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Dreams, fantasies of the life we would 
choose for ourselves, enlarge our horizons. 
They represent the goals we pursue; they 
offer challenge, sustenance, self-esteem, 
and essential vision of tomorrow. Without 
them, the grind of dally life would be 
lacklustre and pointless, an unending round 
of effort without purpose. Achievement In 
the absence of dreams is impossible. 

Dreams of a better life and greater 
opportunity - the essential nature of 
Immigration - are what brought me to this 
country. My birthplace of Trinidad was 
small and limiting, an unpromising place In 
which to seek a future. When I arrived in 
Toronto in September 1973, I knew, like 
most newcomers, little about the country I 
had come to. I had studied Canadian 
geography in high school but the Canadian 
Shield and the St. Lawrence River revealed  
nothing of the country save Its physical 
prehistory. I had heard of Yonge Street, but 
It was just a name; of Winnipeg, but only 
because an uncle was at university there. 
I remember unclear television film of FLQ 
terrorists1. being driven in convoy to the 
airport, the only fragment of the October 
Crlsls2 that Impressed itself on a young 
mind – I was 15 at the time – still trying to 
accommodate itself to the anxieties of riots 
and army rebellion In Trinidad a few 
months earlier. 
 
Toronto was a new world, intimidating In 
certain ways, exciting in others. Living near 
York University In the suburb of 
Downsview, I had for a while only the 
vaguest concept of "downtown," of a city 
grander than my drab surroundings. But 
none of this mattered. I was experiencing a 
sense of freedom long anticipated, 
savouring the new possibilities, 
devouring books, magazines, film openings 
to the world denied me in Trinidad. 

I wasn't long In making friends and, 
through them, discovering the city: a place 

of remarkable diversity, unsettled in 
adolescence. It was a city proud of what it 
was becoming but, at the same time, not 
quite sure what to make of itself. Some 
streets, with their New York-slyle boutiques 
and New York-style bistros palpitated with 
a desire to imitate. I know, now, this 
mimicry is often an aspect of a colonized 
people, but at the same time it was 
incomprehensible. For in its richness, Its 
vitality, its sense of order, 1 saw Toronto as 
a place that many around the world - If not 
around the country-could only envy. 

But a big city can be all-consuming. It 
can leave the impression that it defines the 
country. Slowly I became aware of the 
sheer massiveness of Canada. After 
growing up in a tiny Island hemmed in by 
the sea, there was a particular joy to find 
myself in a land of physical immensity. 
How amazing to think that one could board 
a plane, fly for hours, disembark into a 
markedly different climate-and stili face no 
passport control. The possibility enlarged 
my vision and fed my soul. 

Gradually I discovered other, more 
prosaic, reasons for pride in my adopted 
country, everything from the social safety 
net to the Canadian zeal for peace-keeping 
duties in the world trouble spots. And It 
began to come clear that Canada was not, 
as many chose to view it an imitation 
America. Its history was different, less 
bloody, and so less prone to mythologizing. 
And the people were more inclined to peace 
than pacification, to reality than ideology. I 
began to see Canadians as people who 
viewed the world in less voracious terms 
than Americans, believers in compromise 
and negotiation, who yet had the courage to 
be firm when necessary. 

In the end got a sense of people in 
their own destiny, a land of immigrants 
each given another chance by history and 
determined to write a different chapter. 
The country offered hope, then, without 
banging me over the head with its own 
glories: my newcomer anxieties – how 



will this adventure end? – quickly gave 
way to a sense that this was a land worthy 
of commitment. 
 
So it was puzzling to me that Canadians 
were struggling with self-definition, as if 
they felt keenly the lack of national image 
– an image which, like all stereotypes, 
would useful in the breach.  
      After a year, I returned to Trinidad to 
visit my parents – a visit that proved to be 
a watershed, for it quickly became 
apparent that even so short a time had 
fundamentally changed me. Old friends 
had become new strangers, old places had 
remained simply old places. Caught in the 
airless space between the intensified 
suffocations of Trinidad and the 
sharpened freedoms of Canada, nostalgia 
was swiftly suffocated. My emotions  had 
detached themselves from my birthplace, 
had taken solid root elsewhere. The visit, 
planned to last two months, turned into 
agony of restlessness, for after two weeks 
I was itching to return.  

 
 

French Canada entered my consciousness 
in my second university year, thanks to a 
course In Quebecois literature. The power 
of the writing was striking: engaged, 
passionate, combative, informed by an 
anger both visceral and intellectual. When 
in 1976, Rene Levesque and the Parti 
Quebecois came to power, the honest 
brutality of the images I encountered in 
Quebecois literature tempered my senses 
of pride.  
 

