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Back in Canada after a decade away, 
     Global National anchor DAWNA FRIESEN 
  celebrates her first-ever family 
                      Christmas in Vancouver

CHRISTMAS
for
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Growing up on a farm near Elie, 
Manitoba (not far from Portage 
La Prairie), Friesen describes her 
childhood as bucolic, with solid family 
values in place.

In fact, the small community of 
farmers in that area was settled in the 
1870s by pacifist German Mennonites, 
who fled Europe under duress, settling in 
Canada and the U.S., where they farmed 
the often-inhospitable soil in order to 
practice their religion free of persecution. 

“Growing up, we went to church 
but my parents weren’t that religious,” 
she says. Still, they adopted the 
German Mennonite culture as a part 
of their family holiday tradition. These 
occasions were marked by huge family 
gatherings with women grouped in 
the kitchen, cooking and socializing 
for most of Christmas Day, while the 
men got to relax and play pool in the 
basement rec room.

Friesen laughs now at how old-
fashioned it all sounds. Old habits die 
hard, though; as she describes it, the 
plan for this Christmas won’t diverge 
too far from what she knew growing up, 
with one exception: her mother, now 
in her 80s, will get a break from the 
kitchen. Friesen, a self-described foodie 
who loves to cook, plans to be the 
matriarch in the kitchen this year.

“I used to see my grandmother 
working away when I was a kid, so it’s 
like the baton has been passed,” she 
says. “It’s about time.”

Born in England, Friesen’s six-year-
old son, Lucas, knows Christmas as 
the time of year when Father Christmas 
visits, followed by a special morning 
when he awakens to find snowy 
footprints on the floor, cookie crumbs 
and even reindeer droppings on the rug 
(Friesen won’t confirm if these special 
effects have anything to do with her 

artistry with icing sugar or chocolate-
covered nuts).

This year, he’ll celebrate in his 
new Vancouver home, along with his 
mother and father (CTV National News 
correspondent Tom Kennedy) and 
extended family, including Friesen’s 
mother, sister, her partner and Lucas’s 
cousins, not to mention a bevy of 
friends. Friesen estimates she’ll be 
setting up a table for a dozen. “I have 
some very close friends that I consider 
my family,” she says. “The bigger [the 
gathering], the better. I love that.”

Growing up, “it was all about fam-
ily,” she explains. “We had the tradi-
tional turkey dinner and oftentimes we 
had goose. It was nothing too unusual 
— the women slaving away in the 
kitchen, the rest of us just hanging out.”

While winters can be bitterly cold 
in rural Manitoba, Friesen’s quaint 
country upbringing was something of 
a winter wonderland, complete with a 
frozen pond on their family’s property 
where she and her siblings would skate.

“We lived on a farm and it was 
always lovely and snowy,” she says. 
“As kids we would always go out and 
play in the snow. My dad made these 
great snow forts for us. We’d always 
have Christmas lights up too, so with 
the snow, and the lights and, during the 

Dawna Friesen is looking for 
a goose — a nice plump bird that will feed 
a dozen hungry people, served belly-up on a 
table with a few Mennonite side dishes and rich 
desserts taken straight from Nigella Lawson’s 
Christmas cookbook.

Unfortunately, finding a Christmas goose is 
easier said than done in Vancouver, Friesen’s 
newly adopted city, but the new Global 
National news anchor and executive editor is 
adamant about maintaining that part of her 
family tradition, a tradition that is continually 
evolving as she blends the charm of her rural 
past with the future for her own young family.

Returning to Canada after a decade based in 
London, England, as a foreign correspondent 

with NBC, Friesen describes these Christmas 
traditions as a blend of her German-Mennonite 
heritage, typical Canadian customs and the U.K. 
habits she’s picked up over the past 10 years 
— which include the aforementioned goose, as 
well as peppermint cookies and a house full of 
chatter, family and friends.

This Christmas will be a far cry from seasons 
past, when her job took her far from her family 
over the holidays to cover conflicts in the war-
torn Middle East.

“Some years, particularly when I was [report-
ing] in the Middle East, I didn’t get Christmas 
off,” she recalls. “Today, though, it’s the 
Christmas of my childhood that I look to and 
remember, and it’s what I want to give to my son.”

“Even now, 
I don’t consider 

it Christmas until 
we watch How 

the Grinch Stole 
Christmas.”
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day, the Manitoba sun, it was always 
very pretty.”

Friesen graduated from Red River 
College in 1984 with a degree in 

communications, landing 
her first news job soon 
afterward at a small news-
paper in Portage La Prairie. 

