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American, now 
BY SUSAN DICKLITCH

Irecently celebrated my first Independence Day
as an American citizen — then returned for a

visit to Hamilton a week after Canada Day. I am a
citizen of both countries, but my home, now, is in
the United States.

Let’s get a few things straight from the onset. I
am proud of my Canadian heritage, of my Cana-
dian education, and of my well-developed Cana-
dian sense of tolerance. 

But what I’m not particularly proud of, and
perhaps this was the catalyst that drove me from
my beloved home, is Canada’s lack of identity
and unity. I didn’t want to be a hyphenated Cana-
dian anymore.

What does it mean to be a hyphenated Canadi-
an? Growing up in Canada in the ’70s, it was not
enough to say that you were Canadian. People
wanted to know who you really were — i.e., where
your parents came from. Mine came from a coun-
try that no longer exists — Yugoslavia — but at
the time, their country of origin was supposed to
define who I really was.

My parents had brought me up to believe that I
was Canadian — and only Canadian. Nothing else
mattered. After all I was born in Canada. But no
one really seemed to care about that. They were
more interested in what the hyphened part was:
Yugoslav-Canadian, Italian-Canadian, or Pak-
istani-Canadian.

Most people who know me think that I
left Canada just for a job in the Unit-
ed States, and I did in fact leave
Canada initially in 1994 to
take a visiting assistant
professor job at the
University of South
Carolina. 

But two years later, I
had an opportunity
to come back to a
tenure-track job in
Ontario (which in
the academic field
is the brass ring). I
chose not to. 

It wasn’t because
I didn’t have any
close family or
friends living in
Canada. My par-
ents and sister, as
well as most of my
friends still lived
there and I missed
them dearly. Nor was it
because I had a better
offer at the time in the
United States — I was
still in a three-year vis-
iting assistant professor
position. And it certainly

wasn’t because my benefits were so much better
in the U.S. They were about the same. 

It was something less tangible. I was mesmer-
ized by the American dream — and I’m not refer-
ring just to the American economic dream.

It was the sense that you could be whatever you
wanted to be (I know it sounds like an army com-
mercial), but at the same time be a part of a
greater whole. 

Only when the occasional “eh” slipped out did
people ask about where I came from — they just
assumed I was American. They did not care
where my parents were born — they just assumed
I was proud to be in America and to be American. 

This is what Canada is missing: there is no
united Canadian dream. Canada belongs to
everyone, but at the same time to no one. Every-
one still seems to be focused on the hyphen.

It’s important to celebrate diversity and one’s
heritage, but not at the expense of national iden-
tity. Multiculturalism may have gone too far, and
Québécois nationalism has helped to undermine
a sense of Canadian unity and solidarity. 

Canada has become little more than a punching
bag for disaffected communities. 

Many advocates of multiculturalism suggest
that the mosaic

that Canada has built is so much better than the
melting pot that the United States has demanded.
I disagree. 

American patriotism may sometimes be hard to
swallow, but you know that Americans love their
country. I wish I could say that about my Canadi-
an compatriots. Canadians even seem to be em-
barrassed to wave the Canadian flag. Or is it a
smug sense of superiority: that you can prover-
bially love your country without displaying it to
the rest of the world? Maybe Canada needs a bit
more love from its people.

I know I’m probably the last person that should
be telling Canada what it should be or what
Canadians should do, having just become a Unit-
ed States citizen. But I think that Canada needs to
sit up and take notice before more of its young
educated citizens choose to leave.

When I come back home to visit my mom in
East Hamilton, I’m proud to see that she still flies
the Canadian flag, even though she’s the only one
in the entire neighborhood — the same neighbor-
hood that we grew up in, the same house. 

She and my father came to Canada as immi-
grants, yet they became the most patriotic Cana-

dians I knew. 
When my father died in 1998,
we were proud to place a
Canadian flag at his grave.
Unfortunately, the staff at
East Hamilton Cemetery did
not think that was appropri-
ate, and removed it. They
classified the Canadian flag
in the same category as
wind-tossed plastic flowers
and wreaths. 

When I visit an American
cemetery, I cannot help

but notice their reverence
for the flag — and their

pride in displaying it.
Although my moth-

er lovingly calls me
the “American trai-
tor” now, she knows
that deep down in
my heart, there will
always be a place
for Canada — my
former home and
native land —  and
for my hometown
Hamilton.

Susan Dicklitch
lives in Lancaster,
Pa., and is an as-
sociate professor
of government at
Franklin and
Marshall College.

For the past few summers, I have
made numerous unkept promises

to myself to go to the Stratford Shake-
spearean Festival. It was Djanet Sears’
new and exciting play Harlem Duet
that finally got me there. 

As we walked through downtown
Stratford to see this award-winning
play, we came across three local
young black women who observed us
with curiosity. They sensed that we
were from out of town and rushed up
to greet us.

