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Advance praise for We, the Others

“When I completed this book and laid it down, the first word that came 
to me was insightful. As an Indigenous person who has been often 
caught in the Anglo-Québécois divide, having profound relationships 
on both sides, Drimonis’s contribution is both significant and a gift.”

—The Honourable Romeo Saganash, former federal 
MP, Cree lawyer, and Quebec’s first Indigenous Member of 

Parliament.

“Imagine my astonishment when I discovered that Toula, a Greek 
first-generation immigrant to Quebec and Canada, GETS me, a 
Black Canadian Québécoise woman of diverse ethnic origins! Her 
descriptions of the overlapping layers of identities that sit alongside 
our love for the French language, culture and democratic social 
norms struck a chord in my heart and soul. Toula understands how 
immigrants both knowingly and unknowingly absorb the heart 
of Quebec culture while simultaneously recognizing a Canadian 
identity, which is then again stacked upon other identities. This book 
is a MUST READ for all. It will enrich one’s understanding of the 
immigrant experience and that of integration through the multiple 
stages. Thank you, Toula.”

—The Honourable Marlene Jennings, former federal MP, first 
Black woman from Quebec to be elected to Parliament, former 

Chair of the Quebec Community Groups Network.

“We, the Others is a beautiful paean to Toula Drimonis’s Greek 
immigrant parents, and to all immigrant parents like hers. Drimonis 
evokes a respect for ordinary people who work hard every day, build a 
life for their families, and who are like every Canadian or Quebecer—
save for the upheaval, fear, and precariousness of escaping conflict or 
poverty and starting anew. 
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“We, the Others makes a strong case in favour of immigration and 
tells us how newcomers make us richer in every way. Thanks to 
immigrants, we discover new ideas, languages, foods, and cultures 
without going much further than the local dépanneur. As Drimonis 
notes, every new wave changes us imperceptibly until, over time, the 
others are now simply us, and we are all the better for it.”

—Michael Fukushima, Canadian filmmaker, NFB film 
producer, director of Minoru: Memory of Exile, an animated 

documentary about the Japanese-Canadian internment.

“We, the Others is a riveting story that reveals a deep understanding 
of Canadian history, cultural norms, struggles of immigrant 
communities, and how communities are woven together by a shared 
yearning to survive and thrive. Toula does not shy away from 
shedding light on our country’s racist past and present, and does so 
with bravery and an unapologetic sense of pride. Her words are real, 
raw and lay bare truths that many of us have lived.”

—Fariha Naqvi-Mohamed, Canadian journalist and 
columnist; the first woman to wear the hijab on Quebec 
television in her role as a video journalist for CityNews 

Montreal.

“Toula takes us on an adventure of a lifetime. From her parents’ 
departure from Greece to her unique journey growing up as a child 
of immigrants, through to her extensive work as a journalist and 
keen observer of Quebec society, she describes the challenges of 
integration against the backdrop of hardships and disappointments 
that many immigrants face while trying to thrive in a society that 
continues to view them as a threat to their language, economic 
growth and security.”

—The Honourable Eleni Bakopanos, former federal MP, first 
Greek-born woman elected to Parliament.



Για εσένα, μπαμπά

Question: How are we supposed to treat others?
Answer: There are no others.

—Ramana Maharishi
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Introduction

It’s early October in Neapoli, a small coastal town in southern 
Greece. Though it is still gorgeous and warm, most of the tour-
ists have left and the waterfront businesses once again serve only 
locals. I’m sipping an iced frappé coffee while a group of older 
men, the town priest among them, slam tiles on a backgammon 
board in a nearby café. 

All this is so familiar. I spent every summer here as a teen-
ager, swimming, suntanning, and reading. Languid days that 
stretched on forever. This feels as much like home as sitting by 
the Lachine Canal in Montreal.

