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			ELAMIN ABDELMAHMOUD

			Introduction: The Sturdiness of an Unfinished Project

			If Expo 67 in Montreal was the loud, chatty corner of Can­ada’s 100th birthday party in 1967, Edmonton’s Second Century Week was the quiet, intellectual circle. Students from more than fifty universities and colleges travelled across the country, pouring into Edmonton to reflect on the meaning of Canada. There were lectures and debates, there were literary salons, and there was, of course, folk music. At one of the folk music parties, amid the singalongs and the chatter about what Canada’s next 100 years might look like, the legendary publisher and activist Mel Hurtig and the prolific poet Al Purdy were huddled, conspiring.

			Purdy griped to Hurtig about the way the United States treats Canada. And who could blame him? Purdy spent his career as something of an unofficial poet laureate of a nation reluctant to speak for itself, more than happy to defer to stories told by its neighbour. Purdy wanted to assemble Canadian opinions of the U.S. as a book. Hurtig listened. Three hours later, Hurtig says in his memoir, the pair was set on making the book a reality. They settled on the title The New Romans.

			Purdy and Hurtig co-authored a fiery invitation to coax Canada’s literary luminaries into the project. “The editor and author believe that in swallowing-whole American values, American publications, movies and television, there is some danger of Canadian indigestion,” they wrote, indignant about the amount of space the U.S. takes up in the Canadian imagination. They were by no means intense nationalists, they told invitees, but this was no time to be timid—they “believe that Canada as a country still has much to lose during the next hundred years (like self-­respect) if we can’t stand up on our hind legs and say what we think.” They had a hunch that this was a conversation that Canadians desperately needed.

			Even before publication, Hurtig positioned the book as the exhale the country was looking for. He promised controversy and impolite talk, and he had the country’s literary heavyweights on his side—Mordecai Richler, Margaret Atwood, Margaret Laurence, and Farley Mowat were among the lot who had answered the call. Hurtig had bookmarks printed advertising The New Romans, calling it “one of the most controversial books ever published in Canada.” The subtitle was short and to the point: “Candid Canadian Opinions of the U.S.”

			As it turns out, their hunch was right. By July of 1968, two months before publication, The New Romans had already amassed an astonishing 20,000 advance orders. Here was a country at a turning point, ravenous for a window into itself.

			Nearly sixty years later, as luck would have it, Mel Hurtig’s daughter Leslie, who runs the Vancouver Writers Festival, and McClelland & Stewart publisher Stephanie Sinclair were huddled, conspiring. The occasion hadn’t even changed much: the shadow of the United States had once again unsettled a quiet anxiety. Only this time, the threat was no longer implied. From the Oval Office, an American president repeatedly vowed to make Canada the 51st state; he called the sitting prime minister a “governor” to provoke a response. The book you’re holding now began with Hurtig and Sinclair both recognizing that this is our moment to stand on our hind legs and say what we think. So, what do we have to say?

			Elbows Up! is on the whole, admittedly, more combative than The New Romans. What is in the pages to come will be measured contemplation, yes, but there will also be anger, hurt, betrayal, and frustration spilling out. As I spent time with these contributions, I wondered if we have become more combative in the intervening fifty-seven years. Or is it more likely the prodigious talent of the offending American president to draw out an intense response?

			But then again, perhaps it has been too long since Canada considered some existential questions. That wasn’t the case fifty-seven years ago. Al Purdy and the gang had momentum on their side in 1968. The New Romans emerged in the middle of a rich era of Canada asking itself questions. Consider this: In 1965, the same year that Canada launched its new national flag, George Grant published his radical Lament for a Nation. Grant was dramatic in his framing—he subtitled it “The Defeat of Canadian Nationalism”—so perhaps he did not anticipate the delightful irony that his book would launch a kind of renaissance of Canadian identity contemplation. Expo 67 followed a couple of years later, showcasing the country to the world just as Canada turned 100.

			This was fertile soil for The New Romans to arrive in. It also meant Purdy’s slate had the space of contemplation without the hanging threat of annexation in the air. Purdy and Hurtig’s invitation may have been fiery, but the contributions exhibited a range in tones. Indeed, Richler turned the invitation to reflect on the U.S. into a mirror, picking up on Canada’s “increasingly truculent, occasionally touching national pursuit of something or other we can be true to. A heritage. A tradition. Anything.”

