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DIPLOMATIC
BEGINNINGS

The union of the four British North American
colonies— Ontario, Quebec, Nova Scotia, and
New Brunswick—into the new Dominion
of Canada on July 1, 1867, created a country
best described as a semi-autonomous mem-
ber of the British Empire. Canada’s founding
constitution, the British North America Act, said
nothing about the conduct of international
relations except to affirm Canada’s duty, “as
Part of the British Empire,” to fulfill the
obligations incurred under treaties between
the Empire and foreign countries.

However, as the country’s first prime minis-
ter, Sir John A. Macdonald, quickly discov-
ered, advancing Canada’s national interests
required representation abroad, starting in
Britain itself. Macdonald wanted an inde-
pendent voice in London, since all corre-
spondence between Canada and the
“Motherland” passed through the hands of
the governor general, who was at that time
an official named by the British government.
Consequently; in 1869, Macdonald appoint-
ed his former finance minister, Sir John
Rose, who had become a London banker,
to the informal position of a “gentleman . . .
with whom Her Majesty’s Government may
properly communicate on Canadian affairs.”

Rose promoted emigration to Canada,
lobbied British officials on behalf of Canada,
and reported on matters of interest to
Ottawa. The Prime Minister wanted
more. In 1878, Macdonald tried to appoint
a “resident minister” in London, but the
British objected to the quasi-diplomatic
connotation of the title. Instead, the
position of Canadian high commissioner
was created in 1880, and Sir Alexander
Galt appointed to the post.

Ottawa added a second overseas post in
1882, after the Province of Quebec appoint-
ed Hector Fabre as its representative in Paris.
The federal government soon named him as
its commissioner responsible for emigration
and trade matters, even though the office in
Paris spent a good deal of its time promoting
cultural contacts between French-speaking
Canadians and France.

Nevertheless, trade and immigration re-
mained the main reasons for most Canadian
diplomatic activity in the final years of the
19th century. The high commissioner in
London took part in commercial negotia-
tions with European countries and also repre-
sented Canada at international conferences,
though without full diplomatic status. Trade
was given even greater prominence with
the creation of the Department of Trade
and Commerce in 1892, followed by the
appointment in 1894 of John Short Larke
to Sydney, Australia, as Canada’s first trade
commissioner.
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Sir Alexander T. Galt served as Canada’s first high commission-
er to London from 1880 to 1883. (Source: Library and Archives
Canada, PA-013008)

Though he served as the Province of Quebec’s official representa-
tive in Paris, Hector Fabre also acted for the federal government
on trade and emigration matters. (Source: Library and Archives
Canada, PA-026613)
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request copies from the British. Embarrassed
by this incident, Pope became an advocate of
a separate department under the prime min-
ister that would coordinate what he termed
“the external affairs of the Dominion.”

Pope soon gained powerful allies. Both
Governor General Earl Grey and the British
ambassador in Washington, James Bryce,
were appalled by the existing situation. Bryce
was particularly anxious to clear up a backlog
of Canadian—American cross-border issues,
which occupied three-quarters of his embas-
sy’s time. Canada, he felt, badly needed “a
sort of Foreign Office” to handle such issues.
Grey agreed, observing that such a depart-
ment would make Canada “prompt and sat-
isfactory to deal with, instead of the swollen
impossible cork, the extraction of which
almost bursts a blood vessel.”

Following the 1908 general election, and
after much badgering, the Prime Minister,
Sir Wilfrid Laurier, finally agreed to create
the new department. The resulting legisla-
tion did not meet with universal approval
from its principal proponents. Pope worried
that the new department’s prestige would be
hurt by placing it under the secretary of state
rather than the prime minister. Grey was
upset by a clause giving the new department
the “conduct” of official communications
with other countries. This, he felt, down-
graded both the imperial connection and
the position of the governor general. The
legislation went forward as drafted, however,
and, after a perfunctory parliamentary debate,
the External Affairs Act came into effect on
June 1, 1909.

