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    Saturday November 3, 1956


    The United Nations, New York City


    about 10 p.m.


     


    Lester Pearson, Canada’s foreign minister (and future prime minister) stands before the United Nations General Assembly. He is about to speak, reading from a proposal composed of seventy-eight painstakingly chosen words. These words, shaped by caution and hope, are a last-ditch attempt to prevent a conflict in Egypt from igniting a conflagration throughout the Middle East. Pearson, in perhaps his finest hour, is about to carve out a razor’s edge of common ground to bring together angry allies and bitter enemies by suggesting and making possible the creation of the first UN peacekeeping force. 


    Pearson’s diplomacy throughout the Suez Crisis launched a bold experiment in international security and cemented Canada’s reputation as “a moderate, mediatory, middle power.” And yet, until now, no one has told the full story of how this Canadian diplomat led the world back from the brink of war. In a unique blending of biography and political history, Antony Anderson’s The Diplomat draws from diaries, memoirs, anecdotes, diplomatic cables, official memoranda, and exclusive author interviews to create not only a compelling portrait of Pearson, the man at the centre of the negotiations, but also a nuanced analysis of the political maze navigated by Pearson to avert a bloody war.


  




  

     


    “Antony Anderson describes a moment when Canada mattered internationally. Lester Pearson’s extraordinary diplomatic skills, which were demonstrated fully during the Suez Crisis of 1956, won the respect of his colleagues at the United Nations and increased the pride of Canadians in their nation’s role in the world. In a clearly written and often gripping account, Antony Anderson describes how Pearson’s experience and Canada’s reputation as a fair interlocutor placed him in a position to make a significant contribution to international peace.”


    — John English, CM, FRSC, author of The Life of Pierre Elliot Trudeau and The Life of Lester Pearson


     


    “In 1957 Lester Pearson won the Nobel Prize for Peace for his diplomacy during the Suez Crisis. But what brought Pearson to Suez, and what explains why he acted as he did? Antony Anderson, in a work of stunning originality, traces the threads that linked Pearson and Canada to the Middle East, not just for a few months in 1956, but over the previous half century. This is a book that should be on the shelf of every Canadian interested in our foreign policy, and public policy generally.” 


    — Robert Bothwell, author of Alliance and Illusion: Canada and the World, 1945-1984
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    Preface


    Born Canadian overseas, visiting only during summer holidays, and finally moving here for good at age eighteen, I found myself in an unknown country which I set out to explore in very conscious fashion. As I mapped my way through the interweaving narratives that make up our collective story, Lester Pearson’s name surfaced again and again. As a civil servant and foreign minister, he played an extraordinary role in shaping how we act in the world and his wise, pragmatic diplomacy during the 1940s and 1950s culminated in him receiving the Nobel Prize for Peace. That legacy alone would mark him out as an exceptional citizen. Then as prime minister during the 1960s, he presided over the country’s most creative post-war government. Heading an embattled minority, he introduced social legislation that still defines us (medicare, the national pension plan, the trial abolition of capital punishment), laid the foundations for official bilingualism and a more meaningful partnership between French and English Canada, brought in our own system of national honours, and raised the symbol that flies above all our regional and linguistic divisions, the Maple Leaf flag. This modest son of a Methodist minister, born in the nineteenth century, helped to create the twentieth-century Canada that I admire and treasure so much, a country where more and more of us could bring out the best in ourselves in a more generous and inclusive society. In the 1990s, I decided to make a documentary about Pearson, something that even then hadn’t been done in two decades.


    In that bewildering season of constitutional angst that seemed to imperil Confederation itself, I managed to raise enough funds to film interviews with many of Pearson’s former colleagues in politics and diplomacy. Unfortunately, I got stranded on the brink of editing, twice securing broadcast licences and twice seeing them fall apart. Even when I worked at the Dominion Institute producing historical television programmes, I could not raise the interest and the post-production funds to finish my epic-in-waiting — and wait it did. I was encouraged not to abandon the project entirely when the Donner Canadian Foundation provided a grant to create a website on Pearson and Suez, www.suezcrisis.ca.


    Eventually, two people whom I find very hard to deflect, my wife, Litsa Sourtzis, and my comrade-in-arms at the Dominion Institute, Rudyard Griffiths, simultaneously began to suggest and then insist that I turn my interviews and research into a book. I resisted, relented, and decided to focus on Suez and how Pearson convinced the UN to create the first peacekeeping force. Here I gladly acknowledge the milestones in my wandering through the labyrinth to understand the man and his actions.


    Like anyone who writes about Lester Pearson, I owe a huge intellectual debt to John English and his excellent two-volume biography, Shadow of Heaven: The Life of Lester Pearson, Volume One, 1897–1948 and The Worldly Years: The Life of Lester Pearson, Volume Two, 1949–1972. As I wrote over the years, these books were constantly at hand for guidance and inspiration. From the first time I interviewed him in 1993, Professor English graciously fielded all my numerous queries. If he had written a full account of Suez, there would have been no need for mine. During my initial filming and on subsequent documentaries, I also interviewed two of Canada’s most accomplished historians, Robert Bothwell and Jack Granatstein, and was influenced and enlightened by their insights. Along with Professor English, they often felt like my unofficial thesis advisers.


    When I began the book, I soon realized there was no really full account of Pearson’s diplomatic wizardry at Suez. I of course turned to Michael G. Fry’s landmark essay, “Canada, the North Atlantic and the U.N.,” published in Suez 1956: The Crisis and Its Consequences in 1989, still the best single article and starting point for any scholar on this topic. The indispensable source of official documents is the twenty-second volume of Documents on Canadian External Relations, edited by Greg Donaghy, head of the historical section at the Department of Foreign Affairs, Trade and Development. Dr. Donaghy has also been incredibly helpful with my queries over the years.


    For a quarter century after its publication in 1964, the key text on Pearson’s role remained journalist Terence Robertson’s Crisis: The Inside Story of the Suez Conspiracy. A historian himself, and keen to shape the version of history he wanted to prevail, then-Prime Minister Pearson gave Robertson unprecedented access to numerous highly sensitive cables from External Affairs, which Robertson paraphrased as narrative or dialogue. Pearson also asked senior officials to talk with Robertson off the record — privileged access allowed no one else. As well, Pearson himself met with Robertson for an interview. Unfortunately, I could not locate a copy of the interview, nor indeed any of Robertson’s research, in his papers at McMaster University. Mrs. Robertson told me that after her husband’s death, people dispatched by the publisher showed up and wheeled away a huge filing cabinet, possibly with the research in it. I checked the McClelland & Stewart papers, also at McMaster, and searched Pearson’s papers at Library and Archives Canada, all to no avail. Aside from not being allowed to quote directly from the External Affairs memos and cables, my major qualm with Robertson’s book stems from the great deal of dialogue he recreated seven to eight years after the fact. There are also various errors in his timeline of events. One of Pearson’s key officials during the crisis, Geoff Murray, told me that he found some of the scenes overly dramatized to the point of distortion. Robertson apparently admitted to Murray that he hoped his book would be turned into a Hollywood film. Still, both Murray and another key player, John Holmes, praised the book, saying the essentials were solid, as indeed they are.


