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    Introduction: My Father’s Legacy

    When my father bought two adjacent plots of land in Canada in 1985—each one hectare in size, in the middle of the wilderness—no one really understood why. Perhaps it was simply a love of nature, perhaps a romantic notion of the vast, untouched land. Or a quiet dream he never voiced. He would never see Canada again. Two years later, he died of cancer.

    The plots remained. For a long time, they were just a memory to us—almost forgotten, like an old family photo in a drawer. My brother Rolf and I each inherited one of them. Rolf has lived on Fuerteventura since 1992; he’s put down roots there and is happy. For him, Canada was never more than a distant possibility. About a year ago, we finally sold his plot. It was a decision he made calmly—and one that moved us forward as a family.

    But my property remained. Eventually, we drove out there. At first, just to check that everything was in order. Later, to figure out whether this piece of land could hold any meaning for us.

    Now we’re back here—after all these years. This time for longer. We had a road built, and here we are, standing on his land, asking ourselves: Is this the place where we want to build a life? Or is it simply a place where we’re learning something about ourselves?

    But as peaceful as this new place seems, it wasn’t quite so quiet inside us. The journey here wasn’t easy, not even on the inside.

    In the first few days, we experienced, felt, and questioned more than we had expected. Canada challenges us. The language, the vastness, the people, the routines—everything is different. And perhaps that is precisely where the opportunity lies: in discovering something new through the friction with the unknown.

    This book tells the story of our journey—both geographically and inwardly. It is not a travel guide, but a personal guide for anyone wondering what happens when you step outside your comfort zone.

    ***

    We were here once before, three years ago—back then with our friend and my business partner Ute and her partner Fritz. Together, we wanted to find out if and how this country could play a role in our lives. It was an intense time, full of conversations and ideas—and marked by encounters that still stay with us today.

    We especially remember Sieglinde (name changed; explanation in the chapter “Difficult”). She lives on Barrie Island, very close to our property. She and her husband had emigrated from Germany to Canada years ago. Her openness, her hospitality, and her strength in dealing with all that was new deeply impressed us. With her, we felt welcome—not just as visitors, but as people who might themselves be at a turning point.

    That was the first time we drove onto Sieglinde’s property; it took several minutes to reach the house by car—a massive estate, the kind you rarely find in Germany. I had never set foot on such a large piece of land before. Spacious, bright, with an unobstructed view of the water. It didn’t seem ostentatious, but powerful. As if it were saying: “There is room here. For dreams, for a new beginning, for a different life.”

    My father’s property, on the other hand, was still completely forested back then and inaccessible. It seemed untouched, almost forbidding—as if it still wanted to keep its secrets to itself. That made our desire to get closer to it all the greater.

    Now we’re back. The road we planned back then has since been built. Everything has become more tangible—and at the same time more foreign than ever. Perhaps because this time it’s about more than just plans. Perhaps because this time we’ve truly arrived.

    But as peaceful as this new place seems—inside ourselves, it wasn’t quite so quiet. The journey here wasn’t easy, not even emotionally. Our mother, born in 1940, was our greatest concern during her final year of life. After a severe bout of pneumonia in February, she could no longer live alone in her small apartment. Moving her to the nursing home wasn’t easy for us, but it was necessary—and it went well.

    She settled in surprisingly quickly because she realized how much she needed this help. It was as if she had finally found her place. For us, that was a comforting feeling. We felt: We had done the right thing. The plans for our extended trip to Canada went back even further. We had talked about it time and again—with her, with friends, and among ourselves. It wasn’t a spontaneous decision, but something that had matured over time. And she—our mother—understood that. She shared our excitement whenever we talked about it.

    Some might say, “How selfish!” But at some point, when you’re sixty, you ask yourself: If not now, then when?

    Then everything suddenly happened very quickly. The call from the nursing home came: severe abdominal pain, admission to the hospital. The diagnosis was clear and brutal—dead bowel tissue in several places, sepsis setting in. My brother, , and I made the decision together to proceed with surgery, but there was no chance left.

    She died on April 8 of this year. The funeral was on April 23. Although it was sad, it was also uplifting.

    For one thing, because we had such a wonderful eulogist—Mone. She spoke with a light touch about personal things and experiences from our Mom’s life.

    On the other hand: Two fantastic musicians—a singer and a saxophonist—played beautiful, touching music, her music. She would have smiled.

    Just three days later, on April 26, we flew to Canada. In our luggage: grief, silence, and perhaps feelings of guilt. But also gratitude. And the hope that we would carry on something that we share as a family. Because as contradictory as it may sound: the joy of the new was there, and it stayed.