Much has changed over the years, of course. Modern hotels 
have sprouted in the seaside town, new cafés and restaurants 
line the waterfront, and the kids I used to bump into now have 
children of their own. The main pier no longer welcomes the 
small fishing boats that used to return early every morning with 
the daily catch. Nowadays, they go to a smaller pier further 
south, removed from the town’s hustle and bustle. The local ele-
mentary school has been painted in beautiful pastel colours and 
the basketball court by the beach, where I used to shoot hoops, 
is far nicer than I remember. But mostly, it’s still the same. The 
sun still sets on the same sweet spot in the ocean, then bursts 
into flames near the island of Elafonisos. The pier still welcomes 



We, the Others

2

shuffling, elderly walkers and lanky teenagers up to no good. 
Fishermen still watch their rods for hours, oblivious to the noise 
behind them, and boats still bob up and down in the distance as 
the waves roll in. 

Neapoli is the town my dad walked to as a 14-year-old to 
sell oranges from the family grove. He got up in the middle of 
the night and followed a well-laden donkey on the rugged paths 
over the mountains to the town’s weekend market. It was dark 
out, there were no lights, and he couldn’t see, but—as he told me 
every time I asked—the donkey knew the way. He would simply 
grab its tail and follow. He arrived just in time for the bustling 
Saturday morning market and left only when the oranges had 
been sold. He often bartered for peanuts or fish or whatever else 
was plentiful. It seemed such a far-fetched tale that, even while 
quite young, I had to check with aunts and uncles to confirm it 
was true. 

When my father first arrived in Canada, he had fifty dollars 
in his pocket. He had paid for the suit he was wearing with a 
small loan he needed to repay as soon as possible. At his first 
job as a dishwasher, the sign above the sink was as laconic as his 
Spartan heritage: “You break a dish I break your head.” 

The price for this chance at the promised land? Eighteen-
hour workdays and hands soaked in kitchen grease. My father 
was hot-tempered and proud. I imagine him absorbing insults 
and petty power trips with just one goal in mind: to save and 
save and save until he could open his own restaurant. That was 
the only way he could shape the future to his liking and start a 
family of his own. There were hundreds of thousands of men 
like him all across North America. 
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Years later, he returned to Neapoli to buy a summer home for 
his family. It was an unspoken tribute to the penniless teenager 
he had been when he first set foot here, and a proud testament 
to the affluent middle-class man he had become.

It can sometimes be hard to wrap my brain around the fact 
that I’m only one generation removed from poverty so desper-
ate that a young boy had to crisscross mountains in the dead of 
night to sell fruit. I marvel at the ingenuity and determination of 
people like him with limited education, limited means, limited 
opportunities—and boundless aspirations. I marvel at their will-
ingness to create something out of nothing. The obstacles they 
faced, the way they navigated their struggles with quiet dignity 
and purpose. How they built something that could contain not 
just the old country, but the new life they would construct for 
themselves, their kids, and generations to come. 

I think about them every time politicians and pundits talk 
about immigrants as a financial burden and a threat to “our” 
way of life. Or when newcomers are treated only as a means to 
an end, an opportunity to fill temporary labour needs. The very 
people who know nothing about the upheaval and the chal-
lenges of migration feel entitled to offer solutions and opinions 
on how best to integrate migrants. 

For me, immigration isn’t an abstract concept discussed 
within the walls of an ivory tower. When I think of immigration, 
I see the faces of my father, my mother, my aunts and uncles; 
family and friends who worked in restaurant kitchens, factories, 
and taxicabs. Immigration is personal to me. 

Όπου γη και πατρίς (Opou gi kai patris). Wherever there is 
land, there is a country. Old-school Greek immigrants sometimes 



We, the Others

4

mutter that to themselves in a fatalistic, slightly resigned tone. 
It is an acknowledgment of a truth and all the concessions that 
come with it. Wherever there is land, there is a country. Any 
country can become your country. You can uproot yourself and 
find soil elsewhere and start over. You can even bloom. It’s being 
done every day.

And, so, Quebec became my father’s country. When my 
mother married him, it became hers, too. And, years later, after I 
was born in Montreal’s Royal Victoria Hospital, it became mine. 

In Quebec, those like me—immigrants and the children of 
immigrants whose first language is neither French nor English—
are called “allophones.” According to the 2016 Statistics Canada 
census, we are 13.8 percent of Quebecers and a little over 23 
percent of Montrealers. To be an allophone is to have a mother 
tongue that is allos (other): a language other than French or 
English. It’s meant as an easy way to differentiate us from fran-
cophones, the French-speaking majority, and anglophones, the 
English-speaking minority. Although terms such as allophones, 
francophones and anglophones are quickly becoming outdated, 
they remain part of the vernacular and will be used here for the 
purposes of easy identification.