			We don’t have such luxury of cool distance from the hovering danger, and the Elbows Up! contributions reflect that. These essays are teeming with urgency and movement. Carol Off writes that she has become convinced that “Canada didn’t need an identity, it needed a shrink.” Omar El Akkad takes on the “many deranged currents in which the United States is presently caught,” while Jesse Wente warns from experience: “The new colonizer will seek to kill all the buffalo, whatever form that takes today.”

			Peter Mansbridge wonders where our newfound anger will take us, an anger he has never seen before. Speaking of anger, “An elbow is a weapon,” writes Ann-Marie MacDonald. Some of that anger turns inwards, as Jay Baruchel rightly admonishes us for neglecting the advancement of our own stories in favour of American culture.

			Still, the parallels between The New Romans and Elbows Up! are occasionally amusing. I was watching Justin Trudeau proclaim that “there isn’t a snowball’s chance in hell that Canada would become part of the United States” while reading Farley Mowat invert that exact sentiment in The New Romans: “I can no longer convince myself that we have even a snowball’s chance in hell of escaping ultimate ravishment at the hands of the Yankee succubus,” he writes. Mowat’s contains the serenity of a man who knows he cannot win a fight; Trudeau’s carries the hallmarks of a fight-or-flight response.

			It’s also not lost on me that in the very act of bringing this book to life, we are contributing to what Richler calls “one of the few original Canadian enterprises, the What-Is-Our-Identity business.” But what would he have us do? Roll over? You can decide for yourself, as we have reprinted some of the most piercing pieces from The New Romans here.

			Elbows Up!, then, is a work of necessity, a book that emerges out of multiple crises converging. It represents a collection of voices from across the country who have answered the call in an impossibly short timeframe, eager to enter a conversation that the country needs right now.

			These contributions buck and protest under a recognition of an ordering reality: regardless of the political weather of the United States, our relationship with them cannot just be severed. Geography demands this, and industry backs up that demand. But what you will get from these pages is a sense of broadening possibility: that this relationship can be reconfigured, maybe even nudged out of the centre of Canada’s cultural imagination. Even if the U.S. were to elect another Manifest Destiny president, perhaps Canada could learn not to voluntarily hand over the country’s sense of itself.

			Yet the works in this book also buck and protest under a coursing defeatism that sometimes rears its head in Canadian culture. I cannot convey how quickly my enthusiasm dimmed as I flipped the pages of The New Romans, surprised by how so many of our literary heroes assumed it was inevitable that Canada would become subsumed by the United States, either economically, culturally, or literally.

			“A good definition of Canada,” Margaret Atwood once wrote, “might be that it is the only country that is being told repeatedly—from both inside and outside itself—that it doesn’t really exist.” At least for now, the voices from inside have quieted. Perhaps they’re looking around, perhaps for the first time, and taking in what they can see, and for once, letting it add up to a country.

			At the height of the annexation threats, when the “51st state” rhetoric was nearly daily, I met with a group of up-and-­coming Indigenous journalists, all of them women, all in their twenties. Our conversation drifted to the news cycle and the group traded jokes about how disorienting it was to hear the word “sovereignty” so often at the heart of a national conversation—up until now, they said, they’d only heard sovereignty talked about by older Indigenous adults. “It’s so crazy to see white people taking our word,” one said, and the room exploded in laughter.

			There is something instructive here: how might Canada understand itself differently if more Canadians understood that these recent threats do not constitute a new kind of encroachment on the self-determination of people who live here, but rather a continuation of the old encroachments?

			Elbows Up! was built with this frame at its centre. Where Purdy and Hurtig were provocative, Sinclair and I began our invitation letter by urging contributors not to lose sight of the fact that not everyone watching the news will be surprised by the realization that treaties can be broken, that allies can turn into enemies in an instant.

			What I see in these contributions is a set of ideas that has absorbed this reminder. Perhaps it changes your approach to know that someone here, where you live, has had to answer these questions before. What emerges, then, is not a declarative nationalism but something quieter: a steady belief in the sturdiness of an unfinished project.

