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I’se de b’ye...
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Chapter 1 - Interview
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The clamor of the raindrops crashed down on the red Volkswagen, blurring its bug-splattered windshield. It was torrential. The windshield wipers couldn’t keep up with the rain, causing the windshield to glaze over. Jay instinctively pulled his car over to the side of the vessel as he followed a blurred mass ahead of him up the ramp. He shut off the engine and waited out the heavy thunderstorm. The heavy raindrops created a cacophony of sounds as they hit the windshield and pounded on the roof. The sound was accentuated by a pool of water from a deck above, which dropped periodic buckets of rainwater onto the car as the vessel swayed back and forth. The thunder of the storm changed places with the bright lightning bolts as the entire vehicle heaved up and down and up and down. There was a strange and pungent smell in the air that mixed with the diesel fumes. Suddenly, there was a violent surge followed by the vessel slamming its starboard bow into the side of the pier as it reacted to the surging wave hitting its port side.

Jay lay motionless on the front seat of the Volkswagen, wedged against the gearshift between the driver and passenger seats. He hung on tightly to the passenger seat as the vehicle moved in concert with the vessel. He didn’t want to leave the car. All of his personal possessions were in it, and he didn’t trust the weather. He also heard of cars being broken into on voyages across the Gulf of St. Lawrence between the Atlantic Ocean and the St. Lawrence River. 

Jay saw the other cars emptying out when he first arrived, in between pauses in the heavy rain. He parked his car near the end of the line to get on the ferry in North Sydney. His  Volkswagen made the trip all the way from Waterloo, Ontario, over the course of a couple of days, stopping in Quebec City, St John, New Brunswick, and Halifax, Nova Scotia. His professors knew that he was looking for a job as soon as he could. He put himself through school and, with combined courses, was able to get through his four years in three. But now he was out of funds.

“Why don’t you apply for the job in Newfoundland?” promoted Professor Best in his thick British accent. He knew the person interviewing the graduate classes at the university. “I’m sure he’d like you.” 

Jay took the advice and sat in front of Mr. Jack Armstrong, the Director of Planning for the Province of Newfoundland and Labrador. Jack had huge, fluffy mutton chops that covered his aging, reddened face. He had a large, gregarious smile and a wonderful, warm baritone voice. His hair was gray, as were his long, thick sideburns that flowed down his cheeks to below his jaw. He wore a shapeless brown woolen suit jacket that was more like a professor’s tweed than a businessman’s wool and silk jacket. He was laid back, twiddling his large workman’s thumbs and speaking with a colourful Southwest country British accent. 

Jack extolled the virtues of working in a place like Newfoundland, in desperate need of planners and others to help the new province as it moves from the 19th to the 20th century. Jay reminded himself that the 19th century was over 70 years ago. Shouldn’t it be preparing for the 21st century, he thought? 

Jack told Jay that Newfoundland was a colony of Britain until 1907, when it became an independent dominion until it joined Canada’s Confederation on March 31st, 1949. Until then it fought under its own flag during the two great wars and looked to England for professionals, such as him. But now he and his government want to bring Canadians to work in their office. All of the existing planning staff had been from Great Britain, including Scotland and Ireland, except a few from Canada, whom he started to receive the previous year. He also talked about the city of St John’s, the capital, and about some of the other cities that they were working on - planning for water and sewer construction, bringing new roads and highways to the outports, and adding subdivisions to communities in anticipation of growth.

“The Province of Newfoundland and Labrador was dependent on fisheries, forests, and mining. It needed to diversify,” said Jack in his wonderful baritone voice.  “But most of the smaller towns would likely remain dependent on the fisheries.” 

