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Dedication

For Beryl & Ronnie. —Taggart
For Pat & Susan. Thanks for taking a whack at it. —Torrens
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A Warm Welcome

Hey, bahd! Congratulations on buying this book! Don’t let anyone tell you that you didn’t accomplish something today.

Unless maybe your aunt who doesn’t know you that well gave it to you for your birthday. Or you just got transferred to a job in the Great White North and a colleague gave it to you as a joke “Canadian primer.” Or you found an old Indigo gift card when you were cleaning out the Kia and grabbed this off the clearance table beside the cash before the card expired.

No matter how this glorious tome ended up in your hands, welcome! We’re glad you’re here.

What you’re about to read/skim in the bathroom/use as kindling is a celebration of the clich-ehs we Canadians sometimes roll our collective eyes at. We call them clich-ehs. (Torrens: Okay, I do. Taggart doesn’t dig wordplay as much as me.)

Really, though. Doesn’t it seem like people are prouder than ever to call Canada home? Especially the more that other parts of the world are in turmoil. We think this particular chest-puffing period started around 2010, during the Vancouver Olympics. Media from around the world reported that “Canada is cool,” as though this was somehow breaking news. We always knew it. All right, we suspected it, even if it wasn’t something we would dare say out loud. That would be too braggy. If there’s one thing we Canadians are not, it’s that.

Canada’s current cool chapter has continued ever since. Tatiana Maslany won an Emmy for her astonishing work on Orphan Black. Astronaut Chris Hadfield’s singing-from-space video went viral globally. Canada Goose has a flagship store in Manhattan. Even our prime minister (another JT) upped the ante, with photo spreads of him and his wife spooning, gazing, even necking appearing in fashion magazines. Because it’s 2016. Or it was then. On the night Donald Trump became president-elect, the Canadian Immigration and Citizenship ministry’s website crashed because Americans were curious about escaping to a better life here in the Great White North.

We’ve certainly enjoyed this outbreak of pride on our Taggart & Torrens podcast, when we made up a word—“Canadianity”—to describe what it means to have Canada as your home and native land. Canadianity. It sounds vaguely religious, and at first we were using it borderline facetiously.

It wasn’t until we asked our listeners to define it that we realized we were really on to something. Some definitions were macro, as you might expect. Being kind. Enjoying wilderness. Sewing flags on our backpacks.

But it was the ones that were so hyper-specific that caught our attention.

“Your beer-league goalie bursts into the dressing room three minutes before you take the ice.”

“Paying for the Timmies for the guy behind you in drive-thru.”

“Listening to the Hip while opening the cottage on May 2-4.”

And so this new religion was born: Canadianity. Also known as Bahddism. Everywhere we go we meet more and more practising Bahddists. Turns out TnT was filling a hole we didn’t even know existed. Filling it with nostalgia and cultural references that had long ago been buried in snow. Not, like, Snow the rapper. Actual snow. Canadian snow.

Or was it frozen tears from a time not so long ago when nobody chose Albert? ’Member that commercial for Canadian Tire?

So, back to the clich-ehs. Knowing that we’re now using them to define Canadianity with pride, let’s begin with the biggest one of all.

Canadians are nice.

So what? We are.

We apologize too much. Also true.

But we’re not “sorry aboot that,” because it’s in our DNA, and frankly, of all the reputations we could have, “nice” is a pretty nice one. It’s better than cheap, aggressive or not fresh.

By the way, the only time you ever really hear someone say “aboot” is when an American is trying to mock us. That’s okay too.

We’re far more offended by their use of the phrase “ice hockey,” as if there’s any other kind. If you ever want to raise the ire of an American, find a way to slip the term “grass baseball” into a conversation. We’re more likely to say “aboat” than “aboot” anyway. So there.

What are some of the other clich-ehs?

That we love maple syrup. Hardly a diss, but okay. Who could blame us? It’s delicious, as we were reminded in our original TnT game 50/50 Shots, where you have to pound a shot of maple syrup if you give the wrong answer to a trivia question. Warning: Do not play this game with Aunt Jemima. Or with an actual Mountie, as we did at our live show in Regina. It results in a Canadianity OD and can leave you feeling slightly nauseated.

