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A Caring Life 

When I was in my early fifties I was nursing in a hospital in Newfoundland for a couple of years. 
I knew a lot of the older patients from when I worked there years gone by. We were all glad to 
see each other again although some of them were very sick. I did everything in my power to help 
them. On one occasion I came near to getting my orderly and myself fired. 

This night I was doing the four-to-twelve duty shift on the male wards. All those who were well 
enough were let go home for a few days at Christmas. In one of the four-bed wards were two 
elderly gentlemen whom I knew well, and two younger gentlemen. One of the older men knew 
his condition and said it may be his last Christmas, but he was always so cheerful. 

The two younger men were not as serious. One had his leg in a cast, the other one recovering 
from an operation. 

On this particular night the young orderly and I went in to do them up at nine o'clock for the 
night, as was the rule. The young man was playing a beautiful waltz on his accordian. We laid 
down our things. The orderly and I danced around the ward, getting great applause. Then the 
player changed the temps to a fast jig, so we stepped it out, swinging each other. The other three 
patients were clapping and cheering us on and one of them hit the floor with his walking cane. 

All of a sudden the evening supervisory nurse came in. She was mad and gave me the worst 
tongue-banging I ever got in my life. She said, "I don't blame the orderly. He is young, but you 
are old enough to be his mother, and should have better sense."  

She said, "You will go to the office tomorrow at four p.m." 

I said, "Yes miss, with pleasure." 

One dear old soul spoke up and told her that he had heard of people losing their jobs for treating 
the sick poorly but never for cheering them up. 

I said, "Don't worry. She is not from Newfoundland and she hasn't heard our ways yet." I told 
them I was cheering people up or cooling their fevered brows before she was ever born. I did not 
talk back to the supervisor in front of people, as we were taught better. 

The next day we appeared at the office. I spoke for both of us. I said, "As you are aware, this is 
not my first Christmas working in hospitals.  

I will admit, maybe we were a bit noisy and should not have been entertaining the patients 
without the permission of the supervisor. We promise if we get the chance again, we will be 
quieter. One other thing. I would say to this nurse supervisor that I have never been belittled in 
front of people, as there is a time and place for everything." 

 



 
Nurse Dorothy Goodyear at work. 

We waited for the verdict. All we saw were a few sly smiles. "Go on and get on duty. There are 
new patients in." 

The supervisor was asked to stay behind in the office. I don't know what went on, but she was as 
nice as pie to me after that and it was never mentioned again. 

We would split our sides laughing about it and the staff would ask us when was the next free 
show. The dear souls welcomed us on the wards and we had many a little step after that, but 
were never taken to task about it. That nurse went back to her own city in the spring to get 
married, so she said. 

I was there at the hospital the next Christmas. My two dear old friends were not with us. They 
had passed on and the wards were again filled with other people in need of care. In time the good 
orderly took another position and I returned to Toronto to carry on my work there for another 
few years. 
 

The Little Sealskin Boots 

Last week I was attending an afternoon tea and sale of handmade goods. It was a joy to behold. 
As I viewed the Christmas table I thought, "Is it possible we are so near another Christmas and I 
am another year older?" 

Then I saw a little pair of sealskin boots to fit a child of two or three years old. It was a beautiful 
piece of handiwork. 

Although I was surrounded by crowds of people, my mind went back to the late 1930s. I was 
working in a hospital in an outport of Newfoundland as a nurse's aide. Christmas was kept to the 
fullest for twelve days in the old-fashioned way, with school concerts, adult concerts and plays. 
People did a lot of visiting, walking many miles through the snow to see their friends. Carol-



singing was big, and of course everyone attended church. There were two or three cars there but 
they weren't used in the winter. So the horse and sleigh or dogsleds were ways of getting around. 

As older people know, wages were very small and things were cheap. Everyone made do with 
what they had and seemed to be happy. No radioes or televisions then but it was so cosy sitting 
around the kitchen stove, the kerosene lamp giving off its soft yellow light. 