He alluded to the campus at Memorial University in St. John’s and government-sponsored research as an example of diversification. “But there is always the drain of young people to the oil rigs in the west or to families that have moved to places like Toronto in search of opportunities. Many return to Newfoundland as soon as they can afford to and need housing and services. In anticipation, we need to develop and pass official plans, secondary plans, zoning bylaws, site plan applications, deal with the Committee of Adjustment, and building code matters. And in the future,” he said, standing and stretching, “they’ll need planners, like you, to help with the heavy lifting, if and when, Newfoundland strikes big-time oil reserves in the Atlantic.”

Jay’s mind was flashing through all of Jack’s examples. He was going to be a graduate planner, but lacked the self-confidence to be able to handle all of these grown-up tasks. Until now, he and all of his student colleagues played with concepts, read materials, and taken tests. The odd workshop that they undertook, he thought, barely prepared him for the job that Jack was laying out for him.

As the interview proceeded, Jay seemed only to listen and nod in agreement as Jack continued to proudly speak of the accomplishments that they had made to date in his office. He pulled out a map of the province and indicated an area that Jay would be responsible for. 

“You will be responsible for all of Central Newfoundland,” pointed out Jack, swirling his finger around the map. “That includes all of the cities along the TransCanada Highway between St. John’s and Grand Falls and Windsor, Newfoundland, and from Burgeo on the south coast to Twillingate and Fogo Islands along the north coast.” 

Jack noted places like Gander, where the international airport was for long-distance flights refueling to go to the Soviet Union and Europe. He also pointed out places like Come by Chance, Blow Me Down, Dildo, and Virgin Arm. Jay was sure that Jack pointed those out to see if he was sensitive to the respect these communities deserved despite their unfortunate names.

Coincidentally, he had heard about some of the names from his professor in anticipation of the interview. He especially remembered that a “dildoe” was a part of a rowboat and nothing more. Jay didn’t flinch, although inside he was howling with childish laughter. His eyes began to well up as a result of his internal laughter. As Jack talked about Twillingate nostalgically, he began to sing a little ditty explaining in between that Jay would be making history by being the first planner to ever produce a plan for Fogo, Twillingate, and Morton Harbour:

“I's the b'ye that builds the boat. 

And I's the b'ye that sails her. 

I's the b'ye that catches the fish. 

And brings 'em home to Lizer. 

Hip yer partner, Sally Tibbo. 

Hip yer partner, Sally Brown. 

Fogo, Twillingate, Moreton's Harbour. 

All around the circle!”

Jack asked to see Jay’s portfolio. He opened it up, and Jay began to proudly show off his drawings and reports. But within the next two or three minutes, just as Jay started to discuss the projects he worked on, Jack looked at his watch and interrupted Jay in mid-sentence.

“When can you begin?” asked Jack without hesitation.

“Ah...” stumbled Jay. He had not even thought about getting the job. He had applied for jobs in several other cities, such as Toronto, Chicago, Houston, and New York. He took the interview because his professor encouraged him to. “Ah...I’m not sure. I still have a couple of weeks of class left and...”

“How about you start on May 1st?” asked Jack gruffly. To Jay, it sounded more like a command than a request in his baritone voice. His pleasant demeanor seemed to shift abruptly. He was on his way out of the door and didn’t listen to Jay’s hesitation. Before Jay could answer, Jack was gone with a swift slam of the door.

Jay was dumbfounded. He hadn’t felt that he interviewed appropriately for the job. Jack talked most of the time. He was a very pleasant man, almost grandfatherly. But Jay never seemed to get a word in during the interview. And now Jack was gone.

“What the hell was that all about?” asked Jay aloud. He started to pack up his portfolio of drawings and reports when Professor Best arrived, opening the door slightly to look in.

“Oh, he’s gone already?” noted the professor, surprised to only find Jay in the room.

“I was just in the middle of my interview when he looked at his watch and ran out the door,” explained Jay. “Oh, and he offered me a job!”

“Well, that’s terrific,” said the professor, not surprised by what happened. “Did you take it?”

“I never got a chance to,” responded Jay. “He was out the door, shouting a date that I was to begin in St. John’s.”