Speaking of Mounties, how about the clich-eh that members of the RCMP are squeaky-clean, earnest folks—“Dudley Do-Right meets Due South” types? True. But aren’t those good qualities for the ones protecting us?

We have free health care. Again, true. Less of a clich-eh and more of an interesting tidbit straight out of a “So You Want to Converse with a Canadian” handbook.

Although realistically, if you go to the emergency room with a splinter, you might be waiting a long time while all the people with massive head wounds from errant skate blades get treated.

Here’s another generalization: Canadian female singers have only one name. Céline. Alanis. Shania. Tagaq. Drake. So? They’ve sold squadrillions of records and are household names all over the world!

Oh yeah. That we’re hosers, as portrayed by Bob and Doug McKenzie. I mean, that one’s not exactly wrong either. But we’ve been called worse.

That’s pretty much it. In a nutshell, those are the preconceived notions the rest of the world has “aboat” us. Pretty harmless overall.

Why do we care? Really, why does it matter what others think about us?

What it comes down to is that it would be rude not to care, and we Canadians are extremely polite.

Like most clich-ehs, these are born out of at least a kernel of truth. So we can either get our backs up and be defensive about them or just allow that they’re at least partly true and get in on the joke. The latter makes so much more sense, especially because another thing we are for sure is funny.

Like Mike Myers, Jim Carrey, Catherine O’Hara, Martin Short, Eugene Levy, Samantha Bee, Rick Mercer, John Candy funny. Pretty impressive pedigree. It’s because our humour has a British influence, but our proximity to America determines a lot of our pop culture. These two distinct flavours combined with our own homegrown self-deprecating quality create a Neapolitan of comedic sensibilities. Cheeky, witty, silly.

Our pop-culture landscape is as diverse as our geography. Canada is responsible for Blue Rodeo and Bublé, for Pamela Anderson and Steve Nash, for Rush and the Weeknd. We export hockey players and import baseball players. We watch American reality shows but take great pride in confessing to how sheepish we are about it before making our own softer, gentler versions, like Survivor: Sudbury. We can relate to Letterkenny Problems, and we all know at least a few Trailer Park Boys.

The truth is it’s hard to make sweeping generalizations about Canada because the culture of this country is as diverse as the landscape itself. Vast arctic tundra and endless prairie wheat fields, cookie-cutter cliffs and mighty mountains, lakes and rivers, ponds and streams. Space. Fresh air. Cleanliness. We see plenty of that when we take Taggart & Torrens on tour across this great land. It’s shocking how many times you can say “hoarfrost” on the drive across Saskatchewan.

Some of us do live in igloos, but most of us don’t. Most of us do live within a hundred miles of the US border. We get irritated when Americans can’t name all the provinces, though most of us can’t name all of the states.

We invented basketball and butter tarts, insulin and the telephone, the jolly jumper and the Wonderbra (two separate things it turns out).

Here’s a trivia question for you. The Robertson screwdriver (another Canadian invention) was named after:

a.      Lloyd Robertson

b.      Robertson Davies

c.      Ed Robertson of Barenaked Ladies, whose real first name is Lloyd

None of the above.

Here’s some more trivia for you. Trivial Pursuit was invented by Canadians. As was Hockey Night in Canada. Speakers’ Corner. The Royal Canadian Air Farce.

Stompin’ Tom. Rita MacNeil.

Is your heart swelling with pride? No? Are you sure you’re even Canadian?

To be sure one way or the other, take our very short TnT Canadianity quiz. If you answer yes to most of these questions, you’re as Canuck as Steve Podborski.

1.     Do you know who Steve Podborski is?

2.     Have you ever bought something with Club Z points?

3.     Do you have an Optimum card/Aeroplan miles/Canadian Tire money?

4.     Can you say, “The one with McCain punch” with a straight face?

5.     Were you taught to “play safe”?

6.     Is Maple Leaf your national symbol and your luncheon meat?

7.     Do you know who Hal and Joanne are?

8.     Did you ever get Roots boots for Christmas?

9.     Have you ever celebrated Bad Days?

10.    Did you roadtrip to Alberta or Quebec for your eighteenth birthday?

11.    Does “Snowbird” refer to a plane, people who go south in the winter and an Anne Murray song?

12.    Have you ever spent a Friday night at the Electric Circus studio?

How did you do? Do you feel like you’ve just completed the 20-Minute Workout (that’s worth a Google)? If you answered yes to the majority of these questions, you’re as Canadian as a GST refund cheque.

