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This is not a fantasy. This is the truth. On July 14, 
2017, I stood in front of a packed courtroom in 
Scarborough, Ontario, wearing a black robe, 

about to swear in ninety-eight new Canadian citizens. 
Behind me was the Royal Coat of Arms, known formally 
as the Arms of Her Majesty the Queen in Right of Canada.

Those of us who are not citizenship judges (a paid job) 
but have the authority to be voluntary presiding officers, in 
my case because I am a Member of the Order of Canada, 
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are actually called “Eminent Canadians.” I have a couple 
of friends who have also presided at the ceremony, and 
they warned me it is an emotional experience. One said 
she completely lost it and sobbed while administering the 
Oath of Canadian Citizenship. I quipped, “I’m an actor 
and only cry when paid to do so.”

Wrong. I got through administering the oath in English 
in a firm, confident voice. In French, I wasn’t so assured 
but didn’t have time to cry while worrying about pronun-
ciation. I thought I was home free!

Wrong. It was shaking each individual’s hand, pre-
senting the new Canadian citizens with their citizenship 
certificates, and saying “Welcome to Canada” that got to 
me. Since these words were simply said to one person at 
a time, maybe they didn’t notice I was tearing up. Plus, 
what to say to each new citizen is the presiding officer’s 
decision, and I didn’t think my choice would bring on my 
tears until it happened.

How on earth and in heaven did I get to be the per-
son saying “Welcome to Canada”? How did I, suddenly, 
it seemed almost by magic, become the presiding officer 
who had the power, the right, the permission, the respon-
sibility, to say those three words?

I certainly never dreamed of “eminence” in 1967 when 
I immigrated to Canada. In fact, I just hoped to cross 
the border safely via the Peace Bridge between Buffalo, 
New York, and Fort Erie, Ontario. In the station wagon 
stuffed with wedding gifts, rented by my just-married, 
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born-in-Canada groom, I was certainly chasing a brand-
new, hopefully successful, life in Canada. But eminence? 
Never in my wildest dreams could I have projected that 
fifty years later a little black girl from the American South 
would say “In the name of Her Majesty the Queen, I wel-
come you” at the beginning of a citizenship ceremony.

rcmp Constable Russel and Rita Shelton Deverell, 
Citizenship Ceremony, 2017 (Courtesy Joanne Wesolowski)

In much less heartwarming recent news, in the evening 
of November 8, 2016, as it became clear Donald Trump 
would be president of the United States, the website of 
Citizenship and Immigration Canada crashed. Although 
there had been many jokes during the long campaign 
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about Americans moving to Canada if Trump won, this 
was no joke. The site was presumably overloaded with 
those seeking information on how to walk in the foot-
steps of earlier “American refugees chasing the Canadian 
dream,” some of whom we’ll meet in this book.

In the heat of this post-election moment, it might have 
appeared that something new and dramatic was happen-
ing. Actually, though, the website crash was the same old, 
same old: a 250-year-old story with a cyberspace gloss. 
American citizens and others resident or captive in the 
country that promotes itself as the freest, most prosperous, 
and most egalitarian in the universe were forced to ques-
tion whether they could remain there. That question has 
been raised many times before—from the Revolutionary 
War to the War of 1812, by travellers on the Underground 
Railroad, by victims of “un-American activities” trials, 
during the black Civil Rights movement, by Vietnam War 
resisters, then by Iraq War resisters. And now. Could the 
Citizenship and Immigration Canada website search-
ers of 2016 stay in a country that had a demonstrably 
long, tragic, and blatantly unresolved history of racism? 
Equally long-standing warmongering? Right-wing tests of 
American loyalty? Little quality universal public educa-
tion, health care, and arts support? And could they stay in 
a country that takes all criticism as disloyalty, punishable 
in various ways, including incarceration?

Canada has a visibly different history when it comes 
to these issues. To be more accurate, Canada has several 
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different histories, depending on the era, the party in 
power, the need for immigrants with particular back-
grounds, and, most importantly, how sovereign Canada 
feels itself to be at the moment.

Personally, I thought I’d successfully and finally escaped 
the United States in 1967 when I got my Canadian landed 
immigrant’s card, for sure by the time I took the Oath of 
Canadian Citizenship in 1975.