Of course, there are also immigrants and second-generation 
children whose first language is either French or English, but 
most of us are “allos,” grouped together as something other—
autre in census forms. Benign as it may be, this delineates the 
two majority groups against which we are forever juxtaposed 
and measured. 

Allos. It’s strange to be de facto sidelined, to be defined by 
what we are assumed to be missing rather than what we bring. 
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It’s strange to be expected to sit quietly as two linguistic and cul-
tural groups trade non-stop grievances about their colonial his-
tory and the waning dominance of their respective languages. I 
can’t imagine how Indigenous communities must feel, hearing 
the French and English referred to as Canada’s two founding 
peoples, while none of the more than seventy Aboriginal lan-
guages spoken in Canada enjoy official status and 75 percent of 
them are currently endangered. 

With the exception of Indigenous communities, we’re all 
immigrants to Canada, regardless of timeline. Despite this, 
allophones are often treated as latecomers, guests to be benev-
olently welcomed or “permitted.” We’re routinely told to “just 
leave” if we’re unhappy or fail to display the appropriate grati-
tude or conformist behaviour. Yet we, too, have our grievances 
and fears. We, too, have a stake in every story that paints us as 
interlopers and threats to the dominant language and culture. 
And we, too, have loved ones buried in this ground. 

We, the others. 

I want to tell you about our stories. About my parents’ story 
and how it shaped me. I want to demystify what it feels like to 
be othered, to be neither here nor there, to be on the outside 
looking in and inside looking out. To be needed yet not always 
wanted, to have the gift (and the burden) of perspective gained 
by belonging to more than one culture. 

I’m here to tell you what it feels like to be a hyphenated 
Canadian, a Quebecer on probation, someone who is routinely 
called upon to prove their allegiance. I’m here to deconstruct 
blind spots: privilege, power and, yes, occasionally, oppression 
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and marginalization by the majority voice. Whoever and wher-
ever that happens to be. 

I’m here to talk about us, for once. And it would be nice if 
everyone could pull up a chair and listen.



PART ONE 



8

1. The Price of Dreams

Σαν πας στα ξέν’ αγάπη μου, μην κάμεις ένα χρόνο

γιατί δεν τονε αντέχω του χωρισμού τον πόνο.

When you go off to foreign lands, my love, don’t stay a year 
there, because it’s more than I can bear, the pain of separation.

—Greek folk song

I’m holding a black-and-white picture of Ourania as an 
 eighteen-year-old bride. She is stunning, but her eyes are impos-
sibly sad. The picture catches her staring into an unknown future. 
You can feel the melancholy and apprehension, the worry hang-
ing like an invisible weight around her neck. It doesn’t matter 
that she is excited to be getting married and leaving for a new 
life in Canada. This is the last time she’ll be seeing her parents 
and her siblings, and the last time she’ll be in her village, until 
they meet again—if they meet again. In the photograph, her 
brother and sisters also have long faces. 

My parents’ wedding pictures are celebratory but they are also 
steeped in sadness. Dreams come at a heavy price.

Both my father and my mother knew at a very young age 
that they would be leaving their homeland. Poverty and misery 
not only limits who you choose to be, it also requires a kind 
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of bravery and pragmatism that can be hard for most of us to 
comprehend. Desperation can produce a single-mindedness 
that circumvents your basic needs and desires. Survival mode 
means that many of the cornerstones of your identity—personal 
interests, talents, aspirations, fears—are turned off, leaving only 
the essential. It’s a form of self-inflicted censorship.

My parents left Greece in 1963. They boarded the TSS 
Olympia, a Greek Line ship, for a voyage from the port of Piraeus 
across the ocean to Halifax. It took them ten days to travel to 
Canada. Two days into the journey, my mom fell violently sea-
sick and couldn’t keep much food down. When they anchored 
in Italy for a while, she sampled bananas for the very first time. 
When they finally landed in Halifax, they were greeted as future 
Canadians. My mom remembers being given tea and some sort 
of processed cereal grains in a box as welcome gifts. Some new-
comers, confusing the cereal with chicken feed, promptly threw 
it out. The very same day they boarded the train for Montreal, to 
be reunited with my father’s older brother and his wife. 

