To the Secretariat,

If you had told me 10 years ago that I would end up in Winnipeg, Manitoba, Canada – about as far away from Australia as you can get without having to change languages – I would have thought you were crazy. For the record, I certainly didn’t move because there was anything wrong with Australia, and contrary to the ease with which I write it all here, it was not an easy decision to make. I wasn’t sure I could leave behind my family, my friends, my work, my home, and the best country in the world. 

Still, I felt it was the right decision, a move that would open doors, broaden my horizons, expand my competencies, give me a fresh perspective, and allow me to take my Aussie-ness on the road.

It’s not that I didn’t think there were opportunities for me in Sydney, or anywhere else in Australia for that matter, but I felt I needed to open my mind, pursue different things, and take me and all I had to offer to other places. There was no safety net when I first moved, no one to fall back on, to run home to. It was make or break time, and I just knew my true blue spirit would keep me afloat. She’ll be right, mate!

Canada is so like Australia in many ways. Lifestyle, cost of living, opportunities, the people, the language. I made the most of those opportunities. I worked hard and I played hard. Yes, it was important to me to make my mark, to be part of life here in every way, but it was also important to be Australian and to represent my home country in the new country that had welcomed me with open arms. 

Indeed, much of what defines me here incorporates my ‘Aussie-ness’. Public speaking became my vehicle – people wanted to hear the accent, know all about where I was from. In fact, I was a guest host for a while on a local radio program – in part because I was Australian, and Australia, it seemed, appealed to just about everyone. I was invited to join the Board of Take Pride Winnipeg! (a group focused on keeping the city of Winnipeg as beautiful as possible) – because I was new here and had a new vision for the city that was inspired by my home town of Sydney. I was invited to join the Board of Freeze Frame, an international film festival for children and youth – because they showed Australian films one year and I wanted to continue that tradition. As a freelance journalist for the Winnipeg Free Press, I often wrote about Australia or why I moved to Winnipeg, and at one point published an article in the Sydney Morning Herald that expounded on Winnipeg as the ideal winter destination for Australians. I formed a duo ("Up From Down Under") with a local didgeridoo player – who knew?! We travel to various festivals, schools and other events performing Australian songs and introducing audiences to life down under. 

The Down Under Club of Winnipeg (DUCW) is icing on the cake. For ex-pat and other Aussies and Kiwis living here or just staying here for a while, I was drawn to the DUCW because I was homesick and soon became editor of The Southern Yarn. As an active member of the Club, this too was an opportunity to spread the word about Australia, what it means to be an Australian, what Australia is all about. 

I believe the move to Canada, to Winnipeg, was the best move I ever made. I am successful in business, part of the fabric of the community here, have taken chances I’d never have even thought about taking, and progressed to heights I never thought possible. I am fully a part of Canada, but I have never forgotten who I am and where I am from. And although I often felt the need to become a Canadian citizen, I never even considered it while it meant losing my Australian citizenship.

When dual citizenship became a reality, many Aussies in the DUCW rejoiced and immediately applied for Canadian citizenship, me included. While I waited to become a Canadian citizen, I published an article in the Winnipeg Free Press (June 2002) to explain – from my perspective – the virtues of dual citizenship and what it meant for me.

"As a permanent resident, I can work, pay taxes (and bills), and come and go as I please. And while I can revel in all the good fortune and friendship that Canada offers me, I can’t vote and I can’t call myself a Canadian – two things that would make me proud and official." 

I went on to explain that while I knew relinquishing my Australian citizenship didn’t mean I was no longer Australian, it just didn’t feel right. 

"Australia is who and what I am, and I need to simultaneously acknowledge that, as well as the country which now encourages me to go even further. I want to be an ambassador for Australia and Canada and to give something back, to enrich both countries, as well as my family and friends, through my work, achievements, experience, energy, vision and passion. All I ask in return is for both countries to be proud of me and to respect my absolute inability to choose between them."

"And how can I choose?" I wrote. "I get emotional during their national anthems, cheer for all their athletes, honour their special days, expound incessantly on their values, thrive on their successes, question their failures, and am deeply grateful for the life they continue to offer me. Indeed, the two places often blend into one, connecting my past with my future and firmly positioning me in the present. Unofficially, I am about as dual as you can get. I cannot deny or ignore the strong connection I feel to both countries and I certainly cannot trade one for the other. Every time I go back to Australia, I take something of Canada with me, and vice versa. What better reason to be a citizen of both countries."

I became a Canadian citizen on May 8, 2003, much to the enthusiasm of the local media who covered the ceremony and helped spread the word to other Aussies scattered throughout Manitoba. 

My only regret since leaving Australia? That I didn’t make the effort to see more of it while I was there. There are far too many places I have never seen, too much I don’t know. So to rectify this, I have embarked on a bit of a mission:

  a.. to get to those places when I travel to Australia, meet the people who live there, explore my country, and see it from a ‘outside’ perspective 

  b.. to teach people in both countries about each other, show them places that will inspire them, fill them with awe, and help them understand and share in the love I feel for my homeland and my new land 

  c.. to bring my nieces and nephews to my other home, to enhance their knowledge, put it all at their fingertips, and show them why experiencing more than their own backyard is both exhilarating and imperative.

It’s funny, but in some ways, the move to Canada has made me more of an Aussie than ever before. Oh, not in an actual sense, of course, but here I can be an ambassador, a promoter of all things Australian, an example of the Australian way of life – and nothing could make me more proud.

I have big plans for Australia here in Canada and it is important for me to know that I have the support of the Australian government and the people of Australia in this endeavour. All will be revealed in due course, but I think it represents yet another example of how many Aussie expats are ready, willing and able to promote the economic, social and cultural interests for Australia. We might not have an address with a four digit postcode, but we will never not be Australians – unless you tell us otherwise.

Before I sign off, a special thanks to my Mum. She has been sending me ‘Aussie chocolate survival kits’ (with everything from Darrell Lea’s Rocklea Road to Allen’s Fruit Pastilles) a few times a year ever since I moved here. As for anything else, I make a point of picking up a few things whenever I am down under – R.M. Williams boots, Akubra hats, Gowing’s clothing, Bond’s undies, Arnott’s biscuits, Cottee’s cordial, Milo, Vegemite, Weet-Bix, and a variety of authentic souvenirs, artifacts and knick-knacks. Since I can’t pack the outback, the reef, the beaches or the bush into my suitcase, I guess these pieces of home will just have to do. 

As they say, "You can take the girl out of Australia, but you can’t take Australia out of the girl!"

Good on ya, mate!

jenny 
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