    Aside from talking with Robertson, Pearson gave only one other lengthy on-the-record interview on Suez, and that was to the CBC for his television memoirs. His editors used this to complete the draft chapter he had sketched out for his written memoirs shortly before he died. Pearson’s account in his memoirs is at once frank and restrained, limited by the fact that he didn’t complete it himself, and what he did write was done while many of the central actors were still alive and thus he could not help but be ever diplomatic.


    In 2009, Michael K. Carroll produced a good account of the actual peacekeeping mission Pearson helped to set up, Pearson’s Peacekeepers: Canada and the United Nations Emergency Force, 1956–67, and this concentrates on the story where I leave off. In 2006, John Melady published Pearson’s Prize: Canada and the Suez Crisis, a short, solid summary that did not break any new ground. Since Robertson’s 1964 book and Professor Fry’s 1989 article, no one has produced a major work on how and why Pearson convinced the United Nations to take a chance on sending a peacekeeping force to Egypt.


    Given that my book began as a documentary, I inevitably spent a great deal of time simply trying to raise money just to get started. I was lucky to receive support from some of Pearson’s former colleagues and friends, most of whom, alas, are no longer with us. Nonetheless, I would feel remiss if I did not express thanks for their support and also to those others who helped make this odyssey possible. The Hon. Keith Davey met with me several times to offer tactical advice and open up his formidable list of contacts, yielding contributions from Hon. David Collenette, Hon. J. Trevor Eyton, Hon. Jon Gerrard, Hon. Daniel Lang, and Hamilton Southam, as well as Onex Corporation and Power Corporation. The Massey Foundation, William B. Harris, and Hon. Hartland de Molson were especially generous. These funds enabled me to capture the interviews that provide some of the most original material in the book.


    As the work progressed, the following historians kindly agreed to read specific chapters: Robert Craig Brown, Phillip Buckner, Greg Donaghy, Jack Granatstein, John Hilliker, Wm. Roger Louis, Stuart Macdonald, Timothy J. Paris, Neil Semple, Charles D. Smith, and Michael T. Thornhill. They all offered invaluable comments and suggestions and thankfully caught some factual errors. I am especially grateful to John English, who read my first draft, and Robert Bothwell, who read the final draft.


    Through the years of research, I received excellent assistance from the following staff at Library and Archives Canada, even as budgets were cut: Michel Brideau, Maureen Hoogenraad, Cédric Lafontaine, Alix McEwen, Ilene McKenna, Rebecca Murray, Sylvie Robitaille, Dominique Taylor, and especially Paulette Dozois.


    My thanks also extend to Kevin M. Bailey, Dwight D. Eisenhower Library; Marilyn Bentley, Association for Diplomatic Studies and Training; Samantha Blake, BBC Written Archives Centre; Deirdre Bryden, Queen’s University Archives; Remi Dubuisson, United Nations archives; Clark Davey, formerly with the Globe and Mail; Patti Harper and Lloyd Keane, Carleton University Archives; Colin Harris, Bodleian Libraries, University of Oxford; Mary Ellen Worgan Houde, McGill University Archives; Shannon Hodge, Jewish Public Library Archives; Susan Lee Kurtas, Dag Hammarskjöld Library, United Nations; Jennifer Lambert, for so much patient advice; Sylvia Lassam, Trinity College Archives; Loryl MacDonald, University of Toronto archives; Ken Puley, CBC Radio archives; Michael Riordan, St. John’s College archives, Oxford; Professor Ryan Touhey, University of Waterloo; Gregory J. Viola, Canada’s permanent mission to UN; and Toby Zanin who assisted with additional research in Toronto. Judith Robertson kindly shared her memories of her father, Norman, and was a wonderful source of information about who was who in 1950s Ottawa. From the very start, Pearson’s children, Geoffrey and Patricia, were very welcoming, opening up their family papers and photographs and, more importantly, their personal impressions of their father. I must also thank Hon. Landon Pearson for her support over the years.


    I was lucky to find three indefatigable researchers who never gave up until they had tracked down the necessary documents. Roger E. Nixon tackled Britain’s National Archives at Kew, Richmond, and Susan Strange worked the American National Archives and Library of Congress in Washington, DC. In Ottawa, I relied on Beryl Corber, who knows more about the quirks and terrain of our national archives than I could have imagined. Over the years we worked together, I knew Beryl was trying to retire from freelance researching, but she still cheerily took on my requests and told me she would not stop until I had reached the last page. I am eternally grateful.


    Rudyard Griffiths not only pushed me to write this book but introduced me to Linda Pruessen, then at Key Porter, and she, as the daughter of a history professor, appreciated right away the story I wanted to tell. Linda offered me a contract and re-launched the dormant project. All went well until Key Porter went under in 2010. A good and persistent friend, Griffin Ondaatje, encouraged me to contact Goose Lane, where Colleen Kitts-Goguen read my pitch and successfully championed it. The team at Goose Lane has been a pleasure to deal with, especially publisher Susanne Alexander, creative director Julie Scriver, and production editor Martin Ainsley. I am grateful they paired me with editor Judy Phillips and copy editor Jill Ainsley, who shepherded me through my first book with grace and patience.


    Writing may be a solitary process, but my family and friends ensured it was never a lonely one. Over many years, they encouraged me onwards and rallied my spirits when I flagged. It’s impossible to express how much their support means to me. Above all, my wife, Litsa, and daughters, Sofia and Julia, kept me grounded, sustained, and committed. From time to time, Sofia would ask, “Dad, when will you ever finish this book? You’ve been writing it almost as long as I’ve been alive!” How incredible that I could finally answer her question.


  




  

     


    Prologue


    Saturday November 3, 1956
The United Nations, New York City


    For the past three days he has not stopped moving. There’s too much at stake. Israel has invaded Egypt. France and Britain are threatening to land their forces to impose a ceasefire. The United States and the Soviet Union are demanding that everyone stand down. Now, at about ten in the evening, the diplomat is at last standing still, facing the world assembly, about to read from a piece of paper that contains a proposal made up of seventy-eight words. These words have been shaped by caution and hope, put to paper after a ruthless appraisal of power, painstakingly crafted for overlapping objectives: to stop the conflict in Egypt from becoming a world war fought throughout the Middle East, to heal the Western alliance, and to prevent the Commonwealth from falling apart.


    The man standing at the rostrum has served on the international stage for so long that he has no illusions about the feeble reach of world bodies, but he is here nonetheless because no matter what the faults and limitations of the United Nations, it remains the only global forum that includes the planet’s democracies, the Communist prison states, and the non-aligned.


    After days of failing to make peace, all eyes in the General Assembly lock on Canada’s secretary of state for External Affairs, Lester B. Pearson. He is probably the most famous Canadian in the world, and in this emergency, the pivotal player. Few of his counterparts can match his experience, his web of contacts, his sublime mastery of the game, and his phenomenal capacity to mediate. On the surface he is charming, unpretentious, even boyish, but the winning smile, the lisp, and the infectious sense of humour conceal a ruthlessly pragmatic professional committed to the diplomacy of the possible.


    While his personal powers are considerable, he does not forget where he lives. Lester Pearson represents a country blessed with vast geography but only moderate economic, political, and military muscle. He cannot threaten or enforce or intimidate. He can only suggest, inspire, and perhaps persuade. So here he stands in front of angry, tired delegates looking for an answer to the madness unfolding around them. He has done everything he can to dream one up.


