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To Giselle and Sophie




“I suspect that one hundred years from now, those who occupy this Legislature will still have to fight for equality. It may never be realized, but at least this Legislature will know that as of this time, it is the will of the people of New Brunswick that we work in that direction and we strive for that equality.” — Premier Richard Hatfield, Legislative Assembly of New Brunswick, July 16, 1981

“The dimmer a party’s prospects, the more numerous are its factions.” — Dalton Camp, Gentlemen, Players and Politicians, 1970
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Bernard Lord and Brian Mulroney, St. Thomas University, Fredericton, August 28, 2002. NOEL CHENIER/THE TELEGRAPH-JOURNAL
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Prologue
ELECTION DAY, 1991

LYNN MASON AWOKE EARLY on the morning of September 23, 1991. Summer was gone, and the air felt cool as he readied himself for what he knew would be a long day. He left his house on Preston Street, an ordinary, tree-lined lane of homes on Fredericton’s north side, and set out for campaign headquarters.

Mason’s polling station was around the corner from his house, at the Church of Christ on Bloor Street, but he had known it would be busy today, so he’d cast his ballot in the advance poll. When he reached the headquarters, in a small strip mall called York Plaza on Main Street, it was already filling up with volunteers. Mason — soft-spoken but intensely serious — began giving orders to the scrutineers, the men and women who would camp out at every polling station in the riding of Fredericton North to ensure all the ballots were counted properly. Mason had worked hard leading up to the campaign, especially once the election had been called, on signs, advertising and “anything that needed to be done.” He wasn’t going to let that effort go to waste now, on election day.

Mason had needed one scrutineer for each of Fredericton North’s sixty-five polling stations, and he’d had no trouble finding them because the members of the Confederation of Regions party were on a mission. “They were incensed,” Mason says today. “They saw a need for this party, and there was no difficulty getting people involved.”

Mason was incensed, too. He’d come to COR to advance his pet issue — a solution to the mismanagement of government-owned woodlands by the forestry industry — and found an organization prepared to listen. He’d often voted Conservative in the past, but he liked the sound of this upstart party. For one thing, COR ran itself from the bottom up, its ideology reflecting its grassroots membership. Mason’s philosophy of forest management had even found its way into COR’s election platform.

Mason liked COR for another reason. The party was opposed to official bilingualism. “The expenditures involved were what pissed me off,” he said. He’d watched Conservative premier Richard Hatfield blow huge amounts of cash on initiatives aimed at the one-third of New Brunswickers who were French-speaking. Hatfield had even flirted with the idea of duality — setting up separate, parallel government operations in each language. Only four per cent of francophones couldn’t speak English, Mason reasoned, so why couldn’t all the others go to school and work and deal with the government in the language of the majority? “I really don’t believe in splitting cultures,” Mason says. “English should be taught throughout the province, and the exact opposite of that was legislated bilingualism. It was politics more than anything else, not a benefit to the French community.”

The new Liberal government of Frank McKenna had done no better, in Mason’s view. McKenna had added another seven billion dollars to New Brunswick’s public debt, and “I know for a fact two-thirds of that went to subsidizing bilingualism,” Mason says. The Liberals were under pressure to write into the Constitution a piece of legislation, passed by Hatfield’s government, that guaranteed the equality of the two linguistic communities. If that happened, the wasteful duality that so enraged Mason would become permanent. For those who felt as Mason did, it had to be stopped.

Across English New Brunswick, people who’d voted Conservative all their lives had concluded that the party had abandoned them. Their party, which had always spoken for the English-speaking majority, had bent to the Acadian vote. To fight back, they had created the Confederation of Regions party.

Mason had walked into COR’s provincial office on Main Street one day, curious. He liked what the people there told him, not just about language or his ability to influence party policy, but about education, health care and a range of other issues. Soon, Mason was on the board of directors of the Fredericton North COR association, organizing a growing political machine of eleven hundred members. He got to know the party’s provincial president, Ed Allen, a former Conservative MLA and cabinet minister, COR’s biggest catch among the thousands of defecting Tories.

Now Allen’s name was on the ballot in Fredericton North, not for the PCs but for COR. Lynn Mason’s job was to get him elected.

* * *

Don Parent’s job on election day — as much as it surprised him — was to make sure Ed Allen did not get elected.

Parent was a teacher and a Conservative who had loyally worked on Allen’s campaigns over the years. Now, on September 23, 1991, Parent could hardly believe that he was on the ballot against his old ally. But that was the kind of campaign it had been. A week after Frank McKenna had kicked off the campaign, the Tories of Fredericton North had come to Parent, desperate. The party was in bad shape. Many of its volunteers had followed Allen to COR. They couldn’t find a candidate. But COR was a fringe group, certain to lose, they told Parent. And the incumbent Liberal MLA, Jim Wilson, was vulnerable. They persuaded Parent that he could win.

The campaign persuaded him otherwise. “Even though Ed had been a defector, he still had a lot of respect,” Parent says. “He could do no wrong.” Now Parent was at his own campaign headquarters, on Maple Street, not far from Lynn Mason’s home, watching the remnants of a once-powerful political organization straining to work its old magic. “It was obvious,” Parent says, “that Ed was just invincible.”

The Conservatives were fighting for survival, struggling to come back after losing every seat they’d had in the Legislature four years earlier. But as he waited out election day, Don Parent knew in his gut that Fredericton North was not coming home to the PC party.

* * *

For political volunteers, with so much to do in such a short time, the hours of election day pass in a flash. But for the men and women listed on the ballot, the day can feel like an eternity. The candidate must watch the minutes go by slowly, agonizing in the knowledge that, in polling stations across the riding, the collective judgment of the voters is taking shape, ballot by ballot. And the time in which it is possible to influence that judgment is draining away.

Election day 1991 was a particularly long day for Bob Simpson because he sensed he was losing.

Simpson spent part of the day visiting polling stations in York North, the sprawling riding he’d won for the Liberals in the famous 58–0 sweep of 1987. It ran from the village of Nackawic on the St. John River downstream to the farmlands of the Keswick Valley and the outskirts of Fredericton, then up the Nashwaak River to take in the village of Stanley, finally reaching the fabled Miramichi River in Boiestown.

Simpson had watched COR grow in York North and its message sink in with many of his constituents. “Everyone knew someone who couldn’t get a job for this or that, and they’d fall back on the fact they weren’t bilingual,” says Simpson, who refused to pander to the sentiment. “I recognized the value of the government service being representative of the province’s makeup. I didn’t argue against it — I knew it was going to be a problem in my riding, but that’s when principle meets pragmatism.”

