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Passages to Canada: A Modern Day Look 

In the previous lesson, Trans-Atlantic Passage: The People and the Pain, a 
detailed lesson outline was provided. It illustrated ways to teach what life 
was like for slaves who had to travel to the Americas, under dreadful 
conditions. 

This section, titled Passages to Canada, looks at life for immigrants to 
Canada, as they traveled here from their home country. Like their African slave counterparts 
some 250 years earlier, many of these newcomers to Canada came under unique circumstances. 
It is left to the teacher to decide how best to use these narratives in the context of either 
comparing these stories to that of Black slaves, or whether to simply analyze them on their own. 

The first three narratives are short, personal stories that tell the tales of three immigrants of 
colour, to Canada. These immigrants, Dr. Godwin Eni, Emmanuel Chinyeaka Okoli, and Ceta 
Ramkhalawansingh, talk of the need to come to Canada, the struggles they faced, and what 
Canada means to them.  
 
Suggested activities: 
 

 Present each case and then comparing and contrasting each immigrant’s 
story.  

 Students can create a personal time line for each story, along with a 
summary of the basic forces that have affected the immigrant’s life. 

 Students can write about what life was like for the immigrant, in their home life. Some 
research may be necessary. 

 Students can dramatize the life of the immigrant, emphasizing decision making aspects 
and conflict resolutions skills, as exemplified by each immigrant. 

 Students can draw/paint/sketch, scenes depicting the travels of each immigrant. 
 Students can use maps and atlases to calculate distances traveled by each immigrant, the 

route they took and natural and man-made obstacles on route to their new home. 
 

The last two narratives, Dany Leferriere and Ken Wiwa offer accounts of coming to Canada 
from Africa. Like their Africa counterparts some 250 years ago, their stories are filled with 
concerning issues. 
 

 Teachers can use some or all of the suggested activities listed above, and/or can use the 
Critical Thinking and Web Projects….See www.passagestocanada.com for: 

 
o The Challenges to Immigration sheet that offers 8 activities.  
o Teachers can also discuss the qualifications immigrants now need to become Canadian 

citizens and have students attempt the Citizenship test. 
o Students can also use different scenarios to determine immigration eligibility through the 

Immigration Ranking System. 
Ultimately, the Passages to Canada section can be modified to suit students’ needs and can 
be adapted to accommodate all learners including ESL, level 1 to 4 students, Gifted and 
Special Needs students.  
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Passages to Canada 
Based on www.passages tocanada.com 

Dr. Godwin Eni 
 
I’m Dr. Godwin Eni. I am from Nigeria… from the eastern 
part of Nigeria. I belong to the Ibo tribe, which is the third 
largest ethnic community in Nigeria. 
 
I came to Canada because of the trauma that I encountered 
during the Nigeria-Biafra civil war. I was completing my 
studies at the university during the war, and Ibos were 
being killed in the streets, and war was declared against the 

members of the Ibo tribe in eastern Nigeria. And eastern Nigeria seceded and called itself 
Biafra. So during the war, it was a very traumatic experience for Ibos who were living outside 
of Ibo land. I was unable to return to eastern Nigeria, and many Ibo professors and students 
had find a way to save themselves, so we escaped into the bush, and lived in the bush for a 
very long time. 
 
En route from Heathrow airport to Montreal, we were 
given a certificate. It was the fiftieth anniversary of 
Canada. And each passenger was given a certificate in 
commemoration of that date – October nine, I believe, 
eight or nine, 1970 – as we were flying over the Atlantic. I 
still have the certificate with me. 
 
Then, shortly before we arrived in Montreal, I was told… 
I mean, the pilot announced that there was a riot, and that 
the British Trade Commissioner by the name of James 
Cross has been kidnapped, and that there were soldiers at 
the airport trying to prevent some separatist groups from 
leaving the country. I was traumatized by this news 
because I thought Canada was a… Canada was a peaceful, quiet, neutral country. I was 
surprised to hear about this, so I was quite afraid. I thought there was a war going on in 
Canada. In fact, I wished I could go back to Nigeria and be killed in Nigeria, than to be killed 
in Canada, because I didn’t know anyone, and I didn’t have any relatives, or any 
acquaintances. So when I arrived at Mirabel – I believe it was Mirabel airport then, 
international airport – I refused to leave the airport, because when I looked out through the 
window outside, I saw a military tank rolling across! And I was quite afraid.  
 
After a different period, I summoned the courage to get into a taxi, and I told the taxi to take 
me to the nearest hotel. He took me to a hotel, which was a short distance, I believe. I had only 
fifty pounds in my pocket, so I gave it to the taxi driver, and I asked him to keep the change, 
(laughing) because I didn’t know about Canadian money or the value of fifty pounds. I was 
only too anxious to get into a building where I can protect myself. 
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Emmanuel Chinyeaka Okoli 

 

 My name is Emmanuel Chinyeaka Okoli. My middle 
name, Chinyeaka, is “May God Help Us,” a beautiful 
name. I’m originally from Nigeria – Nigeria on the west 
coast of Africa, and it’s the most populous black nation in 
the whole world, with almost 136 million people. 
 
