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Billy’s Seafood 
Company
One man, one idea,  
one iconic business
Story and photography by Sandra Phinney

Billy gives a fish 
cutting lesson to 
Sandra.

In 1977, people the world over applauded when the space 
shuttle Enterprise flew on its own for the first time, Alex 
Haley’s Roots won a Pulitzer Prize, and Queen Elizabeth 

marked her Silver Jubilee. Closer to home, Billy Grant was 16 
and finishing his Grade XII drafting and woodworking course 
at the Saint John Vocational School (now Harbour View High 
School). Little did he know how a chance conversation with a 
school chum in June of ’77 would alter the course of his life. 
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Billy Grant in front 
of the Charlotte 
Street entrance to 
his restaurant in Saint 
John, NB.



Here’s what transpired:
While riding home on the school bus, his 
buddy Stephen Hunter mentions that his 
dad is looking for someone to work for 
him at Lord’s Lobster (now North Market 
Seafood), at the Saint John City Market.   

“Like to go in and speak to my dad? 
He’s at the fish market now,” Stephen asks.  

Bingo! Before the school year finishes, 
Billy is working part time for Marvin 
Hunter, and by the time Billy turns 17 in 
July, he’s working there full time where 
he quickly learns how to handle, cut, and 
sell fish. Over the next 15 years, Billy also 
learns the ins and outs of the seafood 
industry: he even operates a small take-out 
restaurant for his employer.  

“Then I decided I would do something 
on my own,” Billy says. “I knew that a 
space was available at the market, with 
a front entrance on Charlotte Street. So 

I spent six months just looking at it and 
talking about it.” 

Originally, the soon-to-become-
entrepreneur thought he’d open an oyster 
bar. After hiring an architect and looking 
at several drawings, he decided to include 
a large kitchen with a full menu and a fish 
market inside the restaurant.

Billy’s Seafood Company opened in 
January of 1993 with the tag lines, It’s 
a fish market; It’s a restaurant. The 
company is getting ready to celebrate its 
25th anniversary with a major silver jubilee 
event this September! 

“The unique thing about Billy’s 
is having the fish market right in the 
restaurant. But some people still don’t 
understand the concept,” he says with 
a wry smile, “they think the fish is just a 
display and don’t realize it’s for sale.” 

Watching Billy wield a knife and fillet a 

massive halibut is like watching poetry in 
motion. He’s handled halibut upwards of 
150 pounds, and sizes up portions within a 
gram of the desired weight, which he does 
using a steak knife in his left hand.  

“A filleting knife is for filleting and a 
steak knife is for steaking,” he says with a 
grin, “but I use my knife for both. I can’t 
use those little knives. I always use my big 
steak knife to work with the fish.” 

Mind you, if a certain teacher from 
his grade three class had had her way, 
Billy would now be right-handed. “She 
screamed a lot and always called me 
Danny,” remembers the lean and brown-
eyed fishmonger. “She put the pen in my 
right hand and said if I didn’t learn how to 
write with my right hand I’d end up in the 
‘opportunity class.’ She did everything but 
hit me with a hammer.” 

When Billy Grant opened for business, 

GT 22 

In one pan sear a handful of each of the 
following vegetables and sliced sausage in a bit 
of oil, adding some roasted red pepper sauce 
towards the end:

Baby red potatoes
Red peppers
Green onion
Grape tomatoes
Kernel corn
Chorizo sausage 
Roasted red pepper sauce

 In a separate pan sear 5-7 fresh Digby 
scallops. 

When sausage mixture is cooked, empty 
that pan onto a large plate. Place seared 
scallops on top and around plate. Top with 
fresh micro greens for decoration. 

Per serving  

Chorizo Scallops 



although he knew a lot about seafood, 
he knew diddlysquat about operating a 
company and even less about leases, taxes, 
and managing cash flow. Within a few years 
he came close to going belly up but his dad 
stepped up to the plate with moral support 
and a significant injection of cash (which 
Billy paid back). 

The young entrepreneur eventually 
figured out the business end and got things 
on an even keel. In 2004, Billy opened the 
Alister Room in the restaurant in memory 
of his dad who did so much to help his son 
succeed in those early years. It’s a popular 
place for private gatherings.

Some of the business mistakes still 
bring a smile to his face—especially those 
that didn’t cost a wad of money. For 
example, early in the game he had 5,000 
postcards printed. One side featured Billy 
holding a huge halibut; the reverse side 

had a recipe with the headline: Shrimp 
in minuets. People quickly clued in that 
the headline should have been Shrimp in 
minutes. The staff still dished them out 
and customers chuckled.

Today, although he’s not rolling in 
greenbacks, Billy has a sound business 
and employs 14 people, including 
students, during high season. He still 
shows up six days a week and puts in a 
full shift as a fishmonger. After work, he 
heads to the gym in Brunswick Square for 
an intense weight lifting session followed 
by spin biking. It’s not uncommon for him 
to return to his shop and hang out with 
customers and staff. 