During the campaign, there had been media talk of a second straight Liberal sweep of all seats, a repeat of the historic 1987 win, but Simpson didn’t believe it, especially when Premier McKenna made five visits to York North in the final week of the race. “I could tell by the way he was talking that he knew what was happening,” Simpson says. The candidate knew, too, from his knocking on doors. “A lot of people were polite, but you could read into it that they were just being polite. Generally you’d get very few people who were nasty. But they did speak their minds. They would mention bilingualism, or jobs for their kids or, ‘I’ve been told this’ and ‘I’ve been told that.’ And when you left the door, you knew you didn’t have their support.”

Simpson’s headquarters were near the COR campaign office on Main Street on Fredericton’s north side, not far from where the ridings of York North and Fredericton North met. As the polls closed at eight p.m., he left the office in a gloomy mood to watch the results at his campaign manager’s home.

* * *

The counting was starting as CBC’s election night telecast went on the air. The pundits and the journalists talked briefly about COR, about whether this brand-new fringe party might possibly win a seat or two or, more likely, peel away votes from the Progressive Conservatives, threatening the PC comeback and allowing the Liberals to win big, perhaps giving them that second sweep.

The first result flashed on the screen at 8:07. In Carleton South, one of the most reliably Conservative ridings in New Brunswick, Liberal Bruce Smith was ahead of the Tory candidate, six votes to three. Moments later, Albert County, another Conservative fortress, reported a Liberal lead. Then, a glimmer of hope for the PCs: in the Tory heartland district of Kings East, Hazen (Hank) Myers — a former MLA and cabinet minister — was ahead. So was Mary Hatfield, niece of the late Tory premier Richard Hatfield, in his old riding of Carleton Centre.

As the trickle of numbers grew into a flood, the Liberals rapidly piled up leads across New Brunswick — ahead in seven seats, then a dozen, then twenty-four — but the Conservatives were leading in three, and it appeared the voters had chosen to restore the balance of the traditional two-party rivalry they’d known for a century.

Then a new colour popped onto the bottom of the screen — green, the colour of the COR party. It was leading in one riding, and that riding was Petitcodiac, where the Conservative leader, Dennis Cochrane, was trying to win a seat in the Legislature. A closer look showed COR running second to the Liberals in many other races.

Lynn Mason was watching the telecast at COR headquarters. His scrutineers were reporting back to him with good news that hadn’t yet reached the CBC computers: Ed Allen was taking poll after poll after poll in Fredericton North. “We knew we were going to take seats,” he says. “It really wasn’t a sixth sense — you just knew. It was quite a feeling of satisfaction.”

* * *

At 8:29, Dennis Cochrane was still trailing the COR candidate, Leona Geldart, in Petitcodiac. Cochrane, a polite, earnest school teacher, had taken over the PC leadership just two months before the election was called. He’d spurned previous invitations to seek the post, but this year, with the party shut out of the Legislature and still weak, he’d agreed to serve for one year — long enough to steer the party through the campaign and give it the Official Opposition status that it needed to begin a true rebuilding.

Now, though Cochrane himself was behind, it appeared on TV that his efforts for the party were succeeding:

Liberal 31    PC 5     COR 2

Under the rules of New Brunswick’s Legislative Assembly, a party with five MLAs is officially recognized, meaning it gains extra funding, offices and staff, plus the right to participate in Question Period and name members to legislative committees. If the Tory results — five ridings and the second-highest number of seats — held, the party would form the Official Opposition.

Then the numbers changed again:

Liberal 32    PC 5    COR 4

“I think the Conservatives would like to stop the election right now if they could,” Dalton Camp chuckled in the CBC election studio. He was right. At 8:35, the Tory claim to Official Opposition status was no longer clear:

Liberal 34    PC 5     COR 5

“COR is moving,” announced CBC journalist Robert Jones, who was watching the trends developing and had noticed COR racking up an astonishing forty-one per cent of the popular vote in ten ridings around Fredericton. “They’re moving in central New Brunswick, and it looks like they may have their breakthrough tonight.”

More cascading numbers reveal the unthinkable:

Liberal 35    COR 6     PC 5

Races were tight and leads were changing all over the province: Cochrane was now ahead by eight votes, but Albert County had moved into the COR column by eleven. The standings were updated again:

Liberal 42    COR 8     PC 4

“We had a very tense evening in Moncton,” says Brad Green, who worked as Cochrane’s campaign manager. “It was clear we were going to have a significant challenge to win back the people who had voted COR.”

For anglophone Conservatives like Green, COR’s success represented a strategic problem. But on that election night, it represented something considerably more for francophones of any political stripe.

COR’s rapid ascent was casting a shadow over Liberal triumphs in Acadian ridings like Shediac-Cap Pelé, where the government’s star candidate, Bernard Richard, was cruising to an easy win. Richard had worked for the Société des Acadiens du Nouveau-Brunswick, and he’d been a passionate activist for francophone rights, including official bilingualism, all his life. As a young social democrat, he’d run for the left-wing Parti Acadien in 1974, but eventually he’d joined the Liberal Party, accepting the view that the mainstream parties were “big tents,” where various interests could be brokered into a coalition that could bid for power, and where people like him could advance their goals in a spirit of tolerance and moderation.

Now, suddenly, COR was making a mockery of that notion. The backlash against bilingualism was coming into its own, and English New Brunswick was opting out of the “big tent.” The sentiment “had been around forever,” Richard says, “and you’d shake your head and say it’s a small minority and it doesn’t represent a lot of people.”

But the numbers on the screen showed that it did:

Liberal 42    COR 9     PC 3

Ed Allen was leading in Fredericton North, and COR’s leader, Arch Pafford was leading in Miramichi Newcastle. But unknown candidates were doing well, too, like Ab Rector in Oromocto-Gagetown and Bev Brine in Albert. “COR has an issue that nobody else wants,” Dalton Camp commented, “and as long as it perturbs people and concerns people, there will always be a COR. Whether or not you can convert COR into some sustaining, ongoing force, such as the traditional parties — that’s the challenge for COR.”

At 9:24, the Liberals hit a new high for the night and the Tories plummeted to a new low:

Liberal 50    COR 6    PC 1    NDP 1

And then, as if to drive the point home, the CBC declared Greg Hargrove elected in York North — the first COR candidate to win a seat in the Legislature.

Bob Simpson left his campaign manager’s home and headed to Hargrove’s headquarters, also on Main Street in Fredericton North. “Congratulations and good campaign,” Simpson told the winner as the COR campaign workers celebrated. “I was happy for them,” Hargrove remembers now. “A lot of them took abuse, and I was happy that they got to rub a little nose.”

