
Even if the two nations succeed in patching up their dis-
agreements in the coming months, it may well be that they 
are destined to grow further apart. ~ Claude Lemelin, Editor, 
Le Devoir de Montréal, 24 October 1971

If I were president of the United States, every morning I 
would thank God that I had Canada as a neighbour. ~ Brian 
Mulroney, Opposition Leader, Conservative Party, 1 May 1984

Pierre Elliott Trudeau. Depending on who you are, that name 
evokes different reactions. A young Canadian will know of 

Trudeau as the prime minister who patriated the Constitution. 
But those who remember the “Trudeau years” know of a multi-di-
mensional man, a leader of complexity whose policies fascinated 
yet alienated both Canadians and Americans. For there is no 
one way to define Trudeau — to do so would be an insult to his 
intelligence. He was the swinging bachelor and a family man, a 
devout Catholic and supporter of abortion and homosexuality, 
a politician who based his legacy on separation from Britain and 
fought those same desires when they came from Quebec.
	 Flamboyant yet subdued, Pierre Trudeau was a darling — and 
frequently a target — of the media. In the United States, the 
American press devoted an unprecedented amount of coverage to 
this 15th prime minister of Canada. There were stories about his 
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personality, policies, and love life. Unable to ignore Trudeau as it 
had other prime ministers, America’s attention fixed northward, 
up to the continent’s “attic” where the boxes of Canadian politics 
and standard procedure were being shuffled in the frenzy of 
spring cleaning.

TRUDEAUMANIA
A neophyte in the copper-gilded world of rules and established 
decorum, Pierre Trudeau had been a member of Parliament for 
just three years when he was persuaded to run for the Liberal 
Party leadership in April 1968 as Prime Minister Lester Pearson 
was retiring. The mere announcement that the law professor-
turned politician-turned justice minister was entering the scuffle 
of party convention politics caught the attention of the American 
media. It seemed the 46-year-old (journalists later found out his 
campaign team had lied and he was two years older) bachelor’s 
freewheeling reputation as an avid fan of sports cars and beautiful 
blondes had preceded him. “A ‘swinging’ prime minister for staid 
old Canada?” asked the Wall Street Journal’s Robert Prinsky.1

	 Over at the Washington Post, foreign correspondent Robert 
Estabrook wrote from Ottawa that Trudeau was the “most daz-
zling” of the nine contestants for the Liberal leadership and the 
“most exciting phenomenon in Canada since Expo 67.”2 The 
New Republic magazine was less effusive but equally imaginative, 
with writer Alex Campbell describing Trudeau as a “go-go French 
Canadian so cool he dispenses with a top coat whenever Ottawa’s 
winter temperature soars to 12 degrees.”3 (The presumption is 
that Campbell was referring to degrees Fahrenheit.)
	 But the millionaire in Carnaby Street clothes was raising 
eyebrows in another way. American papers wrote of Trudeau’s 
background that included studies at Harvard and the London 
School of Economics, trips to communist countries such as the 
Soviet Union and China, and a reported admiration of far left-
leaning socialist values, which had led to him being barred from 
entering the United States in the 1950s. “He is not at all the 
man the CIA or the State Department would pick to be prime 
minister of America’s Northern neighbor,” wrote Campbell. “If 
he succeeds Pearson there will be sleepless nights in Maclean, 
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Virginia, and in Foggy Bottom.”4 Only government officials in 
Washington know whether their sleeping patterns changed the 
night of 5 April when Trudeau, during an emotional and chaotic 
convention, was elected the Liberal Party’s new leader on the 
fourth ballot. The man who had called Prime Minister Pearson 
and his Liberals “idiots” for accepting nuclear weapons from the 
United States was now that party’s leader. Four days after being 
sworn in as prime minister on 20 April, Trudeau called a snap 
election for June. He was banking on momentum and a country 
that was ready for change to give his party a majority of seats in 
the House of Commons.
	 It seemed Trudeau had nothing to lose and all to gain in this 
election for it quickly became apparent that he was able to grasp 
hold of an intangible asset — the imaginations of Canadians. 
At the Washington Post, editors reprinted an article from the 
Chicago Daily News Service’s Frank Flaherty in Ottawa. Under 
the headline “Trudeau: Monsieur Playboy,” Flaherty wrote that 
this “unusual meteor streaking across Canada’s political horizon 
has a magic that has attracted support from major newspapers 
as well as younger voters and the academic community.”5

	 Trudeaumania was in full swing.
	 With his blue Mercedes sports car, brown belt in karate, 
duelling scar on his face, and penchant for arriving at government 
meetings in sandals, Trudeau appealed particularly to young 
voters. The New York Times’ Jay Walz in Ottawa wrote of blonde 
girls in miniskirts crowding around the prime minister and 
begging for kisses, of cheering crowds waiting for Trudeau as 
he arrived and left the Parliament Buildings.6 An article in the 
Times written by the Globe and Mail’s George Bain spoke of the 
smooching phenomenon. “There is no tradition in Canadian 
politics even of baby-kissing, and the suggestion that nubile 
maidens could take to hurling themselves at the neck of the 
Prime Minister — any Prime Minister that ever was or was likely 
to be — would have been considered laughable a short time 
ago,” he wrote.7 This was not the kind of political campaign 
Americans were used to seeing across the border. Even Bain 
admitted that, saying “The trait of moderation which is supposed 
to mark the national character makes positively bizarre the way 
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that any Canadians — especially the young — have been carrying 
on about him since.”8

