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The full story of  Bowring Park really begins with the arrival in St. John’s 
of  a modest clockmaker, silversmith and jeweller named Benjamin 
Bowring. Born in 1778, Benjamin hailed from Exeter, County Devon in 
England, and was a descendent of  an Anglo-Saxon family that can be 

traced to 1303.

After his apprenticeship, he opened his own shop on the High Street in Exeter 
in 1803 just three days before he married an energetic and independent young 
woman from nearby Moretonhampstead named Charlotte Price. Charlotte 
was the daughter of  a watchmaker.

A conjectural drawing from
Benjamin Bowring and

His Descendants
by Arthur C. Wardle.

Between Benjamin’s arrival in St. John’s in 1811 and his family moving over, edicts from the British Crown 
allowed ownership of  fishing rooms and permitted permanent settlement and land ownership in the Colony. 

The Early History of  Bowring Brothers
The Firm that Created the Park and Supports the Foundation
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There are a few possible reasons why he decided 
to migrate to St. John’s. For at least a few 
generations, the Bowrings were both religious 
Nonconformists and active Abolitionists, and 
their fight for religious freedom and the end of  
the transatlantic slave trade were not popular 
positions in the 18th and early 19th centuries. 
Furthermore, Ben had been introduced to the 
idea of  heading to Britain’s oldest Colony by 
a patron to his Exeter shop named Pitts who 
purchased three of  Ben’s grandfather clocks 
for his family members. James Pitts had moved 
from Exeter to Lance Cove on Bell Island 
and his descendant’s conversation with Ben in 
1810 about the Pitts’ prosperous businesses in 
Newfoundland likely piqued Ben’s interest in a 
fresh start for his young family.

courtesy Centre for Newfoundland Studies, MUN

One grandfather clock has remained a prized family heirloom in St. John’s of  
the descendants of  James Pitts (1775-1805) and it keeps on ticking into the 21st 
century; a second was passed down through the generations in the Pitts family 
until a daughter gifted it to a dear family friend and it remains in the friend’s 
family in St. John’s.

courtesy Ian Macpherson
Clock photos by Dale Russell FitzPatrick
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Charlotte Price Bowring 1780-1850.
courtesy Stuart Denny

Benjamin opened his first shop on Duckworth Street in 1811, 
leaving the very capable Charlotte in charge in Exeter while he 
established himself  in St. John’s. He travelled back to England 
several times before Charlotte and their first three sons made the 
move in 1816. In Exeter, Charlotte must have been a very capable 
shop manager because he soon advertised for another apprentice to 
join his firm in his absence. They had two more sons and a daughter 
born as Newfoundlanders. Alongside Ben’s shop, Charlotte ran a 
dry goods store and it soon became apparent that supplying the 
city’s growing population with a broad range of  goods was a better 
business model – naturally, this included providing fishermen 
with their needed supplies. Before long, Ben was using his family 
contacts in England to export codfish which he was regularly paid 
in — a typical method of  payment at the time. By 1823, he owned 
a wharf  and two schooners.

Benjamin’s sons were groomed to join the family business and by 1834, he and Charlotte felt confident to 
entrust the firm to their son Charles Tricks (age 26), who was assisted by his younger brothers Henry (age 
19) and Edward (age 15). William, their eldest, drowned in 1828 on a doomed voyage to England (age 24). 

Ben, Charlotte and their two youngest children settled in Liverpool, England, where Ben set up another 
office to aid with the importing and exporting of  goods between St. John’s and Liverpool. In 1839, the St. John’s 
business was renamed Bowring Brothers (Charles Tricks, Henry, Edward, and John Bowring) and two years 
later, the Liverpool office became C. T. Bowring and Co. after Ben’s retirement. Over the next century, 
successive generations of  the family joined the firm on both sides of  the Atlantic.

THE FISHERIES

Bowring Brothers became a dominant force in the cod and seal fisheries, had a prominent department store 
on the south side of  Water Street, acted as insurance agents, held the contract from the Newfoundland 
Government for the coastal steamer and mail service at various times, and ran a passenger and cargo service 
to Halifax and New York called the Red Cross Line. On the south side of  St. John’s harbour, they set up 
premises for processing fish, sealskins, cod oil and seal oil. By 1900, the mercantile trade that had begun in 
Newfoundland, extended to the United Kingdom, North and South America, Barbados, the Mediterranean, 
India, Asia, and Australia.
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The Bowring Fleet, St. John’s, 1899. Photo by James Vey.                                                                                  
On the skyline, the Methodist College (Holloway School) tower can be seen

at far right, and slightly to its left is the second Star of  the Sea Hall.
courtesy Bowring Family Collection

For the first half  of  the 20th century, the firm’s operations in the cod fishery operated at a loss; however, 
seeing the fishery as the backbone of  the Newfoundland economy and the early years of  Benjamin’s and 
Charlotte’s business, plus being a way of  life for so many, Chairs Sir Edgar and Eric ensured the company 
continued to operate that part of  their business because the diversity of  the company and the connection to 
England meant they could make their money elsewhere and be just fine. They did this until Confederation 
when they shifted their corporate focus.

