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D o m i n i c a n  R e p u b l i c

Voyage  t o  a  D i f f e r en t  P lane t

I was twenty-one and in my last year at Queen’s University when 
I took my exams, and was subsequently interviewed, for the 
Canadian foreign service. To my surprise, I was accepted. The 
outcome of these exams has always seemed to me like the fortu-
itous click of a roulette wheel. A year later, in 1957, I joined the 
Department of External Affairs, then lodged in the splendid and 
as yet ungentrified East Bloc on Parliament Hill. After a year’s 
leave of absence to complete a degree at Cambridge and a year 
in the Legal Division, I was assigned to my first posting, which is 
where this narrative begins. 

In late August 1960, I was summoned to the office of Eustace McGaughey, 
the head of personnel in the Department of External Affairs. McGuff, as 
he was known, greeted me and asked me to sit down. 

 “Graham,” he said, “it’s time for you to go abroad. The department 
is going to assign you to a very responsible job. We are going to send you 
…” – he glanced at the paper on his desk – “… to Soodad Truejello.” After 
a pause, he muttered, “Where the hell is that?” 

I knew where it was, and my heart sank. Ciudad Trujillo was the cap-
ital of the Dominican Republic. For five hundred years it had been “Santo 
Domingo,” until the hemisphere’s most ruthless and megalomaniacal 
dictator, Generalissimo Rafael Trujillo Molina, renamed it after himself. I 
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was naively expecting a more conventional orbit – London, Rome, maybe 
Delhi. If the head of personnel didn’t know about the country I was going 
to, it was hardly at the leading edge of Canadian overseas engagement.

My next visit was to Yvon Beaulne, the head of the newly established 
Latin American Division. He greeted me warmly. A jovial and distin-
guished veteran of the foreign service, he spoke glowingly of the profes-
sional and personal joys of a Latin American posting. My gloom was lift-
ing when Beaulne asked, “Are you armed?” 

“Armed?” I said in surprise. 
Beaulne explained, “When I arrive in a new house in a new country, I 

go into the garden and empty the chamber of my revolver into the flower 
beds. This ensures that any villains in the neighbourhood will know what 
to expect.” 

Three weeks later, while on a visit to my mother in Toronto, I walked 
into a gun store on Yonge Street and asked the salesman if he could show 
me an “inexpensive” pistol. Twenty dollars seemed a good price for a used 
.25-calibre revolver – known in those days as a “Saturday night special.” 
The next day I took the pistol to an RCMP office for registration. The cor-
poral who examined it asked what my intention was. 

“Intention?” I replied peevishly. “Self-defence.” 
“Hmm,” said the corporal, glancing at the pistol in his hand. “If your 

intention is to commit suicide, this would be a good choice.” He showed 
me the inside of the barrel, which was so worn that it no longer fit precisely 
with the cartridge chamber. Back at the gun store, the clerk was pleased 
to see me. I left with a brand-new 7mm Browning automatic, two small 
cartons of cartridges, and no instructional pamphlet. 

Another important part of my preparation was learning the lan-
guage. Twice a week I took Spanish from a young (and very attractive) 
Venezuelan woman. It was probably in the course of my third lesson that 
she gave me an exercise based on a key word. The word was “queso,” which 
in the rudimentary state of my vocabulary I mistook for the word “beso” 
(kiss). Queso is, of course, the word for cheese, and the basis of a misun-
derstanding that could have terminated my tuition. “Do you like queso?” 

Startled, I said something like, “Err, yes.” 
“What sort of queso do you like?” 
I was still taken aback, and because I did not respond to this question, 

she asked if I liked Dutch queso. Using my few bits of Spanish, I tried to 
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reply that I had no experience with Dutch queso. Reddening, and pulled 
increasingly between anticipation and anxiety, I admitted that I liked 
English queso. By the time the exercise moved on to French queso, at the 
point where I thought she would tear my clothes off, she recognized my 
confusion, and the lesson ended in laughter. 

A month later I flew from New York with Pan American Airways – it-
self a small adventure, because it was my first time on a jet passenger liner. 
I was met at the new Generalissimo Rafael Trujillo airport by my prede-
cessor, Leopold Lapin, and his friend Philip Bernstein. Philip, who would 
become my friend, was an elderly British businessman and the only person 
I have known, before or since, who regularly took snuff. About once every 
twenty minutes Philip would take some from a small ivory snuff box, in-
sert a pinch into a nostril, and sneeze into a yellowing handkerchief. 

Leopold, with whom I was having a short overlap, was unusual. By 
no stretch of the imagination could he be described as a stereotypical 
diplomat. He was voluble, tactile, and exuberant about his passions, his 
likes, and his dislikes. And he was delightful, but as a vaguely Presbyterian 
product I was taken aback by him – and soon by just about everything 
else. The airport was an initiation. Leopold was wearing a guayabera (a 
tropical shirt worn untucked), which hid the pistol that was tucked into 
his belt. As he explained it, the pistol was definitely for self-defence. He 
had been attending the funerals of persons liquidated by the secret police, 
and, as he admitted, he had become paranoid about the possibility that his 
increasingly visible detestation of the regime would lead to an attempt on 
his own life. It is unlikely that he would have been targeted, but the news 
released on November 23, the day of my arrival, that the three well-known 
and respected Mirabel sisters had died in a motor accident, drove his point 
home. The sisters were clandestine members of a very small, brave, and 
largely suicidal group dedicated to the overthrow of the regime. Everyone 
took it for granted that the news item about the motor accident was just a 
cover story, and that the sisters had been tortured and killed by the secret 
police.

I was beginning to grasp that I was on a different planet when we 
left Generalissimo Trujillo Airport (the father), turned onto Lieutenant 
General Ramfis Trujillo Highway (the elder son), drove across Rhadames 
Trujillo Bridge (the younger son), left Ensanche Molina (the mother) on 
our right, and entered the capital, Ciudad Trujillo.
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• • • 

L eopo ld ’s  L i s t

Leopold left me several legacies. The first was the one-bedroom, well-locat-
ed house that he had been renting from Franz Naescher, his Liechtensteiner 
landlord, and that he had persuaded him to let me have. Built of wood, 
brick, tile, and local marble on the model of a Pyrenees chalet as imagined 
by a Spanish painter and constructed by an Italian marble worker, the 
house was a small jewel – unless you were concerned about air condition-
ing and hot water. For purity of form, there was no glass in the windows, 
only wooden spokes and louvres. The showers were unheated. Naescher, 
an astute collector of Latin American painting, hung the overflow of his 
collection, including a gorgeous Wilfredo Lam, now Cuba’s most famous 
and most expensive painter, on the chalet’s walls.

The second legacy was Mamouna Altagracia Corazón de Jesús. 
Mamouna was Leopold’s dog, a six-months-old Creole bitch. The name 
was a puzzle. Mamouna is the name of a hotel in Casablanca, and the 
longer bit was the result of Leopold’s experience with young Dominican 
ladies with exalted religious nomenclature. Leopold explained: the dog 
was a virgin; the girls weren’t. 

Mamouna was a delight, and remained with me and then with my 
family for several postings, before finally expiring in London. However, 
she did not remain virginal for long. In fact, much like her namesakes, 
she greatly enjoyed reproductive activity and produced many litters of 
puppies. It seemed appropriate to me, and my wife later agreed, to main-
tain the sacrilegious tradition. Mamouna’s first union was with a dog left 
with me by my girlfriend’s parents. The girl’s mother was a Dutch wom-
an whose husband had been killed in Sumatra by the Japanese, and her 
stepfather, Otto, was a former Luftwaffe squadron leader, and allegedly 
for a short time a member of Hitler’s personal squadron, Die Fliegerstaffel 
des Führers. (He had been hired to train pilots for Trujillo’s air force.) 
The dog’s name was Terry. He soon became Terry de la Inmaculada 
Concepción. Their progeny included Maximo Milagro de la Alta Caridad, 
and Dulce Aroma de los Angeles. In Cuba, an encounter with a purebred 
long-haired dachshund produced Oigame (listen to me), Digame (tell me), 
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Besame (kiss me), and Buggerme. They were adorable. Moments before 
giving Buggerme to the wife of the Israeli ambassador in Havana, my wife 
changed its name to Buscame (look for me). Mamouna’s nymphomani-
acal inclinations and our resistance to having her spayed led to her one 
major humiliation. In the incredibly well-equipped pet accessory section 
of Les Galeries Lafayette in Paris, I purchased a canine chastity belt. Of 
course Mamouna, who understood what it was for, didn’t like it, and the 
family was usually too embarrassed to apply it. The result was another 
litter: Shadrach, Meshach, Abednego, and Gladys. The last puppy, born in 
London in a posh area near the King’s Road, was Britannia Aphrodisia.

The final gift from Leopold was a handwritten sheet entitled “Advice 
for John.” Part One was a list of influential expatriates living in Ciudad 
Trujillo divided into those who could be trusted and those who could not. 
The list of unreliables, subtitled Trujillistas, included the names of about 
fifteen of the leading business executives and other well-placed foreign 
personalities in the capital. As I recall, Otto was in this category. The list of 
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who could be trusted was much shorter. It included Naescher, Bernstein, 
the manager of the Canadian nickel mine, Falconbridge Dominicana, the 
Israeli honorary consul, a Spanish car dealer, and Anna Maria Swartz, a 
charming and much-married professional photographer. Part Two con-
cluded with advice that I suspect is unusual for the Canadian diplomatic 
service: “Never pay a girl more than $5. Dominicans pay $3.” (Remember, 
this was 1960.)

• • • 

Dar k ne s s  a t  Noon

Generalissimo Trujillo was the dictator of the Dominican 
Republic from 1930 to 1961. From an impoverished, chaotic, and 
heavily indebted political swamp, he dragged the country into the 
twentieth century. However, the price paid in basic human rights 
and freedoms was enormous – at the time, the highest in the en-
tire hemisphere. Trujillo’s efficiency in transforming the economy 
was matched by his efficiency as a tyrant. For me, as a very green 
diplomat, this was a major cultural shock. This chapter tells a 
small part of that story. 

The oncoming car had skidded to a halt. I had jammed my brake on, but 
I kept sliding until I crunched into his fender and headlamp. Indignantly 
I threw open the car door and clambered out to demand in bad Spanish 
why the stupid driver was on the wrong side of the road. Three men, now 
outside their car, began shouting at me and pointing to a sign some thirty 
metres behind me. Visible in the arc of a street light at the intersection 
was a sign I had missed that said, “No entry – One-way street.” One of 
the men, presumably the owner, stepped forward to examine the damage. 
Glancing at the front of my car, he sucked in his breath and barked at his 
companions. I could not understand what they said, but all three leapt into 
their car. The driver backed up, changed gear, and swung away from me. 

What the hell was going on? I was totally in the wrong, but these people 
were not only rushing away from the accident, but in their haste would not 
even stop to straighten out the fender that was scraping the tread off the 
front tire and would soon destroy it. I ran after them for a short distance, 
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shouting “Stop!” But the only effect was to accelerate the car and increase 
the tearing noise as the fender peeled off more bits of rubber.

I walked back to my car, mystified and unnerved. It was December 
1960, and I was in the third week of my first diplomatic posting overseas. 
I climbed back into my car and attempted, unsuccessfully, to assure my 
two Canadian guests, one of whom was my mother, that everything was 
all right. I had picked them up at the airport and we were entering Ciudad 
Trujillo (formerly and subsequently Santo Domingo) when the accident 
occurred.

Next morning, at the embassy, I told Josefina, one of the locally en-
gaged staff, what had happened. “Why,” I asked, “did they drive away 
when it was clearly my fault?”

“Perhaps they saw your licence plate,” said Josefina.
“Yes, they could have…but, my licence plate?”
“That would be enough,” she said. “Your diplomatic plate is green – 

the same colour as the plates given to senior government officers. Look, 
let’s go to the landing.” We left the office and stood by the elevator. “When 
you’ve been here longer you will understand.” She looked at me. “But then 
maybe you won’t. There are a lot of foreigners here who don’t want to un-
derstand… . At least you know why we can’t talk about this in the office.”

“Sure. The phones are bugged.”
“And maybe the walls or the light fixtures – or maybe me. It’s almost 

certain that one member of the embassy staff has been recruited by the 
secret police.”

“Come on, Josefina…”
“You think I’m paranoid. What about the men in the car you crashed 

last night? You’ve just explained that it was your fault, but they ran away 
as if you were death itself. In a way they thought you were. It was dark, 
they couldn’t see you very well. But they could see your plates and they 
were petrified. Anybody with green plates, except for diplomats, owes his 
position to Trujillo.”

“Sure, but a fender-bender…?”
“Listen, their minds were racing with what might happen to them: 

they could be beaten up…shot on the spot…arrested. Terrible things hap-
pen here.”

I went back to my office and sat down. This foolish accident was strip-
ping away the remnants of my comfortable Canadian norms. A nightmare 



W HOSE M A N IN H AVA N A ?10

was taking their place. Those banana-brains in Ottawa had sent me to a 
tropical version of Arthur Koestler’s Darkness at Noon. I was beginning 
to recognize that above the level of the campesino (peasant farmer), the 
principal beneficiary of the regime, the entire country was quivering with 
fear. The dictator’s name was not mentioned, even in a neutral context, lest 
the maid, the telephone, or the microphone in the wall report potential 
conspiracy, or, more likely, the absence of the obligatory degree of respect. 
Megalomania had become a magnetic force. Everyone bent toward the 
dictator, and obsequiousness was an art form. Anything less than a super-
lative was an offence. 

My friend Bernstein generally referred to Trujillo as “scrotums” – a 
term which secret police listeners were unlikely to understand. Two nights 
before, I was dining with him at Vesuvios, a popular Italian restaurant on 
the malecón, the seaside boulevard. While we were talking he put a finger 
to his lips. “Hear that?” he said. There was no traffic on the malecón, but a 
low “put-put” sound was approaching, like that of a single-cylinder lawn 
mower on low. It was, in fact, a Volkswagen Beetle being driven so slowly it 
was easy to see the people inside. “SIM,” whispered Bernstein. “Scrotums 
is taking his constitutional a few blocks away, so the whole area is closed to 
traffic and patrolled by the secret police.” The SIM (Servicio de Inteligencia 
Militar) in the Beetle were dressed in sports shirts and dark glasses. The 
slow beat of the engine had become their signature tune, transmitting fear 
within its audible radius. 

As we left, Bernstein pointed to a large brass plaque on the wall 
of the restaurant. It read “En esta casa Trujillo es el jefe” (In this house 
Trujillo is the chief), and bore a portrait in relief of the great man. “Every 
Dominican,” he said, still whispering, “from the lower middle class up, 
has to buy one of these damned things for their home and for their place 
of business. They’re not cheap…and guess where the money goes?” 

 • 
 
Ciudad Trujillo was not what I had in mind in high school when the first 
notion of a career in external affairs entered my head. My interest in ser-
vice overseas had something to do with travel and perhaps also with grey, 
grim Toronto and chafing at what I perceived to be a school devoted to the 
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recycling of affluent Torontonians and their affluence. The school, Upper 
Canada College, was posh and expensive and my recently divorced par-
ents could only afford it because my mother, a teacher at a neighbouring 
girl’s school, had negotiated a bursary. I was an indifferent student. I didn’t 
like the school, and the school principal returned the favour.

The clouds parted at Queen’s University where I discovered the joys of 
learning, pubs, co-eds, juvenile mischief, and summers spent at sea with 
the Naval Reserve. If the RCMP had been more alert or, more probably, 
had not shown good judgment, some of the mischief could have been my 
undoing. Deep in the Cold War, at the time of Senator McCarthy’s ‘com-
mie’ witch hunts, three of us planted a Soviet flag on the Kingston city 
hall (formerly the parliament buildings of newly unified Upper and Lower 
Canada). Our goal, which was to caricature the absurdities of East/West 
polarization, was not wholly successful. There was a howl of outrage that 
‘reds’ had infiltrated the university and many of the burghers of Kingston 
demanded that the university be closed. We tried to dampen the worst 
suspicions by having one of our number, a theologian, interviewed on the 
fledgling local TV station. For anonymity he wore a paper bag over his 
head. 

The following year, the leader of these conspiracies (now a retired 
judge of the Ontario Superior Court), organized the ‘recovery’ by stealth 
of the long-lost thirteen colonies. Eighteen of us in four cars crossed into 
northern New York State late at night and raised 1776 vintage Union Jacks 
on flag poles in front of municipal buildings, armouries and high schools 
(George III’s flags have one less cross than the current version). Ingeniously 
designed by an engineer colleague, a tiny pin caused the flags to jam at the 
top of the poles. They had to be removed by fire engine ladders and steeple 
jacks. Fastened at the base of each pole was a placard which, upon deplor-
ing the “ignorance and arrogance” that led the colonies to forsake “the 
all-sheltering arms of his Britannic Majesty,” proclaimed Colonel George 
Washington of the Virginia Militia to be “a scoundrel, traitor, rebel with-
out cause.” This ignited a short but very satisfying media storm, including 
an item in the London Times. With a few exceptions – the two schools that 
had to hire steeple jacks – the American reaction was good-humoured.

 From Queen’s I went to Trinity College, Cambridge (which in the 
mid-fifties was still delightfully, if uncomfortably, frozen in the Middle 
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Ages). From there it was off to External Affairs in Ottawa and from 
External Affairs to Ciudad Trujillo. Not, I thought, a natural trajectory.

 • 
I soon found that I could not send objective reports to the foreign ministry 
in Ottawa about the political culture in the Dominican Republic. It cer-
tainly wasn’t for lack of material. If I were to report factually, my superiors 
in Ottawa would think my brain had baked in the sun.

An example of this problem, intimately connected to my work because 
a number of Canadians were involved, was the honours crisis. Local hon-
ours, both old and newly coined, were heaped upon Trujillo, as were for-
eign decorations. He had acquired just about every splendid, fawning title 
that could be squeezed out of a small country. He was by law Benefactor 
de la Nación, Padre de la Patria Nueva, Generalissimo… . Well-paid hagi-
ographers projected his heroic image in illustrated volumes to the United 
States and to every corner of the Iberian world. Only one national prize 
eluded him: Benefactor de la Iglesia (church). The unexpected difficulties 
he found in obtaining this title made it all the more coveted. The Church 
had rules about this sort of thing. Every bishop in the country had to agree 
before this honour could be conferred. Most came quickly into line, in-
cluding the archbishop of the oldest archdiocese in the hemisphere. But 
two held out. Thomas Reilly, an American, who was the bishop of San 
Juan de la Maguana, and Francisco Panal, a Spaniard, who was bishop of 
La Vega, resolved that they could not become accessories to this obscen-
ity. Perceiving the recalcitrant prelates as a threat to both his ego and his 
authority, Trujillo gave a free hand to Johnny Abbes, head of the SIM, to 
intimidate them into submission. Prostitutes danced in the cathedral in 
La Vega. Reilly was burned out of his residence in San Juan de la Maguana 
and took refuge in a convent in Ciudad Trujillo.

The campaign against the bishops escalated into high farce. Radio 
Caribe, the mouthpiece of the SIM, announced that a prize would be 
offered for the best prose or poem in thirty-five words or less that suc-
cessfully encapsulated the “treacherous and immoral character” of the 
two bishops. As an exercise of black-humoured irreverence, Ian Keith of 
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Falconbridge and I composed limericks that we recited to a small and dis-
creet group of expatriates.

Parish priests and nuns also came under the surveillance of the secret 
police and of spies within their congregations. Most of the country’s thirty 
or so Canadian priests and nuns failed to demonstrate adequate enthu-
siasm for the living beatification of the dictator. In this perilous setting, 
Father O’Connor of the Scarboro Order committed a capital crime. To 
the horror of his parishioners, O’Connor condemned the Generalissimo 
for his blasphemous presumption. One step ahead of the SIM and at con-
siderable risk to themselves, two Scarboro priests bundled him into a car, 
whisked him to the airport, gave him a false name, and placed him on the 
next Pan American flight.

Many members of religious orders received threats. Some were in-
jured, some burned out of their homes. Almost all learned of their sup-
posed apostasy, as did thousands of citizens within listening range, from 
the same secret police-operated radio station that was reciting scurrilous 
jingles about the two bishops. A typical news item would report that 
Sisters of the Grey Nuns in Yamasa “had neglected to inform their stu-
dents about the extraordinary contributions of the Benefactor to educa-
tional development”; or Father X “is believed to have devoted the proceeds 
of his collection plate to support the retail liquor trade”; or, more piquant-
ly, “Parishioners in Bani will be shocked to learn that Father Y was spotted 
last night sneaking out of the back door of Doña Rosa’s brothel.”

When this happened I would take the battered official Chevrolet, drive 
to the parish concerned, fix a small Canadian flag to the standard on the 
fender, and motor around until I was sure the SIM had registered my pres-
ence and guessed the reason for it. There was really little else I could do. 
An official complaint to the government would be ignored, and anyway 
I couldn’t be certain that my boss, who liked Trujillo, would approve. In 
any event, this was an agreeable duty. I met most of the Canadian priests 
and nuns, and often sat on their verandas, rocking with them in the warm 
night air, drinking rum or coffee. Some remain good friends to this day.

 • 
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Two months into my posting in Ciudad Trujillo and I was beginning to 
think like Leopold. It was early evening. The sun had splashed down at 
speed, as it does in the tropics, and I was sitting having a drink with my 
friend Donald from the British Embassy. We were on his balcony looking 
out to sea and the remnants of an apricot sunset. The conversation unfold-
ed something like this:

“Donald, I’ve been thinking.”
“Never a good sign. What about?”
“Someone should do the old man.”
“Trujillo?”
“Yes, of course, Trujillo.”
“What do you mean?”
“Someone should kill him.”
“Yes, someone probably will. So?”
“So it’s not going to happen soon. He’s too well protected.”
“That’s right. About six different secret police organizations. When 

they’re not watching the citizens, they’re watching each other.”
“Meanwhile he goes on killing and turning this godforsaken coun-

try into some sort of tropical Animal Farm. You know about the Mirabel 
sisters?”

“Yes, I know. Raped, garroted, and pushed over a cliff in their own 
car. The stupid bastards thought they could make it look like an accident.”

“And you know why?”
“Yes, because Minerva told the old man that she wouldn’t go to bed 

with him. And she, Patria, and Delores had the guts – or maybe the stu-
pidity – to plot against him.”

“Somebody should kill the son of a bitch.”
“Yes, you said that. But who? Who’s going to get close enough?”
“Me.”
“You!”
“Yeah, me. Nobody suspects a diplomat. Nobody searches a diplomat. 

