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“Our population is shrinking. A slow economy, in combination with out-migration has us on an unsustainable path…


The truth is we welcome all, no matter the ideology. We have a beautiful island, a friendly people, a rich culture and a bright future.”


—A tongue-in-cheek press release from the Canadian Island of Cape Breton after the 2016 US election, offering a safe haven to American “refugees”
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INTRODUCTION



WHAT’S YOUR CANADA FANTASY? Living life as an artist in an eco-cabin on Salt Spring Island? As a hotshot financier with a condo on the fifty-third floor of a posh building overlooking the Toronto skyline? As a quiet farmer in the rural Quebec countryside who supplies produce to all the hottest restaurants in Montreal? Or perhaps your fantasy involves a lumberjack. Or just free health care. Whatever your taste, it makes perfect sense to daydream about picking up and reinventing yourself in a country that’s not only welcoming to newcomers but also affordable, safe, and, well, right next door.


Sometimes we’re inspired to make a change after noteworthy events in our lives, such as a marriage or divorce, a death in the family, or a new job opportunity. Sometimes these noteworthy events that inspire us are more global in scale. Hours after the 2016 presidential election results were announced, for example, the Canadian immigration website crashed. Americans who supported the losing candidate wanted to know how to move to Canada—and fast. Even before that, searches for “How can I move to Canada” shot up 350 percent after the then-presidential nominee clinched the Republican nomination. And why not? It’s nearby. It’s a great place to live. The health care is famously free, the crime rate is low, and the quality of life—and the life expectancy—is high. In fact, three out of the top ten best cities to live in the world are in Canada, according to the 2017 Global Livability Report.


But how to go from a cursory internet search to concrete action? What’s the first step? And what else do you really need to know in order to move there? The answer is: quite a bit if you want to immerse yourself in the full Canadian experience—which isn’t just buying a flannel shirt and learning about the Canadian Football League,1 although that’s a great start.



“Geography has made us neighbors. History has made us friends. Economics has made us partners. And necessity has made us allies. Those whom nature hath so joined together, let no man put asunder.”


John F. Kennedy, address to the Canadian Parliament, 1961





There are a lot of stereotypes about Canada—many of them well earned. There’s tons of space, and it’s all kept pretty clean. The government is mostly honest and well meaning. The people are mostly laid back and well educated. It’s a multicultural wonderland where everyone is welcome. Right? Aside from the health care and gun stuff, it’s basically just like the United States in every other respect… isn’t it? Well, not quite.


From our love of bunny hugs and chesterfields to our embrace of big government, strong rye, and… curling, there are a ton of subtle and not-so-subtle cultural differences newcomers to Canada will discover. Not to mention our uniquely Canadian history—moose on the loose in Tim Hortons, socialists on strike in Winnipeg, and crack-smoking mayors in Toronto. So you want to move to Canada? Buckle up! You’ve got a lot to learn. (And a lot of paperwork to fill out—we’re a very bureaucratic country.)


Whether you’re an armchair traveler, you’ve fallen in love with a Canadian, or you’re simply fed up and ready for a real change, you’ll enjoy this handy guide on what to expect. Written by a Canuck with dual American-Canadian citizenship, this is an authoritative and step-by-step practical guide on how to move to the best country in the world.2
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1 Argos suck.


2 First thing you’ll learn: We’re really not that modest. We think we’re fantastic.















CANADA AT A GLANCE



How Many Provinces Are There?
What’s a Province?
And What’s the Deal with the Queen?
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“The more I see of the country, the less I feel I know about it. There is a saying that after five years in the north every man is an expert; after ten years, a novice.”


—Pierre Berton, author


















BASIC CANADIAN GEOGRAPHY








“Canada is like an old cow. The West feeds it. Ontario and Quebec milk it. And you can well imagine what it’s doing in the Maritimes.”


—Tommy Douglas





The country of Canada was founded more or less on July 1, 1867. Today Canada has ten provinces and three territories and is the world’s second-largest country after Russia. There are vast differences among the provinces and territories, and each one has their own history as well as quirks and traditions. The story of how this gigantic landmass became the country of Canada is a bit disjointed—between Upper Canada and Lower Canada and the Hudson’s Bay Company and a bunch of disparate colonies and unceded Indigenous land plus a few wars with the US Army, it wasn’t exactly a straight path to nationhood. Read on to discover how each bit of Canada came to be (as well as recommendations for music, literature, and films that will offer additional insight into the culture of each province and territory—for more, see the additional resources starting on here).





