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A ROOM AT THE FOGO ISLAND INN will set you back $875 to $2,475
a night, which might seem like a lot for accommodation in Joe Batt’s Arm,
a town on the northeast shore of Newfoundland. If you’re staying there,
odds are you’re a high-performance city dweller seeking sea and rocky solitude at the end of the Earth. But if the quiet gets to be too much, rest assured
Zita Cobb, the inn’s multi-millionaire creator, has taken your anxiety into
account: in every room is a switch that can amp up ambient white noise.
Cobb’s experiment in five-star hospitality — a $40-million, X-shaped
form perched on stilts that includes 29 starkly luxurious guest suites with
floor-to-ceiling views of the North Atlantic, rooftop saunas from which
to stargaze or storm watch, a critically acclaimed restaurant, a library,
a cinema and an art gallery — may be about creature comforts and design
that “speaks the language” of the region’s outport fishing communities,
but there’s more at stake here. For Cobb, it’s personal.
She “grew up feral” in Joe Batt’s Arm. Like many teenagers, she left
home after high school, studying commerce at Carleton University in
Ottawa before eventually landing at tech company JDS Uniphase, where
she went on to become chief financial officer and one of the highest-paid
women in American business. When she retired and cashed out in 2001,
at the age of 43, her shares alone were worth $75 million. She spent five
years sailing the world and then had to decide what she was going to do
with her life. So she went home, to an island of dispirited, aging, largely
unemployed families still devastated by the closure of the cod fishery in
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Millionaire businesswoman and Newfoundland native Zita Cobb
returns home to Fogo Island, aiming to revitalize a community
once built on fishing. Will her investment pay off?

The Fogo Island Inn (above) is the
eye-catching centrepiece of Zita
Cobb’s project to rejuvenate the
island where she grew up. Part of
that plan includes four smaller but
no less notable buildings, which
are studios used for the island’s
artists’ residency program (right).
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in the inn,” Cobb says. “In less than a year, the inn has shown
that you really can take a sense of values and personify them
in material and assets.”
Take sourcing. Cobb has a pyramid of where to find everything, from building materials to food to staff. “We look first
to Fogo,” she says. “And if there’s nothing here, we’ll then go
offshore to Newfoundland. Then to the rest of Canada. Then
to our three historic trading partners: Great Britain, France
and Portugal.”
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WITH ITS CLEAN LINES and minimalist modern aesthetic,
the inn doesn’t at first seem very … well, Newfoundland. But
it is, in fact, the very public face of local authenticity — and of
Cobb and Shorefast’s commitment to renewing the island’s
industry and pride.
The inn opened in May 2013 to huge praise from national
and international travel media, and represents Cobb’s philosophy and singular vision. Every decision about its design,
construction and operation was made not only with authenticity and social good in mind, but at the very top of mind. “Our
ideals about the economy and the community are all embodied
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1992, waiting out their days or planning to leave for Alberta
and the high-paying jobs in the oilsands.
Cobb not only decided to stay in Fogo, she set up and funded
the Shorefast Foundation in 2003, a charity dedicated to developing the island’s economic and cultural resilience. Shorefast
doesn’t dole out grants. Instead, it partners with the people to
invest in new ways to make both meaning and money, and to
restore fishing to its central role in the island’s fragile economy.
If a Shorefast project makes a profit, that surplus is reinvested
in other projects. There’s also a $1-million microfinance fund
to start businesses with social goals, such as an agricultural
co-op and an artisans’ guild, which crafts quilts and hook rugs,
training more than 60 islanders in these traditional arts. The
foundation has also underwritten an ocean interpretation centre on the island and set up artists’ residencies, four beautifully
spartan studio huts on the edge of the island’s rocky shores.
Shorefast was (and still is) a long-term and potentially
risky project, referred to by some as “Zita’s Folly.” So far,
however, it seems to be working. Cobb’s money helps, of
course, but the campaign to rejuvenate her childhood home
is also relying on something that Newfoundlanders have in
abundance: authenticity.

So the inn was designed by Newfoundland expatriate architect Todd Saunders, who lives and practices in Norway and
brought a sleek Scandinavian sensibility to everything from
the inn’s rooms, which like many of Newfoundland’s fishing
huts have only one coloured wall, to those rooftop saunas.
And because islanders believe there are seven distinct seasons
in a year — including trap berth season in June and berry
season in September and October — that’s what the inn
markets to the world.
That sense of community extends to
the residents of Fogo themselves. Each
one gets to experience the inn for one
night, all meals included, at no cost. And
what meals they are, too, made to tempt
guests from away as much as locals.
Indeed, the inn is helping reinvent
Newfoundland cuisine, with recipes that
are filled with fish, caribou and berries.
The kitchen has its own garden, and its
chef, Murray McDonald, who was raised
in Deer Lake and plucked back from New
Zita Cobb (top left), a native of Joe Batt’s
Arm (left), brought in Newfoundlandborn architect Todd Saunders (top right)
to design the inn and artists’ studios.
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Zita Cobb’s experiment in five-star hospitality
may be about creature comforts, but there’s
more at stake here. For her, it’s personal.

Like the inn and the three other artists’
studios, the materials and construction
methods of the Tower Studio (this image)
reflect Fogo’s traditional architecture.

The land and sea are ever present themes on Fogo Island,
whether they’re found in (counterclockwise from left) chef
Murray McDonald’s local and seasonal delights, the hand-crafted
furniture and textiles in the inn’s rooms, watching a local take
measurements for and build a traditional punt boat or the views
from the inn’s dining room.

4 6    C A N A D I A N G E O G R A P H I C    J U N E 2 0 1 4

the staff, guests and neighbours all gather in the inn’s lounge
after dinner to enjoy a local fiddler, the camaraderie is indeed
genuine. Guests seem to fall prey to the islanders’ storied
charm, and then to something deeper: a sense that the people
and the place and their purpose are all aligned.
That kind of atmosphere is undeniably authentic, but what’s
the market saying one year after Cobb’s investment in a new
kind of tourism? Many of the inn’s guests are from Toronto,
New York and Montreal, with more coming in across the pond
from London as well. But as Cobb has discovered in her own
casual conversations with them, many of them were born in
rural places, just like she was. “So maybe,” she says, “there’s
a new way for places like ours to hang on.”
Check out more photos of the Fogo Island Inn and read about the
work of the Shorefast Foundation’s New Ocean Ethic project at
mag.cangeo.ca/jun14/ocean.
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Zealand with his young family, is making the dining room
a destination for foodies the world over, with the motto “finding
new ways with old things.”
But Cobb’s campaign to restore a way of life to Fogo is not
just securing a new future from old traditions, or even keeping fast-food outlets off the island. It’s making the inn a true
meeting place for islanders and guests.
How does that happen? Well, for one the inn doesn’t have
a concierge, the person who in thousands of other hotels is the
font of all knowledge about the immediate community. “Who
on Earth would you ever put behind a concierge desk in a place
like this?” says Cobb. “About 99.9 per cent of Fogoers have
this genetic predisposition to hospitality. So everyone here has
both the ability and the inclination to be a concierge.”
It was this kind of thinking that led Cobb to create a community host program where Fogo residents act as front-ofhouse experts, walking guides, part-time drivers and full-time
storytellers. But will those paying $1,000 a night really cotton
to such down-home hospitality? To hear Cobb tell it, the answer
is yes. She believes the inn’s guests crave release from the
forced smiles and formalities of other luxury hotels. And when

The campaign to rejuvenate
Fogo Island is relying on
something Newfoundlanders
have in abundance: authenticity.