    The Suez Crisis has erupted from a fog of grand illusions, firm convictions, and good intentions. In July, Egypt nationalized the French- and British-owned Suez Canal Company, which operated the hundred-mile waterway connecting the Mediterranean and Red Seas. Convinced this was a prelude to communist contagion, London and Paris secretly persuaded Israel to invade Egypt. This aggression would provide them with the needed excuse to intervene and remain to rule once again. Once Israel played its part and attacked, the two permanent members of the United Nations Security Council ignored calls for an immediate ceasefire and instead threatened to impose peace themselves, even if this required dropping bombs on a country already defending itself from a military assault. In this piece of theatre, the risks are chilling. The crisis could trigger a larger war that might spread throughout the Middle East. The Russians just might enter the conflict on the Arab side.


    In this surreal week, too many of Pearson’s worst nightmares have come true. The unity of the Western alliance, critical to Canada’s survival, appears to be disintegrating in public. In stark contrast, Russia and America have joined in harassing Britain and France at the Security Council. The Commonwealth mosaic has ruptured into black and white factions: India, Pakistan, and Ceylon howl for British blood, while New Zealand and Australia stand firm by the Mother Country. In the corridors of the UN, diplomats speculate about branding France and Britain as aggressors and hitting them with economic sanctions. From the very first hours of the crisis, Pearson has held back and stood apart. He has expressed concern and doubt but not explicitly condemned the British and French intention to land their troops in Egypt. This restraint has placed him and his country in a precarious position. For daring to stake out the middle ground instead of fully supporting Great Britain, many Canadians consider him a traitor; others regard him as a hero for acting in an independent manner. Like other diplomats caught up in the storm, Pearson is deeply suspicious of his allies’ motives but anxious to craft an escape route for them. Grasping for any practical solution, he has seized on an old idea that has been floating around in a vague fashion for some time, and amplified it. For the last three days and nights, he has dedicated his energy to persuading the doubtful and encouraging the like-minded to create the world’s first United Nations police and peacekeeping force. The odds against him are formidable.


    Given the mood in this hall of peace, how can he persuade the General Assembly to put aside the craving to punish? Given the bitter split in the Western alliance, how can he cajole allies who now distrust each other to reconverge and sign on? And even if the assembly votes for his proposal, then what? The UN needs time to organize a force that can function effectively in a war zone. At this late hour, nothing but questions and doubt loom over the Canadian diplomat. But as Pearson has said during various eruption points in his long career, “We’ll jump off that bridge when we get to it.”


    And so he does.


  




  

    one


    Where Is Here?


    The Dutch may have their Holland, the Spaniard have his Spain.


    The Yankee to the south of us, must south of us remain.


    For not a man dare lift a hand, against the men who brag,


    That they were born in Canada, beneath the British flag.


     — E. Pauline Johnson, “Canadian Born”


    The map may have seemed like something out of a fairy tale or perhaps the young boy simply took it for granted. Whether treasured or ignored, it wove through the daily fabric of his world, materializing in an atlas at home, hanging on a wall in his schoolroom or a post office, or proudly displayed in a relative’s parlour. In some versions, illustrations of exotic peoples never seen in his parish decorated the map’s borders: near naked, dark-skinned, carrying spears and shields; riding camels beneath palm trees; or dressed in animal fur, moving through a land of ice. The map sometimes showed pale-skinned soldiers on horseback wearing familiar uniforms and wielding swords. He could not doubt which of these people were entitled to rule and which of them were compelled to submit. It is easy to imagine the boy’s father or teacher guiding him through the obvious and essential pattern in the map, a pattern he absorbed without question, a pattern laden with tremendous assumptions and implications. For here laid out before Lester Pearson was an inheritance that transcended geography. Here was a view of the political construction he belonged to, infinitely greater than his home and native land. Here was an invitation to possibilities and horizons unfolding far beyond the narrow confines of his sheltered childhood. Here was a map of his potential.


    Growing up, he would see different versions of the interlocking maze of countries, but in each one a recurring colour inexorably imprinted itself on his imagination — the red-pink glow of the omnipresent British empire: a disjointed collage of skin tones, mother tongues, household gods, and incompatible manners which covered, at its greatest reach, roughly one-quarter of the world’s land surface containing, with varying degrees of consent and coercion, some 450 million subjects, one-fifth of the planet’s population.


    This creeping haphazard construct was accumulated over three centuries by religious fundamentalists seeking virgin ground to live as devoutly as they desired, pirates sanctioned by the state to plunder foreign rivals, dreamers reckless enough to escape a suffocating class system, and merchant adventurers willing to sell anything — human beings from Africa, narcotics from India, tobacco from the Americas, sugar from the West Indies, or fur, fish, and lumber from Canada. Unleashing and feeding consumer cravings inadvertently created a global network of trade routes, supply chains, investment flows, and local infrastructures, which at times required unflinching protection. What was largely informal and commercial became increasingly defended and governed, reinforced by and playing into a techno-financial revolution that remade a primarily agricultural economy into the world’s first industrial nation. For much of an imperial century, the tiny portion of humanity living in Great Britain produced more steel and pig iron, exported more textiles, mined more coal, built more ships, manufactured and exported more goods, and commanded a greater share of world trade than any other society at the time.


    Profit motives, political will, and naval supremacy converged so seamlessly that by Lester Pearson’s childhood, the proud son of empire could trace his fingers across any map of the world to embark on a wondrous expedition of the British fact. Beginning at the remote depths of the southern Pacific hemisphere, he would see tiny pink fragments huddling around the self-governing islands of New Zealand. Moving north, the imperial hue enveloped a floating continent, Australia, then brushed over an Asian archipelago composed of Singapore, Malaya, and Borneo. Looking closely at the map revealed that even the middle kingdom of China had to endure the minuscule but defiant flake of pink called Hong Kong. Travelling west, he encountered India, a magical sub-universe of fabulous tales and opulence, the shining jewel in the imperial Crown, containing more subjects than anywhere else in the empire. Leaving India, the boy reached the claustrophobic web of armed camps making up Europe. The only imperial markers here perched on the southern edge of Spain and out in the Mediterranean, where Her Majesty’s Government had claimed Gibraltar, Malta, and Cyprus.
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      The Pearsons ca. 1900: Anne, Lester standing on chair, Vaughan held by Edwin, Marmaduke (bottom right) (Library and Archives Canada/C-18704)


    


    Looking to the North Sea, the boy arrived at the most curious detail on the journey. The heart and centre of this worldwide dominion turned out to be nothing more than a knot of unimposing rain-drenched islands comprising several ancient nations, now unified under one crown. Without having ever visited them, Lester Pearson knew the culture, the history, and geography of the British Isles almost as intimately as those of his own country.


    Gliding south, the imperial pink resurfaced in a landscape of pyramids and pharaohs, through African deserts, jungles, and grasslands down to windswept Cape Agulhas, the southernmost edge of the continent. The boy would have passed over a man-made passage, too small to pick out on the map, which cut through one hundred miles of Egyptian soil to join the Mediterranean with the Red Sea. Dreamed of for centuries, jealously guarded as the lifeline of empire, this was the Suez Canal, the greatest of all imperial waterways. Vital to Britain’s economic and military traffic as well as to her prestige, this brilliant shortcut was considered absolutely untouchable. And still the young boy’s journey continued.