A minute later, the COR band of volunteers down the street, among them Lynn Mason, erupted into cheers as well: Ed Allen was declared elected in Fredericton North. “He felt vindicated,” says Allen’s son Mike. Blown out in the Liberal sweep of 1987, Allen had ruminated about whether the voters were punishing him or the Hatfield government that he, too, had come to disdain. Now he had the answer: they wanted him to be their MLA again, and it didn’t hurt that he’d tapped into their resentment about bilingualism.

In another part of the riding, though, Ed Allen’s stock was dropping fast. “As a francophone in Fredericton, I felt kind of small,” says Paul-Émile Thériault, a civil servant in the provincial tourism department who’d worked on Allen’s Conservative campaigns. “It was disappointing to see that people in the community would elect someone like that. I wanted to vomit. All those years he played the game — he got a good job in government as a minister — and then he turned around and spit on us.” Francophones in the capital began to wonder whether their neighbours and colleagues had voted for a party that wanted to repeal their rights. “You didn’t know who to talk to anymore,” Thériault says.

* * *

It was all but certain that COR would form the Official Opposition. “We are seeing the last days of the Conservative party in this province,” said Don Desserud, a political science professor, on the CBC election broadcast. In Kings East, Hank Myers, maintaining his slim lead for the Tories, realized that his party had suffered a terrible blow. “It was severely damaged,” he says. At his home near Moncton, Dennis Cochrane knew the other party leaders would soon head to their headquarters to deliver their speeches. But Cochrane felt paralyzed. “I didn’t know what to say,” he recalls. “I didn’t know if I had my own seat at that point.”

At 10:07, the CBC cameras — and the attention of the province — shifted to the rec center in Nordin, where Arch Pafford, the COR leader and architect of the day’s surprising results, stepped onto a small stage. Party volunteers serenaded him with “For He’s a Jolly Good Fellow” as he reached the microphone.

“We can be very, very proud of the results tonight,” Pafford said. “The pollsters weren’t that accurate, and the political pundits said we’d only end up with one seat at the most. But we’ve made an impact on politics in this province. . . . The COR party is here for a long, long time. Look at where we’ve come from in two short years — and we’re just getting started.”

Across the river in Chatham, the Liberal premier, Frank McKenna, was also moving to the stage. The night should have belonged to him — he’d scored a second landslide victory for his party — but the implications of COR’s insurgency had blackened his mood. Two of his advisors, Steven MacKinnon and Maurice Robichaud, had hastily reworked the premier’s victory speech, deciding it needed to reiterate emphatically the Liberal commitment to bilingualism. “New Brunswickers have voted massively for a province where all citizens are equal, French or English, north or south, wherever they may live,” McKenna told the hundreds of Liberal workers. “Equality for all New Brunswickers is here to stay. We will not retreat.”

Leaving the podium, McKenna donned a headset for an interview with the CBC, in which he brushed off questions about COR. “Most areas of New Brunswick went overwhelmingly Liberal,” he said. “It strikes me that an intelligent analyst would say there’s overwhelming support for the policies of the government rather than for a small minority of voters. If this was a referendum on language, the results are rather clear.” As McKenna spoke, a party worker could be seen moving behind him to the large board listing all fifty-eight ridings; on it, Liberal wins had been colour-coded with large red panels affixed to the names. The worker pulled down the red panel from the row marked “Riverview.”

During the interview, the CBC decision desk had reversed an earlier call awarding Riverview to Liberal incumbent Hubert Seamans. The very last poll to report had tipped it back to COR’s Gorden Willden, giving the upstart party its fifth officially elected MLA — and status as the Official Opposition. It was heartbreaking for Seamans, whose 1985 by-election victory for the Liberals in the Tory fortress of Riverview had heralded the disintegration of the Hatfield government. He’d become minister of municipal affairs in the Liberal government. McKenna had warned him that COR was targeting Riverview, but Seamans had assumed the vote split would save him. “I was embarrassed to lose to the COR party,” he’d remember. “I just felt they were people playing to peoples’ darker side. It wouldn’t have hurt so badly to lose to the PCs in a PC town.”

At the same moment it declared Seamans defeated, the CBC also declared Cochrane elected in Petitcodiac, and the screen displayed the final party standings:

Liberal 46    COR 8    PC 3    NDP 1

In Fredericton North, Lynn Mason’s day was winding down, and he was content. The voters had sent a message: twenty-one per cent of the electorate, or thirty per cent of English New Brunswick, had rejected the consensus on bilingualism the political establishment had put in place over the previous three decades. Policies designed to make francophones feel accepted were themselves unacceptable. “It was something to behold,” Mason says. “It was a message being sent out by a third of the population that they just did not like the status quo.”

Northeast of Fredericton, in a small Acadian fishing village perched where the mouth of the Miramichi River meets the Northumberland Strait, Jocelyne Durelle was watching the COR results, too, and understood the message.

Baie-Sainte-Anne was French-speaking, but its people shopped, worked and dealt with their provincial government in the Miramichi River towns of Chatham and Newcastle, where Arch Pafford had plotted the rise of the COR party and come so close to winning a seat in the Legislature himself.

Durelle, a government worker, was familiar with the hostility that COR was trading on. “I can’t say it surprised me,” she says. “We felt it. I worked in Newcastle, so I heard it when I’d answer the phone in both languages and they’d say, ‘Speak white.’” In 1985, her three-year-old daughter had been transported by ambulance to hospital in Moncton with a possible case of meningitis. Durelle had not been allowed to ride in the ambulance, and the unilingual English-speaking ambulance attendants had not been able to communicate with the terrified unilingual French-speaking child for the entire ninety-minute trip. Afterward, Durelle had written a passionate plea for more services in French to a government committee studying bilingualism. But when she showed up at the committee’s hearings in Chatham to present her brief, she’d felt a wave of resentment in the room. Now, that same resentment had elected eight MLAs whose sole mission was to strip away the language rights she already had. “You think you’re accepted,” Durelle says, “and then you’re not sure anymore.”

* * *

Dennis Cochrane appeared at his headquarters shortly before eleven p.m., just in time to speak to the CBC before its election show went off the air. All the questions were about COR. “They had one line that people bought,” Cochrane said. “They didn’t have much else on offer, but certainly I can’t criticize the people who supported any other political party. What we’ve got to do as Conservatives is work to create a party that more people will support in the future.”