Sealers line up on a wharf  (finger pier) to get on the Imogene in 1937.
courtesy Bowring Family Collection

The Bowring steamship Florizel took the “First Five Hundred” 
of  the Newfoundland Regiment overseas in October, 1914 
and many of  the company’s other ships were requisitioned 
by the British Admiralty throughout the First World War. By 
war’s end, the company had lost about 60 percent of  its fleet.

The Florizel.
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DIVERSIFICATION & EXPANSION

Heavy war-time losses to the company’s 
fleet made participation in the seal 
fishery difficult and by 1960, the firm 
only supported sealing through retail 
distribution. Post-World War II, it was 
clear that the company’s retail interests 
in St. John’s should become the focus 
of  the Newfoundland wing of  what had 
become a highly diversified international 
company, whose interests included a Ship 
Brokerage Department, an Ore and Metal 
Department, and a Trading Department.

Bowring’s Department Store, Water Street, St. John’s.
courtesy Bowring Family Collection

During the Second World War, Eric 
Bowring, then chair of  Bowring Brothers, 
was seconded by the Ministry of  War 
Transport to oversee the shipping of  
necessary war-time commodities while 
Bowring’s processed insurance claims 
and clothed, housed, fed and repatriated 
survivors brought into the harbour.

Through the vision of  Derrick Bowring (great-
great-grandson of  Ben) and Fred Ayre (a descendant 
of  Ben’s first apprentice, Charles Robert Ayre, 
1819-1889), a post-Confederation retail expansion 
began. With the Water Street location as the 
flagship department store, the firm opened shops 
in Churchill Park (1955); Bell Island (1957); Grand 
Falls (1958); Gander Airport (1959); Halifax and 
Montreal airports, Labrador City, and Shefferville, 
Quebec (1960). Through the business foresight of  
Derrick Bowring and Fred Ayre and the advent and 
popularity of  shopping malls, the Little Shop gift 
stores brought the Bowring name across Canada 
and into parts of  the United States in roughly 100 
locations.

Advertisement from The Newfoundland Journal of  Commerce,
Vol. 28, No. 07
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END OF AN ERA

In the latter 20th century, the parent company, C. T. Bowring and Co. Ltd., focused on shipping and insurance. 
As such, it came under the eye of  the large American insurance firm Marsh & McLennan Companies. By the 
late 1970s, roughly 60 percent of  the Bowring shares were held by substantial institutions without any family 
ties to the company. In April 1980, shareholders agreed to sell the entire company to Marsh & McLennan, 
who quickly divested itself  of  any non-insurance holdings, including Bowring Brothers flagship store on 
Water Street and its Canadian and United States retail empire.

Bowring Gift Bag pattern paid tribute
to their famous whaler, Terra Nova.

courtesy Bowring Family Collection

The Red Cross (saltire) of  St. Patrick’s 
flag was the Bowring house flag flown 

and emblem painted on the smokestacks 
of  all their vessels.

courtesy Bowring Family Collection
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BOWRING BROTHERS LIMITED CHAIRS

Charles Tricks Bowring, 1839-1869 (son of  Benjamin).
courtesy Stuart Denny

Sir Edgar Bowring, KCMG, 1890-1936 (son of  John).
courtesy Bowring Family Collection

Charles Rennie Bowring, 1869-1890 (son of  Charles Tricks)
from Newfoundland Men by Henry Mott, 1894

Eric Bowring, CBE, 1936-1959 (son of  Charles Rennie).
courtesy Bowring Family Collection
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Derrick Bowring, 1959-1977 (grandson of  Charles Rennie).
courtesy Bowring Family Collection

Fred Ayre, 1977-1980 
(Great-Grandson of  Charles Robert Ayre, Benjamin’s 1st apprentice)

courtesy Bowring Family Collection

Angela Cantwell, 1980-1982 
(rose through the company ranks, starting as a stenographer)

courtesy Carnell’s Funeral Home
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CIVIC & PHILANTHROPIC ACTIVITIES
OF BOWRING FAMILY MEMBERS

Benjamin advocated for the Colony to have its own legislature; for the implementation of  fire prevention 
measures; for roads connecting Topsail, Bay Bulls, and Portugal Cove to St. John’s; and for the diversification 
of  the Newfoundland economy. 

Charles Tricks (Ben’s 2nd son) served as secretary of  St. George’s Charitable Society and he, his wife 
Harriet, and his brother Edward supported the Indigent Sick Society. After the Great Fire of  1846 in St. 
John’s, Charles Tricks and his fellow merchants set up a relief  fund to which he donated generously. 

