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Newfoundland and Labrador 
 
The Vikings were the first Europeans to set foot on the North American continent when 
they landed at L'Anse aux Meadows on Newfoundland's Northern Peninsular one 
thousand years ago.  Five hundred years later it was the turn of Henry Cabot/   Three 
years before Christopher Columbus landed in America he ventured to find the fabled 
North East passage on behalf of his sponsor King Henry VIII, and landed on 
Newfoundland   The Basque fishermen then came to make their fortune catching whales.  
The town of St. John's is the oldest settlement in North America, dating back 40 years 
before the Mayflower landed, and it was on Signal Hill, just north of St John's that 
Marconi received the very first trans-Atlantic wireless transmission in 1901.    
 
  



 
 
 
The start of the Trans-Canada Highway 
 
Victoria, British Columbia 
 
It is 4154 miles across Canada, and it was this statistic which first set our travel buds in 
motion.   St John's, Newfoundland and Victoria, British Columbia are joined by the 
Trans-Canada Highway.  Prior to arriving in Newfoundland we had visited Vancouver 
Island, followed the Yellowhead Highway from Prince Rupert to Jasper, carried on to 
Edmonton and south to Calgary for the world famous Stampede, then backtracked to  
Vancouver to rejoin the Trans-Canada Highway.  We had followed this through the 
Rocky Mountains, across the never ending Plains, and diverted at Winnipeg to take the 
train to Churchill on Hudson Bay - a different experience!  Then we followed around the 
Great Lakes and the St Lawrence River to Montreal and Quebec, round the beautifully 
scenic Gaspe Peninsular and across the amazing Constitution Bridge to Prince Edward 
Island, and to Nova Scotia and the Cape Breton Trail.   Finally it was time to travel the 
last part of the journey, to Newfoundland. 



 
 
North Sydney, Nova Scotia is the departure port for ships travelling to Newfoundland.   
Marine Atlantic operate a car ferry service from North Sydney to Port aux Basques on a 
year round basis, and to Argentia during the summer months only.   We took the shorter 
six hour crossing to Port aux Basque on the outward journey.   The ship was of the roll 
on/roll off variety, very similar to those crossing the English channel, though not so large.   
The on-board service was quite poor, and the state of cleanliness left a lot to be desired.   
However it did its job of delivering us to Newfoundland on time, the off-loading process 
was accomplished with the minimum of fuss, and we were on our way on the last leg of 
the Trans-Canada Highway.  
 
Our first stop was at Doyles, just 20 miles from the port.   The campground was next to 
the ocean and from here we drove in the Jeep to visit the surrounding countryside, 
particularly the small and isolated fishing villages which dominate this island.   
 
 

 
A fairly typical campground 



 
Then it was on to the Gros Morne National Park, a UNESCO World Heritage Site - 
unique geology, particularly the Tablelands where you have an amazing view of the 
earth's interior exposed.   Here too you have stunning views of the mountains towering 
thousands of feet above the fjords, land at times so barren you feel you must be on the 
moon.   Bear, wolves, moose and elk are said to be  
 

  
 
 Gros Morne National Park 
 
here in profusion but all we saw was one elk munching grass by the roadside.  We stayed 
at the Gros Morne RV Campground at Rocky Harbour for a week, an adequate camp in a 
clearing amongst the pine trees where we had full hook-ups for the motorhome (30amp 
electricity, own water tap and sewage disposal outlet).   This was our base to explore the 
Park and then to leave the motorhome  
 
and take the Jeep 150 miles north along the Viking Highway to St. Barbe where we 
boarded a car ferry for the 90 minute journey across the Gulf of St Lawrence (Labrador 
Marine Inc) to Blanc Sablon, and thus to join the Trans Labrador Highway.  We thought 
the Gros Morne was desolate, but that was as nothing compared to this unique highway.  
The province of Labrador is huge - over 300,000 square kilometres, and yet has a 
population of only 30,000.   Its main geological features are the towering Torngat 
Mountains and the fast flowing rivers.   It is a remote land with few roads, tiny hamlets 



often where aboriginal people still survive in the same way as their forbears did centuries 
ago, fishing and hunting.    The Trans-Labrador Highway (See Note 1) is a graded road 
for its entire 1750 mile length from Quebec City via Labrador City, Goose Bay, Mary's 
Harbour and the ferry port of Blanc Sablon.   We contented ourselves with going as far 
north as Mary's Harbour, visiting Red Bay en-route which was where the Basque 
fishermen set up a whaling station 500 years ago to collect the whale oil needed for the 
oil lamps back in Europe.   It is a small town with just a few residents boasting of being 
able to trace their forbears back to those Basque fishermen.  Driving on graded roads 
requires lots of care, particularly when being passed by other cars because of the rocks 
being thrown up by their tyres.   Fortunately there are few travellers on this road  - indeed 
we saw just two other vehicles in 90 miles.       
 