CANADA: PURE POETRY


“Birth of Canada as a Nation, July First, 1867” is a poem by James McIntyre honoring the founding of Canada. McIntyre was unkindly known as Canada’s “cheese poet” and mocked for his lack of literary talent. But this is a nice, historic little poem that manages to mention both beavers and maple trees, and it’s also in the public domain, so here you are.


Hail Britannia’s noblest daughter,


Who is surrounded by the water


Of many a lake and broad sea,


Land of beaver and of maple tree.


Her lofty brow is wreathed with smiles,


For from the far Atlantic isles


In pomp have come their delegates,


All seeking to unite their fates.


With Canada great northern queen,


And now throughout the land is seen,


High festival and stately dance,


Triumphant nuptials to advance.


And soon shall Red River valley


And distant Vancouver rally,


To form this Empire gigantic


From Pacific to Atlantic.
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NEWFOUNDLAND AND LABRADOR


CAPITAL: St. John’s


First, a lesson in pronunciation: “Newfoundland” rhymes with “understand.” Learn that one thing, and you’ll immediately endear yourself to the locals. Newfoundland and Labrador is one of the most interesting provinces geographically because it’s closer to Ireland than it is to much of the rest of Canada, which means residents have slightly Irish-sounding accents, a cutting sense of humor, and incredible musical talent. Sea shanties, love ballads, fiddling, accordions, step dancing—you name it, and you’ll find it here. Most likely in a pub. You’ll also find whale, bird, and iceberg watching; picturesque villages overlooking the Atlantic; and moose burgers. It was the last province to join Canada, with 52 percent of residents voting to join in 1949. Those who voted against joining are still a bit salty about it all. They felt everything was fine as it was.


And it was here, in the town of Gander, that thirty-eight airplanes were forced to land after US airspace was shut down on September 11, 2001. There were more people on the planes than there were in town, but locals from all over the province banded together to cook food, donate supplies, fill prescriptions, feed the numerous animals in the cargo hold of each plane, and offer comfort for the thousands of passengers stranded there for days. Local stores told passengers to come in and take what they needed at no charge. Residents opened their homes to allow passengers to shower and use the phone. Lifelong friendships were formed during this difficult time. This astonishing story of generosity has since been immortalized in the award-winning Broadway musical Come from Away.


Be sure to head out to Cape Spear and catch the first sunrise in North America from the continent’s most easterly point.


LISTEN: Great Big Sea


READ: Death on the Ice: The Great Newfoundland Sealing Disaster of 1914 by Cassie Brown with Harold Horwood, or The Colony of Unrequited Dreams by Wayne Johnston


WATCH: The Republic of Doyle


PRINCE EDWARD ISLAND (also known as P.E.I.)


CAPITAL: Charlottetown
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Canada’s smallest province, both in terms of landmass and population, is a dreamy, picturesque island of about 140,000 people. It’s a bit larger than the state of Delaware, if that means anything to you. The province is known for its delicious potatoes and oysters, fabulous beaches, and traditional Celtic music. This little island has an outsized spot in Canadian history, as the Charlottetown Conference was held here in 1864. This is where representatives from the various British colonies in North America got together to discuss forming one big union that would eventually become Canada. It was apparently a bit of a haphazard affair, with Newfoundland being notified too late to join the proceedings and a big circus in town hogging all the accommodations. The island is also known as the setting for one of Canada’s most famous novels, Anne of Green Gables by Lucy Maud Montgomery. It’s connected to the New Brunswick mainland by Confederation Bridge, the longest bridge in the world over a body of water that freezes.


LISTEN: Saddle River String Band


READ: Anne of Green Gables by Lucy Maud Montgomery


WATCH: Road to Avonlea


NOVA SCOTIA


CAPITAL: Halifax


Nova Scotia (Latin for New Scotland) was one of the four founding provinces of Canada and is located on a peninsula surrounded by the Atlantic. You’re never more than sixty-seven kilometers (almost forty-two miles) from the ocean here, so it makes sense that the province is known for its fresh lobster and seafood. The area received a large number of Scottish settlers after the Highland clearances, which is why fiddle music is popular and Gaelic is still spoken in some communities. The Halifax explosion also occurred here—to date Canada’s greatest disaster, with around two thousand killed and nine thousand injured when a munitions ship blew up in Halifax Harbor. It was, at the time, the world’s largest man-made explosion—part of the unfortunate ship’s anchor was found two miles south—and hospitals were quickly overwhelmed with the injured. Nova Scotia is also known for its two rather famous islands, Cape Breton and Sable Island. The former is the home of Louisbourg Fort, which played a pivotal role in the French and English wars, and it’s also the site of Alexander Graham Bell and Marconi’s groundbreaking experiments. The latter is a tiny sandspit managed by the federal government and known for its adorable wild horse population—about four hundred horses roam free on the foggy little island.