So it was a surprise, during the year I 
spent in Quebec City, to discover that far 
from being alienated by my speaking 
English, people were attracted to it. I 
learned that language laws were intended 
as a social measure, not a personal one. 
Service in stores and restaurants and 

government offices were offered in 
English – irritating to someone who 
wanted to practise his French. But more 
than this, the people in of Quebec City 
were refreshingly friendly, displaying 
what,ls best captured In the phrase I'esprit 
ouitert, an openness of spirit. . . 

At dinner in a restaurant one evening 
with an English-speaking companion, a 
man at the next table interrupted our 
conversation to say how pleasing It was to 
hear English again. He was a 
francophone, had moved from Montreal to 
Quebec City and found that he missed the 
sound of the language. It was, in its 
implicatIons, a complex statement, for it 
spoke in subtle ways of the 
unacknowledged: of shared history, 
shared visions, shared attitudes that I, as a 
third party to political passions, had 
long perceived. It said that, because of 
overlapping influences and despite the 
differences between provinces and 
regions, we have acquired an uneasy 
similarity that is itself an exciting aspect 
of "Canadianess.' Many of us may be 
blinded by the immediacy of our 
concerns, but we are as a people 
fundamentally Canadian, as bonded 
to that man In Quebec City as I am to 
people I have met in Saskatoon, 
Winnipeg, Calgary, Vancouver - in fact, 
to people in any of the cities across the 
country to which my writing career has 
taken me. 
 

In Quebec City, one was simply 
included, accepted, seduced into feeling at 
home. The Plains of Abraham, historically 
poignant, assuredly federal a gathering 
place for quiet pleasures, remains one of 
my most favourite spots in the country. Its 
open spaces and panoramic views, it 
reminders of the past that has shaped us 
speak to me not as a stranger but as a son 
come home. Walking on the Plains last 



winter, I sank into the snow up to my 
knees, as if the frozen earth itself were 
trying to embrace me. In the chilling 
wind, surrounded by undulating fields of 
white, I had a dizzying sense of 
belonging.  
 
But Quebec City is one thing. Montreal is 
quite another. More populous, more 
ethnically diverse, living directly with the 
challenge of other languages, its tensions 
– not only linguistic but social economic, 
like those of any big city – are at times 
palpable. The city has accommodated 
itself less successfully than Toronto or 
Vancouver to its growing ethnic diversity, 
almost as if unwilling to surrender 
elements of personality. Montreal, 
appearing at times to be a hotbed of 
antagonisms, Is certainly a cauldron of 
anxieties. Montrealers, convinced of their 
special place in the world, tend to be less 
open, more defensive, more self-
protective than the people of Quebec 
City. They take themselves and their 
reputation very seriously-rather, one 
thinks, like Torontonlans. 

The point is this: just as English 
Canada is no monolith of views, interests, 
and attitudes, so Quebec is no monolith of 
views, interests, and attitudes. 

In the end, I am as at home In 
Montreal as I am In Vancouver, In 
Toronto as in Quebec City, in English as 
in French. Nowhere have I felt myself a 
stranger. The immigrant who, 19 years 
ago, gratefully embraced Toronto has 
become the citizen who has gratefully 
embraced Canada.When I am abroad and 
miss home, It is this country - its air, its 
sounds, its smells - that I long for. It is 
here, everywhere, that I find the comforts 
of home. 

How does one'mark one's attachment 
to a country? It is so visceral; so ethereal a 
thing. To describe it is to risk being 

maudlin, for it Is to speak of shivering 
pride and watering eyes. It is to be moved 
in unanticipated ways at unexpected 
moments: at the sight of the flag in some 
foreign town, at the glimpse of the Maple 
Leaf on a backpack, at the sound of the  
anthem in some inappropriate context. It 
is to feel a little leap ·of the heart when. 
Asked for one's nationality, one replies, 
"Canadian." 

In the end, my passion for the country 
is not mine alone.. It is a passion that 
devolves to my daughter and the future 
that is hers. Canada is a grand country, 
and it is that grandeur that I wish to leave 
her: its beauties, its immensities, its 
incomparable diversities – diversities  
which include the duality that is her 
heritage from both her parents, for in her 
are blended white and brown, 
francophone and anglophone, native-born 
and naturalized. 
 
Note: 
1 FLQ: Front de.Liberation du Quebec. A 
political group formed In the 1960s 
dedicated to establishing Quebec as an 
independent country. . 
2 October Crisis: In 1970, members of the  
FLQ kidnapped two politicians In 
Quebec. In response, the federal 
government proclaimed emergency 
regulations that included banning 
the FLQ. . . 