  
 

 
 
 A fishing hamlet in Labrador 



 
 
 
There are no services between Red Bay and Mary's Harbour - indeed there is absolutely 
NOTHING between them other than trees, lakes and scrubland.   We stayed overnight in 
a 2 star hotel  - it was basic but it was clean, the food was wholesome, the staff friendly.   
The bar had its limitations - no scotch whisky, and your choice of wine with dinner was 
restricted to "did you want red or white"!!   The following day we returned to Blanc 
Sablon, visiting en-route the remains of the ship HMS Raleigh which went aground here 
in 1922 when she swerved to avoid an iceberg!   Talking of icebergs - the sea 
surrounding Newfoundland and Labrador is nicknamed "iceberg alley" because of the 
huge number of icebergs which break off from the parent in the High Arctic and drift 
southwards eventually to melt beneath the waves once they hit the warming influence of 
the Gulf Stream   It was only 360 miles from Newfoundland that the ill-fated Titanic 
struck one of these monster bergs but as we visited here in late August most of these had 
already melted.   We did see one monster berg though - this had become trapped in a bay 
and would remain there until it eventually thaws. 
 
  
 
Back in 'Neufie' we visited the town of St Anthony on the Northern Peninsular, and 
stayed overnight in a motel there.   We cruised on a small boat to see the humpback 
whales and the playful dolphins, and visited the site where the Vikings first set up camp 
here one thousand years ago.  Nearby is a reconstruction of what the village probably 
looked like, and which was staffed by local people acting and dressing the part of the 
Vikings.   Then it was the long drive back to the motorhome, being watchful of elk and 
moose on the highway which are the cause of so many accidents, particularly during the 
hours of darkness. 
 
  
 
The weather was invariably kind to us throughout our month long stay on Newfoundland, 
and we saw nothing of the deep mist banks that will cloud much of the land later in the 
year.   The people are generous, more so than we have ever seen elsewhere.  They are 
also invariably curious as to what you think of their island, betraying a very misplaced 
conscience that it is somehow lacking in whatever it is the visitor is looking for.  The 
majority of the residents trace their forbears back to the UK, and they remain very proud 
of their links with Britain.  The island and its people are in many ways quite unworldly 
when compared to their European cousins, but this is something to be commended rather 
than corrected.   Newfoundland is the nearest North American land mass to Europe; less 
than five hours flying time from Heathrow to St. John's with Air Canada, and a mere 
three and a half hours time difference.     
 
  
 



Our next stop was to visit the community of Great Falls Windsor.   An unremarkable 
town save for the way that the river's energy has been harnessed to provide electricity - 
and in the process creating a salmon ladder for these poor fish making their one way 
journey to their breeding grounds.   The World War II sea-plane base at Botswood is 
nearby; this was where the famed Catalina flying boats took off from on their long trans-
Atlantic journey to the UK.   Both Imperial Airways and Pan American Airways briefly 
operated their services from here in 1937, and the locals are proud to reminisce how the 
wartime leaders from the USA and UK stayed here for one of their historic meetings.    
 