There’s at least one of those bloody awful state ceremonies every two weeks. 
The boss is sick, so I go. I’m not in the front row, but I’m pretty close.”

“Jesus Christ! You’re serious.”
“Last week at the Te Deum in the cathedral, I thought about how easy 

it would be. I was less than fifteen feet from him…and you know I’ve got 
that Browning automatic.”
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“You’re completely mad. And what do you suppose would happen to you?”
“Yeah, there is that. But Donald, do you know how many people he’s 

murdered?”
“Approximately, yes. The embassy tries to keeps track. But for Christ’s 

sake don’t even think about anything so stupid.” 
We had another drink. Donald had been around. He had been one 

of Montgomery’s desert rats in North Africa. He said that he would not 
repeat our conversation, as it reflected badly on my sanity. I went home to 
dinner and bed. A few weeks later at a ceremony in the National Palace I 
mulled over ballistics and an unobstructed shot. However, I was begin-
ning to recognize that this was nothing more than adolescent bravado. 
And, as Donald had said, someone was going to do it. A few months later a 
small gang of patriotic assassins did. Curiously, fate had determined that I 
would be the only diplomat near the shootout when it happened.

On the morning of May 30, 1961, Radio Caribe accused Father McNabb, 
a Scarboro priest, of passing drugs to adolescents. Father McNabb and two 
other priests lived in Haina. That evening I set off for Haina along with 
Gordon Bruce, a friend visiting from Ottawa, and Mamouna. I followed 
the usual pattern, and we were invited in by Father McNabb and his col-
leagues. McNabb was unshaken and in his usual ebullient form. After rum 
and plantain chips we left to return to the city.

I recall that night vividly. A stiff breeze was blowing onshore. Shadows 
galloped along the highway as puffs of cloud flew past a full moon. Tall 
spumes of spray glittered in the bright silver light. Eight kilometres from 
the capital we were stopped by the SIM – two agents and their ominous 
Volkswagen. Submachine guns poked through both open front win-
dows. Mamouna snapped at the barrel of one until restrained by Gordon. 
Another car was just visible at the verge of the road. We identified our-
selves and were questioned and released. 

Nearing the outskirts of town, we were startled by a cavalcade of 
Mercedes and Cadillacs moving west at high speed. Bursts of gunfire 
echoed throughout the city. Something dramatically out of the ordinary 
had happened. What it was I learned early the next morning from a British 
colleague. Trujillo had been killed in a gun battle very shortly before we 
arrived at the scene. It was his Chevrolet that we had seen on the coast side 
of the road, peppered with holes. His chauffeur was lying wounded about 
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thirty feet away, still undiscovered. Trujillo was gone. He had been stuffed 
in the trunk of one of the gunmen’s cars.

The almost indescribably bizarre funeral a few days later remains one 
of the classic events of my career. 

• • • 

T he  D i c t a t o r ’s  Sa r c ophagus

In the spring of 1961, President Kennedy was visiting President 
de Gaulle in France. At 2:00 p.m. Dominican time, May 31, Pierre 
Salinger, Kennedy’s press secretary, released the news of Trujillo’s 
assassination to the press in Paris. This was almost three hours 
before the Dominican announcement. 

Generalissimo Rafael 
Trujillo (1936)



17Dominican Republic

The blunder by Salinger embarrassed the American government, and 
ignited the first suspicions that the United States was involved in the as-
sassination. Radio Caribe, the voice of the SIM, made the official state-
ment in the late afternoon of May 31. The following morning, newspaper 
headlines proclaimed, “Vilmente Asesinado Cae el Benefactor de la Patria” 
(The Benefactor of the Country Falls, the Victim of a Vile Assassination). 
Melancholy classics played on all radio stations, and funeral arrangements 
began. The corpse had been found in the trunk of a car belonging to one 
of the assassins.

Early on June 2, Ernie McCullough, the Canadian chargé d’affaires, 
joined the other eight members of the miniscule diplomatic corps in the 
National Palace to express condolences. Sanctions by the Organization of 
American States, imposed as a result of Trujillo’s attempted assassination 
of President Romulo Betancourt of Venezuela, had closed most diplomatic 
missions the previous year. 

At 9:30 that morning, when he returned home, Ernie called me. “John, 
Ambassador Logroño [the chief of protocol] has just told me the funeral 
will be in San Cristobal this afternoon. I’m not feeling well and would like 
you to go. A sad, tragic business.” He was genuinely distressed. “By the 
way,” he said, “dress is morning suit.”

Morning suit! How in blazes was I going to find a tailcoat, vest, and 
striped trousers in two hours, in a tightly shut Ciudad Trujillo? A suit was 
in the end obtained through friends at the American Consulate General. 
By noon I was in the ancient official car en route to San Cristobal and 
almost lost in the folds of Matt Ortwein’s morning suit. Matt was the con-
sulate’s administrative officer and much larger than I. 

“Nice fit,” giggled Balthazar, the Jamaican/Dominican chauffeur and 
apprentice brothel keeper.

San Cristobal was in pandemonium. Trujillo was venerated as a semi-de-
ity. The country’s impoverished and superstitious rural community knew 
that he had improved the quality of their lives. The dictator had developed 
markets for their crops, and built roads, courthouses, and schools – as well 
as torture chambers and a forest of statues to himself. About two thousand 
semi-hysterical campesinos had encircled the church. Between the campesi-
nos and the church stretched a ring of several hundred heavily armed troops. 
Inside, the congregation was armed to the teeth – senators with holsters 
strapped to their striped pants, generals and admirals with an assortment of 
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high-powered weapons. One of Trujillo’s brothers, Arismendi, in the dress 
uniform of a three-star general, carried a sub-machine gun down the aisle 
to his place at the front of the church. As far as I could determine, almost 
the only people in the entire church without guns were the clergy and the 
diplomatic corps. President Balaguer was also unarmed. A dripping, over-
cast sky accentuated the gloom inside the church, but did not deter many of 
the congregation, especially those in uniform, from wearing dark glasses – a 
standard accessory for police-state apparatchiks. 

Tension was palpable. The assassination had taken place less than three 
days before. Some assassins had already been captured and killed. There 
was enormous apprehension that surviving plotters would see the gather-
ing in San Cristobal of all the senior figures and family of the regime as an 
irresistible opportunity for a coup de grâce. I had no way of knowing this 
at the time, but one of the key plotters, General “Pupo” Roman, the head of 
the army, was in the church. Trujillo’s body had been taken to Roman’s door 
as proof that the first stage of the conspiracy had succeeded. But Roman 
had vacillated, and the plan to take over the government with US support 
collapsed. Already a suspect, he was arrested three days later, tortured by 
Trujillo’s son, Ramfis, and killed. A photograph taken during the funeral 
shows Colonel Estevez Leon, a Trujillo in-law and a SIM associate, glaring 
venomously at the general.

Two soldiers pushed a priest aside and clattered up the pulpit, search-
ing for bombs. A car backfired and two hundred mourners clutched their 
weapons. We waited. Those with guns fidgeted with them. Unexpectedly, 
the cries of the campesinos rose in volume. Faintly and then loudly the 
beat of an engine grew in intensity. The crowd screamed. Inside, we had 
no idea what was happening and trembled with fear. 

Balthazar described the scene as we drove back to the capital. The cam-
pesinos had watched, amazed, as a helicopter hovered above the church-
yard. Over the heads of the crowd a hatch opened, and a huge coffin was 
slowly winched down to a waiting gurney. The campesinos shuffled and 
howled. The wailing grew louder and louder. The Generalissimo’s coffin 
swinging in the air was a moment of unbearable, transcendent mystery for 
the dazed and credulous mourners below.

President Balaguer delivered an elegant, tremulously pitched eulogy. 
Troops fired saluting volleys. No one inside returned the fire. The service 
concluded. 
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Days later I was telling a friend at the American consulate about the 
funeral. It’s so long ago that I can’t recall with any certainty who it was, but 
I think it was Joe Fandino.

“But didn’t you know?” said Joe. “Trujillo wasn’t there.” 
“What do you mean he wasn’t there? It was his funeral.”
“Sure. But Doña Maria [the widow] wasn’t taking any chances. She 

was afraid the plotters might get hold of the body and hang it from a lamp-
post like Mussolini. They found another body – not difficult for them – 
and put it in the coffin.”

“And so where was Trujillo?”
“The widow and Ramfis decided to leave him somewhere safe. They 

put him in a freezer.”
“In a freezer?”
“Yes.” Joe paused. “The Benefactor’s sarcophagus is a freezer at San 

Isidro.”1 

• • • 

“Dow n  w i t h  T ho s e  w ho  R i s e”

It was the old man’s iron will, ruthlessness, and immense po-
litical and micro-management skills that had kept oiling the 
million wheels of oppression and fear. A few months after the 
assassination, small cracks began to appear in the control system. 
People were shot and tortured as before, and the killers included 
Ramfis, Trujillo’s creepy playboy son, but the Trujillo family and 
the senior apparatchiks were incapable of keeping the stopper 
tightly in place. Anti-government demonstrations became more 
frequent and more violent. A last attempt to shore up the family 
dictatorship was defeated by brilliantly timed American gunboat 
diplomacy.2 The subsequent power vacuum set off a series of coup 
d’états and attempted coup d’états, culminating in civil conflict 
and the 1965 invasion of the country by US Marines. The episodes 
below offer a glimpse of embassy life during the strained and curi-
ous times before the country dissolved into civil war. 
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Charlie Hodge was the senior economic officer at the US embassy3 and 
father of my then girlfriend Penny. Charlie had recently imported a new 
car and was worried about its safety in the deteriorating environment. 
One day he came to me with a proposition. 

“John, the rioting downtown is increasingly intense and, as you know, 
we’ve become targets. The mob doesn’t know whose side the Canadians 
are on, so they leave you alone.”

“That’s more or less right, but how can I help?”
“Well,” said Charlie “I’ve imported a new car. It has diplomatic plates 

and once these bastards figure out that it belongs to an American, it may not 
last long. Your car isn’t targeted because it’s covered with Canadian flags.”

“You want to trade cars?”
“Yeah, that’s it. As a US diplomat I wouldn’t feel right about putting 

Canadian flags on my car.”
“But, if the car you are using already has the flags…”
“Exactly.”
We made the change – it was supposed to be only for the latest cri-

sis, and Charlie’s car, an MG Magnette, was more fun to drive than my 
base model Vauxhall and I had no compunction about plastering it with 
Canadian flags. This was 1961 and the flag was the Red Ensign – a Union 
Jack in the top corner and the Canadian coat of arms in the opposite bot-
tom corner.

I pasted flags on the doors, the trunk, the hood and on the roof. The 
flag on the roof was important because some of the rioters stationed them-
selves on the flat tops of the downtown buildings from which they would 
hurl broken bits of masonry upon police, military or any other vehicles 
belonging to the enemy or their assumed collaborators. At street level 
a much favoured missile was a jagged chunk of cast iron – taken from 
manhole covers that had been lifted from their moorings and smashed. 
Inevitably, the demonstrators were joined by young hoodlums or tigres 
whose motivations were not so much political as a libertine attachment to 
anarchy, pursued under what they supposed was a noble banner.

The Canadian embassy occupied the third floor of the Edificio Copelo4 
on Calle El Conde. In quiet times this was a good location – convenient 
for business and government offices. From the summer of 1961 and for 
the next four years until it was moved it was a terrible location. El Conde 
became the main thoroughfare for demonstrations and collision points 
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for the attempts by the secret police (in the early days), the police and the 
military to subdue the demonstrators.

In one sense only was the embassy well situated at this time. We had a 
ringside view of the action. From our third-floor windows we could see up 
and down El Conde and the shifting fortunes of the contestants – demon-
strators advancing often only to reverse as security forces and sometimes 
tanks marched or clanked toward them. After a few encounters the police 
and soldiers began to use tear gas, a development for which we were un-
prepared. As clouds of gas filled El Conde, our air conditioners sucked 
them into our offices to the irritation of everyone, especially the locally 
engaged staff, who kept warning us to stay clear of the windows..  

When they weren’t marching or confronting the security forces, the 
demonstrators were busy painting graffiti on every available space. The 
walls and shutters at the entrance to the Edificio Copelo were a good ex-
ample. After six months there was virtually no vacant space on which to 
spray another slogan. From a distance some of them could be mistaken 
for canvasses by Riopelle. In many colours they exclaimed “up!” or “long 
live!” such and such a party or insurrectionary movement or “down with!” 
the government, the Americans or other villain of choice. They tended to 
be so boringly repetitive that while there was still space on our wall, some 
wag had written in red paint “Abajo los que suben!” (Down with those who 
rise!) – a pertinent commentary on a disintegrating political system. 

Meanwhile the arrangement with Charlie worked well. Both cars 
survived, whereas a colleague’s did not. Clark Leith, the assistant trade 
commissioner and only other officer in the embassy, had purchased a 
new Chevrolet Impala. The car arrived in late November. One morning 
in early December, with no sign of civil agitation, Clark parked his car on 
Sanchez, the street that intersected El Conde beside the embassy. Fatally, 
the Impala, Clark’s first new car, glowed with new paint unblemished by 
paper flags.

The city was still quiet at about eleven o’clock when Clark drove off 
to the airport with Balthazar in the official embassy vehicle. His mission 
was to exchange diplomatic bags with the courier from External Affairs. 
By noon a demonstration, including an assortment of tigres, was moving 
down El Conde. A few shop windows caught un-shuttered were broken. 
As I watched, a young tigre with a club was looking at the green licence 
plate on Clark’s Impala—the same colour as the plates on government 



W HOSE M A N IN H AVA N A ?22

Domincan citizen hanging Trujillo in effigy.

Dominican 
being held 

at gunpoint 
in Calle el 

Conde.
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vehicles. He began bashing the rear window of the car with his club. 
Perhaps because I was feeling guilty that I had not rushed out with paper 
flags at the first sign of disturbance, my next move was foolhardy. I ran 
out of the office into the street, hollering at the tigre to stop. “Este es un 
carro Canadiense!” He paid no attention. We fought briefly after which 
he took off down the street – not because I had won the fight, which was 
inconclusive. But, by this time he had tossed a burning torch through the 
broken window. I ran to the farmacia only two doors away, pounded at 
the door, shouting that I needed a bucket of water. A very nervous phar-
macist opened the door a crack through which I explained my need and 
the urgency. He said that he was sorry and that he did not wish to become 
involved. After more loud palaver on my part, I was given some water, but 
by this time it was too little and too late. 

According to word on the street, picked up by our cleaner, the tigre 
who had set fire to Clark’s car, was now threatening to have me killed for 
trying to thwart his patriotic duty. Friends, who knew the dynamics of the 
town better than I, put this down to macho bluster. 

The car was still burning when Clark returned.
Although insured, the coverage had a clause excluding damage by riot, 

war, or insurrection. Clark wrote to Ottawa seeking reimbursement for the 
car and shipping costs. At the same time I wrote a note to the Dominican 
foreign ministry, specifying the costs, seeking reimbursement and refer-
ring grandly to state responsibility for diplomatic property. Ottawa (the 
Trade Commissioner Service) wrote back saying that they would cover 
the replacement cost of the Chevrolet, but not the shipping. Within a few 
days of this answer, I was asked to call at the foreign ministry, a former 
residence of the dictator. No reason was given for the request. On arrival at 
his office, Nadal, the deputy chief of protocol, handed me a thick envelope. 
“This is for the car. Please be so good as to count it.” Astonished, I opened 
the envelope which was stuffed with cash. I emptied the contents onto the 
desk and began to count. I counted something like $2800 or the equivalent 
in convertible pesos (about $20,000 today) which was the amount origi-
nally requested, covering both replacement cost and shipping. But why 
was there no accompanying note and why had Nadal made it clear that a 
receipt from me was not expected? I could only speculate that while they 
were able to honour their obligations for a few cars, they wished to avoid a 
written precedent that might force their hand if they were asked to pay for 
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the rebuilding of someone’s embassy. Farfetched? Perhaps. If there was a 
better explanation, I couldn’t think of it.

Returning to the embassy, I went to Clark’s office. Stroking the lump 
in my jacket I said, “How do you feel about a Greek island vacation?”

Of course, we reported the whole story to Ottawa, indicating that 
Clark would return the government cheque. For a short time we wondered 
if we had done the right thing. Ottawa agreed that the cheque be returned, 
but that as they had determined that $2500 would be adequate compensa-
tion, we were instructed to return roughly $250 to the Dominican foreign 
ministry. We argued that this would leave Clark out of pocket and the 
Dominicans completely mystified. Eventually Ottawa agreed.

• • • 

Nav idad  con  L ibe r t ad

The leader of the opposition vanguard, probing for political space, was 
an elderly patriot, Don Viriato Fiallo. He formed the first post-Trujillo 
non-clandestine opposition party, the Union Civica. He cautiously orga-
nized and proselytized, and although he was harassed and threatened, he 
survived. In early November he decided the time was right to pry open the 
lid. A political rally was to be held, and, for maximum symbolic impact, 
the small Parque Independencia, in the heart of the city, was chosen as its 
site. To everyone’s astonishment, about two thousand people arrived. So 
did the SIM and several small military aircraft, which swooped over the 
crowd, dropping leaflets that warned of reprisals to be taken against those 
who disturbed the “honour, safety, and stability of the Dominican family.” 
The secret police waved their guns and shouted at people to disperse. Some 
left, but most nervously held their ground, and no shots were fired.

I stood at the back of the crowd and listened as Fiallo began to speak. 
He must have said something about liberty, for the crowd began to chant 
“libertad,” at first haltingly, then firmly, stretching out the three syllables 
louder and louder. They paused, Fiallo spoke, and the chanting resumed. 
This time it was “Navidad con libertad!” The military aircraft still flew 
overhead and the loose ring of secret police remained at the edge of the 
park.
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Fiallo finished speaking to a tumultuous roar of “Navidad con liber-
tad!” Tears ran down the cheeks of the people around me, and a lump 
grew in my own throat. As the last “Libertad!” subsided, someone at the 
front of the crowd began to sing the national anthem. The anthem had 
been sung every day during the dictatorship, but not like this. Today it 
was transfigured by courage and the scent of freedom. The crowd sang, 
knowing that their voices rang as they never had in the last thirty-one 
years. That afternoon a part of the nation rediscovered its soul.   

• • • 

Mea t ba l l s ,  Moos e  P i s s ,  and  t he  Na t i ona l  Day

Ernie McCullough, my boss at the embassy, had been evacuated 
as a result of a heart attack. Ottawa had shown no inclination 
to replace him in a country still quivering with the political con-
vulsions set off by the assassination of the dictator. This had little 
to do with confidence in the remaining two officers, Clark Leith5 
and me, and a lot to do with the low priority assigned unstable 
tropical backwaters by the Department of External Affairs. Both 
Clark and I were twenty-six, and on the bottom rung of the for-
eign service career ladder, but, by reason of a couple of months’ 
seniority, I was chargé d’affaires and host, with responsibilities I 
could not begin to imagine.

“Look at that!” said Clark. We both watched as an enormous bus marked 
“Fuerzas Armadas” drew up outside the Santo Domingo Country Club. 
It was the first of July, and Clark and I had arrived early to ensure that 
everything was ready for the Canada Day reception. 

The bus offered the first inkling of things to come. The door opened 
and thirty-six musicians emerged. Two were carrying tubas. As a courtesy, 
the Dominican government provided embassies with a military or police 
band to play at National Day receptions. McVitie, the British ambassa-
dor, had warned me to insist on a very small band, and Longroño, the 
Dominican chief of protocol, had agreed – or so I thought.

“Bloody hell!” I said, looking at the tubas.



W HOSE M A N IN H AVA N A ?26

I walked inside to find Hilda, my maid. I had asked her to keep an eye 
on the club’s kitchen. She looked at her feet and muttered, “Everything 
OK.” It never occurred to me to ask Hilda why she appeared stressed.

The reason was Odo, the club’s acting chef and the person respon-
sible for producing the hors d’oeuvres. One canapé was to be meatballs, 
served with a spicy tomato dip. Hilda found that he was preparing trays of 
raw meatballs and setting them down on a window ledge exposed to the 
afternoon sun. Odo reacted badly to her remark that this was not a good 
idea. He picked up a meat cleaver, screamed, and lunged. Hilda escaped, 
but was still in a difficult position. If she did nothing, it was likely that 
salmonella or more virulent botulisms would be incubated in the guests. 
If she warned me and I took action, it was likely that Odo would do ter-
rible, if not lethal, damage to her. In those days the Dominican courts 
dealt leniently with homicide in provocative circumstances, particularly if 
a woman was the provocative circumstance. In desperation Hilda devised 
a route out of her dilemma. Her plan was to collect each tray as soon as it 
was out of the oven, pretend she was heading for the reception rooms, and 
then dash around the corner to the trash bin. 

Unaware of this impending disaster, Clark and I set off in search of 
the champagne. Before he left, Ernie McCullough had sold me his supply. 
He said it would be fine for me or whoever was going to give the July 1 
reception. There were three bottles of Heidsieck and six cases of Ontario 
‘champagne’. Ernie was a supporter of Ontario wines well before they be-
gan to win prizes – and they hadn’t won real prizes in 1962. One of our 
friends, who had lived in Sudbury and claimed to know, said it tasted like 
“carbonated moose piss.” How would the French ambassador, the Papal 
nuncio, and many others react to sparkling catawba? It was too late to 
order champagne offshore and too expensive to buy it locally. Another 
friend, the owner of a bar and restaurant, suggested a solution. He said 
that the colder you chill wine, the harder it is to detect whether it is good 
or bad. By asking the country club to refrigerate the wine almost to the 
freezing point, we hoped to minimize embarrassment. Like the meatballs 
and the refrigerators, this plan was not working. The bottles were in gal-
vanized tubs of water in which floated very small, rapidly melting blobs 
of ice. 

“Damn,” I said. 
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“Maybe we can get the waiters to serve the Heidsieck to the foreign 
minister and some of the ambassadors,” Clark suggested.

“Maybe,” I replied, thinking too late that it would have been an act of 
patriotism to remove the labels from the Canadian bottles. 