If you didn’t, get reading, bahd! You have work to do. And so do we . . .

Over the next several hundred pages, we’ll fly the flag with pride and shine a light on some of the people, places and faces that make this country so great from coast to coast to coast.

Please note: this is not the definitive list. This is OUR Taggart & Torrens list, cobbled together from our trans-Canada adventures and misadventures. So don’t bother pointing out that we forgot the Gaétan Boucher “skating on butter” ad. ’Cuz we may well have.

Along the way, we’ll also share some Tales from the Road about how this country has shaped us into the soon-to-hopefully-receive-honorary-doctorates-from-some-low-end-university men we are today. Jeremy’s two decades touring the country with Our Lady Peace have resulted in some doozies. Jonathan’s travels with Street Cents, Jonovision and Trailer Park Boys have yielded some solid yarns too, although maybe overall a little less rock ’n’ roll in tone.

We’ll even throw in our suggestions—and some of yours—for the best places to [insert aggressive action verb] food across the country.

So grab a donair and a frosty soldier, put on your best Beaver Canoe rugby shirt with matching Cooperalls, and settle in for a journey through Canadianity.

Let’s start at the start. What the hell even is Taggart & Torrens?




The Poddy and the Page Turn

Torrens
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The shelf life of a “celebrity” in Canada is relatively short. Just ask the cast of any high-profile original CTV drama from the 2000s. Or the members of b4-4. Or Alligator Al from Mr. Dressup. However, there is one exception to this rule: if you make it big in the States.

Or if you’re Rick Mercer.

Or if you’re a hockey analyst. Or a star in Quebec. Or Anne Murray. Or named Gord.

Okay, so there are a few exceptions, but generally we Canadians tend to think that as soon as someone achieves any amount of success on screen, it’s someone else’s turn. One and done. Hard to build a star system this way, but I guess it’s the Canadian Way in that more people get a shot.

It’s not lost on me just how lucky I am to have worked for twenty-five years-plus in the business here. Pretty sure I’ve managed to stick around for two reasons:

1.      I’ve never been the star of my own big prime-time show. Instead, I’m usually second to seventh banana on a high-profile show, or on a kids show, which has allowed me to fly under the radar. Hard to get overexposed on a Saturday morning consumer-affairs show for kids.

2.     The 180. Doing Trailer Park Boys after Jonovision was such a change-up, so out of left field, that it allowed people to see me in a whole different way. Same as playing buttoned-up Robert Cheeley on Mr. D after sporting track suits and Ardene bling as J-Roc on Trailer Park Boys.

The last thing you can afford to be in a market this size is typecast. It’s the Dan Hill factor. After “Sometimes When We Touch,” most people saw him as a saccharine balladeer instead of the hardcore folkie he was before that.

Here’s the other harsh reality: I couldn’t be J-Roc for a living. Creatively or financially. Even if I could combine shooting the series in the summer and touring as a fake rapper in the winter, that might last a few years. Then what?

So, like a junkie, I’m always looking for my next buzz. How can I change it up?

Shooting scripted shows is fun, especially ones like TPB and Mr. D, where we’re allowed to riff in and out of the script. Improv keeps you on your toes and keeps it fresh. But there’s a lull between shooting and when the show is released—sometimes up to six months.

So I was looking to do something with a more immediate turnaround. Especially in this day and age, where feedback is instantaneous and you can incorporate it into your show as it evolves. Something lo-fi, where there was maybe less money, lower stakes and fewer resources involved, but ultimately more creative control. In other words, something that, for better or for worse, was exactly what I meant.

Since Trailer Park Boys has been on Netflix, we’ve been spoiled. There isn’t a network executive weighing in with copious script notes like “I don’t think that character should be called Marsha because I went to school with a Marsha and she was nothing like that.” It’s a dream scenario and I’d gotten kinda used to doing/saying/writing what I wanted.