It was a very different time, 1963. It was a world without 
WhatsApp or FaceTime; where phone calls placed to the vil-
lage store (as many people had no phone at home) were only 
for important news—deaths, marriages, births. Because inter-
national calls were a luxury and writing letters was difficult for 
people with limited schooling, everyday hardships, small victo-
ries, even milestones were left unshared. We can’t even begin to 
fathom this kind of isolation anymore.

When I occasionally get aggravated at how fearful my mother 
sometimes is today, how she only drives on roads she knows, 
how she worries excessively about my safety, how she questions 
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everything unfamiliar, I try to remember that she was once 
braver than I’ll ever be. 

My parents knew that as much as they loved their country, 
it couldn’t sustain them. Politicians and those resistant to new-
comers will talk about economic migrants as interlopers who 
chose to leave for greener pastures. They say, their circumstances 
didn’t really “merit” a departure to new lands. They don’t see 
economic migration as being as legitimate as refugees fleeing 
persecution and death. For some reason, economic devastation 
and the absence of viable prospects aren’t valid reasons for seek-
ing a better life elsewhere. As if there is a real choice to make 
when you are left with no choices. 

“More infuriating is the word ‘opportunism,’ a lie created by 
the privileged to shame suffering strangers who crave a small 
taste of a decent life,” writes Dina Nayeri in The Ungrateful 
Refugee. “The same hopes in their own children would be 
labeled ‘motivation’ and ‘drive.’”1

Emerging from ten years of deadly warfare during World 
War II, a brutal German occupation that resulted in the deaths 
of thousands of Greeks from famine and mass executions, and 
then, in the late 1940s, a civil war that pitted friends against 
friends, Greece was hopelessly poor and unable to provide for a 
generation that longed for peace and prosperity. 

At the same time, Commonwealth countries such as Canada 
and Australia, enjoying the post-war economic boom, were 
on the hunt for new immigrants. Canada, in particular, was 

1 Dina Nayeri, The Ungrateful Refugee: What Immigrants Never Tell You. (Berkeley: 
Catapult, 2019),
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signalling loudly that it needed more people.2 Thanks to bilat-
eral agreements and international arrangements, opportuni-
ties for migrants were opening up. They started leaving home 
by the thousands: approximately 108,000 Greeks emigrated to 
Canada between 1945 and 1971. Poor and uneducated like my 
parents, they were close to the bottom of the social ladder and 
they remained there for a long time. 

The southern region of Greece, where my family is from, bore 
the heavy brunt of this exodus. Thousands upon thousands of 
young men and women made up a diaspora that spilled across 
the world; some, never to meet again, others to find each other 
months or years later in the faraway country that was now their 
new home. Many of the villages they left behind became ghost 
towns as ancestral homes were abandoned. Only the cemeteries 
bore witness to the families that once lived there.

I grew up listening to the mournful diaspora music my parents 
played. The lyrics describe families split apart, mothers pining 
for their sons gone away on merchant ships, children working 
endless hours in xenitia (foreign lands). Even as a child, with 
my limited Greek, I would lie on the living room floor and listen 
to Stelio Kazantzidis and Grigoris Bithikotsis and feel emotions 
I couldn’t possibly understand. Hundreds of songs have been 
written about the “bitterness of exile” and “villainous foreign 
lands that take our best children away.” Through the wailing of 
the bouzouki and the singer’s sorrowful voice, I have felt the 
sadness seep into my bones. 

2 Harold Troper, “Immigration in Canada,” The Canadian Encyclopedia, April 22, 2013, 
https://www.thecanadianencyclopedia.ca/en/article/immigration.
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Rebetika, the Greek blues, originated during the forced exo-
dus of Greek refugees from Asia Minor in 1921. It is the music 
of the displaced, an entire musical genre created by generations 
of homesick people learning to navigate the culture shock of the 
new. 

In Nouvelles de Montréal, a collection of short stories 
about Montreal, Haitian-Québécois writer Rodney Saint-Éloi 
describes his initial impressions of Montreal. He calls it “living 
in confusion.” 