“So, are you going to take it?” asked the professor, excited for Jay.

Jay continued to pack up his portfolio. He shook his head and pursed his lips with a half-smile, “I’m not sure. I just started to send out resumes to New York, Chicago, and...”

“Well, they certainly are great places, but you’ll never grow the way you’ll grow in a place like Newfoundland and Labrador,” argued the professor. “Those are for your stage two or three jobs.”

“I don’t understand,” said Jay, confused by what the professor was suggesting.

“You have talent, but you also need space to be able to learn on the job,” stated Professor Best. “We only give you the guidance and background to get started. You need the confidence and exposure to take on anything that comes your way. You are creative and have the skillsets necessary to do a great job in Newfoundland. It will be a much more forgiving place than those big-city jobs you are after. It will position you for more senior positions more quickly elsewhere as a result. If I were you, I would consider the job seriously.”

Jay said nothing for quite a while as he shuffled his drawings back into his portfolio. Professor Best sat quietly in his tan corduroy pants and brown tweed suit jacket, watching Jay think as he repositioned the drawings neatly back into the black studio binder. Professor Best was a close friend of Jack’s. They had known each other in Cornwall in the Southeast of Great Britain, where both came from. He even had a similar look to Jack, but without the mustache and mutton chops. 

“Where do you think Mr. Armstrong went so quickly, anyway?” asked Jay.

“Oh, didn’t he tell you?” responded the professor. “He had to catch the last flight back to St. John’s, and we arranged a taxi for him. You were his last appointment.”

Jay didn’t say anything again for several minutes as he sat thinking about the opportunities. He fussed with his red and white striped tie, rolling it up around his pen. He even dressed for the interview. He wore a blue woolen sports jacket and blue cotton pants covering his weathered cowboy boots, the rage at the time among students. He even cut his reddish-blonde hair and shaved his beard for the interview. 

“He mentioned so many things that I would be responsible for producing,” said Jay. “He mentioned that I would be solely responsible for all of Central Newfoundland, and I would be expected to produce plans, subdivision designs, and budgets for water and sewer systems in towns. I have to say that it was a bit overwhelming and intimidating.”

“See, what did I tell you, Jay?” exclaimed the professor, sensing that Jay was very interested but unsure of himself. “All of these are opportunities for growth. There is no way that you’d ever get close to doing a plan in any of the cities you applied to. Maybe you’d be assigned to a small part of one, but not the whole thing. In Newfoundland, you’d be it. Talk about learning on the job!”

Jay began to think more and more about it. He left the interview room with the professor. 

“Think about it over the weekend,” said Professor Best. “Did he talk about the package? I know he left in a hurry. I have a copy of it here.”

Jay shook his head, indicating ignorance of any of the details.

“You would be starting on May 1st in the Provincial Planning Office at the Planner 1 Level,” read the professor from the package of papers that soon would belong to Jay. “You would be paid $5,356 per year with two weeks’ vacation. They would pay for your transfer from Waterloo to St. John’s, including two nights in a hotel to get you settled and cover your relocation expenses of household goods based on a two-year contract. If you quit before the end of your two-year contract, you would be obligated to pay the province back all of your relocation expenses on a pro-rated basis. Sounds pretty sweet to me!”

Jay went home and discussed the job offer with his parents, brothers, and girlfriend. They all encouraged him to take the job, agreeing with all of the points that Professor Best made. Even his girlfriend was encouraging it, even though it was on the other side of Canada, not an easy commute to see each other on weekends. They realized that after university, they would be seeking jobs, potentially in different parts of the country. It was not supposed to be part of the job-seeking criteria between them. 

Jay couldn’t rest that weekend. He needed to be constantly on the move to think. He went for a 50 km bike ride and several long walks to clear his thinking. At night, instead of a sound sleep, he had visions of the exotic land that he saw pictures of in the Encyclopedia Britannica. They seemed somewhat dated. They included huge icebergs off Twillingate, images of seal pups on ice flows, and the charming hill town of St. John’s. There was quite a bit of information in books in the University Library about Newfoundland and Labrador joining Confederation in 1949, with a picture of a bespectacled, bald man at a podium, seemingly promoting joining Canada. 

