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1
BAY STREET BLUES

If you move, you’re a target. But I won’t stand still.

— Frank McKenna, diary entry, September 16, 1996

He opens his front door and steps out into the awakening city. He pauses to button his navy trench coat and stretch the morning stiffness out of his legs, then crosses the street and cuts through the park. A gentle spring rain splashes on the pathway in front of him. Other early risers carry umbrellas and walk their dogs across wet grass that is beginning to turn green as winter releases Toronto from its embrace. The subway station that serves the moneyed neighbourhood of Rosedale is just ahead, but he prefers a forty-minute walk to a ten-minute ride, even in the rain. He turns right on Yonge Street, picking up his pace as the pulse of the city quickens with each passing block. If Francis Joseph McKenna moved any faster, he’d break into a jog. His best days begin when he’s up early and out walking.

Early morning walks have been one of McKenna’s rituals for years. When he was Premier of New Brunswick, he left his white clapboard home in Fredericton at six-thirty on weekday mornings and walked beside the St. John River to his office near the province’s legislative building complex. Navigating the bustling sidewalks of Toronto, Frank McKenna carries himself in much the same manner as he did on the sleepy streets of Fredericton. His brown eyes are bright and alert; his body bristles with energy. He doesn’t need coffee in the morning to clear his head.

He has notes to himself stuffed in his pockets — “eat right,” “exercise,” “be optimistic,” “be decisive,” “call home” — the scribbled reminders of a man who must be disciplined in all things. His to-do lists are a bulwark against the pace of his life. He is sucked easily into the vortex of work until he is whirling so fast that he loses sight of the kind of man he aspires to be. And so he reminds himself — “listen more than you speak,” “take time out to think,” “don’t forget your family.” When he loses control and forgets about his lists, he feels a measure of failure as he walks back home at the end of the day.

He diets constantly to keep the pounds off his stocky five-foot-eightinch frame, notes his weight in his diary each day, and periodically subjects himself to three-day fasts to cleanse his system. He plays golf now instead of hockey, but he still carries hard muscle on his shoulders, arms and thick hands, his body forever defined by the hayfields he worked as a boy on his family’s farm in Apohaqui, New Brunswick.

He is still consumed by the incessant drive that propelled a boy with big dreams out of a life of poverty and rural isolation. When a man moves so quickly from there to here, parts of the character he has fashioned on the journey are only sketched in. Therefore Frank McKenna remains elusive. When you think you have him standing in front of you, he slips away again. He has always been the fastest man on the street.

He rarely follows the same route downtown, leaving Yonge Street to avoid waiting at traffic lights, pausing to pour a fistful of change into the hands of every panhandler he meets. Back home, New Brunswickers watch Frank McKenna’s every move. Here in Toronto he is anonymous, just another man in a hurry, on his way to make his fortune on Bay Street. At the corner of Bay and King Street East, he stops and looks up at the three imposing Toronto Dominion Bank office towers. “Welcome to the heart of capitalist greed,” he says with a smile. Then, still speaking with the proprietorship of a premier, he notes, “If I had just one of these buildings in New Brunswick, I’d have zero unemployment.” He turns abruptly and pushes through a revolving door into the sprawling lobby of First Canadian Place.

He takes the express elevator to the sixty-sixth floor and enters the offices of Osler, Hoskin and Harcourt. This international legal powerhouse, specializing in mergers and acquisitions, administered eight billion dollars worth of deals in 1999 through its offices in Toronto, Ottawa, Calgary, and New York. Shortly after eight a.m. the office is humming. No one throws McKenna a second glance as he makes his way to his small office, which is outfitted with a desk, a computer, a round glass meeting table and three chairs. McKenna is one of more than two hundred and fifty lawyers who work here in the firm’s Bay Street office. He is a consulting counsel for Osler, Hoskin and Harcourt, on the payroll to stir up business rather than practise law.

Soon after leaving the premier’s office, McKenna established his business home base in New Brunswick at the rapidly expanding law firm, McInnes Cooper & Robertson, in Moncton, where he is counsel and a partner. He sold his residence in Fredericton and built an elegant beachfront home in Cap-Pelé on New Brunswick’s east coast, beside the warm waters of the Northumberland Strait. But McKenna is on the road more often than he is home, and for four months every winter he and Julie, his wife, live in Toronto in a rented three-storey home, modest by Rosedale standards. Julie McKenna looks forward to her time in the city because she enjoys the theatres, art galleries, stores and restaurants that she can’t find back home. Frank is more of a sports fan than a patron of the arts and prefers a hockey rink or a baseball stadium anytime to an art gallery, although he enjoys attending the theatre with Julie. She, in turn, attends sporting events with him — to watch the people, not the game. As he and Julie entered the Skydome for the second Blue Jays home game of the 2000 season, he remarked, “This is kind of like eating early lobster.” He’s a fine companion in a baseball park, munching on peanuts, sipping beer, leading the wave in his section, singing “Take Me Out to the Ball Game” louder, more out of tune and with a bigger grin than anyone around him. He knows how to surrender himself to the moment.

Whereas Frank and Julie always look forward to the simpler pleasures of life in their home beside the ocean, he is not unlike scores of Maritimers who for generations have been drawn to Toronto by the magnet of opportunity. Bay Street is the most influential twenty blocks of real estate in Canada, the corporate power centre of the country, housing a work force that rivals the population of the city of Fredericton. Bay Street “is Canada’s version of Hollywood, a mythical domain where dreams may be dashed, but still a place where dreamers test themselves against their destinies,” writes Peter C. Newman, the foremost observer of the Canadian establishment.

On Bay Street, McKenna tests himself against his destiny after politics. He lives a simple, unpretentious life, although he is becoming wealthy: he earns more money in one year here than he did in ten years in the premier’s office. McKenna has never cared much for money, but on Bay Street a person’s income is a way of keeping score. He works for his law firms and holds a dozen corporate directorships, including the Bank of Montreal, Noranda Inc., United Parcel Service, CanWest Communications Corp. and General Motors of Canada. He is also a regular on the national public speaking circuit.