J’apprends les mots pour nommer l’exil. Je suis venu ici pour 
apprendre. Je recompose mon visage. De nouveaux mots enrichis-
sent mon lexique. Tuque. Mitaine. Slush. Grésil. Tempête. Pluie 
verglaçante … Il faut bien se couvrir pour ne pas mourir de froid.3

I’m learning the words to name the exile. I came here to learn. 
I recompose my face. New words enrich my vocabulary. Tuque. 
Mitt. Slush. Sleet. Storm. Freezing rain … You have to cover 
yourself well so as not to freeze to death.4

The words Saint-Éloi had to learn are part of a vocabulary 
every Quebecer knows only too well. To acquire them, to use 
them in a sentence, to become intimate with them through rep-
etition and sheer need is a rite of passage. They mark us as the 
winter-beaten inhabitants of this corner of the world. 

My mother caught severe pneumonia the first winter she 
spent in Montreal. Having lived eighteen years of her life in 
southern Greece, she had no way of anticipating how harsh and 
inhospitable winter could be. She had barely seen snow in her 

3 Rodney Saint-Éloi, “Un soir d’exile,” Nouvelles de Montréal. (Paris: Éditions Magellan, 
2018), 17. 

4 Translations are by the author unless otherwise credited. 
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life and her stylish but flimsy cream-white coat was made for 
mild winters in a place where almond trees blossom by February. 

She had been trained as a seamstress, and Montreal had 
a thriving garment industry at the time, so it wasn’t hard for 
her to find work even though she spoke neither French nor 
English. Getting to work was another story. Once she was hired 
for a quality-control job at a clothing factory, helping spot and 
repair sewing imperfections, she needed to find her way from 
Park Avenue and Mount Royal to a building on Bleury near De 
Maisonneuve. That’s just a short bus ride, but she didn’t trust 
herself to take public transit, worrying she wouldn’t be able 
to follow instructions or explain herself if she got lost. So she 
walked the forty minutes each way, even as the days grew colder 
and the snow started falling. It is no surprise that she got sick. 

My mother’s stories of her first experiences navigating 
Montreal and working in those factories are shared by many 
newcomers. While exploring Immigrec,5 an online oral his-
tory archive documenting the history of Greek immigration in 
Canada, I came across many familiar stories of early hardship. 
In an audio interview a woman by the name of Chrisoula from 
the island of Lesbos, who now resides in Winnipeg, shares her 
first tentative steps working as a seamstress at a factory. 

“Whatever they tell you,” her husband advises before she heads 
out, “you’ll be saying ‘thank you.’”

Chrisoula can be heard explaining to the interviewer that she 
was ill-prepared for the job because she didn’t know how to 
operate the electric machines. 

5 Immigrec, Stories of Greek Immigration to Canada, McGill University Greek Studies, 
University of Patras, York University, Simon Fraser University, 2019, https://immigrec.com/.
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“We didn’t have any electricity in the village. I break threads, 
needles… Aah! Then comes the supervisor. The woman didn’t 
say anything. She put it through, she repaired it, she gave me a 
little rag to make from side to side. I couldn’t do any of this. She 
says ‘Stupid! Stupid!’ 

‘Thank you,’ I responded. I didn’t know what she was saying. 

She was getting angrier. ‘Stupid!’ 

‘Thank you,’ I continued. The more I was telling her ‘thank you,’ 
the angrier she was getting. But I didn’t know.”

That factory building where my mother first worked now 
houses the offices of the Directeur de l’état civil, the Quebec 
Director of Civil Status. Fifty-two years after she had emigrated 
to Montreal, she walked into that same hallway to apply for my 
father’s death certificate—and slowly realized where she was 
standing. She told me about it afterwards, and I could hear the 
shock still in her voice. A building she had known in her early 
years as a young bride in Montreal with her entire life ahead 
of her was now the place that marked a sad new stage of her 
existence. Life has a way of making sure everything comes full 
circle—even when you don’t put in the request.

My aging mother now has a proper Canadian winter coat, a 
sturdy pair of winter boots, and a warm pair of gloves. Defiant, 
however, she still refuses to wear a proper winter head covering, 
despite the many warm and luxurious hats my sister and I have 
gifted her over the years. That proud young Greek immigrant is 
still in there somewhere, insisting she has managed to weather 
much, much worse and still survive.