	 At the Chicago Tribune, Trudeau was declared “Canada’s 
version of the Kennedys” with a youth, wealth, and vigour 
paralleling that of that famed American political dynasty.9 
“Like the Kennedys,” the paper wrote, “he regards himself 
as a pragmatist, which his opponents can easily translate to 
mean an opportunist.”10 Whether he was taking a pragmatic 
or opportunistic approach, Trudeau campaigned on the theme 
“One Canada, One People.” The strategy worked. On 25 June, 
the New York Times reported that a record number of Canadians 
headed to the polls.11 “Canada,” said the Times, “has opted for 
change within a strong federation and has given an intelligent 
young Prime Minister a stable majority and a clear run of five 
years to bring it about.”12

	 For Washington Post reporter Richard Homan, the election 
results revealed a sudden taste for pop politics among the Cana-
dian public. Voters had embraced a decidedly unconventional 
prime minister. Here was a leader who once when walking on 
stage for a national television interview had acknowledged the 
cheering audience by putting two fingers in his mouth and send-
ing out a shrill whistle.13 And another time, when asked what he’d 
do with his Mercedes if he became prime minister, had replied, 
“Are you now asking about the car or the girl? No matter, I am 
keeping both.”14

	 “After a Kennedy-style campaign that brought the word 
charisma across the border into Canadian vocabulary and teeny 
boppers squealing into the streets, Prime Minister Pierre Elliott 
Trudeau and his Liberal Party have been re-elected to a full term,” 
wrote Homan.15

	 In the Los Angeles Times, Max Lerner extrapolated a deeper 
meaning behind Trudeau’s win. At certain times in history, he 
wrote, people turn to charismatic leaders to reassure themselves 
of who they are as old beliefs and traditions disappear. With 
the rise of Trudeaumania, Canada had become a reflection of 
a larger trend that was affecting Britain and the United States. 
“The old rituals of our society have broken down,” Lerner said, 
“and to buss a swinger prime minister and dance with him may 
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well be a form of ritual replacement for our time.”16 Canadians 
had discovered a new national consciousness through Trudeau. 
The prime minister was shaking things up — and it was more 
than the booties of miniskirted maidens.

THE SHAKEDOWN
As prime minister, Pierre Trudeau made it clear that he was 
there to steer Canada on a different course. Some of his policies 
would later be called the “Third Option,” one that would lessen 
the country’s dependence on the United States by establishing 
stronger trade ties with other nations. This would not be the 
kind of welcoming message Americans were looking for in 
the new prime minister. Almost a year after his election win, 
Trudeau headed south for a 37-hour visit to Washington. The 
Washington Post’s Dorothy McCardle prepared Washingtonians 
for the unpredictable. “The 49-year-old ‘PM,’ as the Canadians 
call him, has a taste for impromptu high jinks, milk, overshoes 
and pretty girls,” she wrote. “He has been known to punctuate 
a boring party by standing on his head. He has made a grand 
diplomatic entrance by sliding down the bannisters or vaulting 
a hand rail.”17

	 But the leader who had charmed Canada didn’t have 
the panache it took to wow celebrity-saturated America. The 
Washington Post’s Margaret Crimmins quoted various reactions 
from bystanders and guests who noted that Trudeau needed a 
hairpiece, walked pigeon-toed, looked like an elf, and appeared 
scared when he met President Richard Nixon. When it came to 
fashion, the prime minister had trouble impressing the ladies as 
a dashing figure with his tan coat and grey suit. But as the visit 
wore on, Crimmins wrote that Canada’s most eligible bachelor 
“did seem to get over some of that initial outward shyness which 
makes him walk like he’s going to disappear and brings out the 
tiny, elf-making veins over his eyes.”18

	 Not surprisingly, Trudeau also failed to impress Americans 
with his plans, especially when he announced during a speech at 
the National Press Club that Canada would be pursuing friendly 
but independent policies from those of the United States. This 
news irritated the Los Angeles Times. Of course, the paper said, 
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Canada and the United States were free to criticize each other 
and have disagreements. Yet the Times warned its northern 
ally to remember that independence worked both ways. “As a 
good neighbor, the United States is obligated to consult with 
our Canadian friends,” it wrote. “But as a power with global 
responsibilities, we need not feel obliged to take their advice 
— on China, the anti-ballistic missile or anything else.”19

	 New policy differences weren’t the only annoyances. Trudeau 
was also tampering with old ones. While in Washington, the prime 
minister informed President Nixon that the Canadian government 
would decide shortly whether it would remain a member of the 
North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO). Trudeau had called 
for a review of Canada’s foreign policy and was debating the issue; 
the NATO charter permitted members to withdraw after twenty 
years if the country gave twelve months’ notice. The New York 
Times was puzzled by the prime minister’s stance on a standard 
defence position. While “the conviction remains here that the 
Canadians will stay in NATO, the doubt remains,” wrote Times 
journalist James Reston. “After all, if you ask the girl if she loves 
you, and she says, ‘I’ll think about it and tell you later,’ you are 
bound to wonder if everything’s all right.”20 A week and a half 
after his visit to Washington, Trudeau announced Canada would 
reduce its military force in Europe but stay in the alliance.
	 That decision rankled Eugene Griffin, the Chicago Tribune’s 
foreign correspondent. Griffin had been reporting from Canada 
for twenty-three years, the longest time of any American journalist 
who had been assigned there. After a tour to the Western prov-
inces in 1969, he wrote from Vancouver that self-interest now 
propelled Canada’s foreign policy decisions, its outlook, and its 
view of the United States. Griffin was less than pleased with this 
unilateral approach to a bilateral relationship. “The United States 
consistently yields to Canada on any question, gives Canada the 
privileges of more than an ally — as in access to American defense 
contracts — and respects every inch of Canadian sovereignty, 
but it remains Canada’s favorite whipping boy,” he stated in a 
front-page article.21