 
 
Botswood sea plane base 
 
Gander is a little further along the Trans-Canada Highway.   The airport here is mostly 
used by the Royal Canadian Air Force nowadays, with several other NATO air forces 
visiting quite frequently to practice the low flying opportunities which the lack of 
population in Labrador allows.   Our interest was in World War II when the base was the 
last fuelling point for warplanes built in Canada and the USA and being ferried across the 
Atlantic to join the war effort.  It was also the base for the planes which escorted the 
wartime convoys on their perilous journeys from north America to Europe.  The museum 
alongside the Trans-Canada Highway provides many wonderful stories of the courageous 
men and women who bravely piloted these aircraft.   What was missing however was the 
story of Gander's contribution when the United States Government closed its airspace to 
all aircraft immediately following the terrorist outrage on 11 September 2001.   Twenty 



long haul aircraft with 4,000 people were ordered to land at Gander on that day, with 
most of them staying there for two days or more while the politics and the logistics were 
sorted out.   One nice story told to us in a pub one night was by a local resident who 
explained that on that day the people of 'Newfie' were on strike - he couldn't remember 
why but it is said to be a fairly common occurrence!   Once the news got out it seems that 
everyone rushed off to the airport and started loading frightened passengers into their cars 
and taking them to their homes where they were fed and accommodated like royalty.   
There were few controls as to who had taken who, but in such a small community that 
was not a problem, anymore than it was rounding all the passengers back up again when 
it was time to return to their airplanes.   Of course Gander was not the only airport in the 
area suddenly brought to a hugely unaccustomed level of activity.   St John's had its 
share, as too did Halifax across in Nova Scotia; a Virgin Atlantic plane going from 
London to Las Vegas was diverted there and amongst the passengers were a young 
English couple who had planned to marry in the desert oasis that is Las Vegas.   With the 
wonderful assistance of local residents this couple tied the knot in Halifax, with much 
television publicity thrown in.   We were told that the local authorities do plan to open a 
museum to commemorate the unique activities of that awful day, we just wished they had 
done it before we got there. 
 
  
 
En-route to St John's we visited Terra Nova National Park.   A crowded campground full 
of local holidaymakers enjoying their last few days of freedom before returning to the 
real world of work and school.   It was here that our 13 year old grandson Paul who had 
been travelling with us since Montreal fell madly in love with a very pretty local girl, 
swearing undying love and a promise to return in two years time!    
 



 
 
Savage village, Newfoundland 
 
Finally we arrived in St. John's, capital of Newfoundland and home to almost half the 
island's total population.   There is only one campground in the city, Pippy Park RV and 
Trailer Park.   This is a very large campground but with the increasing number of tourists 
visiting the island it is essential that you book your place in advance, particularly if as in 
our case you have a large motorhome to accommodate.    
 
 



 
Our motorhome in Pippy Park, St. John's 
 
The city grew up around its perfectly sheltered harbour and today it is a lively city with 
the downtown area revitalised following the discovery of substantial off-shore oil 
deposits.   There are some quaint pubs, lots of lovely wooden houses painted in a variety 
of colours, and many steep hills to test the brakes on your car.   The harbour is often 
home to visiting cruise liners, visits much anticipated by the eager shop owners.    
 



 
 
St. John's from Signal Hill 
 
The city is in the Avalon Region, where many residents proudly trace their ancestors 
back to Ireland, and indeed the accent in the Irish Loop south of St John's has much in 
common with that heard on the west coast of Ireland.   Signal Hill, where Marconi 
received the first trans-Atlantic wireless message and where the city's most famous 
landmark the Cabot Tower stands offers wonderful views down to the city.   From Bay 
Bulls just outside St John's we took an afternoon catamaran cruise to visit an island 
inhabited by hundreds of thousands of Atlantic puffins, the 'sea parrot' as they are 
affectionately known.    
 



 
 
The cataraman 
 
Finally it was time for the relatively short drive to the ferry terminal at Argentia.   The 
service back to Nova Scotia departed at 11pm, we had a good cabin and managed to get a 
reasonably good sleep in spite of the ship rolling around in rough seas.   Prior to 
travelling to Newfoundland we had often been asked why we intended taking a whole 
month to visit the island?   The short answer at that time was as we had never been there 
before, and it was unlikely we would be able to go again, we wanted to see and do 
everything there was to see and do.    
 
Having now been a visitor to 'Newfie' we know what this land has to offer the visitor.   
Largely good roads, friendly people, wonderful little fishing hamlets, very inexpensive 
restaurants selling amazingly fresh sea food, fabulous scenery, hundreds of walking trails, 
and space - lots of space.   Oh, and yes we will keep grandson Paul's promise and return 
here in 2004 - but whether his childhood sweetheart will be waiting for him is another 
matter. 
 



 
 
The start of Canada, but for us the end of the 
 
Trans-Canada Highway 
 
  
 
  
 
  
 
 