Wrong. On New Year’s Day 2015, at six o’clock in the 
morning in the Miami airport, my greatest desire being a 
place to brush my teeth, my recapture by the United States 
happened. I was on a brief layover there while returning 
from a trip to Santiago, Chile, where my husband, Rex, 
and I had visited our son, before returning “home” to 
Canada’s largest city. At least five border guards took a 
serious interest in my valid Canadian passport. Having 
lived in Canada for nearly fifty years, I felt secure in my 
Canadian citizenship, but since it was early New Year’s Day 
there were very few travellers in the airport, and us border 
control officers apparently had lots of time to interrogate 
me. My Canadian passport was electronically scanned and 
it accurately indicated a birthplace in the United States, 
Houston to be specific. This seems to have been the signal 
to detain me and inform me that I was still a “us person” 
and had to enter the United States with an American pass-
port. I was assured that “The United States still loves you.” 
Rex, meanwhile, was quickly flagged through because his 
birthplace was Toronto.
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Rex Deverell and Rita Shelton Deverell, 2018 (Photo by 
Shelton Ramsay Deverell)

Plans for this book had been made two years before 
day one of 2015. Yet this catalytic incident increased my 
writing speed. It became clear to me that Canada-us rela-
tions were in another turbulent period. Philosophical and 
political differences were heating up, as they have, on and 
off, throughout our history on this shared continent. And 
these differences became clear to many ordinary citizens 
through increasing challenges at the border.
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The harmonious Canada-us border is legendary. On 
both sides of it, we go through long periods of pontifi-
cating about how much alike the two countries are, what 
a great friendship we have, how we’re the biggest trading 
partners, and how dependent we are on each other for 
defence and therefore for peace.

This love fest, seriously impaired by 9/11, and further 
called into question by the aftermath of the Trump win in 
2016, glosses over the periodic waves of American immi-
gration to Canada, all of which have been triggered by 
major differences of philosophy and policy. These some-
times substantial differences over how the world should 
be run, and how we should conduct ourselves as citizens, 
are lived by both individuals and groups who immigrate 
(or flee) to Canada.

In the immediate aftermath of the 2016 us election, our 
trade relationship was underscored: Prime Minister Justin 
Trudeau immediately said, “Canada has no closer friend, 
partner, and ally than the United States,” and he looked 
forward to working with Trump’s administration and the 
us Congress on trade, investment, and international peace 
and security.1 

By the summer of 2018, however, Canada-us rela-
tions took a sharp downturn, with accusations of “back-
stabbing” behaviour aimed at Prime Minister Trudeau by 
President Trump. Trudeau, in turn, promised that Canada 
would not be pushed around by America. By and large, 
labour unions, other politicians, and Canadian citizens 
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appear to support the prime minister. And it is hoped 
that this period will be seen in the post-Trump future as a 
weird and wacky interlude in an otherwise peaceful coex-
istence between two continental neighbours.

Individual stories of immigration and residence 
comprise the subject matter of this book. American 
Refugees introduces us to “refugees”—both literal and 
figurative—from the United States living in Canada. The 
United Nations defines a refugee as “someone who has 
been forced to flee his or her country because of persecu-
tion, war or violence. A refugee has a well-founded fear 
of persecution for reasons of race, religion, nationality, 
political opinion or membership in a particular social 
group. Most likely, they cannot return home or are afraid 
to do so.”2

From the American Revolution to Vietnam to Iraq to 
today, many American immigrants to Canada have met 
that definition, though seldom have they been formally 
classified as refugees. This book explores the multiple rea-
sons why these refugees and/or their descendants stayed 
in Canada after the particular crisis had passed (for exam-
ple, after the un-American trials were over or after there 
was an amnesty for Vietnam War draft resisters). And I 
chronicle these new Canadians’ major contributions to 
Canadian society and how, in most cases, they have vig-
orously supported the cherished differences seen in pol-
itics and culture between Canada and the United States. 
American expatriates become especially active when 
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they see threatened the distinctions that caused them to 
become born-again Canadians.

To be crystal clear, all of the American expats profiled 
in this book are, or were, people with deep convictions, 
integrity, and great love for Canada, their new country. 
I underline the love because these expats have also been 
critical of Canada, usually for reasons that Canadians 
born in the country do not quickly see: erosion of our 
much-praised universal health-care and public education 
systems; dwindling support for the arts and Canadian-
owned cultural industries; deportations of contemporary 
war resisters; racism directed systematically at Indigenous 
peoples and sporadically at people of colour; and the bed-
rock colonialism of the country. Despite this list of serious 
problems, the people profiled in this book all decided to 
stay in Canada. Some could have returned to the United 
States, but they chose to remain in their adopted country. 
Their criticisms stem from love and dedication.

