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Fifty years ago today, the Progressive Conservat ive government of John George
Diefenbaker was defeated by the Liberal Party, the “natural governing party” of the
last century. The party was led by Lester B. Pearson and assisted by U.S. president
John F. Kennedy of the United States. In no other elect ion in Canadian history has
the United States administrat ion been so act ivist in its attempt to oust a Canadian
government.
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Mr. Kennedy and Mr. Diefenbaker had a difficult
relat ionship, and much has been made of the
difference in image and style of the two. The picture
of a young and “modern” president contrasted w ith a
frumpy prairie populist has been the go-to descript ion
of historians and journalists. T ime has, however,
severely discounted all things Camelot. The squalor of

Mr. Kennedy’s personal life is well known, and his foreign policy fixat ions and
insecurit ies have shown him to be not a part icularly able president and possibly a
dangerous one. Thus, it  is perhaps t ime to recast Mr. Diefenbaker’s personal dislike
for president Kennedy as prescience rather than petty envy.

Private feelings aside, much of the frict ion between the leaders rested in policy. For
example, Mr. Diefenbaker’s government took a different att itude toward Cuba and
China, believing that trade was st ill an important avenue through which to engage
these governments, rather than taking the Kennedy approach of isolat ion,
embargo and assassinat ion in the case of Cuba.

But the real schism in the relat ionship occurred during the Cuban Missile Crisis, when
Mr. Diefenbaker refused to put the Canadian military on a war foot ing at the behest
of the American government w ithout first consult ing his cabinet. The Department
of Defence essent ially mutinied and mobilized anyway. The opposit ion part ies and
media were outraged at the percept ion that Canada had not supported the United
States at a moment’s not ice, notw ithstanding the fact that Canada was the only
American ally to mobilize its NATO forces, a move that the other NATO members
refused to do for fear of a “guns of August” scenario leading to total war.

Other allies had lit t le interest in subordinat ing their foreign policy to the Americans.
French President Charles de Gaulle warned that being allied w ith the United States
during the crisis was tantamount to “annihilat ion w ithout representat ion.” Brit ish
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prime minister Harold Macmillan shared these concerns and while offering polit ical
support of the United States, refused to put Brit ish forces on alert.

The final straw came when Mr. Diefenbaker was seen by the Americans to be
equivocat ing on the policy of arming Bomarc missiles in Canada w ith nuclear
warheads as well as similarly arming Canadian fighter squadrons in Europe. Hereafter,
the Americans act ively targeted Mr. Diefenbaker. In January of 1963, the ret iring
NATO supreme commander and American general gave a press conference in
Ottawa where he made it  know that Canada had not met its commitment to the
alliance. Days later, the U.S. State Department responded to a speech Mr.
Diefenbaker made in the House of Commons by issuing a press release essent ially
calling Mr. Diefenbaker a liar: “[the Canadian government] has not yet proposed any
arrangement sufficient ly pract ical to contribute effect ively to North American
defence.”

W ithin days of the American intervent ion, Lester Pearson, the Nobel Peace Prize
w inning leader of the Liberal opposit ion, sw itched from opposing nuclear warheads
to support ing them, much to the discomfort of many in the Liberal Party. Mr.
Diefenbaker, faced w ith caucus revolts and a media maelstrom, sought an elect ion.

Lester Pearson and the Liberals believed they were on the way to a majority. Mr.
Pearson’s campaign received advice from Kennedy advert ising gurus, and the U.S.
Ambassador to Canada gave ant i-Diefenbaker media briefings in the basement of
the U.S. Embassy. Despite these efforts, Mr. Diefenbaker’s gifts as a campaigner
held the Liberals to a minority government.

Nonetheless, the Americans were pleased. The U.S. Ambassador commented that
“ …the outcome holds salutary lessons which w ill not be overlooked by future
aspirants to [Canadian] polit ical office.” The American intervent ion would not go
unnoticed internat ionally. The German Chancellor Adenauer expressed alarm at the
American “hatchet job” against Mr. Diefenbaker.

And what happened to the Bomarc nuclear missile? Once the Pearson Liberals were
in power, the nuclear warheads were indeed delivered. However, w ithin 10 years,
Pierre Trudeau would remove them.

The 1963 elect ion marked the end of the Diefenbaker experiment and the start of
Mike Pearson’s government. It  also represented the low point in post-world-war
U.S.-Canada relat ions.

J.C. Bourque is a business strategy consultant in Toronto. He has worked on several
campaigns for the Progressive Conservat ive Party of Ontario. Joe Mart in is the
Director of the Canadian Business History Program at the Rotman School of
Management.
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