However, there wasn’t much written about the towns of central Newfoundland. He searched several books in the University’s library without much luck. Several tourist pictures were also quite dated. There was a picture of Gander Airport with a Soviet-era airliner refueling on the tarmac. Another picture showed Soviet citizens emerging from a plane at the Gander Airport. The article mentioned that they were heading to Cuba. Information in one book briefly mentioned the town of Grand Falls/Windsor. But the content focused on a pulp and paper mill and the huge waterfall that gave the town its name. While there was little information about these towns, he knew that they would all need planning for the future as the island grew with the prospects for offshore oil. As he tossed and turned to fall asleep, he dreamed intermittently about these opportunities and saw himself in the centre of them. By morning, he made up his mind. He would take the job. He had Jack’s business card and was determined to call him on Monday with the decision.

“Well, ‘ello Jay, me’ son,” said the spirited female voice with a heavy Newfoundland accent. “Me names’ Gail. We cant’s waits ta meets ye when ye comes.” 

Apparently, the secretary already knew before Jay knew that he was taking the job. 

“Jack’s told us all about ya. An artist, hees said,” remarked Gail most cheerfully.

Gail was Jack’s personal secretary, but she would help along with the other secretaries when the job needed it. Shirley and Patsy were the secretaries for the planners and other staff. The office, she explained, without prodding her, was full of Brits, she whispered, except for the Newfie support staff like the draftsmen and secretaries. Oh yes, one or two experimental mainland come-far-aways that she was just getting used to. She said that Jay would be joining these come-far-aways.

“Ya ’knows de Brits?” Gail commented in quick succession. “Dey can be awfully snooty. Jack’s alright, me’ son, but some of de otters, well, I’s cans takes dem an’ leaves dem, I’s says.”

Gail was quite forthright and charming in her own way, thought Jay, but he never asked for all of these details. He only said “Hello, my name is Jay” on the phone, and Gail was off and running, regaling Jay with the details of the office. This reminded Jay of the other experience he had with Jack. Jay didn’t seem to get to say too much. Was this a trait that he would have to get used to in Newfoundland?

“Well, hello, Gail. I would like to speak with Mr. Armstrong, if I may?” asked Jay in his most polite tone of voice.

“Ye sure may,” responded Gail. “Just holds onto yerself, me‘ son.”

“Hello, Jack here,” came the next voice in a huge bellowing baritone, echoing over the long-distance phone call.

“Hello, Mr. Armstrong? It’s Jay from Waterloo. We met last Friday when you interviewed me,” explained Jay nervously over the phone.

“What do you need, lad?” asked Jack.

“Well, I was just calling to let you know that I have decided to accept the job,” confirmed Jay.

There was a pause on the other end of the line. Jay could still hear shuffling in the background, but Jack never answered.

“Hello, Mr. Armstrong?” called out Jay over the phone.

“Yes, I’m here, lad,” responded Jack. “I’m just looking for my notes. You’re the last fellow I interviewed with the portfolio of drawings, correct?”

“Yes, sir,” Jay answered, but was confused by Jack’s response.

“You’re expected May 1st,” stated Jack, matter-of-factly.

“I guess so. I didn’t give you my answer last week since you left so quickly,” stated Jay.

“Oh, that,” interrupted Jack. “I was late for my cab to the airport in Toronto.”

“Yes,” interjected Jay, “Professor Best told me that you were catching the last flight to St. John’s that day and you were a bit late.”

“Yes, just made it, barely,” laughed Jack. “Professor Best said that you’d be taking the job.”

Jay hadn’t made that decision yet, but the professor already said that he would. That annoyed Jay, but he wasn’t going to say anything about it over the phone.