			I confess to you that I find no crisis in an unfinished project. On the contrary, I find possibility—something expansive, something you can always add to. It’s tempting to look to the past for answers, but I am unconvinced that that’s the best use of history. Instead, I have begun to look to the past for questions, because the best way we have to measure progress is to see if we are still asking the same questions after time has passed.

			The bad news is that too many of the questions that move through The New Romans still move through Elbows Up! The good news is that our inheritance is never the answers, only the questions, and so conversely, the very best we can do is bequeath a new set of questions to the future. What follows represents our best attempt. May your questions be sharper still.

			Elamin Abdelmahmoud

			June 2025

		

	
		
			MARGARET ATWOOD
THE NEW ROMANS (1968)

			Backdrop Addresses Cowboy

			Star-spangled cowboy

			sauntering out of the almost-

			silly West, on your face

			a porcelain grin, tugging a papier-mâché cactus

			on wheels behind you with a string,

			you are innocent as a bathtub

			full of bullets.

			Your righteous eyes, your laconic

			trigger-fingers

			people the streets with villains:

			as you move, the air in front of you

			blossoms with targets

			and you leave behind you a heroic

			trail of desolation:

			beer bottles

			slaughtered by the side

			of the road, bird -

			skulls bleaching in the sunset.

			I ought to be watching

			from behind a cliff or a cardboard storefront

			when the shooting starts, hands clasped

			in admiration,

			but I am elsewhere.

			Then what about me

			what about the I confronting you on that border

			you are always trying to cross?

			I am the horizon

			you ride towards, the thing you can never lasso

			I am also what surrounds you:

			my brain

			scattered with your

			tincans, bones, empty shells,

			the litter of your invasions.

			I am the space you desecrate

			as you pass through.

		

	
		
			MARGARET ATWOOD

			On “Backdrop Addresses Cowboy”

			I wrote “Backdrop Addresses Cowboy” in or around 1966, as Canadian self-awareness was cranking itself up. I should say “again”—Canadians’ enthusiasm for themselves appears to be cyclical. In 1913, poet Pauline Johnson was revered, and her funeral was the largest Vancouver had ever seen. During the Great War, the Canadians were extolled—by themselves and others—when they captured Vimy Ridge; they never lost a battle after that. The Second World War was another high point, when Canadians fought up through Italy, and were then given the task of “clearing” the Netherlands. At the end of the war, Canada had the fourth-largest navy in the world.

			But by the time I was in high school in the 1950s, things had changed. Having been joined at the hip with the British in the war, Canada saw those ties weakening, while connections with the United States—both commercial and cultural—grew stronger. Canadians’ opinion of themselves shrank in comparison. New York was terrific, Toronto was a backwater, and so forth. We learned little about Canada in school—not the history, not the literature. In fact, it was a widespread belief that there wasn’t any literature, apart from Stephen Leacock. Young writers were told as a matter of course that they should get out of the country and go to a place where writing was truly appreciated—London, Paris, New York. In 1963, when I was working for a market research company, the majority of Canadians in one of our surveys answered “No” to the question “Is there a difference between Canada and the United States?” Though they also answered “No” when asked if Canada should join the United States. It seems they knew there was a difference, but they didn’t know what it was.

			In the sixties, instead of leaving, many young writers decided to stay and, like beavers, rearrange their environment to make it more favourable to their pursuits. The early 1960s saw the creation of new magazines, then an uptick in the production of Canadian books and the promotion of Canadian authors, notably through the efforts of Jack McClelland of McClelland & Stewart. Later in the decade came the formation of new publishing companies: it seemed there was a readership for Canadian authors in Canada, after all. The success of Expo 67 increased the wave of pro-Canadian energy that had been building, accompanied as it was by a certain kind of anti-­Americanism, which had its roots in young Americans’ opposition to the Vietnam War. Al Purdy’s anthology The New Romans was symptomatic. It included “Backdrop Addresses Cowboy.”

			Two more waves were to follow: the uproar around Brian Mulroney’s Free Trade Agreement with the United States, with some for it (it would increase trade and benefit the economy) and some against it (it would make Canada too dependent on a very much larger and richer country to the south, in effect ceding control and creating unequal leverage; if they pulled the rug on such a deal after we’d become dependent on just one major trading partner—or rather, more dependent, as the flow of trade had already shifted to north–south from transatlantic—we would be up the proverbial creek without a paddle). I was of the latter party. People on opposite sides didn’t come to blows, but they said harsh things, such as “I’ll certainly never play bridge with THEM again.” I’ve kept some artifacts from that time, including a T-shirt with a cartoon of an eagle having forced sexual congress with a beaver.

