

















volunteer to do that. Its original author would get the credit: his or her name would be
attached to the design — not mine. In that spirit | have agreed to meet with the full
committee at John's house in town next week to see what can be done. They are

looking for what is known, on Broadway, as “a show doctor”.

I met with the flag committee at John Carter’s last night. They had piles of st'uff there,
written and visual submissions, so | asked them to show me a few they might be leaning
toward, or at least thought were on the right track. They said there were none. They
were very emphatic about that, so we talked about their expectations; which were
expressed mainly in terms of things they didn't want: no animals — moose or seals or
caribou — no fish, flowers, birds, berries or bushes; they want something geometric.
They cited as examples the hard-edged logos of several companies and historic marine
and mercantile flags from the fish-merchant days: everything from, say, Job Bros. to
American Motors; but they want nothing that could be mistaken for any of them. Nor do

they want any reference to earlier flags, official or not. The Red Ensign, with the round

coat of arms in the fly, in use at the time of the Commission government and
Confederation, is ‘too colonial’, and its format dated. The ‘pink, white and green’ is seen
as overtly ‘sectarian’. The Union Jack will continue to fly alongside the Canadian and
any new provincial flag, to acknowledge and honour our historic association with Great
Britain and the Commonwealth. Otherwise, to quote a committee member, the Union
Jack ‘belongs in a muse‘u\m’. So | asked them what kinds of things had come up in the
written submissions ... in the majority, all of the above. Anyway, | have undertaken to go

through the material, read the missives, and do whatever | can to help. They told me up



front they have no budget for this and that | would not be paid. | agreed to that.

Nonetheless, what they really want, is for me to come up with a design.

A flag is not a picture. Its principle function is identity. It should not look like anyone

else’s; it need not be subtle. Symbolism can be concocted and ‘designed in’; but flags
have to inherit or acquire significance and resonance: the Union Jack evolved over
centuries from three standards — the crosses of saints: George, Andrew and Patrick.
Betsy Ross, credited with stitching together the first Stars and Stripes, had the
American War of Independence going for her, but with great insight, or intuition, kept the
red, white and blue. Thought: maybe she cut up an old Jack to make it. Conversely,
Hitler and the Nazis brought a new, sordid and despised understanding to the ancient,

mystical and multi-cultural symbolism of the swastika...

| spent yesterday afternoon at the Newfoundland Museum on Duckworth Street, looking
at and making sketches of Beothuck and Nascapi ornaments and decorations. Most
interesting to me are the Beothuck pendants, some of which are three-tyned and
reminiscent of Neptune’s ‘trident’. There are also arrow-like designs where the head of
one arrow leads into the ‘feathers’ of another, sort of a chain of arrows. Evolute arrows.
| also took notes and made quick copies and interpretations of ‘motifs’ on some Nascapi
clothing: series of geometric, triangular inserts into square receptors reminiscent of the
Beothuck arrow into arrow configurations — énd, interestingly enough, red and blue! |

didn’t research the history or cultural significance of any of these designs or pendants,



whether they have specific religious or ceremonial meaning, or are simply decorative.

Perhaps, like much art, they exist at the interface of aesthetics and superstition.

There is only minority support for the Union Jack in the written submissions_; and the
committee — and presumably the parties they represent — want nothing to do with it. But
the voices in favour of including it in any new provincial flag are those of people who
really care about flags, and the Union Jack in particular: fraternal organizations, the
Monarchist League and so on, but most especially the Legionnaires who served under it.
| believe that ‘minority’ input is too important to dismiss out of hand. So, having looked
at, researched, considered and sketched many other options, | have decided to try a
format that will in some way reference the Union Jack, and have the same colours - red,
white and blue. They are the colours of victory in this century over fascism and
tyranny...and symbolic of the origins of our laws, institutions and liberties: Great Britain,

France and the United States.

ONE MONTH LATER...

The flag committee, all seven of them, visited my studio to review my efforts today. |
have worked at it and nothing else for over a month and employed Brenda to keep
everything organized all the while. | have filled waste bins with rejects. | had seven or
eight versions of the basic format | had come up with, plus some alternatives, laid out in

my studio for their consideration. They were under no obligation or commitment to



accept any of them; they could say thanks all the same and go home. | went out for a
row on the pond while they were at it. Mary made tea biscuits — perhaps their aroma
wafted into the studio. Most of the designs were in various combinations of red, white
and blue. In some. of them, the arrow motif is in gold. | have always liked the look of the
gold fringe on the formal, full dress Stars and Stripes as it stands behind the US
President’s desk. Gold is synonymous with security and worih, but in this context, |
associate the gold with the gold-on-white configuration of the papal flag, and thereby
with the lIrish presence, its cultural and political influence, in Newfoundland and
Labrador. That may be because it was the common denominator in Catholic school
colours all the while | was at Holloway and Prince of Wales: St. Bon's, blue and gold; St.