    Westwards across an ocean, glimmers of Britain sparkled in the southern Atlantic, leading on to the Falkland Islands at the bottom tip of South America. Here, British ambition disintegrated against the hard reality of Spanish and Portuguese conquest. The boy found only a few slivers of pink in Central and South America and the Caribbean. While connected to the metropolitan centre by informal economic tentacles, the new world stood almost devoid of the formal imperial presence.


    One stunning exception prevailed, however — the largest expanse of pink on the entire map, unfolding across the northern half of North America from the Atlantic to the Pacific to the Arctic Oceans, encompassing five million souls, humbling geography, punishing weather, generous harvests, and mineral splendour. This was Canada: a spoil of war seized from France and the original Aboriginal populations, guarded from the Americans, and now one of the empire’s most inventive improvisations. Acting with enlightened self-interest, the triumphant British minority sought to accommodate the conquered French majority, allowing them to keep their language, their religion, and their civil code of law. When francophone and anglophone subjects demanded more autonomy, a few even mounting a minor rebellion, London gave in to what it could not suppress and, in 1867, granted a kind of home rule, which evolved without bloodshed into a confederation of all the North American colonies. This became the empire’s first self-governing entity, which the founding architects chose to call a dominion.


    Lester Pearson was born into the imperial matrix a British subject; his flag, the Union Jack; his anthem, “God Save the Queen.” British authors wrote the books he loved best in childhood. British history, proudly considered his own, shaped his view of the past, present, and future. Some of his schoolbooks featured a Union Jack fluttering over the exuberant and unremarkable declaration: “One Flag, One Fleet, One Throne.” Despite the cringing this caused later historians and citizens eager to erase what they saw as a colonial purgatory, the trans-Atlantic, transnational connection — this dominion of duality and layered identity — was something most anglophones treasured, celebrated, and took for granted. It was not even paradox. “The idea that one could be both British and something else was easy to accept since they were already British and something else,” historian Phillip Buckner has observed of these Canadians. “They were English, Irish, Scottish, or Welsh,” he notes. “Britishness did not preclude multiple overlapping identities.”1


    Emotional and cultural synthesis was mirrored in political symbiosis. Pearson grew up in a Canada that boasted its own parliament, its own elected representatives, and its own courts but which could not amend the fundamental law of the land, the Canadian constitution, without London’s approval. Canadian courts rendered the final word on criminal cases, but the court of final appeal for civil cases resided in London with the Judicial Committee of the Privy Council; in other words, Canadians could bypass their own government in search of a more satisfying verdict. The commanding officer of the modest Canadian militia was British, and it was the Royal Navy that defended Canada’s Atlantic and Pacific coasts. If the dominion was largely sovereign at home, its voice on the world stage was faint and filtered.


    In the year of Lester Pearson’s birth, his country did not have a department of foreign affairs shaping a foreign policy and dispatching ambassadors to embassies in foreign capitals. On key international matters, Great Britain spoke for Canada, as for all parts of the empire. However, Ottawa was allowed to negotiate minor commercial treaties (which still needed to be sealed by a British signature), administer trade and immigration offices, and assign a High Commissioner to London and Paris to promote the dominion’s interests — as long as these did not conflict with the wider imperial interest.


    The Canadian experiment illustrated the British empire’s creative incoherence where multitudes lived, willingly or otherwise, beneath the same flag by very different rules and lengths. Yet while the map of empire laid out before the young boy did not lie, it couldn’t tell the entire story. Despite its imposing presence, this realm that dared to outrace the setting sun was an overextended, precarious structure exemplified by the imperial spectre in India, where an estimated three hundred million subjects were administered by some one thousand British civil servants and held in check by a garrison of seventy-five British troops, all dependent upon the 150,000 natives in the Indian Army. As historian William Roger Louis puts it: “Never, perhaps, had so few governed so many for the benefit of the British state.”2 This outrageous sleight of hand became more difficult as the British economy inexorably lost its fearsome primacy to various rivals. However, at the beginning of the twentieth century, the diminutive island kingdom remained the only truly global financial, military, and political presence.


    The loyal subject who grew to know and admire this empire in the early 1900s had no sense of its fragility. When he looked at any map of the world, all he perceived was British glory effortlessly transcending the curving black lines of longitude and latitude, with his own country holding pride of place at its physical summit. For Lester Pearson, as for millions of other sons and daughters of the empire, it was impossible to conceive that one day the pink hues would fade and recede to the island centre and that much of his life and almost all of his diplomatic career would unfold within these retreating imperial shadows.


     


    I had no awareness, no real awareness of the outside world nor did very many people of my generation. What was the outside world to us? The outside world was the next city.


    — Lester Pearson discussing his childhood, February 3, 19703


    Lester Pearson was born April 23, 1897, in the tiny village of Newtonbrook, now enveloped within modern-day north Toronto. The middle son of “fine and saintly” parents, homemaker Annie and Methodist minister Edwin, he and his two brothers, Vaughan and Marmaduke, enjoyed “an atmosphere of simplicity, security, obedience and discipline,” according to Pearson. “We had the normal kind of trouble that families have but nothing comparable to what you read so much about.” No angst or search for larger answers touched his teenage years, or so he claimed with disarming humour: “I must say, I must be a very superficial person because I didn’t go through that thing at all.”


    The daily texture of Pearson’s early years was homegrown and handmade, not yet bathed in the glow and hum of electricity and all the devices that feed on it. People still wrote letters more often than they made phone calls. The home entertainment centre was most likely a piano. Public streets smelled of horse manure. The only skin seen in public appeared above the neck and below the wrist. Boredom did not exist for the young boy. “We did not need movies, radio, or television to help us pass the time, for we never had enough time for all the things we wished to do,” he remembered. “We had little money, but our greatest pleasures cost us nothing.”4


    One of those pleasures was reading George Alfred Henty’s roughly one hundred and twenty historical novels, many of them celebrating British heroes and their epic victories. The titles alone evoke a manly action-packed world immensely appealing to boys all over the empire: The Dash for Khartoum: A Tale of the Nile Expedition, With Clive In India — Or, the Beginnings of an Empire, By Sheer Pluck: A Tale of the Ashanti War. “Henty was, I must admit, the author whom I knew best among all English writers until I went to college.” Later when Pearson travelled the world as foreign minister, Henty would rise occasionally to the surface of his memory. “There was hardly a place I visited,” wrote Pearson, “which I had not known through that prolific but now almost forgotten writer.”5 Reverend Pearson and his wife, loving but strict, deemed Henty’s books appropriate but shielded their three sons and themselves from the hydra heads of earthly vices, shunning alcohol, tobacco, cards, dancing and, for a while, even the novelty of moving pictures — until Pearson senior learned the theatre owner not only attended church but also contributed to the collection plate.