The first guests soon arrived, to be greeted by Clark and me. Protocol 
required that while drink could be offered, the band could not play and 
food could not be served until the guest of honour arrived. The guest of 
honour was the foreign minister, and perhaps because I had by far the 
lowest rank of any head of mission, he was taking his time. I was nervous 
and worried about the speech I would have to deliver in my still mod-
est Spanish. The band was neither nervous nor idle. Unable to play, they 
helped themselves to drink. Because of our other distractions, Clark and I 
had failed to realize that the musicians had become drunk. When, at last, 
the foreign minister arrived, they played the Dominican national anthem 
with unusual vigour – and the next anthem almost blew us off our feet. 
Subsequently, many Canadian guests remarked that they had never heard 
“O Canada” played with such enthusiasm. 

According to custom, the band would play occasional pieces as back-
ground. If the party warmed up, they could be asked to play dance music. 
At this party, as soon as the speeches were over and the glasses of tepid 
champagne clinked, the band launched into an ear-crunching merengue. 
Dominican merengues are played loudly, even with four musicians, which 
is the usual number. A merengue played by thirty-six inebriated military 
musicians is an indelible experience. 

In the thirteen months since Trujillo had been killed, there had been 
two failed coups d’état, one successful coup d’état, and a brief civil war 
that was snuffed out by American gunboat diplomacy. The ministers, the 
generals, the politicians, the businessmen, the mining engineers, the dip-
lomats and their wives wanted to talk; some wanted to intrigue. However, 
conversation was impossible. I harangued and directed pianissimo ges-
tures at the conductor, a portly army captain who had imbibed almost as 
much as his men, and I gave orders to the waiters to cut off their supply of 
drink. The band played softly, and conversation resumed. But not for long. 
The music soon shifted from gentle mambo back to frenetic merengue. I 
shouted at the fat conductor. He smiled and the decibels subsided; then 
the cycle repeated. Even by eccentric local standards, it was an unusual 
evening. Hardbitten ambassadors looked stunned. They and the foreign 
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minister were the first to leave. Shortly thereafter, and none too soon, the 
last guests had driven past the club’s neatly spaced clumps of oleander to 
the coast road, and home. The ordeal was over. 

Or was it? Next morning, I was dismayed to find that there was no one 
at the office when I arrived. I phoned Clark at home. 

“What’s going on?” I asked. “Everyone seems to be under the misguid-
ed impression that today is a holiday, including you.”

“What are you saying?” rasped Clark. “Nobody’s at the office?”
“Just me.”
“Oh, God!” moaned Clark.
“What do you mean, ‘Oh, God!’?”
“I mean that today is not a holiday. I feel like death, and if the others 

feel like me, you probably won’t see them for a month.”
“Son of a bitch!” I said, and my body temperature seemed to drop. “I’d 

better make some calls.” I telephoned members of the staff and a few oth-
ers. Without exception they had been sick during the night. The memory 
of my conversation with Hilda removed the last shred of hope that this 
sickness was unrelated to Canadian hospitality. I had been too busy and 
too tense to eat anything. I called Clark again. 

“Do you know what we have done?”
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“I can guess,” he said.
“We’ve knocked out half the cabinet, the military command structure, 

the leaders of the business community, most of the diplomatic corps…and 
our friends.”

“Well,” he said, “look on the bright side.”
“What bright side? This is a bloody disaster.”
“At least,” said Clark, “no one will remember the champagne.”
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C u b a

W hos e  Man  i n  Havana ?

In the fall of 1962 the Cuban missile crisis captured the atten-
tion of the world. I was still in the Dominican Republic, where 
the neighbouring waters were the scene of a test of wills between 
John Kennedy, who had to decide whether to follow through on 
his ultimatum that Soviet missile-bearing freighters should turn 
around, and Nikita Khrushchev, who had to decide whether to 
take Kennedy’s ultimatum as a bluff, and order his freighters to 
proceed on course. These developments were much on our minds 
in Santo Domingo. But with coups d’état, counter-coups, and an 
election campaign, so much was going on in the streets around us 
that we were not as sensitive to the risks of nuclear extinction as 
we should have been. And, certainly, I had no premonition that I 
might be drawn into the fallout of the October Crisis.

In the spring of 1963 I received a telegram from External Affairs asking 
me to terminate my posting in the Dominican Republic as soon as possible 
and report to Ottawa for a briefing prior to a posting to Havana. The as-
signment was as attractive as it was unexpected. Fidel Castro had installed 
himself only four years before, Cuba was in social, political, and econom-
ic tumult, and the world was still reeling from its narrow escape from 
Armageddon. But getting away quickly was not so easy. In the miniscule 
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embassy in Santo Domingo I was chargé d’affaires, and had been for a 
year – a ridiculous situation, because I was far too junior, but no one in 
Ottawa was clamouring to come to a country still quivering from the up-
heaval that followed the assassination of Generalissimo Trujillo. Because 
there was no replacement in sight, there was a lot to do, and I arrogantly 
thought I should do some of it before leaving. Besides, I wanted a holiday. 
A telegram was sent to External Affairs asking if I could delay taking up 
the posting. Surprisingly, if grudgingly, they agreed. Only when I arrived 
in Ottawa did I learn that the Havana posting was not a normal job. 

At this distance in time, the background to the assignment may seem 
far-fetched. In April 1963 Lester Pearson defeated John Diefenbaker to 
become prime minister. President Kennedy had quietly rejoiced at the 
change in Ottawa. He and John Diefenbaker disliked each other. There 
were incentives on both the Canadian and American sides to ensure that 
the relationship was on a more solid footing. Although the Canadian 
armed forces had discreetly co-operated with the United States during 
the missile crisis, Diefenbaker had denied the Americans the full collab-
oration that Douglas Harkness, the minister of defence, had sought and 
that most NATO countries had already provided. For two days the prime 
minister had stalled placing Canadian forces on full alert. In the most 
authoritative chronicle of Canadian involvement (and non-involvement) 
in the crisis, Commander Peter Haydon noted that by October 24 most 
NATO countries were supportive of the Kennedy response. He wrote that 
the principal exception was Canada, whose “refusal to endorse Kennedy’s 
diplomacy deeply upset the Americans.”1 On this day the Globe and Mail 
editorialized that the policy of “sitting on the fence [was] unthinkable.” 
The New York Times had said much the same thing the day before. Bobby 
Kennedy’s needle was sharper: “Canada offers all aid short of help.”

The first meeting between President Kennedy and the new prime min-
ister took place at the president’s family compound in Hyannis Port on 
May 10 and 11. The official agenda for the Hyannis Port meeting covered 
the gamut of US–Canada relations (trade, security, fish) and included the 
acutely sensitive issue of US nuclear weapons on Canadian soil (a topic 
on which Kennedy and Pearson came to agreement). The conversation 
included Cuba, and the president’s desire to see Canada in the OAS. On 
the latter issue, Pearson responded that the time was not right to join the 
organization. 
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According to the declassified summary report of these meetings, and 
dated May 15, under the heading “Latin America,” we learn that “the 
President expressed warm appreciation for Canadian assistance in the 
field of intelligence.”2

Jim McCardle, who was at that time head of the Defence Liaison (2) 
Division, which dealt with security and intelligence for External Affairs, 
confided to me and to our ambassador in Havana that Pearson had con-
firmed with the president a recently established arrangement whereby an 
officer at the Canadian Embassy in Havana would respond to American 
intelligence “tasking” on Soviet military and naval activities in Cuba. 

Kennedy and Khrushchev had fully understood that the world was 
teetering on the edge of an abyss. They had stood down their respective 
hawks – advisors, mostly military, in both the Kremlin and Washington 
who had pressed for a pre-emptive first strike. They had agreed on a solu-
tion. So, if the crisis was over, why would the Americans make a highly 
unusual request to Canada for intelligence support? Canada did not have 
(nor does it have now) a separate foreign intelligence service.

JFK and PM Pearson at Hyannis Port in May 1963.
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A month after the crisis, the Kennedy administration was fairly con-
fident that Khrushchev had withdrawn all nuclear weapons from Cuba. 
Intense overhead photo reconnaissance by the US Navy and Air Force 
continued, but the level of trust in Soviet assurances was understandably 
low. The Americans could not be totally certain that all “offensive” as op-
posed to “defensive” weapons encompassed in the deal with Khrushchev 
had been recalled. Khrushchev had accepted Kennedy’s condition that 
the withdrawal of aggressive missiles and their nuclear warheads would 
be verified by United Nations inspectors. Fidel Castro had vetoed the ar-
rangement as an abuse of Cuban sovereignty. 

Apprehension in Washington resurfaced in November 1962, when 
aerial photography revealed the presence of mobile “battlefield” tactical 
weapons. Called Lunas by the Russians and FROGS by NATO, these weap-
ons had a maximum range of fifty miles, and nuclear capability. Some had 
been deployed near the US base at Guantánamo, a posture that some in 
Washington did not regard as defensive. According to David Coleman in 
his book The Fourteenth Day, Defense Secretary Robert McNamara re-
ferred to the potential use of Luna missiles as “the most dangerous ele-
ment of the entire episode.” Coleman adds that “detecting and identifying 
Luna missiles proved a challenge for US intelligence.”3 The Luna issue 
persisted. In February 1963 Richard Helms, the CIA’s director of opera-
tions, informed a congressional subcommittee that although there was no 
evidence that Luna nuclear warheads were based in Cuba at that time, he 
“could not rule out” their presence. There was also concern about the esti-
mated twenty-four operational surface-to-air missile (SAM) bases on the 
island, and the estimated sixteen Komar-class guided missile patrol boats. 
It was evident that Washington felt the need for more eyes on the ground. 
By this time there was also concern that Cuban counter-intelligence (the 
infamous G-2) had rounded up large numbers of CIA agents on the island, 
thus intensifying the requirement for more ground-level information. 

In the half-century that has passed since the dramatic events of 
October 1962, a remarkable accumulation of data has been released for 
public and particularly academic scrutiny from both sides of the divide. 
David Coleman’s recent research, especially previously unexamined pres-
idential tapes, offers a much-improved understanding of the anxieties 
in Washington which continued after the main lines of the Kennedy/
Khrushchev deal had been reached on October 28 and which, in turn, 
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helps to explain why the United States would have sought ‘non-profes-
sional’ Canadian assistance with ground-level intelligence in Cuba. In 
addition to the Lunas, Coleman cites: continuing uncertainty about the 
withdrawal of all nuclear warheads; evidence that Soviet and American 
interpretations of the weapons withdrawal agreement were not identical; 
the presence of FKR missiles (a Cruise-type short-range missile) which, 
like the Lunas, could be fitted with nuclear warheads; plans to establish 
Soviet submarine bases; and concern that Ill-28 bombers (capable of car-
rying 12-kiloton nuclear bombs) had not been crated and shipped. In 
November 1962, Anastas Mikoyan, Khrushchev’s deputy, had been sent to 
Havana to mollify an incensed Cuban leader. Instead, as Coleman quotes 
him, Mikoyan found that “Castro’s famed revolutionary passion was be-
coming worryingly apocalyptic.”4 

These were the central concerns. There were others. With his own vi-
sion kindled by success in Cuba, Castro was actively promoting armed 
revolution elsewhere in Latin America. Priority targets were Venezuela, 
Guatemala, and Colombia. 

Another element that may have influenced the American request was 
the fact, evident at Hyannis Port, that the US president, senior officers in 
the State Department, and the CIA, had been impressed by the timeli-
ness and quality of the reporting from Canada’s small Havana embassy 
in the months both preceding and following the crisis. On its own initia-
tive Ottawa had encouraged the embassy to undertake surveillance of the 
loading and offloading of missile-shaped crates in the ports of Mariel and 
Havana. 

So, why me? After two and a half years in the Dominican Republic, I 
had Spanish. Another factor influencing my selection might have been my 
status as a reserve officer in the Royal Canadian Navy. I never found out.

In any event, the cogs in the East Block of Parliament Hill, where most 
of External Affairs was then located, began to move. When it was agreed 
that my assignment could be delayed, another junior officer was found to 
perform the role on a temporary basis. Selected was the ebullient and de-
lightfully eccentric George Cowley, who had just returned from a posting 
in Japan. (Before joining the foreign service he had spent an adventurous 
time selling encyclopedias in Africa.)

After several months in Cuba, George returned in time to share with 
me his newly acquired trade secrets. We spent an afternoon in Zellers, 
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where George selected plaid shirts, khaki pants, and tennis shoes of a 
style that more or less resembled those worn by Soviet soldiers in Cuba. 
Officially Moscow said that the only Russians stationed in Cuba were a 
few service attachés at their embassy, but in fact in 1963 the number of 
soldiers was close to 30,000, and, to preserve the fiction, none were in 
uniform. Officially the Russians called their troops “agricultural experts.” 
Unofficially they referred to them as “checkered shirts.” George’s advice, 
which I resolutely followed, was that I should camouflage myself. With 
my new wardrobe, and information on what and whom to expect, I was 
almost ready for Havana. 

The last step was a visit to Washington, and then Langley, Virginia, 
where briefings at CIA headquarters were arranged for me. I should 
explain. What Mr. Pearson had confirmed was primarily an American 
enterprise. Specific taskings were to originate at Langley, and they were 
passed to the Canadian embassy intelligence liaison office in Washington, 
who passed them to DL(2) Division in the East Block. From the East Block, 
the messages were transmitted by special cipher machine to the embassy 
in Havana. The same laundering process was followed in the reverse di-
rection, sometimes via the US embassy in Ottawa. Less urgent reporting 
from Havana was sent by diplomatic bag under cover of a letter. 

At the conclusion of my briefings in Langley the senior CIA officer 
thanked me for taking on this assignment, then added, “We have a little 
gift for you,” whereupon he produced a small, sophisticated camera with 
telescopic lenses. (Zoom lenses were not yet in common use.) I should not 
have been surprised, but I was. My mind raced – raced about what would 
happen to me if I was caught with incriminating film, either by the Soviets 
or the Cubans. It seemed to me that the chances of being caught lurking 
around Soviet military installations in a look-alike Russian plaid shirt 
were not insignificant. The Americans could certainly not protect me, nor 
would I want them to. The Canadians, who enjoyed remarkably good bi-
lateral relations with the Cuban government and who would have insisted 
on my diplomatic immunity, would have been acutely embarrassed. While 
a niggle about being ungracious to my hosts also ran through my head, I 
politely declined.5

Now the Americans were surprised. “But how will you give us the detail 
we need about guidance and other electronic equipment? Configuration is 
essential for recognition!”
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“Ah,” I said, “I sketch. I will send you sketches.” Expressions of dismay 
appeared. My interlocutors were no doubt thinking dark thoughts about 
secret agents in Havana sending back drawings of the inner workings of 
vacuum cleaners, as in Graham Greene’s classic spy novel Our Man in 
Havana. According to my reflections at the time, film taken with a tele-
scopic lens would identify me as a professional agent, while a captor might 
consider sketches to be amateurish, and therefore less blatantly incrimi-
nating. So sketching is what I did.

To my surprise, and thanks to intrepid research by Access to 
Information officers in Foreign Affairs and by Library and Archives 
Canada, I have been able to track down these sketches. Even better, they 
had been declassified, along with many of my reports. Several of these 
sketches are included in this chapter. At the time I was unaware of the ex-
tra steps taken by DL(2) Division to conceal the fact that (a) this reporting 
was taking place, and (b) all of these reports were shared with the CIA. 
The covering letters from Havana were marked “Secret” and addressed to 
the head of DL(2) Division. On arrival in Ottawa, they had been stamped 
not only “Canadian Eyes Only” – anomalous in the circumstances – but 
“Protect Source,” as well as “Ottawa Only,” a designation I had never heard 
of. It sounds like overkill, but it was clearly intended to restrict access as 
much as possible for this out-of-character clandestine mission. It may have 
been that the abundance of security classifications was also intended to 
provide protection for me. Possibly, but I doubt it. As far as I can recall, the 
potential hazards of the job were never discussed. 

Several of my reports, including a telegram describing Soviet shipping 
movements and cargo, were found by my friend, Professor Don Munton, 
in the declassified archives of the John F. Kennedy library in Boston. Their 
source was clearly the Canadian embassy in Havana, and the CIA had sent 
them, along with other briefing material, to the White House.

 • 
Getting into Havana in the early sixties was a roundabout operation. 
Every country in the hemisphere had broken relations with Cuba except 
for Mexico and Canada. One route was from Moscow, with a fuelling 
stop in Gander, for the enormous long-range Tupolev 114s and Antonovs. 
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However, Aeroflot discouraged non-approved passengers. The route for 
most Canadians was by Cubana Airlines out of Mexico City on aging 
Bristol Britannias. 

When I arrived in Havana, I was not taken, as I expected, to one of 
the infamously louche downtown hotels, but driven directly to my new 
residence in the once upper-bourgeois suburb of Cubanacan. There was 
no need to go to a hotel. My new home was fully equipped; it included a 
maid, Pura, and Blackie, a large dog of mixed breeding. It was explained 
to me that the owner, Mr. William Skilton, had mentioned to his friend 
the Canadian ambassador that he and his family would be leaving Cuba, 
and as soon as the unpleasantness with Fidel Castro came to an end they 
would return. In the meantime, the house and maid would be available 
to the Canadian embassy. Like many others, Mr. Skilton expected to re-
turn within a few months. George Kidd, the ambassador, had said, “Right, 
Graham’s coming. That’s where we will put him.”

The house was called Los Venaditos, after the life-sized sculpture of a 
deer and fawn that stood on a small island on the street outside. It was a 
very comfortable, largish bungalow with a pale pink exterior. Inside, it was 
as if the family had just left for the weekend. The furnishings, the wall dec-
orations, the plates, the utensils – everything was in place. A pipe hung in 
a pipe rack above an ashtray. Skilton was an American and the owner of a 
small factory, and he and his family had left with their suitcases for a short 
stay in Florida. Somehow they had managed to leave without attracting 
the suspicions of the Cuban authorities, who would normally have expro-
priated the house and its contents as they had done with those of all my 
neighbours. The surrounding houses had been seized and converted into 
boarding houses for becados and becadas – students from the countryside. 
One well-protected mansion nearby was occupied by young men from 
central Africa who were being given “specialized” military training. 

The Cuban foreign ministry was given my address. I was married half-
way through my posting, and Judy and I lived openly in Los Venaditos. 
Again, I should explain. All Canadian members of the embassy took turns 
travelling to Mexico City to exchange diplomatic bags with the regular 
diplomatic courier and to shop for goods not available in Havana. In the 
course of my trips, I met and pursued Judy, who was on her first posting at 
the embassy in Mexico City as secretary to the ambassador. For some rea-
son of bureaucratic incompetence, the Cuban government never realized 
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that we should not have been living in Venaditos and that I should have 
been renting authorized accommodation from the Cuban state. While the 
Skiltons did not request payment, I paid them from my bank account in 
Canada. This arrangement was improper in Cuban terms and unconven-
tional in embassy terms. I was learning that there were many things about 
this posting that were unconventional. 

On the northern edge of Cubanacan was the Havana country club and 
golf course. Recently ‘acquired’ by the state, it was being transformed at 
Fidel’s command into a cluster of schools for ballet, theatre, and the plas-
tic arts. The design had been awarded to a genial acquaintance, Ricardo 
Porro. One of Cuba’s most creative architects, Porro explained that his 
design had “erotic dimensions.” Carefully moulded cupolas and other fe-
male and male parts were incorporated into the architecture. Art in Cuba 
was aesthetically uninhibited and bore no relation to the ‘socialist real-
ism’ of the Soviet model. Political cartoons in the newspapers and poster 
cartoons, while anti-Yankee and pro-Fidel, were brilliant and eventually 
became collector’s items. (I nicked a couple from telephone poles.) Porro 
was given the commission to design the Cuban pavilion at EXPO 67 in 
Montreal. However, his imagination soared beyond his budget and he was 
replaced.

Canada and the world as seen by Cuban cartoonists in the mid sixties.
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Once on the ground in Havana my job was to identify Soviet weap-
ons, electronic detection and communications systems, and, to the extent 
possible, the movement of Soviet troops and equipment. US naval and air 
force photo reconnaissance aircraft, high-flying U2s, low level Crusaders, 
and 101s provided the locations and rough configurations of Soviet mil-
itary installations, but not enough detail. The coordinates were routed to 
me through Ottawa, and with this information plotted on a map, I would 
set off in my car, almost invariably on back roads, and drive as close as 
I could to the perimeter of the site in question – not too close, but close 
enough to sketch the equipment and make notes. Sometimes the camp 
was too well hidden, or the approach road would have alerted even the 
most gullible of Soviet guards to my intentions. Back at the embassy, I 
would attempt to identify the equipment by referring to a NATO manu-
al of Soviet weapons and communications systems. The report, plus the 
sketches, would be sent by diplomatic bag. The sketches depicted SAM, 
Cruise (FKR), and Komar missiles sheathed in canvas – or, in the case 
of the Komars, partially so. I did not spot a Luna. The bag left once ev-
ery fortnight to Ottawa via my romance route to Mexico City – a rather 
lengthy process for information that was potentially sensitive. However, 
in most cases a summary of the findings, and especially anything possibly 
significant, would be dispatched by the new dedicated cipher machine.

SAMs (also called SA-2 by NATO) were an intelligence priority from 
the outset of the crisis and throughout my period in Havana. Tensions, 
already near the tipping point, escalated on October 27, 1962, when a 
Soviet unit fired two SAMs at an overflying U-2 reconnaissance aircraft, 
destroying it and killing the USAF pilot, Major Rudolf Anderson. As pre-
viously noted, hawks in Moscow and Washington, and Fidel Castro in 
Havana, were urging pre-emptive nuclear strikes, and that danger was 
removed only on the following day, when the “unofficial” proposal from 
Kennedy to withdraw Jupiter missiles from Turkey in exchange for the re-
moval of the nuclear missiles from Cuba received a positive response from 
Khrushchev. Conscious that delays in the transmission and decrypting of 
messages between the two capitals, which could take up to ten hours, were 
playing into the hands of the hawks, the Soviet leader ordered his reply to 
Kennedy to be broadcast openly from Radio Moscow. The prospect of re-
ciprocal nuclear attacks never again reached the hair-trigger point of that 
week, but sabre-, SAM- and Luna-rattling did not come to an end.
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Castro never accepted the Kennedy/Khrushchev deal. He may have 
begun to suspect that the primary objective of Khrushchev’s bold move 
was not to protect the Cuban revolution, but to shift the strategic balance 
so that he could force the Western powers (the US, the UK, and France) 
out of Berlin.6 In any event, as Mikoyan discovered, Castro felt betrayed. 
He complained to the Russians and fulminated loudly at the Americans. 
In April 1964, on the occasion of the third anniversary of his defeat of 
the CIA-organized invasion of the Bay of Pigs, Castro declaimed, “There 
are limits to prudence and limits to calm. There are limits beyond which 
one must not go – and these limits are being dangerously abused.” In the 
same ominously hyperbolic tone he went on, “The Cuban people are not 
prepared to tolerate indefinitely the penetrations of the Marines [he was 
referring to Guantánamo] or stand idly by while their air space is being 
violated…and rather than a miserable peace, it is a hundred times better 
to have the dignified peace of the grave.” It was a longer way of saying, 
“Patria o Muerte.”