Also, importantly, there are Indigenous peoples to 
consider. They aren’t immigrants or expats, and most 
aren’t refugees in the classical sense, but they have major, 
long-standing difficulties living on both sides of the world’s 
longest undefended border. Centuries of mistreatment, 
manipulation, and misunderstanding by both American 
and Canadian governments have made many Indigenous 
North Americans feel, in effect, like internal refugees on 
this continent. For some, the alienation that has come 
with their bitter experiences has strengthened their sense 
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of belonging to sovereign Indigenous nations, standing 
apart from the dominant political power structures. My 
conversation with journalist Dan David, a proud Mohawk, 
will shine light on these Indigenous cross-border truths 
and explain why loyalty to Canada, which surrounds the 
territory of his First Nation, is not uppermost in his mind.

As of this writing, we do not know how history will 
judge the immigrants and refugees from the United States 
in the years immediately following the 2016 us elec-
tion. We do know what happened prior to 2016, and we 
can consider the stories of a few of the individuals who 
have come to call Canada home. We can ask how a rel-
atively small group of American expats living in Canada 
have stood on guard for generations to defend that long 
undefended border. This book asks what they defended 
in each era, how, and why. Who knew that the United 
States “still loves” those of us who turned our backs on 
Uncle Sam? The descendants of Loyalist refugees from the 
Revolutionary War and the War of 1812, travellers on the 
Underground Railroad, those blacklisted by the 1940s and 
1950s Un-American Activities Committees, Vietnam War 
resisters, marchers to Canada during the black Civil Rights 
movement, and those forming “a coalition of the unwill-
ing” against the wars in Afghanistan and Iraq in the 2000s: 
these people were not and still are not loved by the United 
States. The hostility has in fact been obvious.

Back to the airport in Miami. Why, then, this sudden 
declared affection in 2015? Short answer: because just 
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maybe, among the more than 375,000 American expa-
triates in Canada, some lucrative “tax evaders” will be 
found. That’s the relatively recent and odd policy saga of 
Canadian citizens who suddenly find out that the United 
States still deems them “us persons.” “Are you kidding?” 
was not what I said to the us border guards on New Year’s 
Day 2015. Humour didn’t seem to be an appropriate or 
useful response. “The us still loves me?!” But that certainly 
was the retort in my head.

Reviewing the facts of my biography, I don’t seem to 
be all that lovable to the United States: born in 1945 in 
the Houston Negro Hospital; married in 1967 in New 
York City to a white guy, while Texas still had anti- 
miscegenation laws; immigrated to Canada in its centen-
nial year and thereafter have been an artist/broadcaster/
social activist; became a Canadian citizen in 1975, joy-
fully swearing loyalty to Her Majesty Queen Elizabeth ii 
(we were both younger then, Her Majesty only fifty); and 
under the impression that I had relinquished all other 
citizenships. I have earned money, owned property, and 
voted only in Canada, and I have had only a Canadian 
passport. Further, I was made a Member of the Order 
of Canada in 2005, an honour available almost exclu-
sively to Canadian citizens, in part because of my work 
at Aboriginal Peoples Television Network (aptn). With 
this racial background and activist professional history, 
the real question is, “When did the United States start to 
love me?” I think I missed that nanosecond and, along 
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with many others, became what’s now called “an acci-
dental American.”

The attention directed at expat Americans and their 
earnings on foreign soil had been prompted at least partly 
by the us administration’s passing of the Foreign Account 
Tax Compliance Act (fatca) in 2010. Subsequently, there 
was pressure from the us on financial institutions around 
the world to provide information about bank accounts 
and earnings of us citizens living elsewhere, including 
in Canada. In early 2016, iPolitics reported that during 
the federal election in 2015 Revenue Canada had “qui-
etly handed” 155,000 Canadian banking records over to 
the us Internal Revenue Service, “without waiting for an 
assessment from Canada’s Privacy Commissioner or the 
outcome of a court challenge to the controversial move.” 
About 150,000 of those records related to us residents or 
to people with us citizenship living in Canada.3 