Cochrane said this as if it was the most obvious, simple proposition in the world. But there was no easy path for the Progressive Conservative Party of New Brunswick to follow after election day. COR had earned twenty-one per cent of the vote, eclipsing, remarkably, the Conservatives’ support. The PC popular vote had actually dropped below its low point in the wipeout of 1987. It was a dramatic illustration of the stark division in the party’s long-time anglophone voting base.

Richard Hatfield, as premier, had sought for seventeen years to broaden that base, to transform it into a coalition that included French-speaking New Brunswickers. Now the coalition was shattered. Thousands of English voters had signalled that they wanted no part of Hatfield’s vision. The only consolation among Hatfield’s most ardent admirers was that the former premier had died in April and hadn’t been forced to see this.

New Brunswick’s Tories thought they’d hit bottom in 1987. But in 1991, a return to power and to the grand coalition building of the Hatfield days seemed farther away than ever. As they pondered their bitter defeat, they asked themselves two questions: How could this have happened? What would their party do to recover?


Part One
A NEW PARTY
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Richard Hatfield receives a Valentine — a petition signed by francophone
 Conservatives supporting his leadership — from MLA Percy Mockler in
 February 1985. COURTESY OF PERCY MOCKLER


Chapter One
JIM PICKETT LIGHTS A MATCH

AS THE TRAVELER GLIDES OFF the Trans-Canada Highway and downhill to Perth-Andover, the noise and speed of the outside world give way to the soothing scene of the St. John River flowing serenely south. The little village that occupies the flat land on both banks is as quiet and calm as the current itself. At the bridge, drivers ease to a halt to yield the right-of-way to a neighbour or friend waiting to turn onto the narrow iron span.

Occasionally, when thick ice jams the river, or heavy snowfalls lead to large spring freshets, the water swells over its banks and spills into Perth-Andover’s streets. Then the residents, as is their custom, press themselves into service to help each other out.

Tumult and upheaval are otherwise rare here. But late in the day of May 6, 1985, something was stirring.

Spring had come to Victoria County, but the air was cool, and there were occasional rain showers as Jim Pickett drove through the centre of town and out onto the highway. He accelerated north, ascending across the slender tail of the great spine of the Appalachian mountains, extending across the border from Maine. It would take Pickett less than half an hour to reach the New Denmark Recreation Centre, where the Victoria-Tobique Progressive Conservative riding association was holding its annual meeting in classic St. John River Valley style: a potluck supper, followed by some political speeches, then the business meeting itself.

As Pickett ascended the Four Falls hill and the great stone shape of St. Patrick’s Roman Catholic Church came into view, the man in the passenger seat spoke up. “Jim Pickett,” he said, “I understand you are up to something.”

Pickett glanced over at his passenger and wasn’t sure how much to say. It was true, he was up to something. But it might be awkward explaining his plans for the evening to the man in the passenger seat. Stewart Brooks, after all, had represented the riding of Victoria-Tobique as a Progressive Conservative member of the Legislative Assembly for more than two decades — from 1952, when he was part of Hugh John Flemming’s surprise victory, through the Liberal 1960s, to 1976, when he retired from politics and was replaced in a by-election.

Pickett hadn’t been much of a political person before Brooks came to his door to ask him to manage his final campaign in 1974. Pickett’s father and uncle had attended the occasional meeting, and in the 1920s his grandfather had been an MLA for the United Farmers, a protest party that briefly appeared on and then vanished from the New Brunswick political scene. Maybe that was where Pickett got his rebellious streak: most valley people were deferential to their politicians to the point of being almost free of cynicism. “When I was growing up,” Pickett explains, “when Hugh John Flemming’s name came up at the dinner table, or Stewart Brooks or [federal MP] Fred McCain, there was no laughing or making fun or calling people jokers. This was politics. These people were respectable people.”

Now Pickett had lost respect for the politician who mattered the most — to himself, to Brooks, who shared his feelings, and to the man in the back seat, a local road contractor named Bob Birmingham, who was known to land the occasional government highway job.

“All I’ll tell you, Pickett,” Brooks said, “is if Richard Hatfield gets a chance to respond, he will destroy you.”

It was the last thing Pickett wanted to hear. He’d been agonizing for weeks over what he was going to do tonight. “Everybody wanted to do it,” he says today, “but no one would do it. Most of them had government jobs. It was a personal thing. No one knew I was going to do it. I was planning it for about two weeks.”

He had sat at his kitchen table, going over his list of insurance clients. “I tried to fathom if there was any way Richard Hatfield could destroy my insurance practice if I did this,” he says. “I said, ‘What is going to happen to my Tory clients?’” And so Jim Pickett pondered. The political climate in the PC party was hot and dry, and he proposed to light a match.

But what choice did he have? His premier — his leader — was spiralling out of control. Richard Hatfield had been charged with possession of marijuana the previous autumn, accused of carrying some weed in his bag during the visit of Queen Elizabeth to New Brunswick. No sooner had the premier recovered from that than two St. Thomas University students had accused him of using the government plane to ferry them to Montreal and supplying them with cocaine at his Fredericton home. The last straw had been an interview with Hatfield on CBC Radio following the premier’s courtesy call to a US-based anti-drug caravan that had stopped in Fredericton. As Pickett recalls it today, when the reporter asked Hatfield why he had decided to visit the activists, he replied that he didn’t know — that he had been told by advisors to be there.

Once Pickett had admired Richard Hatfield. “He seemed pretty astute. He knew how to get people to work. He had representation on every country road in the province. He was determined to get support from every person in the province, and he did a pretty good job of it.” Lately, though, doubt had been setting in. It had started with Hatfield’s initiative to expand the language rights of New Brunswick’s French-speaking Acadians, who made up about a third of the province’s population. The premier had given legal force to sections of the Official Languages Act that had not been implemented since the legislation became law in 1969.

“A lot of people didn’t like it,” Pickett says now. “I’m from Andover, and Andover’s pretty English. In a year I wouldn’t hear a word of French at church or at the bank. I understood what Hatfield was trying to do. I wasn’t all that impressed with it, but that was the way the world was turning.” Yet the premier seemed to be losing touch with the opinions of people like Pickett or another Tory member from the riding, Kevin Jensen. “French and English have lived in harmony and wouldn’t do too badly if politicians would leave them alone,” Jensen would say.

But Richard Hatfield wouldn’t leave the language issue alone. He had recently commissioned a study, Towards Equality of Official Languages in New Brunswick — better known as the Poirier-Bastarache report — that was now the subject of public hearings around the province. The report’s recommendation of a dramatic expansion of the francophone presence within the civil service was threatening the old Tory view of English New Brunswick. And there was the absurd and expensive notion of requiring every last city, town and village — even overwhelmingly anglophone ones — to provide bilingual services. And so at the very moment the drug scandals exploded into the public consciousness, old-stock party members felt unsettled about their leader. Unsettled, yet unwilling or unable — precisely because of their conservative nature — to rock the boat.