			During the early and mid-sixties, I was studying in the United States, and getting an up-close-and-personal view not only of the seventeenth-century New England Puritans, but of the eighteenth-century land wars going on amongst the British and French, and then—come the American Revolution—between the soon-to-be Americans and the British. Manifest Destiny, westward expansion, and land-grab massacres of the original inhabitants were soon to follow, once those pesky treaties between Indigenous nations and the British Crown had been swept off the table.

			One of the immediate inspirations for the poem was, however, a film I’d seen in the early sixties: How the West Was Won (1962). It had an all-star cast and was much celebrated at the time. The story is a familiar westward-expansion saga involving various hardships, family clashes, and cowboys-­and-Indians shoot-’em-ups—standard myths of the times—underlaid with a belief that was once taken for granted: that wild lands and nature were there to be “won” or “conquered,” and bent to the superior civilized will of the winners and conquerors. (Just like, you know, “women.” Essentially passive and voiceless, without rights or any real being, clay to the potter’s hand.) This was supposed to be in aid of “progress,” which was one of the great shibboleths of the twentieth century. This is why I don’t use the word progressive: change is not necessarily improvement, and eugenics—“progressive” in its time—was pretty awful, as were lobotomies. (Such a medical breakthrough. Probably developed through pithing frogs. But I digress.)

			The end of the movie was jaw-dropping, at least for me. Against a background of lyric and celebratory music, and amongst panoramic views of other triumphs of engineering such as the Hoover Dam and the Golden Gate Bridge, was an aerial shot of a superhighway cloverleaf in Los Angeles, with cars going around and around it. This was the prize result of all that struggle and suffering and winning and conquering? Nature was to be killed, flattened, and erased for this? A superhighway cloverleaf? Eh? It seemed to me like a bathetic artistic choice. (“Bathos,” says the American Heritage Dictionary, “is an abrupt, presumably unintended juxtaposition of the exalted and the commonplace, producing a ludicrous effect.”)

			So here we are again, in another iteration of Canadian self-esteem, but this time in the form of resistance to an existential threat. It seems that, according to the present American administration, Canada should be the new target of Manifest Destiny: inevitable and God-given American expansion is to flow northward, ignoring “artificial” borders and territories previously populated, erasing treaties, and I suppose—if deemed necessary—perpetrating massacres. At the very least we may expect a shootout on Bay Street, or a few summary hangings of die-hard federal MPs and the bombing of the Parliament Buildings in Ottawa. Then, after a while, someone will make a movie about it—How the North Was Won.

			And, someone will write a poem inspired by it. Giving, perhaps, another perspective on the conquering and winning saga. A poem sort of like this one.

		

	
		
			OMAR EL AKKAD

			Nakedly Transactional

			
				In the first few months after Donald Trump assumes the most powerful office on the planet for a second time, I notice a recurring theme in my correspondence. With increasing frequency, I receive message after message—from close friends, distant acquaintances, sometimes complete strangers—all urging me to leave the United States and come back to Canada. An organizer with a small literary festival off the B.C. coast tells me there’s always room for my family on their small, picturesque island. My best friend in Toronto asks if she can reach out to academic institutions on my behalf to see if there’s a job opening. A writer I’ve never met before sends a note about the quality of Vancouver’s public schools. At first, the cynic in me is inclined to read these overtures as condescending, a strange by-product of the seething anger at Trump musing about turning Canada into the 51st state. But there is no condescension (though the anger is very real), only genuine concern. The novelist Paul Lynch once wrote that “history is a silent record of people who could not leave,” and the notes I get come from people who truly believe this moment hovers now in the near horizon of American existence. For the first time since I arrived in this part of the world a quarter-century ago, the tenor of these U.S.-gazing conversations focuses not just on negation (we are not like them) or apology (they’re not really like this) or bafflement (I can’t believe this is what they’re like), but something much more existential.

			With almost every Canadian I talk to about the many deranged currents in which the United States is presently caught, there’s a sense that the whole enterprise is collapsing. More and more, the phrase “before it’s too late” becomes a fixture. And regardless of my own feelings about what collapse entails, or how regularly this enterprise has already collapsed onto the heads of its most vulnerable throughout its history, I find myself unable to disagree.