Two-thirds of Canada’s major law firms have offices on Bay Street. In his life before politics, McKenna was an impressive courtroom lawyer, but he found his way to Bay Street because he has access to power, which in Newman’s terms “means getting through on the telephone to anyone at command level.” With his vast and growing network of business friends and his position close to the heart of the Canadian political establishment, McKenna is a rainmaker.

He is a confidant of Prime Minister Jean Chrétien, who has often urged him to enter federal politics, solidify a strategic beachhead of Liberal support in Atlantic Canada and position himself as a future party leader and Prime Minister. On January 5, 1996, McKenna noted in his diary that he had met with Chretién to discuss his future. The Prime Minister suggested that McKenna had three choices: he could make a lot of money, he could be the best premier in the history of Canada, or he could position himself to become prime minister. “He said I would have an excellent chance of being PM,” McKenna noted. “He said if I have any aspirations I should follow them. I would always regret it if I didn’t. Therefore, I should run federally this time. I told him it was highly unlikely, but I was flattered. I would be deeply honoured to run with him and to serve with him, but I was connected to New Brunswick.”

On this April morning in 2000, a potential investor is on the line. McKenna is acting on behalf of the owner of a restaurant chain who is planning to expand into hotels. “What’s your normal appetite for risk?” he asks, adopting the language of his new environment. “Would you be in the ten-million to twenty-million range?” Pause. “Ten million. Okay. What you’re saying is that you’ve got a big appetite for risk, but only ten million.” He smiles and listens. “I’ll tell him this, tell him what your maximums are, that you are interested in talking with other people if he’s interested in talking with you.” He nods, then quickly brings the conversation to a close. “If he wants to pursue this, he’ll put a business plan in front of you, and if not, that’s fine, too, neither of us has wasted anything on it. More importantly, now that I know more about you I’ll try to place other people in front of you.” McKenna gathers the pieces of the business puzzle and puts them on the table, leaving the creation of the picture to others.

He still takes a special interest in Atlantic Canadian business opportunities, still obsessed with job creation, an issue that dominated the public agenda during his decade as Premier. However, since the Progressive Conservatives came to power in New Brunswick in the spring of 1999, he has been relegated to the sidelines of the job hunting game. He is frustrated by the Tory government’s lack of interest in aggressively courting new businesses. Still, whenever he sees an opportunity, McKenna tries to make business deals happen in New Brunswick and at the same time channel more work into his Moncton law firm. “I just operate under the theory that what goes around comes around,” McKenna says. “It always does.”

While the move to Bay Street seemed natural for McKenna, he is the first Atlantic Canadian premier to be so warmly embraced by the Canadian establishment. Donald Savoie, a distinguished public policy professor at the Universite de Moncton, is the author of Pulling Against Gravity: Economic Development in New Brunswick During the McKenna Years. No one was surprised, he writes, when corporate Canada came calling on the leader of an administration that was so friendly to business, although his Bay Street career is unprecedented among Atlantic Canadian premiers. Savoie notes that it would be hard to imagine former premiers Joey Smallwood, Alex Campbell, Louis J. Robichaud or John Buchanan being greeted so warmly by the business establishment.

It didn’t hurt McKenna’s post-political career that he often visited Bay Street when he was Premier, setting up shop in a suite at the Royal York Hotel (which he jokingly referred to as his second home) and hustling jobs with his chief salesman and deal-closer Charlie Harling. “It didn’t matter if it took thirty meetings and five different trips to Toronto, if he landed one or one hundred jobs, the deal was worth it,” recalls Maurice Robichaud, McKenna’s former director of communications. “It was what drove him. He loved going to Toronto to get deals and jobs.”

Before he left politics, McKenna enjoyed widespread and largely positive exposure in the national media, appearing on the covers of Canadian Business, the Canadian Business Review, Maclean’s, and the Globe and Mail’s Report on Business magazine. His name appeared in the headline or first paragraph of more than three hundred stories in the Globe and Mail during his time as Premier.

McKenna’s critics argued that his entry into the business world came too soon after he left politics. They found it unseemly that he accepted a position as a director of Bruncor Inc., the holding company of NB Tel, which had benefited greatly from his campaign as Premier to recruit call centres. They also pointed out that he had joined the board of UPS, the courier company that had been recruited to New Brunswick with, among other incentives, a pocketful of taxpayer’s money. They contended that there should have been a cooling off period before private citizen McKenna began working for the very companies which had been so close to his political agenda.

However, McKenna never broke any rules because there weren’t any conflict of interest guidelines for retiring politicians in New Brunswick. And even his staunchest political rivals had a hard time genuinely arguing that he recruited UPS to the province so he could later sit on the company’s board of directors. After a brief dust-up in the New Brunswick media, McKenna quietly went about his business. Most New Brunswickers seemed to feel that they shouldn’t begrudge a man who had worked so hard in public life the opportunity to make some money after he left office.

Moreover, McKenna’s acceptance on Bay Street wasn’t simply the result of positive press and business contacts. Corporate Canada had welcomed Premier McKenna’s vision for a self-sufficient New Brunswick. When he spoke to national business audiences, he insisted he was asking for investments, not handouts from central Canada. “This was a major transition in Maritime politics,” says former Ontario premier David Peterson. “Maritime politics was patronage-ridden, paternalistic, a bunch of boys from the old school who thought you’d win by pumping money into things. The new wave of leadership in the Maritimes really started with Frank and signalled a new kind of idealism. ‘Roll up your sleeves and get the job done. Let’s look ahead. Let’s use all our resources. Let’s get the goddam job done and not sit here and whine, and then we’ll start contributing to equalization and you can whine about being a have-not.’” Peterson says that when McKenna brought his vision for a self-sufficient New Brunswick to Bay Street audiences, their reaction was uniformly, “God bless him.”

“It was entrepreneurial politics,” Peterson says. “It’s so much easier, if you have a problem, to blame central Canada, blame the federation. This creates regional cleavages and divisions. McKenna understood instinctively the new world, the new information-based world. He wanted his place in that. He was ahead of his time.”