Only if someone forced the issue might things change.

Pickett turned right at St. Patrick’s and followed the Limestone Siding road back down into the valley of the St. John River, crossing a one-lane bridge, then hurrying along a country road toward New Denmark. The meeting was on the ground floor of the recreation centre, in a hall wider than it was long. The room was full that night. Pickett remembers it as “a real feast. It’s a real opportunity when these farm families bring their potlucks.”

The riding of Victoria-Tobique is English-speaking, except for some francophones along its northern edges, on the boundary with Grand Falls. That bilingual town is where the English Protestants of the St. John River Valley give way to the French Catholics of Madawaska County. New Denmark itself had started as a settlement of Danish immigrants, encouraged to move into the area to act as a buffer between the two groups. So it was an appropriate setting for an event that would set in motion a struggle within the Progressive Conservative party that was, at its core, a showdown over language.

As the Tories tucked into their meals, Pickett was still wavering on whether he would go ahead with his plans. He had lined up Kevin Jensen, a local farmer, to play a role in the drama that was about to unfold. But Jensen hadn’t arrived yet. Pickett ducked out to find Jensen still at his farm down the road, finishing up some work in the field. He eventually arrived at the hall as the meal was wrapping up and the assembled Tories were preparing to move to the business meeting proper. But as Jensen entered the room, he was intercepted by three Tories, each with a vested interest in scuttling Pickett’s plan.

There was Bob Birmingham, the beneficiary of government highway contracts, who had travelled up from Perth-Andover with Pickett and had gleaned a little of what was coming. There was Bernard DeMerchant — “a big-time Tory,” as Jensen puts it — with strong connections to the party brass in Fredericton. And there was Mac Macleod, the universally respected MLA from Albert County and minister of agriculture in Hatfield’s cabinet. “They sort of moved me into the corner and said, ‘You can’t do this,’” Jensen recalls. “They said, ‘Nobody wants this to be done.’ They put the push on. They tried to make it look like I was the only guy in the world who wanted to do this and it would be a terrible thing.”

Jensen was unable to resist the strong-arm tactics of the three big Tories. “I told them I wasn’t going to do it.” Jim Pickett’s carefully scripted drama was in trouble.

The meeting got rolling with preliminary remarks and routine business. As it proceeded, there was a bustle of activity back at the door. Tories glanced over to see Jean-Maurice Simard sweep into the room. Simard was Hatfield’s French lieutenant, the premier’s most trusted ally in the effort to win Acadian votes and one of the most powerful ministers in the PC government. “When he walked in, and he walked up along the wall to the front where Hatfield was sitting,” Pickett says, still astonished eighteen years later, “there were 150 people sitting there, and they all started to boo. They roared.”

These were Tories, loyal Tories, long-time Tories, jeering a fellow Tory. An important Tory.

A few days earlier, these English-speaking Progressive Conservatives of Victoria-Tobique had driven a half-hour upriver to Saint-Léonard, a French-speaking town in Madawaska County, to attend a federal PC meeting. Saint-Léonard was in a different provincial riding, but it was part of the same large federal constituency of Madawaska-Victoria as Perth-Andover and New Denmark. Simard, as the most prominent provincial Conservative in the federal riding, had addressed the crowd of mostly bilingual francophones and unilingual anglophones.

“He spoke well over an hour, and he never uttered a single word in English,” Jim Pickett says. “We weren’t very impressed with that.”

Simard was hardly the kind of Tory the members in Victoria-Tobique were used to. Passionate, moody and stubborn, he had a shock of thick black hair and large, bushy eyebrows that gave him the appearance of an owl as he watched over the language issue from his perch in Fredericton. Simard was known to be from Quebec, and his temperament and his fiery speaking style were more suited to the personality-driven politics of his home province. His French-only speech in Saint-Léonard reinforced the mistrust many anglophone Tories felt toward him. “They didn’t like him,” Pickett says. “He seemed to be running the Hatfield government. It seemed like Hatfield was giving him free rein.” So when the provincial riding executive in Victoria-Tobique scheduled their annual meeting for English-speaking New Denmark, they opted not to invite him.

Now, in typically brazen fashion, Simard had shown up anyway. For Jim Pickett and his plan, which had come so close to being derailed by Macleod, DeMerchant and Birmingham, Simard’s appearance was fortuitous. Simard was a polarizing figure in the PC party, and he polarized everyone in the room to Jim Pickett’s side. “If Simard had not come there that night,” Pickett says, “this thing would not have happened.”

As Hatfield addressed the crowd, Pickett settled into a seat about two-thirds of the way toward the back of the room. He took an envelope from his pocket, placed it on his knee and began jotting down notes as the premier spoke. He saw Jensen, standing near the back of the hall. When the premier finished, Pickett leapt to his feet, abandoning his plan for Jensen to make the first move, unaware that his farmer friend had chickened out anyway.

“I was pretty involved with myself,” Pickett admits. “I felt pretty confident I could say something. I wasn’t going to let it not happen.” The chairman of the meeting acknowledged Pickett, and the premier turned his attention to the insurance agent.

Pickett glanced down at his notes and took a breath. What he was about to do had been done several times before in political parties, but only when they had been in opposition, when there was an argument to be made that the party leader could not win. No one had yet attempted it against a leader with a track record of success, in a party in the midst of governing. But Jim Pickett looked up at Richard Hatfield. Then in his fifteenth year in power, on track to become New Brunswick’s longest-serving premier, Hatfield had led the Tories to four consecutive majority governments and scored unprecedented victories for the party in French-speaking New Brunswick.

Jim Pickett told the chairman that he wished to move a resolution: that the Victoria-Tobique riding association request that the provincial PC party, at its next annual meeting, review the leadership of Richard Hatfield so as to remove him as leader and as premier of New Brunswick.

* * *

Revolution was in the air that spring in New Brunswick, even among those who seemed the very antithesis of revolutionaries.

Bev Harrison was the MLA for Saint John Fundy. A Newfoundlander and a monarchist, he felt a kinship with his Loyalist constituents; descendants of the colonists who had opposed the American Revolution out of devotion to the King, they had fled to the safety of British North America. Harrison also rejected the “rights revolution” of Pierre Elliot Trudeau — the 1982 patriation of the Constitution and the creation of the Charter of Rights and Freedoms, which protected linguistic minorities in Canada, including New Brunswick Acadians.

