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W. Rourke Ltd.
Founded in 1928 and incorporated in 1946, is proud of 

its continued service to the community 
for the past 85 years. 

(418) 687-2440

• Building • Buying • Selling • Renovating • Renting •

by bethaNN G. Merkle

For most readers, Thanks-
giving took place over 
a month ago, in mid-

October. However, for those 
Quebec City residents with 
a tie to the United States, 
T han k sg iv ing happens 
in November. For some 
Americans, Thanksgiving 
trumps Christmas. There is 
no pressure to come up with 
great gifts, nor to spend lots 
of money buying them. Rather, 
the focus is on food, family, 
and depending on one’s tradi-
tions, football or hunting.  

Although the holiday falls 
close enough to winter that 
harvest celebrations can 
only take part in certain 
regions of the country, the 
meal features typical autumn 
dishes — turkey, cranberries, 
squash, potatoes, and other 
foods abundant this time 
of year.

The stories explaining 
the origins of Thanksgiving 
in the U.S. are varied. One 
classic story attributes a 1620 
event held by pilgrims at Ply-

mouth Rock which included 
key indigenous figures such 
as Squanto, a Patuxent who 
served as a liaison between 
local tribes and the early 
settlers of the area. However, 
according to Wikipedia, the 
first thanksgiving event took 
place nearly 100 years earlier, 
in Spanish-held regions of the 
country. Irregular observ-
ances of thanksgiving and 
harvest holidays continued 
throughout the colonies 
for several hundred years. 
It was not until 1863 that 
Thanksgiving Day was offi-
cially proclaimed a national 
holiday. At that time, in the 
midst of a civil war, President 
Abraham Lincoln declared 
November 26 a “national day 
of Thanksgiving and Praise”.

For this writer, 2012 was 
the first Thanksgiving not 
spent in my grandmother’s 
home in Montana.  Remain-
ing in Quebec City this year 
meant establishing new tradi-
tions in lieu of those from my 
childhood. One such tradition, 
established in 2000 by local 

American expatriate Daniel 
Gross and the U.S. Consulate, 
involves volunteers serving a 
full turkey dinner on Thanks-
giving Day at the Maison 
Laubrivière. My husband 
and I joined Consul General 
Peter O’Donohue, his wife 
Mary Linklater, and several 
other volunteers to serve this 
year’s dinner.  

Gross later answered a 
few questions about how the 
tradition began. He said, “I 
wanted people here to see 
a positive side of Americans. 
I wondered what we could 
do that was American that 
people would appreciate.” As 
a local businessman, prior 
experiences contributing to 
Maison Laubrivière offered 
an answer to his question.  

Over the years, the dinner 
has become a multi-cultural 
effort. Gross chuckled when 
he recalled, “The first year we 
served pumpkin pie, and they 
hated it! So now, we serve 
apple pie. And, the kitchen 
staff said we absolutely had 
to serve soup, which isn’t 

part of an ordinary American 
Thanksgiving dinner.” For 
more than a decade, Gross 
has sponsored the dinner, 
the U.S. Consulate has paid 
for desserts, and the Centre 

de Congrès has contributed 
the soup course.  

On November 22, many 
Americans in Canada served 
up a tasty holiday meal for a 
second time this year. The 

calendar difference also 
doubled opportunities to 
count our blessings - some-
thing for which we can all 
be grateful.

Americans in Quebec City — Jerod Merkle, Mary Linklater, and U.S. Consul General 
Peter O’Donohue — shared their Thanksgiving tradition with diners at the Maison 
Laubrivière.

Thanksgiving Americana 

Giving the gift of family to street children in Burundi

ruby Pratka

Diomède Niyonzima, a 
soft-spoken Université 
Laval graduate student, 

grew up in Burundi, a tiny, 
heart-shaped country in East 
Africa. During the civil war 
that rocked that country in 
the 1990s, nearly all the men 
in his family disappeared or 
died. To pay his school fees, 
the twelve-year-old boy had 
to get a job, sweeping hair 
clippings off the floor in a 
barber shop. One of his few 
comforts was listening to an 
early-morning radio show, 

called “Le reveil poétique”—
“Poetic Awakening.” From 
time to time, Niyonzima, a 
self-taught poet, would mail 
some of his own poetry in to 
the station, and savour the 
excitement of hearing his 
words read out on the air. 

Niyonzima continued to pay 
his way through school, pub-
lished a book of his poetry and 
became a radio reporter in the 
capital, Bujumbura. But Ngozi, 
a town in the north, was never 
far from his thoughts. During his 
time there, he had befriended a 
small group of homeless youth. 

“Every weekend I would drive 
up there,” he recalls. “I would 
pick up some of the kids and 
take them for a ride in my car . . 
. they loved that. Then we would 
all play soccer.” 

Niyonzima left Burundi for 
Canada at the beginning of 
2012 to join his Québécois wife, 
Geneviève Laroche, and their 
two small children. But it was 
with a heavy heart. “I feel like I 
understand them because I’ve 
almost been where they are,” he 
said. “When I left, I felt like I was 
abandoning them somehow.” 

“We have two children here 

and at least nine there,” said 
Laroche, who would go with 
her husband on many of the 
weekend trips to Ngozi. “When 
I came here,” said Niyonzima, 

“what I missed most was not my 
friends who I used to sit around 
and share a beer with after work, 
but these kids, who had just 
started to get a little hope.”

Niyonzima sat down with 
his wife and brother-in-law, 
Simon Laroche, and not long 
after, Projet Kira (“the blessings 
project”) was born. It is now a 
registered charity in Quebec 
and will soon be registered in 
Ngozi as well. 

For now, a core group of about 

a dozen friends and supporters 
raise $200 a month to be sent 
to to a group of local volunteers 
in Ngozi. The money provides 
weekly meals to between 20 
and 40 homeless children and 
youth, allows the weekly soccer 
tournaments to continue and, 
when needed, provides hygiene 
products and medical care. But 
the project’s members want to 
aim higher. 

Their goal is to provide host 
families in the region for about 
35 of the children. “More than 
anything what these kids need is 
the love of a family,” Niyonzima 
said. They would also like to 
provide start-up capital for 

some of the older youth to start 
businesses. “A few of the older 
ones want to start a car wash, 
and for that all you need is a few 
buckets and mops,” Niyonzima 
explained. 

According to a recent report 
in a local newspaper, 1,000 home-
less youth wander the streets of 
the country’s second-largest city. 
The stories heard by the Kira 
volunteers, like that of eleven-
year old Ededie are sadly typical. 

“She has been on the street for six 
months, her father is dead, she 
lived with her mother but she 
left home because of extreme 
poverty. She was in the fifth 
year of primary school and she 
is ready to go back to school if 
she gets a family.” Some of the 
children living on their own are 
as young as seven. 

“These kids can cause prob-
lems, but they can also bring 
solutions,” Niyonzima said. 

“When I was a little boy, I had 
the same problems, but thanks 
to the generosity of a few people I 
was able to overcome them. This 
is a way to keep the generosity 
going, to plant hope for a better 
life.” 

If you want to help, please 
contact Diomède Niyonzima 
and Geneviève Laroche at kir-
aburundi@live.fr

Diomède Niyonzima (centre back) is surrounded by exuberant street children and 
youth in Ngozi, Burundi. 

Street children and youth in Ngozi receive rain gear 
donated by Canadian volunteers.