			

			—

			
				It just so happens I’m travelling across Canada for a book tour when Trump doubles down on his “51st state” comments (followed by a cartoonish series of tariff threats, backpedals, and more threats, the combination of which inspire more Can­adian rage toward the U.S. government than I’ve ever witnessed in my lifetime). Overnight, every interview I do for my new book careens toward the subject of cross-border relations. It makes sense, and not only because it’s a topic of conversation about which the country’s media institutions are willing to indulge in a much greater level of anger than the book’s other topics—in particular, the genocide of the Palestinian people, around which so many interviewers tiptoe with limitless caution. But not this; this is close. Canadians are furious, and rightly so. As so many descendants of this continent’s earliest inhabitants can vouch, nobody likes seeing their home discussed as a site of acquisition, nobody likes seeing the treaties and agreements they’ve signed be ignored or unilaterally altered. Of course there’s rage.

			But there is something instructive about the undercurrent of astonishment that often accompanies this rage: How could our closest ally behave in such a shamelessly transactional way? In so much Canadian editorial coverage of this dispute, there are periodic reminders of just how inexplicable and self-inflicted this whole thing is—a decades-long bond between nations, so needlessly degraded.

			And perhaps there should be astonishment, that the United States would go so far as to treat its closest neighbour, its closest friend—whatever the term of endearment may be—the same way it treats the vast majority of nations on this earth.

			

			—

			In November of 2024, I flew to the Qatari capital of Doha to teach a writing workshop. I grew up in this tiny peninsular state that periodically pops up in global headlines whenever its rulers manage to host a World Cup or gift the U.S. president a fancy plane. It was about a quarter-century since I had left as a teenager, bound for Canada. I wanted to go back and see the house I grew up in, the people I’d gone to school with, whose lives now in middle age had followed a far different trajectory than mine.

			My month-long teaching gig was at Georgetown Univer­sity’s Doha campus. Years ago, the Qatari royal family offered a gaggle of North American schools a blank cheque to come build satellite facilities. Today, “Education City” on the outskirts of downtown is one of the most sprawling, well-funded academic operations I’ve ever seen. And as with the equally sprawling U.S. military base out in the Qatari desert, this country’s ruling family doesn’t just shell out obscene sums of money to keep these institutions humming out of the kindness of its heart. “Do you know what happens if they stop paying for that base?” one of my Education City colleagues asked me one day. “The Saudis invade tomorrow. Hell, the one thing that might keep them at bay is how much shit they’d get into if they damaged one of these American schools in the process.”

			It has always been this nakedly transactional. In countries like Qatar, in those tiny Pacific Island states that vote in lockstep with the U.S. on every United Nations resolution related to Palestine and Israel, in El Salvador and its rentable gulags, in the places where the bombing of a hospital provokes outrage and the places where it provokes no reaction at all. For all the idiocy of the present Trump administration, there’s also a near-refreshing candour about its adherence to this way of doing things. Without the obligation of performative virtue, of any veneer of concern for human rights, there’s no need to waste anyone’s time. Canada becomes no more or less a friend or ally than Saudi Arabia. Friends and allies become useless concepts; there’s only whoever happens to be sitting at the opposite end of the bargaining table, and what can be extracted from them. It makes for good speeches when presidents and prime ministers talk of special relationships between nations, but if all that talk is in the end an elaborate euphemism for states that happen to occupy mutually bene­ficial positions along the axis of capitalism and colonialism, much of this present moment makes perfect sense. There’s a reason why, of all the arguments that have been levelled against Trump’s policies, the one that seems to have found the most traction is simply that it’s going to raise prices.

			By the time my Canadian book tour comes to an end, the country feels changed. Canadian travel to the U.S. falls off a cliff; commercial and institutional boycotts, so often dismissed in other contexts as ineffective or illiberal, suddenly become tactics of mass patriotic appeal; at the highest political levels, there’s talk of a new era, one in which this country works instead on strengthening its ties with other allies, ones that won’t turn on a dime.

			Maybe this sense that the United States is undergoing something terminal will last, and the relationship across the world’s largest undefended border will never be the same. Or maybe it will prove far less effort to just ride this administration out, wait for someone more palatable to return to the White House, and keep things as they’ve been.