Nine days later, on April 28, 1964, the Cuban foreign minister, Raul 
Roa, delivered a letter to UN Secretary General U Thant protesting that 
six hundred American spy planes had overflown Cuba since the missile 
crisis, and that this represented “the arbitrary, provocative, illegal, and ir-
responsible conduct of the USA, a country that has sent trained saboteurs 
into Cuba to subvert the Socialist order, destroy the property of the people, 
and commit murder.”

At the time the British embassy in Havana called these statements 
“unexpectedly pugnacious.” The Canadian embassy regarded them as 
more serious than posturing. In a telegram of April 21, following Castro’s 
Bay of Pigs speech, the embassy said that “there would seem to be clear 
threats to attempt to shoot down US planes.” At this time the Cubans did 
not control the SAM system, but they did use conventional anti-aircraft 
weapons (unsuccessfully) against low-flying reconnaissance aircraft such 
as the Crusaders flown by the US Navy or the Voodoos flown by the US 
Air Force. However, by the spring of 1964 there was mounting anxiety in 
Washington that Cuban pressure to take over the SAM system from the 
Soviet military might succeed. If this happened, the threat of escalation 
would instantly become more acute. 

Unsurprisingly, the American reaction was firm. The State Department 
pointed out that it regarded the overflights as necessary in order to avoid 
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the deception used against them in 1962, warning that if Castro does 
shoot down an overflying aircraft, “another Cuban crisis could erupt im-
mediately.” In a statement issued on April 20, 1964, Dick Philips, the State 
Department spokesman, explained that “overflights are a substitute for 
the onsite inspection agreed to by the Soviets in October 1962, but which 
Fidel Castro refused to permit.”

Against this background, it was understood that many of my taskings 
related to SAM missile sites. One long night sticks vividly in my memo-
ry. Air reconnaissance had reported that a Soviet base, probably a SAM 
missile unit, was packing up, either for redeployment within Cuba or for 
shipment back to Russia. The Soviet army moved its installations by night 
to avoid overhead detection. I was given the coordinates of the base and 
asked to scout the roads in an eastern radius to determine where the con-
voy was headed and what it contained. I was instructed to be in the target 
area, about a two-hour drive from Havana, by midnight. 

Just before midnight I was driving along a secondary highway when 
I saw the dimmed lights of a line of trucks approaching. A long convoy of 
jeeps, large vans, trucks, and articulated trucks was moving eastward – all 
recognizably Soviet vehicles. Bingo! I had my quarry. 

I drew up at the side of the road and opened my notebook. By then more 
than half the convoy had passed and the balance were moving too quickly 
for more than sporadic notes and inscrutable doodles. When the convoy 
had moved past I waited perhaps five minutes, turned my Volkswagen 
Beetle around, and headed off in pursuit. Apart from the Russians and 
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myself, there was no traffic on the road. It was very dark; there was no 
moon, or at most a crescent. I overtook the vehicles slowly, two or three at 
a time. With my notebook beside me, I jotted down short descriptions of 
the vehicles and did rough sketches of the shapes of the loads. Of particu-
lar interest were the forty-foot-long canvas-shrouded canister shapes with 
pointed noses – almost certainly SAMs. To double-check on shapes and 
numbers, I drove on until I was about five miles beyond the convoy and 
parked, fairly well hidden by trees at the side of the road. I waited there 
until I saw the tail of the last flatbed, lit by a single blue light. 

Perhaps I should have followed the convoy to the new destination, but 
this would have been pushing my luck. As it was, I found it curious that on 
a lonely country road in the middle of the night, no security vehicle peeled 
off to stop me and ask questions. Language problems, or perhaps orders 
to stay clear of the natives. There also appeared to be virtually no Soviet 
collaboration with the Cuban army or even with G-2, the Cuban intelli-
gence service. Cuban motorcycle outriders would have been more alert to 
persons and vehicles that did not reasonably fit the setting. Apart from a 
brash moment when an embassy colleague and I were stopped from enter-
ing the secure communications area of one of the ancient Spanish fortifi-
cations in Havana Harbour (we excused ourselves as bungling tourists), I 
was never stopped in the course of these operations. Soviet bases, at least 
the ones that I observed, were lightly guarded, and almost exclusively by 
Soviet soldiers, who were not encouraged to fraternize with Cubans. (The 
Cuban soldiers wore uniforms.) I assume that luck also played a role.

My Zellers imitation Soviet sports shirts probably helped as well. My 
hair was fair, so to the Cubans I looked like a Russian soldier or an Eastern 
Bloc technician. My wife and I were sometimes greeted coldly by Cuban 
citizens as Rusas or Czecas. In the street in Holguin one afternoon, three 
Cuban men held their noses as they walked past me. I had been driving 
for a long time and was probably trailing fragrance, but I suspect that the 
gesture was more political than olfactory. Cubans, even many loyal Castro 
Cubans, did not care for the Russians and their East Bloc colleagues who 
came as technicians. A secondary factor may have been that in those days 
soap was not as important a feature of daily Soviet routine as it was for the 
scrupulously hygienic Cubans.

Several times I was accompanied by Vaughan Johnson, the embas-
sy administrator and a sergeant in the Canadian Army Reserve. On one 
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occasion the road took us within about twenty metres of a camp fence. 
Vans with electronic gadgetry were readily visible inside. However, there 
was no shrubbery or other cover nearby, and a drive-past at a non-suspi-
cious speed did not afford enough time to sketch the parade of masts and 
swiveling hardware. It was broad daylight, and repeated drive-bys were 
out of the question. In the end we stopped within good viewing distance 
and changed a non-flat tire – probably Vaughan’s idea. 

When I arrived, the Canadian ambassador was George Kidd. As 
already mentioned, the reports that he and his first secretary, Dwight 
Fulford, sent to Ottawa during and after the October Crisis were high-
ly regarded in Ottawa and Washington. At the Hyannis Port meeting, 
President Kennedy had singled out Canadian reporting for appreciation. 
Dwight and Barbara Fulford operated a ménage. On each of my frequent 
visits to their home I was amazed by the profusion of kids and dogs parad-
ing in and out of the doors and ground-floor windows. Some of the kids 
and most of the dogs did not belong to them. On weekends, this hodge-
podge was packed into their station wagon along with picnic supplies for 
a day at the beach. The Fulfords were known to our French colleagues as 
le cirque ambulant.

Fidel Castro, Graham, and Ambassador Mayrand.
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I have mentioned Vaughan; there was also Gaby Warren, the third 
secretary, whose official activities were largely consular (two Canadians 
had been arrested, caught red-handed importing explosives for the CIA).7 
Gaby’s unofficial activities were consumed by plunging into the incredi-
bly rich Cuban musical scene and (to the chagrin of External Affairs) the 
hot pursuit of a beautiful Cuban girl. Gaby was exquisitely vulnerable to 
elaborate April Fool concoctions.8 There were two delightful secretaries, 
Mavis Edmonds and Dorothy Lewis. The communicator who punched 
out my telegrams was George Franklin. He and I had a ten-dollar bet as to 
who would kill the greater number of tarantulas in our respective homes 
by the time one of us had to leave. George won, 5 to 4. One of mine was 
nesting in a slipper. The local staff were splendid; many of them suffered 
acutely when friends and close relations were arrested. I recall one young 
woman particularly. Her husband had been arrested shortly after their 
marriage and her anguish was never far from the surface.

The security guards, all former soldiers, formed another branch of the 
embassy family. They exasperated the Ottawa security people in DL(2) by 
consorting with Cuban chorus girls. One, a transplanted Cockney, admit-
ted to us that his popularity had a lot to do with his access to nylons and 
other goodies not available in Cuba’s austere, nationalized economy. As 
a British soldier, this fellow had been captured at Dunkirk and had spent 
the rest of the war in a German prisoner of war camp. He was, he told us, 
catching up.

The embassy was awash with courtship. In addition to Gaby’s and 
mine, the genial and dry-humoured Chuck Svoboda, Gaby’s replacement, 
married Lisa, the slim, attractive daughter of a Havana-based Swedish dip-
lomat. Chuck was the only athletic-looking member of our motley crew.

For a young foreign service officer it was a fascinating environment. 
Everyone worked hard, but in Havana in those days the standard of dip-
lomatic revelry was high, the zest of diplomatic party life being a function 
of both political isolation and local drama. There were swimming par-
ties, and a Roman toga ball. I held several scavenger hunts, with points 
for commandeering a Soviet jeep (extra points if it contained Russians), a 
diplomatic bag (extra points if it was Russian one),9 a Hungarian bus, and 
an electric toothbrush (almost non-existent in Havana at that time). One 
item, which spoke of change in Canada, was points for the best design of 
a Canadian flag.10 A special bonus was offered to anyone who managed 
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to obtain an authenticated hair from Che Guevara’s beard. Che was in 
Havana at this point, but this bonus was not collected. The scavenger list 
may have been politically dodgy, but spirits were high and uninhibited. 
Shortly before my arrival, Gaby and George Cowley had convened a mas-
querade party at which each guest was invited to dress as his or her favou-
rite sin. One diplomat, overdosed on bravado, came as Fidel Castro. These 
festivities invariably concluded in a cloud of ambrosial cigar smoke.

The Cuban system tolerated social intercourse between Western dip-
lomats and citizens. Many of our friends were among the disenchanted 
and through them we obtained a picture of some of the challenges faced 
by ordinary Cubans. The food industries, large farms and food transport, 
along with much else, had been nationalized. The result was instant cha-
os and acute rationing. For example, bananas or tomatoes might be so 
plentiful in one part of the country that they would be left to rot, while 
in most other regions they would be unobtainable. Belts were worn (and 
are still worn) tight. However, some citizens found imaginative ways of 
beating the system – or at least a part of it. A Cuban favorite is lechon or 
pig roasted on a spit and its absence from the menu was intensely felt. Our 
friend, Carlos Agostini, a violinist at the National Symphony Orchestra, 
overcame the lechon problem. He and his wife, Maria Victoria, kept a pig, 
partitioned from view, on the roof of their downtown apartment building. 
This practice was illegal for a number of reasons, hygiene being only one. 
A constant challenge for the Agostini family was to avoid detection by the 
‘Committee for the Defense of the Revolution’ (CDR), a neighbourhood 
snoop organization dedicated to reporting not just counter-revolutionary 
activities, but ‘non-revolutionary’ norms such as the length of a skirt (too 
short) or the length of male hair (too long). Another friend, Haydée Scull, 
did a flourishing and risky trade with the sale of hilarious lampoons of 
revolutionary excess, often featuring the CDR, beautifully executed in 
framed and painted relief sculptures. 
 At diplomatic functions the currency of conversation was too 
often rumour. In an environment of fear and rigorous censorship there 
were few reliable facts and those few were generally of little interest to our 
respective foreign ministries. The atmosphere was oppressive, although 
less insidiously suffocating than that in Ciudad Trujillo before the dic-
tator’s assassination. Enveloped in this fog, we made the best of it. At the 
time of my arrival a popular topic was whether Fidel was a full-blown 
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Marxist/Leninist or still the radical socialist depicted in the late fifties by 
New York Times correspondent Herbert Matthews. It was soon clear that 
he had jettisoned any ‘liberal’ precepts – an understanding that shifted 
the debate to whether he had ever had any. Discussion was non-stop on 
the fluctuations of Soviet/Cuban relations. A burning issue which con-
sumed the diplomatic community for many months was the location of 
Che Guevara. Che had disappeared from sight and the latest rumours and 
alleged sightings were dissected by my colleagues and, of course, by me. 
Before long the subject had passed out of the zone of serious discourse and 
had become a suitable target for mischief – or so it seemed to me. Toward 
the end of a well-lubricated dinner party and in this mildly irresponsible 
state of mind, I was asked by a colleague from a non-aligned country if I 
had any fresh information on Che. In what I thought was a jocular tone, I 
replied, “Perhaps he has taken refuge in the Canadian embassy.” Inevitably 
this rumour bounced back. The denials of the ambassador11 (from whom I 
had hidden the provenance of the rumour) and the embassy staff were not 
always convincing.

Even with “control” in Langley there were occasional attempts to 
lighten the correspondence. In February 1964 a request was received by 
the usual channel to report on an “unidentified construction” near the vil-
lage of Lombillo. A potentially suspicious configuration of concrete shapes 
in concentric ovals had been spotted by aerial surveillance. Interest was 
intensified as a result of the presence of Soviet tanks and an armoured 
car at the perimeter. Following a reconnaissance visit, I reported that the 
construction was almost complete, and that “a large herd of cows was ob-
served feeding from the mysterious concentric troughs.” The letter con-
cluded, “Perhaps we should mention that according to local tradition it is 
our prerogative to develop ominous shapes resembling vacuum cleaners.”

Of course I was not the only embassy-based intelligence agent working 
in Cuba after the October crisis. How many of us were there? I could not be 
sure. I was authorized to make myself known to one. X was brilliant and 
altogether remarkable. He gave parties at which he might compose Monty 
Python-like lyrics for pet, soap, and lingerie commercials that he sang to his 
own accompaniment on the piano, while Jacinto, his major-domo, kept the 
guests sustained with a steady stream of rum and gin-based cocktails. 

One sticky afternoon I watched while the devoted Jacinto rolled up 
his pant legs, placed a gin and tonic on his tray, and delivered it to X, 



49Cuba

who was resting in his chair at the shallow end of his pool. This was the 
same pool into which Judy and I introduced a freshly caught five-foot-long 
marlin, which by then was dead. This fish, stuffed, now hangs in Vaughan 
Johnson’s house in Ottawa. X’s eccentric panache and Y, his beautiful wife, 
a former ballerina, inspired such mischief. On Y’s birthday, we arranged 
to send her a magenta-coloured bidet filled with flowers. On another oc-
casion I left on their verandah a home-made chastity belt, cut from an old 
tin tea chest and trimmed with foam rubber. 

From time to time we did “joint operations.” X was a professional and 
I admired his aplomb, but I did not participate in most of his activities, 
nor did he tell me about them. Those we conducted together were fairly 
straightforward – travelling to Cuban ports to check who or what was 
being offloaded from or loaded onto Soviet freighters or passenger ships. 

By November 1963 the United States had blacklisted 187 ships for de-
fying the US embargo on trading with Cuba, of which 56 were British, 
54 Greek, 34 Lebanese, 10 Italian, and 8 Polish. Most of the non–Soviet 
Bloc vessels were the dregs of the sea. An embassy letter of November 7 
describes them as “tired, rust-encrusted, with railings askew and cluttered 
decks – many looking like refugees from a Conrad novel,” and observed 
that “at a time of over-supply of merchant shipping, it would seem that 
these aged tramps have little to lose by engaging in the Cuban trade.” By 
contrast, the Soviet merchant ships appeared to be mostly of post-war 
construction and well maintained. Unlike X, who already spoke Russian, 
I had to learn the Cyrillic alphabet so that I could identify these ships. 

In the course of our joint ventures, X and I developed a stress-relief 
therapy. On the way home we would find a quiet beach or a shaded glen 
and spread a picnic blanket. X would open a box from which he removed 
two small crystal goblets. From the same box he would take a thermos 
containing pre-mixed martinis. My contribution was a jar of olives. 

Cuba was, of course, a dictatorship. But what sort of dictatorship? 
There were heartbreaking brutalities and breath-taking stupidities, but 
grim as they were, they could not be compared with the vicious barbarity 
of Trujillo’s tyranny next door. Michael Arkus, a friend and the Reuters 
correspondent at that time in Havana, wrote “Despite … the purges, limits 
on freedom and other restrictions, you never got the feeling that you were 
living in the oppressive, grey Kafkaesque police state that existed in other 
Communist countries in Europe or China – certainly not the atrocious 
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hell conjured up in the counter-revolutionary propaganda from the Miami 
exiles.” Arkus concluded that Cuba was “Leninism lite.”12 If you had to 
be born in a Latin American slum and if your parents understood the 
options and had some choice about where that would be, the chances are 
they would choose Cuba. Unlike the rest of Latin America, it had brought 
health care, education, and potentially a ladder to the bottom layers. If the 
alternative was illiteracy, disease, and an early death, they would look at 
the price as more than tolerable. However, for much of the large middle 
class, which was significantly larger than the Castro spin had cast it, the 
revolution was a disaster. And many of the disenchanted had been early 
supporters of Castro.

When the mission was over I sometimes wondered whether I had re-
ported anything significant in that acutely nervous Cold War context. I 
don’t know – Langley never told me – but I doubt it. I suspect that the 
real value of this mission had been its contributions to a basic intelligence 
task, which was the removal of question marks about the distribution of 
Soviet forces, the identity of their weapons and equipment, their combat 
readiness, and the existence or non-existence of collaboration with the 
Cuban army. One trivial example was the time we demystified “curious 
poles” as recently planted trees. Were Cubans operating SAMs? Were 
Soviet forces and equipment coming or going? Many others as well as 
myself were adding to the “big picture” that was being examined on a 
twenty-four hour basis at Langley and at the National Security Council in 
the White House. Whatever dark places the CIA had been and would go, 
this operation made sense. These were the years when many thousands of 
families were building nuclear fallout shelters in their basements or under 
their backyards. 

There was another benefit. The operation was worth at least one 
brownie point in the overall relationship with the United States.

In the fall of 1964 my clandestine work came to an end. I replaced 
Dwight Fulford as number two in the embassy with a focus on political 
and economic reporting. My CIA work was taken on by Alan McLaine, 
who arrived with his wife Tudy and three small daughters, known to us 
affectionately as the frogs. 

 • 
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The towering event of the next twelve months was Hurricane Flora. The 
storm struck Cuba at seven o’clock in the morning, October 2, 1964 – the 
worst hurricane in Cuban history, and the sixth worst ever recorded in the 
Atlantic region. Reaching wind speeds of 230 kph, it cut a swath through 
Haiti, leaving five thousand dead. It came ashore in Cuba 30 km east of 
Guantánamo in Oriente Province, heading in a northwesterly direction. 
However, 80 km inland, and hedged in by a neighbouring pressure sys-
tem and the Escambray mountains, it veered and began the first of several 
devastating loops. North of Santiago it turned 360 degrees, then moved 
east until it was just west of Santa Cruz, where it turned 200 degrees. 
On October 8 it headed inland, then left the island a few miles west of 
Cabo Lucrecia on the northwest coast. Flora savaged eastern Cuba for an 
unprecedented four days. Wind velocity slowed over the land; it was the 
rain that did the damage. In Santiago over 80 inches, or 2,000 mm, fell. 
Valleys and plains filled with water and huge segments of Cuban livestock 
and agriculture were laid waste. Despite a well-organized early warning, 
seventeen hundred Cubans died. 

Ottawa was planning to airlift emergency assistance, and needed first-
hand reports. Two of us drove east from Havana: Gaby into Camaguey, 
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and me through other areas of Camaguey and into Oriente. Driving deep 
into the devastated area was a nightmare. For mile after mile flotsam hung 
from telephone wires, and even from the tops of the poles. Large swatches 
of both provinces stank of death and putrefaction. 

Although I am writing about events that took place fifty years ago, I 
can still recall the almost adolescent thrill of most of these adventures. As 
a child, much of the fiction I was nurtured on included Boys’ Own and the 
novels of G.A. Henty. Published in the decade before the First World War 
and handed down to me by my father, these swashbuckling adventures 
could stir the adrenalin of a child of the thirties and forties. Both person-
ally and professionally, these were very good times. But they were not all 
good. 

Hurricane Flora was appalling, but the worst single day was November 
22, 1963. I was in the outskirts of Havana on my way back from an over-
night mission in eastern Cuba. The car radio was on, and the program was 
interrupted to announce the assassination of President Kennedy in Dallas. 
I was desolated. My mind had magnified and undoubtedly exaggerated the 
link between the president and my assignment, but I always believed that 
he had been involved in moving the wheels that had taken me to Cuba. 
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U n i t e d  K i n g d o m

T he  T hame s ,  Bunn ie s ,  and  B i c y c l e s

Our posting to London in the fall of 1967 came as a total surprise 
and proved in most ways to be a total joy. As a political officer I 
covered the beginning of the ‘troubles’ in Northern Ireland and 
spent many nights in the much-bombed Europa Hotel in Belfast 
while visiting British army officers, Catholic priests, and Ulster 
politicians. Two years into the posting and as a consequence of 
major government cutbacks I became the high commission’s 
temporary press, cultural, and public affairs officer with access to 
fresh vistas on British society – for which experience I was highly 
motivated but inadequately prepared. This chapter focuses on 
incidents involving the cast in Canada House. It opens with our 
setting on the Thames.

5 Petyt Place was our first home in London and the one which received our 
sons Gywn and Peter soon after they were born. It stands at the end of a 
tiny cul-de-sac in Chelsea. All five houses look out over Cheyne Walk onto 
the Thames with a view of the Albert Bridge to the east and the Battersea 
Bridge to the west. Until 1941 this perspective had been blocked by anoth-
er row of houses. Blown up during the blitz, they had been replaced by a 
sunken garden and a bronze nude. At the head of the street is Chelsea Old 
Church – heavily damaged by the same blockbuster, but restored. It is also 
known as the Church of Sir Thomas More, Henry VIII’s martyred lord 
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chancellor, canonized by the Catholic Church as St. Thomas More and 
vilified by Protestants as a brutal persecutor.

Judy had found this jewel, and the rent was affordable because London 
property values were stagnant and in 1967 the Canadian dollar was strong 
against the pound. The sixties also meant that the Thames was still a vibrant 
commercial artery. Enchanting even in fog, the view from our sitting room 
windows was alive with barges and tugs. It was not difficult to understand the 
attraction of the Thames and especially the textures of brick and water in the 
late afternoon sun to people like Caneletto, Turner, and Monet. The only flaw 
in this idyll was the foul smell when the wind blew down the river from one 
of London’s industrial parks. The Borough Council explained that it was the 
result of the cracking of juniper berries at the gin distillery in Wandsworth. 
As in other places, we were lucky in our timing. Soon after our departure 
the barges disappeared and the prices skyrocketed. Number 5 was eventually 
bought by one of the heirs to the Max Factor cosmetics fortune.