McKenna, the farm-boy-turned-premier, projected self-reliance and dignity, which were attractive to the members of the Ontario business community. There are few images more satisfactory to a business person than that of a self-made man. Furthermore, as Donald Savoie points out, the economically comfortable regions of Canada want to believe they became that way on their own merit, without the help of governments, which of course is not the case. “The message not only lets them off the hook, it also confirms their belief that market forces and their own abilities explain their economic success,” Savoie writes. McKenna’s Toronto audiences welcomed the optimism and ambition of this young New Brunswick lawyer, partly because he made them feel good about themselves.

On April 2, 1997, six months before McKenna stepped down as Premier, Gerry Schwartz, the president and chief executive officer of the multi-billion-dollar Onex Corporation, and Heather Reisman, then chief executive of Indigo Books and Music Inc., and now the president and chief executive officer of Chapters Inc., held a dinner in honour of their favourite Maritime son at their Rosedale mansion. Schwartz is the former chief bagman of the federal Liberal Party; Reisman was co-chair of Finance Minister Paul Martin’s first leadership bid. Schwartz and Reisman, Bay Street’s foremost power couple, represent the innermost circle of the Toronto Liberal establishment. Whenever the Prime Minister visits Toronto, “the Schwartz parlour is a compulsory stop,” Newman notes.

Frank McKenna Night in Rosedale was an intimate evening with a short list of influential guests and their partners: Paul Godfrey, publisher of the Toronto Sun; Peter Godsoe, the chairman and chief executive officer of the Bank of Nova Scotia; Brian Levitt, president and CEO of Imasco Ltd; Rob Prichard, president of the University of Toronto; and Dick Currie, president of Loblaws Companies Limited. The evening featured a round of tributes to McKenna. In a note to Schwartz and Reisman after the dinner, McKenna expressed thanks, humility and respect for his new friends. “I found our conversations to be stimulating and proactive,” he wrote. “There is nothing more useful to a person in my position than the unscreened advice of people I respect. I do not pretend to be the person you described, but you have set a standard and an expectation that I will be relentless in pursuing. There is no way of adequately expressing my thanks to you, other than continuing to do everything in my power to ensure that my province and country prosper and remain whole.” The dinner was about establishing friendships and connections that would outlive a political career. As Godsoe had told Newman, “I believe deeply in networks. Networks are information — people doing business with people, or working out political solutions.” McKenna had joined the Canadian power network.

When in Toronto, the McKennas socialize with other expatriate Maritimers who cling together in the big city, never fully belonging to Toronto, just people doing what they have to do and enjoying a taste of the good life along the way. Among Frank and Julie McKenna’s closest friends are Wallace and Margaret McCain. The McCains moved to Toronto in 1995 after a nasty family feud resulted in Wallace McCain being ousted by his brother Harrison from the international frozen food empire they had run as a team out of Florenceville, New Brunswick. When Wallace left New Brunswick, Margaret McCain continued serving as the province’s Lieutenant-Governor for a time before resigning her post and joining her husband in Toronto.

“Business people in this city know Frank McKenna and respect him very much,” says Wallace McCain, the chairman of Maple Leaf Foods, who works out of a small office tower several blocks north of Bay Street. “I’ve never heard anyone in this city say anything negative about Frank McKenna. Zero. They thought he was fiscally responsible. They felt that he was generally trying to better the province of New Brunswick. And he’s aggressive. People don’t mind that around here.”

Wallace McCain tells his business friends in Toronto that sooner or later his New Brunswick friend will be Prime Minister of Canada. “And people say, ‘Do you think so?’ I say, ‘Yeah.’ They say, ‘Well, gee, that’s a good idea,’” McCain continues, speaking in his staccato St. John River valley rhythm. “Toronto votes Conservative, but there are a lot of Liberals here, and most of them don’t want to admit they vote Liberal. They look at Frank as running under a Liberal banner but being conservative. Politics gets in your blood. I don’t think he’s lying in bed scheming about how he’s going to be prime minister. He’s politically astute. If he saw the right time in Ottawa, and the right circumstances, would he give it a go? Yes, he would. Would he get elected? In my opinion, yes, he would.”

Down the street from First Canadian Place in the Bank of Nova Scotia Tower, David Peterson relaxes in his office at the law firm of Cassels Brock and Blackwell and reflects on life after politics. Embracing the casual style of the moment on Bay Street, Peterson wears jeans and a cotton dress shirt as he leans back in his chair, sipping a morning latte and smoking a cigarette.

“He’s a tough little rascal, you know,” Peterson says with a smile. He recalls that McKenna used to tell former Ontario premier Bob Rae, the man who bounced Peterson’s Liberal government from office, that his New Democratic government was the best job creation program New Brunswick ever had. “He used to make Bob Rae mad as hell. There’s a protocol that you give a car and driver to a visiting premier. Frank would be here every goddam week, and he’d take the car and go and steal jobs. It used to drive Bob nuts. Frank would approach business people and say, ‘You better come to New Brunswick because these socialists are screwing up Ontario.’ It was a bit of a game.”

Peterson also makes a good living as an inhabitant of Bay Street, attracting business to his blue-chip law firm and sitting on corporate boards. When McKenna asked Peterson for career advice as he prepared to leave politics, Peterson suggested that he maintain a New Brunswick base and become the Peter Lougheed of Atlantic Canada — in reference to the former Tory premier of Alberta, who has enjoyed a lucrative business career after politics. However, there are no free rides on Bay Street, and many former politicians, especially retired premiers, don’t adjust well to life in the private sector. Peterson notes that McKenna isn’t merely a regional figurehead for these corporations and law firms. “Your reputation doesn’t last very long if you’re a screw-up,” he says. “Frank puts the same enormous energy into all the things he does. He’s a hustler. He doesn’t sit there and wait for opportunity to come to him.”

McKenna works long days and travels constantly. His April, 2000, schedule, sent to him by e-mail from his Moncton office by his long-time scheduling assistant Ruth McCrea, is mind-boggling. After a few days working in Toronto, he travels to New York City on the weekend, then back to Toronto for meetings at the law firm and a speech. Then he flies to Montreal for board meetings, then on to Australia and New Zealand, and back to London, England. Without taking a day off, he goes home to Fredericton and Moncton and then comes back to Toronto. It’s a whirlwind that never stops.

