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In December of 2009, I moved from Albany, New York to Ottawa, Ontario. I remember 

sitting in the front seat of my father’s silver Jeep Grand Cherokee, tracing the iridescent outline 
of the United States’ crest on my passport, mulling over what my true cultural identity was in that 
moment. Until then, I hadn’t given much thought to my “heritage”. I had assumed that because I 
was born and raised in America, I was automatically an American. As I continued to flip through 
the patriotic red, white, and blue pages of my passport, running excerpts of the Pledge of 
Allegiance and America the Beautiful through my head, I decided that I would present myself, 
then on, as an American. 

Though I had been to Canada a few times before on vacation, I didn’t know much about 
it. I was surprised to learn that it was made up of provinces instead of states, and that its 
citizens elected prime ministers rather than presidents. I was disgusted by the pictures that 
popped up when I Google-searched “poutine”, and I had never found maple syrup taffy 
appetizing during my visits to the Rideau Canal.  

The largest culture shock, however, was the emotion that the word “American” evoked 
from Canadians.  

For me, an American is your next-door neighbour, or your school teacher. An American 
is your bus driver, who waits for you at the morning bus stop, even if you’re five minutes late. An 
American is your best friend who’s great at spelling bees, or your small-town grocer who enjoys 
watching their kids play soccer on Sunday afternoons. An American can be tall or short, skinny 
or fat, bald or hairy. An American can be anything and anyone, and an assumption of one 
shouldn’t be based off of where they were born, or what colour scheme their passport follows.  

However, for many of the people I have encountered in Canada, Americans are 
close-minded and ignorant, morbidly obese and greasy. An American is a slimy businessman, 
or an uncultured blue-collar worker who thinks Applebee’s is as good as a restaurant can get. 
An American is a senior student who enjoys tripping freshmen in the hallway, or a middle-aged 
woman who slams the door in your face because she’s too busy retweeting Mariah Carey to 
notice you. To many Canadians, Americans are bigoted, unkind people who do not care about 
anything outside of their own world. 

This was a belief I couldn’t understand. I thought of my babysitter, Ms. Debby, who 
would let me stay up an hour past my bedtime so we could play Scrabble. I thought of my 
cousin Alex, who was the star player of every sports team she’d ever been on. I thought of my 
father’s co-worker, Julian, who could name every element on the periodic table in order, along 
with an interesting, albeit dorky, historical fact about each one. All of these wonderful people 
were being grouped into one ugly category by complete strangers, just because of where they 
grew up. I soon realized that even I had been categorized as a “filthy outsider” by people I had 
never met before.  

For a while after I moved to Canada, I did actually allow myself to become ignorant and 
unkind, probably confirming a lot of people’s prior assessments. However, my behaviour had 
nothing to do with “American heredity”. With all of these inaccurate and harsh stereotypes being 



thrown my way, I began to think of Canadians negatively, as well. I thought that Canadians were 
self-absorbed and jealous, and the reason they made these comments about America was 
because they were envious of its success. Every time someone made a comment about how 
stupid Americans were, I picked on Canada’s “failing economy” and “pathetic excuse for an art 
industry”. I prided myself on my American heritage, and now I can’t even begin to count the 
times I stated that I wanted nothing more than to return to a country that didn’t rely on maple 
syrup as a “prime asset”.  

Over the years, however, my view of Canada began to change. I was eventually no 
longer the target of political insults, and instead was being asked intriguing questions about 
what my life was like across the border. However, the questions weren’t in derogatory tones, but 
a sincere, curious emphasis. I objectively shared what I had experienced while living in America, 
and how moving to Canada had affected me. People began to see me, “the American”, as more 
than just, well… “the American”. They saw me as an eccentric lacrosse player who enjoyed 
English class, and prefered vanilla to chocolate ice cream. I was kind when I had to be, but 
often assertive and demanding. My flaws were no longer written off as side effects of being 
American, but were simply proof that I was human.  

My definition of a “Canadian” has changed, as well. I no longer see all Canadians as 
intolerant of foreigners. I see them as kind or mean, talented or average. I see them as Catholic 
or Muslim, white or black. Over time, and through the people I meet, I continue to notice how the 
generalization of an entire population could never encompass its diversity or complexity.  

During this 150th year, we will be celebrating Canada’s independence. We will celebrate 
the act of Canada standing on its own as a collective people, but also the value in it being made 
up of unique individuals. We will celebrate Canada’s strengths, along with acknowledging 
Canada’s weaknesses. These past 150 years have created a national identity that is now known 
internationally. However, I don’t think this national identity will ever summarize Canada’s citizens 
properly. Over the next 150 years, our goal should be to continue to establish ourselves, 
through coming together as well as standing apart.  

I hope that one day, those outside of Canada will take a look at our country and realize 
that the only thing our people really have in common, is that we are all Canadians.  