	 The whipping was about to get a lot worse. With Americans 
in control of more than half of Canada’s manufacturing, oil 
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refining, and mining industries, there was mounting debate in 
the country over the extent of American interest in Canadian 
industries. In January 1970, Trudeau was forced to assure the 
House of Commons that any deal to sell more oil to the United 
States wouldn’t include handing over the country’s water re-
sources or its Arctic sovereignty.22

	 By spring, tensions were blanketing diplomatic discourse 
like heavy dew. The United States was annoyed at Canada 
for harbouring draft dodgers, and limiting foreign ownership 
in uranium mines and possibly other industries. In Ottawa, 
Canadian officials expressed frustration over several issues — the 
United States’ plan to send the tanker Manhattan back to Arctic 
waters, American determination to place anti-ballistic missiles 
near the Canadian border and hold nuclear tests in the Aleutian 
islands, and Nixon’s decision to cut Canadian oil imports by a 
third for the rest of the year. “In view of the many strains that 
have developed in Canadian−U.S. relations, and the prospect 
on new ones,” wrote Peter Thomson at the Los Angeles Times, 
“some observers feel it is somehow symbolic of the times that 
U.S. customs officials are now armed.”23

	 Canadians’ love affair with Trudeau was also taking a hit. 
In Ottawa, the New York Times’ Jay Walz found that halfway 
through Trudeau’s first term, the prime minister had failed to 
deliver on his “Just Society” promises of cultural equality and 
economic opportunities. “After 24 months the man whom a 
majority of the voters chose as the leader best qualified to move 
Canada to new social frontiers finds himself grappling with 
problems of the old order,” wrote Walz. “No sweeping reforms 
have emerged and Mr. Trudeau is being viewed here less as a 
visionary than as a disciplinarian teacher who became principal 
of the school.”24

	 A few months later, Trudeau rapped the ruler hard on 
Quebec.

TRUDEAU AND THE TERRORISTS
On 5 October 1970, the Front de Libération du Québec kidnapped 
British trade commissioner James Cross. The FLQ, a terrorist 
group promoting Quebec’s independence from Canada, had 
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been responsible throughout the past several years for more than 
two hundred bombings in places including McGill University 
and the Montreal Stock Exchange. But the kidnapping of Cross 
and, a few days later, that of Quebec’s labour minister, Pierre 
Laporte, would force Trudeau to get tough. On 16 October, the 
prime minister invoked the War Measures Act, suspending civil 
liberties in Quebec and across the country. Laporte’s strangled 
body was found the next day in the trunk of a car near the Saint-
Hubert airport, a few kilometres from Montreal.
	 With the backing of the War Measures Act, police arrested 
hundreds of suspects. In Montreal alone, several thousand 
troops protected government buildings and public officials. 
The city was in crackdown and the Chicago Tribune applauded 
the harsh measures:

Dynamite bombs, murder, and kidnapping for ransom are 
hallmarks of the revolutionary wherever he is found. He 
must be faced with the full power of the society he would 
destroy. As Trudeau said, when he first ordered federal troops 
to Montreal, “society must take every means at its disposal 
to defend itself,” regardless of the “weak-kneed bleeding 
hearts.” Canada has acted forcefully in this crisis.25

	 Across the border, where Americans were dealing with the 
crimson stains of urban riots, the assassinations of Dr. Martin 
Luther King Jr. and Malcolm X, and the potential for more 
civil unrest, the big question among journalists was whether 
the federal government could ever impose the same kind of re-
strictive measures. White House press secretary Ronald Ziegler 
was quick to remind reporters that the president’s emergency 
powers were limited by the Constitution and it would be up 
to Congress to call on the militia and suspend the right of 
habeas corpus.26

	 By the end of October, the Chicago Tribune’s Eugene Griffin 
in Ottawa reported that Trudeau’s bold gamble to invoke the 
War Measures Act was paying off. “Prime Minister Pierre Trudeau, 
the province of Quebec and the Canadian nation have emerged 
with new strength from terrorist threats to democracy here in the 
last three weeks,” he wrote. “The prime minister is seen today 
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by political observers as a leader who has giant stature on the 
Canadian if not the world scene.”27

	 The Christian Science Monitor agreed with Griffin. In an 
era of rising political terrorism around the world, it wrote that 
Trudeau’s decisive action showed democratic countries how to 
deal with similar threats. “Canada is no military regime,” it said. 
“It is a democracy that, under Pierre Trudeau, has shown that it 
knows how to defend itself against the ‘radical chic’ of political 
terrorism. Other countries can take notice, and be ready to apply 
the same courage.”28

	 It would take Canadian police officers until December to 
make their final arrests and negotiate the release of James Cross 
through an agreement that allowed five FLQ members to be 
flown to exile in Cuba. With Canada’s October Crisis over, it 
was simply a matter of time before old animosities rose again 
between Canada and the United States.