    In the Pearson household, one purely secular passion was permitted, if not indulged — so much so that some of the more pious parishioners thought there was something curiously loose-jointed and sloppy in the good minister’s mental makeup. His father’s unapologetic love of sports “caused almost a revolution inside the Methodist Church,” the equally casual son remembered approvingly. Parishioners “split into two factions. Those who thought it was alright for the Methodist minister to play baseball and those who thought it was really unbelievable that he should want to do it.”6


    Pearson shared this passion so deeply that it seems quite possible that he would have been as happy playing professional ball as conducting foreign policy. His love for sports endured through his adult life. In the 1930s, he escaped from League of Nations sessions in Geneva to play tennis. In the 1940s, in Washington, he organized baseball games between the Canadian legation and the US State Department. During the 1950s in New York City, he checked out from the General Assembly to watch baseball. In the 1960s, one of the defining images of his time as prime minister came in a CBC documentary that showed him in his office, reclining in a chair, distracted by a World Series game on television while one of his Cabinet ministers tried to engage his attention about an industrial dispute. Ultimately, the passion for service won out over the passion for play, but Pearson’s athletic gifts and instincts infused his diplomatic moves and coloured the way his colleagues remembered him. During the Suez Crisis, Pearson’s “role was that of quarterback,” according to adviser John Holmes, “inventing plays and giving signals, shifting his ground to take advantage of openings.” Pearson’s officials, Holmes added, “were sometimes bewildered by the mobility of his tactics.”7


    Pearson had to learn very early to shift his ground because he spent his childhood in a state of semi-permanent flux. In a routine that neatly foreshadowed his son’s later voyages as a foreign minister, Reverend Pearson uprooted the family every two or three years to serve in a different station in the Methodist parish circuit. By the time he started university, Lester had moved through Newtonbrook, Davisville, Aurora, Toronto, Peterborough, and Hamilton.


    At every new parsonage, the Pearson clan disembarked already saddled with expectations and assumptions, consigned to enjoy or endure a minor form of celebrity if not a low rung of aristocracy, for they arrived as the professional representatives of a worldly yet still divine mission. The middle son understood that even he and his brothers “had to set an example.”8 Inside the church walls, the family sat marked out and on display in a reserved pew, highlighting their social otherness. Being caught in and conscious of this constant social glare encouraged a perceptive child to carefully gauge what was spoken out loud, to be aware that one was on duty and on show, to always present the appropriate public face — ideal lessons for any future diplomat.


    Looking back at his childhood upheavals, Pearson appeared unscathed. “There was hardly time to take root or become attached,” he later wrote. “I made friends very quickly and could move easily from one town to another without feeling that I was homesick.”9 Perhaps the recurring transitions helped to reinforce a personal inclination towards detachment, for if the arrivals and departures came easily to him, making a deep emotional connection did not. Herein lies the most obvious contradiction in Pearson’s emotional makeup.


    Most in his circle recalled and delighted in his humour, his charm, his refreshing candour and lack of pretension, but they also acknowledged the sense of something withheld, the standing apart across a deep reserve. Arnold Heeney, Canada’s ambassador to Washington during the Suez Crisis, confided to his diary in 1955 that “over the years although consistently friendly and satisfactory with me, he is increasingly impersonal — a deep one whose secret self very few if any can know.” Tom Kent, one of his closest political advisers, concluded: “He was a man who could make an enormous range of, in a sense, easy friendships but found it very difficult to be really intimate, I think, with anybody.” One aide saw that the outwardly gregarious diplomat “was a real loner. He preferred to have lunch alone, perfectly content to have a drink by himself or with one other person.”10


    Familiar with these observations, Pearson’s son, Geoffrey, did not find anything unusual about the discrepancy between his father’s open, engaging exterior and the reserved interior, and he cautioned against looking for any great mysteries lurking behind that reserve. “His public demeanour and his private life were much the same. What you saw was what you got,” he recalled. “He wasn’t all that private a person, in the sense like others I can think of — Dag Hammarskjöld, the great UN Secretary-General who was a mystic and wrote in his diary about his visions. My father was not a private person in that sense. He had no secret life. He wasn’t Walter Mitty. So I don’t remember ever wondering if he had a secret life. He didn’t.”11


     


    I am neither Imperialist nor anti-Imperialist; I am Canadian first, afterwards and forever.


    — Sir Wilfrid Laurier, campaigning in St. Jerome, Quebec, August 24, 191112


    There are those in this country and there are some whose views have been expressed in this House who feel that we should have automatically supported the United Kingdom and France . . . those who feel that way will be disappointed at the action we have taken. We thought it was the right action for a Canadian delegation to take. It was an objective attitude, it was a Canadian and independent attitude.


    — Lester Pearson, House of Commons, November 27, 195613


    This was one of his earliest memories. Around one o’clock in the afternoon on October 10, 1901, Lester Pearson, four-and-a-half years old, perched on his father’s shoulders, waiting with his mother, his two brothers, and their neighbours, at the Aurora, Ontario, train station, hoping for a glimpse of two glittering beings from a far-off world — the Duke and Duchess of Cornwall and York, or rather, the future King George V and Queen Mary of Canada, Australia, New Zealand, India, and the rest of their vast and scattered dominion. On that day, the British empire was at war in southern Africa to impose decency, democracy, and imperial rule upon the defiant Boer republics of Transvaal and the Orange Free States, which preferred to worship their own faith in their own distinct language, beneath their own flag.


    An excited Pearson and his family, “still lingering on the euphoria of Boer War patriotism,” at last heard a distant whistle blow, but this just signalled the unattached pilot engine roaring ahead to ensure the track was clear. Seconds later, the royal coaches came into view, inciting the delighted subjects to applaud and cheer and flutter their Union Jacks. Alas, for the faithful at the Aurora station, they discovered all too soon that they were just another blur on a jammed itinerary. “The train didn’t stop,” Pearson recalled. “We were badly let down but it slowed down. They came to the platform and I can remember it as if it were yesterday.”14 Despite the momentary disappointment, the Pearsons’ emotional attachment to their empire undoubtedly remained undimmed, because, for over three frenetic weeks from Quebec City to Vancouver and back, the Duke and Duchess of York had done everything in their power to intensify that connection, delivering and enduring heartfelt clichés, unveiling monuments and memorials, and presenting medals to veterans for their actions on the veldt. When they began their tour, the mayor of Quebec City declared that Canada’s francophones and anglophones presented “to the world the spectacle of a free, united and happy people . . . attached to the King and country.” Touching on Canadian deaths in the remote conflict, he accepted the losses as part of the price willingly paid for Canada’s membership in a “mighty realm whose protection we enjoy and to which we rejoice to belong.”15 But war in Africa had not aroused any rejoicing between the two Canadas.


    The francophone solitude, having themselves been conquered by the British, felt no desire to support the imperial drive to subdue a religious, linguistic minority. One of their most prominent MPs on the government benches, Henri Bourassa, had resigned his seat in protest. French and English students fought each other in Montreal and during the clash anglophones vandalized francophone newspaper offices. A brave few in Quebec voiced their support for the war but they were drowned out by the sweeping communal renunciation. English Canada was another world.


    “A martial spirit seems to have descended upon this usually prosaic capital,” a popular Ottawa columnist recorded. “It really is impossible to talk or think of anything but the war.” Drowning out marginal voices of protest, the more rabid English newspapers inflamed that martial spirit with outrageous fantasies of Boer atrocities. Concerned anglophones judged it only proper that London should step in to protect British subjects living in such a violent, primitive society.16 Not content to watch from the sidelines, thousands willingly sailed for the distant conflict to join their brothers-in-arms from across the empire.


