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He continued to publish The Newfoundlander after his father’s death, and the restraining
voice of Henry Shea was discernible in its pages through the politically tumultuous decade that
followed. He refused, for example, to publish a rebuttal by Bishop Fleming, a close family
friend from Carrick-on-Suir who had helped found the paper, to Henry Winton’s editorial
assault in the Public Ledger because he felt that the Bishop’s language was intemperate. He
also refused to publish the sectarian speeches of the liberal candidate, John Kent, a native of
Waterford.

The Sheas were assailed as “Orange”, “Tory” or “conservative” catholics but this did not
prevent John Shea from being elected in 1836, a member of the House of Assembly for Burin,
where his uncle Joseph Ryan resided. He abandoned his father’s trade in 1835.

In 1837, disillusioned with sectarian politics, he moved permanently to Cork city where he
married Mary Corbett of the South Mall, was elected councillor and eventually mayor. Joseph
also left the island for a decade in 1837. Another of Henry Shea’s sons, Patrick, agent for a
Poole firm in Carbonear, died in 1833. His four other sons, William, Henry, Ambrose and
Edward remained in St. John’s as editors and publishers of the family newspaper and made a
major contribution to Newfoundland’s political and literary life through the nineteenth
century.

Ambrose (1916-1905) became an important merchant and was one of Newfoundland’s leading
politicians. He was a member of John Kent’s ruling Liberal Party with his younger brother,
Edward (1820-1913). A strong supporter of union with Canada, Ambrose Shea was selected to
lead the Liberal delegation to the Quebec conference on confederation in 1864.

The large-scale protestant merchants in St. John’s and — for different reasons — many Irish
catholics generally were opposed to it. Confederation was defeated, and Ambrose Shea faced
a hostile Newfoundland-Irish electorate. His political skills ensured his return to the Hour of
Assembly, however, and both he and his brother received knighthoods. Sir Ambrose was
appointed Governor of the Bahamas in 1887, the highest office awarded to a catholic Irish
Newfoundlander up to that time.

FOOTNOTES
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R.G.: Royal Gazette.
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