BACK TO THE BASICS
In mid-August 1971, President Nixon floated the U.S. dollar, 
imposed a 10 percent surtax on most imports, and proposed new 
investment tax credit legislation. The “Nixon Shock” infuriated 
Canada and Prime Minister Pierre Trudeau didn’t shy away from 
telling the situation as he saw it. In 1970, Canada had exported 
10.2 billion dollars of goods to the United States, or to put it 
another way, 68 percent of the country’s total exports had headed 
south to the land of Stars and Stripes.29 If the import surcharge 
insinuated that the United States wanted to buy Canada’s natural 
resources but not its manufactured goods, well, tough policies 
could go both ways. “I don’t think that the United States is 
deliberately trying to beggar its neighbors and make this into 
a permanent policy,” a United Press International wire story 
quoted Trudeau as saying during a CBC television interview. 
“But if it is, we’ll have to make a fundamental reassessment 
of our whole economy.”30 The comment was picked up and 
reprinted from New York to Chicago and Los Angeles. At the 
Los Angeles Times, associate editor James Bassett wrote, “For the 
usually soft-spoken Trudeau, nicknamed ‘The Shrugger’ by his 
foes because of his reluctance to make direct replies during the 
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Parliamentary question period, these are fighting words.”31 In 
apparent retaliation, the Trudeau government cancelled discus-
sions with the United States over joint use of the continent’s 
energy resources.32

	 Inaccurate information and subtle rubs worsened the 
situation. At a news conference in September 1971, President 
Nixon was quoted saying that Japan was America’s “biggest 
customer in the world and we are their biggest customer in the 
world.”33 The facts showed — and Canadians were more than 
aware — that Canada was the United States’ largest trading 
partner. It also didn’t help matters when a top diplomat told 
journalists that Canadians had become too reliant on American 
investment and were “hewers of wood and drawers of water 
because that is what they want to be.”334 In Canada covering 
Soviet Premier Alexei Kosygin’s visit, Los Angeles Times staff 
writer Murray Seeger said statements like these simply served 
to irritate Canadians further. In an ironic twist on Seeger’s 
comments, a copy editor had written the following headline for 
his story: “Canada: Rumblings from ‘51st State’ Grow Louder.” 
Even in the newsroom, it seemed the pestering continued, 
spurred on by the unrelenting push for sales.
	 Adding further insult to bilateral dialogue, Ottawa was being 
told that Washington would not make an exception and exclude 
Canadian goods from the import surcharge. Again, Seeger 
provided a Canadian perspective on this issue for Times readers. 
“Canada is asking simply to be understood as a sovereign country 
with its own complex personality,” he wrote from Vancouver. “It 
is a spirited, democratic melting pot demanding recognition on its 
own terms, but Washington does not seem to be listening.”35

	 The New York Times called this rocky patch during the 
Trudeau−Nixon years a low point in cross-border relations. 
While the paper said Canadian resentment over being ignored 
or taken for granted by the United States was an old grievance, 
it was still legitimate. “These American habits long antedate the 
Nixon Administration, but they become more serious at a time 
of growing nationalism everywhere,” wrote the Times. “What the 
noises from Canada clearly indicate is that the cost of traditional 
neglect is escalating dangerously.”36
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	 In Ottawa, New York Times correspondent James Reston 
viewed the situation in more risqué terms. Canada, he said, 
was like a woman having an affair with the wealthy next-door 
neighbour. While he gave her everything she needed, he had a 
wandering eye and a lot of other affairs on the go. And therein 
lay the problem. “It’s not the big guy’s money she minds,” wrote 
Reston, “but his ‘benign neglect,’ and like most women, she 
wants to know ‘where all this is leading’ and what the big guy’s 
intentions really are.”37
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An editorial cartoon pokes fun at Canadian angst over American 
“domination” of the country’s culture and economy as President Richard 
Nixon visited Ottawa in 1972. (Originally published in the Dayton Journal 
Herald; reprinted in the Washington Post, 23 April 1972)
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	 By the time Nixon headed to Ottawa in the spring of 1972, 
the surcharge had been lifted and journalists saw the visit as 
an opportunity for the president to assuage Canadian fears of 
American domination. Indeed, in a nationally televised speech 
before a joint session of Parliament, Nixon emphasized the need 
for independence, calling for a new bilateral relationship that rec-
ognized the two nations’ “separate identities” and the “significant 
differences” between them.38 But the Wall Street Journal reported 
there was little the president could do to alleviate Canadian angst 
over a cultural identity that was seemingly being washed away by a 
red, white, and blue tide of TV shows, music, and literature. Com-
ing to terms with the unavoidable American cultural saturation 
would take time, but eventually wrote the Journal, “Canadians will 

successfully pass through this 
period of cultural trauma — real-
izing they can eat fried chicken 
every day for breakfast, work for 
General Motors of Canada Ltd., 
queue for ‘The Godfather,’ and 
still be distinctly Canadian.”39 
Decades later in the twenty-first 
century, despite Tim Hortons 
coffee, Canadian Tire, and Cor-
ner Gas, the “cultural trauma” 
continues and the Journal’s con- 
fident prediction seems to have 
become more resigned fact than 
embraced reality.
       By the mid-seventies, with 
Trudeau still at the helm of 
the Canadian federal govern-
ment, the country’s national-
istic agenda was increasingly 
aggravating bilateral relations. 
There were new foreign publi-
cation rules, price increases in 
oil exports, and the Saskatch-
ewan government’s threat to 
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Initial enthusiasm in the American press 
for Prime Minister Pierre Trudeau gave 
way to harsh criticism as the years wore 
on. (Chicago Tribune, 28 December 
1973)
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take over the province’s potash industry. Canadians “are suffering 
an especially intense bout of their peculiarly defensive national-
ism,” wrote George Will in the Washington Post.40 These new 
measures were the result of a search he said, for the Canadian 
soul. But Will argued that exiling American interests wouldn’t 
solve any problems if the country’s soul were weak. “Canadian 
nationalists have a healthy hankering for a national identity,” he 
stated. “But too often they have nothing to say about ‘Canadian-
ness’— nothing except a petulant insistence that it means ‘not 
made in the U.S.’”41 With the Canadian–American relationship 
in shambles, Trudeau headed to Cuba.