Petyt Place was only about a twenty-five-minute bicycle ride to my 
office in Canada House on Trafalgar Square. Succumbing to the milieu, 

 
Battersea Bridge at Chelsea.
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I purchased an ancient Raleigh bicycle, to which I attached an even older 
carbide lamp. Crushed lumps of carbide, obtained at the flea market where 
I bought the lamp, were placed in the central compartment of the lamp. 
Above was another compartment for water. With a gentle twist of the valve 
water drips onto the carbide and produces acetylene gas.1 The flea market 
salesman assured me that the process was straightforward. It wasn’t. In 
the evening my plan was to ignite the lamp in the marble foyer of Canada 
House to escape the wind outside on Cockspur Street. The water valve had 
to be turned with precision. Too much or too little water meant no ignition. 
However, through trial and much error I found that the most important 
skill was timing the match to the gas. Just like a barbeque, a few seconds too 
many and there is an explosion. One large explosion in the foyer broke the 
glass in my lamp. Arrival by bike was much easier than departure. Hauling 
the bicycle up the High Commission steps, I walked it into the main eleva-
tor, emblazoned in brass with Canada’s coat of arms. As the elevator ascend-
ed, I perched on the saddle so that when the doors opened I peddled past 
the high commissioner’s office along to my office at the end of the corridor 
– tooting my ooga horn at the open doors of my colleagues. Fortunately, as 
he was not an early morning person, I never ran into the high commissioner 
on this stretch.

For four years of our time in London the high commissioner was 
Charles Ritchie. One of Canada’s most accomplished diplomats and its most 
celebrated diarist,2 Mr. Ritchie was a beaky, thin-faced man with a minia-
ture moustache and a mid-Atlantic accent. Elegant and sophisticated, he 
swam through London’s royal and aristocratic waters like a seal and some-
how managed this performance without affectation. His natural ability, 
independence of mind, and scalpel wit generated a magnetism for those of 
us close enough to feel his warmth. Our respect was in no way dimmed by 
his reluctance to accept the condescension with which Canadians were still 
sometimes treated by our hosts. 

To the uninitiated a summons to Mr. Ritchie’s office was an intimidat-
ing experience. His door and most importantly his privacy were discreetly 
protected by his secretary, Betty Burgess. That door opened onto a space 
the size of a ballroom hung with a colossal crystal chandelier, eighteenth- 
and nineteenth-century royal and equestrian portraits and carpeted with 
one of the two largest Persian rugs in England – the mate is in Windsor 
Castle.3 Past the floor-to-ceiling windows that looked out onto the fountains 
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of Trafalgar Square and Nelson’s monument, his huge antique desk was at 
the far end – a hike of perhaps seventy feet. Many years before, someone 
informed the then high commissioner that the only office in Europe more 
opulent than his belonged to Benito Mussolini.4 Mr. Ritchie was uncomfort-
able with the imperial splendour of this office, but equally concerned that no 
modern architectural vandalism should despoil it.5 

The high commissioner’s hospitality often extended to his staff. Late 
one morning I was invited by Mr. Ritchie to join him and his other guest, 
John Halstead, then an assistant under-secretary in External Affairs, for 
lunch at the Travellers Club nearby on Pall Mall. After drinks the three of 
us headed for the washroom, a cavernous chamber fitted with enormous 
enamel urinals. Mr. Halstead and I went from the urinals to the wash-
basins to wash our hands. Mr. Ritchie proceeded directly upstairs from 
the urinal to the dining room. When the two of us joined him at the table, 
a slight frisson of embarrassment hung in the air. Mr. Ritchie looked at 
us and remarked dryly, “I don’t know about you two, but my privates are 
generally cleaner than my hands.”

The much smaller but still majestic office next to the high commis-
sioner’s was occupied by the deputy high commissioner. Two of the same 
tall windows looked out on Trafalgar Square – the other two on Cockspur 
Street. My recollection of this office is very clear because for two years 
(1981-83) it was mine, although with a more modest title than deputy high 
commissioner.6 The desk with an approximately six feet by six perimeter 
was another gorgeous antique from the Larkin collection, and did service 
sometimes in the evening as a bar for small receptions. In the late sixties 
the occupant was Louis Rogers, a smart, practical, world-weary, often dys-
peptic diplomat, possessed of a mordant sense of humour. 

Suffering neither fools nor foolishness, on this particular afternoon he was 
vexed by a request from one of his junior officers for authorization to spend 
representational funds on membership in the newly established Playboy Club 
on Park Lane. The arrival of the first bunny club in London had caused a stir 
among traditionally buttoned-up Englishmen.

Before completing this account, it may be useful to explain the role played 
by gentlemen’s clubs in London. This institution began to replace coffee hous-
es toward the end of the eighteenth century as places where aristocrats and 
professional men could meet for food, drink, politics, business, socializing, 
and gambling. Their importance, their gambling facilities and their numbers 
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have declined in the present century, but in the 1960s they were an integral 
part of London life and the conduits of much business and professional in-
tercourse. For diplomats in London, a club was an essential professional tool.7

On this occasion, the culprit, Terry Bacon, was summoned to Louis’s of-
fice. According to Terry, the conversation went something like this:

Rogers: “Bacon, what the hell do you think you are doing? If you expect 
me to sign off on this thing so that you and your friends can goggle at inflated 
breasts at government expense, you are out of your mind.”

Bacon: “Yes, well – it’s not quite like that. My most important contacts are 
people in key jobs in the Ministry of Defence and the Foreign Office. They are 
very busy, our colleagues in other embassies are chasing them and I can rarely 
get them out to lunch or to my home or even on the phone. That means I can’t 
do my job as I should.”

Rogers: “So?”
Bacon: “I guarantee that if I invite these guys to the Playboy Club, they 

will come.”
Rogers: “I’ll sign.”
Bacon was right. No-one refused.
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J a p a n

Sake  and  t he  Ad vanc emen t  o f  Cu l t u r a l  D ip l omac y

Following two years as speech writer to Mitchell Sharp, the secre-
tary of state for external affairs, I became head of the Academic 
Relations division. This was a sleepy section of the department 
which was, by no stretch of the imagination, at the centre of 
Canada’s foreign policy. However, it had advantages. There were 
agreeable colleagues in neighbouring divisions who let me have 
funds that they could not spend. In Patrick Reid I had an excep-
tional director general who had the rare ability of making good 
ideas happen. Together, with a tiny but first class staff, we devel-
oped Canadian Studies Abroad as a new dimension of Canadian 
cultural foreign policy – an initiative which became one of the 
department’s most cost-effective programs.1 This story traces the 
unconventional beginnings of Canadian Studies in Japan.

Anyone who thinks Canadian diplomats are a collection of nerds and 
dandies has never met the late Dick Gorham. Of Dick’s many strengths, 
several stand out. He was a superb diplomat, a delightful and considerate 
person. He had the most extensive repertoire of semi-obscene stories of 
anyone I have ever met. A former boxer, he could and did drink bigger 
and tougher characters under the table. And he spoke fluent, idiomatic 
Japanese. Not understanding a word, I observed this last skill near the end 
of a pub crawl in Tokyo.
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Dick was minister, or number two, at the Canadian embassy in Tokyo. 
I was in Tokyo with an ambitious and modestly funded plan to establish 
Canadian Studies in Japanese universities. Following a visit to a university 
on the outskirts of Tokyo, Dick proposed an evening of quiet carousing. 
Joining us was Jack Dirksen, the embassy third secretary, assigned by Dick 
to be my interpreter. Our final bar was Dick’s favorite – a tiny place with 
paper walls and Dick’s own bottle of Suntory whiskey on the shelf. The 
proprietor welcomed Dick and placed the Suntory on our table. It was 
Dick’s because the bottle bore his character in Japanese script on the label. 
By the time the Suntory was demolished and a jug of sake was partially 
emptied, an argument had erupted between Dick and Jack about an ob-
scure point of Japanese grammar. The argument, which was in Japanese 
with occasional asides to me in English, grew in intensity. The bar’s literate 
clientele were evidently fascinated by the debate and not least that it was 
being conducted in their language by two gaijin (foreigners). There were 
five; each one took sides and joined the debate. The jug was soon emptied 
and it was time to leave. But no syntactic consensus had been achieved and 
the debate broke out again on the subway platform. To my astonishment, 
two travellers standing nearby, caught the drift of the argument and of-
fered their points of view. This was an augury of interesting times ahead. 

Two days later Jack and I took the bullet train to Kyoto where we were 
hoping to promote the concept of Canadian Studies to one of Japan’s most 
prestigious universities. Graciously received, we were invited to lunch with 
a vice president and two academics at the university’s private restaurant. 
The dining room was traditional. The windows were set low as everyone 
dined on cushions in the seiza (kneeling) position. Through the windows 
we could see a beautifully manicured formal garden complete with stone 
water basins and stone lanterns. Course after course was served by geisha 
in kimonos  who seemed to float around us in a perambulating version of 
the seiza (modified lotus position). And, of course, sake was served.

Following lunch Jack and I returned to our hotel – selected by Dick, 
it was a traditional Japanese inn, featuring very thin reed mattresses. An 
essential part of the Canadian Studies plan was to have three basic texts, 
one on the Canadian economy by Ian Drummond, a digest of Canadian 
history by Ken McNaught, and another on Canadian political governance 
by John Saywell, translated and published in Japanese. For this purpose 
we had invited a Kyoto publisher for tea. External Affairs would subsidize, 
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but his firm would have to take on the project and eventual distribution. 
Because the inn was seriously traditional, tea was served to us seated in 
the seiza position. Unaccustomed to being folded under my knees, my leg 
muscles were in rebellion. However, the tea and discussion went well – so 
well that the publisher invited us both to dine with him that evening in his 
private restaurant. 

 While not as posh as the university restaurant, it was elegant and 
totally Japanese, which meant, of course, that dining was again in the seiza 
position. It was a lovely dinner, but attempting to anaesthetize my legs, I 
drank large quantities of sake. Unaccountably, this did not prevent our 
host from suggesting that, after dinner, we should head to his private bar 
for more drink. This establishment was nearby and turned out to be a ka-
raoke bar, but this was early karaoke, which involved only a microphone, 
which was passed from cubicle to cubicle, and a public address system – 
no interactive technology. Mercifully, the seating was Western and we set-
tled in to enjoy the noises from the other cubicles and to absorb more sake, 
not realizing that as guests we would be expected to perform. A bit shaken 
by the arrival of the microphone, it was decided that Jack would start. 
We were asked to sing something Canadian and Jack sang an ancient and 
hopefully now forgotten folksong, “When the ice-worm nests again.” The 
tune can charitably be called insipid and it received polite, tepid applause 
from the surrounding tables. My turn. My song repertoire was extremely 
thin and I was determined not to sing “Alouette.” Gurgling with litres of 
sake, I heard myself saying “No, no, I will not sing a Canadian song, I 
will sing a Japanese song.” This was translated by Jack and followed by 
loud intakes of breath and people saying (according to Jack) in reverend 
tones “Ohh! You sing Japanese!” In high school I had been in the chorus 
of Gilbert and Sullivan’s Japanese spoof “the Mikado” and for some odd 
reason I could remember Gilbert’s apparently faux Japanese lyrics. With 
only a moment of sober thought I would have realized that singing an 
elaborately phony Japanese song in a real Japanese bar full of partially 
inebriated Japanese citizens could result in my being torn to pieces or at 
the very least terminating any chance that our host would publish the 
Canadian texts. In the absence of sober thought I belted out:
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Miya Sama, mia sama
On n’m-ma no mayé ni
Pira-Pira suru no wa
Nan gia na
Toko tonyaré tonjaré na.

As I had been taught in the chorus, I followed immediately with a repe-
tition of the verse. What happened next? To my surprise and confusion, 
I brought the house down – and incidentally saved the publication of the 
Canadian texts. Loud applause from all corners of the bar. Why was there 
such an undeserved happy ending? I didn’t find the answer until nearly 
forty years later when doing some minor research for this chapter. Google 
then informed me that Gilbert had actually lifted the words from an an-
cient Japanese military marching song. 
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G u y a n a

Cav ia r  and  Ch r i s tmas  Tr e e s

Near the end of a full year which the family spent in Quebec 
City, enjoying a superb public service program with the over the 
top name of ‘perfectionnement biculturel’ and the excitement of 
the René Lévesque election, External Affairs advised that Haiti 
would be our next assignment. The post was to be upgraded from 
chargé d’affaires to ambassador. However, a new under secre-
tary decided that Graham did not sound sufficiently French for 
Haitian sensibilities – although Creole is as distinct from French 
as Spanish is from Portuguese. The next plan was to appoint me 
as consul general in Boston, but that was vetoed at cabinet by 
Jean Chretien, then minister of Trade and Commerce, because 
my CV showed insufficient trade experience (this was true). Ten 
months later we were posted to Guyana and no superior objected. 
As when I was posted to the Dominican Republic eighteen years 
earlier, I groaned when I learned my destination. But like my 
Dominican experience, it soon proved to be eccentric and exhila-
rating. I was going as high commissioner. Judy, our three children 
and I arrived in Georgetown in October 1978.

Peter Houliston, the development officer at the high commission, and I 
were knee-deep in the water on the Guyanese side of the Takutu River 
and pointed toward Brazil when Diane stopped us. She asked if we were 
wearing tight bathing suits. 
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“Tight bathing suits?”
“Yes, tight bathing suits.” 
“But why?”
“Well, there’s this fish….”
The Takutu is a minor tributary of the Amazon and home to the pi-

ranha – but not the aggressive, voracious variety, unless you happen to be 
bleeding. There were sting rays, but if you were careful you could avoid 
stepping on them. There were electric eels, too, but they were further 
up the river. A bathing suit, tight or not, wasn’t much use against these 
hazards.

Diane explained, “There is a small, orifice-seeking fish…” We swam, 
and arrived intact (and illegally), on the Brazilian shore.

Diane McTurk had been the elegant public relations director of the 
Savoy Hotel in London, but at this time she was a formidable, elegant 
cattle rancher. We had spent a day trying in vain to set up a short-range 
communications network to protect the local ranchers from Brazilian 
rustlers. Peter and I were thwarted by a nervous Guyanese minister who 
had informed the small local police detachment that our authority to dis-
tribute the radios had been withdrawn. The minister had been afraid that 
non-existent anti-government rebels would use the system for their own 
destabilizing purposes. 

Guyana was not seen as a plum posting. Georgetown, the capital, is 
about six degrees north of the equator, and while the city is on the Atlantic, 
it is washed not by a turquoise sea but by a three-mile-wide band of brown 
silt swept up from the Amazon delta. It had been dyked by successive 
Dutch, French, and British colonial governments, and at high tide it was 
below sea level. It possessed a mouldering charm and delightful people. At 
that time the country was ruled by Forbes Burnham, an engaging rogue 
who practiced a destructive, cosmetic Marxism. His personal standard as 
prime minister bore a palm tree girdled by an alligator against a purple 
background. On special occasions he wore purple open-necked tropical 
suits, or “jack-suits.” We called him “the Purple Alligator.” His officials 
called me “Comrade High Commissioner.”

Some of his qualities, together with the isolation of the country, had 
attracted Jim Jones, who had established a religious community in a re-
mote jungle corner of the country. Jones had developed Russian as well as 
Guyanese connections – and a minor Canadian connection. Every fortnight 
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he sent a team to the capital for provisions and films for his outdoor theatre. 
One member came regularly to the Canadian high commission to borrow 
films from our library. Perhaps Wheat Farming in Saskatchewan or the 
National Film Board favourite How to Build an Igloo had the desired disori-
enting impact on his flock.

The Russian connection was different. Bishop Jones, as he called him-
self, was cultivating the Soviet embassy, because his Guyanese welcome 
was wearing thin and he hoped to move his community to the Soviet 
Union, where alienation from his homeland, the United States, would be 
complete. For their part, the Russians had no intention of letting Jones or 
his people anywhere near the Soviet Union. They cultivated Jones to learn 
why the cult rebelled against the American way of life, hoping to exploit 
this rich vein of anti-American publicity.

A group of about six of Jones’s trusted associates attended the Soviet 
National Day reception, which was where my wife and I ran into them. 
They told us about their experiment to establish a greed-free multiracial 
religious colony. They did not seem stressed out and certainly not suicidal. 
As we discovered later, that impression was also shared by Vladimir, the 
Russian ambassador (whose wife had squeezed toothpaste on the arm of 
his white diplomatic uniform to hide the ravages of green mould).

Two weeks later Jones’s bodyguards killed US Congressman Leo Ryan. 
He had travelled by bush plane to Jonestown with the idea of investigating 
this controversial colony and identifying children and others alleged to 
have been taken into the community against their will. The deeply para-
noid Jones, fearing retaliation and, above all, the end of the group’s cher-
ished privacy, called upon most, and coerced others, to commit suicide. 
Over nine hundred died from drinking Kool-Aid spiked with cyanide. 

Among those few who survived were two of Jones’s lieutenants. They 
and one other, who did not survive, were instructed by Jones to deliver 
three suitcases full of US cash to the Soviet embassy. The suitcases never 
made it. 

Jonestown cast a dark cloud over our lives in Guyana, but Judy and I 
did not hold the bizarre Jonestown connection against the Russian ambas-
sador. In fact, we quite liked him and his wife, Helena. About a year after 
the Jonestown tragedy (and before the Soviet invasion of Afghanistan, at 
which time we were told by Ottawa not to consort with the Russians), 
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Vladimir, the ambassador, took me aside at a cocktail party and asked if I 
could obtain a Christmas tree from Canada.

“A Christmas tree?” I asked.
“Yes – but of course we do not believe in God. My wife, myself, and 

staff, we miss real pine tree. But especially smell. We will pay.”
Vladimir drove (or rather his chauffeur drove) a Lincoln Continental, 

and Helena told us that he loved to buy his suits in New York. Vladimir 
could pay – but in the end that wasn’t necessary.

A Canadian company was doing seismic work in the interior, not far 
from the Takutu River. They agreed to bring trees from Canada in their 
chartered aircraft. They brought fourteen trees – for hospitals, old peo-
ple’s homes, themselves, the Soviet embassy, and one for the Canadian 
Residence. They were free. However, there was one snag. The plane was 
arriving from Canada at the end of November. Given the Guyanese cli-
mate, by Christmas Day there would be no needles and no scent. Even the 
Russians wanted them for that date. 

The problem was solved by a friend who ran the state fisheries compa-
ny and to whom I promised a tree. The trees were stored in his freezers and 
retrieved for distribution the morning of December 23. That afternoon 
Judy rang me at the office to say that the tree had thawed out, that it looked 

Canadian High Commission, Georgetown.
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splendid, and that the whole house smelled of fish – and did I remember 
that we were having the staff Christmas party that night?

Vladimir didn’t seem to mind the smell, or if he did he didn’t say any-
thing. On Christmas morning the Lincoln arrived outside the residence 
bearing a large box of assorted vodkas, Georgian champagne, and caviar.

• • • 

T he  Phan tom Sabo t eu r

Peter Ustinov, Lawrence Durrell, and others found the Cold 
War players an irresistible target for comic satire. In most cases 
they fictionalized the bizarre reality. In Georgetown fiction was 
unnecessary.

I didn’t set out to sabotage the North Korean propaganda campaign in 
Guyana, nor, of course, were there any instructions from Ottawa to do so. 
The fatuous claims of successful human engineering and the unctuous ad-
ulation heaped on the Supreme Leader, Kim Il Sung, were more than suf-
ficiently counter-productive on their own without any help from Western 
librettists. What happened was the result of boredom and the mischievous 
pleasure of playing a game with a determined adversary. However, making 
sense of the absurd requires a few lines of context.

Too small and too isolated, Guyana was never an important pawn in 
the Cold War. Nevertheless, so intense was the East/West engagement that 
both sides invested heavily in unlikely and usually unrewarding places. 
Guyana offered an example of how zealous political courtship, initially 
by the United States and Britain and then by the Soviet Union and China, 
could produce disappointing and occasionally bizarre results.

In the early 1960s Washington and London became increasingly 
alarmed that Guyana was shifting to the East. Their solution was to find 
and then tutor a local leader sympathetic to their goals. They selected 
Forbes Burnham, an ambitious Guyanese politician and alleged mod-
erate. The plan involved instruction by the CIA and Britain’s MI6 on 
how to manipulate elections. With his new skills Burnham was able to 
overcome the numerical voting advantage of his Marxist opponent and 
became prime minister, whereupon he turned his back on his Western 
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benefactors to embrace the ‘Socialist’ suitors. Through the seventies and 
until his death in 1985 he had become part of the Non-Aligned Movement 
and an ‘associate’ member of the Communist Bloc. The sugar and bauxite 
industries were nationalized and other economically disruptive policies 
were implemented. Although Burnham was too fond of the material bene-
fits of Capitalism to become a fully disciplined Marxist Leninist, Moscow 
was not going to ignore a gift horse in South America – even though this 
gift horse was walled in by rainforest with no road connection with any 
of its Latin American neighbours. The Russians established a huge em-
bassy with more space, more staff and more luxurious cars than the US 
embassy. Nations such as Libya, East Germany, China, Yugoslavia, and 
North Korea soon set up missions in Georgetown. Political nomenclature 
changed. The nation became a ‘Cooperative Republic’ and correct social 
intercourse began with the salutation ‘comrade’ as in ‘Comrade Minister’ 
or in my case ‘Comrade High Commissioner’. Disenchanted Guyanese 
called the culture “So-So Socialism” and composed a calypso with that as 
the central lyric.