    Pearson’s parents did not leave behind any papers indicating where they stood on the wide spectrum of opinion, but the genial Methodist minister and wife likely shared the moderate views of the Christian Guardian, their church’s official newspaper, which declared its “confidence in the righteousness of Britain’s cause” and condemned the Boer government as “a tyrannous plotting, self-serving and unjust oligarchy.” However, editorials also agonized over the racial discord generated at home and encouraged its congregation not “to aggravate our French fellow-citizens by charges of disloyalty but rather to conciliate them, and to always keep in mind in our national policy the unalterable fact that we are a people of two races.” The Guardian extended this tolerance to the Boers themselves, urging “there should be no feeling of revenge or animosity in our hearts toward those who are now our enemies.”17


    So even as the Pearsons waved the flag at the Aurora train station, theirs was most probably a reasonable patriotism, untainted by the darker undercurrents of imperial attachment, and even that attachment, while heartfelt, should probably be kept in a perspective framed by the 1904 satire The Imperialist. Affectionately mocking a fictional but emblematic Ontario town, author Sara Jeannette Duncan noted the obvious prevalence of a “sentiment of affection for the reigning house” but shrewdly perceived that “the fall of a British government would hardly fail to excite comment, and the retirement of a Prime Minister would induce [local newspapers] to publish a biographical sketch of him, considerably shorter than the leader embodying the editor’s views as to who should get the electric light contract.”18


    In times of peace, those ties of affection could be managed without exacerbating Canada’s religious and linguistic fault lines, but as Pearson would witness for so much of his life and career, imperial emergencies abroad would repeatedly inflame the connection and undermine the ongoing accommodations at home. The townsfolk of The Imperialist perfectly captured this formula. Immersed in the minutiae of their own lives, they “recognized dimly” that England’s foreign policy “was part of the huge unnecessary scheme of things for which she was responsible.” But their self-absorption and indifference could be overthrown, “whenever, down the wind, across the Atlantic, came the faint far music of the call to arms. Then the old dog of war that has his kennel in every man rose and shook himself, and presently there would be a baying! The sense of kinship, lying too deep for the touch of ordinary circumstances, quickened to that; and in a moment ‘we’ were fighting, ‘we’ had won or lost.”19


    When the Mother Country went to war in southern Africa, Canada’s prime minister, Wilfrid Laurier, publicly supported London’s stated concern for the political rights of British immigrants in the Boer republics, but he could see no reason for Ottawa to get deeply involved. In Parliament, he summed up his position with cool detachment. “While every Canadian admits that he would be ready to contribute our treasure and our blood, and the resources of Canada at the disposal of this country, for the rescue of England, were she engaged in a life and death struggle,” Laurier declared, “there are many Canadians who are not ready to take part in the secondary wars of England.” Steel beneath velvet, Laurier all through Pearson’s childhood conducted a foreign policy that was simultaneously a domestic policy, summed up by one contemporary journalist as “fifteen years of saying ‘No’” to the most powerful empire in the world, whether to its war in Africa or to the passionate crusade conducted by imperialists across the empire to fashion a grand economic and military federation.20 His steadfast refusal was almost instinctual.


    Three of Laurier’s six predecessors weren’t even born in Canada, but his ancestors had arrived in the New World some eight generations before, and unlike countless anglophones, he knew no other home. At the same time, however, Laurier’s pride in his ancestry fused seamlessly with his admiration for British values and institutions. Even in his insistence on maintaining a sovereign space, he understood that Canada’s fate remained inextricably bound up with the island kingdom. The “salvation of England is the salvation of our own country,” he argued, noting: “therein lies the guaranty of our civil and religious freedom and everything we value in this life.”21 Pearson’s attitudes in adulthood revealed he too shared these fundamental dualities. Well into his thirties he retained a strong desire born of affection, respect, and history to stay connected to the Mother Country, while fully supporting the national drive for more and more autonomy.


    Confronted with a divided country and a divided Cabinet, Laurier, “perhaps the most perfect political leader” in Canadian history, strained his party’s unity to fashion a translucent compromise barely tolerable to either side.22 No Canadian would be compelled to fight in Africa, but Ottawa would pay to raise, train, and dispatch a volunteer contingent to serve under British command. Anything more was flirting with political disaster in Quebec. Anything less was equally toxic in English Canada. Forming the dominion’s first overseas expeditionary force, approximately 7,300 Canadians choose to serve their country, sovereign, and empire in the African theatre. For all the grief this caused the government, the Canadian contribution was a modest gesture compared to the roughly twenty thousand Australians and 6,500 New Zealanders sailing from their much smaller populations to join nearly half a million troops from all over the Empire.


    At the war’s outset, the Quebec newspaper La Presse captured the essence of the national divide. “We French Canadians belong to one country, Canada; Canada is for us the whole world,” the paper observed, “but the English-Canadians have two countries, one here and one across the sea.”23 Given this schism, the British assault on African soil unleashed fundamental foreign policy challenges for any Canadian leader: how to hold together the two nations, already clashing within the bosom of their single federal state, when they disagreed about a remote conflict that did not directly affect any of Canada’s primary interests; and, given the country’s modest room for manoeuvre, how to satisfy the insistent demands of a self-centred superpower ally, remain a credible member of a transglobal alliance, and still preserve a measure of autonomy? Five decades later, Lester Pearson faced a similar dilemma when London appealed to the dominions to support the flag in Egypt over a canal that most Canadians had never seen or cared about. The anglophile nationalist would not operate in a vacuum. His actions and impulses were instructed and framed, to a large degree, by the example of a wise leader who struggled to hold a precarious balance between furious extremes.


    And there was another empire that shaped the architecture of Pearson’s mind, one he never acknowledged in public or perhaps ever to himself.


     


    One would hesitate to put church matters either before or after politics among the preoccupations of Elgin. It would be safer and more indisputable to say that nothing compared with religion but politics, and nothing compared with politics but religion.


    — Sara Jeannette Duncan, The Imperialist


    The cameras rolled. The production crew waited. It was February 1970, almost two years after Lester Pearson stepped down as prime minister. At home in Ottawa, beginning a long series of interviews with the CBC for his television memoirs, the son, grandson, and nephew of Methodist ministers struggled to explain why he did not follow the religious path laid out for him by his ancestors, hardly an uncommon choice in his generation but one which evoked obvious discomfort for him. “Religion,” he said, “meant very little to me as religion, but you could not help but be impressed by a kind of religion which gave you such wonderful parents and who seemed to get so much out of their religion.”


    Clearly not happy with his response, he started again, stumbling onwards: “Religion . . . uh . . . didn’t mean very much to me…even later in my teenage . . . it didn’t mean very much to me . . . It was almost automatic. It wasn’t something I came to believe in. It was automatic. I wasn’t converted because,” (and here he finally breaks into his infectious laughter), “I was immersed from the day I was born . . . my religious life having developed in that rather automatic way made it perhaps less fundamental than if I had acquired it of my own volition. . . . difficult to explain this.”24 Difficult to explain, perhaps, because of the cameras recording his every word and because, even at the age of seventy-two, the minister’s son did not seem to have fully resolved for himself what he had, consciously and unconsciously, renounced and retained from his youthful immersion.


    The movement that came to encompass multitudes began in 1729 at Oxford University with a handful of Anglican students who had pronounced themselves “the Holy Club.” These fervent few endeavoured to live up to the name with stringent church attendance, Bible study, prayers, and visits to the poor, the sick, and the imprisoned. In their own version of group therapy, a relentless confessional accounting of inner struggles underpinned their good works in the world. Fellow students mocked the fervour and rigour of their “methodical” devotions but that insult became their banner. One member, John Wesley, an Anglican priest blessed with unyielding drive and discipline, became the catalyst innovator able to transplant these marginal, private methods into the larger world.