The schedule leaves McKenna little chance for spontaneity in his life, although he now spends more time with Julie and his three children, Toby, Christine and Jamie, than he did when he was Premier. He has also shed the often overwhelming anxiety that consumed him when he was in public life. “I would wake up in the middle of the night and not get back to sleep,” McKenna recalls. “I would just lie there with my mind racing, my body almost pulsing, thinking nothing productive, just having obsessive thoughts.”

However, what’s missing from his Bay Street life is a sense that his long days have a purpose larger than the particular events that fill his schedule. He is no longer part of a common journey. At times he expresses deep ambivalence about his life. Even attracting jobs to Atlantic Canada doesn’t generate the same thrill that it used to. “That’s a small piece of what I do,” he says in between telephone calls at his Toronto office. “I do other things. I can’t tell you what I do because even I don’t always know. It gets so busy here at times. And I really can’t tell you that I do anything useful. I do a lot of things that have value to somebody.”

The tasks that fill his days rarely move him. He has a hole in his life and can’t replace the sense of satisfaction he had when he was premier. Then he felt he was doing something important, that he was enhancing people’s lives. He wonders whether he should either learn to live with the fact that his life has changed irrevocably or consider doing something more focused — start a new business or take on a new cause.

When he was premier, nothing could deter him from his plan to transform and modernize New Brunswick. Winning three huge majority governments and occupying the premier’s office never satisfied his drive. He wanted to be the best premier in history in the same way that he wanted to be the best at everything he did — playing centre for his high school hockey team, running for office as a student politician, practicing law.

“Perfectionism has always been part of my character, and it’s not something that I’ve been fond of at all,” he says. “I’ve always had to perform to the best of my ability and to overcome whatever deficiencies I’ve had through hard work and through extra effort. It’s hard to live with. I don’t know what the hell you’d call it, almost a compulsive thing. I won’t take things on unless I feel I can do a good job. I’m a long way from perfection in any of the things that I do, but I’m driven in that way. It’s not a lot of fun.”

When he entered politics as a Member of the Legislative Assembly representing the Miramichi River town of Chatham, he was motivated by raw ambition, to see how high on the ladder he could go. His motivation changed when he became premier. “Whether it was a rationalization or a justification, I came to believe that I could make New Brunswick a better place, that I could make people feel better, that I could bring more prosperity to this province,” he says. “It may be a case of believing my own rhetoric, I don’t know. I can’t honestly tell you that when I started I was as purely motivated as that. I hated controversy, hated hurting anybody’s feelings, hated acrimony. But I became comfortable with making difficult decisions and, if necessary, offending people. I did it all because the force of the ideas was so powerful that I had to be prepared to endure any indignity or to undertake any rigorous decision to get there. That sustained me. That drove me night and day. I still feel it intensely now. I feel deeply wounded when I see New Brunswick slide back into the valley of self-doubt, becoming a supplicant again.”

Julie McKenna thinks her husband needed to slow down and spend time with their children. “Frank’s kind of become like the favourite uncle,” she says. “He takes them places, he gives them things. He never had the time to do this. He’s enjoying that time. And our relationship has changed. We see each other a lot, and I’ve really enjoyed that. I’ve enjoyed him. But he’s not challenged.”

Few experiences match the excitement and adrenalin rush of being first minister. “You live on the tightrope all the time, always action-packed, always with hundreds of decisions to make,” Peterson says. “In our system, the first minister has an enormous amount of authority. I think Frank misses that.”

Despite the perpetual motion of the corporate fast lane, Frank McKenna feels as if he is standing still for the first time in his life.

The dinner at Fredericton’s Sheraton Hotel the day after the June 7, 1999, election was supposed to celebrate the continuation of Liberal rule in New Brunswick. The Dr. Everett Chalmers Hospital Foundation in Fredericton was holding a high-profile fundraiser, “An Evening of Appreciation for Frank and Julie McKenna.” All the Liberal heavyweights in the province were on the guest list. Frank McKenna would be the keynote speaker, making his first public appearance in Fredericton since his resignation. However, it was risky to bank on the outcome of an election, especially in New Brunswick, and especially when a party has been in power long enough to project an aura of invincibility. The omnipotent Liberals were demolished at the polls by Bernard Lord, a baby-faced thirty-three-year-old Tory lawyer who led his party back from the brink of oblivion.

When Maurice Robichaud arrived at the Sheraton, he grumbled that he felt as if he had been tied down in a schoolyard and pummelled by small children. “The function room, crowded with Liberal walking wounded, resembled something between a trauma centre and an intensive care unit,” Dalton Camp observed.

Liberal leader Camille Thériault’s team had run a disastrous campaign, complete with a condescending slogan, “Making It Happen,” and an annoying faux-rap song that blared from speakers at the leader’s public appearances. Thériault, the son of Norbert Thériault, a retired senator who had run unsuccessfully for the party leadership in 1971, had tried to portray himself as an agent of change, a softer, left-of-centre Liberal, while embracing Frank McKenna’s fiscally conservative legacy. Thériault claimed he was a man of the people yet acceded to the demands of big business, granting Irving Oil an exemption from an environmental impact assessment for a major refinery expansion and agreeing to allow large companies to buy natural gas directly from Sable Island suppliers instead of going through the distributor that was building the gas network for consumers. He cancelled an income tax cut McKenna had scheduled for 1999 in favour of putting more money into the health care system. His ambition for power was clear; his vision for the province was murky.

Thériault and his colleagues had fallen victim to the insidious complacency of a political party settled too comfortably into power. Whatever Liberals thought was good was by extension good for New Brunswickers. “A party securely in power carries with it a musk of well-being and reeks with the essence of its affluence and comfort,” Dalton Camp writes. “Men quickly learn to shift their gaze from that which they do not want to see, or to view with indifference things to which they have become strangely accustomed.”