Like my colleagues in most parts of the world, I spent an annoyingly 
disproportionate amount of time sitting in the antechambers of minis-
ters or senior officials, waiting for the door to open. In Georgetown these 
rooms tended to be on the frowsy side as befitted old wooden buildings 
being slowly consumed by termites and dry rot. Basically furnished, they 
always contained a coffee table or a credenza piled high with magazines 
and brochures. But unlike other waiting rooms there were no National 
Geographics or Homes and Gardens – not even Time Magazine. There were 
usually some Guyanese government pamphlets, but most of the reading 
comprised embassy handouts supplied by Georgetown’s exotically varied 
diplomatic community. It was not long before I realized that the North 
Korean embassy’s publications with images of the Supreme Leader were 
almost invariably to be found at the top of the heap. It seemed unlikely 
that this arrangement reflected the interests of waiting-room visitors and 
was more likely the result of direct intervention by some minor North 
Korean apparatchik. “Ah hah,” I thought. Why not use the waiting time 
constructively by taking all the North Korean propaganda, stuffing it at 
the bottom of the pile, and replacing it on the top with Forbes and other 
material from the Capitalist and wicked West. 
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Over the next several weeks I tackled my self-appointed task in four 
or five ministry waiting rooms, thinking that for each antechamber this 
would be a one-time event. I was mistaken. Occasionally, within as short a 
time as a week, I would return to the ministry to find that I was looking at 
Kim Il Sung’s face on the top of the coffee table. The Supreme Leader had 
resurfaced and I had underestimated my adversary. It was obviously the 
routine responsibility of a third secretary or perhaps more senior member 
of the embassy to do the rounds of all of the principal government offices, 
to add new material, but primarily to ensure that coffee table reading was 
‘correctly’ configured.

 Surprised but stimulated by the challenge, I continued this Cold 
War skirmish and often wondered whether the ‘credenza crisis’ had been 
drawn to the attention of Pyongyang and whether the embassy ever iden-
tified the phantom saboteur.

• • • 

 
The Phantom Saboteur.
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A l c ide

Travel into the interior of Guyana, especially by road and small 
boat, was one of the joys of this posting. Except along the coast 
there were very few roads, and those few were rough logging 
roads through rain forest and over small mountain ranges. A 
tough four-wheel-drive vehicle (in my case a long-wheelbase 
Land Rover) and lots of provisions, including rum, were essen-
tial. Genial companions also helped. This is the story of two such 
journeys.

I had never before met anyone who wore three pairs of trousers at the 
same time. As one pair began to rot and let in more light and bugs, a better 
pair was slipped over them. This did not mean that the outside pair was in 
good shape – it was through its holes that the remains of the other trousers 
were visible. But they were fairly clean, and for Alcide it was obviously 
a convenient arrangement that gave him three times as many pockets. 
Alcide was a pork knocker – a Guyanese term for prospector.

He led me and a friend, John Cary, up a stream to pan for grains of 
gold and the very ordinary-looking pebbles that might be diamonds. In 
some of Guyana’s rivers gold and diamonds are mined together.

Alcide was seventy-five, bright, lean, crinkled, and mahogany-co-
loured. He stepped easily from stone to stone. With a nimble swishing 
motion the sand left the pan, leaving only grains of gold, or nothing. We 
found nothing, and after a while sat down on some boulders to rest. John 
asked Alcide if he had any gold to sell. Alcide reached into a pocket of his 
furthest inside trousers and drew out a plastic envelope. He showed us 
some small strips of pounded metal. John selected what he thought a gold-
smith could use to make earrings for his wife. Alcide chose another pock-
et, brought out and assembled a jeweller’s scales. The gold was weighed 
and John paid cash. Bewitched, I asked Alcide if he had any diamonds. He 
reached into another pocket and brought out several Vicks VapoRub phi-
als. He emptied them one by one onto separate sheets of paper. Most of the 
stones were industrial grade. All were uncut, but one phial contained gem-
grade stones. I selected one with a crude marquise shape. Alcide pulled out 
another set of weights for diamonds. Mine was about half a carat. 

“How much will that cost?”
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Alcide calculated and said, “1,820 Guyanese dollars.” This was a little 
more than $200 US at the time.

“I don’t have enough cash. I don’t suppose that a cheque is any good 
to you?”

“Cheque is fine.”
Judy, who was back at the camp, seemed pleased; if she thought 

I’d been had, she didn’t say so – unlike Mr. De Silva, a jeweller back in 
Georgetown. “You’ve bought a diamond from a wild black man in the jun-
gle. You don’t know a rough diamond from a cough drop. It’s probably 
quartz.” He looked at it closely.

“Hmmph. You’re lucky. But it’s almost certainly flawed, and a poor 
colour.” He placed it under a jeweller’s microscope.

“Um, well,…you’re lucky. It’s clear and a good colour. Let’s see about 
the weight.”

The weight coincided exactly with Alcide’s measurement. De Silva 
conceded that I had paid a fair price. I floated out of the store pleased with 
myself and pleased with Alcide.

Alcide had been a pork knocker on the Potaro River for fifty years. His 
home was at Waratuk Falls. If his scattered holdings and his leases of gold- 
and diamond-bearing shoreline within a twenty-mile radius of Waratuk 
had ever been assessed, they probably would have shown that he was at 
least a millionaire. Alcide would have been amazed and possibly discon-
certed. His joys were the search for gold and diamonds, his few friends on 
the river, the exercise of his mind, the monthly visit of his girlfriend from 
downriver, and an almost untrammelled freedom.

His father and his grandfather lived well into their nineties in St. 
Lucia. He believed he would go on for close to a hundred years. As Alcide 
told it, his great-grandfather came to St. Lucia from Corsica, where he 
had known the young Bonaparte. His grandmother was born of the union 
between the Corsican and a Black slave.

We met again about a year later. I had been invited to join, as an un-
paid gaffer, an English/Guyanese film crew heading up the Potaro to do a 
documentary on pork knockers. Alcide, with his strong, grizzled face and 
earthy anecdotes accompanied by bursts of warbling cackles, was given a 
leading role. We shot some film the first morning, but managed to drop 
one reel in the Potaro. Alcide invited several of us – Joey, Eric, Chan, and 
me – to his shack on the riverbank for cucumber sandwiches. The thin 
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soil supported cucumbers and not much else. Outside the shack was a clay 
oven where he baked his bread. When we entered the main room, Chan, 
who is a veterinarian, noticed a set of clean precision instruments.

“What are these?” asked Chan.
“Ah,” said Alcide, “I do a bit of dentistry.”
In another corner of the house was another, larger set of surgical in-

struments, different from the first, and one or two medical books.
“Ah, well, I do a bit of doctoring.”
Another pork knocker, who had joined us, explained that the nearest 

certified physician and dentist were a day and half away and that as far 
as he was concerned – and that went for anyone else scattered along this 
reach of the Potaro – Alcide was a successful dentist, homeopathic GP, 
and surgeon.

After lunch, at our insistence, Alcide entertained us with some tunes 
on his fiddle.

Late that afternoon, when there was a breeze and it was cool in the 
shade, I walked with Alcide into the forest. I carried a small tape recorder 
with the idea of capturing his observations. His knowledge of flora and 
fauna surpassed that of the local Amerindians with whom, for a time, he 
had been an apprentice. The sap of that tree was used in the preparation 
of an infusion against fever; the leaves of that vine could be used against 
another fever; pounded and boiled, the bark of that tree would become a 
poultice. There was a multitude of aphrodisiacs. He identified herbs and 
leaves that could be used for spider, scorpion, and snake bites. There was 
very little that grew or moved on its own that Alcide could not identify.

In the evening we sat by the shore drinking rum, listening to stories of 
the Potaro, and looking at the water. It had been stained the colour of io-
dine by the roots in its path. In the distance was the steady roar of Kaietur 
Falls, where the river dropped eight hundred feet.

On my return to Georgetown I tried to persuade government bota-
nists and other specialists to visit Alcide and record this extraordinary 
and possibly valuable accumulation of knowledge. There was interest, but 
no action.

I remained in touch with Alcide through mutual friends and looked 
forward to seeing him when the time came for the screening of the com-
pleted documentary, entitled Men of Gold. We had sent word ahead that we 
would be coming to Mahdia, the only substantial village near the Potaro, 
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and the only one accessible to those who had taken part in the filming. 
After a night camping in hammocks in the rain forest, we bounced into 
the village with a projector and a generator that were strapped onto a mat-
tress in the back of our Land Rover.

Mahdia consisted of a few rows of shacks, including a ramshackle 
guest house where we were to stay, a small schoolhouse, a remarkable con-
centration of gold and diamond dealers, a profusion of bars, a psychedelic 
disco, and several brothels. There was also a government office presided 
over by Oscar, the befuddled district commissioner. Oscar had agreed to 
make arrangements to show the film – but he hadn’t done so. To make 
amends, he had us circle the community while he hung out the side of our 
Land Rover shouting, “Flim show! Flim show! Alcide and the boys! Eight 
o’clock in the schoolhouse!”
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In the meantime preparations were not going well. The entire com-
munity was descending on the schoolhouse, which was too small, and the 
generator had not survived the long timber trail. Eventually we negotiat-
ed a spacious room with chairs and benches behind D’Aguiar’s Gold and 
Diamond Emporium and Bar. This soon filled to overflowing. D’Aguiar 
lent us a generator, but there were still technical problems.

This was not a quiet suburban audience. It had high expectations, and 
as the wait lengthened the crowd became loud and restless. Eric and I were 
wrestling with the equipment when Joey came up to us.

“Man,” he whispered, “this is a rough crowd, and they’ve been soaking 
up D’Aguiar’s rum. Look, the Land Rover is outside, and it’s switched on. 
Pretend we’re going for some tools and make a run for it.”

“Easy, Joey,” said Eric, who was tightening a connection. “She’ll work.”
She did, and none too soon.
The show was a double feature. It began with a National Film Board 

animated film about the fatal sexual mishaps of a postman. This was a 
good appetizer, but it was the main course that transfixed the audience. 
It was about them and their way of life. They had never seen themselves 
on a screen before, and every time one of them appeared there were loud 
screams and coarse suggestions. When the star performer appeared, 
shouts went up: “Alcide! Alcide!”

These shouts, though, were louder, and different from the others. 
Alcide wasn’t there. We had learned only when we arrived in Mahdia that 
he had died three weeks before – long before his one hundred years.

• • • 

T h r ee - P i e c e

Apart from the inexpressibly horrible drama of the murders and 
mass suicide at Jonestown shortly after we arrived, Guyana was 
definitely not on any international beaten path. This did not mean 
that life was dull. Far from it. Three-Piece is one illustration.

It was about 9:00 a.m. and already hot outside. Strong Guyanese coffee had 
not yet stoked my metabolism when the telephone rang. It was Astrubal 
Pinto de Ullysea, the short, urbane Brazilian ambassador.
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“John,” he said, “my country has been insulted by one of your banks.” 
His voice rose. “And I have been personally irrespected.”

“You have been what?”
“Listen to me. You know Chester Hinkson, the manager of the Bank 

of Nova Scotia?”
“Yes, of course. You mean Three-Piece,” I said, trying, unsuccessfully, 

to lighten the conversation.
“Hinkson, Three-Piece, whatever – coño! He should be chopped into 

small pieces!”
“Good God! What has he done?”
“He has been attempting deliberately to destroy the decorum of my 

embassy…to prevent us from working…to detricate our dignity. You 
know, the embassy is up against the wall of the bank. One week ago he 
placed loudspeakers by this wall – the wall of my office – and turned on 
his disgusting music. Yesterday afternoon, he pushed them to the top.”

“You mean full volume?”
“Si, full volume. It was terrible, unspeakable. It was outrageous! 

Of course, I went immediately to the bank and insisted on speaking to 
Hinkson.”

“Did Hinkson apologize?”
“Apologize! I was received rudely and told to leave. As Canadian high 

commissioner, you must speak to Hinkson.”
On the surface there appeared to be a dichotomy between the conser-

vative appearance of Hinkson, or Three-Piece, and his behaviour. Three-
Piece almost invariably wore a three-piece suit. Elsewhere this would have 
been unremarkable for a bank manager. In Guyana, though, he was unique. 
Not even Vladimir, the Soviet ambassador, who liked to parade his Brooks 
Brothers suits, would wear a vest in Guyana’s Turkish-bath climate. Apart 
from Three-Piece and the Soviet ambassador, almost no one wore a jacket. 
Apart from these two and George, the American ambassador, almost no 
one wore a tie. The custom that Three-Piece regularly defied had been set 
by President Burnham, and was one of the few sound policies imposed by 
this leader on a much-abused and increasingly impoverished nation.

As Astrubal and the entire Brazilian embassy had learned, Three-Piece 
was a jazz and reggae fanatic. He had been a musician in his native St. 
Lucia. His corpuscles were syncopated with jazz and West Indian rhythms. 
Three-Piece was also our neighbour in Bel-Air Gardens, separated from 
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us only by Mr. and Mrs. Greathead, and Laura, their thirty-four-year-old 
parrot. When his wife was away, Three-Piece gave parties. They were the 
best parties on our side of town. The outdoor amplifiers outboomed the 
tree frogs until about 4:00 a.m. and antagonized all those who were not 
invited.

Before I could collect my thoughts and call Three-Piece, the phone 
rang again. It was Three-Piece calling me. 

“John, how well do you know the Brazilian ambassador?”
“Pretty well. Why?”
“Man, you will not believe this…” He paused. “The little shrimp is a 

fucking maniac!”
“What do you mean?”
“You know – well, you wouldn’t know. To perk up the staff I set up 

a recreation room in one of the empty offices upstairs. We use my tapes. 
Yesterday, after work, about six of us were relaxing and listening to mu-
sic when the little bugger bursts in. You know we share a wall with the 
embassy.”

“Yes, I know.”
“We were playing Bob Marley when he came in. Man, he got red in 

the face and started to shout. I turned the machine off and told him that 
if he was going to insult me in front of my staff he could get the hell out. 
The little bugger gets more red in the face, reaches into his pocket, takes 
out this bloody great pistol, and points it at me. Imagine! A pistol in my 
own bank!”

Two days later, Astrubal and Three-Piece met in my office. Three-Piece 
said that he would move the recreation room, and Astrubal apologized. 
Soon after, Three-Piece invited Judy and me to his next party.

• • • 

May na r d

The role of the locally engaged staff in a diplomatic mission is 
often underrated. Usually they are conscientious and loyal. This 
is especially the case in isolated hardship posts. In Georgetown 
we were very fortunate, but sometimes the good staff members 
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brought with them their idiosyncrasies. This was the case with 
Maynard.

Maynard’s obsession was automobiles: large, sleek, flamboyant automo-
biles. He also liked girls, including his ex-wife. Girls were drawn to his 
dark Apollonian features, effervescent personality, and high-status job. 
Mostly, he regarded my wife and me with tolerant affection; at times, with 
ill-concealed indignation. He shared his warm heart and appetite for life 
with all of us, but cars had a place by themselves. Up to the time of our 
arrival in Georgetown, this had proved to be a happy union between ad-
diction and vocation. Maynard was the high commissioner’s chauffeur.

One of the great moments in his life came when my predecessor in-
veigled the Canadian government into purchasing, as the official vehicle, 
one of the largest cars then manufactured in Canada, a Ford Brougham 
LTD. While down-market from the Cadillacs and Mercedes favoured by 
the Soviet, North Korean, Libyan, East German, and Chinese ambassa-
dors, it was extravagantly out of proportion to Georgetown’s miniscule 
status on the Canadian diplomatic landscape. Maynard was ecstatic.

That this behemoth was black in a country whose proximity to the 
equator meant that the sun seemed suspended directly overhead for most 
of the day was unimportant. Nor did it greatly matter to Maynard that 
the automatic windows were jammed shut. This had happened when the 
car had been dropped from the dockyard crane on arrival in Georgetown. 
Body damage was repaired, but not the windows. This would not have 
been a problem if the air conditioning had functioned. It seldom did. 
Without air conditioning and with rear windows that someone had man-
aged to pry open a mere three inches, the official car was a mobile sauna. I 
cursed my predecessor every time we slithered out of the car like steamed 
catfish for some official function. Our diplomatic colleagues must have 
thought that there was something wrong with our metabolisms. Maynard 
never complained.

Futile efforts to fix the air conditioning and the windows kept the 
car regularly in the garage. Premature wearing of the brake pads also 
laid it up for long periods while spares were ordered from Miami or New 
York. Whenever he was on some errand by himself, Maynard drove like 
a Brazilian taxi driver, scorching to a stop and then catapulting forward 
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when the offending pedestrian, bicycle, or draught animal no longer 
blocked his trajectory. 

Garaging of the Ford was a reprieve for Judy and me, but it was pur-
gatory for Maynard. Stripped of his polished black status machine, he was 
reduced to chauffeuring our personal car. Status was a simple equation for 
Georgetown drivers. It rose and fell with the glamour and pretension of the 
car, and had very little to do with the clout or nationality of the employer. 
Judged by that test, my wife and I placed a crushing weight on Maynard’s 
ego. Our car was an elderly Volvo station wagon that bore the corrosive 
marks of many Canadian winters. Any association with this clapped-out 
ruin was deeply painful for Maynard. In order to avoid the scorn of his 
colleagues he would wear sun glasses with large lenses and slump invisibly 
behind the steering wheel whenever the car was stationary. 

In a very short time Maynard became part of our lives and a friend to 
our children. He was our first guide to the city, to the roads that run along 
the sea wall, and to the ebullient eccentricity of the colonial administra-
tors who had given names to the coastal villages (particularly the British 
and French, but some Dutch as well): Onverwaght, Jacoba Willemina, 
Sans Souci, Le Repentir, Recess, Golden Fleece, Adventure, Perseverance, 
Now or Never, Catherine’s Lust, and Paradise. (Although it would give 
more piquancy to the nomenclature, I don’t think the villages actually 
stand in that geographical sequence.) He would take us inland to the red 
water creeks and Amerindian settlements at the edge of the rain forest, 
imparting along the way his views on the mores of Guyanese society, its 
joys and shortcomings. I hadn’t realized how important he had become 
until he was dead.

We had been in Guyana for just over a year when Rafeek Khan, a 
friend of Maynard’s, phoned me at home on a sticky Saturday afternoon. 
Maynard had taken his ex-wife for a fast run on his motorcycle. A car had 
approached in the wrong lane. He had braked and skidded in an attempt 
to avoid it, but he was killed. His ex-wife broke two ribs and a collarbone. 
The death and its terrible stupidity stunned me. Devastated, I went outside 
and lowered the flag to half-mast – a gesture that, I discovered later, is 
normally reserved for heads of state. I spoke to Rafeek again and to one 
of Maynard’s sisters and was told that in keeping with tropical custom, 
the funeral was to take place the next afternoon in the village where his 
mother lived.
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The following day Judy, Rafeek, Rafeek’s wife, and I set out in the office 
Land Rover. The village was about an hour’s bouncing ride along a road 
deeply rutted by trucks, ox carts, and the rainy season. We parked by a flame 
tree at the edge of the village and walked to the tiny house with a tin roof 
where Maynard’s mother and a large extended family lived. It was easy to 
find. Prayer flags sprouted from the front garden and those of its neigh-
bours. The house overflowed with villagers, and from its centre came a ter-
rible keening noise. About a dozen women, all relatives, pressed against the 
coffin, wailing, and endlessly repeating Maynard’s name. This was an East 
Indian village, and our first Hindu funeral. Light was failing and lamps and 
candles had been lit. The stilts on which the house was built creaked with 
the overload. There had been rain earlier in the day, and the sweet, musky 
smell of the mud united with the incense to envelope the crowd. 

No one seemed to be in charge, but the bedlam subsided and we were 
received by Maynard’s mother. She drew a breath, dried her face, and 
explained that everyone had arrived and it was time for me to give the 
eulogy. This was not the moment to express surprise, and there wasn’t 
time to even think about what I should say. We squeezed through layers 
of mourners and past the candles until my waist was touching the open 
coffin. I looked down. There was a rising murmur of grief, and my throat 
was constricting. With difficulty I began to speak.

• • • 

“ W i l l  t he  D y nami t e  E x p lode  i f  I…”

Travel by road from the coast to the Brazilian border was not 
possible in the seventies and eighties. It is now feasible in the dry 
season, and a bridge has been built across the Takatu river that 
connects Guyana to the Brazilian highway system. At the time of 
this story, the logging roads ran only half the distance. All travel 
to the distant interior was by air. Usually, it was uneventful.

“Sorry, the Islander is on the fritz,” said the airport manager. “You OK 
with a single-engine?” I had arranged a lift from Ogle Airport near 
Georgetown to Lethem on the Brazilian border with CEFIL, a Canadian 
company doing seismic tests for oil in the Rupununi district on the 
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Brazilian border.1 CEFIL had chartered a twin-engine Islander and invited 
me for the ride because I had an aid-related chore in the Rupununi. The 
high commission’s policy, like that of CEFIL, was to overfly the rainforest 
only in twin-engine aircraft. When a plane disappears beneath the forest 
canopy it is difficult to find, even with emergency radio signals. 

My visit wasn’t urgent but, ill-advisedly, I agreed. The manager intro-
duced me to George Grandsault, the pilot, who was loading trays of soda 
pop into his five-passenger Cessna. I clambered into the co-pilot’s seat and 
attached headphones, and then we were off – but not, I learned through 
the headphones, directly to the Rupununi. George explained, “We’re go-
ing to Bartica to pick up more stuff.”

Bartica is a rough and scruffy centre for gold and diamond mining 
and possesses the remains of a cement runway built when Guyana was still 
a British colony. It is only a twenty-minute flight from Ogle. We crossed 
the Demerara River and then turned left at the Essequibo, one of the great 
rivers of South America. The old cement was no longer smooth, and the 
Cessna bumped along toward a pile of boxes upon which sat six soldiers 
armed with First World War–vintage rifles.

“What’s this?” I ask George.
“I meant to tell you. We’re taking a load of dynamite to the Rupununi 

for CEFIL.”
“It’s a hell of a lot.”
“Yeah,” says George.
The dynamite and other explosives had been stored in a Guyana gov-

ernment magazine near Bartica under the control of the Guyana Defence 
Force. With the passenger seats removed, the soldiers shifted the cargo 
into the plane. I expressed concern to George about the number of boxes 
being loaded aboard this small aircraft. 

“No big ting,” said George – a Guyanese expression. 
The last box was loaded and George and I were taking our places in 

the cockpit when the sergeant said to George, “I’m going too.”
“Forget it,” said George. “There isn’t room.”
“Make room. My orders are to accompany the dynamite.” 
“You mean,” said George, “that if we start dumping this stuff over the 

president’s residence, you’ll shoot us?”
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“You got it,” said the sergeant, and he sat on two boxes behind us 
with a Sten gun, a weapon from the Second World War that resembles the 
plumbing for a small sink.

If I’d had any sense at all, I would have got out of the plane, but I 
experienced a sort of horrible fascination with the improbable sequence 
of events. George turned on the ignition, and we bounced along to the far 
end of the long runway, which ends at the bank of the Essequibo. When 
we were almost at the end George pulled back on the stick and we began to 
lift. Immediately I heard a “bleep, bleep” noise in my headphones.

