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I’m sitting inside a train—a dining car, in fact. The server presents me 
with an appetizer consisting of basil and cumin lamb chops, served 
on a grilled portabella mushroom, stuffed with sundried tomato and 

macadamia nut pesto, roasted vegetables and fresh garlic scapes. 
I feel as if I’m travelling first class on the Orient Express, only I’m inside 

Fresh, a 26-seat fine dining restaurant which is part of a restored 1930s 
CP Railcar at the Shogomoc Railway site in Florenceville-Bristol, NB.	

My “server,” Sara Caines, just happens to be the owner. She also 
doubles as maître d’, bartender, and cashier. Like poetry in motion, 
Sara greets everyone, makes them feel at home, mixes drinks, serves 
her guests, clears the tables—and that’s just for starters. The 36 year-old 
once wore a pedometer and clocked 17 kilometres during one sitting. 
Sara also brings all the linens and tea towels home to launder, and shops 
for food and wine daily. 

For more information and recipes 
call (902) 681-7400 or visit

www.nschicken.com

• Chickens are grain fed, primarily with corn, 
wheat and soybean.

• Chicken production in Canada prohibits the 
use of hormones or steroids.

• Chicken raised for meat in Nova Scotia roam 
freely in large, environmentally-controlled barns.

• Chickens always have access to feed and 
water to eat and drink when they choose. 

• Chicken farmers follow On-Farm Food Safety 
and Animal Care Programs.

Chicken, a good choice!

NACHO CHICKEN & BEAN DIP

Ingredients:
1 tsp  extra virgin olive oil  5 mL 
4 cloves  garlic, minced  4 cloves 
1 lb  extra lean ground chicken  450 g 
2 tsp  cumin  10 mL 
1 Tbsp  chili powder  15 mL 
1 tsp  oregano, dried  5 mL 
2 cups  salsa  500 mL 
2 cups  canned black beans  500 mL 
3  green onion(s), diced  3 
1 cup  tomato(es), diced  250 mL 
1  orange, peeled, seeded  1 
1  jalapeño pepper, seeded, chopped 1 
1 cup  cheddar cheese, grated  250 mL 
1/2 cup  cilantro, fresh, minced  125 mL 
 tortilla chips

Cook time: 30 min  Prep time : 15 min 

1. Preheat oven to 350ºF (180ºC). 
2. Heat olive oil in non-stick skillet and sauté garlic with 
 ground chicken and spices. Use the back of the spoon 
 to break up ground chicken into smaller pieces. Add 
 half the salsa (of your choice) to the chicken mixture. 
 Add drained black beans and heat through. 
3. Spread this mixture onto the bottom of a casserole 
 dish. Top with the other half of the salsa. 
4. Dice the green onions, tomatoes, orange and jalapeno.  
 Spread over the salsa topped beans. 
5. Top with shredded cheese and minced fresh cilantro. 
6. Place in oven and cook until cheese is fully melted. 
7. Serve immediately with tortilla chips. Also works well 
 as a fi lling for soft tortillas. Skipping the usual sour 
 cream or cream cheese and adding cooked beans 
 lowers the amount of fat and boosts the fi bre content 
 of the recipe.  You can add other healthy additions like 
 sliced black olives, lettuce, avocado and diced sweet 
 red peppers. 
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Right
on track

Because the food is so impressive, 
it’s easy to assume that a large backstage 
cast has orchestrated this dinner. Not 
so. Chef Jeff MacLean is working solo, 
doing all the prep, cooking, and plating for 
every morsel that leaves the galley. Within 
a three-minute time frame, he can be 
simultaneously searing a steak, stirring a 
risotto, plating a Cornish hen and whipping 
cream for the coconut cake he concocted 
that afternoon. This is all accomplished in 
a closet-sized galley crammed with a four-
burner electric stove, a convection oven, 
two fridges and a small sink. The counter 
space is barely long enough to plate six 
servings of anything at one time. 

Beyond the galley, in the Assiniboine 
car, tonight’s dishwasher, Marsha White, 
quietly and efficiently washes dishes, 
glassware, utensils, pots and pans—and 
keeps everything moving so service doesn’t 
miss a beat. She also helps fetch items (like 
coffee) from the basement of the main 
station, as there’s barely an inch of storage 
space in the galley. Even ice is purchased 
by the bag every day, and stored in a picnic 
cooler.

Yet, with all these limitations, Fresh has 
garnered the prestigious CAA/AAA Four 
Diamond Award for the past two years—
one of only 10 restaurants in Atlantic 
Canada to receive the award in 2012. All 

this in a rural region with a population of 
roughly 1,600 people.

A special night out
Guests on this night include Mike and 
Trudy MacInnis from nearby Bath, NB. 
Mike says he used to equate fine dining 
with meagre portions, so the first time 
he dined at Fresh, he thought, “I’m not 
going to get full here.” After an appetizer 
and main course, he didn’t have room for 
dessert. Trudy still finds it hard to believe 
that a restaurant of this calibre exists in 
such a small community. “When you’re 
raising a family,” she says, “you may have 
the desire to do something fancy, but you 
don’t have the time. So having something 
like this, without having to drive for hours, 
is very special.”

Kristina DeRier, of Centreville, NB, 
concurs. She loves to come here with her 
husband, Andrew. The mother of four 
children between the ages of two and 
six says, “When we come here, it’s like a 
vacation.” 

Two tables down, travellers from 
Kitchener, Ont, relax over dinner before 
facing a 15-hour drive. “It’s worth it,” says 
Jennifer Young. “We did a lot of research 
before we came east, and this was one 
of the places that kept coming up, so I 
figured—why not try it on the way home?” 