LISTEN: Stan Rogers or the Rankin Family


READ: Barometer Rising by Hugh McClelland, No Great Mischief by Alistair MacLeod, or Heave by Christy Ann Conlin


WATCH: Maudie or Trailer Park Boys




“Canadians, like their historians, have spent too much time remembering conflicts, crises, and failures. They forgot the great, quiet continuity of life in a vast and generous land. A cautious people learns from its past; a sensible people can face its future. Canadians, on the whole, are both.”


—British military officer Desmond Morton






NEW BRUNSWICK


Capital: Fredericton


New Brunswick is one of the four Atlantic provinces and is the only officially bilingual—French and English—province in Canada, a great trivia fact because most people assume the official bilingual province must be Quebec. Inhabited since at least 7000 BC by Indigenous peoples like the Mi’kmaq, the first European contact was with French explorer Jacques Cartier, and the land eventually became part of the French colony of Acadia. When the British took over, they expelled the Acadians from the land in an act known as the Great Upheaval. In fact, the descendants of some of those displaced Acadians became today’s modern-day Cajuns in Louisiana. The province is known for its beautiful forested landscapes (and its forestry industry) and the UNESCO-designated Bay of Fundy, which has the highest tides in the world. Come for the puffin and whale watching, stay for the delicious fiddleheads.


LISTEN: Stompin’ Tom Connors or Matt Anderson


READ: The Nine Lives of Charlotte Taylor by Sally Armstrong


WATCH: Still Mine



QUEBEC


Capital: Québec City


Quebec is our largest province and has a long, rich, and complicated history. It’s also got some of the best food, art, and architecture in the country as a result of that history. If you’re not from Canada, your knowledge of Quebec may be limited to the fact that people there speak French (and to piggy-back on the earlier trivia fact: it is the only province in Canada where French is the sole official language). That’s a good start. But it’s also important to know that for any prime minister to win a federal election, they’re going to need to speak fluent French, participate in an all-French debate, and generally keep the left-leaning province happy. This reality isn’t always popular with the rest of Canada, but that’s the way it is. Why? Quebec was originally the French colony of New France, and it was the center of the lucrative fur trade from the early 1600s. It was populated largely by Roman Catholic settlers, European explorers, and the requisite priests and nuns. Then in 1759, during the Seven Years’ War, just outside the walls of Québec City, the French and English armies fought the Battle of the Plains of Abraham. The British won, and the French eventually ceded all their land to the Brits. To ensure they didn’t have an uprising of pissed-off French people, the British strategically protected the existing French system of civil law, its Roman Catholic religion, and its language and customs, letting everyone get on pretty much the same as they always had. The effects of this policy can still be felt today. The province’s official language is French, for example, and road signs are in French only.


Lots more has happened in Quebec over the years, including an American invasion in 1775 (the United States lost); the October Crisis in 1970, when French militants kidnapped and murdered the deputy premier of Quebec, Pierre Laporte; and the 1995 referendum on sovereignty when Quebecers narrowly voted to remain part of Canada. Today the province has a large Anglophone population as well as many new Canadians with a first language other than French or English. It’s a unique tourist destination where visitors can catch a jazz festival in Montreal, take in some seventeenth-century art in Québec City, and generally eat and drink their way through the beautiful countryside (rabbit poutine anyone?).


Listen: Leonard Cohen


Read: The Apprenticeship of Duddy Kravitz by Mordecai Richler or Cockroach by Rawi Hage


Watch: Jesus of Montreal or Bon Cop Bad Cop



ONTARIO


Capital: Toronto


Ontario is the country’s most populous province, with about thirteen million residents—which means about 38 percent of all Canadians live here. It’s also home to Toronto, the country’s biggest city and the national capital of Ottawa. Below it are the states of Minnesota, Michigan, Ohio, Pennsylvania, and New York; to the east is Quebec; and to the west, Manitoba. It’s named after Lake Ontario, thought to be either a Huron word meaning “great lake” or an Iroquois word meaning “beautiful water.” The area was mostly settled by English-speaking Europeans and was known as Upper Canada for a while. After a couple of wars with the Americans, a bunch of government officials got together and decided they’d better make a proper country out of the land they currently controlled before the United States got any more ideas. Ontario became one of Canada’s original provinces in 1867 along with Quebec, New Brunswick, and Nova Scotia.