VIVA CUBA!
To the press in the United States, some of Prime Minister Trudeau’s 
actions before he entered federal politics appeared to swerve far 
left of the American ideal, with travels to communist nations 
and subscriptions to socialist publications. At the Chicago Tribune, 
Eugene Griffin noted that in an article for the 1961 book, Social 
Purpose for Canada, Trudeau had called for “greater flexibility in the 
socialist approach to problems 
of federalism” and lauded Chi-
na’s Mao Tse-tung as a “superb 
strategist.”42 Once he became 
prime minister, Trudeau fur-
ther cemented broad American 
opinion that he had socialist 
leanings by establishing diplo-
matic relations with China and 
continuing trade with Cuba.  
In early January 1976, Trudeau 
went one step further, declar-
ing that the free-market system 
had failed and calling instead 
for increased government in-
tervention in the economy.43 
That was too much for many 
Canadians who roundly criti-
cized the prime minister for his 

Prime Minister Pierre Trudeau’s chummy 
relations with Cuba provided inspiration for 
this editorial cartoon drawn by Peter Kuch 
at the Winnipeg Free Press and reprinted 
in the National Review in 1976. 
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comments. But that didn’t stop Trudeau from squeezing in a quick 
visit to Cuba a few weeks later while on an official trip to Mexico 
and Venezuela.
	 Some in the American press were less than thrilled with 
this social tête-à-tête. The New York Times chastised Trudeau for 
supporting Cuba’s involvement with the Soviet Union in Africa. 
The paper wrote of the prime minister openly praising Fidel 
Castro as “a man of world stature” who had only sent troops 
to fight in Angola’s civil war after “a great deal of thought and 
feeling for the situation.”44 “It seems a pity that Prime Minister 
Trudeau will be unable to extend his goodwill trip to Angola,” 
smirked the Times.45

	 At the Chicago Tribune, which reported Trudeau as being 
“positively starry-eyed” during his island visit, an editorial mocked 
the prime minister’s claim that he had gained an understanding 
of the Angola crisis after talking with Castro:

We suppose the Socialist point of view justifies invading 
some one else’s country and knocking off people who stub-
bornly hold a democratic point of view. As we recall, Mr. 
Trudeau never had much favorable to say when the United 
States went into Viet Nam to help a government and people 
who shared our point of view. We wish Mr. Trudeau would 
define for us when noble assistance becomes vicious inter-
vention.46

	 From Ottawa, the Washington Post’s Robert Lewis wrote 
that Trudeau’s visit and “particularly his celebrated cry of ‘Viva 
Castro’ at a Cuban rally during his tour, drew criticism that he 
was cuddling with Communism or, at best, sunning himself 
abroad while preaching restraint at home.”47 Almost a decade 
after first being elected prime minister, Trudeau’s renowned 
charisma was wearing thin. And the situation would get worse.

BOOTED OUT
In the fall of 1978, with an election expected in the spring, 
Pierre Trudeau found himself in a political quagmire. While 
relations with the United States had improved under the admin-
istrations of Presidents Gerald Ford and Jimmy Carter, Trudeau’s 
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relationship with Canadians had soured. Canada’s economy 
was in a slump with a weak dollar, rapid inflation, and an 
unemployment rate that was nearly at a post-Depression high. 
“Just as he was adored as a glamorous young symbol of hope in 
the ‘Trudeaumania’ years from 1968 onward, today Trudeau at 
59 seems to have become the symbol of Canada’s troubles,” wrote 
Ysabel Trujillo, the Chicago Tribune’s correspondent for Canada 
and Latin America. “And he’s getting the blame for them.”48

	 A few months earlier, the Wall Street Journal had questioned 
Trudeau’s policies of wage and price controls. “Mr. Trudeau 
is whistling in the dark when he voices unconcern,” it wrote. 
“Surely, he must be starting to have some doubts about that 
theory, which seems to beguile so many national leaders, that 
a weak currency yields trade benefits.”49 The American press, 
which had been so intrigued by Trudeau at first, was now clearly 
tiring of him. Writing from Ottawa for the Los Angeles Times, 
Canada correspondent Stanley Meisler couldn’t resist comparing 
Trudeau to that of a fading Hollywood star. “He seemed more 
like a movie hero than a politician and his supporters more like 
adulators than voters,” Meisler said. “Since then, Trudeau’s 
achievements have never matched the exaggerated promise of 
his style.”50

	 It seemed in other ways that the prime minister had been 
around for too long. The dashing bachelor had become a family 
man, marrying Margaret Sinclair, a 22-year-old self-described 
“flower child,” in 1971. Six years later, he was the separated 
father of three boys. In his public and private roles, Trudeau 
had matured and grown older along with his teenybopper sup-
porters — and no one likes to see their aging self reflected in a 
leader. When the ballot results were tallied on 22 May 1979, 
the Conservative Party, under Joe Clark’s leadership, secured 
a minority government, ending sixteen years of Liberal rule.
	 “Au revoir, Pierre” said a headline in the Chicago Tribune 
when Trudeau announced he was stepping down as his party’s 
leader. “Pierre Trudeau, no longer young and no longer a winner,” 
wrote the Tribune, saying that after a dramatic career the prime 
minister’s public and private lives had fallen into disorder.51 “He 
had to go,” stated the paper without a hint of tearfulness.
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THE CLARK SIDESHOW
Under Joe Clark’s leadership, the Conservatives lasted little 
more than six months before being tossed out after a vote of non-
confidence in the House of Commons. But as prime minister, 
Clark earned something that had largely proved elusive for 
Trudeau since the October Crisis in 1970 — accolades from the 
American press. On 4 November 1979, Iranian student militants 
stormed the U.S. embassy in Tehran and took sixty-six hostages. 
In the midst of the chaos, five American diplomats who were 
at the back of the compound managed to escape undetected. A 
sixth American working as an agricultural attaché at an office 
off site also avoided capture. Within days, the diplomats sought 
sanctuary at the Canadian embassy and spent the next three 
months sequestered in various staff residences, reading and 
playing endless games of Scrabble.52

