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			PART ONE
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			1959–2006

		

	
		
			
				1

				BEGINNINGS

			
			Heritage and Family

			I am a seventh-generation Canadian. My family history in Canada extends back before the American Revolution. My paternal great-great-great-great-grandfather, Christopher, came to Nova Scotia in 1774 from Yorkshire, England. From an extensive family history my father worked on in the 1970s, we know that the Harpers had migrated between southern Scotland and northern England in the preceding generations. Still, it is safe to say that Christopher Harper was English, given his declaration as Methodist upon arrival.

			Those were troubled times in the Maritimes, as sentiment became bitterly divided between loyalist (pro-British) and revolutionary (pro-American) sympathizers. Christopher Harper found himself quickly drawn in as those arguments turned bloody. They culminated in the November 1776 Eddy Rebellion and the Battle of Fort Cumberland. A band of revolutionaries led by Jonathan Eddy surprised the poorly maintained and defended fort, not far from where Harper had settled. A loyalist militia leader, he and his family[*1] sought refuge in the fort, watching helplessly as their pioneer home was burned to the ground. In the weeks that followed, the defenders successfully drove off the rebels and won the engagement. Rebel homes were then razed in retaliation.

			From that point of the War of 1812, Christopher Harper was a polarizing figure in a polarized society. He successfully ran for the legislature of Nova Scotia in 1785, but he was ultimately excluded from that body when his political opponents discovered that his home was actually a mile inside New Brunswick. The new province had been partitioned from Nova Scotia the previous year. Electoral boundaries then, as now, can make or break political careers. As near as I can tell, no Harper would run for public office for the next two hundred years!

			Part of Christopher Harper’s lineage stayed in New Brunswick, through to my father, Joseph Harris Harper. He was born in Moncton, the son of a teacher, and, like the Harpers before him, raised solidly middle class.

			On my mother’s side, I am a sixth-generation Canadian. William Johnston, my great-great-great-grandfather, came from Lincolnshire, England in 1849. People were evidently more mobile at the time than is now appreciated because, while the Johnston name is Scottish and generally Presbyterian, Lincolnshire is nowhere near Scotland and William was listed as Anglican when he came to Canada. He settled in Grey County—one of the last opened parts of southern Ontario—beginning a long tradition of farming. It was still the predominant family occupation when my mother, Margaret Frances Johnston, was born in the town of Durham. Somewhere along the line, my mother’s forebears returned to their Scottish faith, as she was raised Presbyterian.

			So, my background is mainly English-Scottish, although my father discovered traces of Irish, Welsh, Dutch, and German as well. As far as we can tell, despite the diverse ethnic streams that crossed the Harper paths over the years, my entire religious heritage is Protestant.

			As is true of many older Canadian families, the Harpers spread out over the generations. Some moved elsewhere in Canada, but just as many emigrated, especially to the United States, where distantly related Harpers are said to have achieved prominence.

			It is often difficult to identify specific influences in family trees, but I have always found genealogical research fascinating. We are, consciously or otherwise, imbued with the memories, the stories, and the beliefs of those who have gone before. For me, it is important to be grounded in the flow of time and space, and that has become more so as I have gotten older.

			My mother and father found their separate ways to Toronto, via very different routes.

			My mother came from a struggling farm family. My grandparents, Rupert and Catherine (née Herd) Johnston, married in 1928 and took out their mortgage just before the Great Depression and then war engulfed the world. They raised six children in what were truly tough times. Back then, once kids were of an age to support themselves, they were expected to do so, as did my mother. At just sixteen, she moved to Toronto, initially finding work as a maid. Later she went to secretarial college and worked in that occupation at various businesses, pretty much up to the time of my birth.

			My dad was raised in Moncton. After high school he trained as a chartered accountant. His life was upended in 1950 when his father, Harris Chapman Harper, disappeared. There was a massive manhunt at the time, and the story became the source of voluminous speculation and numerous rumours that continued for decades.

			Some thirty-five years later (and completely coincidentally), I came to know one of the lead detectives on the case, who had long since retired from active policing. He told me that the unsolved disappearance of my grandfather had always haunted him. Harris Harper was a prominent citizen—a school principal, a militia leader, a volunteer in local activities—who was widely recognizable, yet there were no sightings or even the thinnest of leads to go on. The former officer said he and his colleagues could never even arrive at a theory of what might have happened that day. A mystery it will remain, but one that could not help but impact my father, although I did not fully appreciate how until many years later.

			There is no doubt, however, that it led my father to seek a change in life. Not long after becoming a chartered accountant, he headed off to Toronto, where he met my mom at the local United church. They had their first date on February 6, 1952, a hard day in history to forget because that is the day King George VI died and Queen Elizabeth II ascended to the throne. My parents were attending a concert, and the scheduled program was replaced by more fitting mournful music.

			Married in 1954, my parents were a typical post-war, middle-class couple. Dad was the primary breadwinner, while Mom eventually became a full-time mother. In the days when both employers and employees wanted long-term commitments, my dad signed on with Imperial Oil in 1955 and worked there for the next thirty-one years. Surprisingly, this chartered accountant spent most of his career not in accounting, but in the company’s nascent computer department in the early years of the “information technology revolution.” In fact, in 1957, he was one of a team of eleven people that set up the first commercial mainframe and computer department in Canada.

			In 1961, my father was seconded by Imperial Oil to the Glassco Commission. Officially the Royal Commission on Government Organization, it was established under Prime Minister John Diefenbaker to examine how the civil service could be reorganized to incorporate contemporary private-sector management techniques. It ultimately issued a five-volume report recommending, among other things, that departments be managed on a decentralized basis, that senior management rotate between departments, and that the Treasury Board be restructured. The six months my dad worked on that project exposed him to the inner workings of Ottawa and left strong impressions about how the public service functioned. His reflections would prove to be of benefit to me many years later.

			I was born on April 30, 1959, and my two brothers followed in due course. Grant was born in 1961, while my dad was working on the Glassco Commission, and Robert was born in 1964. They both went on to become chartered accountants like our father—who would have loved for me to have taken a similar path. Alas, it would not be so. A line I have used often is that I did not have the charisma to be an accountant!

