
Global livinG MaGazine   27

EXPAT EXPOSÉ
/ a revealing look at expat experiences /

My Expat Life:
Open Mind, 
Open Heart

By ClAirE BOldEn MCGill

While living in Gibraltar as an 
expatriate teenager in the early 
1990s (read: military brat), I lived 
a charmed life, flitting between 

the best of both worlds – the more formal 
British world that was created for me and 
which I was expected to be part of, and the 
Gibraltarian world, which was full of new 
and exciting experiences, sensations and 
adventures. The richest experience of the 
two for me was most definitely the latter.
    I integrated into a world that taught 
me how to live life to the fullest. That 
little Rock of Gibraltar sucked me in and 
captured my heart and mind for two years 
with its personality and soul. I still tell 
tales of the gloriously devilish exploits we 
undertook and the crazy adventures that 
we encountered. Looking back, it was the 
people and the culture of that expat journey 
which really shaped the way I handle new 
experiences – and I know now that it’s all 
about having an open mind.
    Twenty years later, I’m an expat adult 
living in the United States. My mindset 
when I came here was pretty much based 
on the lessons I’d learned in Gibraltar. 
Consequently, I’m having the time of my 
life exploring America (as much as time 
and money will allow) with my family. I’ve 
come here with the knowledge that my time 
is fleeting, that I’m not a forever-expat, but 
that I’m certainly going to make my mark – 
and I want America to do the same to me.
    Despite my open mind and my thirst for 
adventure, I was still surprised by just how 
different Britain and America are culturally, 
linguistically, emotionally, politically and 
behaviorally. And when you are an expat in 
America (and a Brit) you begin to understand 
that our cultures have similarities, and yet it’s 
the differences that really stand out.
    However, the way to succeed as an expat 
in the U.S. – or any country, for that matter 
– is to accept that this is just the way it’s 

done here. Accepting these 
differences, while challenging 
at times, encourages you 
to be less judgmental and 
more tolerant, to be more 
open-minded about almost 
everything, thus allowing 
you to take opportunities 
and to find greater pleasure 
in all that you do, as well as 
to experiment with things 
outside your comfort zone.
    Accept and celebrate the 
differences because they can 
be so rewarding; that’s pretty 
much the key lesson, in my mind, to having 
a successful expat experience.
I’m still taking in this vast country of 
America with wide eyes and an open 
mind and, because of this philosophy, I’ve 
become part of something, I’ve shaped my 
own experience, and I’ve created my own 
adventures within a community and far 
beyond.
   You see, I think that you can be part of 
something new in your expat experience, or 
you can decide not to be. You can embrace 
it or you can resist it. I’ve developed a 
relationship with the U.S. – we’ve come to 
an understanding. I’m here for a short time, 
and I’m going to take every opportunity that 
comes my way, and America is allowing me 
to do that.
    I’m no expert in the psychology of 
expatriation, but I am most definitely a 
positive thinker, so when the homesick blues 
kick in and I’m craving a walk on the moors 
through thickets of brambles to sit in the 
pub and feast on a roast dinner in front of 
the open fire, I check out what might be the 
American equivalent, or in extreme cases, the 
thing that is in most opposition to this. And 
then we do that very thing and experience 
it in every way, shape and form. Sometimes 
we love it and sometimes we laugh about it, 

but whatever it is, it’s all part of our unique 
expat experience.
    So, when people ask me if I’m enjoying 
living abroad, I can honestly say – hand on 
heart – that I do, very much. And when 
people ask if I am busy, I say I certainly am, 
and I take a deep breath and I tell them all 
that I do and what we as a family enjoy. 
We’re traveling around the States at every 
opportunity, and that bucket list grows 
longer for every place or event we tick off. 
‘So much to do, and so much to see!’
    So, whatever your expat worries or fears 
and however you feel about your host 
country, no matter the length of time you 
are there for, or how much you miss home, 
my advice is this: get involved, make the 
adventure your own and create the richest 
experience possible – all with an open mind 
because you never know what you might 
encounter.

i’m here for a short 
time, and i’m going to 

take every opportunity 
that comes my way, and 

america is allowing me to 
do that.
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