With a quarter of a million freshwater lakes and loads of provincial parks, the more sparsely populated northern part of the province is huge—and a favorite destination for fishing, boating, hiking, and general relaxing. The southern part of the province, where most Ontarians reside (94 percent of them), is where you’ll find Niagara Falls; big cities like Toronto, Brampton, Mississauga, Ottawa, Hamilton, London, and Kingston; and the busy US border crossings into Buffalo, New York and Detroit, Michigan. Industry includes pretty much everything: mining and forestry, arts and education, tourism, and banking and finance. There’s also a large tech sector based in the city of Waterloo that’s been dubbed Silicon Valley North because people like to name things.


Ontario is where you’ll find the massive Six Nations reserve, which is home to six Iroquois nations (Cayuga, Mohawk, Oneida, Onondaga, Seneca, and the Tuscarora). The government’s Haldimand Proclamation in 1784 “granted” them the land as a reward for fighting with the British during the American Revolution. Not surprisingly, the land promised in the original treaty has shrunk over the years as various new surveys were completed; nevertheless, it remains the largest reserve in Canada.


LISTEN: The Tragically Hip or A Tribe Called Red


READ: In the Skin of a Lion by Michael Ondaatje or Alias Grace by Margaret Atwood


WATCH: Slings & Arrows or Kim’s Convenience
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TORONTO THE GOOD. T.O. T-DOT. THE SIX. HOGTOWN. QUEEN CITY.


As Canada’s largest city, Toronto deserves a special mention—as much as this may annoy people who live elsewhere in Canada and feel like Toronto takes up all the oxygen. Since the area was first settled in 1750, it’s become not only the country’s most populous spot but also its cultural and financial hub too. More than 50 percent of Toronto’s population was born outside of Canada, and there are more than 150 languages spoken here, making it one of the most multicultural cities in the world. It’s got loads of museums and art galleries, six opera companies, numerous theaters, lots of universities, a bunch of newspapers and media outlets, two international airports, and, of course, restaurants for every taste. Toronto also has North America’s oldest continuously operating theater, the Royal Alexandra Theatre, which opened in 1907. It’s home to four major league sports teams—the Blue Jays, Raptors, Toronto Football Club, and Maple Leafs, as well as the Canadian Football League’s Toronto Argonauts. Five national banks and the Toronto Stock Exchange are also headquartered here. It’s kind of a big deal. Unless you don’t live there, in which case you consider it totally overrated.






MANITOBA


CAPITAL: Winnipeg


Manitoba is smack in the middle of Canada and one of the three prairie provinces. It sits above Minnesota and North Dakota and extends all the way north to the territory of Nunavut.


Its original inhabitants included the Ojibwe, Dene, and Cree peoples. In its infancy the area was controlled by the Hudson’s Bay Company and was called Rupert’s Land. After confederation in 1867, the private company then ceded the land to Britain—to the dismay of many French settlers in the region.


This led to one of the most infamous incidents in Canadian history—the Métis uprising against the Canadian government in 1869. Louis Riel, who felt the new government was ignoring the concerns of his people, led the Red River Rebellion. Riel created a provisional Métis government and arrested—and executed—those considered pro-Canada. The resistance led to negotiations with the Canadian government, resulting in the founding of the modern province of Manitoba as well as religious and education protections for French speakers in the region. After a brief self-imposed exile in the United States, Riel came back to lead another rebellion in 1885. This time the Canadian government arrested and executed Riel for treason. The government eventually got over being pissed off about all this, and February 18 is now observed as Louis Riel Day in Manitoba.


The 1919 Winnipeg General Strike is another famous bit of history. Unemployment and inflation along with poor wages and dismal working conditions led the Winnipeg Trades and Labor Council (WTLC) to call a general strike. More than thirty thousand people walked off the job, closing factories and shops and disrupting train service. In solidarity, public-sector workers like the police, firemen, and postal workers also joined the strike. The federal government then stepped in to support the business owners and arrested labor organizers. After a skirmish with the police in which a striker was killed and thirty more injured, the unions voted to return to work, but the strike would inspire labor movements for years to come.


Winnipeg is the cultural hub of the province3 and is also home to the Museum of Human Rights and Freedoms, where you can spend hours taking in all the exhibits—plus the building itself is great too. There’s an established arts scene here as well. The Royal Winnipeg Ballet, for example, is the longest continually operating ballet company in North America. Polar bear enthusiasts are in luck as well, as the province is also the home of Churchill, the polar bear capital of the world.