			Growing up in Leaside and Richview

			My middle-class family lived in what was then the most middle- class of communities: Leaside, Ontario. Designed by the owners of the Canadian Northern Railway and opened in 1913, Leaside was the first planned suburb in Canada and, when I was a boy, an independent municipality. It was comfortable and affordable for a young family starting out—very different from today. I tell people that, as prime minister, I earned far more in relative terms than my dad earned at that point in his life. Yet, as prime minister, I could never have remotely afforded to buy the house that I grew up in.

			Despite its proximity to downtown Toronto, Leaside was a safe neighbourhood, and tightly knit. It had lots of green space and the full range of sports and recreational activities. It was close to bustling industrial and commercial areas, where young Leasiders would often stay to work after growing up in the community and marrying high-school sweethearts. In other words, Leaside had all the advantages of both big city and small town, which is why I have often said that I grew up “in a small town in Toronto.” It was just a great place to be a kid.

			I had a wide variety of interests over the years. I was an avid collector, focusing at different times on stamps, coins, hockey cards, and much else. My intellectual interests were broad and eclectic: I devoured history, geography, astronomy, science, and even heraldry, which I admit is something your average young Canadian has never given much thought to!

			I also was attracted to music from an early age. There was certainly an aptitude for it within my broader family. My uncle George (my dad’s brother) was a very talented multi-instrumentalist, who put himself through college, in part, by performing in a band. My grandmother, Faye (née Coy) Richardson (her name through remarriage to my grandfather Beecher some years after her husband Harris Harper disappeared), played piano quite well. My parents were not musical, but my father had a keen appreciation of music. His particular love was Duke Ellington, and he probably had the largest collection in the world of the Duke’s recordings.

			I was eight when I told my parents I wanted to play the piano. They must have been skeptical because, while they promptly enrolled me in lessons, they did not buy an instrument right away. So I initially learned by first hearing a tune, then fingering the notes on a cardboard keyboard, and later playing it for my teacher. Once assured of my commitment, my parents shelled out for a piano. I persevered all the way up to completing my grade 9 Royal Conservatory exam, which I think technically qualified me to be an introductory teacher. But honestly, I barely scraped through because at that level proficiency requires far more practice than I was willing to put in. Besides that, any dream of a musical career was also hampered by the fact that, when nervous, my hands would become shaky—obviously fatal for a pianist. (That tic had an interesting consequence. Because shaky hands were my only visible sign of nervousness, I learned to speak publicly without notes early on, memorizing my speeches and occasionally ad libbing. It was something that would certainly prove useful down the road.)

			Another interest I had at an early age was the French language. This was very much supported by my parents, especially my dad, with his New Brunswick background. My first exposure to French was in 1968, just after I finished grade 3. It was at a time when Pierre Trudeau’s bilingualism policies were popular and expanding. To make up for a shortage of French teachers, the local school boards put on special summer courses to try to rapidly train up new instructors. They put out a call for students to attend these classes as guinea pigs for the training, and my parents enrolled me in one of the programs. It involved me travelling a few kilometres away to a completely different neighbourhood (Deer Park). It was a real adventure because it meant I was riding the transit by myself and finding my way around town, exploring Toronto. Looking back now—an unattended nine-year-old riding around on public transit in a large city—it sounds crazy, but it tells you how much safer things were then. Or at least perceived to be safer.

			I learned only the most elementary French that summer—I was, after all, quite young. By the time I graduated from high school, I could read and write it quite well, but in a conversation, I could barely speak a word or understand anything said to me, much like how I learned Latin. I did take an immersion course at the University of Victoria in the summer of 1978, but I really only became fluent in French years later, through using it with increasing frequency during my political career.

			Like most boys, I was also interested in sports. But, in truth, I was never an athlete. I just lacked the natural abilities. It did not help that, when I was growing up, I was plagued by serious asthma and allergies. I was in the hospital at least once a year until I was ten. The doctors thought I would be a chronic case, but I largely grew out of these maladies in my teens—much too late to excel in sports. That is not to say I didn’t try; I actually became a cross-country runner in high school. I did it, in part, to put my asthma behind me. I was terrible, always finishing near the bottom, but I still jogged my four or five miles every day and did my best to compete.

			And then there was hockey—especially hockey. It took a big chunk of my childhood. The Maple Leafs’ last Stanley Cup championship and Canada’s victory over the Soviets in the first Summit Series will forever be hard-wired in my brain. Over the years people have wondered how my interest in the sport led me all the way to authoring a book on its history. The fact is that taking an academic approach to the sport was my way of making up for my utter lack of ability as a player. I became a reader, an intellectual child, and transferred my interests in sports into their study, especially into the history.

			I have also been asked when and how my aspirations for leadership developed. That is a hard question to answer because I was not a naturally sociable child. Most of my early pursuits were solitary, and I was slow to make real friends. However, at a young age I became involved in scouting—cub scouts in particular. In my local troop at Northlea United Church, I became the “senior sixer,” which was the youth leader of the whole pack. However, I did not continue with scouting after grade 7.

			My memories of childhood are overwhelmingly positive. I am not referring just to the long days of pickup sports, especially road hockey, with my brothers and our friends, and the many hours of family board games. We had great family vacations as well. We seldom went to the typical getaway spots, preferring road trips and visits to relatives. Many weekends were spent at our Johnston grandparents’ family farm near Durham, and we had a few memorable visits to my Richardson grandparents in Moncton. One special highlight was a long drive in a camper across Western Canada in 1970.

			My brothers and I were very close growing up, in all the meanings of that term. There were lots of shared experiences and great moments, interspersed with frequent squabbling and fighting. But having brothers is still one of the best things in my life. And we have remained close. They were supportive of my political career at every stage, and extraordinarily tolerant of all the attention and oxygen I have taken over the decades.

			When I look back now, especially on my childhood, this is what I see: I was raised in a very stable, very loving family. My father had both a big influence and a keen interest in his boys’ hobbies,[*2] and my mother dedicated her life to raising our family. Of course, at the time, I really did not fully appreciate this. What I saw was mainly the peculiarities and the warts because no family is perfect. But that start in life was a big part of any success I had later, and nothing can really replace that.

			Just as I was becoming a teenager, we moved out to central Etobicoke, the west end (at that time) of the city. The Richview area was a very different kind of community than the one from where I had come, a much more upper-middle-class neighbourhood. Although property values in Leaside are much higher today, the opposite was the case in 1971.