I came to Canada for my Masters program for studies, 

and having finished the program I saw the cultural setup of Canada, and a lot of potential. And 
so I decided to stay, and now I’m a citizen of Canada. 
 
It wasn’t very easy for the fact that I was in my thirties when I came, and most of my cultural 
roots were so deep into me. So coming at that later age to adjust was a little bit tough and 
difficult for me. The philosophy with my people is that wherever you find human beings 
existing, just watch, study and follow, and you will adapt. So I tried to adjust to the Canadian 
environment.  

 
The areas that I had problems mostly were in terms of language 
and communication - things having to do with accent. So even 
though I taught English language to university students and 
people like that, when I came here it was difficult 
communicating with people freely. At times, they don’t 
understand me and I have to repeat myself several times. And 
it’s kind of a little bit depressing, frustrating – but in the end 
you begin to adjust gradually, with patience and a little bit of 
effort. Talking slowly, and trying to let people understand what you’re saying. I took it in 
good faith, knowing that no person is deliberately wanting to punish you, just you trying to 
adjust. 

 
I have not been to too many parts of the world, but from my 
deep and extensive study, I’ve found Canada as one of the 
best culturally. I feel that it’s the capital of multiculturalism of 
the whole world. Because there’s this openness to allow 
people to celebrate their culture, while at the same time 
holding on to the real Canadian culture. So ever since I came, 
I’ve had the opportunity and I’ve been given the chance to try 
to show those good aspects of African culture that I feel that 
can help and enhance the Canadian cultural mosaic. 
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Ceta Ramkhalawansingh 

My name is Ceta Ramkhalawansingh, and I moved to Toronto 
in August 1967. I came with my family, which included my 
mother, my father, my brother and a sister. The five of us 
moved here in part because our parents wanted us to attend 
university in Canada. We moved from Trinidad and Tobago, 
and although there are very good schools there, I think that they 
thought that travel and living overseas would be a very good 
thing for us to do. 

When I moved to Toronto in 1967, I attended one year of high school and then entered the 
University of Toronto, where I became very involved in a range of student activities, in 
addition to going to school, of course. And I became very involved in student government as 
one area of activity. That is the student administrative council, as well as various course union 
programs, because at that point in time in 1968 onwards, there was a move afoot to change the 
curriculum of the University of Toronto towards a more integrated, 
interdepartmental approach to curriculum, rather than very rigid 
programs of study. And then I became very involved in advocating 
and working towards establishing a feminist studies program.  
 
Having spent quite a bit of time at the University of Toronto – I did 
graduate study there as well in child psychology, child development, 
sociology, and have graduate degrees from the University of Toronto 
in a number of disciplines. Somewhere in the middle of that process, it was in the early ‘70s – 
and this connects to the work I’m doing now – I worked for about a year and half with the 
Toronto school board, and in particular, I worked with a group of school trustees who were 
working on rewriting school board curriculum and programs to address the issues and the 
barriers faced by immigrant families with the Toronto school system, and to really try to work 
towards achieving a multicultural ideal in our school system. That program really had the 
effect of going a long way towards involving parents – parents from various ethnic 
backgrounds, racial backgrounds – in the school system, through the establishment of the 
School Community Relations Department.  

As well as looking at curriculum, which incorporated and included the heritage of students 
who were in the school system, because in the early ‘70s, it was noted that a significant 
portion of the school population came from homes where English was not the first language, 
or did not come from Anglo-British heritage. 

 The work that I currently do is at the City of Toronto, and I work in the Diversity 
Management office, and the purpose of this office is to really work towards removing barriers 
to access and equity for the population of the city of Toronto. That means that we work with 
city departments to make sure that our programs and services are sensitive to the needs of our 
population. We carry out advocacy work on issues around immigration policy, for example. 
We address issues related to race relations and hate activity, and will carry out public 
education programs on a number of diversity-related themes. One of the areas that is really 
important in our work is that we provide resources to community organizations – community-
based organizations – to build their capacity, and therefore to make it easier for members of 
their communities to become more integrated into our city. One of the things that I’m 
responsible for is administering an access and equity grants program. 
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The Arms of Canada 

We work, again, to recognize the contributions made by members of the public towards 
having a city that is more inclusive, and one of the things that we do as well is to implement 
an awards program, where volunteers within the community are recognized by city council for 
the efforts that they make regarding a range of human rights issues. 

So that gives a broad overview of how I continue to work with immigrants in this city, and 
people who come from immigrant backgrounds. At this point in time, nearly half the city’s 
population is an immigrant, and just over forty percent of the city’s population comes from a 
racial minority background, and I think that all of these efforts work towards making Toronto 
one of the best cities in the world to live in. 

 

Canadian Symbols 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The Royal Union Flag 

The Beaver 

The Maple Leaf 

The Canadian Flag 
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