“We sent out the contract to your home earlier this morning. We are 1½ hours ahead of you back there in Waterloo,” laughed Jack, speaking as someone who had the jump on Jay in more ways than one. “It’s all in the letter.”

As Jay was about to say something more, Jack said that he had someone at the door and was going to have to end it there. 

“We’ll talk some more when you come to my office on May 1st. All the best to you, Jay,” said Jack as he hung up. 

Jay barely got his goodbye in before he heard the click. It was as if he wasn’t in control. Forces seemed to conspire to have him jump off the lists for job opportunities in the major North American cities in favour of this island off the northeast coast of North America. Until he was encouraged to take the interview, he never really thought much about a place like Newfoundland and Labrador. He knew about the province. Sort of. He knew more about “Newfie Jokes,” that was for sure. His older brothers thought that working in an exotic land would toughen him up. Jay, the baby in the family, needed it, they thought. Did they think Jay was going to be sleeping on icebergs and killing seal pups for their pelts and flippers? Maybe, he thought. Who knew what his older brothers thought? They were just as goofy as Jay was, only older. But they were already married and tied to a mortgage and a family. Maybe they thought that they could live vicariously through Jay in this exotic land off the North Atlantic. 
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Chapter 2 - Arrival
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As Jay drove his Volkswagen onto the ramp in the heavy rain, he could see several young men rushing behind him to raise the ramp manually onto the ferry. The vessel was an older ferry with several manual jobs that local North Sydney boys and men worked at on the Nova Scotia side. It would be similar in Port aux Basque on the Newfoundland side. The only thing that would be different would be that the vehicles faced in one direction and would depart moving forward. As soon as he arrived at his spot on the deck, one of the young men, about Jay’s age, appeared in front of the car, drenched to the bone, yet sucking heavily on a rolled-up cigarette. Through the pelting rain, he waved his arms at Jay to more precisely position the car between four rings on the deck. While blue-gray smoke emanated from the ferryman’s mouth as the rain poured down, he wove the heavy white ropes under the frame of the Volkswagen and tied the vehicle to the four metal rings screwed into the deck of the ferry. The ferryman pulled tightly on the ropes, forcing the frame of the car and the ferry to become one. Nothing could separate the two, thought Jay, even if the vessel capsized. He watched the young ferryman tie up car after car as the weather broke and the rain began to gently subside. The ferryman was still sucking on his cigarette as he disappeared out of view, leaving only a vague cloud of smoke between the roofs of cars and trucks.

Suddenly, another ferryman pounded on the car in front of him, telling the occupants to move into the passenger quarters. Jay watched as they left for the stairs that took them up to the passenger level above his vehicle. He hesitated and then decided he would stay in the car instead, as the rain began to come down again in a pelting force. The ferry had just left the dock and immediately began to rock and heave. It seemed as if the helmsman was on a hurried schedule. As soon as the back ramp was up, the ferry was already on its way, even before Jay’s car was completely tied down. 

Everyone was supposed to be in the passenger area. Except for Jay. He slunk down and lay across the two front seats of his Volkswagen, watching the heavy rain and pools of water pour onto his car from the deck above as the ferry swayed back and forth. He had slept in the car much of the previous summer as he traveled across Ontario and Quebec and learned the best positions to lie in the vehicle when he wasn’t staying overnight in a motel or at someone’s place. He felt that he could easily stand the six hours across the Gulf if he had to in the front seats. He turned on his car radio and tried to find a local station to listen to. There was nothing but static and the loud noise over the radio that the distant lightning made. As he turned it off, the rain came down exceptionally hard. In between, the ferry rolled and heaved like a bucking bronco. He held tight with every lift and crashing fall. He began to count how many times the ferry crashed onto the waves when he heard the pounding on the side of his window. He turned to look up and saw the ferryman with his wet rolled cigarette pointing to Jay to get out and take the stairs up to the passenger deck. The ferryman was soaking wet and expected Jay to join him on the deck in the torrential rain. It was his job to get everyone out of their vehicles, and he didn’t care about the rain. It was just weather, and he’d seen it all before. As the ferry lifted violently, the ferryman pulled the driver’s side of the door open and told Jay, in very colourful Maritime language that Jay had never heard before, to get out of the car. There was little time to gather things to take with him. The ferryman was angry that Jay was still in his vehicle. It made him look poorly to the helmsman who was watching from the bridge above them. 