	 But Canadian officials feared it was only a matter of time 
before their “house guests” would raise suspicions. Complicating 
matters, several journalists, whose interest had been piqued by 
witness accounts, discrepancies in the number of hostages held 
at the U.S. embassy, and the American government’s refusal 
to release a list of those hostages, knew about the clandestine 
refuge. Although they had honoured Canadian and American 
government requests to suppress the story, eventually it would 
break. So in late January 1980, as Iranians were preoccupied 
with the results of their first presidential election, Canadian 
embassy officials carried out the “Canadian Caper,” sneaking 
the six diplomats past airport customs officials and out of Iran 
using fake Canadian passports and forged Iranian visas — all 
under the guise of shutting down the embassy.
	 In the American press, Canada’s bold covert operation was 
a top news story nationwide, with the Canadian government 
receiving immediate respect and praise. “How often do you pick 
up the paper, read a story about a foreign country, and say to 
yourself, ‘Now there is an ally’?” enthused the Washington Post.53 
Under the headline “O, Canada!” the Post editorial continued, “It 
was not simply that it was an exceedingly slick and well-executed 
operation, one worth its own thriller. It was that a friendly nation, 
at no small risk to its own interests as conventionally conceived, 
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went way out on a limb for an ally and did something truly selfless 
and honorable.”54

	 As Iran’s foreign minister condemned the escape and warned 
of retaliatory measures against Canada and the fifty-three hostages 
still held at the U.S. embassy, the Christian Science Monitor noted, 
“Canada may have incurred the wrath of Sadeq Ghotbzadeh, but 
it has won new smiles from the United States of America.”55 After 
all, it said, this wasn’t “the kind of criminal caper Hollywood 
usually glorifies or the kind of jaunty caper brought to mind 
when Lawrence Welk plays ‘Canadian Capers.’ It was a new sort 
of Canadian caper, and one to be saluted.”56

	 And salute Canada Americans did. The Canadian embassy 
and consulates were flooded with thousands of letters, telegrams, 
and phone calls; bottles of champagne; boxes of cookies; maple 
leaf themed cakes — even a marriage proposal from a man claim-
ing to have a Ph.D. and saying he had nothing better to give than 
himself. Consulate staff in Los Angeles declined that offer.57 
“Suddenly, for thousands of Americans, Canada is a hero,” 

U.S. State Department employees carry signs thanking Canada after the 
Canadian government helps six American diplomats escape from Iran in 
1980. News of the “Canadian Caper” inspired spontaneous celebrations 
and heartfelt gestures of appreciation across the United States. (United 
Press International)
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observed David Andelman at the New York Times. “The reaction 
in the United States has been one of euphoria. State legislatures 
and colleges are flying maple leaf flags, disc jockeys are composing 
jingles, tourists are revamping vacation plans, and boards of trade 
are sponsoring ‘Canada Week.’”58

	 In Los Angeles, Mayor Tom Bradley ordered that the 
Canadian flag be flown at City Hall and declared February 
“Thank You, Canada, Month” while in New York City, Mayor Ed 
Koch offered the key to the city to Kenneth Taylor, Canada’s (now 
former) ambassador to Iran who had shepherded the hostages out 
of the country.59 President Jimmy Carter phoned Prime Minister 
Joe Clark to extend a personal thanks and Congress voted to 
mint a special gold medal for Taylor. “As far as many Americans 
are concerned, Canada has become the United States’ Siamese 
twin, connected at the heart,” wrote Los Angeles Times reporter 
Charles Carney.60

	 At the Chicago Tribune, Mary McGrory declared it was time 
to write an ode to Canada, with an opening line that said the 
United States was sorry for its condescending attitude. “If Canada 
were a person,” McGrory wrote, “it would probably be a retired 
nanny or a maiden aunt — someone who lives upstairs in our 
continent and is never consulted on family affairs but expected 
to suffer in silence all the thumping and roarings of our family 
quarrels — and sometimes to deal with the consequences.”61 Now, 
McGrory said, the Canadians were proving they were the United 
States’ most reliable ally and as such, they deserved more than 
a nod in appreciation. “Maybe we should invite them to come 
down from their second-floor room and join us at the table,” 
she cheekily concluded. “We should ask them to share more than 
the repercussions from our air-traffic jams and our multinational 
corporations. We should, plainly, ask their opinion.”62

	 The Wall Street Journal also advocated for a renewed respect 
of Canada. From its perspective, the successful mission in Iran, 
as well as  Canada’s condemnation of the Soviet Union’s invasion 
of Afghanistan, indicated a shift in government policy. Under Joe 
Clark, the “leadership has sought deliberately to put Canada on 
a new course, staunchly in the Western camp and on the side of 
political humanism, after the long Trudeau regime that at times 
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tended towards ambivalence,” stated the paper.63 Just as the New 
York Times had derided Diefenbaker’s government as a “regime” 
in 1963, the Journal’s use of the same language illustrates the 
depth of disregard it held for Trudeau.
	 But the Journal had popped its own champagne bottle too 
soon. For who said Trudeau wouldn’t be back?