Given that Trudeau and the Liberals won the 2015 elec-
tion, and especially after the 2016 Trump Republican win, 
this particular tax skirmish is unlikely to get much more, 
if any, attention. The United States and Canada have much 
bigger differences and more serious relationship hurdles. 
But I will briefly mention the obvious. Since all Canadian 
citizens, whether born in Canada or naturalized here, are 
supposed to have the same rights and responsibilities, 
handing over financial information on some Canadian cit-
izens to the United States creates two-tiered citizenship. 
Viewed with the hindsight of 250 years, this tax skirmish 
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is but a small illustration of Canada’s true relationship 
with the United States. The various “wars” throughout 
our history (Revolutionary, 1812, Fugitive Slave Act, Cold/
McCarthyism, Civil Rights, Vietnam, Afghanistan, Iraq) 
have tested whether Canada can afford to assert its sov-
ereignty and how far it can be asserted in any given bat-
tle. On a sliding scale, our differences and sovereignty go 
from 0 to 100. As a country, we like to remember the 100 
percent Canada-is-independent events and forget the less 
brave episodes.

The moment the United States declared its love for me 
and others like me—or at least its love for our tax dol-
lars—might have been brief indeed: that is, if the 2016 
presidential voter analysis is accurate, the election was 
decided primarily by white men. Was it perhaps other 
types of American citizens who crashed Citizenship and 
Immigration Canada’s website?

Successful paths taken by refugees and immigrants 
from the United States to Canada over time have always 
been dependent on the kindness of strangers, on fre-
quently dangerous and dark underground roads. In this 
book, we’ll meet people who decided to turn their backs 
to the United States and their faces north to Canada, and 
then gifted Canada with their tough love and devotion. 
My goal is to tell these immigration and refugee stories 
from the ground up, and to offer brief reflections on the 
influences of immigration, Indigenous, defence, and other 
policies of the day from both countries.
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The Canadian legend we especially love is that Canada 
has always been a haven of sanity, peace, and good govern-
ment in all eras. In the more contemporary words of u2 
singer Bono and former us President Barack Obama, “The 
world needs more Canada.” Yes, it does. I agree. However, 
we like to believe the haven is always there for those flee-
ing the frequent political, social, racial, and cultural insan-
ity and violence of the United States. That’s not totally true. 
Canada will be a better country if we can look honestly at 
the eras and incidents when this was not the case.

The us has its own, rather different, story about these 
same waves of immigrants to Canada: “Those people used 
to be bad troublemakers, but now we forgive them.” That’s 
not completely true either. Neither the danger posed to 
American well-being by those fleeing to Canada nor the 
us declaration of forgiveness is entirely true.

Like most national mythologies, neither narrative 
reflects the real experiences of immigrants and refugees 
who have moved from the United States to Canada—
whether they are the present-day descendants of Loyalists 
from the Revolutionary War and the War of 1812, survivors 
of the Underground Railroad generations later, families 
blacklisted by Un-American Activities Committees, sup-
porters of the black Civil Rights movement, Vietnam War 
resisters, or resisters of current us wars. 

While their specific circumstances vary, their stories 
have several important elements in common: these immi-
grants or refugees have left the United States for pressing 
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reasons. Life is much better, if not perfect, in Canada, and 
they have tried to become the best Canadians they can be. 
Canada benefits from their presence here, and they don’t 
go back to the United States once they can. The social jus-
tice antennae of the newcomers start to vibrate, though, 
when they detect something negative in Canada, and they 
then work to correct it. Sometimes they work aggressively 
because, after all, they are stylistically Americans! The 
people portrayed in this book are passionate, committed 
Canadians able to articulate the differences between the 
two countries. They also become actively worried when 
they see those differences disappearing.

This is not a simple story of simple paths taken. It’s 
complicated. The reasons for fleeing the United States 
might have seemed simple at the time. The reasons for 
staying in Canada permanently are more complicated. 
And the reasons for being critical of both countries are 
more complicated yet. 

The motto of the Order of Canada is desiderantes 
meliorem patriam—they desire a better country. I include 
this motto in my closing remarks while presiding over the 
citizenship ceremony. I tell the new citizens that I am eli-
gible to preside because of membership in the order, but 
that this “desire [for] a better country” and the work nec-
essary to achieve it are now the responsibility of all of us. 
Citizenship is a licence to desire, work for, and actively sup-
port, as needed, a better country. This same desire is a char-
acteristic of the American refugees we meet in this book.
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MY STORY: WHICH EMANCIPATION DAY?