We staff were all very happy at the hospital. No one went home for Christmas but stayed and 
cared for the sick and made them as happy as possible. 

As in every outport, mummering was the highlight for young and old. We girls from the hospital 
used to go out with friends. One night we planned to meet at our friend's house and dress up. We 
took the grey and red blankets off our beds and took white rags from the laundry to put over our 
faces. There were eight or nine fellows and girls getting ready when I saw Mary's pretty sealskin 
boots, a gift from Labrador. They had grey fur with pretty red binding and bows. She had worn 
them on a few occasions. 

She said to me, "You can wear them tonight. If I do, they will know me." 

I put them on and capered about the kitchen.  

Soon we all hit the snow-packed road. I fell down as soon as I made the first step on it. The 
crowd helped me up. I slipped, then down I went again as they walked ahead. "Wait! I'm killed!" 

But in their glee and hurry to get to the first house they really didn't think I was in much trouble. 
I was way behind. I caught hold to the fence and got in the house late and stepped it out to the 
old accordian and mouth organ music. 

Then it was up the hill. It was great fun for them to see me hit the road like a ton of bricks. 
Someone would drag me up again. I had to walk in the snow to my knees to get along. The many 
falls were taking their toll on me and I was getting tender from head to foot, my old blanket 
dragging in the snow. But with the beautiful moon shining down it was everything you could ask 
as a perfect Christmas night. 

After I had gotten along to five houses I had to retreat and get back alone to Mary's, where we 
had dressed in the beginning. I met some little mummers of about ten or twelve years old who 
helped me back, but I was so much taller. I even knocked them down, too. What a relief it was to 
reach the house. The sealskin boots were a thing of beauty but I had never tried a pair before and 
didn't know how to walk in them. 

I finally made my way back to the hospital as I had to go on duty twelve o'clock and do the 
midnight shift until eight a.m. That was a hard night on me. I was tender as a boil all over, lucky 
I didn't break any bones. 

The next day I was black and blue but I went mummering many times after that. With my old 
trusty gaiters on I could dig in my heels and keep up with the others. 



Many years after, in the rush of big cities where mummers were never heard of, I thought of 
home and that peaceful night and the sealskin boots. 

Then I knew the meaning of what my uncle Jim said. "My sealskin boots are as slippery as if I 
had two bottles on my feet!" 
 

The Christmas Cake Stand 

When I was about ten or eleven years old I used to spend a lot of time minding my aunt's baby 
girl Nellie. Today it is called babysitting. Her husband was a fisherman as most of the men in the 
outports were. That summer the men did well with the fish, so before Christmas my aunt gave 
me enough pretty plaid for a dress. My mother made it and I was proud as a peacock. 

My uncle also gave me a dollar. Two shiny fifty-cent pieces. I had never had that much money 
before and I felt rich. 

I asked my mother if I could spend it and have what I wanted for Christmas. She said, "Yes, but 
don't lose it or waste it, and save some." Off I went to the store that had everything from a needle 
to an anchor. 

This was the first buying I had ever done. I bought a pretty, large cake stand for my mother, fifty 
cents; one hankie, five cents; one large red and green Christmas Bell, ten cents; one pack of 
crayons, ten cents; two slips of embroidery thread, five cents each; three large barrel apples, one 
cent each; a bag of common candy, two cents; and three two-cent stamps. My total was ninety-
six cents. I tied the other four coppers in the corner of my hanky and gave a cent each Sunday at 
Sunday school for collection. 

My mother used the stand for special occasions. When I was married in 1946 my mother said, 
"You take it, my child, and use it."  

Well, it did get used in my home, at church times and weddings, and was loaned out many times. 
It spent many years in Toronto with us. I'm happy to say it looks just as nice now as it did in that 
little showcase in the store. 