REBOUND AND FINAL AU REVOIR
Trudeau had announced he would resign as Liberal leader, 
but the party convinced him to run once more in the 1980 
election, as a new leader hadn’t been chosen before Clark’s 
government fell. On 18 February 1980, Trudeau, the man 
whom one American journalist had called “quixotic,” brought 
his party back to power with a majority government. He vowed 
to quit after that term. Calling him a “born-again economic 
nationalist,” Dusko Doder at the Washington Post reported 
that Trudeau was promising once again to expand Canadian 
control of the country’s economy. 64 When it came to oil and 
gas, Doder said the prime minister’s new goal was to have 50 
percent of the industry under Canadian ownership by 1990. To 
achieve that, Trudeau introduced the National Energy Program 
(NEP), which favoured exploration by Canadian oil companies 
and Canadian buyouts of foreign subsidiaries.
	 The American press panned the new measure. At the business-
minded Wall Street Journal, the NEP was called a “xenophobic” 
program and likened to a disease.65 “Of course, Mr. Trudeau 
knows just what he’s up to here,” wrote the Journal. “He’s trying to 
rally domestic support by pointing his finger at the big, bad giant to 
the north (ideologically) and south (geographically). It is sad to see 
Mr. Trudeau stricken with this malady.”66 In the Washington Post, 
the paper reported that the NEP had become an emotional sore 
point between Canada and the United States. Despite Canadian 
arguments that the program treated all foreign nations equally, 
the Post argued that with 57.6 percent of Canada’s energy industry 
under American control, “it is not totally unreasonable to view this 
particular Trudeau effort as aimed principally at Americans.”67

	 Media opinions aside, Trudeau’s liberal and nationalistic 
policies were colliding with the conservative positions of the 
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new Republican president on Pennsylvania Avenue. When 
Ronald Reagan warned Trudeau that he thought the NEP 
unfairly targeted American companies and Congress was up-
set, the prime minister snappily responded this had been part 
of his election mandate and Canadians strongly supported 
the program (which was not entirely true as many Western 
Canadians vehemently opposed it).68 “On the Reagan stove, 
Canadian problems have been on the rearmost row of burners; 
and — to carry the analogy a bit further — Canada is about 
to boil over,” wrote the Chicago Tribune.69 Acid rain, energy, 
territorial fishing boundaries, the building of the Alaska gas 
pipeline — all were now sullying the cross-border relationship. 
“Enough is enough,” declared the Christian Science Monitor in 
October 1981. “Despite genuine policy differences regarding a 
wide range of issues, the United States and Canada must take 
every step to stop the stream of insensitive words now coming 
from the two governments.”70

	 That same month, the Washington Post, in an about-turn from 
earlier comments, urged Americans not to take the NEP as a 
personal slight. Despite the program, Canada remained more 
open to foreign ownership than did many other American allies. 
So it would be useful “for Americans to keep in mind that, for the 
Trudeau government, the central issue isn’t oil or dollars, but a 
future constitution and national unity,” counselled the paper.71

	 The Post was right. National unity had always been a top 
priority for Trudeau and now during his last term, the prime 
minister was doggedly and passionately pursuing a legacy of 
grandiose proportion — patriating the Constitution. On 17 April 
1982, Queen Elizabeth II signed into law the Constitution Act, 
formally severing the last of the colonial ties that bound Canada 
to Britain.
	 But that achievement couldn’t alleviate the economic down-
turn facing the country or the general negative attitudes toward 
Trudeau. In the early 1980s, Canada was hit by the worst reces-
sion in half a century and unemployment skyrocketed to nearly 13 
percent. With Canada–U.S. relations also in disrepair, Trudeau 
rarely secured even objective press coverage in the United States. 
At the Los Angeles Times, Stanley Meisler wrote that the prime 
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minister’s arrogance and a fundamental flaw — an inability to 
communicate effectively with Canadians — were contributing to 
his downfall:

Perhaps literature can explain Trudeau better than politics. 
He sometimes seems to resemble the Shakespearean tragic 
hero Coriolanus, whose pride as a leader made him unable 
and unwilling to win the favor of the people of Rome by 
flattering them. ‘I would not buy their mercy at the price of 
one fair word,’ he said. It was a statement that could have 
come from Trudeau.72

	 In 1983, the Wall Street Journal ran the headline “Pierre 
Trudeau’s 15 Years of Failure.”73 The op-ed by Andy Stark, a 
Canadian studying at Harvard, positioned that the NEP and the 
Constitution were failures. Like Meisler at the Los Angeles Times, 
Stark drew upon history, quoting Voltaire’s comment that “he 
who misunderstands his age, carries with him all the misfortunes 
of his age.” Pierre Trudeau, Stark argued, “is a man of significant 
political misunderstanding, and he is not a man of his age — he 
was a generation out of date on the day he was elected. That, 
as Voltaire would say, has been the great misfortune of Canada, 
and to no small degree, of the world.”74

	 On 29 February 1984, following his now-famous midnight 
walk during a snowstorm, Pierre Trudeau announced he would 
step down as Canada’s prime minister. The news sparked a 16-
point rally on the Toronto Stock Exchange in the composite 
share index and a 0.15-cent rise in the Canadian dollar as hope 
rose of a more pro-business successor as prime minister.75