“What’s that?”
“It’s the stall warning indicator.”
“Stall warning! What does that mean exactly?”
“It means that we’re within three knots of losing lift.”
“Jesus! You mean falling. Let’s start chucking these boxes now!”
“Don’t get excited. We’ll be fine.”
Fortunately, there were no tall trees at the end of the runway. We 

cleared some bushes and the bleeping continued. George banked, so 
that our ascent was over the Essequibo and its golden sandbars. After 
what seemed a very long time, George lowered the nose and the bleep-
ing stopped. My breathing returned to normal and I looked down at the 
rain forest. Popular fiction, as far back as William Henry Hudson’s Green 
Mansions, from the beginning of the last century, depicts the tropical for-
est as oppressively uniform – “wall to wall” emerald green. Not so the 
Guyana forest. From 1,500 feet it is a tapestry of many shades of green, 
occasional flashes of rust, and the bright yellow blossoms of the Wallaba 
tree. Almost all are hardwoods with such a high density that they sink 
in water, and there as many as twenty-five species to the acre. The range 
of colour has seasonal changes, but at this time the canopy is a subdued 
version of early fall in the Laurentians – surprisingly beautiful.

My contemplation of the forest was broken by George. “Will the dyna-
mite explode if I transmit on my radio?”

“You’re asking me!?”
“Yeah. We may be OK, because we’re not carrying the caps, but I’m 

not sure, and I have to talk to Lethem.”
“I’ll see what it says on the boxes.” I swivelled in my seat to examine 

one of the boxes that were piled beside the sergeant. “It says don’t hit with a 
hammer or expose to flame or sparks. Nothing about radio transmissions.” 
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George switched on the transmitter and asked for Lethem. Lethem 
didn’t respond, but the pilot of the twin-engine Guyana Sugar Corporation 
plane did. He was flying from the Rupununi to Ogle. They bantered and 
he asked George about his destination. George explained, adding, “The 
Canadian high commissioner is with me.”

“The high commissioner? He must be out of his mind to fly with you.”

Postscript
Seven months later, George, five passengers, and his Cessna disappeared 
on a flight to view the strangely sculpted top of Mount Roraima. This is 
an immense tepui, or mesa, where the boundaries of Brazil, Venezuela, 
and Guyana join. The setting for Arthur Conan Doyle’s famous novel 
Lost World, it was the fictional home for dinosaurs, protected through 
the millennia by the sheer walls of the mesa. The passengers were British 
engineers and the wives of two of them. The engineers were in Guyana to 
work on the sea defences (much of the coast is below sea level at high tide). 
Neither the plane nor anyone in it was ever seen again. 

• • • 

T he  S t a t e  Fune r a l  o f  t he  
Honou r ab le  L i nden  Fo r be s  Bu r nham 

Augus t  9,  1985

I was in Ottawa at the time of President Burnham’s death, and, 
as director general for the area, I accompanied the Canadian del-
egation to the funeral. We flew in a Government Challenger, and 
picked up West Indian prime ministers en route.

“Albert, there’s somebody under the coffin.”
“Yeah, Chief, it’s a Russian technician.”
“A Russian technician?”
“Yeah, man, dis is one crazy funeral.”
“What in the name of God is a Russian technician doing under the 

president’s coffin?”
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“Yeah, well de choke and rob artists that thief de whole country, dey 
go to de cabinet and say dey want de old bastard preserved like Lenin. De 
technician and some oder fellas, dey fly in and pump him full of plenty 
Russian embalming stuff.”

“It better be good. It’s ninety-five out there and the humidity’s the same.”
“Yeah, dis ain’t Red Square, man. And it don’t help dat dey bury him 

first.”
“Bury him first?”
“Chief, dey had a family funeral. In dis climate dat’s de custom – with-

in twenty-four hours of croakin. Dis jamboree we got now in de stadium 
was supposed to be a memorial service. Den de Russians give in – dey are 
really pissed now – but dey come and de fellas have to dig de old man up.”

“Son of a bitch! A resurrection!”
“Yeah, everybody say de Father of our Nation is change to a Mummy.”
“Where did they bury him?” 
“Out by de Seven Ponds in de National Park. Chief, you gotta know 

where dey dump Queen Victoria when Burnham move her from out in 
front de Parliament. Dat’s de place.”

“There is someone else under the coffin.”
“Yeah, Chief, dey got all kinds of tubes and bottles under de gurney – 

and if dey don’t work, de old bastard gonna cook up like an iguana.”
“The national flags are supposed to camouflage all that stuff?
“Yeah.”
“Who’s that with the trumpet?”
“Haslin, Haslin Paris, governor of de Central Bank and friend of de 

old man. He gonna belt out some Purcell and maybe de Last Post…Viola’s 
idea.”

“Jesus…there’s his daughter Sally. She looks awful. But I don’t see 
Herb, the son-in-law.”

“Yeah, well, you won’t.”
“What do you mean?”
“Chief, you know de old man make that smartass Herb minister of 

health when he come back from Cuba with that quicky degree?”
“Yes, I remember.”
“Yeah, well de old man take sick with his throat. And Doc Jones, he 

want to scrape her down with a local anaesthetic. Mistress Viola say, ‘No 
way! Fly Forbes to Miami in de presidential plane.’ Somebody say de plane 
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is broke. Herb, he tell de old man, ‘No big ting.’ He bring in a pair of Cuban 
doctors… and dey do it in Georgetown Hospital.” 

“Georgetown Hospital! That termite palace – rats, and no running 
water past the first floor?”

“Yeah, Chief, you know how dey are. Dos lizard brains will do damn 
near anything for a socialist success.”

“And...?”
“And, yeh dos Cuban clowns, dey forget to check his heart…and it 

turn out to be enlarged. Dey gas him up good…and poof! De old bugger 
is bowled – middle stump.”

“Jesus!”
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s u r i n a m e

C lo t he s  Make  t he  Man

Although based in Georgetown, I was also non-resident ambas-
sador to neighbouring Suriname, to which I made periodic visits. 
Content with local autonomy and the advantages of Dutch social 
services, the Surinamese had resisted pressures for full indepen-
dence from a Netherlands government anxious to shed colonial 
trappings. Sovereignty was reluctantly embraced in 1975; the 
celebration of its fourth anniversary is described in this chapter. 

“Where are the trousers for my dinner jacket?” I asked Judy, as I rum-
maged in my suitcase.

“When you called from Port-of-Spain you said, ‘Pack my dinner jack-
et.’ I packed your dinner jacket.” 

An hour before, we had arrived at the Hotel Torarica in Paramaribo, 
the small, very tropical capital of Suriname.

“You didn’t pack my trousers?”
“You didn’t ask for trousers.”
“Dinner jacket means jacket and trousers. Do you expect me to pres-

ent myself to the President in a tuxedo top and beige slacks?”
“Lower your voice. Perhaps you can rent or borrow them.”
“In downtown Paramaribo, with half an hour before this bloody fan-

dango at the palace begins? You must be joking.”
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Without Judy’s practical guidance, my professional career as a diplo-
mat would have been an unbroken chain of gaffes and disasters. This was 
an exception to the norm.

“Why don’t you try the maître d’?”
A brilliant idea. Eric, the maître d’, presided over the hotel dining 

room in a tuxedo, and he was about my size. I called the dining room. 
Eric expressed sympathy, but said he was sorry. He had two sets of dress 
clothes. One was at the cleaners, and he was wearing the other one on the 
job. I put the phone down and glared at my wife. Then the phone rang. It 
was Eric. He had decided that the president’s annual Independence Day 
reception took precedence over the needs of his dining room. The clothes 
would be sent up as soon as he could get away from the dining room. Ten 
minutes later a waiter arrived bearing Eric’s dress clothes.

Eric was my height, but he was younger and slimmer and wore his 
clothes in a form-fitting crooner cut. The jacket was snug but wearable. 
The pants were amazing. It was like putting on a pair of gabardine tights. 
With a lot of careful tugging I could get them on, but could not move the 
fly above half-mast.

Judy agreed to go on ahead to the palace. As she left I said, “For God’s 
sake, don’t tell anyone what has happened.”

I lowered the cummerbund so that it covered most of the exposed tri-
angle of underwear and completed dressing. As I stepped gingerly into the 
hall I found that my mobility was restricted. It was clear that a difficult 
evening lay ahead. To avoid bursting Eric’s seams it was necessary to go 
down a small set of stairs slowly, and sideways. God knows what I looked 
like. I reassured myself that by the time I arrived, the receiving line would 
be over and I could slink quietly out onto the badly lit palace balcony and 
pretend normality. The taxi was another ordeal. It was impossible to sit 
down comfortably. I wedged myself against the floor with my feet and 
against the back of the seat with my shoulders, using the forward edge of 
the seat as a fulcrum for my thighs.

At the stately old wooden palace, the former residence of the Dutch 
governors, I was able to manoeuvre crabwise up the steps. Navigating cau-
tiously into the ballroom, I was alarmed to see the president and Mrs. 
Ferrier still in position at the head of the receiving line. By the time I be-
gan to advance into the ballroom there were no other guests sheltering me 
from the direct line of sight of the host and hostess. I pulled my trousers 
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upward, pushed my cummerbund downward, and minced self-conscious-
ly across the ballroom floor. It may have been all the constriction below 
my waist that loosened my reasoning. Maybe, I thought, as I drew pain-
fully close to my destination, they still think I’m the Soviet ambassador. 
Ten months before, to the colossal irritation of the real thing, Surinamese 
protocol gazetted me as the Soviet ambassador, and the real Soviet am-
bassador, with the improbable name of Romanov, as the Canadian. The 
Soviets had just invaded Afghanistan. Could I, with my spandex tuxe-
do and a thick Russian accent, do terrible mischief to Soviet standing in 
this country? A marginally saner part of my mind prevailed. This train of 
thought, it said, is more likely to lead to unemployment. 

The president smiled politely and took my hand. Mrs. Ferrier re-
marked that she had spoken to my wife. If they had noticed my distress, 
which was probable, they were magnanimous.

With as much haste as my trousers would permit, I fled to the shad-
ows and the other guests on the balcony. Just beyond was a dark jungle of 
branches where the president’s howler monkeys practiced acrobatics by 
day. Judy was talking to a group of friends. As I came up to them, in-
stead of looking me in the eye, they were staring fixedly at my trousers 
and smiling.

“So much for state secrets,” I said.
“Hrr, hrr, hrr…,” giggled the entire group, including my wife.
Ulrich, a Belgian entomologist and long-term resident of Paramaribo, 

raised his head. 
“Umm…I experienced a…uh…similar sartorial crisis,” he said. He 

went on in his precise English, “I had been living in Suriname for about six 
years when I received an invitation from the Dutch ambassador to attend 
a black-tie dinner. You know Mad Max? He was the ambassador then.”

None of us did.
“Well, he was something of an amateur botanist, and he invited me to 

a formal dinner. When I removed my dress clothes from the cupboard, I 
found that that they had been attacked by moths. Most of the holes were 
small, but there were three large ones in the trouser legs – one the size of 
an English crown. As with you, this unfortunate discovery was made the 
night of the party. Patching was out of the question. What to do? Then it 
occurred to me. I applied black shoe polish to my legs. He glanced at my 
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unusual midsection arrangements. “Umm…unlike your situation, no one 
noticed the subterfuge.”

Conversation drifted away from personal embarrassment. The sound 
of tree frogs and the faintly ripe fragrance of tropical compost rose from 
the marsh at the near side of the Suriname River. The pinching around my 
loins was becoming sedated by champagne, and, comforted by the dark, I 
began to relax. Judy and I were among the last to leave. 
 Back at the hotel, we stood talking to friends in the lobby when a 
waiter appeared. “Ambassador,” he said, “the maître d’ presents his com-
pliments and asked me to ask you about the pants and jacket.”

“My God!” With all the trauma and the champagne, I had forgotten 
Eric. I had promised to come back quickly so that he could return in uni-
form to the dining room. Self-conscious again, I tugged on my cummer-
bund and exited carefully to our room. A few minutes later I was in the 
kitchen. Eric was wearing jeans and a T-shirt and an expression that var-
ied between exasperation and professional composure. He was given his 
tuxedo, my apologies, and a large tip.

• • • 

J ewe l s  o f  t he  Fo r e s t

Suriname, like Guyana but more so, had a thinly populated in-
terior largely untrammelled by the modern world. There were 
virtually no roads. Catching a glimpse of the rich cultures still 
flourishing beyond the small capital of Paramaribo required con-
nections. I was lucky to have had one. 

She was wearing a traditional Saramacca sarong, a broad-banded plaid 
of yellow, red, and black, and brass rings at her ankles. Tattoos in sacred 
patterns marked her belly and her breasts. At the request of my guide, 
interpreter, and friend, she was tying my hair into a series of stooks. 
This improbable event was recorded in a photograph that has long since 
disappeared.

This and the other photographs taken on a journey to Saramacca 
villages on the upper reaches of the Suriname River were an unexpected 
challenge. The Saramacca know the camera, but they dislike it. As in some 
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isolated communities in other parts of the world, they believe that when 
the lens opens, it reaches out and takes a part of the soul. The Saramacca 
reacted to the camera with a mix of dismay and fear. Fortunately, along 
with my 35 mm I had brought an old Polaroid black and white, the kind 
that needed a fixative rubbed on the print twenty seconds after it extruded 
from the camera. By taking a picture of a tree, developing it, and passing 
the print to the villagers, I was able to exorcize the Polaroid, and by some 
mystery of association the 35 mm became acceptable too.

The coiffure came at the end of our trip and filled our time while we 
waited for the small Cessna to collect us. The airstrip had been cut from 
the rolling forest and was shaped like a novice ski jump, its grass and seed-
ling cover periodically chopped back with machetes. The aircraft took us 
back to Paramaribo, the nation’s capital, where our journey by road and by 
boat had begun two days before.

We had travelled by boat due south, deep into the rain forest. My 
purpose was to see the interior and visit the “Bush Negro,” or “Maroon” 
communities. The Bush Negro are the descendants of slaves who had es-
caped from the Dutch in the seventeenth and succeeding centuries. Most 
of those who set off to form communities beyond the reach of the colonial 
power had been born in Africa, in the kingdom of Dahomey, on the gold 
and ivory coasts. They fled to the interior of Dutch Guiana, taking with 
them the languages, religions, tribal organization, and art forms of their 
homelands. Insulated by an immense forest, the resulting cultures offered 
a more authentic glimpse of some early central- and western-African so-
cieties than can be detected in Africa today. But my visit was not made to 
a culture frozen in time, nor certainly to any Amazonian version of The 
Heart of Darkness.

When we entered the upper Suriname River, most fragments of 
Western influence vanished behind our open boat, apart from the drone 
of the outboard motor and the sound of the occasional transistor radio on 
the shore. The green walls of the forest rose up on both banks. In between 
deluges of rain, which kept humidity at 100 percent and insects multi-
plying, the sun broke through the canopy and dappled the surface of the 
river. Somewhere out there there were caimans, snakes, piranhas, howler 
monkeys, tapirs, jaguars, parrots, and macaws, but apart from the insects, 
we saw few natural inhabitants.
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Sporadic clearings revealed small villages and plots of cultivated land, 
usually sown with cassava, banana, or plantain. The wooden huts were 
thatched, many giving the impression of being freshly barbered. They 
were not what we would describe as single-family houses. The Saramacca 
practice a one-sided, sustainable polygamy. Under this arrangement, a 
Saramacca man may take more than one wife, as long as he can provide 
each with a home, tools, and sufficient land to support her and her chil-
dren. In practice it is usually the medicine man or shaman who possesses 
the resources, and the resilience, for multiple wives.

From the river it was easy to distinguish traditional villages in which 
the shaman exercised enormous power from those communities that 
had converted to some form of Christianity. The traditional villages were 
marked by rustic arches of twisted bamboo that stood at each end to keep 
demons from entering.

Rapids eventually blocked further progress to the south. We stopped 
at the village of Djumo to rest, to explore, and to call on the headman, who 
received us dressed in a toga and loincloth. His assistant wore a chauffeur’s 
cap, Western trousers, and an iron ring on his left bicep.

The man responsible for this expedition, as well as my hairdo and other 
embarrassments, was Jimmy Douglas, a Surinamer of mixed African and 
Scottish ancestry. A former district commissioner and chief of police, he 
was at that time the curator of the Fort Zeelandia Museum in Paramaribo. 
At the museum and at his home I had absorbed a lot of peanut soup and 
some knowledge of the six tribal communities of Bush Negroes and the 
Amerindians with whom they shared the forest – on non-amicable terms. 
The Dutch had not enslaved the Amerindians, and the latter had, in rec-
ompense, helped to recapture runaway slaves. The few who were caught 
were subject to some of the most ghoulish executions known to the history 
of slavery. Neither Jimmy’s accounts nor the exhibits in his small museum 
had prepared me for the extraordinary richness of the Bush Negro, or, in 
this case, Saramacca, culture. It is suffused with art forms. Aside from 
textiles and tattoos, the medium is mostly wood: houses, chairs, canoes, 
paddles, kitchen implements, and winnowing trays. The artisans are not, 
as we would expect, master craftsmen and their apprentices, but most of 
the adult members of the community, who make their own canoes and 
tools and shape them according to the aesthetic principles of the culture.
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When they crossed the Middle Passage from Africa, the orig-
inal Saramacca must have brought with them a Muslim influence. 
Representational images are never seen. The art form is essentially 
three-dimensional. It is more elastic than geometric, but with a symmetri-
cal discipline in the easy flow of its shapes. Some anthropologists disagree, 
but Jimmy believed that the force that invested beauty and a high standard 
in Saramacca art is contained in the spiritual significance of each carving.

For me, the most spectacularly impressive creation is the corial, or 
canoe. The gunwales are worked; the thwart is carved; bow and stern are 
extended into points and picked out with brass studs. The transformation 
from a hollowed tree trunk is sublime.

I was enchanted by my short visit to the Saramacca. Through Jimmy, I 
began to negotiate the shipment of a canoe to the Museum of Civilization 
in Ottawa. The project collapsed five months after our expedition when 
police sergeants, led by Desi Bouterse, launched a coup d’état and estab-
lished their headquarters in Jimmy’s museum.
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Postscript
Bouterse was sentenced in absentia by a Dutch court for drug trafficking 
and has been under indictment for the 1982 murder of fifteen opposition 
politicians. He was elected president of Suriname in 2010 in a relatively 
free election.
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T r i n i d a d  a n d  T o b a g o

Me,  M ic k  Jag ge r,  J ung l e  Fe ve r ,  
and  t he  L eg ion  o f  E v i l

Paul Laberge, my colleague in Trinidad, and his wife invited Judy 
and me to join them for Carnival in Port-of-Spain. Paul and I 
participated. The ladies watched and winced.

“Yes, it’s true. I was in the same band as Mick Jagger…and we won a prize.”
“Get serious, Dad. Mick Jagger’s big-time,” said my ten-year-old.
“Yeah. And Cuthbert knows more about music than you,” said my 

eight-year-old. Cuthbert is our parrot.1
Judy joined the conversation. “That’s right, Cuthbert can hold a tune.” 
“Hey, you’re supposed to be on my side – and you were there.”
“I stayed a safe distance from your capering,” Judy replied.
“Why, Mum?” asked the ten-year-old.
“Because I prefer not to join your father when he is making a spectacle 

of himself.”
“Dad, how did you get that weird sunburn?” enquired the eight-year-

old. We were on the patio of our house in Georgetown, Guyana. I was 
wearing shorts, and slats of red skin were showing on my arms and legs.

“Good question,” said Judy as she walked outside, leaving me to ac-
count for my activities to the children.

We were just back from Carnival. As it is in Brazil, the other great 
Mardi Gras Festival, the Trinidad Carnival has become a glittering 
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expression of national culture as well as a release from a year’s accumula-
tion of stress. Calypso, soca, reggae, and the clear, bright syncopations of 
steel pans join with pungent lyrics, extravagant costumes, and thousands 
of barrels of beer and rum. This jangling, gurgling kaleidoscope pulses 
and surges over the streets, parks, and bars of Port-of-Spain, up the hills, 
and into the villages. In Canada, if you want to, you can ignore manias 
like the Super Bowl or the Stanley Cup. But Carnival is inescapable and 
marvellously indiscriminate. All ages, from five to eighty-five, dance. And 
if you don’t have a partner you make do, holding a stick of sugar cane or 
a rum bottle.

The first practice sounds are heard in January. Day by day the volume 
grows, flaring with the first light of dawn on Juvé (from “ jour ouvert”), 
the Monday before Ash Wednesday. The culmination is Shrove Tuesday, 
or Mardi Gras, the day when marching bands compete for the title of best 
band, best costume, best calypso. Everything stops at midnight, and the 
giddy, dehydrated revelers peel off their costumes and go home to bed 
almost too exhausted to remember why they are still wearing a smile.

The band contest is the main event of Carnival Tuesday. Design, 
fund-raising, composing, and recruiting can begin ten months earlier, but 
in most bands there is always room for latecomers, for whom the price 
of entry in those days might be a few dollars and help with last-minute 
preparations.

My friend Paul persuaded me to join a band, or “play mass,” as this 
union with a demonic scrum is called.

“What do we have to do?” I asked, preparing to backpedal.
“Oh, you mean the preparations,” said Paul. He led me toward a ware-

house on French Street that had become a volunteer sweat shop.
“They’re behind schedule. We have to help complete the costumes.”
“Does our band have a name?”
“Ah,” said Paul, “it’s called ‘Jungle Fever.’ It’s being put together by 

Peter Minshall. Last year he did ‘Danse Macabre’ and almost won. The 
bands are divided into sections, and each one has a different costume and 
a different name. In our band, for example, there’s ‘Scarlet Fever,’ ‘Yellow 
Fever,’ and ‘Maljo, the Evil Eye.’”

“And what’s our section called?” I asked, looking apprehensively in-
side the warehouse at a sea of iridescent fabric.
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“Ours is called ‘Delirium,’” said Paul, and he introduced me to the 
chief couturier and the mask designer as a new recruit.

We were set to work painting and stapling moulded masks represent-
ing witch doctors, tropical birds, and monkeys. After several hours our 
foreman told us that the work would be finished by the next shift, and that 
we should collect our masks and costumes. I had seen our masks – we had 
worked on several tall ochre-coloured heads with huge purple eyes and 
satanic smiles – but I had not seen our costumes.

“Here they are,” said Paul, his hearty voice not quite disguising his 
unease. We stood in front of what appeared to be a psychedelic lingerie 
counter, glowing violet and lime green, and marked appropriately with a 
notice that said “Delirium.”

