. 27. 

27 Pierre de la Ruffinière du Prey, Hawksmoor’s London churches: Archi-
tecture and theology, Chicago and London, Th University of Chicago 
Press, 2000. 