			My schooling was what you would expect it to be in that era: public. I had gone to Northlea Elementary School when we lived in Leaside, and I would attend John G. Althouse Middle School and Richview Collegiate Institute in Etobicoke. I was a decent student, but not particularly studious through elementary and middle school. I did, however, excel in math, where I was naturally gifted, but overall, I usually did just enough to pass without really trying.

			That changed in grade 10. I got very serious about my studies and decided that I wanted to excel in academics. I do not remember exactly why. Perhaps it was because I got my glasses that summer and could actually see the blackboard! Whatever the reason, it seemed to work.

			In grade 13—yes, there was a grade 13 then—I appeared on Reach for the Top, a popular televised high school quiz show. Richview Collegiate had not participated in years, but one of the other students spearheaded getting us on and I made the team. I did reasonably well in our first episode, which became the team’s only appearance: we got defeated by a wide margin. The embarrassment of this loss was mitigated somewhat by the fact that the team who beat us went on to be the national champion!

			In recalling some scattered memories from childhood, I would say my political consciousness emerged gradually. I was too young, for example, to remember the Kennedy assassination, although I have vague recollections of people talking about it. But I do remember the flag debate in 1964–1965. In fact, I naively surveyed family, friends, and neighbours about their preferred choice and recall well the intensity of the views expressed.[*3] I also remember when we took the old Canadian Red Ensign down and put the new maple leaf flag up at my school, and peace gradually returned to the neighbourhood![*4] I also remember very clearly Winston Churchill’s death and funeral in 1965, as well as the assassinations of 1968 (Martin Luther King Jr. and Robert F. Kennedy).

			My recollection of political events became more comprehensive around the age of ten. At that point, my parents insisted that I read the front section of the newspaper—the Toronto Star—and be able to discuss current affairs in an informed and intelligent (and sometimes animated) manner at the dinner table. I credit those dinnertime discussions with the beginning of my interest in politics, the first emergence of my own views, and the early acquisition of debating skills.

			My parents were not terribly partisan. They would have been what political strategists call “Liberal-Conservative switchers,” and there was no pressure on me or my brothers to adopt one political view or another. My father’s family were mostly Conservative; a grand uncle named Ewart Atkinson served for ten years in the New Brunswick legislature. My mom’s family were traditionally more Liberal. In fact, my grandmother Johnston supported the Progressives when she was young, around the time women got the right to vote. Her member of Parliament was Agnes Macphail, the first woman elected to the House of Commons, who went on to join the Co-operative Commonwealth Federation (CCF).

			My parents may not have been partisans, but they were very serious about politics. They were informed on the issues of the day, tried to meet the candidates, and voted in elections at every level without fail. But I am not exaggerating when I say that they did not want their young son to be a politician. In fact, I distinctly remember my mother saying, “I don’t care what profession you choose, but I hope you won’t be a politician or a minister.” Being as serious about church attendance as she was about voting, I am not sure why she felt that way. My father, of course, wanted me to be a chartered accountant, but he never pressured me on it.

			My budding interest in politics developed further in high school. By that time, I had developed a few opinions, which were conventionally left-of-centre, although I was briefly further left when, in grade 10, I was “elected” for the New Democratic Party (NDP) in a mock election in which each of our seven history classes constituted a designated riding in various parts of the country. I was drafted as the NDP candidate—I do not remember the riding, but it was somewhere in Ontario—and I won it fairly handily.

			A couple of years later, my high school friend Paul Watson—an eventual Pulitzer Prize–winning photojournalist—set up a Liberal youth club in Etobicoke Centre and convinced a few of us to join. He had political ambitions and wanted to go to the Liberal convention. I became secretary of the club and came very close to meeting Pierre Trudeau. He was going to be visiting the area and had agreed to meet the club, but for reasons I cannot remember, I had to be out of town that day. Thus, it never happened. (The closest I came would be passing Mr. Trudeau on a Montreal street many years later, a few months before his death.)

			I have never denied that at one time I held left-of-centre views. But lest anyone accuse me of jumping back and forth politically, I say this: the evolution of my political philosophy was the result of reflection, education, and experience.

			I got a great deal out of high school. I was fortunate to have had many good teachers, and I learned a lot. I was also very busy, developing a personal discipline that would serve me well in life. I was a straight-A+ student; I was taking my grade 9 Royal Conservatory piano exam; I was running on the cross-country team; and I long had my own paper route, where I learned some basic business and entrepreneurial skills.

			Despite having so much going on—probably too much—I was increasingly unhappy in those years. Yes, I was, after all, a teenager. But it was more than that. I had not developed any passions. As university approached, I became ever more uncertain about what I wanted to study and why, let alone what I wanted to do in life. In truth, I just did not want to live like I was living—not having much fun—and four years of university sounded like more of that. My musings on this subject led to increasing tension with my parents.

			I finally enrolled at University of Toronto in a commerce program, with some abstract notions of going into law. But those were simply vague ambitions at the time. I felt like I was doing what was expected of me rather than pursuing any real personal goals. After a few weeks, it was clear that my heart was not in it. So I left school. Believing this would make life at home unpleasant, I decided to leave Toronto as well. The late-1970s oil boom was underway, so I moved out to Alberta, where I figured it would be easy to get a job. I was doing what many young people were doing at the time: trying to figure out who I was and what I wanted to do.

			There were those at the time who did not understand what I was doing and, even now, people for whom my actions back then make no sense. Yet I have never once doubted that I made the right decision. There came a point when I realized that I was only going to be happy if I could make my own life choices. And that is what I did.

			Change Is in the (Alberta) Air

			I applied for work at a few places in my new hometown of Edmonton. The first job offer came, ironically, from my father’s former employer, Imperial Oil, a company that often preferred to hire relatives of employees. My initial job was as a file clerk, followed by stints in the mailroom and accounts receivable. But it was when I was hired into the computer department (where, incidentally, my father no longer worked) that opportunities began to open up for me.

			I became a computer operator and then what was known as an “applications programmer.” In those days there was such a shortage of programmers in Alberta that it was possible to become one with no computer science education. All you had to do was train yourself. So, I learned several programming languages. I was employed like that for about two years, and I used the skills to help put myself through university later on.