“Git your fukin-ass up to de passenger deck,” was all that Jay heard from the ferryman as he slammed the car door. Jay rushed awkwardly between cars as the ferry lifted and fell and the rain poured down. The stairs up to the passenger deck were slippery, but the deck was even worse. He saw that people had vomited on the deck as the ferry began to heave and list violently. It was part of the mysterious mixture of diesel and vomit that he could smell earlier. His cotton jacket and t-shirt were now completely soaked, and his pants were nearly as wet. His hair was drenched, and his face was cold when he entered the passenger area. The blast of heat hit him, but it was the smell that hit him more. Already, several of the passengers had filled bags with vomit, and it was just the beginning of the trip. He walked through the passenger area, but he couldn’t see any seats that he dared to sit in amongst the sad-looking and ill passengers. He looked for the nearest toilet. As he entered it, the smell only got worse. He immediately turned around and left for the outdoor area of the passenger deck. 

The trip between North Sydney and Port aux Basques would take over 6 hours and 30 minutes. For every moment of that trip, it was a brutal tossing of the stomach. Since the toilets were already filled with boys, girls, men, and women hunched over a toilet seat for most of the trip, Jay found solace in hanging on to a handrail next to a solid part of the frame of the vessel in the fresh air. Despite the pouring rain, he held on for dear life and wondered what the hell he was doing there at that moment. Nevertheless, he suffered on for the next six hours. He was nearly empty and coughing up dry heaving sounds as the ferry approached Port aux Basque. The ferry was still raging until it entered the safety of the harbour. Soon, the ferry settled down, and people pulled their things together to head down to their cars and trucks. Jay was among them, weary from the trip but excited about landing in Newfoundland, where he would be living for the next several years, he thought to himself.

As he sat behind the wheel of his Volkswagen, he watched the ferrymen untie the trucks and cars in front of him. The same fellow who tied his car to the ferry untied it, sucking on his cigarette as he did. The ferryman looked at Jay and gave him a noticeable nod as if to say “good luck and good travels”. Jay returned the gesture and added a smile. The ferryman stopped for a brief moment, took his cigarette out of his mouth, and gave Jay a smile in return, showing a mouth that surprisingly bore few teeth. And those that he did have were the colour of his tobacco-stained fingers. Jay continued to smile but was shocked at seeing such a young man with such bad teeth. 

As soon as he was untied, Jay was ready to depart. The other vehicles had already disembarked. He turned on the engine of his car and drove forward and down the ramp to the pavement of his new home. 

The line-up to get onto the ferry was long. As soon as Jay left the ramp, the ferrymen waved the awaiting parked cars onto the ferry. Jay saw the hustle and bustle of the port in his rear-view mirror as he left the port area and entered Port aux Basque. He looked around and couldn’t make out a town. He only saw low-rise single-family houses scattered about in the landscape and the steeple of a small church further into the town. He remembered reading that Port aux Basque was the main fishing village of a string of fishing villages that were originally used as a sheltering and watering place for the Basque whaling ships that arrived from the Basque region of the Pyrenees of France and Spain during the early 16th century. He imagined with such a significant port area that he had just driven through that there would be a more substantial town beyond it. In all the years since the 16th century, this town had barely grown, he surmised. Was this the kind of small town he was going to be planning for, he asked himself? He was beginning to question his career choices.