			

			—

			The young woman in the book-signing line was crying. Her friend had just been kidnapped, and she thought she might be next.

			A couple of weeks after the end of the Canadian book tour, I travelled to Brookline, about a half-hour’s drive west of Boston, for another event. Toward the end of the evening, a woman in her twenties came up to talk to me. She said she was a student at a nearby university, until recently active in the protest movement against the slaughter in Gaza. One of her friends, who’d written an op-ed calling for divestment from Israel, had just been snatched off the street by federal agents. At the time, hardly anyone knew where she had been taken, the conditions of her capture, the details of her supposed crime.

			There had been other such kidnappings—indeed, they quickly became a hallmark of the early days of the second Trump presidency. In the weeks and months to come, there’d be more. The purpose was not so much to punish those who were taken as to prompt terror in those who were not. “I think they might come for me too,” the young woman in Brookline kept saying, “I think they might come for me too.”

			I had no idea what to tell her. There’s little use prognosticating; who knows what comes next? By the time this book is published, everything in this essay might feel a million years old, buried under whatever calamities are to come. Is it the case that something in the North American dynamic has been irreparably broken, and there really is an entirely new set of political and economic relationships to be forged? Or is this only a temporary chill, to be followed inevitably by more speeches about common faith in common ideals.

			In truth, I think about leaving the United States all the time, about Lynch’s description of history, and all those people who waited too long, who ultimately could not leave. And then I think about far less apocalyptic, far more prosaic concerns: finances, social circles, employment prospects, all those stubborn sites of inertia that keep people tethered to the same relationships, year after year, decade after decade. Perhaps the same is true of nations as well.

		

	
		
			JESSICA JOHNSON

			Canada Needs a Rewrite

			
				For years, the Hudson’s Bay Company charter stood outside the corporate boardroom at the company’s downtown Toronto headquarters at 401 Bay Street. I was often one of several dozen people who passed its glass case as we filed in and out of meetings about company strategy. I don’t remember anyone sparing it a glance. In fact, the dun-coloured document struck me as one of the least impressive of the company’s artifacts: no competition for the taxidermized animals or the coureur de bois mannequins in their hbc blanket coats that led the way to the company cafeteria in Brampton. As a child, if you asked me to name the country’s most important artifact I would probably have chosen one of the mummies at the Royal Ontario Museum. The Royal Charter that gave hbc explorers the right to invade Canada had no such gravitas, even though it was signed on deerskin. 

			Americans keep their Declaration of Independence proudly displayed in the National Archives in Washington, D.C.; the Canadian equivalent is sitting in a storage room somewhere. Maybe that’s fitting. The Declaration of Independence is a list of demands and an articulation of values declaring the beginning of a country. hbc’s Royal Charter, like so many letters and ledgers and other records in the official company archives, is a trade agreement: a document forged between the Crown and explorers before Confederation. Now, it’s potentially up for sale, one of the last tangible items in the sell-off of hbc. 

			I had an average—to say, pitiful—understanding of Canadian history when I went to work at Hudson’s Bay in 2009. According to what I had learned in high school, Canada was founded by two great cultures—the French and the English—who followed the river routes with the best of intentions. I joined the company as head copywriter, aka “Chief Adventurer of Writing,” just as the Bay and other heritage department stores were going through an international boom. My job was to oversee everything from product names to the messages that appeared on billboards—and dozens, if not hundreds, of seasonal and annual ad campaigns. We also worked on books and longer-term projects, such as campaigns for the Olympics and the Hudson’s Bay point blanket. Over the next six years, I discerned a much truer picture of the company’s history with the Crown, its relationship to trade, and the country’s treatment of Indigenous people. 

			As the story goes, once Canada was founded through a real estate deal that saw the transfer of land from the Hudson’s Bay Company to the Crown and then to the new country of Canada, hbc sold land packages to settlers like my Scottish great-great-grandparents. The company developed further through such transactions, providing mail-order goods to fill the houses that were going up, and eventually became a department store chain serving big cities. By the time American real estate magnate Richard Baker took over hbc in 2008, he was acquiring a brand with a logo almost as recognized as Canada’s itself; internally, the Bay prided itself on being “the company that became a nation.” Over the next decade, Baker sold off the land under the Bay locations, and thus reduced the value of its holdings, piece by piece. Now, the most truly valuable thing left—a document worth everything and nothing—is the charter. hbc is being absorbed back into the land it came from, just like my father, whose body we lowered into a family plot last winter in Harris, Saskatchewan, out near our old family farm.