			By twenty-two, I found myself making very good money with as much job security as the private sector had to offer. But I never viewed it as a career. It was interesting, but it was not something I wanted to do for life. Besides, I could see the rapid changes that were coming to information technology. Without going into detail, the future direction of the field would require me to become far more of a technical specialist, and that was not the part of the job that interested me.

			I was already leaning toward a return to school when developments at work dovetailed with my plans. Imperial Oil intended to move its entire computer department, including its IBM mainframe computer system, to Calgary in 1981, where I had chosen to go to university. At the time, this was a very bold undertaking. Few major corporations had ever attempted such a move, and those tries had mostly been disastrous.

			With the understanding that I would go to school after the relocation, I was assigned to a small team that would spend six months travelling back and forth between Edmonton and Calgary, making all the plans for a “seamless transition.” That meant we had to take the system down one Friday night and have it operating Monday morning without anyone noticing. There was no “cloud” back then. This required backing up all software and data on tapes and disks, dismantling the hardware, moving it down Highway 2, and then re-assembling it all in a brand-new facility. It involved multiple backup plans and built-in redundancies. And we did it: we moved the entire computer department without a hitch—the first time that had ever been accomplished.

			It was a great way to end my full-time employment with Imperial, although I would return for the next three summers. I learned a lot during my time with Esso. I witnessed the workings of a large and complex organization, including its management, accountability, and cost structures. And, of course, being part of project management teams, particularly around the big computer relocation, was just one of the diverse career experiences I would accumulate along the way.

			By the time I moved to Calgary in the summer of 1981, I had been in the province for almost three years. I had enjoyed living in Edmonton, and I would grow to like Calgary even more. I was increasingly seeing Alberta as my home province. I guess it was inevitable that my “liberal-ish” worldview would change in the Alberta air.

			I love Alberta and the vibrancy of its society. It has a dynamism and an entrepreneurial culture that resembles the best of the United States. But it does not have that kind of anarchic, sometimes-violent side of American society. It is still an orderly, very polite, Canadian place. As well, old money and old connections matter far less than in Toronto or Montreal, so it truly is a land of opportunity. Alberta is just a great place to live, and working in its thriving energy sector, I could see up close how important business really is to the creation of wealth and the well-being of society. Of course, holding a job, incurring bills, and paying taxes really does alter one’s view of the world.

			My perspective was already beginning to change when the Trudeau Government embarked on the National Energy Program (NEP). I watched as Alberta’s unemployment rate went up by about 10 per cent in six months. All this happened simply because those in power in Ottawa, who had no idea what they were doing, decided they would re-engineer a major industry. Witnessing such unbridled and arrogant government overreach made a lasting impression on me. It began to solidify my views about what role government should and should not be playing in the economy. And those views led me toward a conservative philosophy, at least on economic matters.

			It was not long after that—I was attending the University of Calgary by then—that I started dating a girl, Cynthia Williams, who was a strong Progressive Conservative and who wanted to get involved in party politics. It was 1982 and the party was in the midst of a leadership race. Joe Clark, of whom I was never a supporter, had resigned the leadership after getting an approval vote of only 66 per cent at the party’s convention. I became a party member, and I supported Brian Mulroney. After Mr. Mulroney won the leadership in 1983, I joined my local riding association in Calgary West. Not long after that, I met my member of Parliament, Jim Hawkes, and that is when my serious and ongoing involvement in politics really began.

			Jim Hawkes was a smart, hard-working, and approachable member of Parliament. I first met him at one of the monthly townhall meetings he held in his riding. I took an instant liking to his cerebral approach to issues—Jim was a rare Ph.D. in the House of Commons—and joined his riding executive during the next year. When Hawkes was challenged for his nomination (having been on the wrong side of the leadership race), I began to work for him in earnest and set up a youth club in his riding. One of the new executive members was John Weissenberger, an ex-Montrealer who would be at my side politically for the next three decades. I then became the Calgary West PC youth chairman during the 1984 election campaign.

			My growing involvement in politics coincided with my progress at U of C. Unlike my first go-round in Toronto, this time I had taken a very different approach to my education. I did not enrol in one particular program. Instead, I decided to take courses in a range of subjects that interested me to see where that might lead. For a year and a half, I was in what was called General Studies. By the middle of my second year, however, I had settled on economics as my major. I liked its unique combination of big-picture thinking and rigorous mathematics. I still think it is the ideal intellectual preparation for a wide range of occupations.

			As I entered my final year, I admit that I had not done much thinking about what I would do next. Imperial Oil was always a possibility, although I had no interest in returning to programming. I suppose, even then, my real interest was in public policy. Then, one day, when I was sitting with a small group of my senior riding association colleagues talking with Jim Hawkes, he said, “Why don’t you come work for me? I’m going to have an opening in my Ottawa office in the fall.” Without much hesitation, I said: “Well, yeah, that sounds interesting. I’ll do that.”

			I did not suspect it at the time, but that quick decision set the professional direction of my life. I still marvel at how life can surprisingly put one on a particular path. And working for Jim Hawkes was a great introduction to politics in Ottawa—one that served me in good stead for many years to come.

			Jim and I were never really on the same page philosophically. He was a fairly Red Tory, although he had an eclectic mixture of views. But he was a very good boss; he was serious, and he was decent, even though, I would tell people, he did not really need me. Jim worked tirelessly, and he briefed himself thoroughly on anything he needed to know. He showed me the ropes and gave me lots of interesting experiences. A particularly vivid, and useful, one was speaking on his behalf to a very hostile union audience.

			One thing I learned from him was how to make the most of one’s position. Jim was a smart guy who knew the political lay of the land. He knew he would never be in Cabinet. That is often just the way the numbers work, especially when you are a Conservative from Alberta. Cabinet at that time already had powerful Albertans—Don Mazankowski, Joe Clark, and Harvie Andre. Even if you were in Parliament twenty more years, you were not going to be in Cabinet in a PC government.

			Understanding that reality, Jim developed a strategy. He found smart young people, employed them for a while, taught them the system, and then helped them find jobs in ministers’ offices. Through that network of staffers, he got insight and more “indirect” influence over what was going on in the government. That was (and largely still is) the way things worked for political staffers in Ottawa. One would usually start as a legislative assistant to a backbencher, maybe even as an intern, and then, after a year or two, look for opportunities in ministers’ offices. Cabinet ministers are always on the lookout for talent and experience.