    We had booked the flights first—well in advance, almost nine months ahead of time. It was important to us to have that fixed point. A definite date, something concrete. We had also reserved the hotel in Toronto—actually more of an upscale category—early and at a very good rate. Planning gave us stability and anticipation.

    Shortly before departure, I decided to bid for an upgrade with the airline. It’s called Saga Premium with Icelandair. And honestly: even though it cost a little more—it was well worth it. More space, more legroom, friendly service, a chance to truly breathe deeply on the way to something new. In our situation, which was marked by inner turmoil, it was a small gift to ourselves and a lovely surprise for my wife.

  
    Flight and Arrival

    The flight to Canada felt like a transition—not just between continents, but between lives. Just three days earlier, we had stood at our mother’s grave, surrounded by grief, music, and memories. Now we were sitting in a plane over the Atlantic, with heavy hearts and quiet hope. As the plane flew through the night, we thought a lot. About her, about us, about what lies ahead.

  
    Stopover in Reykjavík – First Hurdles

    Even the layover in Reykjavík was quite a challenge. We were surprised to be checked by Canadian customs there—and it put us to the test right away. The questions were numerous and precise: Why are you traveling to Canada? How long will you stay? Do you have a return ticket? When we were asked to show our ETA, the electronic visa, things got a little stressful for a moment. Of course, we had applied for and received confirmation of it long ago—for six months—but I couldn’t find it in my emails right away. The woman at the checkpoint was friendly, professional—and thorough. While I nervously searched through my phone, my wife Xenia had the number ready after thirty seconds. It took me ten minutes. What really made us break a sweat was the question of why we were entering the country without a return ticket—a rather delicate matter. In my still somewhat stuttering English, I explained that we own a piece of land in Canada and are considering building on it. Not a lie—but certainly not a typical tourist itinerary. After further questions—where exactly, why, how long—we were finally allowed to continue on to the “ .” The next moment was a small triumph: premium check-in, past the line, straight to the gate. A brief moment of relief. We moved on. Canada was one step closer.

  
    Arrival in Toronto – Tired, tested, but we made it

    The second flight—about five hours—went smoothly. But we could feel the fatigue slowly creeping up on us. The day had been long, the experiences intense. But our destination was now within reach. Once we arrived in Toronto, the next bureaucratic hurdle awaited us: Even before going through customs, we had to identify ourselves at a terminal. Scan our passports, provide personal information, answer a number of questions—all digitally. Fortunately, we were familiar with the process from our last visit three years ago. Back then, we had worked our way through it together with our friends. This time, it went faster. A recent photo at the kiosk—and we were on our way.

    The actual customs check was handled by a friendly but very attentive officer. The questions were the same—almost word for word as in Reykjavík, but with a slightly stricter tone. Where from? How long? Why no return flight? But this time I managed to answer better. Maybe because I was prepared. Or simply because I was more tired and therefore more relaxed.

    We were allowed to enter the country. Our luggage arrived quickly—lucky us. But then, on the way to the taxi stand, a currency exchange caught my eye: ICE, supposedly reputable. I remembered having read positive things about it before. So I exchanged 500 euros there—a mistake. The rate was disastrous. Almost 90 Canadian dollars less than two days later at the BMO Bank downtown. It wasn’t that the dollar had fallen—we’d simply been ripped off at the airport. A little later, we were sitting in a taxi. The driver was taciturn, the city lights flashing by. We drove toward the hotel—our first home in Canada.

  
Four Days in Toronto—City Lights, Heights, and Flavors

After checking in at the Omni King Edward, we went straight to our room. We were tired from the long day, freshened up briefly at the hotel, and then headed to the hotel bar—not to party hard, but simply to settle in. A small snack, a quiet spot, a first impression of the new country. The first night was good. A truly comfortable bed that cradled us. We slept soundly. The next morning, I wanted to make us some coffee with the in-room machine—but it wasn’t working. No big deal: Room service brought us coffee to our room. Hot, strong, black, just right. The day could begin.

After a light breakfast at the hotel, our sightseeing itinerary began: a visit to the CN Tower was on the agenda. The height—impressive. We decided to skip the so-called Edge Walk, though, where you walk along the outside of the tower in safety harnesses. For Xenia, with her fear of heights, that would have been the wrong therapeutic approach—and I wasn’t quite up for it either. The view was more than enough. From the CN Tower, we took a water taxi over to Ward’s Island, part of Toronto Islands Park. A short walk, a deep breath, a hamburger as a snack on the go—relaxed, friendly, almost a little European. In the late afterno , we returned to the hotel, showered, and rested briefly. In the evening, we had a table at Pai, a Thai restaurant that had been recommended to us. It was packed, loud, and very lively—and the food was fantastic. Full to the brim, brimming with impressions, still feeling the jet lag, and with 20,000 steps a day in our legs, we fell into bed dead tired. It was a good first day in Canada.
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In those first few days, we experienced, felt, and questioned more than we had expected. Perhaps that is precisely where the opportunity lies: in discovering something new through the friction with the unknown.