Enter Jeremy Taggart. We’d met over the years. We were fringe friends—definitely aware of each other but not close. I’d heard him on The Jay & Dan Podcast, hosted by beloved TSN personalities Jay Onrait and Dan O’Toole, and thought he was funny. His storytelling style and experiences were so different from mine. Plus, I think we all secretly wonder what it would be like to be a rock star, and having a friend you can drill with questions about it is right up my alley.

“What if you got a blister on your thumb before a big show? Would you cancel?”

“What if you have to pee during a set?”

“Have you ever trashed a hotel room?”

The timing couldn’t have been better. He was ready for a page turn after leaving Our Lady Peace.

Here’s what a lot of people don’t know: bands like OLP were instrumental to the success of Trailer Park Boys early on. The show had trouble getting traction in its first season or two. It looked and sounded different from anything else that came before it. The TV landscape wasn’t quite ready for “Cops from a criminal’s point of view.”

Fortunately, bands started watching the DVDs of the show on their tour buses. They’d pass them back and forth, share them with friends. Soon, pro sports teams were watching too.

Still, it’s safe to say it wasn’t exactly a ratings juggernaut when Jeremy suggested that Ricky, Julian and Bubbles go on tour with Our Lady Peace as the opening act. I’m sure the other members of his band scratched their heads at this notion. What on earth would they do? They weren’t a band.

For whatever reason, the idea went ahead, and Taggs often talks about witnessing Trailer Park fever strike as they made their way across the country. Band and boys. Slowly, surely, audiences were starting to not only buy in but really dig it.

“Knock knock,” Ricky would say to an arena full of people.

“Who’s there?” they’d reply.

“Go f*ck yourself!”

Cheers would go up throughout the venue. People suddenly couldn’t get enough of the Sunnyvale crew.

Other bands like Rush and the Hip helped too, and soon Trailer Park Boys was well on its way. So thanks, Taggs, for helping me play J-Roc for fifteen years to the point where people were like “Why is that doughy dad wearing a do-rag?”




The Explosion of TnT

Taggart
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I’ve known Jonathan since around 2004. Mike Smith of Trailer Park Boys always appreciated my skill for comparing random people with noted celebrities, the more obscure, the better the chuckle. Mike told me I had to experience Jonathan’s same gift.

I finally met Jono at a charity golf tournament in Toronto. We were paired together and we had a spectacular back-and-forth on the first tee. I told him I hoped he played as well as his lookalike, Jack Wagner, and he swiped back by calling me a Father of Confederation, what with my long hair all tied up and falling about. A solid thump by Torrens, earning my respect forever thereafter.

We kept in touch and always kept in mind that we’d like to work together at some point. It wasn’t until I started becoming a regular on The Jay & Dan Podcast that I realized that’s what we should do. People were digging the tales about my dad and the road, and I was looking into ways of having my own pod with interesting guests. When Jonathan went on with Jay and Dan, with his ridiculous Sobeys bag story, he had a very similar reaction to mine. I gave him a ring and asked if he’d be into doing a podcast together. He agreed that it would probably be fun, so we made a demo at Newstalk 1010, a radio station in Toronto, with the help of Mike Bendixen, the station’s program director and a great bahd. We had such a great time doing the demo that we just started making pods and firing them onto SoundCloud.

A great friend of mine, Tim Oxford, who used to edit my old podcast, Taggart’s Take, got on board as well to put the files together and drop in fave bits in the breaks. He’s been such an important part of TnT. When he’s not too busy drumming in his band, the Arkells, he’s editing our episodes together in dressing rooms, hotels or tour buses. Such a great guy from a great family that I’ve known since the late ’90s.