			In Jim’s mind, the time was soon coming for me to make such a move. One night over dinner, he asked me whether I was ready. My answer must have disappointed him. Although I had expressed some misgivings before, this time I was categorical about my disillusionment with the government. I had become a philosophical conservative in the preceding years, but now I found myself working for a government that simply was not that. I was also troubled by the separatist elements we had in the Quebec wing of the party. Most important to me, I had come to Ottawa to be part of eliminating Pierre Trudeau’s enormous deficit, which I considered essential for Canada’s long-term growth. I told Jim it was not personal; I just saw no prospect that the PC Government was ever going to balance the budget. That, of course, turned out to be true, although Jim was kind enough not to remind me that he had expressed his own doubts on that when I had first agreed to come to Ottawa.

			The Mulroney Government did do some good things, and it was, without a doubt, superior to the government it had replaced. Yet one of the problems, I had concluded, was the ideological heterodoxy of the PC caucus. The Mulroney PCs had won a massive majority in 1984, but they had done so more on a “throw the bums out” coalition than on any detailed plan for governing. The caucus reflected that, with a dizzyingly wide range of political views. A few people were well to the right of your typical Blue Tory; a lot were redder than Red. I will never forget my first meeting with a group of legislative assistants to Alberta MPs. For the most part, they were actually in favour of the National Energy Program! And the Quebec caucus had its own unholy diversity, ranging from the closet separatists I mentioned to genuine, hard-core federalists—something that would haunt the PC Government when it later embarked on constitutional reform.

			Frankly, the whole thing was not my cup of tea. I told Jim I was instead going back to university to take my master’s. I was also leaning into a possible life in academia, though that was hardly set in stone.

			Jim had no hard feelings and even signed a reference letter to the U of C’s economics department. That summer, I left Ottawa for a brief stint in the constituency office and then headed to grad school. As far as I was concerned, partisan politics had been an interesting experience, but that was the end of it for me.

			
				Skip Notes

				
					*1 Christopher Harper and his wife Elizabeth (née Leppington) Harper had ten children, two of whom had died in infancy.

				

				
					*2 One of the many examples of that was my dad’s encouragement of my interest in heraldry and vexillology (the study of flags). After many years of painstaking research, he and Frank Dunbar of the Royal Ontario Museum authored Old Colours Never Die, the complete history of military flags in Canada.

				

				
					*3 My parents were among those who believed we needed a new, distinctively Canadian flag. They preferred the one proposed by Prime Minister Lester Pearson, which had blue bars instead of red bars and a three-maple-leaf symbol in the centre, rather than just a single maple leaf.

				

				
					*4 This period led to my interest in flags. In 2025, I authored Flags of Canada, a consequence of my excessive free time at home during the early stages of the Covid-19 pandemic. The book recounts, among other things, the flag debate of 1964–1965.
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				“THE WEST WANTS IN!” AND BUILDING REFORM

			
			An Evolving Political Philosophy

			The year 1986 and my return to Calgary from Ottawa was a time of transition in my life. I was back at the University of Calgary, now in the master’s program in the economics department. It was a comfortable place. In university I had quickly figured out how to balance my studies and other elements of my life much more successfully than I had in high school. I now knew how to work just hard enough to do very well. And I was pursuing studies that deeply interested me.

			The topics and research areas I focused on in my course work were not typical in economics at that time. The areas of concentration were mostly centred on econometrics and statistical methodologies. Of course, I did study those things, but I directed my attention more to economic history and the responses to that history in the development of economic theory over time. I then leaned on that knowledge when doing policy analysis and evaluation. I was particularly drawn to macroeconomics, especially fiscal policy, which I ultimately did my thesis in. It was not the usual route, but I enjoyed it, as well as life in general, and initially thought I would pursue a Ph.D.

			Contrary to the PC Government for which I had worked, the conservative bent of my political thinking had been hardened by my time in Ottawa. It was now being reinforced in my scholastic studies and other intellectual readings. What is called public choice theory played a key role in the development of my thought. Applied to economics, its essence is that government policy must be understood in its institutional framework. Political actors can no more be assumed to be all-benevolent and all-knowing than can participants in the markets. The vested interests of government itself can never be ignored, and so real-world market options should be measured against real-world government policy, not theoretical ideals.[*1]

			I also ventured beyond my studies, reading broadly in classical liberal economics and conservative political theory. Together, my studies and readings helped me understand that conservatism is not an abstract ideology the way other isms are. It is wisdom derived from both an understanding of human nature and the lessons of human experience. The end result was that I became much more philosophically grounded in my thinking, greatly deepening the shift in worldview that had started a few years earlier.

			Finding Faith

			Profound changes were happening elsewhere in my life as well. In particular, my religious outlook began to alter. Despite growing up in a church-going household, I had never been attracted to religion. On the contrary, from at least late childhood I considered myself an atheist, and I refused to be confirmed when I was a teenager.[*2]

			Over the next few years, my deepening conservative convictions convinced me of the reality and importance of values that transcend time and place. One obvious source of those, anywhere, is religion. In the process of reading what Malcolm Muggeridge, C.S. Lewis, and others had written, I undertook a similar spiritual journey. This was not just a change of perspective but also a learning experience, because I came to realize how surprisingly shallow was my understanding of Jesus and the Christian faith.

			In time, there came the point when I believed in Christ and the Christian message of hope and salvation. I became an adherent through the Christian and Missionary Alliance and one of its local Calgary ministers, Brent Trask. I had met Brent during the 1988 election campaign, and he has become my personal pastor over these many years.

			I am often asked why I do not talk more openly about my faith. Besides it not being politically very advisable to do so today, I think proselytizing is usually ineffective and often best avoided. Over the years, the people in my life who drew me to faith, albeit very slowly, were those whose lives and characters I wanted to emulate. I discovered only later that such men were Christians. I am not confident that I am the kind of example that would lead others to the Christian faith. And I am certain that I would not convert anyone by overtly trying to do so.

			Still, my faith is very real to me. I have felt the presence of God often since my conversion, in good times as well as bad. Knowing Christ has relieved me of much of the emotional turmoil I once had in my soul. It has also made me far more appreciative of all that I have. And understanding that there is a world beyond the material—a world that is beyond us—is something I find of great comfort.

			Preston Manning and the Reform Party

			This was also a time when my political philosophy began to find an outlet. After all, people who do economic research often get into public policy. This was true of me.