McKenna’s single-minded determination had kept complacency at bay. His three election campaigns were meticulously planned, his platforms and communications strategies tested by extensive polling. Thériault wanted the job badly, but he didn’t apply himself to the details. He turned away from the gifted McKenna campaign team and put his brother, Mario Thériault, in charge of strategy. The younger Thériault is erudite, charming and talented, but he was a political neophyte facing the most challenging of electoral mindsets, an electorate that had decided to vote for change. Camp had asked Thériault six months before the election was called what would happen if the central theme of the campaign became a call for change. “If the issue is change, we can’t win, and there’s nothing I can do about it,” he replied matter-of-factly. In Camp’s view it was “a no-fault election with a no-one-to-blame result.”

Watching from the wings, Frank McKenna’s political instincts told him that his plan to create a Liberal dynasty in New Brunswick had gone terribly awry. McKenna had promised Julie, who hated life as a political wife, that he would resign after ten years in the premier’s office. Shortly after he was elected Premier, Julie McKenna told Chatelaine magazine that she intended to hold him to his promise. “Frank will leave while he’s still a star,” she said. He announced that he was quitting politics two years into his third mandate, ten years to the day after his election victory in 1987. He kept the timing of his departure a closely guarded secret, but privately he had been counting down the days for more than a year.

He carefully scripted his final moves to give a new leader time to put his own stamp on government before going to the polls. While he was tempted to extend his time in office by another few months, in the end he decided there would never be an easy time to walk away. He had pushed the patience of his family and friends to the limit. He left behind a Liberal Party holding a strong hand: forty-nine of fifty-six seats in the Legislature, a hundred thousand card-carrying members, more than a million dollars in the bank and one of the best-organized political machines in Canada. As a final gesture, McKenna anointed as interim premier Ray Frenette, his loyal Acadian lieutenant and rival for the leadership in 1985. “I thought, if there was ever good succession planning, I’ve achieved it,” he says. “I thought we had a rich field of candidates. I thought I had in Ray Frenette a perfect transition, someone who could take the ball and run with it in the interim. The plan was brilliant, it just didn’t work.”

After winning the leadership in the spring of 1998, Camille Thériault could have governed into 2000, but instead he chose to call an early election the following spring. “I knew it was all unwinding,” McKenna says. “I just watched the way things were going. The election timing was terrible. I knew the campaign and platform weren’t the quality that we needed. I’m probably one of the only people in New Brunswick who sensed that we were going down. It was a classic front runner’s campaign where you go turtle and just get through the campaign as best you can.”

Meanwhile, Bernard Lord emerged as a solid choice for voters. Lord speaks both English and French fluently. His Acadian wife, Diane, has similar language skills and shares her husband’s quiet charisma. He showed himself to be the kind of leader who would make a good impression for New Brunswick on the national stage. During a CBC television debate, NDP leader Elizabeth Weir said she saw Bernard Lord’s lips moving but heard Frank McKenna’s voice. Unintentionally, she may have thrown a compliment Lord’s way. On June 7, 1999, the Progressive Conservatives surpassed even their most optimistic projections, winning forty-four of fifty-five seats.

The evening after the election, Frank and Julie McKenna rest in their room at the Sheraton Hotel, preparing to make their appearance at the hospital fundraiser. News reporters pace in the lobby, hoping McKenna will comment on the outcome of the election. Maurice Robichaud finds himself back in the familiar role of arranging for a media scrum, something he has orchestrated hundreds of times before. After receiving a telephone call from Robichaud in the lobby, McKenna steps off the elevator and calmly walks into the glare of television lights. He speaks in a subdued voice about his legacy and says he shares the responsibility for the crushing defeat of his party. When asked what advice he has for Bernard Lord, McKenna lifts his head and stares directly into the bank of cameras.

“He’s now receiving one of the most precious things I’ve ever had in my life, which was the stewardship of the Province of New Brunswick,” he says. “It consumed me. It was everything to me. He’s going to have to go in there with a lot of heart and a lot of passion and believe so strongly, so fervently in making things happen that, by sheer force of personality, he can move the people around him. Otherwise, he’ll be just another politician.”

McKenna is describing himself, not the young premier-elect. Robichaud, who has positioned himself behind McKenna’s right shoulder, steps in and stops the questions, but McKenna seems reluctant to leave the lights. As he walks away, he turns back to the reporters, smiles and says, “I’ve missed you guys.”

Later that evening, McKenna steps up to the podium and tells the crowd that he believes the timing of the event is perfect. The best time to show appreciation for politicians, he says, is after an election campaign, regardless of the outcome. Then he addresses his Liberal colleagues: “To the people who have tasted defeat, there is nothing, no matter how you gloss it over, as heart-wrenching and as hurtful as losing a political battle.”

He raises his voice, his words flowing more quickly. “We have to stand aside momentarily and not be able to carry the torch that we believe in. They keep saying to themselves, ‘Don’t these people know what it is I was going to do for them? Don’t they know how much I love them and care for them and want to serve them?’” His voice falls and he pauses. “That’s what hurts the most. The moment of birth, the moment when you’re the most excited and the most fulfilled, is the first moment of your death. It’s the first moment when you start down that path which inevitably will lead to either your defeat or your resignation.

“You start with all this political capital in the bank. And you spend that bit by bit as you go through your political career. And if you don’t spend that political capital, you may not be defeated, but you are a failure, because you have not honoured those people who put their trust in you to lead courageously and not to be afraid to spend your popularity to do what was right and good and just and would stand the test of time.”

McKenna knows he has spent his political capital and a good part of his party’s. The Sheraton ballroom is hushed as he pauses, preparing for his closing. While he admits that he has made mistakes, that he has sometimes pushed too hard, made changes too quickly and left casualties in his wake, he makes no apology for the driving idealism behind his reforms.

“I know that people look at our province with different eyes,” he says. “Some people look at it as a province that’s disadvantaged and poor and needs help and needs support. I look out at a province that’s just brimming over with opportunity, a province of people who, for over a hundred years, pioneered their way and made life what it is for them today. I look out and I see a province that is on the move, that is modernizing, that is activist, that is interventionist, that is looking to the future with more confidence, and more hope and more pride, and more opportunity and more potential.”