The fact we were just enjoying the conversation was the fire that built and maintains TnT today. It’s really just two bahds having a good chat. The buzz was always generated at the grassroots through word of mouth. We always said we’d be huge if we could get the podcast onto iTunes—an ongoing joke for about a year after we started—and oh boy, when we hit iTunes in January of 2015 (thanks to technical bahd Mike MacFarlane), the Canadianity hit the fan! We instantly saw our download numbers skyrocket—a couple thousand downloads an episode became fifteen thousand plus. People started binge-listening to us and the mail started pouring in from bahds all over Canada and even the world. Folks were saying they felt like they were in the room with us. They were laughing out loud on buses or while walking down the street, getting weird looks from others. They were escaping with us for an hour of their lives, just enjoying the Canadianity, right up to two million downloads!

Hitting the road was the next thing we wanted to do—to find the bahds in person, so we could get a better idea of who they are and, in a way, find out the true meaning of Canadianity.

Torrens

[image: ]

It’s kind of full circle for Jeremy and me to be doing Taggart & Torrens. People often ask what we intended when we started. Not sure we really knew. Pretty sure we still don’t. But we quickly bonded over John Candy, absurd characters in peculiar situations, and this beautiful country.

I’m “that guy from that show.” He’s “that guy from that band.” Together, we’re candid and curious. Cautious and adventurous. Taggart and Torrens.

On the surface, we might be different, but our core values are the same. We both started out on our professional paths at a pretty young age. We’re both family men with a low tolerance for arrogance. Taggs is probably softer than he lets on, and I might be harder. We both love to tell and be told a good story.

Also, as insignificant as it may seem, Taggart & Torrens sounds good together. People love alliteration. We’re both JTs. Our names have the same number of syllables. We had a short conversation early on about whether it should be Taggart & Torrens or Torrens & Taggart, and both agreed it should be the former.

I have a theory that it’s because your ear hears “tattered and torn,” so it just feels right. Also, ever notice how, with “couple friends,” there’s a name order that works better? “Travis ’n’ Tina” flows better than “Tina ’n’ Travis.” Same thing with TnT.

Jeremy’s good for me, in that he’s more apt to just “feel it,” whereas I’m apt to produce it. Given my background, I really wanted us at first to at least have tent poles so we had something to hold the episodes up. A guest in segment one, a game in segment two, a story in segment three.

Turns out we didn’t need that. In fact, the less we prepared, the more we just riffed and spritzed, the more bahds liked it. And so did we, actually. It was fun to freestyle without a net. The risk/reward ratio is higher because sometimes things fall flat, but when they work, they really work.

Podcast purists have taught me a lot. Terrestrial radio is limiting because you have to listen Wednesday at eight. Pod bahds want to download six eps and listen to them all while ice fishing on Saturday afternoon. Or on the drive to their folks’ cottage at the lake. Or in their cubicle while pretending to work.

Podcasts are to radio what the internet is to TV. It gives all the control to the consumer. Once I wrapped my head around that, it was so freeing.

Almost like the TPB/Netflix experience, TnT doesn’t have anyone at the “network” weighing in on our Top Fives, or suggesting that our workplace morning-radio sketch “Jer Bear and Colleen in the Morning” is sexist. It isn’t sexist, it’s a parody of a man and woman who hate each other but are forced to work together. This happens in real life and is worthy of mocking. Especially the part where he makes more than she does.

A character like sexy Spaniard Salvador, for example, would probably never make it to TV because it would fall under the banner of cultural stereotyping. It was absolutely born out of that clich-eh—just like Canadians being nice—but dialled up to a cartoonish outlandish degree.

The thing about comedy (which TnT is some of the time) is that it has to reflect someone’s point of view. When it tries to be all things to all people, it stops being anything to anyone. That’s often why network comedies don’t work. Too many cooks. At TnT we have only two cooks.

All this to say we’re drunk on our own power. That’s the upside. The downside is we don’t get paid. Like, at all. Creative freedom also means we’re not weighed down by any stacks of money. But that’s okay. We started doing the show for the right reasons and the rest will fall into place.

After all, here we are writing a book for HarperCollins, no less. There’s a page turn no one saw coming.

When we started touring across the country, we realized that BAHDdism was bigger than both of us. It’s a full-on religion. Bahds were making plans to meet up beforehand and promising to stay in touch afterwards, bringing us pictures, stickers and stories.