			I became involved with a group of professors and students who often talked about what was happening in Ottawa and why. My experiences in the nation’s capital were of interest to them. One day in May 1987, Bob Mansell, head of the graduate program in the economics department and my interim thesis supervisor, said to me, “I’ve met this guy, Preston Manning. He’s the son of a former premier.[*3] You might have heard of him. He’s trying to put something together politically. He’s having this Western Assembly in Vancouver to discuss political reform. I can’t go—would you go for us?”

			By then I was thoroughly disillusioned with the direction of the PC Government. I had already let my membership lapse for numerous reasons—and then came the Bristol Aerospace incident in late 1986. The Mulroney Government took a contract rightfully awarded under the official process to Bristol Aerospace in Winnipeg and gave it to a Montreal company. Despite their vehement denials—I certainly was not convinced—it was clear that this was purely an act of regional politics. This blatant political favouritism began to shake the confidence of even long-time western PCs.

			I decided to take Mansell up on his offer. Preston Manning did a terrific job that day. I got to meet him afterwards and found him intellectually engaging, very smart, but also down to earth. I did not expect this. Here was someone who was part of Alberta political “royalty” but also just an ordinary guy. I found him highly intriguing, and my interest was piqued.

			I met other interesting people as well. At a social event during the assembly, I wound up sitting beside a woman named Diane Ablonczy. I had heard of her before because she had been an independent candidate for “Provincial Rights”—a group that existed briefly after Social Credit broke up—in Calgary-Mountain View in the 1982 provincial election. As we talked, she confided that she was likely to become the first chairman of the new party they were starting (she called herself “chairman”). She asked me what I thought about this political enterprise. I told her I really liked Preston Manning and found him thoughtful and compelling as a potential political leader. Then she asked me whether I would be interested in taking on a role in the new political party he was planning.

			I said I was interested in helping Manning, but I did not think it would draw that heavily on my time “because,” I said, “this isn’t going to go anywhere. Preston’s clearly smart and we can do some stuff, but if his ideas get any traction, the PCs will move to occupy that space.”

			My frank response apparently did not put her off. Following the convention, Mansell and Preston Manning asked me to draft one of the papers for what would become the Reform Party of Canada’s founding convention in Winnipeg in October 1987. With the input of my friends and academic colleagues, I created a document that examined how the West had been treated in Confederation in economic, political, and constitutional terms, and what could be done about it. It leaned heavily on the confident economic conservatism of the era that was flourishing outside Canada, and it combined that with the key themes Manning had been espousing.

			When I presented it in Winnipeg—it was in a keynote speech—it was a big hit. I cannot say it was my best work, but it was one of the better papers presented. After the convention, Manning, newly elected first leader of the Reform Party of Canada, asked me to serve as the party’s first policy chief. I accepted, even though it was becoming apparent that helping out would take a bit more time than I had originally expected. It was still part-time, unpaid work, other than a few expenses. I certainly did not anticipate it was going to become a full-time gig anytime soon. Little did I know.

			My tenure as Reform’s policy chief also introduced me to populism. It has become commonplace these days for people to equate populism with demagoguery and other negative traits, but in Western Canada and the western United States, where the term originates, it had a more respectable and distinctive meaning.

			In the late nineteenth century, populist movements sprang from early-stage agrarian societies. They sought to represent the interests of the mass of the local people, who were largely farmers or labourers, as opposed to the interests of economic elites—railways, banks, grain companies, and the like—which, although highly influential in regional politics, were quite small in number and often represented organizations headquartered hundreds or even thousands of miles away. Such movements could be of the left, the right, or the centre, but what united them was the belief that the bulk of the population shared common interests and values. Because of this philosophy, they often decried party politics, at least in its traditional forms.

			Alberta has a unique history of populism. For most of its first three-quarters of a century as a province, its politics tended to be dominated by a single, broad-based political party, extensively organized at the grassroots level. Most relevant was the history of Social Credit. A truly desperate populace had given a landslide victory to William Aberhart, an evangelical preacher, in the Depression election of 1935, on what was then, even for the times, a radical populist agenda. When Aberhart died in 1943, his young lieutenant, Ernest Manning, converted that populism into what was, policy-wise, a largely mainstream conservative movement. But it was one that right to the very end kept its roots among ordinary working-class, farming-class, middle-class people.

			It is now commonplace to remember Social Credit for some peculiarities of its era. However, I think it is indisputable that the mix of populist and conservative policies inspired a period of development that was spectacular and left the province in very good political, social, and economic shape—that it still benefits from to this day. More than once I have argued that the advent of Manning in Alberta in 1943 and the turn to Tommy Douglas’s CCF in Saskatchewan in 1944 would define a half century of growth in the former and of decay in the latter. It is an underappreciated story in Canadian history.

			I would also contend that virtually all parties in democracies use fundamentally populist appeals in one way or another, that is, they often argue that they represent “the people” broadly while their opponents are the expressions of “special interests.” Of course, that is often superficial and cynical. I like to joke that the real difference between democracy and populism these days is whether one likes an election result. If one does, it is democratic; if one does not, then it is populist.

			At that point I did not have trouble in squaring populist and conservative ideas. As elites of all kinds were becoming more liberal, the idea of conservatism as a populist force was taking hold. Certainly, in economics, new thinkers were challenging the established, left-liberal Keynesian policy consensus from the right. This was not all rhetorical positioning. For example, although both Ronald Reagan and Margaret Thatcher were seen as close to the interests of business, they were in fact strongly opposed by the traditional economic elites within their respective parties, at least in their early days.

			More importantly, I became convinced that a populist ethos was inescapable for the Reform Party. The party had no significant corporate support and few large donors. There were no full-time professional staff. And Reform was ineligible for the tax credits and subsidies received by the other political parties. We were raising most of our money from small donations by passing KFC buckets at numerous grassroots meetings. In that environment, it was essential for the party leadership to very quickly figure out how to be “populist” in the sense of responding to the actual concerns of our members and followers. Addressing the priorities and perspectives of regular voters, in language they understand, was one of the key lessons I learned during this period and from working with Preston Manning.