5 Sir Wilfrid Laurier, prime minister from 1896 to 1911. (Source:
Library and Archives Canada, PA-027977)















13 The Canadian delegation to the 1926 League of Nations General Assembly. Front row, seated from left to right: Sir George Foster,
Sir Herbert Ames, Philippe Roy, and Walter Riddell. (Source: York University Archives)

Skelton began by appointing Jean Désy
from the Université de Montréal as the first
senior francophone officer at headquarters.
In January 1925, King’s government opcncd
an office in Geneva under Walter Riddell to
deal with the International Labour Office
and the League of Nations. However, King’s
precarious position as head of a minority
goverriment made him unwilling to court
criticism by expanding his own department
too rapidly.

That constraint was removed when King'’s
Liberal party won a majority in the September
1926 federal election. Later that fall, at the
Imperial Conference in London, Canada and
the other Dominions won the right, later
enshrined in the Statute of Westminster, to
establish diplomatic missions abroad. King
quickly appointed Vincent Massey as the
first Canadian minister in Washington.
Following this appointment, the office in
Paris was raised to legation status and a
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and the Netherlands were closed and staff
evacuated, often under harrowing circum-
stances. In 1942, a mission under Georges
Vanier was established in London to the
many European governments-in-exile, and
new posts were opened in the Soviet Union
and China, allies in the vast war against fas-
cism. Finally, a consulate general was opened
in New York in 1943, in part to provide
accurate information to Americans about
Canada’s role in the war.

With access to Europe sharply curtailed, Latin
America now assumed new importance as a
market for Canadian exports and a source of
supplies. Over the course of the war, Ottawa
opened missions in Brazil, Argentina, Mexico,
Peru, Cuba, and Venezuela.

The outbreak of war also meant a great in- ‘
crease in the Department’s responsibilities
in Canada. It quickly became involved in a
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% |n October 1942, Dana Wilgress, a former deputy minister of trade and commerce, became Canada’s first minister (and later ambassador)
to the Soviet Union. He is shown here with Montreal businessman R.A. Davies (right) in front of the Canadian mission in Moscow in 1944.
(Source: Library and Archives Canada, C-075254)

21 Norman Robertson, who became under-secretary in 1941, is shown here with Prime Minister Mackenzie King (right) in 1944. Robertson
reorganized the wartime Department, turning it into an arm of modern government for the first time. (Source: Library and Archives
Canada, C-015134)
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Although foreign-service recruitment was
put on hold during the war, it became easier
for staff to delegate as the Department’s
middle ranks were strengthened by the
appointment of special wartime assistants,
who were drawn mostly from the academic
community, with a few coming from business
and journalism. To make up for the lack of
new recruits, the Department for the first
time began to hire women, who were at that
time ineligible to become foreign-service offi-
cers. Twelve women joined the Department
in 1942—43. They did the work of junior offi-
cers, but were classified as clerks at 60 percent
of the salary—a manifestly unfair situation.

All these changes—expanded represen-
tation abroad, the arrival of Robertson,
and improved organization—produced a
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Department that was open to new ideas
and bolder action, the need for which
became more apparent as the war pro-
gressed. This was especially true after the
United States entered the war in December
1941 and Canada’s relative importance
declined. Led by Wrong and Robertson in
Ottawa and Pearson in Washington, the
Department provided the intellectual argu-
ments for a stronger Canadian voice in
world affairs. Advancing “functionalist”
principles, which held that a country’s con-
tribution should be the basis for its role in
leading international activity, Canadian
diplomats successfully demanded an appro-
priate say for Canada in the Allied war effort
and in shaping the world’s new international
organization, the United Nations.
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30 The Canadian delegation to the United Nations Conference, San Francisco, May 1945. From left to right: C.S.A. Ritchie, P.E. Renaud,
Elizabeth MacCallum, Lucien Moraud, Escott Reid, W.F. Chipman, Lester B. Pearson, J.H. King, Louis St. Laurent, Prime Minister W.L.
Mackenzie King, Gordon Graydon, M.J, Coldwell, Cora Casselman, Jean Désy, Hume Wrong, Louis Rasminsky, L.D. Wilgress, M.A. Pope,
R. Chaput. (Source: Nicholas Morant, Library and Archives Canada, C-022719)
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THE LIBERALS
RETURN

The Liberals returned to power with a
minority government in the spring of 1963.
With Pearson as prime minister and Paul
Martin, Sr. as the new secretary of state for
external affairs, an experienced team was in
charge of foreign relations. They maintained
tight control over foreign policy. leaving the
rest of the Cabinet with little opportunity
to shape Canada’s international relations.
However, times had changed since Pearson
led the Department in the 1940s and 1950s.