I remember the kind man wrapping it in brown paper and tying it with twine. There were no 
plastic shopping bags then. He said, "Be careful, maiden, it's slippery, and mind you don't break 
it." 

That store is gone to make way for the highway and the kind merchant has long gone. That was 
the day when a dollar was hard to get, but you could get a lot of things with one. 

After I returned to Newfoundland I had a visit from a dear lady. She was looking at this and that. 
She said, "Dorothy, that cake stand must be old. How beautiful!" 



Then I told her the story about it. She then told me a story I had heard many times before from 
my mother. She went to school to my mother at about age five or six. My mother had a gold 
watch. It was the style then to wear them on a cord or chain around the neck. She forgot it that 
morning and she asked her little pupil to go home and ask her mother for it. She said she felt 
happy to do so. 

 
Valley Pond, Dorothy Goodyear's hometown 

In the afternoon my mother gave her five cents. She was overjoyed. She wanted to spend it yet 
she wanted to keep it, her first earned money. Her father stuck it to a pin and made a brooch for 
her. She became a famous schoolteacher herself and often told her students that story. 
 

A Christmas Brooch 

"Silver bell, silver bells, 
It's Christmastime in the city."  

I remember when that song first came out. Everyone was singing it and it is still loved the world 
over. 

Like everyone, my husband Tom and I were getting ready for Christmas in our apartment in 
Toronto. Just as the Christmas before, I had volunteered to work Christmas Eve and Christmas 
Day in the hospital so the young mothers could be home with their children, as I wanted to be 
with mine some twenty-five years before. 

It was Christmas Eve, everything was decorated and in the afternoon we sang carols on the 
wards. A lot of the patients were allowed to go home for a couple of days. 

When four o'clock came I was off duty. I had a couple of boxes of candy given to me by the 
staff, but as every year I stopped off to see Aunt Becky, from Newfoundland. The family had 
lived in Toronto for several years. Everything was ready for Christmas there but the family was 
not yet home from work. She was sad because one of her sons had made a mistake and his father 
told him not to visit for Christmas. He lived in another part of the city and Aunt Becky was 
heartbroken. 



In the meantime, in the hour I was there the young man took a chance and came for a few 
minutes, bringing Aunt Becky a gift of money and a handsome brooch. 

She was worried. How could she explain the brooch when she wanted to show it and wear it? 
She said, "Dolly," as I was called, short for Dorothy, "can I say you gave it to me?" 

I said yes and to put it with the box of candy I had given her. We tore off the tags and I wrote 
"To Aunt Becky With Love" and put it under the tree with the other gifts. 

Then I ate a big piece of dark Christmas cake. Her dear son went through the back door and I 
went through the front. We went our separate ways saying "Merry Christmas." 

I had to be at church for the Christmas Eve six o'clock family service. Big flakes of wet snow 
were falling like feathers. The sidewalks were slippery and the old streetcar chugged along, 
crowded. 

Like the others in the choir, I struggled to get into my old wine-coloured robes, the smell of the 
hospital still on my uniform. I jammed on my choir hat that was always too tight. 

A baker came from across the street, rushed in and pulled his gown on over his white uniform. 
The smell of the bakery was lovely on him. Soon we were walking up through the church 
carrying our candles, singing "Silent Night." 

As the service was nearly finished, we were kneeling around the rail, the lights twinkling on the 
Christmas trees and the soft music playing. The people from the body of the church were coming 
forth to join us. 

I felt someone's hand on my arm. I thought it was one of the members but I looked into the face 
of a timid looking lady in her little fur hat. I recognized her right away. I took her hand and 
whispered, "How are you feeling, Mrs. Brown?" 

She said, "Fine, thank you. I was in the city for my checkup and I got a good report. I'm going 
home on the late bus tonight. I heard the church bells and came in for the service. I sat in the 
back, but when I saw you and knew you, I had no fear of coming to the rail. I remembered when 
I was so sick, and you sang for me, 'Just As I Am, Without One Plea.'" 