Then he expresses his own paradox: not a day goes by that he doesn’t miss being premier; however, not a day goes by that he regrets leaving. He still has the passion for the job, but he recognizes that he pushed his agenda as hard and as far as he could.

“There’s nothing I’ve ever done in my life that was as fulfilling,” he says. “There’s nothing that I’ve ever done in my life that compares to the satisfaction that I felt every single day on the job of being the premier of your province. I can’t get it out of my blood. It’s like a song in my head that just beats in my heart all of the time, this province of ours. I just can’t leave it. I just can’t get rid of this sense of destiny that we have.”

Four days after McKenna’s remarkable performance at the Sheraton, on a perfect blue Saturday, a light breeze pushes waves into the horseshoe cove that shelters the sands of Friel Beach. About noon, guests begin to arrive at Frank and Julie McKenna’s new home, which is built into a bluff above the beach in the tiny francophone community of Cap-Pelé that Julie visited with her family when she was a child. When McKenna announced on October 7, 1997, that he was stepping down as Premier and leaving politics, he held a press conference, then went back to work. Four days later, he cleaned out his office, said goodbye to his staff and walked home alone. In the months that followed, his staff and advisors disbanded, most of them landing jobs in the private sector. It had taken twenty months for all of these “eminent knights of the McKenna round table,” as Dalton Camp likes to call them, to reassemble in the same place.

From the moment McKenna announced that he intended to be leader of the New Brunswick Liberal Party, he began to recruit a loyal political team. By the time he was established as Premier, he was surrounded by a tightly knit group of professionals, most of whom remained at his side for ten years. These are the guests who are arriving that afternoon with their partners and families.

Fernand and Aldéa Landry arrive on their twenty-four-foot sailboat, L’erre d’aller, which they anchor in the cove. Fernand Landry, a Harvard-educated lawyer born in the tiny community of Evangeline on the Acadian Peninsula, co-chaired all three election campaigns and was McKenna’s first deputy minister in the premier’s office. Aldéa Landry, the former president of the Liberal Party in New Brunswick, was his first deputy premier and the minister of intergovernmental affairs during the constitutional crisis of the late eighties. The three have been friends since their University of New Brunswick Law School days.

Raymond Frenette, loyal soldier and political fixer, drives up the driveway dressed for the golf course, his clubs in the trunk of his car. Francis McGuire, McKenna’s deputy minister of economic development, brings his trademark never-ending conversation and laughter to the beach. For ten years, McKenna depended on McGuire’s agile mind and mastery of political strategy.

McGuire is followed by Maurice Robichaud, the gregarious communications wizard who controlled the media agenda in New Brunswick and helped to make his boss a star in the national press. At Robichaud’s side is Steven MacKinnon, a bilingual political junkie from Prince Edward Island who personifies the kind of youthful passion and loyalty McKenna admires.

The guest list is rounded out by Georgio Gaudet, a resourceful career civil servant who was the deputy minister in the premier’s office during McKenna’s final years; Charlie Harling, consummate corporate deal maker; Ruth McCrea, the scheduler who continues to construct all the details of her boss’s life; Nat Richard, a neighbour and former executive assistant; speech writer Nicole Picot; and secretaries Pierrette Battah and Zona Bovingdon.

McKenna leads an expedition to the golf course. Others go sailing with the Landrys, and the less adventurous relax on the deck, basking in the sea breeze on this unusually hot June day. When the golfers and sailors return, they feast on lobster and steak, then wander down to the beach, where they talk around a bonfire until the early hours of Sunday morning. The couples who stay overnight in the guest wing share a subdued brunch with the McKennas on Sunday and depart about noon.

Political gossip in New Brunswick spreads like wildfire, and the gathering of McKenna loyalists in Cap-Pelé that Saturday in June became the subject of much speculation. What’s Frank McKenna up to now? A week later, the reunion was the subject of a front page column by Roy MacGregor in the National Post. “This is how these things get started,” MacGregor wrote. “Last weekend — with the prime minister, Jean Chretien, musing once again about his own possible or probable retirement — word leaked out of New Brunswick that a private gathering was under way at McKenna’s home at which his former advisors and assistants were musing openly about the possibilities of a Frank McKenna leadership run. A new name had, not officially, joined the unofficial race to replace Mr. Chrétien.”

When MacGregor tracked down McKenna, he insisted that the gathering was social, not political — a golf game, a few beers, nothing more. He issued as firm a denial as possible about his federal leadership aspirations. “I’m not seeking it and I’m not looking for it and I’m not offering for it,” he said. “I was able to walk away from the premier’s office with a very strong mandate and at the height of my popularity, so I can look this ambition in the face and walk away from it.” To which MacGregor added: “For the time being at least.”

The consensus in political circles was that Robichaud had leaked the news of the gathering to float McKenna’s name across the country and gauge public reaction. Robichaud knows the value of a strategically leaked news story; however, he insists that on this one his conscience is clear. As it turned out, McKenna’s description of the Saturday afternoon gathering was accurate. In the months that followed, no leadership bid emerged. However, MacGregor was correct in reporting that there had been talk of politics on the beach and a consensus that the old team would love to recreate the magic.

“I would walk through a concrete wall for any of the people in that office, and everybody there would have done the same thing for me,” Robichaud says. For years, Aldéa Landry has been urging McKenna to position himself to occupy 24 Sussex Drive. “This was not a post mortem about the election or a rally for Frank running federally, but I don’t think these people would ever get in the same room with him without telling him, ‘If you ever go, we’re there, and if the opportunity arises, please go,’” she says. “I don’t think he has got politics out of his blood at all. If he runs, it will be because he thinks he can win, and I think he can win. It’s obvious from talking to him that he misses politics big time.”