    Wesley’s years of anguished striving for a palpable state of divine communion culminated one evening in May 1738 at a religious meeting where, listening to a fellow seeker reading the Bible, he suddenly experienced his faith born-again. “I felt my heart strangely warmed,” he later wrote. “I felt I did trust in Christ, Christ alone, for salvation.” And then, in an outpouring that would characterize and set Methodism apart from more refined, restrained practices, Wesley immediately shared his epiphany with those gathered about him. This emotionally amplified connection to his god led the conservative Anglican priest literally outside the bounds of the established order. Overcoming his apprehensions (“I should have thought the saving of souls almost a sin if it were not done in church”), Wesley started preaching in the open air, in unconsecrated buildings, on roadsides, reaching out to the working class, the destitute, to all those hungry for a more vibrant relationship with their faith and creator. He found a revolution waiting to happen.25


    Travelling thousands of miles through Great Britain, Wesley’s passion and presence triggered an upheaval that grew far beyond his scope to define and contain, spreading by word of mouth, by pamphlets, by intense personal communion in new holy clubs which appalled more reserved, well-fed Anglicans, and at times, Wesley himself. Like a living art form, the Methodist enthusiasm did not solidify into one coherent doctrine but unfolded into smaller variants which in turn broke off into even smaller clusters of faith and practice, eventually flowing from the British Isles into the New World colonies.


    By the time young Lester Pearson was following his itinerant minister father around Southern Ontario, Methodism had become a “formidable empire of the spirit,” the largest Protestant denomination in Canada, embraced by all classes. In the 1901 census, approximately 917,000 Canadians called themselves Methodists, making up seventeen percent of the total population. They were followed by 842,000 Presbyterians and just over 680,000 Anglicans. The largest denomination remained Roman Catholic, numbering 2.2 million believers, slightly over half of them in Quebec. The Methodist fact was especially concentrated in Pearson’s home province, where his spiritual brethren made up thirty percent of the provincial population.26


    Even in an era marked by religious devotion, the two streams of Pearson’s family did not just believe; they served on the front lines. His father, paternal grandfather, and maternal uncle were ordained ministers, while his maternal grandfather and two great-uncles took up the calling as lay preachers — those church members deemed by others and themselves to have “the gift of public speech and a fervent spirit” and who, after some doctrinal direction, volunteered to fill the pulpits when their regular work was done. “I cannot recall ever hearing them discussing how to feed hogs or fatten cattle or fertilize soils,” Pearson’s uncle, Reverend Bowles, wrote of those great-uncles. “Never did I hear them debating the feed value of different kinds of fodder. The Preacher and his last Sunday’s sermon was a frequent topic,” he noted, and “their minds gravitated always to religion and Church affairs.”27


    In marked contrast, Pearson confessed in his memoirs that he found the proximity of church and home “almost oppressive,” especially on the holiest seventh day of the week, when he had to attend a morning and evening service, and Sunday school. At intense revival meetings, where the true believer might feel the Holy Presence and cry out in ecstasy, he merely felt a “mild guilt” that he did not express any wish to be saved. “Frankly,” he asserted, “I was aware of no condition from which saving was required.” Under his parents’ roof, he performed the rituals faithfully, but once ensconced at Victoria College in the University of Toronto, the usually well-behaved son quietly defied their expectations and did not study to become a minister.28


    Later, he and his Methodist-raised wife, Maryon, did not raise their two children as Methodists (then merged into the United Church) or in any other denomination. “They made a stab at it,” daughter Patricia recalled. “They tried to send us to Sunday school a few times, but we kept moving so much that we didn’t have an established community church ever. We tried in Ottawa once or twice, but it didn’t really take.” While the surface manifestations of Pearson’s faith faded away, his son, Geoffrey, felt his father remained “a person who had a spiritual life but who was unable to demonstrate it in any outward way. He didn’t go to church, and that must be explained by the fact that he lost his belief in the sort of formal trappings of the Church. He was not an atheist.”29 And it seemed, as the son suggests, the father did retain a spiritual core. Towards the very end of his CBC interviews, Pearson felt compelled to make his most consciously articulated statement on what he believed. His language is non-denominational but clearly reflects his intense youthful immersion.


    I would put at the front of my fundamental beliefs a belief in the inherent good of the individual person . . . my belief in the perfectibility of human nature under the influence of, what you might call, a divine being; that there’s more of that in human beings than there is of the opposite, more God than anti-Christ. And when I get depressed . . . about the state of the world, I can take encouragement from that belief that there are more good people in the world than there are bad, and that somehow, the good will overcome the evil.30 


    Beyond this personal sense of an underlying goodness, Methodism served to infuse Pearson’s world view with two distinct elements, universalism and pragmatism. Rather than obsessing about an ethereal afterlife, the Methodist gaze had been brought down to earth by a grim industrial landscape scarred by a spectrum of sin or, as it came to be viewed, social injustice. The Christ of Pearson’s childhood was more activist than gentle preacher. Like the original members of the Holy Club, political missionaries ventured far from their pews into Canadian slums, poor houses, and brothels, and onto street corners, bringing the promise of individual and social salvation. Their mission was not just local but global; indeed it was universal. John Wesley and his followers had rejected the doctrine of predestination in which even believers were divided into “the elect” (the chosen) and the damned. Accepting the essential equality of all and the essential unity of all, Methodists proclaimed that heaven was potentially open to all because any person could, through his or her own faith and God’s grace, achieve salvation.31


    As Pearson biographer John English has pointed out, “In Methodist churches there was [always] a picture of Jesus with children of all colours surrounding Him, all the children of the world coming together around Him. And it’s that kind of thing that at its simplest level created Pearson’s sense of the world and sense of its purpose.” That elemental influence pervades a revealing line in Pearson’s memoirs. He later recalled that during his years as foreign minister, “[My colleagues and I] always asked ourselves not only ‘What kind of a Canada do we want?’ but ‘What kind of a world do we want?’” His ancestors would, of course, have wanted a Methodist world. He strove for universal peace, order, and good governments.32


    The universalist spirit shone through in Pearson’s clear-eyed commitment to the United Nations; in his determined but failed struggle to make NATO more than a one-dimensional military alliance and turn it into a social and economic federation; in his work to make the Commonwealth more multiracial by accommodating the newly independent and republican India; and in small diplomatic gestures. He briefly ignored Cold War politics and dared to chat informally with Chinese foreign minister Zhou Enlai at the 1954 Indochina Conference, whereas American secretary of state John Foster Dulles refused to even shake the Communist’s hand. Pearson recalled looking past a Soviet diplomat’s “unscrupulous” and “bitter” verbal assaults to recognize this enemy off-duty as “a cultivated, amusing and agreeable person,” as he wrote in his memoirs, “all smiles, and lively with engaging conversation about literature and life.”33