	 The Washington Post and Christian Science Monitor wrote that 
Trudeau’s greatest accomplishment after a political career spanning 
three decades and five American presidents was that Canada re-
mained united despite regional differences and the threat from 
separatist movements in Quebec. From Toronto, the Los Angeles 
Times’ Kenneth Freed bid farewell with these words: “Trudeau 
always seemed to know that he could not be accepted by his own 
people. ‘A society which eulogizes the average citizen,’ he said, ‘is one 
which breeds mediocrity.’ And if there is one thing nearly everyone 
agrees on here, it is that Trudeau was never mediocre.”76
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HELLO AGAIN USA!
With Pierre Trudeau taking his final pirouette, Canada was 
poised to enter a new political era; one that the American 
press hoped would prove beneficial for business and U.S.–
Canada relations. John Turner, a former minister of justice 
and minister of finance during the early Trudeau years,  
re-entered the Liberal Party scene and was chosen as Trudeau’s 
successor. Brian Mulroney led the opposition as leader of the 
Conservative Party. “Both Canadians conform more closely 
to the conventional American idea of a political leader,” 
wrote Lansing Lamont in the New York Times. Lamont was 
former chief Canada correspondent for Time magazine and 
then-managing director for Canadian Affairs at the Americas 
Society. “If Mr. Trudeau’s style blended flamboyance with 
cerebral hauteur, the new men are more predictable outgoing 
types: Mr. Turner, a cocky Kennedeyesque [sic] charmer, Mr. 
Mulroney, a Reganesque [sic] media performer with the most 
photogenic jaw since Jack Dempsey’s.”77

	 Just ten days after being sworn in as prime minister, Turner 
called an election for 4 September 1984. At the Los Angeles Times, 
an editorial pointed out that either Turner or Mulroney as prime 
minister would positively impact Canada and in turn, the United 
States. “Both are lawyers, both have close ties to business, both 
are committed to the importance of the private sector in helping 
Canada to economic recovery,” the paper noted.78

	 Indeed, the future state of Canada’s economy was of concern, 
especially to the business-minded Wall Street Journal, which wrote 
of Canada’s “abysmal economic performance” as the United 
States successfully rebounded from a recession. The paper duly 
listed Canada’s woes: gross national product (GNP) growth for 
1985 was predicted to be flat or even negative, the unemployment 
rate still exceeded 11 percent, the federal budget deficit was 
projected to be around thirty billion dollars (Canadian) and the 
Canadian dollar hovered around 77 cents U.S. “In short, Canada 
should be cutting its burden of government, not increasing it,” 
said the Journal. “But neither candidate appears to be offering 
Canadians that choice. The best they can hope for is that the 
party they choose will come up with the right answers after it is 
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in power and has to struggle with economic problems that are 
not about to go away of their own accord.” 79

	 On Election Day, Canadians placed their economic for-
tunes in the Conservative Party, handing Tory candidates and 
their leader a sweeping victory with 211 of the 282 seats in the 
House of Commons. The Liberal Party, which had dominated 
the Canadian political scene for twenty-one years, was reduced 
to a humbling forty seats, its lowest ever. The Chicago Tribune’s 
Janet Cawley filed a story from Toronto, writing of Mulroney 
and his seemingly rapid ascent from lawyer and business execu-
tive to prime minister in little more than a year. “Sociable, witty 
and an instinctive politician, he has been called the ‘greatest 
fondler and stroker of egos since Lyndon Baines Johnson plied 
the trade,’” she said. “But behind that charm is a steely resolve 
and a hard-edged pragmatism.”80

	 With this overwhelming swing to the political right, the New 
York Times was confident testy bilateral relations would be soothed. 
Mulroney, after all, advocated for closer ties with the United States, 
more foreign investment, and increases in the defence budget. 
“Canada’s relations with the United States are likely to be calm-
er now than they were in the last years under the volatile Mr. 
Trudeau,” stated the paper. “[Mr. Mulroney] seems to understand 
that when the world’s largest pair of trading partners diverge eco-
nomically, it is Canada that tends to be the one that suffers.”81

	 At the Chicago Tribune, the new prime minister was heart-
ily acknowledged to be good not only for Canada, but also for 
the United States and NATO. Characterizing him as an “ami-
able free-trade conservative like his fellow Irishman, President 
Reagan,” the paper editorialized that as Mulroney “has already 
demonstrated, the U.S. can expect a much more pragmatic and 
reasonable attitude on trade and energy matters and an end to 
the Yankee-baiting-for-its-own-sake practiced by Mr. Trudeau. 
Canada can now be expected to conduct its affairs in Washington 
not simply as an important neighbor but as a close friend.”82

	 Mulroney was a conservative — that was clear. But lest 
Americans brush their brand of conservatism on Canada’s 
political palette, Kenneth Freed at the Los Angeles Times had a few 
words of clarification. A conservative in Canada, he stressed, was 



76            “Bomb Canada” and Other Unkind Remarks in the American Media 

not the same as one in the United States, the United Kingdom, 
or Western Europe. From strengthening social programs such 
as health care, unemployment insurance, and child care to tax 
reform that targeted wealthy Canadians, Freed said if Mulroney 
were running for office in the United States, his proposals would 
place him squarely in the centre or moderately left wing of the 
Democratic Party. So those, he wrote,

…who think a Conservative government in Ottawa means 
Canada will be joining the Reagan Administration and 
Great Britain’s Prime Minister Margaret Thatcher in a 
“small c” conservative alliance to promote a free-market, 
entrepreneur-minded economic system with a hard-line anti-
Soviet attitude will be disappointed. Those words, and that 
thinking, just don’t mean the same thing in Canada.83

	 Although the style of conservatism may differ, Canada’s 
move to the right boded well for American interests. By develop-
ing close friendships with Presidents Reagan and George H.W. 
Bush, Mulroney bound cross-border ties ever tighter, most promi-
nently with the signing of the 1988 Free Trade Agreement, which 
was followed a few years later by the North American Free Trade 
Agreement (NAFTA). Ironically, this time it was the Conserva-
tives who pushed free trade, a reversal of the roles played in 
1911. Bilateral relations were strong; the American press spoke 
cordially of Canada.
	 But in politics, as in life, all good things eventually come to 
an end. And this time, there would be a nasty new tone in the 
Canada bashing.