Pat’s, green and gold; Holy Cross, red and gold. |

The biscuits were being served with coffee and tea when | came in. Candy is dandy,
liquor is quicker — but tea and biscuits had to do. They, the committee members, told
me that they were unanimous in selecting a design with the gold arrow. Les Thoms
informed me that it was everyone’s ‘second choice’. They will present it to the House
with their unanimous endorsement...aécompanied by a resolution that it be adopted as

the provincial flag of Newfoundland and Labrador.

Mary will be in London with “Muffet” Knowling doing the rounds of the major museums
and art galleries and looking for a studio or a dealer, when the design, in the form of a
hand-stitched prototype, will be presented in the Legislature. | will go with Anne, and

actually, | like the idea of attending with my daughter. | have not been invited, nor would



| expect or want to make the presentation to the House myself. Least there be any
thought of that, Les Thoms reminded us that, not being elected, | couldn’t be permitted
“past the bar.” ...| wasn’t sure what that meant: but | assumed he wasn't referring to
Dick’s Riverview Lounge, just up the road! They have assured me again — | had put the
question to them when we first discussed the project - that they have Don Jamieson’s
assurance that any design coming to the House with the committee’s unanimous

recommendation will be received and passed without the usual partisan fuss...
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AFTERTHOUGHTS

And then, to paraphrase an older saying, “The manure hit the merry-go-round.” | had
seen how some ‘honorable members looked up into the gailery where they spotted
some restless visitors; Lady Barlow — God bless her - was not amused. The honorable
members were sizing it up. The open-line shows took off — went into overdrive. A
person | knew at one of the radio stations called me and said “| don't like what’s going
on here, but | can’t do much about it. I've got a tape recorder here by the phone in my
office; | can give you three minutes; say whatever you want to say, and I'll get it on the

air if and when | can”.

My phone started to ring; in line with the souped-up vitriol on the open-line shows, I
received insults and threats that would have made the Tudors look like the Salvation
Army. The Legion, save one or two branches, skivered me altogether over the issue of
the Union Jack; and — to my knowledge — not one member of the committee, let alone
the Legislature — has ever come to my rescue on that matter: | felt very badly about that.
Like many other Newfoundlanders and Labradorians, | had a relative who served in the
First World War: Arthur Milligan Pratt, regimental number 522, saw action at Sulva Bay,
was wounded at Galopoli, and later Beaumont Hamel, and was discharged to duty in

1918 with what we would now call PTSD.

Two of the committee members who were party to its unanimous presentation and

endorsement subsequently voted against the flag’s adoption — which | am told is at least
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unusual if not unique in the history of British parliamentary democracy. | had an insight
into the duplicity and self-serving instincts of politics and the media alike. For once in
my life | had the good sense to keep my mouth shut — which — except for a few
interviews, | have done until this occasion. Thank God | had inherited a small measure
of my father's infinite capacity for generosity of spirit to mitigate my more dominant

instinct to fight back, to call a spade a pitchfork, which | inherited from my mother.

| got back to work. That year, 1980, | did only one painting. Then only one in 1981,

1982 and 1983. In retrospect, | was drained.

My most recent painting refers back to a watercﬁlour | did in 1964 — an image which,
way back then — referred to the issues of abandonment and resettlement; how totally
sound and functional properties, and what we now call lifestyles, were béing
systematically discredited — and left behind. It is now a much larger painting — glossed
and gussied up; tided up, tarted up; like the restorations we now present to tourists as
souvenirs of our past, with a rail and boardwalk separating — and to keep them safe
from - the ocean. I, like its predecessor, is entirely fictional. Paintings - like flags — have

to be about something — not simply ‘of something.
It is called “The Restoration of Herbie Mercer’'s General Store”.

Now in the public domain, the flag of Newfoundland and Labrador is no more mine than

it is yours, or that of any Newfoundlander and Labradorian. | hold no copyright; | have
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no claim to royalties. Contrary to what | am told is a widely held belief, that | was paid a
small fortune for designing the flag, | neither received nor expected one cent or one soo
in cash, kind, or favors for any of it; not even the cost of materials or Brenda's time. |
suppose there wiI‘I always be people who believe whatever it is in their interest to

believe.

Every time | see a photo of the flag carried half way up Mt. Everest or to the top of
Kilamunjaro, or surrounded by a bunch of Newfoundlanders and Labradorians serving
in Afghanistan or on board a naval vessel, every time | see a photo of young
Newfoundlanders carrying the flag at athletic or academic events, | have a deep sense

of pride, but most of all, appreciation.
It has been, after all, a great privilege.

Christopher Pratt
November 25, 2010
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Committee flag Sailors from NL

Rectangle for Flag influenced by... Spring Equinox: Afternoon at Ferolle Pt. Outport Business (watercolor) 1964
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The Restoration of Herbie Mercer's General Pamtmg of the 'Stars and Stripes' - After the Cold War: Argentia Approach
Store American Flag by Jasper Johns
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At the base of Everest Young Athletes Dry Fly at Sea