    In a neat parallel, even the physical contours of Pearson’s secular work echo back two centuries to Methodism’s genesis. There is a continuity from John Wesley following his circuits through the British Isles with his message of inclusion and universal salvation to Lester Pearson travelling his own circuits through international councils, preaching universal cooperation and peace. Indeed, Pearson’s expansive, inclusive sense of the world where there could be no salvation, or as he would put it, no international peace, without involving all members of the parish reflects one of Wesley’s most famous lines: “I look upon all the world as my parish.” While Pearson understood the bitter divisions of ideology and borderlines, and properly viewed the Soviet Union as an evil empire, he perceived the greater unity of interests lying underneath. He reasoned that, as there were no local or even national solutions to international problems, only a universal response could solve universal dilemmas, hence he worked for collective or universal security through universal assemblies. When those efforts failed, as they so often did, he settled for temporary compromises, however unsatisfying and frustrating. But he always kept his eye on the ever-distant goal. “It was not a waste of time to talk about and advocate world peace and world federation or, on a less exalted level, an Atlantic Community or a permanent United Nations Peace Force — even when existing circumstances seemed to make a mockery of such idealism,” he wrote in his autobiography. “I knew that peace was a policy as well as a prayer.”34


    Undoubtedly, the innately tolerant diplomat was personally disposed to Methodism’s universalism, but it was also able to flourish in his practice and not just in his preaching because this universalism could mesh seamlessly with the demands and restraints of middle-power diplomacy. If superpowers preferred to act single-mindedly, without consulting even their friends, oblivious to the havoc they could wreak on their surroundings, middle powers were acutely aware of the ties that bound one and all. They had no choice. Sensitive to and affected by minute tremors rippling through the interconnected landscape, sensible middle powers understood their relative position in the community and accepted that there could be only security and solutions in numbers. If Pearson had failed to inherit a universalist streak from his buried faith, he would probably have been forced to acquire it in the trenches of middle-power diplomacy.


    In an age of peace, Pearson might have endured a diplomacy of banality, but he lived through or alongside some of the darkest nightmares of the twentieth century: two world wars where he lost close friends; the creation of horrific technologies that could turn all life to ash; the rise of vicious tyrants; the enslavement of innocents. Given the stakes, his diplomatic mission resonated with a deep Methodist promise that, as historian David Hempton notes, “spoke of the possibility of salvation and a new start” and “dared hope for a transformed life.” Pearson dreamed of transforming his damaged world and felt Canada had no real option but to be directly involved, observing: “Everything that happens in the world affects us, and to a degree greater than most countries. Consequently, it is always foolish to assume that we can safely leave global matters of war and peace to the Great Powers while we modestly concentrate our energies on protecting our sovereignty and increasing our gross national product. Economic growth as a first objective of foreign policy is an uncertain trumpet sound to Canadians, scarcely stirring the blood or inspiring hope for a better country and a more secure world.”35 Unwittingly evoking the evangelist tradition, he clearly intended his work to sound a powerful trumpet and stir the blood, just as John Wesley had done two centuries before. And even if he didn’t consciously connect his mission with that earlier crusade, he was sometimes bluntly reminded.


    In September 1948, after twenty years in the civil service, Pearson was sworn in as His Majesty’s Canadian secretary of state for External Affairs. The appointment made headlines across the country, and the new minister dutifully called his widowed mother with the impressive news. “I told her that I was now in the Cabinet and she expressed a reasonable satisfaction over this promotion and this honour,” he recalled. But seeing her son attain this stellar position in the political stratosphere was not where Mrs. Pearson and her husband had hoped their son would end up. That night in 1948, decades after seeing her hopes dashed, she employed a characteristic Pearson touch, coating hard edges with humour. “Well, I always wanted you to be a minister, and I’m glad you’ve become a minister, if only a second-class one,” she said.36
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    Growing Up Canadian


    A Nation spoke to a Nation,


    A Throne sent word to a Throne:


    “Daughter am I in my mother’s house,


    But mistress in my own.


    The gates are mine to open,


    As the gates are mine to close,


    And I abide by my Mother’s house”


    Said our Lady of the Snows.


     — Rudyard Kipling, “Our Lady of the Snows”


    The rebels are outnumbered but willing to fight to the death. Dreaming of independence from Ottoman rulers and European puppet masters, their rallying cry is “Egypt for the Egyptians.” Her Majesty’s Government in London prefers to keep Egypt for itself and refuses to cede its economic stake in and informal political control over the country that contains the hundred-mile-long Suez Canal, the essential imperial waterway that joins the Mediterranean with the Red Sea out to the far East. When diplomatic postures fail to restore sense and order in the restless natives, London dispatches the world’s most terrifying force on the fighting seas.


    Watching from the sidelines, a dashing British expatriate talks with his noble wife about the crisis in their adopted home, where two bitter rivals circle each other for dominance over this gateway to India. “Supremacy in Egypt has always been the dream of the French,” he tells her. “Had it not been for our command of the sea, they would have obtained possession of the country in Napoleon’s time. Their intrigues here have, for years, been incessant. Their newspapers in Egypt have continually maligned us, and they believe that the time has come when they will be the real, if not the nominal, rulers of Egypt. The making of the Suez Canal was quite as much a political as a commercial move.”1


    Who knows what the young Lester Pearson, safely in Canada, made of these observations as he lost himself in another epic by his favourite author, George Alfred Henty, but he was probably riveted by the ironclads and gunboats shelling Alexandria into submission while the Egyptians fought gallantly, though they proved no match for the overwhelming British firepower that turned their battlements into ruins.


    It is highly unlikely that in his childhood Pearson ever doubted Britain’s God-given right to bomb a foreign country in order to reimpose its rule on so many ungrateful natives, not when raised in the unshakeable faiths of Methodism and imperialism. Dimly aware of the world beyond his parish, what he knew was refracted through the prism of empire. The idea of “British and Canadian soldiers charging the Boers and driving them headlong” impressed him. He accepted that London had properly undertaken the duty of “looking after the ‘lesser breeds’ and keeping the French and Germans under control.” He later recalled “faint stirrings of interest as a boy over the threat from the Kaiser to Britain’s naval supremacy and what Canada should do to help meet that threat.”2 And perhaps he even imagined himself playing a part in bravely confronting surly challenges to his empire.


    Anecdotes from his childhood certainly highlight an attraction to the pomp and circumstance of military spectacles. “The militia used to parade in Peterborough,” he recalled. “They had a very good regiment and I wanted to join the militia there as soon as I was old enough, but because of the uniforms. They were very smart.”3 Pearson’s parents, however, expected their second son to become a minister and live a wandering life, just like his father, preaching and serving God’s Word.


    In the fall of 1913, the sixteen-year-old enrolled at the University of Toronto’s Victoria College, established by Methodists to establish future Methodists. Preferring baseball diamonds and hockey rinks to pews and study halls, the minister-in-training religiously devoted himself to sports, although he did manage to score a first in his modern history course. “That’s what I was interested in and where that would lead me to I never worried about,” he recalled. “I would meet that problem when it arose.”4
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    Lester Pearson, age 20, in Royal Flying Corps, England, 1917 (Library and Archives Canada/PA-110824) 


    Then, on June 28, 1914, bullets fired on the other side of the world tore apart all the preordained paths lying before Pearson. On that day, a Serbian nationalist assassinated the archduke of Austria-Hungary and heir to the throne, Franz Ferdinand, and his wife, Sophie, as they sat in the back of an open car. Demanding revenge, Austria threatened Serbia, which brought in Russia to defend Serbia, which brought in Germany to support Austria. The
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