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​INTRODUCTION
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THERE’S A RIVER IN Canada’s northern territories that to this day has been seen by few people. Trappers and travellers shared legends of a river valley somewhere in the north and west that was warmer in winter than the frozen mountains. The valley of the Nahanni River was eventually mapped and found not to be a tropical Shangri-La but an area of rough beauty and great physical challenges. Among the first of the very few tourists who have ever paddled a canoe on the Nahanni for recreation was Pierre Trudeau. He was proud to pass laws declaring this area and others to be part of the national park system, protecting these natural places from exploitation by mining or logging.

As a member of Canada’s Parliament, Trudeau represented one constituency in the House of Commons from when he was first elected in 1965, to 1984 when he retired. That constituency was Mount Royal, in the city of Montreal. This riding has very clear boundaries, and it can be found easily on a map. There were other interests that he represented as well, making a kind of constituency that is less easily mapped as it was scattered across Canada.
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Pierre Elliott Trudeau
TRUDEAU TOOK A STRONGER interest than any other Canadian prime minister before or since his time in visiting the natural places of the country. He did more than travel by train and airplane to every province just to walk from office to office for brief meetings and publicity photos — he went out into parks and wilderness places to hike, ski, or paddle canoes. It is a safe bet that in his lifetime he travelled more miles paddling his own canoe than the total travelled by all of the other prime ministers put together.

“Paddling a canoe is a source of enrichment and inner renewal,” Trudeau is quoted as saying, on a CBC website describing the top ten nominees for Greatest Canadian.

This site also notes that Trudeau posthumously received the Bill Mason Award for outstanding contributions to canoeing heritage, an award named for his friend and neighbour.

The story of the life of Pierre Elliott Trudeau does more than begin with his birth and end with his death. “My life is one long curve, full of turning points,” he wrote in his latter years. As Canada’s fifteenth prime minister, what made him different from the others was more than just his interest in the outdoors and in constitutional rights. He was willing to step outside of his own private interests and serve the needs of the many diverse citizens of a nation larger than most empires. Trudeau was connected to ideals and actions outside of his own life events; he was a lifelong practicing Catholic who nonetheless passed laws which removed homosexuality from the Criminal Code, and improved access to legal divorces and abortions.

Born of a family with longstanding roots from the early days of the French colony of Quebec, he increased immigration and the services for new immigrants to Canada, particularly for refugees. As well, he set out in his youth to determine his identity in conscious efforts that bore fruit in his most celebrated achievements as a prime minister, and were echoed in the events of his final years.
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CHAPTER 1: 
BIRTH AND YOUTH
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THE MAN WHO LATER became Canada’s fifteenth prime minister was born Joseph Philippe Pierre Yves Elliott Trudeau on October 18, 1919. It was not unusual for a Catholic family to baptize their son with a string of given names including a couple of saints’ names as well as his mother’s maiden name. He was always Pierre to the family. As a student, young Pierre tried some different choices for signatures and shorter versions of his name before settling on Pierre Elliott Trudeau as the name he would use throughout his life.

The childhood home of Pierre Trudeau was a house on rue Durocher in Outremont, a middle-class suburb on the island of Montreal. The semi-detached row house stood in a neighbourhood of French-speaking and English- speaking families that included Catholics, Protestants, and Jews. The family’s three children were Suzette, born in 1918 as the First World War was ending, Pierre, and Charles junior, born in 1922 and known as Tip.


The Trudeau Parents


The family was economically secure before the children were born, as Charles-Emile Trudeau worked as a lawyer. This short but strong and gutsy French-Canadian also owned and managed a chain of thirty service stations. Never a quiet man, Charles-Emile found it easy to laugh, or swear. While the children were growing, he worked hard most days, then would come home for dinner and check the children’s homework from school. He enjoyed playing outdoor sports with his children. Years later Pierre would speak of his father and tell of being taught how to paddle a canoe, fire a rifle, and play poker. The Trudeau name in Canada goes back to 1652, with the arrival of carpenter Etienne Trudeau from France.

Charles-Emile Trudeau married Grace Elliott, the daughter of a Scots-Canadian father who was Protestant and a French-Canadian mother who was Catholic. Raised as a Catholic as civil law in Quebec then insisted for children of a Catholic mother, Grace spoke mostly English to her father and French to her mother. With her gentle manner and soft voice, she was a caring and thoughtful mother to her three children. She taught them music, by playing the piano for them and taking them to concerts and the ballet. As they grew older, Grace taught the children to ski. Her love for motorcycle rides came down to her son Pierre, who as a man found great joy when riding motorcycles. Pierre had her blue eyes and something of her quiet nature to start.
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Overcoming Shyness



As a small child, Pierre was sensitive and felt he was too timid. He could easily be frightened by loud voices or rough manners. Being shy was not something he wanted for himself. He made serious efforts to become tough-skinned, braver, and confident.

An early effort came when he began first grade at Académie Querbes in their neighbourhood. It upset Pierre that his friend Gerald O’Conner got to be in the second grade only because he was bigger. Pierre complained to his
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