We then spent two more days sightseeing in Toronto. There were fantastic places to visit, like St. Lawrence Market, where we had a typical Canadian breakfast, then on to the Distillery District, filled with inviting shops and cafés, and finally, on the last day, Casa Loma Castle, which really impressed us. Many well-known movies were filmed here, such as “Cocktail” with Tom Cruise, “X-Men,” and “Chicago,” to name just a few. All top tourist destinations. We saved ourselves some walking because we did everything by hop-on-hop-off bus.

Now we were getting ready to pack. We had to take the train to Acton the next day because we were supposed to meet the people there who had bought my brother’s property. It was our first in-person meeting after many WhatsApp negotiations about the property. As our communication progressed, things developed further, and we wanted to get to know each other. We were invited to stay at their private home for two nights, right in the heart of Canadian country life.

The journey there was also a bit different from what we’re used to in Germany. Here, you don’t buy a ticket; instead, you pay on the platform with your credit card for each person individually. You can’t book two tickets at once with one credit card; you have to pay for each person separately at the terminal. Hold your credit card up to the reader, a brief confirmation beep, and you’re done—you can then enter the platform through a gate. This was unfamiliar to us at first, but in the end, it went smoothly. The platform wasn’t announced until just a few minutes before departure—about 10 minutes before the train left—which felt a bit hectic, but boarding itself was straightforward.

The train ride itself was pleasant, and the closer we got to our destination, Acton, the more excited we were about meeting in person. After all the digital conversations about the sale of the property, it was finally time to meet face-to-face for the first time. Susanne welcomed us warmly.

Arriving at Susanne’s home with her partner Dominic was a very special moment. The two are married, but Susanne has kept her maiden name—a small yet deliberate gesture of individuality.

The car ride there flew by. There was so much to talk about in German; in one’s native language, the details just flow more freely. But the closer we got to our destination, the stranger it felt: I had never been invited to stay with people who were essentially strangers for two nights. A new experience—exciting, but also a little unsettling.

Dominic greeted us with some reserve. We hadn’t had any contact beforehand, not even via WhatsApp. Yet there was immediately something warm and hospitable about him. Together we lugged our two heavy suitcases into the house and settled into a small guest room. Once again, it was time to live out of a suitcase. You don’t unpack for two or four nights. That can get annoying over time.

But no sooner had we closed the door behind us than we were offered a cold beer—wonderful. The ice was broken.

The next two evenings were filled with conversation, laughter, and a first glimpse into the new neighborhood on Barrie Island, where the two inherited properties are located. Susanne often took on the role of interpreter, which made things much easier. We cooked together. On the first evening, we had a large pizza à la Dominic. He is of Italian descent, and that was clearly evident in the dishes.

We spent convivial evenings with wine, beer, and a special treat: homemade grappa from the collection of Dominic’s late father. We shared stories, laughed, and reflected. It was a wonderful time of settling in and getting to know one another.

We felt truly welcome and accepted.


Day of Departure

Early in the morning, around eight, we set off together with Dominic. Our destination: the ferry in Tobermory, from which we planned to cross over to Manitoulin Island. The drive was gray and rainy. But as we reached the coast, the sky cleared. It was noticeably colder, with a biting wind blowing—only eight degrees. And yet: the anticipation of what lay ahead warmed us from within.

Once on the ferry, we were able to stow our luggage very easily, allowing us to move freely on board. A two-hour crossing on calm seas lay ahead of us.

Once we arrived in South Baymouth, we were to pick up our car, which we were fortunately able to purchase from our landlord. Because for a stay of at least three months, renting a car in Canada simply isn’t worth it anymore—so we needed our own vehicle. Of course, we couldn’t spend a fortune, so I negotiated a Toyota Venza with 140,000 kilometers on it down to 16,000 Canadian dollars. A good deal for us. The car is first-hand, accident-free, and well-maintained.

We had agreed with the landlord that she would leave the key for me at a small gift shop, since she was unavailable on the day of our arrival. Shortly before the ferry docked, however, she texted me that the car we’d bought was still at the shop—for the “mechanical,” a standard pre-sale inspection in Canada before reselling a used car. A sensible precaution, in my opinion.