She soon turned her tal-
ents to broadcasting, working 
at TV stations in Brandon, 
Saskatoon and Thunder 
Bay, always on the move. 
She worked for both CBC’s 
and CTV’s parliamentary 
bureaus before moving to 
the London bureau of NBC 
News in 1999. 

For the past decade, 
she reported for the NBC 
Nightly News with Brian 
Williams, the Today show 
and MSNBC, covering 
such stories as the fall of 
Serbian president Slobodan 
Milosevic in Belgrade, 
the ongoing Israel-

Palestine conflict and the kidnap-
ping and murder of journalist Daniel 
Pearl in Pakistan. Friesen’s work for 
NBC earned her a 2009 Emmy for 

the network’s coverage of Barack 
Obama’s U.S. Presidential victory. 

Her job also led to her spending the 
holidays in some of the most dangerous 
locations on the planet, including report-
ing on the chaos that ensued after the 
American-led attack on Iraq. Through 
it all, she kept a philosophical view. 

“I didn’t have horrible feelings of 
nostalgia for the season because I knew 
I’d be able to create that again in my 
life. I knew I’d had great Christmases in 
the past and I’d have great Christmases 
in the future. And I knew that this 
[working in the Middle East during the 
holidays] was just a moment in time 
when I was experiencing something 
new and different.”

When she was six months pregnant, 
Friesen reported on the 2002 siege of a 
theatre by Chechen rebels, the Beslan 
school massacre. That same year, 
she covered the Madrid train bomb-
ings and travelled to Morocco on the 
suspects’ trail. 

“I remember that physically the 
most important thing for me was to be 
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the Grinch Stole Christmas.
“When I was a kid, and even 

now, I don’t consider it Christmas 
until we watch How the Grinch Stole 
Christmas,” she says, laughing.

In addition to the socializing and 
catching up with family and friends, 
Friesen admits she’s also looking 
forward to those rare moments 
of silence that can come between 
Christmas and the New Year, when the 

bustling household settles into a quiet 
aftermath that will allow some precious 
downtime for the family. It’ll be a time 
to live in slow motion. 

“After finally moving in and 
keeping so busy, I was saying to 
my son, ‘You know what? During 
Christmas and the New Year we’ll just 
get to eat chocolate, watch movies on 
the television and just hang out.’ I’m 
really longing to do that.” 

healthy and not working at that level,” 
she admits. “I knew I had to put the 
brakes on at that time.”

When the offer came to take over 
for departing anchor Kevin Newman 
at Global National, Friesen admits that 
she thought long and hard before mak-
ing a decision. Returning to Canada was 
certainly appealing, as was the stabil-
ity of anchoring a daily newscast. The 
timing seemed right for Friesen, and for 
broadcast journalism in Canada — soon 
after Global announced Friesen would 
replace Newman, CTV announced 
that longtime national anchor Lloyd 
Robertson had set a date for his retire-
ment, and that Toronto-based Lisa 
LaFlamme (a close friend of Friesen’s) 
would fill his chair as host of CTV’s 11 
p.m. news hour, with these two broad-
casters making Canadian TV history as 
the first female anchors of Canada’s top 
national newscasts.

The transition to her new post, 
Friesen admits, has been hectic but 
relatively smooth. Three months after 
finding a home in Vancouver, she 
has settled into the city with her son, 
managing a temporary long-distance 
arrangement with her husband while he 
continues to work in London.

Even a seasoned, high-profile jour-
nalist can become a domestic goddess, 
if only for a few days. For family gath-
erings, Friesen has prepared her copy of 
The Mennonite Treasury of Recipes, a 
classic that collects the various recipes 
passed down from generation to genera-
tion of women in Steinbach, Manitoba, 
not far from the farm of her childhood.

Now a collectible, the volume is 
full of German specialties with names 
like roll kuchen (German pancakes), 
pfeffernüsse (biscuits with mild spices 
and pepper nuts) and moos, a Sunday 
soup often filled with fruit and cream. 

True to family tradition, Friesen will 
serve peppermint Christmas cookies and 
her mother’s Christmas walnut squares, 
and, in a nod to jolly old England, 
Dawna and Lucas will experiment with 
recipes hand-picked by Lucas himself 
from British foodie Nigella Lawson’s 
seasonal cookbook, Nigella Christmas.

Friesen says she and Lucas plan to 
listen to Vince Guaraldi’s soundtrack 
to A Charlie Brown Christmas — a 
holiday favourite — and indulge in a 
viewing of the Dr. Seuss classic How 