More recently, Harrison had been fighting revolution in the government civil service. The Poirier-Bastarache report, which had so angered the Tories in Victoria-Tobique, had alarmed Harrison as well. Its stated goal of increasing the number of Acadians holding government jobs seemed to break the unwritten understanding that had been reached with English New Brunswick: make your children bilingual through French immersion, and they will be able to get jobs in the public service. But hiring bilingual anglophones, capable of serving both language groups, didn’t satisfy Poirier-Bastarache.

“This report is saying you must hire Acadians. For me to be bilingual, my promotional possibilities would be stifled,” Harrison had told the Saint John Telegraph-Journal the previous December, when the report was just beginning to stir controversy. “Because there’s a period of time when you must have affirmative action for Acadians. You’ve got to get the percentage up. And to do that, you’ve got to slow down the anglophone promotions to zero.”

Yes, Harrison opposed revolutions. Yet he himself was now bringing one right into the Conservative caucus.

For Harrison was the chairman of caucus, the man whose job it was to strive for unity among MLAs. Instead, he was stoking conflict. Like other Tories, his concerns about Hatfield had begun with Poirier-Bastarache and were now inflamed by the premier’s personal scandals. Both ran counter to — and seemed to outright offend — the prim, proper conservative way of seeing the world that had prevailed in the PC party before Richard Hatfield came along.

The same night Pickett stood up and called for Hatfield’s ouster to the premier’s face, Bev Harrison rose to speak to the PC riding association in his constituency of Saint John Fundy.

He pointed to the party’s defeat in a by-election in Riverview the week before, a defeat many blamed on the premier’s drug scandals, but also one that had unfolded in a traditionally Conservative riding where hostility to Poirier-Bastarache was high. Harrison “was very forceful,” remembers Hank Myers, the MLA for the adjacent riding of Kings East. “He was very serious. He said the premier was bringing disgrace to the party — to the effect that if the premier cared about the party, he would resign.”

A stunned silence fell over the room. Bev Harrison, the very image of the loyal British gentleman, was starting a revolution against Richard Hatfield.

* * *

That same night, a hundred miles east, Irène Guerette, a francophone from Saint John, was taking a breather from the grim task of studying the divisions in New Brunswick society.

Guerette co-chaired the committee studying the object of Bev Harrison’s contempt, the Poirier-Bastarache report. After spending the fall at information sessions designed to spread the word about the report’s contents, the committee was now soliciting feedback from citizens on the merits of the recommendations.

Irène Guerette was losing her faith in the ability of French and English to live in harmony in New Brunswick.

The committee was on friendly ground on the night of May 6. At the hearing in Bouctouche, a mostly francophone town in coastal Kent County, people reacted well to the recommendations. But within days, the committee would move on to Moncton, historically a crucible of English-French tension. Guerette had been reading some of the briefs submitted in advance.

“Destroying a province to satisfy a few Acadian fanatics is next to a sin,” wrote Mrs. Fern Hutt of Moncton in a typical letter. “My French friends and neighbours were beautiful all those years ago. Today I feel differently towards them, and I blame these changed feelings on this very stupid, unnecessary and unwarranted Poirier-Bastarache report.”

Mrs. Hutt was not unusual in claiming anglophones and francophones got along much better back in the days when there were no French-language schools, courts or government offices — or rights. Such letter-writers claimed to be open and welcoming to Acadians, except when their demands became unreasonable. But the prevailing definition of “reasonable” seemed to harken back to the nineteenth century. Many letters urged not only trashing the Poirier-Bastarache report but also repealing the 1969 Official Languages Act that had first guaranteed rights to the Acadian minority.

And there were more sinister missives.

“Mr. Porior [sic], you asked to hear from the silent majority, well here is one and no doubt you will hear from the majority,” said one anonymous letter. “You and Bastarache have really started something that is going to take years to die down. People are going to get violent. You, Bastarache, Simard and Hatfield should head for Quebec where you will be safe. Most English speaking people would like to speak several languages but they don’t like French rammed down their throats, which only brings on hatred, call it off before it is to late. There could be bloodshed.”

More revealing of the depth of the problem facing Richard Hatfield and his beloved Progressive Conservative party were comments like those of T. Majensky. “I’ve voted Conservative for the last time,” he wrote on a comment card he had filled out at an information session the previous autumn. Majensky lived in Riverview, a once-safe Tory riding where Hatfield’s candidate had just lost a by-election to the Liberal. No one doubted that Poirier-Bastarache had helped drive the Tories of Riverview to vote against their own party.

The PC base in New Brunswick was in revolt. Kathryn Barnes, president of the Moncton North provincial PC association — and one of Hatfield’s candidates in the 1982 election — wrote in her brief to the committee that the report was “frightening” and “certainly not in the best interest of the majority of this province.” She questioned the need for bilingual judges and suggested throwing the whole issue to a referendum, where, of course, anglophones would have two-thirds of the vote. “After all, is that not what democracy is all about — the wishes of the majority?”

The dissent reached right into Richard Hatfield’s cabinet. In early April, his minister of social services, Nancy Clark Teed, had said publicly that she would resign if Poirier-Bastarache were implemented. “It is hard to believe that supposedly sincere and democratic-minded people wrote this strident, divisive and false impression of both French and English-speaking New Brunswickers,” she had told Guerette’s committee. Later that month, Clark Teed’s Conservative cabinet colleague, Fisheries Minister Jean Gauvin, forcefully and publicly rebutted her arguments, mocking her assertion that English and French had got along fine until the notion of language rights had ruined everything. “We Acadians know what must be done to preserve ‘harmony,’ ‘understanding’ and ‘friendship,’” Gauvin said sarcastically. “To maintain these values, we need merely bow our heads, be submissive and above all, of course, speak English. Those, very often, are the only conditions necessary to preserve this sentimental climate. I refuse to accept such a myopic perspective.”

Such a public split between two cabinet ministers could only mean one thing: Richard Hatfield’s government was breaking apart along language lines.

Members of the anglophone wing of the party, like fellow MLAs Keith Dow and Eric Kipping, would soon join Harrison in declaring openly that Hatfield had to go. Others would scheme in the shadows, never revealing their part of the plot. Meanwhile, francophones, determined to hang on to the influence Hatfield had given them, would muster their forces to strike back. They would deploy their considerable organizational talents — the ability to sell memberships, pack meeting rooms and, above all, motivate people — not to defeat Liberals but to beat back their fellow Conservatives. And they would do it because they loved the most hated man in English New Brunswick.

“This is the francophone culture,” explains Percy Mockler, who, along with Gauvin and other francophone MLAs, would sit on a secret “Save Hatfield” committee once the review fight was on. “They’re very respectful. They’re very loyal after you’ve demonstrated that you’re one of them. Richard Hatfield had become one of us.”