Yes, this was the same lady who was so sick and pale, with red hair and with freckles that stood 
out on her dear face. She had trusted me then and was still trusting me now. I wished her a Merry 
Christmas and good health. Then more carols were sung and I was on my way home again. 

Later that night Tom and I did a little last-minute shopping. A man was singing "O Come All Ye 
Faithful." He had had one too many to drink and he was dragging a Christmas tree, top-first, into 
the streetcar. By the shape it was in then, there would not be much left of it if he ever did reach 
home. 



At home the turkey was made ready and we would eat it Christmas Day for our supper. Later 
that night our son John phoned and said it was a beautiful Christmas Eve in Newfoundland with 
lots of snow. 

Soon my head was on the pillow, waiting for an early rise to take on Christmas Day duties. I was 
not like the children wondering what would be in their stocking. That was too many years behind 
me. 

As I was drifting off to sleep I fancied Mrs. Brown's lovely face with the red hair and freckles. 
Mixed in with my thoughts was Aunt Becky's sparkling brooch. I thought, Dear God, I hope the 
good I have done for others this Christmas Eve will atone for the lie I told about Aunt Becky's 
brooch.  

Then I thought how clean the snow must be in Newfoundland. I knew it was peaceful there 
tonight, as when I was a child. I must have gone to sleep. 

The next thing I heard was a sound like bells. Could it be Santa Claus coming to me? Then I 
realized what I heard. It was the timepiece alarming. "It's six o'clock. Time to get up." 

I turned to Tom and said, "Merry Christmas, dear." 
 

What is a Father? 

Fathers come in all sizes and shapes, from very tall to very short. They can be very young or 
very old and many different colours. They live on all parts of the earth. Some have even been on 
the moon. Most are breadwinners who take pride in their homes and families and are loved and 
honoured in return. That is why every year the third Sunday in June is kept as Father's Day. 

One dear father often comes to my mind. One year in the 1960's my husband and I were 
returning to Toronto by the beloved old train when we met a fine gentleman. He was going to 
western Canada to spend the winter with his son. He was a retired railroad man and was much 
older than us at that time.  

We chatted about many things. He told us about the hardships they had to go through in the 
snowstorms on the mainland and in Newfoundland. Wages were not very high but he was glad to 
be working when so many men couldn't get a job. One evening we were sitting in the dining car. 
On the table was a large bowl of fresh fruit. He looked at it and said, "I never eat a grape. They 
make me think of my little girl I lost." 

With tears in his eyes, and ours as well, he told us of one terrible snowstorm in Newfoundland. 
He was away from home working with the railway when he received word from his wife their 
little girl was very sick. 

He tried to get home by rail on a speeder. The winds blew louder and the snow drifted higher. 
The mother told their little girl, "Daddy will soon be home." 



The worried family and friends were afraid the girl would not last. They thought she had slipped 
into a coma, but she aroused and said, "Daddy is coming." 

He told us he stamped the snow off his feet on the snow-covered platform and went straight to 
her bed. She put her little arms around his neck and said, "Daddy, I waited for you. Don't leave 
me." 

He had a few grapes in his heavy coat pocket for her. They were not easy to get in those days in 
Newfoundland, especially in the winter. 

The grapes were frozen like little balls of ice. He put a couple in her little hand and she was 
contented. An hour or so later kind friends unlocked the little arms from around his neck and laid 
them on her bosom for she had gone to join the other little angels in heaven. 
 

 
The Goodyear family. 

L-R: Thomas, Dorothy, John 
 

It had happened so many years ago, when he was a young man in his prime. It was a very 
touching story coming from a man of his age. I have thought of that fine father and his few 
precious grapes and his love for his children. Many years after I saw farmers harvesting hundreds 
of acres of grapes in California. I wondered if some of them would be sold in Newfoundland. 
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