“Hello, Hello,” they said. “It’s good
to see you all … we don’t see many of
us around here.”  We chuckled as we
walked along to be a part of Stratford
history.    

This encounter reminded me of a
story my mom recounted many times
to us. Living in a small rural Ontario
town in the ’60s, my mom — who had
recently moved from Jamaica to
Canada —  for a long time never met a
black person in the area. One day she
ran into a black woman in a local store
and was overcome with joy.  Without
knowing the woman, my mom rushed
up to her and gave her a big hug. “I
was just so happy to see another black
person in town.” 

I guess that’s how those young
women felt as they met us heading to-
ward the theatre. 

As we entered the theatre where
Harlem Duet was being staged, we 
acknowledged the significance of our
journey from Hamilton (and Toronto)
to Stratford. We knew we were partic-
ipating in breaking new ground. We
were making history — we were on
our way to see the first black work to
be produced in the festival’s 54-year
history and the first to be directed by a
black woman and the first with an all-
black cast. We hoped it wouldn’t dis-
appoint. 

It didn’t. This rhapsodic blues
tragedy — a prelude to Shakespeare’s
Othello — is not an easy play. When
playwright and director Sears told in-
terviewers that the text was difficult,
she was not kidding. “It’s not an easy
play, in the sense that we’re not
singing and dancing and having a
great time. This isn’t the story of hap-
py negroes, happy to be here. This is
difficult text here. And I love that,”
says Sears. 

The Stratford Festival is changing
the way it does business. It promises
to broaden its work to include a wide
array of works from Canada’s cultural
community. Its new general director,
Antonio Cimolino, recently told re-
porters that staging Harlem Duet is
part of a movement to better reflect
the face of Canada.

“The goal ultimately is not to have a
diverse show here or there. The goal is
to make it so that someone comes
here and they look around the audi-
ence and they see a wide spectrum of
humanity seated,” he said. “They look
on the stage and they see a wide spec-
trum of humanity in all the parts.”  

Could this be tokenism? It doesn’t
appear to be the case. The folks at the
Stratford Festival appear to be serious
about bringing in more culturally di-
verse artists on board. They have 
already commissioned new plays by
First Nations writer David Moses and
African-Canadian playwright 
Andrew Moodie for upcoming sea-
sons. 

When asked about how she felt
about being the first, Sears said, “A
first is really only interesting if it is the
beginning of something … I have a
dream that this theatre will reflect a
wish we have for Canada — in terms
of language, in terms of ethnicity, in
terms of race — in that like a garden,
all kinds of flowers can grow here.”

Freelance columnist Evelyn Myrie lives
in Hamilton. She is co-chair of the
Hamilton Black History Committee.

Burlingtonians face steep tax in-
creases in 2007, and a new council

will struggle trying to keep costs un-
der control.

Last week council authorized city
staff to present the 2007 budget based
on a 9.25 per cent increase in expendi-
tures. New assessment, however, will
soften that blow because new devel-
opment will pick up part of the extra
cost.

Every percentage point of new
spending equals $785,000, or $11.85
per home assessed at $300,000. That
equals $105.61. Fortunately new as-

sessment will reduce that, likely to
about 5.24 percent, or $62.09 per av-
erage house. That’s only for the city
portion of the tax bill — the region and
the education portion still have to be
added. As well, the region’s utility
rates (sewer and water) are not part of
the tax bill, but charges over and above
taxes, which increase every year!

The city isn’t on a wild spending
spree, but is in the same bind as other
municipalities, trying to make avail-
able dollars cover community needs
and expectations. One of the biggest
issues is keeping Burlington’s road
network in reasonable condition —
pay now or pay much more later.
Council adopted the former approach,
and authorized an extra one per cent
every year for the “infrastructure gap”
— trying to catch up. It also autho-
rized one per cent annually for infla-
tionary pressures and the risks of ten-
ders not coming in as budgeted. 

For 2007 it also added 0.75 per cent
for increased operating costs for local
boards, such as the library board. Ex-

panded libraries can’t be run for the
same amount as the smaller facilities.

Municipal costs seem to be spi-
ralling out of control. Bigger cities
need more upkeep, and new funding
sources, such as gas tax revenues, are
still inadequate. Development charges
(levies assessed to the developer for
each new house) obviously don’t pay
the freight, otherwise taxes would
come down. Although these levies are
used for expanding roads affected by
the new development, and for fire
halls, arenas, etc. in new areas, the de-
mands of ever-increasing population
affect taxes — more roads to plow,
parks and recreation facilities to
maintain. Meanwhile, Burlington
faces build-out in about five years —
meaning there will be little vacant
land then for new construction, re-
sulting in less income from develop-
ment charges for still-needed infra-
structure. It’s a vicious circle.