Instead, she provided us with an ancient Dodge as a temporary replacement—with little trunk space and rather dubious charm. We had a good laugh, because the car was truly ugly, the doors creaked when opened—but it started right up. So we set off toward Gore Bay. We had about 80 kilometers ahead of us.

I strictly adhered to the speed limits. Three years ago, I’d apparently stood out—in a village of 900 people, word gets around fast. This time, I wanted to do everything right and as inconspicuously as possible.

After a relaxed drive, we first went grocery shopping at the supermarket. One trip, everything in—and then we headed on to our apartment. The owners weren’t there, but we’d received a door code and used it to enter our new home.
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Our new home for the coming months was small, but it was enough. The apartment was in a quiet, almost hidden spot, right on the water. When we opened the door in the morning, we saw the still lake, heard only the soft rustling of the trees, the call of a bird, and the splash of a fish leaping out of the water.

It was quiet here. In a way we were no longer used to.

The apartment was simply furnished, without any superfluous comforts. No designer lamp, no shiny screen on the wall. It even lacked a few basic things—a frying pan, a large pot, a few little things you immediately miss in everyday life. But that wasn’t a problem. We weren’t here for luxury. We were here to find out what this country—and perhaps this heritage—did to us.

Xenia and I were slowly settling in. Every day brought new impressions, new thoughts. It still felt foreign, but not unpleasant. More like a blank sheet of paper waiting to be written on.

We quickly felt at home. A cute little apartment with a brilliant view of part of the lake. Everything radiated peace and coziness. We were very lucky with this accommodation.

We slept wonderfully in the comfortable bed.

The next day, we met our landlords, Sue and Scott—an immediately relaxed and friendly encounter. Soon the four of us were sitting together, making plans, including for the future use and development of the property. It quickly became clear: we were facing significant challenges. Lots of so-called “ ” wetlands—meaning damp, hard-to-build-on areas—and high prices for all materials. Here in Canada, too, everything has gotten more expensive.

A sense of disillusionment began to set in. Is this even possible?

Nevertheless, the conversations remained positive. After all, we had to be allowed to dream a little.

My thoughts began to circle again. As I had experienced before, an idea came to me: I should write everything down. And so this idea was born.

With a strong cup of coffee in bed—like every morning here in Canada—I started typing. The words literally bubbled out of me.

And it happened again: the next morning, in between—I wrote. I didn’t quite understand myself what was happening. I hadn’t planned anything. It just happened. A wonderful feeling.

And suddenly I asked myself: Could our story touch others too? Interest someone? Maybe even inspire them?

I kept writing.


    A day with little twists

    As so often, our day began with a hot cup of coffee in bed—by now a little ritual here in Canada. Along with plenty of writing, as if by itself. My head was full, my fingers wanted to write.

    Then an email from the road builder, our “constructor.” He happened to be in the area and suggested meeting at the property. Since we didn’t have a phone number, I replied directly via email with a suggestion, and we set off. When we arrived: no one was there.

    Instead, we met Barry, the neighbor next door. A friendly conversation developed—direct, open, honest. We introduced ourselves and talked at length about off-grid building. Especially if you want to use a project like this year-round, it apparently comes with many challenges. When we said we could even imagine spending a winter here, Barry had to laugh. “Do you even know how tough that can be?” Probably not—but we wanted to find out.

    The scheduled appointment with the road builder fell through—not a big deal, just typical Canadian. Things happen as they happen.

  
    Day 5 – Settling In, Shopping, and First Conversations

    We had now been in our little apartment for five days and had managed to get everything we’d been missing in our daily lives—pots, pans, a knife, a strainer. All very simple, the cheapest items we could find. We certainly wouldn’t have shopped like that back home. But we didn’t want to approach our landlords with complaints right away—even if other tenants might have handled it differently.

    Still, we had settled in just fine. The night before, we’d been invited over to Sue and Scott’s place. They served delicious grilled shashlik skewers with salad. It was our first real dinner with new acquaintances. The language—it was slowly starting to click. We understood a lot, but some things still slipped by. So our digital translator was still in regular use, but things were getting better. It was a wonderful evening where we talked a lot about building—about their experiences and our plans.

    Above all, the topic of off-grid house construction kept us busy. It’s a completely different way of thinking, a totally new approach. The most important thing here: You have to decide for yourself whether you really want to build a winter-proof house. Because that changes everything—from insulation to technology to the budget. But more on that later.

    The day had come when the car registration was supposed to be transferred to my name. But I was already expecting it to be postponed again—like so many things here, which happen at a completely different pace. The exact opposite of back home. But that has its own charm, too. If you let yourself, this slowing down feels almost like a little gift.
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