There is no doubt that Frank McKenna misses politics, but the crisis that swept over his family in the months following the Cap-Pelé reunion convinced him without a doubt that leaving when he did was the right thing to do. In fact, the timing of his resignation may have saved his wife’s life. When they moved to Cap-Pelé, Julie McKenna changed doctors, and her new doctor recommended a physical, including a routine mammogram despite the fact that she wasn’t scheduled for a breast screening for at least another year. She had a mammogram in August 1999. On Thanksgiving weekend she received a call that the test had revealed a small mass in her left breast. Her doctor performed a biopsy and diagnosed her with breast cancer. Julie McKenna was numb, paralyzed with fear. “I couldn’t believe it. I thought, this is not happening. How could it be? My mother didn’t have breast cancer, none of my aunts, my sisters. And I’m fine. I feel fine. This isn’t possible.”

She had a small tumour and lymph nodes removed and then took a course of radiation treatment. Because the disease was detected early, which wouldn’t have been the case if she had remained in Fredericton, she has a good prognosis. But Julie knows she isn’t out of the woods yet. Their world doesn’t look the same as it did before her illness. “I think Frank and I have both come to appreciate nature, just to watch the sunset, to do gardening and be outside,” she says. “Breast cancer can always return, so there’s constant fear that it’s going to come back. If it returns, the chances of survival are not as great. We spend a lot more time together now. I think he sees his family as a much higher priority than some of the speeches he’s asked to give or some of the places he’s asked to go.”

While Julie says she wouldn’t stand in the way of her husband if he decides to re-enter politics, he has put politics on hold indefinitely. “For me to do more politics is a very selfish gesture until we have a lot better appreciation of where we stand health-wise,” McKenna says. “Right now we’re much more focused on getting through all this.”

So Frank McKenna stands at a crossroads in his life, watching his political legacy being dismantled by the Tory administration and dissected by pundits. Soon after the Tories came to power, Lord accused the Liberals of cooking the province’s books. He toned down McKenna’s economic development program and gutted a multi-million dollar tourism campaign that Francis McGuire had been building for years. A string of extravagant campaign promises, including reversing McKenna’s decision to charge tolls on a new stretch of Trans-Canada Highway, packed almost a billion dollars onto the province’s debt.

In Pulling Against Gravity, Donald Savoie concludes that, while McKenna made a difference and New Brunswick outperformed other provinces of similar size during his time in office, he was fighting against entrenched federal policies that kept his province in a disadvantaged state, still miles from economic self-sufficiency. “McKenna pushed and pulled all the economic levers he could, as far as and probably better than anyone else could have done in promoting economic development in the province,” writes Savoie, who admires McKenna. “His effort did have an impact. But one can only imagine the kind of impact there would have been had the federal government also pushed and pulled in the same direction.”

For a man obsessed with perfection, the political and academic assessments of his legacy have been painful. McKenna has had to learn the hard lesson that political legacies are fleeting at best. However, history moves through the particulars of many stories into broad, sweeping themes. David Peterson unabashedly calls him “the best political leader of my generation,” not only because McKenna shared Peterson’s vision of a new Liberalism and worked hard to transform the economy of a have-not province, but also because he fundamentally changed the attitudes and spirit of his people.

Frank McKenna understood that his province was in much the same position as he found himself as a boy. Poor and isolated from the corridors of power, he began his journey with no natural advantages other than a determination to work harder than anyone around him to fulfill a destiny he believed in absolutely. “He gave New Brunswick confidence,” Peterson says. “He made the average guy feel good about being a New Brunswicker. The toughest thing in the world in politics is to change attitudes. That is what great politicians do.” However, for both Frank McKenna and his province, nothing came easy.

[image: Image]

Frank McKenna and Louis Robichaud after the New Brunswick Liberal leadership convention, May, 1985.
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ACROSS THE GREAT DIVIDE

Sometimes it feels like a lonely battle — the whole world stacked against us.

— Frank McKenna, diary entry, February 10, 1987

By the time Frank McKenna became Liberal leader in New Brunswick in the spring of 1985, the Liberals had spent fifteen frustrating years on the Opposition benches. McKenna and his campaign co-chairmen, Fernand Landry and John Bryden, were determined not to let a victory over Premier Richard Hatfield slip from their grasp. This time, they were going to do it right.

Late in the summer of 1985, they hired Francis McGuire, a brash young communications specialist from Nova Scotia, who had gained a reputation as a shrewd operator in Ottawa. McGuire suggested that McKenna and his team commission a thorough baseline poll that would become the foundation for their strategy. At McGuire’s suggestion, McKenna enlisted the services of one of his former professors, George Perlin of Queen’s University, an eminent political scientist and pollster. Perlin had been researching attitudes of Atlantic Canadians since 1970, when Flora MacDonald, the former head of the political science department at Queen’s, asked him to conduct polling for Richard Hatfield’s first campaign. Since then, Perlin had continued to study Atlantic Canadian politics, in particular conducting in-depth research about language attitudes for the Pepin-Robarts Commission on national unity in the late 1970s. Perlin agreed to work with the McKenna team on the condition that he could use the data from the polls in his academic research without restriction. And so an unusual collaboration between an innovative academic researcher and an active political campaign began, creating a polling laboratory in New Brunswick unlike any other in Canadian history.

Political campaigns generally commission either tracking polls, which take snapshots of public opinion to measure voting intentions and determine what people think about issues at a particular moment, or more thorough research to test public opinion about a specific issue to guide campaign strategy. Perlin and McGuire had more ambitious plans. They prepared to conduct baseline polling that would become the foundation for a search to understand the soul of a people — not only their political views, but also what caused them to think about their lives in the way they did, their hopes and dreams, their prejudices and fears.

In the fall of 1985, McKenna’s campaign team dispatched a small army of pollsters to gather enough data to paint a scientific portrait of the people of New Brunswick. “We were going to create hypotheses, test them, make choices and then stick with them,” McGuire says. “We were going to understand the attitudes of the public.” Perlin would prepare an analysis of the data and make broad recommendations; McGuire would take Perlin’s conclusions and direct political strategy on the ground.

In March, 1986, Perlin produced a lengthy confidential report for the McKenna campaign team developed from the data gathered in the first round of polling. On the surface, the numbers were good news for McKenna. The Liberals held a two-to-one lead among decided voters, although Perlin warned that more than half of those surveyed remained undecided about how they would vote in the next election. Richard Hatfield, unable to shake off a pall of scandal over accusations of drug use and recklessness in his personal life, was heading for a massive defeat at the polls. However, beyond his political preamble, Perlin’s portrait of New Brunswick society was deeply disturbing.

