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Pam Ferguson keeps a tight grip on a hockey stick as she and hostess Jean Hyrich stand outside the St, Vital Community Arena. Pam and a brave group of Australians and Americans are visiting Winnipeg to discover ‘Winterpeg,’ and the weather gods were showing them a good time Thursday night.

Pam Ferguson is a retired nurse from Australia's Sunshine Coast who's travelled to exotic locales all over the world.

So, what is she doing in Winnipeg?

"I've come to experience your winter. It's an adventure for us."

Really. That's what she said.

"We left Brisbane, it was 33 degrees and so humid. We were glad to escape the heat," Ferguson said a day after arriving in Winnipeg.

Ferguson is here with 24 other Aussies and nine Americans who are part of a multicultural exchange organization, Friendship Force International. The group, founded in 1977 by former U.S. president Jimmy Carter, specializes in short-term group homestay trips, where members travel to different parts of the world, living with local residents and experiencing the local lifestyle.

At a time of year when Winnipeggers are desperate to ditch the mind-numbing cold for any place with a beach that serves delicious tall drinks with cute little umbrellas in them, this group came to Winnipeg to experience a prairie winter.

Ferguson said she was disappointed with the weather when she arrived Wednesday morning but she was thrilled to know Winnipeg was to be hit by a minor snowstorm, with howling winds, on Thursday.

"We've come to experience this."

Poor girl, it seems as if Ferguson has already spent too much time in the sun. Back in Australia, Ferguson lives on the beach in the northeastern state of Queensland, in Mooloolaba.

On Thursday night, she went to a Manitoba Major Junior Hockey League game in St. Vital.

Today, in what's supposed to be a snowstorm, Ferguson and her troupe are going to visit The Forks and then take in the torchlight parade that kicks off the start of Festival du Voyageur.

Luckily for them, it's supposed to be -19 C as they saunter along the parade route on Provencher Boulevard.

Ferguson came prepared. Before leaving the beach at Mooloolaba, she bought authentic winter wear such as thermal underwear and a parka and snow boots. Why they stock that kind of clothing in Mooloolaba, she never explained.

The weekend will include time at Festival and a sleigh ride and marshmallow roast at Birds Hill Park. Next week, their trip will end with the gang curling at the Charleswood Community Club.

Before you start to feel sorry for Ferguson and her mates, realize she's at the start of a 10-week around-the-world trip that will take her from Winnipeg to New York City and then to South America for one month. Her trip ends with two weeks in Netherlands and Germany.

Winterpeg will only be a distant memory.

"I'm not taking my winter clothing with me to South America. I'm leaving them behind."

That's all we want to do, too, Pam -- that's all we want to do.
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