It was so uplifting to see the pride folks showed in this country and how the poddy had brought them together. We’ve heard countless stories of how bahds have found each other in the unlikeliest of places. Almost like a secret handshake, a whispered question—“Are you a bahd too?”—unlocking the code to instant friendship.

The best compliment we get is that listeners feel like they’re sitting in the backseat listening to two bahds shoot the poo up front. I’m always surprised at how a character we made up and only appeared once in, say, episode 7, will stick with people. To the point where people will call out, “Do Malcolm!” at a live show and we look at each other like “Who’s Malcolm?”

Maybe the biggest kick we get is from hearing from folks overseas—teaching English or hiking or foolishly chasing love—saying the poddy is like a care package from home. I dig that so much, thinking of people half a world away, eagerly anticipating this little weekly ping from across the pond as a remedy for homesickness. Tim Hortons Chicken Soup for the Wandering Canadian Soul.

See, that’s what we should’ve called this book.

So there’s Canadianity nailed down. One last bit of business before we hit the road across the country on this epic word journey: in true Canadianity fashion, we didn’t want to place the provincial chapters in any particular order, suggesting that west was somehow best or east was least. So we started with Prince Edward Island and Ontario because we were born there and we thought it’d give you the chance to get to know us a little better. From there, we jumped around more than Tie Domi in a tilt.




Canadianity Glossary

Here are some other TnT terms that you might find useful.

Alan Doyle A term coined by Jeremy, used as a verb, that means to fall on the sidewalk but recover gracefully. “I Alan Doyled it right in front of the bus stop!”

Alert alert! Borrowed from Jeremy’s daughter, Aneliese. “Alert alert! John is taking a cookie!” or “Alert alert! Glass Tiger tickets go on sale today!”

bahd Slang for “bud.” One who is kind in the way only Canadians can be. “Thanks for lending me your Sherwood PMP stick for street hockey, bahd!”

Bahddism The religion of being a bahd. There is a Bahddist movement.

birlin’ The act of log rolling. Rose to fame in the classic animated National Film Board interstitial Log Driver’s Waltz. “I’m birlin’ into the Legion because it’s Friday night—buck-a-pitcher on draft!”

Bruce A jerk. “Some Bruce parked behind me and I can’t get out.”

butterfly laughter According to the Orange Julius website, this is the mystery ingredient in its delicious beverages.

Canadianity As discussed, too personal to define. For us, it’s hundreds of bahds showing up at a live TnT show in Saskatoon during a snowstorm.

Canajianwaysss What Jonathan’s South American character Salvador admittedly doesn’t understand after his pervy advances are rebuffed.

classic Taggart’s label for something instantly unforgettably funny.

crunch crunch crunch The sound of a greasy businessman freshening his breath with Tic Tacs before getting right into things with a lady.

darts Cigarettes. “I didn’t know Kelsey was on the darts!”

day boiler Daytime drinking session resulting in getting drunk.

Frig off, pecker! On the TnT fake sitcom Andrea N Them, Jonathan’s East Coaster character Andrea uses this as her flirty catchphrase.

ghirlst How PEI magician Mr. Magic pronounces “girls” (in Jonathan’s mind, at least). “What did yas do with the eggs, ghirlst?”

Holy boats! A Taggart staple meaning “wow.”

peanut brutal Torrens’s way of expressing that something was awful.

right friggy How Andrea describes the feeling in her tummy when she’s nervous.

right on In this case, a seemingly positive response, used to diffuse a negative situation. It’s hard to combat. “I overcharged you? Right on!”

taquitos A culinary delicacy served only at Irving gas stations.

weekend bumsies When you’re not officially on the darts but might hit someone up for the odd one on the sidewalk outside the bar.

whatev-salad Taggart’s expression for “Who cares?”

yaz Second-person plural in the Maritimes. “Are yaz coming over for dinner?”

Yiker’s Island A bastardized version of “yikes,” paired with New York penitentiary Rikers Island.




Prince Edward Island: Spuds and Bahds

Bahd Bands

Haywire

Paper Lions

Cat MacLellan

Tim Chaisson

Boxcar Dan

Rose Cousins

Raccoon Bandit

Al Tuck

Kinley Dowling

Lennie Gallant

Five Notable Bahds

Boomer Gallant. CBC weatherman. Local legend. Used to call the harness races.

