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Je déteste 
la bouillabaisse :
The Power of 
Imagination 

and a Bilingual 
Journey

BY DOUGLAS VANDOR, AUTHOR AND OLYMPIC ROWER

continued...
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I have always believed that following one's passion leads to 
success. I was passionate about rowing, and that passion 
steered me for 13 years on Canada’s Olympic Rowing Team.  

Writing is something that I am passionate about as well. I have 
been writing for as long as I can remember and I have always  
enjoyed the creativity that writing requires, as well as the  
process that it unleashes. Although it is a different form of  
exertion from rowing, it can be just as intense.

As an Olympic athlete, writing provided a balance from  
my heavy training schedule.  It was also a pastime that gave  
my aching muscles a respite from the endless kilometres  
rowing up and down the lake.  Writing during my downtime  
put my brain to work, a change that I welcomed.

When I hung up my oars, I traded them for a pen. Quite  
suddenly I found myself writing and getting paid to do so. 

The lessons I learned on the lake inevitably found them-
selves onto the pages of my manuscripts. My first children’s 
book, Salmon on Toast, was about perseverance. My second 
children’s book, I HATE BOUILLABAISSE!, is about the mind and the 
power of our imagination. In sport, the mind can be our ally 
or our foe. It can be the difference between a podium finish or 
fourth place. In life outside of sport, this is no different.

  
Negative thoughts can trickle into our consciousness and dictate 
our paths. And when the mind gets stuck in some of these darker 
places, it can make us nervous, anxious and even scared. But 
if we learn to work with the imagination instead of fighting it, 
these perceived challenges can sometimes seem less daunting.  
They can even be converted into opportunities.

 Sophie se laisse souvent emporter par son imagination, 

surtout quand il s’agit de nourriture. Elle a peur de manger les 

repas préparés par tante Annette, qui cuisine toujours des 

plats avec des noms longs et bizarres. Mais tout change lorsque 

Sophie réalise que les repas que lui sert son imagination sont 

ceux qu’elle avait vraiment voulus.

D.J. Vandor est un rameur olympique retraité 

ainsi que diplômé de la Northwest Culinary 

Academy of Vancouver. Maintenant, chez 

lui à Vancouver, il passe son temps à écrire 

des histoires et à cuisiner des plats dont 

ses enfants n’ont jamais entendu parler.

L’artiste Stefanie St. Denis, aussi connue 

sous le nom de Jupiters Muse, savoure le 

défi qu’est de transformer la parole écrite 

en images qui captent l’imagination. Ses 

illustrations enchantent les enfants depuis 

plus de quinze ans.

I HATE BOUILLABAISSE! 
uses food at the dinner table 
to demonstrate that a child 
can choose to interpret what 
the mind sees as an obstacle 
or an opportunity. 
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I HATE BOUILLABAISSE! uses food at the dinner table to  
demonstrate that a child can choose to interpret what the  
mind sees as an obstacle or an opportunity. 

 Sophie’s imagination always plays tricks on her when it 
comes to the unfamiliar dishes that her aunt makes. She doesn’t 
recognize the names of the dishes nor how they look on her 
plate. Her imagination thus takes hold of her and changes 
 her mood, it dictates her reactions.  As the story progresses, 
however, Sophie starts to realize that the ridiculously yucky 
meals that she has been cooking up in her mind are the ones 
that she had been craving all along.  She turns something that 
was initially negative into something that is positive by looking 
at it through a different lens. Her confidence and her self esteem 
are rewarded in turn; a lesson for us all. The situation didn’t 
change, Sophie just chose to look at it in a different way.

I wrote the English version of the book first, but it was  
important to me for the book to be available in French as well  
(JE DÉTESTE LA BOUILLABAISSE!).

I have been surrounded by bilingualism my entire life.  
Growing up in a small town in Québec, I would switch from 
English to French then back to English many times a day. I was a 
part of both the English and French communities and effortlessly 
flowed in and out of each culture. Whether at hockey practice, 
boy scouts or in the school yard during recess, both languages 
were needed in order to thrive. Instead of resisting learning ‘the 
other’ language, the earlier one became bilingual the better one 
could navigate and experience the entire community, not just 

a part of it. And, of course, food always provided an important 
gateway to sharing ideas between the English and the French 
communities. It was a way to create bridges between families 
and cement friendships that lasted generations.

Living in both Montréal and Québec City as a young adult,  
it never ceased to amaze me how people switched back and 
forth between French and English so effortlessly. It was very 
common to hear one person on the street speaking French and 
the other person answering back to them in English, carrying 
on a conversation as if it was the most natural thing to do in the 
world. That is life in a bilingual community.  

In a way my wife and I are trying to recreate this experience 
for our own kids. They attend French school in Vancouver.  
They are completely bilingual and they were both born and 
raised on the West Coast! How cool is that? A testament to  
the importance of starting to learn languages at a young age.

We expose them to both the English and the French  
cultures in Vancouver, in addition to the many other cultures 
that surround them, and they are encouraged to soak up as 
much of it as they want. This is our little contribution to  
bilingualism (and multiculturalism) in Canada.

And, of course, I still make bouillabaisse every once in a 
while, for supper, with the hopes that one day they will enjoy 
it; they still hate it. And with copies of both I HATE BOUILLABAISSE! 
and JE DÉTESTE LA BOUILLABAISSE! on our bookshelf, they are now 
officially allowed to complain about my cooking, as long as they 
say it twice; once in English and once in French. n

Living in both Montréal and Québec City as a young adult, it 
never ceased to amaze me how people switched back and 
forth between French and English so effortlessly. It was very 
common to hear one person on the street speaking French 
and the other person answering back to them in English,  
carrying on a conversation as if it was the most natural thing 
to do in the world. That is life in a bilingual community.