			Canada is built on real estate. That’s how Don Gillmor, author of Canada: A People’s History, described the Bay when he wrote a story for The Walrus about the 2022 donation of the long-time Winnipeg flagship store to the Southern Chiefs’ Organization: “Canada’s oldest company began as a land deal (at least from the European perspective) during an outbreak of the bubonic plague and may end as a real estate deal in another plague.”

			That’s how U.S. president Donald Trump sees this country too: as a “beautiful land mass,” as he posted to his followers on Truth Social this past April 28, Canada’s election day. “No more artificially drawn line from many years ago,” he said, referring to the 49th parallel, also the world’s longest undefended border, as evidence of his case for annexing Canada to the U.S.

			In spite of his incredible chutzpah, Trump clearly sees Canada for what it always has been—a colossal real estate grab. Someone has owned Canada for the last 355 years. Why shouldn’t it be his?

			I must sound angry. Should I be? This is the way people have always done it here. Canada is just the first developer’s dream.

			The problem is that we keep putting real estate over people.

			Canada celebrated its 150th birthday in 2017 through a series of national events. The Walrus, where I was soon to become editor-in-chief, held public talks across the country on the theme of “We Desire a Better Country.” Every set of speakers included a recipient of the Order of Canada as well as an Indigenous leader. I tried to attend as many of the talks as I could. What struck me was that, in every instance I attended in person, an Indigenous speaker said some version of “Canada is not my country.” In Charlottetown, P.E.I., the site of Confederation, Teyotsihstokwáthe Dakota Brant said, “The irony is not [lost] on me that I am here because I’ve been identified as an exceptional Canadian. I have never, nor have my ancestors ever, asked for that moniker.”

			It can’t have been the first time I heard that view expressed—many Indigenous writers and activists share similar views—but it was the first time I had heard it said on a public stage, under the Canadian flag, in a room full of Canadian celebrities and, if I remember correctly, the province’s lieutenant governor and their kilt-wearing detail. It was also the encapsulation of an insight I’d been reaching for in a lifetime of trying to encapsulate Canada for Canadians: it was as if someone had pointed out the emperor’s new clothes, something most of us are afraid to say.

			Canada is not a thing. It’s a concept you can buy into—or, in the case of Dakota Brant (who was crowned Miss Indian World in 2010), choose not to. What if we all just came out and said it? Canada is not a thing. Or at least, it’s not one fixed, permanent concept. To admit it openly would make what we are more authentic, instead of an ideal to chase. We could make Canada’s opt-in identity intentional, like when Gwyneth Paltrow rebranded divorce as “conscious uncoupling.”

			All my life, it’s felt as if we’re all trying to build up Canada into something bigger than it is. As a young journalist it was my job to cover restaurants and designers and profile Cana­dian “ones to watch” as if the subjects were Hollywood stars; I realized the product we were selling was a vision of Canada itself. The more I become a professional “expert” on Canada, the less convinced I am that we are alike or that we need to be. I’ve thought this through jobs at the Globe and Mail (“Canada’s National Newspaper”), Hudson’s Bay (“Canada’s Department Store”), The Walrus (“Canada’s Conversation”), and more recently, while conducting a national research project on the cbc/Radio-Canada, our national public media service.

			If Canada were a thing, chances are you and I wouldn’t be able to agree on how to define it anyway. Do you like hockey? Do you love seeing plays at the Stratford Festival? Chances are the same person does not love both of those things, but in Canada, we’re all supposed to be fiddling and drinking beer and wearing red plaid shirts the same long endless day. I’m tired of it. I would happily stake my personal Canada on homemade bread from Saskatchewan, watching the crashing waves on the beach in Ucluelet, and Ontario apples and cranberries. Your list would include different things. It doesn’t mean we can’t both be Canadian. But let’s not write a story—let alone build a national identity—out of a series of Instagram posts.