			I was one of the few people who could write speeches for the leader because I was able to write in his voice. For a time, you could say, I was doing Preston Manning’s “veeshion” just as well as Preston Manning, which was necessary, because he had me leading the policy process in those early years. I was responsible for preparing first drafts of policies, which were then vetted by a broad-based group of policy experts and enthusiasts gathered from across the West. The proposals that emerged were ultimately debated and affirmed or rejected at a Reform Party convention. The platform, I hasten to say, was not all mine by any means. But I had a ringside seat and was able to see how populism and policy could work together.

			A fundamental lesson I learned from this process was that good policy is the result of healthy debate and lively give-and-take. Senior leadership will undoubtedly have their ideas about the direction of policy. And good, principled people will have the philosophies and theories that they want to base policy on. But as a political practitioner, one’s political ideas cannot just be your own; they have to be other people’s ideas as well. Politics is not an exercise in solipsism. Sometimes you are pushing people in a direction; other times they are pushing you in a direction. The point is to unite people around a program. That was the real success I observed during that period: within a brand new party, creating a good degree of consensus around its major policy ideas.

			First Political Candidacy (1988)

			We were getting close to the 1988 federal election. To this point, I was basically a policy guy. But political necessity was about to intrude. The Reform Party was founded in October 1987 with the intention of running eighty-eight candidates in Western Canada in the upcoming federal election. As we would say, “the West wants in!” But six months later the party had only two nominated candidates. That was when Preston approached me with a non-policy request. “We’ve got to get some candidates,” he said. “Will you be next? Would you consider running against Jim Hawkes in Calgary West?”

			I was initially caught off guard, but Preston’s explanation was straightforward. He was running against Joe Clark in Yellowhead. The two had known each other since university days, and the announcement had attracted attention. “If you do the same thing in Calgary West, it will have the same effect. It will put us on the political map, and we need that.”

			I decided to do it, the decision made easier by the fact that I did not think I had any chance of winning. Jim was not really surprised I was going to run. He knew where I had been moving politically for the previous couple of years. And we both knew I was not going to win.

			That might seem like an odd understanding to have with a political opponent, but we both knew the score. Whatever dissatisfaction there was in the West with the Mulroney PCs, they had just inked a major free trade agreement with the United States. With the Liberal-dominated Senate refusing to pass the deal in advance of the election, we knew it was going to polarize the electorate—the Reform Party supported the agreement, by the way—and dominate the election. The bulk of wavering conservatives were going to return to the PC fold. In such an election, Reform would have little chance, and I would have none in Calgary West.

			I think that is one way in which I am different from a lot of other people in politics. In my experience, most people need the assurance that they can win to find the motivation to be energized. I am comfortable advancing a political cause or argument if I think it is true and the right thing to do regardless. But, of course, it was always important to convey the possibility of victory to my supporters.

			I proceeded with getting the Reform nomination in Calgary West, only the third in the party’s history and, given the circumstances, uncontested. My acceptance speech included some thoughts on the PCs new “star” Quebec Cabinet minister, one Lucien Bouchard. Reviewing what Bouchard had said about Quebec, the Meech Lake Accord, and his constitutional views, as well as what I had seen in the Quebec PC caucus, I predicted that he would someday lead a separatist party in the House of Commons.

			As it turned out, my assessment of my electoral chances was correct. The pleasant surprise to me—and to more neutral analysts—was how well I had done. Despite being largely ignored by the mainstream media—except for deliberate inaccuracies, as when the Calgary Herald renamed us the Western Reform Party, “WRP”—we had made a mark with the electorate. In Calgary West, I had received nearly ten thousand votes, constituting about 17 per cent of the total, and a clear, if distant, second place.

			We had run a good, well-focused local campaign in Calgary West and worked hard to get our message out. I even got my deposit back.[*4] And this was not the only riding where that happened. Despite failing to win a seat, Reform’s success in the popular vote was truly unique; a new party had not had this kind of breakthrough in Alberta in fifty years. Clearly, something was going on.

			Until then, I was still, at least in my own mind, a policy guy. I had not planned to be a politician and had almost zero interest in becoming one. Even in my student days, I had never been one to run for office, and I did not consider myself all that suited for it. But I had done it, and had learned that it was not so bad. I cannot say that I loved campaigning, but I discovered that I was reasonably good at it, and that I could occasionally even get a little enjoyment out of entering the fray.

			However, the real benefit was that Reform started to get attention. Manning had been right; my candidacy did generate some local press and, post-election, requests for media interviews with the party’s “chief policy officer” became more frequent. Those included French-language interviews. As the only one around Preston Manning who spoke any French—mine was still very basic conversation-level at that point—I filled the hole. Fortunately, the expectations were not high, but I would dread ever watching those early interviews today!

			Although we had attracted many former Progressive Conservative voters, actual PC Party activists were few and far between at the time of the 1988 election. I was an exception, and so were a few people around me in Calgary West. One of my colleagues from the University of Calgary economics master’s program, Ken Warenko, was my campaign manager. But he was a novice, as were most of the organizers and workers. Those with experience were usually older people who had cut their teeth a generation or more earlier with Social Credit. Reform was, in other words, a rudimentary political machine, and it was largely dependent on Ted Byfield’s Western Report media network to circulate its messages. That would soon start to change.

			A “Parliamentary Party” Takes Shape

			The Reform Party would not stay out of Parliament for long. In the northeastern Alberta riding of Beaver River, winning PC candidate John Dahmer was very sick and died before he could be sworn in. For the by-election, to be held on March 13, the PCs fought about who they should run: Dahmer’s widow or another candidate. They chose the latter, which was a serious political error. Reform, on the other hand, had a brilliant candidate, a hold-over from the general election.

			Her name was Deborah Grey. She was a schoolteacher with no previous background in politics. She was not overly philosophical, certainly not a policy person, but she understood the Reform agenda and was an outstanding, natural communicator. She excelled in debates, and she easily absorbed what she needed to know. She was also great with people, and they responded to her. As the campaign progressed, Preston told me, “She’s going to win this by-election.” I was skeptical, but he insisted: “There’s no free-trade debate anymore. We’re onside with people on the issues; we’re going to win the by-election.” And we did.

			Reform had its first seat in Parliament—a highly strategic beachhead. Preston then asked me if I would go with Deborah to Ottawa to be her legislative assistant. It was not the easiest decision for me; I was supposed to be working on my thesis. But the timing was not terrible. I had finished my course work, and with the election intervening, my thesis was not yet underway. I was also considerably invested in this enterprise by now, and taking the job would start to pay the bills. Not to mention, I was now in on the ground floor of something that was getting interesting.