Her brother-in-law, Greg Giles, polishing 
off an apple fritter, pipes up: “This tastes 
just like a dessert my grandmother used to 
make. I may order another one to go.” 

A restaurant in a restored railcar 
in Florenceville-Bristol, NB, offers 
a “Fresh” take on fine dining
Story and photography by Sandra Phinney

Sara Caines and Jeff MacLean take a 

breather on the steps of their restaurant, 

which is in a 1930s railcar at the 

Shogomoc Railway station.
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Driven to perfection
What prompts Sara and Jeff to work so 
hard, aside from the fact that they seem to 
be Type A personalities—highly driven and 
somewhat compulsive overachievers?

Sara’s interest in food began several 
years ago when she worked at the Hatfield 
Heritage Inn in Hartland, NB. Later, with 
two kids at home, she got an insurance 
licence, and also dabbled in catering and 
organizing people’s homes. When Sara 
heard that Bristol (now Florenceville-
Bristol) was restoring the train station site 
and wanted a “restaurant in a dining car” 
as part of the set up, she was intrigued. 
She and a colleague, chef Ian Purdy, 
started Fresh in September 2007. At the 
end of the first year, Ian decided to move 
on; Sara went into high gear to search for 
another chef. 

The intrepid entrepreneur posted an 
ad on Kijiji and serendipity stepped in. A 
friend of Jeff’s who saw the ad contacted 
him. Although Jeff had left his signature 
from the West Coast to the West Indies, 
he’d just come through a difficult stretch 
professionally. “Okay. Here’s a place in the 
middle of nowhere,” he said to himself. “If I 
can put this place on the map, I’ll feel solid 
again. It’s either redemption or it’s not to 
be.” Clearly, it was meant to be.

Sophistication without pretension
The chemistry between Sara and Jeff has 
worked from the get-go. They create the 
menu together and change it every six 
weeks. Says Sara, “Our clientele is very 

diverse; urban and rural people come here, 
so the menu has to be interesting, but not 
too scary.”

Entrée titles on the menu are simple. 
There’s no pretension or puffed up 
lingo here. Rather, you’ll read titles like, 
“Roasted Salmon” or “Picaroons Steak.” 
Diners can also ask for “Jeff’s Choice”—
Sara just needs to know if the diners have 
preferences or allergies and if they want 
fish or meat, then Jeff gets his creative 
juices going. It’s always a hit.

But one thing this pair won’t do is take 
shortcuts. Don’t expect to be wined and 
dined in an hour. Although Jeff sets up 
little “kits” in the afternoon with emulsions, 
partially roasted veggies, his latest steak 
rub, and the foundation for a few deserts, 
everything is done on the spot—freshly 
prepared, with fresh ingredients. He won’t 
even use dried herbs. 

From time to time, after the last guests 
leave—which is often after midnight—Sara 
and Jeff pause for a glass of wine and 
review their performance. It’s all about 
clarifying glitches and thinking about how 
to improve the dining experience. 

Future plans? Their goal is to grow, but 
not the number of seats in the restaurant. 
Their dream would be to acquire another 
car to have more space—space for a pastry 
station; space for a washer and dryer. Jeff 
also dreams of hiring an apprentice from 
a culinary school so he can  “show them 
what it takes to survive.”

Meanwhile, on Sunday, the only day 
Fresh is closed, Sara spends time with 

her sons, Riley and Nicholas, and other 
members of her family. “I used to like to 
cook, but that’s the last thing I want to do 
on my day off!” she says. Downtime with 
family and friends is treasured.

Jeff usually spends his free time 
playing the guitar. Although time to jam 
with friends is limited to the odd Sunday, 
he loves to invent tunes; he’s especially 
fond of the blues. “I don’t play other 
people’s stuff; I write for myself. Same with 
cooking.” 

Nutshell: don’t expect Chicken Alfredo 
when you visit Fresh. But do expect to 
have an extraordinary meal—and to say 
“wow” a lot. 

On this night, before closing, Jeff plates 
some Digby scallops for me—pan seared, 
topped with strawberry compote and 
finished with a strawberry pepper beurre 
blanc. The “wow” factor hits 10 out of 10 
on the first bite. 

1 medium  	 butternut squash
2 tbsp (30 mL) 	 olive oil
	 Sea salt and cracked pepper to taste
½ cup (125 mL) 	 white wine
1½ cups (375 mL)	 water
1 tbsp (15 mL) 	 cumin
½ cup (125 mL) 	 cream (18%)
6-8 leaves 	 fresh basil, shredded

Peel squash with a carrot peeler or paring 
knife. Cut into quarters, scoop out seeds 
and chop into 1-inch (2.5-cm) cubes. Toss 
in olive oil and salt and pepper. Roast at 
400°F (205°C) for approximately 10 
minutes. 

Place roasted squash in a large soup 
pot. Add wine and water to just cover 
squash. Bring to a rolling boil and turn to 
medium heat. 

Meanwhile, add cumin to a dry, hot 
frying pan. Remove from heat and stir with 
a wooden spoon until just toasted, about 
30 seconds; add to soup pot. 

With a hand blender, purée soup. 
Add cream. Simmer 15-20 minutes, or 
until soup has reached desired consistency. 
Just before serving, add salt and pepper. 
Garnish with fresh basil.

 Makes 4 servings

Butternut Squash Soup

Chef’s Tip from Jeff MacLean:
Let all meat rest for 5-7 minutes before 
serving, regardless of how it’s to be pre-
pared—whether pan fried, baked or grilled. 
This allows the muscles to relax and keeps the 
meat tender and moist.

Despite the tight quarters inside the rail car, chef Jeff MacLean has no problem having several plates on the 

go at once, and creating dishes that have a high “wow” factor.