The broad domestic consensus on foreign
policy had broken down by the early 1960s,
and public opinion had become a much more
important factor in shaping the government’s
foreign-policy agenda. This was especially
apparent in the federal government’s relations
with Quebec, where Premier Jean Lesage’s
“Quiet Revolution” had brought national
unity and Quebec’s search for an increased
international presence to the top of the
policy agenda.

41 In January 1965, the Canadian and U.S. economies were further integrated when Prime Minister Lester B. Pearson and President Lyndon
Johnson signed the Canada—U.S. Auto Pact at the President’s ranch in Texas. They are flanked by External Affairs Minister Paul Martin,
Sr. (left) and U.S. Secretary of State Dean Rusk (right). (Source: AP Photo)
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48 |n June 1979, Prime Minister Joe Clark appointed Flora MacDonald as secretary of state for external affairs. The first woman to hold
the post, she is shown here at a UN press conference in September 1979. (Source: UN Photo/Yutaka Nagata)

50 Ambassador to Iran Ken Taylor and Prime Minister Joe Clark meet for a private talk in February 1980. Taylor had just returned from Tehran,
where he had helped American embassy staff escape during the Iran hostage crisis. (Source: The Canadian Press/Drew Gragg)
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THE INTEGRATED
DEPARTMENT

Elected in September 1984 with a command-
ing majority, Prime Minister Brian Mulroney’s
Progressive Conservative government took
office with a foreign-policy agenda concen-
trated on the United States. While in oppo-
sition, Mulroney had been sharply critical of
the Liberal government’s handling of relations
with the United States, and during the elec-
tion campaign he promised “good relations—
super relations” with Washington. Like prime
ministers before him, Mulroney kept relations
with the U.S. and its Republican president,
Ronald Reagan, largely for himself, leaving
other issues to the ministers responsible.
In a move to bind together his Progressive
Conservative party, he appointed his one-time
rival, former prime minister Joe Clark, as his
secretary of state for external affairs.

Clark handled the relationship with the Prime
Minister well and garnered widespread praise
for his work in the portfolio. Described as a
“pillar of consistency and small virtues,” he
was inclined to bypass the formal policy-
making process and focus on where Canada
could, in his words, “make a difference.” A
progressive thinker, Clark worked to dis-
mantle the apartheid regime in South Africa
(a file he shared with the Prime Minister),
promoted human rights in Central America,
and actively pursued a regional role in Asia-
Pacific. Conscious of the Department’s poor
record in promoting women, he appointed
a number of women to senior positions
and as heads of mission before he left the
Department in 1991 to serve as Mulroney’s
minister for constitutional affairs.

52 The elimination of apartheid in South Africa remained a priority
for both Prime Minister Brian Mulroney and Secretary of State for
External Affairs Joe Clark, who is shown here in 1987 taking a
break during the Commonwealth Heads of Government Meeting
in Zambia. (Source: Commonwealth Secretariat)

53 “Good relations—super relations” with the United States were
close to Prime Minister Brian Mulroney's heart, and a closer trade
relationship with the United States was Mulroney's crowning
achievement. Following the conclusion of the Free Trade Agreement
with the United States in 1988, Mulroney signs the North American
Free Trade Agreement in 1992 as Michael Wilson, international
trade minister, looks on. (Source: The Canadian Press/Frank Gunn)
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While the Conservative government did not
make substantial administrative changes to
the Department, external pressures altered
the Department’s centre of gravity during the
1980s. The prolonged recession in 198182
combined with growing protectionism in
Europe, Japan, and the United States to bring
economic and trade policy close to the heart
of Canada’s foreign policy. Indeed, this had
already become clear by the last years of the
Trudeau government, when Derek Burney,
the able assistant deputy minister in charge
of Canada—U.S. relations, spearheaded a
trade policy review that put the question of
Canada—ULS. free trade firmly on the policy

