* * *

Hatfield sat at the front of the hall in the New Denmark Recreation Centre and watched Jim Pickett call for a leadership review. After Pickett sat down, the premier turned to look at the chairman, who had just been elected that night and had never run a meeting before. The nuances of procedure were unknown to the young man, who froze, unsure what to do. There was a stunned silence in the hall as Tories waited to see what would happen next.

Jim Pickett remembers it clearly: “Hatfield looked up to the young man and said, ‘Put the motion on the floor.’ So he said, ‘All those in favour,’ and my God, there was a big roar. And he said ‘Any against,’ and there wasn’t a peep.’”

Pickett’s fears about revenge would prove unfounded; he did not lose a single one of his Tory insurance clients for having moved against the premier. Instead, people congratulated him when they ran into him in Perth-Andover because, in the days that followed, Jim Pickett became a well-known person in New Brunswick. Journalists connected his motion and Harrison’s statement, both coming on the same night, and see evidence of a growing problem for Richard Hatfield. There was no conspiracy at first, but Pickett and Harrison would eventually join forces to build an organization with the sole objective of driving Hatfield from office.

The drug scandals had broken only the loyalties that had already been frayed by Hatfield’s language initiatives. Over the summer and leading into the Saint John convention, the most vociferous advocates of review would be MLAs like Bev Harrison and Keith Dow, vocal opponents of Poirier-Bastarache. And the premier’s strongest defenders would be the Acadian MLAs who had joined his government because of his embrace of French New Brunswick.

“It was easy to implicate these other issues,” Keith Dow says today. “An English-French split, a Protestant-Catholic split, a cultural split. There’s a certain validity to that. There’s a certain veracity.”

Richard Hatfield’s dream of a grand coalition within his cherished Conservative party was coming apart at the seams.


Chapter Two
THE ACADIAN VOTE

RICHARD HATFIELD once reportedly told a small group of people that, until he was twenty, he thought that Acadia was simply a university located in Wolfville, Nova Scotia.

The story rings true; by what means would a young Richard Hatfield have learned the story of the Acadians, the first French settlers in North America, caught between two great eighteenth-century powers in a struggle for control of a continent? The tale of their violent expulsion from fertile lands in Nova Scotia and what is now New Brunswick would not have been part of the daily discourse in the village of Hartland, where Hatfield was born on April 9, 1931.

Hartland sits along one of the great bends of the St. John River, at the very centre of Carleton County. Covered in rich soil, dotted with solidly built white churches and swathed in the gleaming ribbon of the river, Carleton County was a pillar of Conservatism in New Brunswick — English and Protestant to the core. When Hatfield was born, it had already produced one Tory premier, James Kidd Flemming, and it would soon produce another — Flemming’s son, Hugh John, who in 1952 would end seventeen years of Liberal rule in Fredericton.

Hatfield’s father, Heber, who ran a potato chip company and was a federal Member of Parliament, named his son Richard Bennett to honour R.B. Bennett, the only New Brunswicker to become Prime Minister of Canada — albeit after moving to Calgary to live his adult life and build his fortune. One of young Richard’s earliest political memories was of meeting Bennett in July 1938, at the federal Conservative convention in Winnipeg, where the former prime minister handed over the party leadership to his successor.

It was a memorable moment for seven-year-old Richard, but another encounter left a more profound impression on him and probably contributed far more to the future premier’s eventual political legacy.

He would tell his biographers, Michel Cormier and Achille Michaud, of climbing down off the train in Ottawa, where he was accompanying his father to a sitting of the House of Commons, and meeting on the platform a shoeshine man and his young boy. It was like staring into some sort of cultural funhouse mirror, for here were Heber Hatfield, MP, and his son Richard face to face with a humble shoeshiner and his own son. In every way — bearing, attire, grooming — the Hatfields were clearly more affluent, more successful, more worldly. Yet young Richard would remember that both the shoeshine man and his child were francophones who nonetheless spoke English. How could it be, he would wonder, that this impoverished French boy on the platform had mastered two languages while he, son of an MP and successful businessman, could speak only one?

Another Carleton County youth might not have wondered at all, but Hatfield was different. Eric Kipping, an acquaintance of Hatfield’s in his student days at Acadia University, detected even then a personality not bound by the normal restraints of tradition but open to new experiences and different perspectives. “He was very broad-minded. You could see that his mind was ranging. He was very fair-minded.”

The two tendencies in Richard Hatfield — openness of spirit and love of politics — began to converge in the late 1950s, in a way that would defy the expectations of the little village where he was born. Back in Hartland working for the family potato chip company, Hatfield travelled New Brunswick as a sales representative. On those long, circuitous journeys, he would meet Acadians, and naturally the talk would turn to politics. They would tell him that Hugh John Flemming’s Conservative government was doing nothing for them. Hatfield, his political instincts already beginning to sharpen, would report back to his father’s Tory friends that Acadians were practically crying out for attention from the Progressive Conservative party. But the power brokers assured Richard there was no point in reaching out: francophones didn’t vote Tory and they never would.

That explanation wasn’t enough for Richard Hatfield.

* * *

“There were demographic distinctions in the Conservative community,” Dalton Camp wrote in Gentlemen, Players and Politicians, his memoir of his early years as a Tory strategist for Hugh John Flemming, Robert Stanfield and John Diefenbaker. “Few were Roman Catholics, fewer still were French-speaking.” Yet this reality, like many other patterns in New Brunswick politics that seemed to date back to the distant past, had not always been true.

Once upon a time, as recently as the early decades of the twentieth century, Conservatives were often elected in predominantly francophone constituencies. In those days, Canada was young and its political parties were loosely organized mechanisms for state-building — exploiting the prerogatives of political power, particularly patronage, to build coalitions that bound the young federation together.

Thus, parties were the forum for political brokerage, with prime ministers and premiers trying to assemble caucuses from as broad a base as possible and drawing their cabinets from those caucuses. Regional ministers would seek consensus that would cut across geographic and cultural lines. The rewards of power — jobs and contracts for supporters, along with a general sense of belonging — added an incentive for accommodation among a variety of interests and communities, allowing them to overcome differences and fuse into a single, cohesive polity. “There is . . . no basis for the systemic exclusion of any group if its interests can be incorporated into the definition of politics used by the party,” David Smith wrote in “Canadian Political Parties and National Integration.” “Numbers, not principle, are the currency of electoral politics.”