Harry McGaghey started working at 
Billy’s back in ’93 and is the most senior 
staff person. Although he had a short 
hiatus and headed to Chicago several years 
ago, Harry’s worked at the restaurant/
fish market for the better part of 25 years. 
He’s part of the institution and is both a 
character and a fixture there where he 
not only waits on customers, he also sings, 
cooks, caters, and hosts private functions. 
And Harry loves his boss.  

“We all work for him because he just 
makes you want to come to work. We 
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are family. We also fight all day,” says the 
veteran waiter, “brotherly and sisterly 
stuff. And we laugh a lot. Life’s too short 
to be too serious.”

One thing Harry has been privy to 
(which most people do not know), is 
the generosity and acts of kindness his 
employer extends to others. “Billy brings 
chowder to people in the hospital and 
donates big pots of seafood chowder 
to feed the homeless. He’s given free 
lunches: all from the heart. Every winter 
a woman comes in and he sends her down 
to Brunswick Square to get a coat and 
scarf—whatever she needs—they send 
him the bill.” 

Harry knows the long hours and 
hard work that Billy’s invested in the 
business. “I’ve seen him on his hands and 
knees scrubbing the floors. People take 
advantage of him sometimes, but, he owns 
the business—even though I tell him I’m 
the boss,” Harry says with a grin, adding, 
“and I’m always happy to see his goofy face 
when I come through the door.”  

Meanwhile, behind the seafood counter, 
Billy reaches for a halibut. Compared to 
some of the fish he’s filleted, at 35 pounds 
this one seems like small fry. 

Left clockwise: Chef Andrew Brewer plates 
food. Fresh seafood is showcased for sale. Harry 
McGaghey about to serve guests. Billy sections a 
fresh halibut.

How to eat an oyster according to 
Billy Grant
You have to let it go across your tongue, 
left to right, back and forth, up and 
down. Then bite into it and taste the 
meat. It’s just like a summery day at the 
ocean. Depending on where they are 
grown, each oyster has it own flavour. 
Some people like them with horseradish, 
lemon, or our special house sauce. I prefer 
them au naturel, just out of the shell. 
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Billy grabs the fish by the tail and 
places it on the cutting table, just so. 
Then he does what he’s done thousands of 
times: he makes a couple of swipes with 
his steak knife and the fins drop; next the 
nape comes off and is quickly chopped into 
cubes for chowder. “We use the bones and 
the rest of the nape for fish stock,” he adds. 

Then Billy eyes the fish for halibut 
steaks, taps his knife on the backbone, 
then thwack! And thwack! Again and 
again. Six strikes; six perfect 6-ounce 
steaks. Next a silent pass of the knife and 
voila! Made-to-order fillets. The tail, skin 
on, will be part of the seafood display in 
the showcase today.

As Billy tidies up, he remembers his 
grade three schoolteacher—the woman 
who called him Danny and tried to turn 
him into a right-hander. 

“When I opened up in ’93, don’t you 
suppose that teacher comes in to the fish 
market and says, ‘Oh my goodness Danny, 
you’ve come a long way, haven’t you!’ She’s 
passed away since then. God love her.” 

BARBEQUE JALAPENO SAUCE
Chicken or ribs coated with tasty homemade barbeque 
jalapeno sauce will keep everyone coming back for 
more. Nothing is better than celebrating Canada with 
family and friends!

INGREDIENTS
20 cups (5000 ml) prepared tomatoes, 
about 9.5 lb (4.3 kg)
2 cups (500 ml) chopped celery
2 cups (500 ml) chopped onions
1-1/2 cups (375 ml) chopper green peppers
2 jalapeño peppers, seeded and chopped
1 tsp (5 ml) peppercorns
1 -1/2 cups (375 ml) packed brown sugar
2 cloves garlic, minced
1 tbsp (15 ml) Each: dry mustard & paprika
1- 1/2 tsp (7 ml) salt
2 tsp (10ml) hot pepper sauce
2- 1/2 cups (625 ml) white vinegar

Place 5 clean 500 ml mason jars on a rack in a  
boiling water canner; cover jars with water and  
heat to a simmer (180°F/82°C). 

For entire recipe and more visit 
www.bernardin.ca

Hearthstone Dartmouth is a boutique hotel in the City. Stay in a 
unique theme room in Sydney. Enjoy the fabulous Cape Breton cuisine 

in Port Hawkesbury at the Country Kitchen Restaurant!
 

ALL THE COMFORTS OF HOME AND MORE..
• FREE HOT breakfast (Sydney & Dartmouth) • Free Wifi • Free parking 

• Free Local Newspaper • Microwave & fridge in room
• Indoor pool (Sydney & Port Hawkesbury)

• Hearthstone Cash Rewards

Newly Renovated Quaint Hotels.
With a warm Maritime Welcome.

1-800-422-8025 • hearthstonehospitalty.ca

DARTMOUTH . SYDNEY . PORT HAWKESBURY