Listen: Neil Young or the Weakerthans


Read: The Stone Angel by Margaret Laurence or A Complicated Kindness by Miriam Toews


Watch: The Saddest Music in the World



SASKATCHEWAN


Capital: Regina


Saskatchewan (kisiskāciwani-sīpiy) means “swift-flowing river” in Cree. The name is apt, as around 10 percent of the province is fresh water. It’s also the location of Moose Jaw, which has to be one of the coolest place names in the country (apart from Medicine Hat and Dildo). This landlocked province is known for its agriculture and mining industry—mostly wheat as well as rye and lentils. It is also the world’s largest exporter of mustard seed and… uranium. The Quebec aerospace company Bombardier has a large presence here as well. Like the American Midwest and West, much of the province was settled by Ukrainian, Polish, Scandinavian, and German immigrants,4 whose influence is still felt today.


Historically Saskatchewan has been one of the nation’s most progressive, thanks to its election of North America’s first democratic socialist government in 1944—the Co-operative Commonwealth Federation (CCF). As a result, the province was the first to implement free Medicare for all in 1947 because of the efforts of Premier Tommy Douglas, a prairie preacher-turned-politician who later became the first leader of the federal New Democratic Party. (Alberta followed suit in 1950, and the rest of Canada got free universal health care by 1966.)


Fun fact: the hottest temperature ever recorded in Canada happened here in 1937, with a high of 45 degrees Celsius, or 113 degrees Fahrenheit.


Listen: Buffy St. Marie or the Sheepdogs


Read: Who Has Seen the Wind by W. O. Mitchell


Watch: Little Mosque on the Prairie


ALBERTA


Capital: Edmonton


Alberta is often described as the “Texas of Canada” due to its robust cattle farming and oil industries—the Athabasca oil sands produce over one million barrels of oil per day. As a result, the province is an economic powerhouse, with a per capita GDP in 2013 that exceeded that of the United States, Switzerland, or Norway. It’s also home to dramatic Rocky Mountain scenery, with towns like Banff, Canmore, and Jasper bringing tourists from around the world to take in the turquoise lakes, glaciers, and mountain vistas. (If you follow any travel influencers on social media, you’ve probably seen a picture of them in a flowy dress or with a rumpled plaid shirt doing a yoga pose at Lake Louise.) It’s also home to the world-renowned Banff Centre for the Arts, which hosts international artists for a variety of programs throughout the year.5 The Alberta Badlands and Dinosaur Provincial Park are also tourist draws. While wildlife in Alberta no longer includes dinosaurs, they do have grizzly and black bears, mountain lions, lynx, and cougars.


Originally home to the Plains Cree, Blackfoot, and Chipewyan peoples, parts of the province after European contact became French, Spanish, English, and even American. The Hudson’s Bay Company (a fur trading company) also claimed some of it. It became a Canadian province in 1905 and is named after Queen Victoria’s sixth child, Princess Louise Caroline Alberta. After nearly fifty years with a progressive conservative government, residents elected the left-leaning New Democrats in 2015. Calgary’s current mayor, Naheed Nenshi, elected in 2010, is the first Muslim mayor of any major North American city. He’s worth following on Twitter if you get the chance: @nenshi.


LISTEN: k.d. lang or Jann Arden


READ: The Black Grizzly of Whisky Creek by Sid Marty


WATCH: FUBAR



BRITISH COLUMBIA (also known as B.C.)


CAPITAL: Victoria




“Sat staring, staring, staring—half lost, learning a new language or rather the same language in a different dialect. So still were the big woods where I sat, sound might not yet have been born.”


—Emily Carr, artist





British Columbia is Canada’s westernmost province that sits above Washington, Idaho, and Montana and extends north to Alaska and the Yukon and Northwest Territories. Originally home to around two hundred nations, including the Haida and Tlingit (before most of them died in a smallpox epidemic), some of the world’s most beautiful and important Indigenous art comes from here, such as totem poles, dugout canoes, and ceremonial masks. Like much of Canada, B.C. was settled by a mix of the Spanish, British, and French. Fort Victoria was established on Vancouver Island in 1843, and the British settlement eventually became the quaint capital city of Victoria, where you can still get high tea or a pint of bitter, depending on your taste. B.C. became a province in 1871. Most of B.C. is unceded territory, which means that, unlike much of eastern Canada, there were no land treaties between Indigenous peoples and the government, although this is slowly changing as new agreements are signed.


The province is also home to another and more recent shameful chapter in Canadian history. During World War II more than twenty-two thousand Canadian Japanese citizens living in B.C. were sent to internment camps far from the coast. Their forced relocation was funded by the sale of their own seized land and possessions. The federal government formally apologized in 1988. More recently the province is at the center of a dispute with the Canadian government, which wants to build an oil pipeline from neighboring Alberta to the coast of B.C.—an environmentally fragile area that critics reasonably argue would be devastated by tanker traffic and potential oil spills. There are ongoing protests and debates about the merits of the project, and it will likely be years before the issue is resolved.
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