“The polling was showing incredible discord between English and French communities,” McGuire recalls. “It was about as goddam black as you could picture it. We were saying, ‘Oh my God, we could have people shooting each other here.’ It was that intense.” Anti-French sentiment in English New Brunswick was rising. Less than fifty per cent of the province’s anglophones believed Acadians “contribute to what is good about New Brunswick.” More than half said they felt closer to English-speaking Canadians in other provinces than to their French-speaking neighbours, who comprised one-third of the 710,000 people in the province. Less than half of the people surveyed supported official bilingualism. One in two anglophones believed that official bilingualism had gone too far: Acadians were being treated better than the English. More than seventy per cent of anglophone New Brunswickers said they would agree to reductions in the government’s French language services. Almost half of English New Brunswick believed that the French had no reason to feel that they had been discriminated against in the past, a belief that illustrated either remarkable ignorance of or callous disregard for history.

It was not surprising then that Perlin could find little sense of common purpose or community in the province. Only half of the people surveyed could articulate why they found living at home more attractive than moving to Ontario. Those who did attempt to describe a New Brunswick identity spoke of the relaxed pace of living in smaller communities and the natural beauty of the province. This was a weak foundation for a community of common interest. A majority of New Brunswickers felt dependent on governments and were overwhelmed by economic insecurity.

Perlin suggested that McKenna needed to change the attitudes of his people, to convince them to feel pride in their homeland by creating an image of New Brunswick as “the most Canadian province” because of its bilingual, bicultural character. Perlin concluded that the only issue that could bridge the linguistic and social cleavages would be a united campaign to create jobs. McKenna should try to convince “New Brunswickers, wherever they live, and whatever their language, to join in a common and concerted campaign to deal with the problem of unemployment,” he wrote. Perlin’s message in that first report defined McKenna’s political mission. “The goal was to get both communities to share the same vision, the same dream,” McGuire says.

At that moment, McKenna immersed himself in the divisive currents of his province’s history. Richard Hatfield, who never trusted polls and instead relied on his remarkable political instincts to guide him, understood better than most the enormous challenge of striving to heal the wounds of history. By the end of his political career, Hatfield had reached the conclusion that the soul of his province was best expressed as a collage. On August 1, 1990, three years after he was crushed at the polls by Frank McKenna and less than a year before he died, Hatfield wrote an essay about his province that was published in the Telegraph-Journal to celebrate New Brunswick Day. He began by touring the province’s landscapes, arranging the pictures on his imaginary canvas. He visited a summer house party on Miscou Island, the landfall at the extreme northeast corner of the province. He picked baskets of fiddleheads as he travelled in the valleys of the province’s great rivers: the Restigouche, slicing through northern forests before spilling into the waters of the Bay of Chaleur beneath the hills of Gaspesie; the Miramichi and its vast network of tributaries, embracing the wilderness hinterland of the province; the St. John, rising in the Maine wilderness in the north and running south through a grand valley the length of the province. In his imagination, Hatfield unearthed new potatoes in farming communities throughout the St. John River valley. He visited the fishing villages that cling to the coastline of the Acadian Peninsula on the northeast shore of the province. He watched fishermen tend herring weirs in the Bay of Fundy off the south coast. He lounged in the living room of poet Alden Nowlan’s bungalow, and then he returned to his home beside the river late at night, walking in silence along Fredericton’s peaceful, elm-lined streets.

In Hatfield’s vision, all these images were united in a people he had come to love and admire. “Premium is the word for the people,” he wrote. “The Malicites who observed Champlain’s arrival on the Isle de St. Croix. And the Micmac and les Acadiens and the Planters who came for land. The Loyalists who escaped persecution and the Irish who remained despite it. The farm makers in New Denmark, the Brayons in the Republic of Madawaska. . . . It doesn’t matter where you come from if you call New Brunswick MY PLACE/MON FOYER. We have more in common with each other than any other peoples in the world.”

Hatfield had created a splendid collage; a man so generous in spirit was able to unite these images in his own mind. Perhaps Hatfield can be forgiven this moment of wishful thinking. As premier, he had applied his considerable political talents to the task of trying to bridge his province’s greatest divide by drawing New Brunswick’s French and English communities together into the embrace of his Conservative party. But did the people of his province really have that much in common?

For a century, an invisible political boundary had split the province on an east-to-west diagonal line from Moncton to Grand Falls. North of the line was French New Brunswick — largely Roman Catholic, rural, and disconnected from the economic and political establishment. Voters in the north elected Liberals. South of the line was English New Brunswick — predominantly Protestant, urban, the seat of economic and political power in the province. Voters in the south elected Tories. For generations, chasms of prejudice, envy and suspicion had separated northern and southern communities, rural and urban families.

Throughout the 1970s, Hatfield acted as a political missionary, making casual appearances at Acadian festivals, arriving unannounced at meetings of the Société des Acadiens du Nouveau-Brunswick to share coffee and conversation as best he could in his rudimentary French. “He was highly respected and well liked in francophone communities, which goes to show you really don’t have to speak the language in order to communicate with people,” says Fernand Landry, who came to admire Hatfield during these years. Hatfield legitimized Acadian aspirations in his public policy, splitting the Department of Education into French and English divisions and relentlessly promoting bilingualism, but in his first decade in power he could elect no more than four Acadians, all of whom he appointed to his cabinet. When Jean-Pierre Ouellet turned down a cabinet post because he wasn’t bilingual, Hatfield replied curtly, “Neither am I.” In 1981, Hatfield passed the landmark Bill 88, an Act Recognizing the Equality of the Two Official Linguistic Communities. Before the 1982 election, Hatfield dispatched his French lieutenant, Jean-Maurice Simard, to deliver seats in the north. Simard, brazenly seeking help from Parti Québécois strategists in Quebec, turned the Acadian nationalist vote toward the Conservatives.
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