Brad Richards. NHLer from a fishing town. Won a coupla Cups.

Heather Moyse. Her sports resumé is undeniable: three-time Olympian, two-time gold medal winner, multisport athlete who has repped Canada on the world stage in bobsleigh, rugby and cycling. But it’s her charitable work that elevates her to true bahd status: Right to Play, Special Olympics, Camp Triumph and Boys & Girls Clubs, among others.

Lorie Kane. First female golfer from PEI to be best in the world.

Matthew. Anne of Green Gables’s uncle. Despite Anne’s shenanigans and Marilla’s constant nitpicking, Matthew held it down, being a constant and calm presence for that girl with the red hair.

The Fixed Link

Torrens

[image: ]

It makes sense to begin where it all began, with the Fathers of Confederation in the birthplace of our nation, PEI. Now, those bahds could put away some suds.

I was born in Charlottetown and lived in Sherwood, just outside of town, until I was about twelve. What an incredible place to call home, especially in the summer.

I remember getting to the cottage on Friday nights and realizing we’d forgotten something at home—hamburger buns, say, or one of my siblings. My mother would say, “I’m not driving all the way back to get it.”

All the way back. Fifteen minutes. It didn’t even occur to me at the time that the Island might be small. It was all I knew.

Every time I’m home, my senses become heightened. The mud is so red, the grass so green, the sky so blue. On the south shore, the water is so warm. On the north shore, the sand is so white. On the dunes at Greenwich near St. Peters, the coastline is seemingly endless. But you might find yourself suddenly in a turf war with aggressive seagulls who aren’t used to sharing the unspoiled beach.

And yes, the people are so friendly. The fish, lobster and oysters are so fresh. Cows ice cream is so good. Might I suggest the Gooey Mooey?

It’s a magical place, and if you’re from there, you know this. If you visit, you can feel it. One year at the Rick Vaive Celebrity Golf Classic in Charlottetown, as a kid I watched Gretzky drain a 7-iron from 180 yards right into the cup. See? Magic.

As kids, we also frequented a place in Cavendish called Rainbow Valley that prominently featured a gift shop that was a spaceship. This was a routine destination for us, and nobody found it odd. On PEI, anything was possible.

In typical small-town fashion, people still give directions based on dated landmarks. “Turn left where the Esso used to be, and then it’s just before Elliot’s place.” Some still call it Towers Mall when Towers department store hasn’t been there since Trudeau (the OG Trudeau).

There was something so comforting about growing up on an island. It was like the isolation made us somehow safe from harm. We even “banned the can” in the interest of public safety. Then suddenly a fixed-link bridge was up for discussion, and Islanders worried about “Moncton crazies” coming over every weekend and burning the place to the ground. Like they had nothing better to do.

On the plus side, it turned out the fixed link would also give us Islanders a way to escape the long winter months. I’m talking “no school for five days until our road could get plowed” winter. High winds. Flat surface. Major snow. Ferries and flights cancelled.

On a side note, they used to interview tourists live on CFCY radio as they waited for the ferry. Where are you from? What did you do on the Island? Those kinds of questions. I once heard a woman from Georgia say, in her sweet southern drawl, “My husband and I had the nahcest tahm here on PE-1.”

PE-1? How long were you on PE-1 that no one set you straight on that?

That bridge was such a crazy undertaking. They used satellite technology to place the concrete girders in the ocean, and they could land them within one millimetre of accuracy. Bananas for back then. The thing that really blew my mind as a kid is that they had accounted for a certain number of deaths in the building of the bridge. Makes sense, I suppose, that a project of that magnitude would have crazy risk, but imagine working in that environment, where people are expected to die! Yikes. “Have a great afternoon out there, Terry. No dying, eh?”

At least they came in under budget on that front.

They held a contest to name the bridge, and one Grade 5 class came up with “Span of Green Cables,” which I thought was genius. That might’ve been my introduction to wordplay. It’s a love affair that’s lasted my whole life. A solid bon mot makes me feel warm and fuzzy, like a homemade cozy for my heart made out of yarn spun from the LOLs of clever angels.

