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Shifting in and out of the public eye in Nova Scotia 
right now is a situation of keen concern to anyone with 
a strong sense for political justice. The difficulty of 
obtaining facts regarding the Rollie Thornhill contro
versy, as well as inaccuracies reported by the media 
and distortions perpetrated by Thornhill’s enemies, 
make the case singularly difficult to understand, let 
alone crack. The issues, phantasmagoric and elusive 
as they may at times be, however, instill in the whole 
investigation a significance to match any other.

The seeds of the controversy were sown when 
Thornhill took out a six figure loan (the exact amount is 
unknown) from six local banks. Personal financial 
difficulties encountered by the former financial critic 
for the Conservative opposition made Thornhill unable 
to repay the loans in full. In November, 1979, however, 
he arranged with the banks to settle his debt by 
repaying one quarter of the total amount (25 cents 
the dollar).

The deal aroused concern that Thornhill
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receiving a special privilege for being a government
official and that it placed him in a conflict of interest 
situation when participating in government trans
action with the banks. The RCMP began looking into 
the case about this time.
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Attorney General Harry How recently announced 
that, upon recommendation of the deputy Attorney 

•General, jt had been decided there was not sufficient 
evidence against Thornhill to warrant pressing 
charges. While in most cases such a decision 
emanating from the Attorney General’s department 
would be accepted, a few aspects of this case have laid 
it open to challenge.

First, and most important, the objectivity dt the 
Attorney General is in question here. Harry How, after 
all, is also a Progressive Conservative MP with a stake 
in maintaining the public image of his party and 
protecting it from scandal. Thornhill, further, is How’s 
friend (as well, Thornhill’s next door neighbour is 
Deputy Attorney General Gordon Coles who 
mended to How that charges not be laid).

Second, the legal grounds on which Coles based his 
decision (too involved to bring up here) are being 
questioned. It has been suggested that his legal 
definition of bribery is far narrower than that of the 
Criminal Code of Canada.

Of course, many of the public’s speculations about 
Thornhill’s misdoings would be put to rest if the 
RCMP’s report on him would be publicly released. 
Thornhill’s right to privacy, together with the 
possibility that this privacy is just the guarded secrecy 
of the guilty, prohibit this.

Newly elected NDP leader Alexa McDonough has 
suggested a special prosecutor, who can achieve the 
objectivity the Attorney General’s department cannot, 
be brought in to take the case. Mike Marshall, an NDP 
member who ran against Thornhill in the 1978 
provincial election, advocates calling a Grand Jury to 
look into the matter. Marshall argues there is a 
precedent for using a Grand Jury in Nova Scotia—Joe 
Howe called one, for example—and Harry How himself 
in the past has supported the concept in other 
circumstances.

Either route would protect Thornhill’s privacy, while 
ensuring an honest, fair examination into the propriety 
of the dealings of the Buchanan government. Failure to 
follow one of these or a similar course will be 
tantamount to an admission of guilt in the eyes of the 
people of Nova Scotia.
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