In New Brunswick, the effort at accommodation focused on one line above all others. That line ran diagonally from Grand Falls in the northwest through the centre of the province to Moncton in the southeast. Above it, generally, lived francophone, Catholic Acadians, who made up one-quarter of the population by 1912; below it lived the anglophone Protestants, dominant in numbers, wealth and power. (Important exceptions to this diagonal divide, like the Irish of Miramichi or the non-Acadian French-speakers of Madawaska, only proved the rule.) The English in the south, by backing a single party, could elect a government on their own, while francophones could not. A party that could draw on a base of support among both groups — above and below that diagonal line — would be more likely to hold power.

Yet it took decades for Acadians to realize that they could actually benefit from this raw political calculus, that parties might be willing to offer rewards in exchange for the key to power. Before the late 1800s, the focus of Acadian activism was the Catholic church, whose hierarchy included few francophones. The fight for an Acadian bishop at the end of the nineteenth century gave this impoverished, scattered people their first sense of political unity and eventually led to the creation of secular organizations to represent their interests. By 1884 their élites had gathered in two Acadian congresses to choose August 15, the Feast of the Assumption in the Catholic calendar, as their national day, and the French tricolour, with a star in the blue panel to represent Our Lady of the Assumption, as their flag.

Education was the battleground on which Acadians first confronted the established political order. They protested an 1871 provincial law requiring newly non-religious schools to use texts prescribed by the province — English texts, in other words. If French parents wanted a Catholic education for their children in their language, they would be forced to provide it outside the school and at their own expense. After the law sparked a riot in Caraquet in 1875, English Protestant voters responded by seeing to it that the province’s only Acadian MP was defeated in the next election by an English-speaking Liberal. Even then, though, the impetus for brokerage was emerging: to avoid further bloodshed, factions in the provincial legislature struck a compromise that allowed priests who passed an examination to teach children — including some religious lessons in French after school. It was not equality, but it would have to do for decades.

Leading into the new century and up to the Great War, loose coalitions in the Legislature began to evolve into disciplined Liberal and Conservative party organizations — both of them excluding Acadians from positions of power. Though the Conservatives were heavily influenced by Orangemen, and francophones leaned to the Liberals because of the federal leader, Wilfrid Laurier, Conservative candidates still had a fighting chance in some French areas. The Tories elected MLAs in solidly Acadian Kent County in 1908 and 1912, for example. But Robert Borden’s introduction of conscription eroded that support. Many Acadians resisted the idea of taking up arms for the same British Crown that had deported their ancestors.

Into this moment of political opportunity stepped Pierre-Jean Veniot, a journalist and Liberal organizer from Bathurst, who may have been the first New Brunswick politician to glimpse the potential of mobilizing the Acadian vote. “Let’s be proud to be Acadians,” he once said. “The more frankly Acadian and French we are, the more the English will respect us.” In advancing the cause of his people, Veniot would also bind their political allegiance to the Liberal Party for decades to come.

Veniot was born in Richibucto, Kent County, with the family name Vigneau. But when his father Étienne moved the family to Pictou, Nova Scotia, a Scottish school headmaster who couldn’t get his tongue around the French spelling changed it to Veniot, and Pierre-Jean became Peter John. Educated in English, Veniot would lose his French completely, only to regain it as an adult when he returned to New Brunswick and got involved in journalism and politics. He was passed over for the party leadership in 1914 precisely because he was French, but the slight did nothing to dampen his enthusiasm for the Liberals — or for mixing his ambitions with the party’s. He worked the Acadian ridings non-stop in the election campaign of 1917. In typically alarmist tones, the Fredericton Gleaner interpreted Veniot’s message: “Now is the time to take control of the government, the English voters are away fighting the war, and if you vote the [Tory] Murray government out now, while you have a chance, the new government will be ours, and we can run the country to suit ourselves as they do in Quebec.”

The ethnic divide resonated through the campaign. There were rumours in Acadian communities that returning soldiers and British immigrants would settle in French areas so as to dilute and assimilate francophones. The Gleaner responded by urging its readers to “remove forever the menace that has been threatening our government, our institutions and our people.” Acadians, feeling under siege, voted en masse for the Liberals. By holding on to a few of its English seats, the Liberal party formed the government with twenty-seven members, while the Conservatives elected twenty-one.

Veniot, as public works minister, the second-most powerful man in the Liberal cabinet, moved quickly to exploit the sudden Acadian influence in the government. He went on a road-building spree in the north, improving the lot of isolated communities and, not coincidentally, cementing Liberal electoral gains. The road construction binge came under attack by the Conservative opposition, which naturally further solidified Liberal support in those areas. In 1920, francophones rewarded the Liberals by voting en bloc for them again. Combined as in 1917 with some English Liberal seats, this French support paved the way to victory in twenty-four ridings altogether, compared with fourteen for the Conservatives and six for the United Farmers.

Veniot, however, paid a price for establishing a new political cleavage in New Brunswick politics. In 1923, when Walter Foster resigned to enter federal politics, Veniot became the first Acadian to move into the premier’s chair. The prospect of a French premier was more than English New Brunswick could accept. So when Veniot called an election in 1925, voters in the south rallied to the one instrument with which they could defeat him: the Conservative party. Anti-Catholic sentiment burst into the open, with Tories campaigning on the slogan, “A Vote for Veniot Is a Vote for the Pope of Rome.”

It worked. On election day, the Liberals failed to elect a single MLA in English Protestant ridings — which made up a majority of the Legislature — and were reduced to eleven seats in only four counties: Gloucester, Kent, Madawaska and Victoria. In Woodstock, someone burned a cross in celebration, a vivid illustration of the hardening divide in New Brunswick politics. The Conservatives were the party of English Protestant power, while, as historian Arthur Doyle has noted, “After Veniot, the Liberal party in New Brunswick had an almost monolithic block of ‘safe’ Acadian seats — support the party usually found essential for electoral success.”

The consequences for Acadians became clear three years later, in 1928, when Conservative Premier John Baxter set out to allow bilingual education, an entirely reasonable notion from the perspective of today but a radical step at that time. Baxter’s Regulation 32 would have given local school boards the freedom to adopt bilingual education if they’d wished. But it soon fell victim to political reality: anglophone Tories could not accept any French in any schools, even if the school authorities themselves in francophone areas wanted it. Had the Tories of the day been a truly provincial party, Baxter might have been able to face down the revolt. But he had no real base of support in Acadian New Brunswick and only one francophone minister in his cabinet — hardly enough to champion the cause in the face of an English backlash. The premier retreated and scrapped his
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“Anyone wondering where Bernard Lord comes from has to start here.
Jacques Poitras’s book is a feast.” — Paul Wells
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