As Jay drove out of the port area toward the main road that would turn into the beginning of the TransCanada Highway heading east on the island of Newfoundland, he could see several men selling their wares to people waiting in the long line-up to the ferry. Jay pulled over to go to the toilet that was set up at the entrance gate to the port. As he emerged from his car, he was greeted by an elderly vendor flashing a dark, wet lobster into his face. Another vendor simultaneously flashed a large fish close to Jay’s chin.

“Kiss de cod, b’ye,” yelled the vendor. “Welcome ta Newfuntland.”

Jay swung his arm to push the fish and lobster away from his face and headed to the toilet. Upon his return, the vendors tried again to get his attention. 

“Eh b’ye? Dun cheap!” yelled the lobster vendor. “More cheap den in St. John’s. Dat’s fer shur!” 

Jay climbed into his car and drove off without stopping at his first port of call. He stopped instead at a roadside map of the TransCanada Highway. It said that it was over 900 km to St. John’s from where he stood. That would take him just under 9 hours to get there. It was now early evening on April 29th. He could drive all day on the 30th, he thought, and be ready for his first day on May 1st. 

Jay drove on and decided to pull into Corner Brook for his first of two nights’ stay in hotels that the Province was going to pay for. The town was more like what Jay had expected to see in Port aux Basque. Corner Brook looked like a nice town, but it was dominated by a huge complex that turned out to be the Corner Brook Pulp & Paper Mill along the waterfront and wedged strategically between neighbouring hillsides. As he drove through the city centre, he noticed a sign for the Glynmill Inn. The hotel looked like a stately tutor mansion built of white stucco and timber. As it was getting late, he followed the instructions on the sign to the hotel. After checking in, he headed to the restaurant that was still open well after regular dinner time was over. 

Jay seated himself at a table overlooking the town and opened the oversized menu. He noticed several new dishes he had never heard of before. Cod tongues. Flipper Pot Pie. Cod Cheeks. Fish and Brewis. Jigs Dinner. Blue Potatoes. And for dessert, Bog Apples and Cloud Berries. Along with the new names were pictures of the dishes displayed along the side of the menu. It would seem that Jay’s first meal in Newfoundland would also become a new experience. 

“Whadd’ya at?” greeted the waitress with a wide smile and big welcoming eyes.

“Sorry, what?” responded Jay, confused at what he had just heard.

“Never mind,” said the waitress, seemingly to change the tone of her voice from a casual Newfoundland drawl to a regular Canadian accent. “May I take your order, sir?”

“Yes, sure. But I have never heard of these before,” said Jay, pointing to the menu.

“First time in Newfoundland?” she asked, still smiling as before. “I see, I will get you the English menu instead.”

Jay crinkled his eyebrows, thinking aloud to himself, “Wasn’t that menu in English?”

“I was only kidding,” chuckled the waitress. “What can I explain to you on the menu?”

“All of it,” laughed Jay. 

“I see you are a really new come-far-away,” laughed the waitress. “Just off the boat?”

“Yes,” chuckled Jay, “Literally and figuratively, as they say.”

“Well, ok, then,” said the waitress. “A little bit of Newfie Menu 101 coming right up!” Since Jay was the only customer left in the dining room, the waitress pulled a seat up next to him, opened the menu, and began to regale him about the traditional Newfoundland dishes on the menu. 

“Wonderful,” agreed Jay. He pulled his chair over to allow the waitress to enter his side of the table area to better share the menu between them.

“The first dish on the menu is the special of the week. Flipper Pot Pie,” said the waitress, pointing to the picture of a normal-looking pot pie with a lovely brown crust and brown gravy, exposing chunks of brownish coloured meat, potatoes, carrots, and peas. “Looks like any pot pie, doesn’t it?” she asked.

“Yes, it looks pretty good, but is it a real thing people eat, or is it just processed meat that is called flippers?” questioned Jay.