Incidentally, if I ever become a drag queen, my name would be Man of Green Gables.





The Top Seven Canadianity Drag Names

Peter Womansbridge

Mann Arden

David Suzuk-she

Wayne Gretzkshe

Lloyd Robertsdaughter

Shania . . . mreallyaman

Tammy Hunter






As far as the Confederation Bridge went, the only downside was for nosy people like me who wanted to know, the second someone returned from away, “Whodja see on the boat?” “The boat,” of course, referred to the ferries at each end of the island, one to Nova Scotia and one to New Brunswick. Lifelines to the rest of the world.

“Whodja see on the boat?” was a standard Island greeting to someone who’d just come back from a vacation on the mainland. Not “How was Boston?” or “Is your mom still in the hospital in Halifax?” Whodjaseeontheboat?

“Well, I seen Socks MacDonald. You know Larry and them. He’s Larry’s wife Treena’s cousin’s step-uncle. They live out where the Esso used to be. They were over to Cape Breton for a cribbage tournament.”

If you want to fit in on PEI and not seem like an “off-Islander” (someone from away, as opposed to someone from the Island who has gone bad), the appropriate response to this information is:

Yeah (while exhaling).

Yeeeeah (while inhaling).

Yeah (exhaling again).

So Maritimes, the need to establish a link. Maybe the bridge is just a metaphor for our desire to connect. Or mine, anyway. I’d be lying if I said no one had ever called me the Town Crier as a nickname.

Another side note: my sister Marj knows a guy whose nickname is “Come, Come, Whoa” because he works parking cars on the ferry. Lots of people have nicknames on PEI that are usually as a result of one incident decades ago. Just ask her other friend Shitbox, who fell into a kitty litter box when he was two or three, some fifty years ago.

Perhaps my favourite PEI vernacular applies when two people are dating, they’re going out, then say they break up and get back together. On PEI you would say, “I heard yaz are going back out!”

Going back out. Extra points for the plural of “you” being “yaz.”

We were a Brady Bunch family. My dad had three kids from his first marriage, and my mother had one. I was the caulking that held it all together for a relatively brief time. The proud product of their convenient, if a little ill-conceived, union.

My mother is the daughter of a druggist from New Glasgow, Nova Scotia. He died before I was born, but mostly what I heard about him was how much he adored his wife, so I guess I get that from him.

My dad was from Cornwall, England, and left home when he was fourteen to join the Merchant Navy. He travelled all over the world as a navigator in the forces, and that’s what eventually brought him to PEI. He had his own real estate company that he ran out of our house in Sherwood.

He died in 1980 when I was eight, but please don’t feel bad for me, bahds. First of all, it was a really long time ago and I have plenty of fond memories with him. Second, the hardest part of the whole thing was adults looking at me with sad eyes. The “Are you okay, dear?” look. That actually made me feel worse, like my life was somehow worth pity.

It also seemed like such a weird way to use energy, making the adults around me feel better about what had happened. If I was born a host, though, as the “running to open the toddler gate at the top of the stairs when people arrived” anecdote suggests, I put those making-people-feel-comfortable skills to the test early on.

There are two things I get from my dad.

One is real estate. I’m addicted to it. One of the first things I do in any new place is score a real estate guide to see what’s for sale and what things are worth. Realtor.ca is one of my favourite websites. Not sure why the price of a “charming fixer-upper in the West End of Winnipeg” is of interest to me, but it is.

The other thing I get from Patrick Torrens is my hyena-like cackle. I’ve always been a little sheepish about it, and I suppressed it until recent years. My laugh is unnaturally high and staccato. Maybe because of my line of work, too, my default response was always to say, “That’s funny” rather than actually laugh. As if I’m dissecting how/why it made me laugh rather than just reacting to it in the moment.

But my wife, Carole, and our girls make me laugh a lot. Taggart does too. So I do it now, more than ever, and so many TnT listeners have mentioned how happy my laugh makes them. I love that. Maybe I’m too old now to worry about how it sounds, or maybe it’s just that I’m genuinely happier in my life than I’ve ever been.

Plus
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