			There’s a beer-and-hockey-commercial version of the country that has had a resurgence since the tariff talk came up. And it’s easy to buy into. “Elbows up.” In the face of threat, Canadians are rushing to a show of strength. But while the instinct is admirable, I would be wary of using simplistic definitions of what “Canadian” is to define where we go next. First of all, the best-known images we have were invented to sell us products like beer (see, for example, the resurgence of the “I Am Canadian” ad, which has its distant origins in an Australian Qantas campaign). And I, too, cry at Tim Hortons commercials depicting weary parents driving too-young offspring to hockey practice in the grey morning hours. But I think the reason they move us is that they demonstrate perseverance under hardship, just as we’re facing today.

			The problem with such lifestyle-oriented images of Canada is that they leave so many people out. A lot of newcomers to Canada don’t play hockey. If you didn’t grow up playing—or can’t afford it—it’s hard to pick it up. While editing The Walrus, I was also struck by an audience survey that found the same proportion of people thought that poetry and hockey were “very important.” Whatever your passion is, it may look like a niche interest to someone else.

			I didn’t really understand Canada in its complexity until 2023, when I was approached by McGill University’s Centre for Media, Technology, and Democracy to lead “What Should the cbc/Radio-Canada Be?” Soon after, Conservative leader Pierre Poilievre threatened to defund or cancel Canada’s public media service if elected prime minister. My colleagues and I decided to ask Canadians themselves what they wanted from the cbc. It turned out that 78 per cent of Canadians wanted to keep it, especially if it could address the major criticisms levelled against it.

			It is harder to find consensus about what to do with the outlet. About the same
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Al _INVITATION TO CONTRIBUTE TO AN IMPORTANI NEW BOOK

Working Title: "The New Romans®

Subject: What some well known Csnedians really-think of Americans
end the U.S.

Editors A.W. Purdy
Publishers W¥.G., Hurtig

Payment: 20,00 for poetry (about 40 lines - slightly more or less)
or $20.00 for prose (about 1,000 words). Contributions
must not heve been previously published in book form.

Formet: About 60 peges of prose and 30 pages of poetry, about 40
contributing Cenadien poets, writers, broadcasters, critics,
politicians, politicel scientists, philosophers, etc.

Contributions: To be sent to A.W. Purdy, R.R. #1, Ameliasburg,
Ontario.

Deadline: September 1, 1967
‘bout The Book: 'any Cenadians feel the overpowering effect of

the U.S.A. 1s not in the best interest of Canada. This book is
meant to explore the aspvects of American culture, social values

end morality that the authors find objectionable and even danger-
ous. Here is an excellent opportunity to speak out on a subject
most often ignored by Canada's press. Bear in mind, we're not
necessarily telking about business or economics. What we'd like

to neve from contributors to this book is strong, outspoken and
honest comment on such things as the reelity of “The American
Dream,” the commonplace violence in American society, the virt-
ually accepted Governmentel “credibility gap,” the resurgence of
¥cCerthyism in the U.S., American involvement in Vietnam, the (.I.A.
2nd Americaen intervention abroad, the export of American “culture®”
as exemplified by U.S. television, "democrecy® esnd “freedom®
defined in terms of napelm, Wetts or non-violent protest -

The John Birch Society, murder, end “the right to bear arms,® etc.

w11l the book be enti-American? Definitely!?

Just to stir up controversy? Definitely noti This book will be
highly controversial, and will likely be the subject of much
eriticlem, Kost of all we hope the book to represent an honest
expresgsion, by respected Canadians of facets of American society
many Canadiens do not accept.

The editor and publisher bellieve that in swallowing-
whole Americen values, Americen publications, movies and television,
there 1s some danger of Canadian indigestion. We also believe
that Americens and Canadians ere not identical as to thinking end
beliefs, and that we might even have more in common with Quebec
than the U.S. We accept the idea that Canadians also 1live in a
glass house, but believe we heve the right to throw stones in any
directiocn we like, especially southward. “None of us are perfect,
but some of us are less perfect.® (Confuciuz)

We are not ultra nationalists, just ordinary ones, and
believe that Caneda as a country still has much to lose during the
next hundred years (like self-respect) if we can®t stand up on our
nind legs and say what we think. We hope you‘ll be a contributor to
this beok, end that payment will be least of the incentives.

“Al Purdy®
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