“Really! Truth be known it simply reflects the hardship of Newfoundlanders over centuries. Nothing goes to waste here on the island. So over the centuries, they found a way to even make the flippers of the seals into a tasty meal. I like it myself,” admitted the waitress.

Jay looked at the waitress, wondering if she was joking as before, or if she really meant it. He smiled, and the waitress smiled back and nodded that it was really, really true. Real seal flippers made into a pot pie. And that was this week’s special. Try it, she suggested.

“But if that is not making your mouth water, then we have mouth-watering cod tongues and cod cheeks,” laughed the waitress. “I could never figure out how they got those out of the cod that they caught. Any cod I have ever caught, I could never make out what the cheek was, and the tongue looked too small for me to worry about. But there you have it. It looks like small bread-covered clams or scallops to me.”

Jay shook his head ‘no’ to that idea.

“What about this wonderful Newfoundland tradition instead?” suggested the waitress. “It’s called ‘Fish and Brewis’. Brewis is what we call hardtack. It’s a very hard biscuit that is non-perishable. In other words, if you landed on an island in the middle of the Pacific, you could live off it for years. It would never go bad. Well, you are on an island here, and we have it waiting for you. But we add it to hot water and pork fat to soften it up. Then we add salt-dried cod and scrunchkins. Scrunchkins are the best part. They are small chunks of salty bacon fried into golden bacon pieces. Umm- good. It’s one of my favourites.”

“I’ll think about that,” said Jay, laughing, “but only because it’s one of your favourites.”

“How about britches then?” smiled the waitress, somewhat impishly. 

“Britches?” asked Jay. Did he hear it correctly?

“Yes, britches. They’re cod roe. Sort of like Newfie caviar,” giggled the waitress. Jay joined the waitress in her giggling fit like two little school kids. “And since it’s served in its original pouch, they look like baggy pants. You know, like britches that a young child would wear.”

“Not interested,” said Jay curtly.

“Then how about this lovely meal called a jigs dinner?” offered the waitress, pointing to a picture of salted meat and vegetables. One of the vegetables looked blue. “Salt beef and vegetables are the staples of a Newfie’s existence! Add some pease puddin’ and you have the top of our culinary tree.”

“Pease puddin’ you say?” laughed Jay.

“Yes-siree Bob!” laughed the waitress back, almost singing it lyrically. “Comes like a paste. It’s split yellow peas to you, I suppose, but they mash it so fine that you’d think you could almost slurp it up. Haha!”

“Never had it before, but I am sure it is well respected in these parts,” announced Jay stoically, pretending to be a military man, saluting the meal.

“Instead of the pease puddin’ you could substitute it for blue potatoes,” offered the waitress.

“Nah, I’ll pass,” remarked Jay.

“There is, of course, moose and anything you can do with it,” added the waitress. “You can boil it up in a stew. You can also roast it, fry it, bake it, barbecue it, and even bottle it. And we also have sausages made of it, and it flips like a burger.”

“And?” asked Jay, hoping that that would be it.

“And finally, do you have anything that you want to do with cod. Fillet. Breaded. Au Gratin. Stewed. Pan-fried, “concluded the waitress. “But if none of the above is of interest, you can flip over the menu and try some things from our quickie lunchtime menu like partridge soup, toutons, baked turr, and doughboys. And when you’re finished with your main meal, we’ll throw in a dessert. You can choose from jam-jams, lassie mogs, bakeapples, and figgy duffs.”

“Figgy duffs?” giggled Jay.

“Figgy duffs. Right!” considered the waitress. “Well, that’s an ancient Newfoundland treat. It’s sort of like a pudding made from bread, boiled together with spices, raisins, and molasses.”

“No figs?” asked Jay, curious about the name if there were no figs in the dessert.

“Back in the 1500s,” said the waitress, “figs were what raisins are today. So what’ll you have?”

“Flipper
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~ A young mainlander learns that his new
job on the island of Newfoundland is
more than just employment. -
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