These issues will be tackled by a
council without the respected, com-
petent leadership of retiring Mayor

Rob MacIsaac, and with at least two
new councillors (in wards 2 and 5). 

As a regular council observer, I’m
concerned. Downtown Ward 2 Coun-
cillor Joan Lougheed is seeking the
mayoralty, and southeast Ward Coun-
cillor Bob Wood, who was appointed
in June to fill a vacancy, will not run (a
real shame, because he is one of coun-
cil’s best and most thoughtful). All
councillors face competitors. 

The end result, though, is a mini-
mum of two changes on an undersized
council of seven (29 per cent) and for a
newly-minted four-year term. It’s
balderdash that four years is neces-
sary, but incumbents welcome it. In
fact the Association of Municipalities
of Ontario lobbied for it. If you get a
good council, it works — if not there’s
no recall, and you’re in for four years
of incompetence or worse.

Next year will be interesting. 

Freelance columnist Joan Little is a for-
mer Burlington alderman and Halton
councillor.  

Burlington’s new council will face tough decisions

BY BETSY AGAR

Today I’m reveling in aloneness. My
day is prescribed with tidying,

baking, decorating, wrapping and
planning for my son’s fourth birthday
party, and if that weren’t heavenly
enough, my beloved husband has
cleared the house of all humans need-
ing fed, soothed, changed, bathed or
wiped. Just me ... for 12 hours ... all by
myself. 

It’s true, I am on a tight schedule
and I have a lot to do in a relatively
short period, but I have two hands,
both eyes and a whole brain to commit
to one job at a time. 

For someone who usually starts
preparing dinner before lunch is
served (that’s the baby’s first nap of
the day), I’m giddy, feeling as though
I’m about to steal away to a spa and
read back issues of The Walrus; surely
there will also be spare time to tend
my neglected plants, organize that

ever-rising pile of photos, rearrange
furniture for the pending arrival of
nine rowdy four-year-olds, and catch
up on my sewing and correspondence. 

I’m wise to this trap, though. My
first first priority is the party, then I’ll
see ... 

“Don’t go overboard!” were my
husband’s words as he was heading
out the door with two kids, a bag of
toys, a diaper bag, a bag of snacks,
four bottles of milk, a travel high chair
and a cell phone (in case I need some-
thing). In case I need something? How
could I need anything? The kids and I
bought all of the supplies and food
yesterday morning, before our play-
date, and I’ve been planning this for
more than a month. I sure hope I don’t
need anything. 

After my leisurely lunch of reheated
coffee and leftover pizza, I went
straight to work. My creative juices
were flowing with the party theme as I
meticulously arranged the dining

room, where we would serve the cake,
selected toys appropriate for the
theme and arranging furniture to ac-
commodate kids playing and parents
socializing. I was in a dream world.

Finally, with the toys in place, deco-
rations up, cake in the oven, I was rel-
ishing in my thoughts of me time as I
slipped the wooden spoon, coated
with cake batter, into a sink full of
soapy water when it struck me: There
is no one here to lick the spoon. 

Immediately, tears welled up in my
eyes as I thought of all the sons and
daughters who have lost their battle
with cancer, who have been wounded
in battle, who were caught in the
crossfire, who were never coming
home to lick the spoon, and suddenly
all of those euphemisms for the most
feared realities a mother could face
became real to me. 

I thought of the mothers sitting for
hours, days, even weeks at the bed-
sides of sick babies in hospital, moth-

ers grieving children lost to the vio-
lence of terrorism, the mothers of sol-
diers and peacekeepers sent to do their
jobs at the risk of losing their own
lives, mothers desperately searching
for sons and daughters lost in the af-
termath of a natural disaster. 

My heart goes out to them all while
my mind attempts to imagine the
unimaginable. 

I can’t wait for my soon-to-be-
four-year-old to burst through the
front door, well after his bedtime,
hopped up on sugar, because Grandpa
and Dad can’t seem to resist. 

I will revel in the feeling of my 15-
month-old daughter’s limp body in
my arms while I carry her up to her
crib, too tired to notice her shoes be-
ing tugged from her feet. And tomor-
row, I will cherish letting them lick
clean the spatula and mixing bowl that
I saved for them in the nick of time. 

Betsy Agar lives in Hamilton.

No one home to lick the spoon

Why I left my home and native land

Stratford play
breaks new

multicultural
ground

JOAN LITTLE

EVELYN MYRIE

Articles welcome
The Forum page welcomes articles

analysing or commenting on issues
important to readers, from all view-
points, especially if based on personal
knowledge. We will notify those
whose articles are accepted.

Call Forum pages editor Robert
Howard with ideas at 905-526-3463,
or submit articles by:

❚ Fax to 905-526-3558.
❚ E-mail to

forumpage@thespec.com
❚ Deliver or mail to Forum Page, The

Hamilton Spectator, 44 Frid Street,
Hamilton L8N 3G3.

A15- vs #