August 1, 1945, in Houston Negro Hospital is the beginning 
of my story. I now immediately tell audiences in Canada 
my birth location because they always ask, “Where are you 
from?” I then hasten to add, “For the record, I have been 
black and a woman ever since.” This includes after my 
immigration to Canada in 1967 as a centennial bride and 
since I became a Canadian citizen in 1975. You can do the 
math: I lived in the United States for twenty-one years, and 
I have lived in Canada for fifty-one years as of this writing.

Among other cultural differences, this has meant a 
change in Emancipation Day. For me, it will always be June 
19, the day that word of President Abraham Lincoln’s January 
1, 1863, Emancipation Proclamation reached Texas and my 
slave ancestors. For Canadians who observe and remember, 
however, January 1, 1833, is the date of the Act of Parliament 
of the United Kingdom Abolishing Slavery throughout the 
British Empire. The date is significant because it marks the 
year that slavery in Canada was abolished, slavery having 
been largely written out of our national narrative.

The Texas Emancipation Day continues to loom in my 
story. Throughout this book, I quote from some of my pre-
vious work—fictionalized theatre scripts, screenplays, jour-
nalistic essays, and opinion pieces—to excavate my story 
as a us expat who has made Canada her permanent home. 
The ongoing need to analyze and understand my own 
migration is in all of those works.
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In my one-woman play Smoked Glass Ceiling, I chron-
icle how racism, sexism, power distribution, and discrim-
ination have evolved for me over time. Emancipation and 
freedom fighting have moved from childhood in the pre–
civil rights Deep South—where it meant discrimination 
in public facilities, education, and accommodation—to 
mature years in the new millennium in Canada. In Canada 
now, freedom fighting usually means something entirely 
different for me: gender parity in governance and execu-
tive management, ethnic diversity on boards of directors, 
and removing barriers to one’s highest calling. Definitely 
the battles are less about survival, but they are just as cru-
cial and hard to win. Says the Rita character in Smoked 
Glass Ceiling:

So on the Juneteenth eve, the year 2001—like any self- 
respecting Coloured Lady of Culture and Loveliness, as 
we used to call ourselves in high school—am I barbe-
quing a cow? Baking corn bread and peach cobbler? (not 
that I know how). Washing collard greens and making 
sure we’ve got enough Jack Daniels?

No. I am not. I am not engaged in any of these wor-
thy pursuits—as if I know what day it is, the 19th of June.

Because what I have is a genuine emergency. A televi-
sion regulatory, Ottawa-style emergency. On this eve of 
Emancipation Day, the day the word of master Lincoln’s 
proclamation freeing the slaves got to Texas—I’m tied 
to an iv drip in an Ottawa hospital emergency room.
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“An unknown infection is getting closer to your 
heart,” says the doctor. “Good you got here in time to 
stop that poison.”

My heart, my life at that moment and for the last 15 
years, is the little tv network I helped to build.

I go to a hearing at the crtc for Vision tv’s licence 
renewal the next day. The iv line is still in my arm. It 
gets 2 more feeds. This is an attempt to put a stop to the 
poison that works its way to my heart, my life, my work.4 

It was truly a long walk to freedom from a childhood 
of segregated schools, playgrounds, water fountains, and 
restrooms in 1950s Texas to middle age as a senior media 
executive in Canada. In 2001, that executive was trying 
to protect a multicultural, multifaith, non-sexist, non- 
homophobic, peace-affirming, not-for-profit television 
network from losing all of those values. The reasons that 
both battles are freedom fights, with winners and losers, 
say a great deal about the histories, politics, philosophies, 
and even fighting styles of the two countries.

The lives of the former us citizens whom we will meet 
in this book are defined by a number of complex fac-
tors. My approach in sharing their stories, therefore, is of 
necessity multi-faceted: in each case, I explore their rea-
sons as individuals and as members of a group for leav-
ing the United States, consider the differences between 
Canadian and American policies at the time, look at their 
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reasons for becoming permanent residents and then cit-
izens of Canada given the chance to return to the United 
States, and then, finally, highlight their concerns about the 
policies, practices, and attitudes of their new Canadian 
homeland. All of the stories in this book also shed light 
on and change my story as a us immigrant to Canada. It’s 
complicated.