			The fact was that the future of the party hinged on Deborah Grey being successful in Ottawa. We were sending a young woman to Parliament Hill who had no political background or experience; she would be alone, politically and socially. And there was little doubt that she was going to face a hostile environment. I decided I would take Preston up on his offer. I would go for a year or so. Besides, when would I get another chance to do something like this again?

			This time in Ottawa, things were different. Deborah was a great boss, but Jim Hawkes had been a veteran parliamentarian who knew the system inside out. With Jim, I was just out of university, a kid with everything to learn. With Deborah, although she was the MP, I was the one with some Parliament Hill experience. And to boot, as a party official, I was there, in part, to make sure that she remained closely linked with the head office.

			In the end, Deb Grey was a very fast learner and did a great job for the party. I have to say that Preston Manning was very fortunate having her as Reform’s first MP, because it was a tricky dynamic in a young political party. When you have a single MP or representative who is not the leader, it is quite likely to go one of two ways—both bad. They are alone and may not have the skills to succeed, in which case they fail. Or they are really good, and think, “Why am I not the leader?” And everybody else tells them they should be the leader, which starts to poison the relationship at the top.

			Neither of those scenarios happened with Deborah. And she was about to get company. By 1989, Brian Mulroney’s Meech Lake constitutional deal, designed to address Quebec’s opposition to Pierre Trudeau’s 1982 constitutional amendments, was in real trouble. Under pressure from Reform and others, Alberta Premier Don Getty called the province’s first Senate election. Military hero and Reform candidate Stan Waters won. To prove Senate reform could happen under Meech—contrary to the critique offered by many Westerners—Getty persuaded Mulroney to appoint Waters to the Senate. Now Reform had a person in each chamber.

			With that, I began running what we called our weekly “caucus meeting.” We would get everyone together—our MP, our senator, and me, usually in Deb’s office, with Preston on the phone—and make sure we knew what was on the parliamentary agenda and the positions we would take. We coordinated everything and ensured we had our policies straight. It was actually a lot of fun because it was starting to feel like a real party, and we were establishing valuable disciplines for the years ahead.

			I learned things too. For instance, my earlier prediction to Diane Ablonczy about the PCs filling any Reform “space” did not happen. Instead, the PCs started moving in the opposite direction. Whatever Reform proposed—whether it was with the deficit, or the constitution, or immigration, or anything else—got vigorously attacked by the PCs. And it was not just the policies that were attacked but our supporters as well. According to the PCs, Reformers were off their rocker, kooks, radicals, racists, and bigots. But if you are going to call people those kinds of names, you had better not be asking for their votes later. As a result, our supporters, who had started out as disaffected PCs, were becoming entrenched in their loyalty to Reform.

			For Deborah, though, those were tough times. She was a rookie who had won a by-election in an obscure riding. In Ottawa, this was initially viewed as a quaint, one-off thing. But as Reform’s numbers continued to rise, PCs in ridings like hers in the West, especially in Alberta, began to recognize her, and the ideas she stood for, as a threat. They responded accordingly, some getting quite nasty.

			Not everyone behaved that way; there were notable exceptions. For instance, our office had a good relationship with Jim Hawkes, who was by then the chief government whip. He and I often met on house business. (There were, of course, practical reasons for his openness; a single MP denying unanimous consent can complicate the Government’s business in the House.)

			Former prime minister John Turner was another exception. When Deborah gave her maiden speech in the House of Commons, Turner, then leader of the Opposition, left his parliamentary office, came down to a virtually empty chamber, listened to her carefully, and then congratulated her afterwards. Turner and his party often disagreed vehemently with the positions Deborah took, but in the range of treatment we got from parliamentarians, no one was ever as consistently gracious and thoughtful as he was. It is one reason I maintained a relationship with Mr. Turner until his passing in 2020.

			Reform Goes National

			Reform was now showing up with greater frequency on the general public’s radar. Obviously, Deborah Grey and Stan Waters attracted attention, particularly on local and western regional issues. But beyond that, Reform was now part, albeit in a small way, of debates around issues of national relevance: unemployment, the deficit, inflation, tax hikes, the GST, the Meech Lake Accord, and many others. The economy was especially top of mind for the public because Canada was slipping into recession.

			As a party, we were attracting interest from people of more varied background (but especially disillusioned PCs) than ever before. We could sense that we were gaining momentum. By late 1990, I could see scenarios where we might win a bunch of seats (mine included) in a federal election campaign. However, I also saw one very significant obstacle.

			The key to Reform’s continued growth was to make it a national party. Even in the West, even among people who were focused on western grievances, there were just too many voters who would not cast a ballot for a purely regional party. They liked what we stood for, but, in their minds, if we were not running candidates in most ridings, we were never going to be in the game. In Reform’s senior circles, I thus became an advocate for eastern expansion. I was not the only one, but I was probably the most vocal and aggressive about it. My intention was to advance the cause in two ways.

			One was by putting together proposals around expansion that could get the support of Reform’s leaders and riding associations at a party convention. Issues like entrenching equal representation by province on National Council and regional protections into policy adoption were key. As was an expanded set of policies, especially on constitutional matters, that assured party members we had no intention of “going soft” on the themes that had brought us into existence.

			My other contribution was a careful tracking of interested eastern voters from Deborah Grey’s office in Ottawa. Our MP’s office was usually the key point of approach for eastern Canadians who had some interest in the party. I arranged for the party to send packages out, and I followed up more promising recruits with phone calls. I kept growing files on the various eastern constituencies, which, in some cases, started to construct nascent if unofficial riding associations.

			There was one key wrinkle in the eventual expansion package we proposed at the April 1991 Reform Assembly in Saskatoon: while the party would become officially national, we would defer expansion into Quebec. The reasons were largely pragmatic. As the country’s constitutional debates were heating up, Reform was unique in offering a constitutional reform agenda that was not Quebec-centric. It would be impossible to compete on that ground in Quebec, and attempting to do so would muddy our message elsewhere. Besides, with the emergence of Lucien Bouchard’s Bloc Québécois, Quebec already had its own new, insurgent party. Any support Reform would get in the interim would therefore
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