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Gerd Bjorhovde and Janne Korkka (Editors), Exploring Canada: Exploits and 
Encounters (Brussels: Peter Lang Publishing, 2022), 266pp. Paperback. £37. ISBN: 
978-2-8757-4377-0. 
 
Exploring Canada is an edited volume based on papers presented at the 2018 
conference of the Nordic Association for Canadian Studies (NACS). Bjorhovde and 
Korkka present a collection that is truly multidisciplinary in its scope, which they 
emphasise is a hallmark of NACS conferences. Its multidisciplinary nature is 
certainly one of the book’s greatest strengths, but this also made reviewing it a 
challenge for myself. Although I am a multi and even interdisciplinary scholar, 
specialising in history and politics, this collection also includes chapters on literature, 
which although I enjoy reading, I am certainly not an expert on. I have chosen to 
focus on one chapter in each of the four sections of the book (Spaces, Writing 
Absences, Immigrant Voices, and Icelandic Connections and ask readers to be kind 
of my discussion of the chapter ‘Becoming Bird(ie), as this chapter’s focus on 
literature is really out of my comfort zone). 
 Kim Nossal’s chapter on ‘Northern Approaches’ offers a revisionist 
perspective on the Conservative Harper government’s Arctic policies between 2006-
2015. Nossal argues that pure political expediency is not sufficient to explain 
Harper’s quite prominent rhetoric when it came to defending Canada’s north. He 
points out that he was much more outspoken on the issue compared to both his 
predecessor (Paul Martin) and successor (Justin Trudeau). While accepting that 
asserting Canada’s sovereignty in the north would (and did) go down well electorally, 
Nossal emphasises that this has been the case since John G. Diefenbaker’s 
Progressive Conservative government of 1957-1963. Instead, he highlights that 
Harper’s imagination appeared to be genuinely captivated by Canada’s north, as 
illustrated by his support for the recovery of the Erebus from the failed Franklin 
Expedition. However, Nossal concedes that despite Harper’s apparent personal 
interest in the Arctic, his ambitious plans to actually assert Canada’s sovereignty in 
the north, most notably through the construction of a cutting-edge, modern port came 
to naught due to his government’s priority of balancing the budget. 
 ‘Becoming Bird(ie) by Jennifer Andrews explores a novel that looks at the 
forced adoption of Freya, a child of a Canadian of Icelandic descent. Freya’s mother, 
Birdie suffers from manic depression and was seen as unfit to raise a child. Instead, 
Freya is delivered to Birdie’s sister in the United States of America (USA) by Birdie 
and her sister’s mother to raise as her own. Freya uncovers this dark family secret 
which also helps explain her own mental health issues, and unlike her biological 
mother is able to get appropriate psychological support. Andrews quite adeptly 
connects the subject of the novel with the broader context of the Canadian state 
being complicit in forced adoptions, especially those that took place across 
international borders, as it had control over citizenship and immigration. A major 
theme focuses on the relationship or interrelationship even between humans and 
animals. Andrews illustrates that The Tricking of Freya contains numerous 
references to birds in particular, with birds and flying being an important theme for 
both Freya and Birdie in the novel. 
 Marta Kijewska-Trembecka’s ‘Canada Equals “The Good Life”’ surveys the 
history of Polish emigration to Canada. She highlights that Canada was actually not 
the favoured destination of many Polish migrants, this being instead the USA. 
Kanada as it is known in Polish is associated with a better life, as characterised in 
letters that friends and families back in Poland received from relatives who had 



 JACANZS, vol. 2 

© Australian, Canadian, and New Zealand Studies Network 

110 

migrated to Canada. Kijewska-Trembecka outlines four major waves of Polish 
migration to Canada, the most recent being after the Second World War. This last 
major wave differed from earlier ones as the migrants tended to be better educated 
and skilled. As such they flocked to urban areas, especially Toronto, unlike their 
predecessors who previously went predominantly to the Prairies. Kijewska-
Trembecka illustrates that Polish migrants in Canada unlike other communities from 
Eastern Europe, Ukrainians especially comes to mind, have not been very active in 
politics in their new home or vocal about protecting their distinctive culture and 
heritage. 
 ‘Proving Their Worth’ by Vilhelm Vilhelmsson explores the role of Icelandic 
migrant communities in the Winnipeg labour movement in the late nineteenth 
century. In contrast to a majority of previous scholarship which has portrayed 
Icelandic immigrants to Canada as ‘model migrants’, i.e., they assimilated into Anglo-
Canadian society easily and without too much difficulty, Vilhelmsson contrarily shows 
that they were actually very active in agitating for better pay and conditions for their 
community. She also points out the impression of Icelanders in Canada evolved from 
one that was quite disparaging, grouping them together with ‘Orientals’ (without the 
sympathy that Chinese in particular sometimes received) to instead being grouped 
together with Scandinavians (being allowed to become citizens if they could read 
and write in a Scandinavian language which Icelandic was considered). During the 
former period many Icelandic migrants lived in quite terrible conditions in the poorest 
parts of town. In the latter period many of them had moved to better parts of town 
which reflected their more established status and secure economic footing, which 
certainly could be linked to their earlier agitation for better pay and conditions. 
 This is an excellent edited collection, whose multidisciplinary nature covers 
considerable scholarly ground. Bjorvarde and Korkka should be especially 
commended for editing such a large and diverse range of chapters, which from my 
own experience is no small feat. I would most definitely recommend the book to 
readers, although it would probably appeal more to experts rather than general 
readers. 
 
Jatinder Mann, City, University of London 