Henry (Ben’s 3rd son) was co-founder of  the St. John’s Gas Light Company helping to bring this scientific 
advancement to St. John’s. In 1845, Bowring’s became the first gas-lit store in the city. 

Charles Rennie (Charles Tricks’ 2nd son) was appointed to the Legislative Council in 1866 and served as 
the representative for Bonavista in the House of  Assembly from 1873-1874. 

The Bowrings based in England, in addition to supporting their own communities, were deeply tied to 
Newfoundland as it was frequently the birthplace of  many of  Ben’s descendants. They were quick to send 
relief  funds and schooners loaded with supplies as soon as word of  the Great Fire of  1892 in St. John’s 
reached them.

Bowring’s issued wage notes to its employees that could be used at Bowring’s for food and supplies. This 
was a common practice amongst the large merchant firms. During the 1894 Bank Crash, with existing bank 
notes not worth the paper they were printed on, the strength of  Bowring’s credit and the firm’s reputation 
led other shops to accept Bowring’s notes as currency, thus helping to prevent total economic collapse during 
the crisis.

courtesy Bowring Family Collection
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For the company’s centenary in 1911, when Sir Edgar was chair, Bowring’s gave its employees an extra month’s 
salary, donated the site of  the King George V Institute for Fishermen and Sailors to the International Grenfell 
Association and, of  course, announced and set the wheels in motion to create Bowring Park to thank the citizens 
of  St. John’s for their patronage. Bowring Park opened to the public in 1914. Sir Edgar also played a role in 
securing the land around Quidi Vidi Lake for the St. John’s Regatta, where he had served as Regatta Committee 
president from 1887-1890. He was elected to the Newfoundland Legislative Council in 1897 and served on the 
Dominion’s Royal Commission from 1912-1914. He was knighted in 1915 and made a Knight Commander for 
the Order of  St. Michael and St. George in 1935. He served as Newfoundland’s High Commissioner to the UK 
from 1918-1922 and 1933-1934. In 1937, Sir Edgar donated a children’s library and reading room to St. John’s.

Bowring’s was a sponsor of  the London Theatre Company, which spent six seasons in St. John’s from 1951 
to 1957 providing audiences with a wide variety of  theatrical fare in the Bishop Feild auditorium. Bowring’s 
provided a box office in its Water Street store, assisted with promotion, and sometimes supplied furniture 
and other items for set decoration. 

In the late 1950s, Derrick started the Bowring Sailing Club for employees, friends and family. Its many 
members competed regularly in regional and national Snipe championships. In 1960, the club hosted the 
Maritime, Canadian, and Open Newfoundland Cup races in Holyrood. They built a clubhouse there the 
following year, which was donated to the newly formed Terra Nova Yacht Club in 1970.

courtesy Newfoundland Quarterly, Vol. 011, no. 2 (October 1911)
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Newfoundland Open Snipe Championship, Holyrood Arm, about 1950
courtesy Amy Bowring Collection

One of  Derrick’s many initiatives while running Bowring’s was the creation of  a pension fund for the 
employees. By the 1990s, the pension fund’s earnings far exceeded the withdrawals on it and with a rapidly 
dwindling pool of  recipients, it was clear the pension fund would outlast the pensioners. He used the excess 
available funds to establish the Bowring Park Endowment Fund, from which earnings would fund the 
Bowring Park Foundation in order to develop the newer sections of  the park and fund future capital projects. 
Derrick’s forethought is indicative of  a life of  dedication to charity, civic service and improvement that has 
been passed down from his ancestors..

Special thanks to Amy Bowring (grandchild of  Derrick and 5th great-granddaughter of  Benjamin), editor 
of  Derrick Bowring’s Down to Bowring’s, for company and family information and sharing images from her 
family collection.

Further  reading:

Bowring, Derrick and Amy Bowring. Down to Bowring’s: A Memoir
(Breakwater Books Ltd., St. John’s, 2015).

Bowring, Peter. A Thicket of  Business: A History of  the Bowring Family and the Bowring Group of  Companies
(Memoir Club, Weardale, Durham, U.K., 2007).

Gordon Murray, Ettie L. Encyclopedia of  Newfoundland and Labrador, Volume One
(Newfoundland Book Publishers (1967) Limited., St. John’s, 1981).

Horan, Catherine F. Encyclopedia of  Newfoundland and Labrador, Volume One
(Newfoundland Book Publishers (1967) Limited., St. John’s, 1981).
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Keir, David. The Bowring Story

(The Bodley Head, London, U.K., 1962).

Mott, Henry Youmans. Newfoundland Men: A Collection of  Biographical Sketches
(T.W. & J.F. Cragg, Concord, N.H., U.S.A., 1894).

Wardle, Arthur C. Benjamin Bowring and His Descendants: A Record of  Mercantile Achievement
(Hodder and Stoughton, London, U.K., 1938).

https://bowringpark.com/about/the-foundation/

https://www.heritage.nf.ca/articles/arts/london-theatre-company.php
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