Graham ‘ jumping up’.
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“You think I’m going to wear this?” I said, picking up a pair of flimsy 
green panties neatly trimmed with violet.

“Come on,” said Paul, pumping his voice with joie de vivre, “it’s 
Carnival…you want blue serge? But…,” he said, then paused, suspending 
the garment from his own fingers, “you may want to wear a jock strap.”

“Hmm,” I muttered. “Carnival’s a great cover for crazy stuff, but I’m 
not doing drag. Look at this top.”

Like the briefs, this was designed for the female anatomy: it featured 
a bare midriff and a modified halter top. The outfit was completed with 
stretch fabric bands for the elbows and knees in violet and lime green.

At this point even Paul was having second thoughts. But the Delirium 
leader, whose rum punch we were drinking out of paper cups, gave us 
a pep talk. He spoke about memorable experiences and team spirit. He 
introduced us to other members of the section. I shrugged my shoulders, 
and Paul told our leader we would be seeing him early Tuesday morning. 
As we turned to go, he called to us. “By the way, you know that Mick 
Jagger will be jumping up in ‘Jungle Fever’?” (In the calypsonian jargon 
“jumping up” means dancing.)

Mick Jagger and the Rolling Stones reached far afield for inspiration, 
to many distant, exotic places, and often to Trinidad. He and Bianca (this 
was 1981) were at the reception given by the president that evening. Paul 
and I were there too, and our wives consented to join us, since we were not 
in costume.

“Are you sure you want to do this?” asked Judy. It was seven o’clock 
Tuesday morning and I was climbing morosely into my snug green and vi-
olet briefs. She was in bed, gazing at me with a mixture of amusement and 
astonishment. She had seen the costume, but she had not seen it on me.

“Right now, I’m sure I don’t. But last night I promised Paul we’d do it 
together.”

“Well, if you’re going, stay away from photographers. Two Canadian 
high commissioners hopping around like alien transvestites would make 
the tabloids.” 

“Look,” I said, peering at my reflection in the bedroom mirror. “My 
mother wouldn’t recognize me.”

“Good,” said Judy. “Have a nice day.”
And so we set off. It was clear and bright. Already warm. Delirium 

settled itself behind one of Minshall’s mobile groups of steel pans. The 
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pans were fixed in metal frames, which rolled on large castors. Canvas 
screens, also attached to the frames, protected the musicians from the sun 
while they beat out a rhythm to which we, unprotected, danced and sang. 

 
De Jungle is in our blood
De fever is in our heads
Jungle Fever is not new
Jungle Fever, it’s the beast in you
As soon as Christmas done
You feel it comin’ on
Awoo oowo oowo oowo oowo oowo oowo
Jungle Fever, Jungle Fever

“Fever” was pronounced “fee-ver,” with the syllables stretched out and 
accompanied by a contrapuntal movement of shoulders and pelvis.

Jungle Fever and its 1,800 members were wedged between Tribal 
Festival and the Legion of Evil. Behind the Legion of Evil was Munshie, 
the Mystical Pheasant. Somewhere ahead, or maybe behind, was Mick 
Jagger.

It required an effort to recollect that this was Shrove Tuesday, a date 
set aside by devout Catholics to have their confessions heard. The mood 
in Port-of-Spain was unfettered hedonism. The ritual was pagan, linked 
more to the vernal equinox than to the Christian calendar. And Bacchus 
and the local distillers were enjoying a good day. Drink was definitely an 
asset, but you had to strike the right balance, and maybe even the right 
octane, to fuel the system, to achieve an anaesthetic rather than a paralytic 
effect, and to remain on the same lunar plane with the swirling bodies 
around you. It also helped to be in peak physical condition. Paul and I 
were deficient on both scores, me much more so. At mid-afternoon the 
Jungle Fever band was not yet in the Savannah Park and past the judg-
es’ stand. The Carnival snake was over a mile long. Sections rear-ended 
each other, stalled, took pit stops, and misinterpreted the parade marshal’s 
orders. The noise was thunderous, and my stamina was fraying. By just 
after six the judges had seen us and we were marching off the Savannah. I 
waved goodbye. Paul, on his third wind, went on gyrating.
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I returned to Paul’s house, stinging with too much sun, and collapsed 
in a comfortable chair with a cold beer. Judy came in soon after, exclaim-
ing that she thought she had recognized me from the stands.  
 

“How could you recognize me? There were two hundred of us, all 
wearing masks.” 

“I was right. I did recognize you,” she said, looking down. “It’s the 
black socks with the brown shoes.”

An hour later Paul bounded in with the news that Jungle Fever had 
won. It was named best band of Carnival.

“Well,” I sighed, turning toward Judy. “I can go back and tell the kids 
that I played in the same band with Mick Jagger and that the band was the 
best in Carnival.”

“Yes,” she said, “and explain how you got sunburned in horizontal 
stripes.” 
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G r e n a d a

P ie r r e  Tr udeau  and  t he  Emba r r a s smen t  o f  a  Fu l l -S c a l e 
A me r i c an  Wa r  ag a in s t  a  Ve r y  Sma l l  I s l and

We returned from London in the late summer of 1983. The 
Department of External Affairs was in the throes of major re-
structuring aimed at improved policy coordination. The trade, 
political, economic, immigration and overseas cultural func-
tions were clustered under geographical directors-general. I was 
appointed director-general of the Caribbean/Central America 
Bureau. Central America was awash with problems, but Grenada 
was the first major crisis.

It was about seven o’clock in the evening and I was still at my desk in 
the Pearson Building in Ottawa when the telephone rang. The date was 
October 24, 1983. At the other end was Jean-Pierre Juneau, counsellor at 
the Canadian embassy in Washington. He and his colleague Jacques Roy, 
the chargé d’affaires, had just returned from the State Department where 
they had been informed that the United States would take “appropriate 
action” to protect its nationals in Grenada and its strategic interests in 
the Caribbean. They were told consideration was also being given to the 
evacuation of Canadian nationals. Juneau added that the Americans had 
provided no time line about when the ”action” would take place nor any-
thing on the form it would take. However, neither Jean-Pierre nor I had 
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any doubt about the intended “action.” President Reagan had decided to 
invade Grenada.

Of all the islands of the British West Indies, Grenada (population 
91,000, and producer of one third of the world’s nutmeg) had the most 
chequered adolescence as a sovereign state. The prime minister at inde-
pendence in 1974 was Sir Eric Gairy, a noxious eccentric who once lec-
tured the United Nations General Assembly on UFOs. He let it be known 
on the island that his elevation to first minister was divinely inspired. 
More grievously, he organized the Mongoose Gang, a collection of local 
thugs, to suppress opposition to his government. His overthrow by force 
by Maurice Bishop in 1979 was welcomed by most of the citizens.

On October 12, four years later, Bishop and his government were 
overturned by a group of hard-line Marxist-Leninists. That Bishop was a 
soft Marxist and an ally of Fidel Castro gave the affair and its bloodletting 
a Bolshevik vs Menshevik colouration. The new junta, the Revolutionary 
Military Council, executed Bishop and thirteen others including cabi-
net ministers and union leaders. There was no evidence that Cuba or the 
Soviet Union were involved in the plotting, the outcome of which was a 
setback for both countries. Western intelligence agencies were taken by 
surprise and the unlikelihood of this drama was reinforced by evidence 
that the only combat-ready professional military unit on the island was 
a detachment of Cuban soldiers – invited to the island by Bishop. In fact, 
Castro publicly condemned the killings1 and on the eve of the invasion 
had refused a Grenadian request for more troops.2

The Cuban soldiers had been dispatched to provide symbolic support 
for Bishop and protection for the completion of a new airport. Many of 
the construction workers were also Cuban and, as the invaders discov-
ered, had military training and access to arms. As sabres began to rattle, 
Castro assigned a colonel with African combat experience to command 
the troops in Grenada. The airport was intended by the Russians and the 
Cubans to be a significant strategic asset.3 With a runway length of 9,000 
feet, it could accommodate the behemoth-like Antonov aircraft, thereby 
facilitating Russian, Cuban, and African air linkages – a facility which 
would spare the Soviets the awkwardness and restrictions associated with 
using Goose Bay and Gander as staging bases.

The governments in the Eastern Caribbean were understandably 
alarmed. They were exceedingly vulnerable. With the exception of a small 



101Grenada

military command in Barbados, their security forces comprised tiny con-
tingents of modestly armed police constables, many on bicycles. On the 
other side of the Caribbean the Cold War had been rekindled by the suc-
cess of the Sandinista revolution in Nicaragua and by American reaction 
to that success. With the exception of Costa Rica, Central America was 
becoming a battleground. In Washington the president, Ronald Reagan, 
was already known for a ‘no more Cubas on my watch’ mantra. Grenada 
was already on his radar. A few months earlier Bishop had referred to the 
“fascist clique in Washington” and had prophetically mentioned “the pos-
sibility of military intervention.”4 Reagan was still haunted by the hostage 
taking of American diplomats in Tehran four years earlier. The terror-
ist explosion in Beirut, which occurred two days before the invasion and 
killed 241 US Marines, dramatically reinforced the hard line.5 At very high 
speed the Reagan government assembled a coalition of countries from the 
Eastern Caribbean, the Organization of Eastern Caribbean States (OECS) 
– St. Kitts, Antigua, Dominica, Saint Lucia, and Saint Vincent – plus 
Barbados and Jamaica to provide international cover and ‘allied’ partic-
ipation in the invasion.6 Its purpose was four-fold: the expulsion of the 
Cubans; the removal of the junta; the installation of a more congenial in-
terim government; and the rescue of an estimated 600 American students 
at the St. George’s School of Medicine, an offshore US college. 

As the Pentagon planners quickly realized, these were not easily com-
patible objectives. The application of military force to accomplish the first 
three could precipitate hostage taking of the students while a diplomatic 
approach, which might liberate the students, would leave the Junta and the 
Cubans in place. Moreover, the completion of the airport would thwart 
American strategic objectives. Hawkish views were in the ascendancy in 
the Pentagon, the State Department and ultimately in the White House. 
It was decided that the only tactic capable of achieving all objectives was 
the use of overwhelming force. It was anticipated that the sheer weight of 
a combined military, naval, and air operation would intimidate defenders 
and minimize military and civilian casualties. By October 23, with the 
Beirut explosion ringing in his ears, President Reagan had authorized the 
use of a huge sledgehammer to crack the tiny Grenadian nut.

Given the US objectives, their obsession with rooting out Communism 
in the hemisphere, and the political winds blowing around the White 
House the Pentagon plan made some sense. However, it soon became 
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apparent that it did not make sense to Prime Minister Trudeau – nor 
to many others. Talleyrand, if he had been around, would have warned 
Washington “Surtout, pas de zéle.”7

When I put the phone down after the Washington embassy call, I 
could not anticipate Trudeau’s thinking. However, I did realize that the 
prime minister and the acting secretary of state for external affairs had to 
be informed as soon as possible. Marcel Massé, the undersecretary, was 
still in the building. I consulted with him and he agreed that I should 
speak to Jean-Luc Pepin, the minister of state for external relations, who 
we both assumed was the acting foreign minister in the absence of Allan 
MacEachen, who was in the Middle East at the time. Pepin was sound and 
approachable.8 I called Pepin who asked me to join him in his office in the 
Centre Bloc. After a short briefing we discussed the line that he should 
take with the prime minister. Our primary concern was with the approx-
imately eighty-five Canadians on the island. Many were semi-permanent 
residents, some were tourists scattered in beach hotels, five were Canadian 
University Services Organization volunteers and six were engaged on offi-
cial Canadian aid projects.9 They could not leave because all international 
flights had been cancelled. Specifically, the concern was that foreigners 
could be used as hostages to prevent any attempt by the Americans to 
take the island by force. The murder of Bishop and his colleagues left little 
doubt in our minds that the Junta would not be squeamish in its use of 
hostages.

 For the previous week my staff and I, with the support of the high com-
missioners in Barbados and Port-of-Spain, had been attempting to charter 
aircraft to begin ferrying the Canadians out of Grenada. Identifying and 
alerting many of these Canadians had been done by Joe Knockaert, the 
consular officer from the high commission in Barbados, who had been 
on a duty visit to Grenada when the coup took place. The closest airport 
to Grenada with a small fleet of charter aircraft was in Barbados, but ar-
rangements did not fall quickly into place. Tom Adams, the prime min-
ister of Barbados cancelled our charter out of Barbados. We tried Piarco, 
the airport of Port-of-Spain, Trinidad, but again there were problems with 
clearances. The Trinidadian government was being skittish about any 
involvement with the Grenada crisis. This problem was finally resolved 
the afternoon of October 24 by Noble Power, the high commissioner in 
Barbados who telephoned several recalcitrant regional prime ministers. 
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But by the time the decision was passed to the air crew it was too late to fly. 
Pearls, the small Grenada airport, had no landing lights and shut down at 
6 p.m. “OK,” we said, “let them start the shuttle tomorrow morning.”

That evening in his office Pepin agreed that our overriding priority 
should be our nationals and that we should obtain the authority of the 
prime minister to make immediate contact with the Americans to urge 
them to delay military action until all foreigners who wished to leave had 
been able to do so. At this point we were not aware of any of the detail of 
the American plan, nor how advanced it was. But even if Trudeau agreed, 
and we assumed he would, we were not sanguine that a call from the 
Canadian government, albeit with the idea of saving lives, would divert 
the US government from its timetable. Even so, we felt a powerful obliga-
tion to try.

Pepin called the Prime Minister’s Office and was told that Trudeau 
was not immediately accessible. The minister insisted that the issue was 
important and should be brought urgently to the prime minister’s atten-
tion. Pepin put the phone down and we waited. I can’t recall precisely but 
it must have been about forty-five minutes before Trudeau called. The 
conversation was short and, as Pepin recounted, did not proceed as we 
had anticipated. The prime minister was evidently not pleased to be in-
terrupted, especially by a minister with whom he was not on good terms. 
He didn’t object to making a case with the Americans for time to evacuate 
stranded citizens, but did not accept the urgency. He would not agree to 
contacting the Americans that evening and concluded the conversation by 
saying “Send a telegram.”

I sketched out a message along lines acceptable to Pepin, returned to 
my office, wrote out the telegram to the embassy in Washington in long-
hand, and delivered it to the Communications Centre for urgent delivery. 
It was then about 10 p.m. At the heart of this telegram were these passages:

there is a possibility that your government might engage in a res-
cue operation of American and foreign nationals in Grenada in 
conjunction with member states of the OECS. We are grateful for 
your willingness to include Canadian nationals. However, we are 
most concerned that such an operation, if undertaken by force, 
could lead to panic and the taking of hostages with consequent 
real risk of bloodshed. As you know evacuation arrangements are 
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already in train. We very much hope that nothing will be done 
to jeopardize their success. We would appreciate your assurance 
that no operation which might meet armed resistance will take 
place while some groups of foreign nationals have been given the 
opportunity to leave with the consent of the present Grenadian 
authorities.10

Even hypothetically, this telegram could not have produced action until 
early the following morning.

The following morning was pandemonium. It was immediately ob-
vious that our labour the previous evening had not only been futile but 
unexpectedly embarrassing. The morning news programs were consumed 
with the invasion which had begun at dawn. A massive force had descend-
ed on Grenada – over twenty-six warships, including three aircraft car-
riers (USS Independence, USS Guam and USS Saipan) and a force of over 
7,000 soldiers, including Seals and Marines. 

A related news story was delivered by a CBC reporter who had 
joined a gaggle of journalists assembled early that morning on the lawn 
of Gerald Regan, the minister of state for foreign trade. The reporter 
had apparently consulted a press club list to learn who, in the absence 
of MacEachen (who was in Egypt), was the acting foreign minister. 
Fortunately for me, my egregious error in assuming it was Pepin, was 
shared by everyone consulted the night before including Marcel Massé 
and Pepin himself.11 However, none of this was any comfort to the hap-
less Regan. Transparently ill-informed and unable to offer the press any 
sense of the government’s reaction to the crisis and nothing about the 
safety of Canadians, he was driven off to his office in a towering rage.

Meanwhile, the prime minister summoned an emergency meeting in 
a board room in the Centre Block of Parliament. Regan was there. So were 
Marcel Massé, senior officers from National Defence, a cluster of officials 
from the Prime Minister’s Office and the Privy Council Office and myself. 
Pepin had not been invited.

The prime minister was in a foul mood. In a diary note I had scribbled 
uncharitably that his tie was at half mast and that his face had the “raddled 
look of someone who had spent the night on the tiles.” One of his first 
questions was how a major American invasion force, involving the collab-
oration of seven Caribbean countries could be assaulting Grenada without 
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the prior knowledge of the Canadian government. Surmising correctly 
that it would not be well received, I intervened to describe the telephone 
call from Washington and to mention the report given to him the previous 
evening by Pepin. I was treated to a cold prime ministerial harrumph. 

This was Tuesday. Grenada had been a hot topic in the House of 
Commons on Monday and the previous week. Now and for the next week 
it was front and centre. That afternoon Brian Mulroney, leader of the 
Progressive Conservatives, demanded to know why we were not support-
ing our American ally and why we had not been informed in advance. 
Nettled, but still formidable on his feet, the prime minister retorted: 
“Madame Speaker, I think the answer to that is rather simple. These coun-
tries (the US and Caribbean partners) were determined to support an in-
vasion. They know that Canada is not in the habit of supporting invasions 
of other countries.”

On Thursday, Ed Broadbent, leader of the New Democratic Party, cas-
tigated the government for not informing the United States government 
earlier of its opposition to “a possible invasion.” Trudeau’s reply was not 
wholly accurate: “The first suspicion that an invasion might take place was 
Monday night. The moment I heard about it, I did ask for that message to 
be sent.” The prime minister added that the government had previously 
taken “steps to ensure the safe evacuation, if need be, of Canadian nation-
als who were in Grenada.” 

As proposed by Massé, one of the decisions taken at the meeting 
with the prime minister was to establish a multi-departmental task force, 
chaired by me, which would meet once or twice daily. In the absence of 
an operations centre in the Department of External Affairs, the task force 
met in a conference room near my office.12 Our small team soon discov-
ered that servicing the process requirements of the task force, preparing 
minutes, distilling and circulating telegrams and other intelligence, and 
preparing agendas consumed most of our time, leaving little for the sub-
stantive issues including input on the formation of a new government in 
Grenada, the recruitment and training of a new constabulary to replace 
the wholly politicized and now defunct police force, and the evacuation of 
our citizens. For almost a month the Task Force was producing daily sit-
uation reports. Also it was increasingly impossible to ignore the widening 
conflict in Central America. And, of course, there were other demands: 
preparing draft answers to questions in the House, liaising with embassies, 
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frequent daily contact with our high commission in Barbados, and help-
ing the Press Office field the onslaught of questions – some embarrassing. 

Underlying, and to a high degree, undermining our various action 
plans was the prime minister’s take on the crisis. Unstated, but implicit 
in the board room was the depth of Trudeau’s indignation with President 
Reagan. Perhaps correctly conjecturing that Trudeau would have opposed 
an invasion, neither Reagan nor George Shultz, his secretary of state, had 
spoken to Ottawa – leaving only that vague State Department signal, deliv-
ered at the eleventh hour. President Reagan and Prime Minister Trudeau 
did not care for each other, but it is not certain that personal chemistry 
was a factor in the decision to withhold information. Reagan did call his 
good friend Margaret Thatcher, but only at the last minute and not to 
consult. For once on the same wave-length with Trudeau, Thatcher was 
furious – a reaction that upset the Americans, who had strongly supported 
Thatcher in the British recovery of the Falkland Islands from Argentina 
two years before.13

Meanwhile in Grenada, the invasion was not proceeding either effi-
ciently or bloodlessly. Codenamed Operation Urgent Fury, the invasion 
lacked “inter-operable communications.” The naval command centre’s 
radio system on the flagship, USS Independence, was not compatible with 
those of some of the military units causing delay, confusion, and worse. 
Even the one CIA agent, flown in two days before the invasion, could 
not transmit intelligence because the CIA’s chartered yacht, which was 
to receive her intelligence reports, had been chased out of range by the 
US Navy.14 Joe Knockaert, the Canadian high commission officer on the 
island, shook his head in disbelief when asked by a general and then by 
platoon commanders about roads and paths to move troops from point A 
to point B.15 The invaders had landed without basic maps. Knockaert ex-
plained that maps of the island were available for sale at most local shops.

Friendly fire accounted for a number (unspecified) of the 19 Americans 
killed during the engagement and 116 wounded. Forty-five Grenadians 
were killed and 358 were wounded. The Cubans, including the armed con-
struction workers, lost 25 with 59 wounded. The Pentagon’s public report 
on Urgent Fury notes that its success was “marred by the consequences of 
inadequate time for planning, lack of tactical intelligence and problems 
with joint command and control.”16 The cast of the operation was stud-
ded with figures already or yet to emerge in fame or notoriety: George 
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H.W. Bush, Admiral John Poindexter, Caspar Weinberger, Oliver North, 
General (Stormin’) Norman Schwartzkopf, and Robert McFarlane.

The good news was that no foreigners were held hostage. Six hundred 
US citizens, mostly medical students, were successfully evacuated along 
with 121 foreigners, including 29 Canadians. Many Canadians, largely the 
permanent residents, opted to stay put. However, the extrication of those 
Canadians who wanted to leave remained mired in a Catch-22. 

The Grenada situation report from our operations centre, October 26, 
was explicit. “It is extraordinary and disquieting that the US authorities 
should manage to give us four conflicting reasons for their inability to 
provide clearance in the course of one day.”17

In a story datelined October 27, Oakland Ross of the Globe and Mail 
described the final Canadian attempt to retrieve our nationals. He and 
other journalists were aboard a Hercules C-130 Canadian Forces aircraft. 
As the aircraft made its approach to Pearls airport, the pilot was informed 
that the Canadians had already been evacuated by the US Air Force and 
would be landing in Raleigh, North Carolina. However, when this air-
craft arrived in Raleigh it was discovered that there were no Canadians 
on board. The Hercules returned to Trenton, Ontario, and the Canadians 
were eventually removed by another US aircraft.

Pentagon preparations for the invasion had been nourished by wish-
ful thinking. State Department officials wrote that “in Western Europe, 
where US willingness to fight for European soil was questioned, such ac-
tion might inspire confidence in the United States.”18 The international 
verdict did not support this thesis. The UN resolution condemning the 
United States for “flagrant violation of international law” was carried by 
108 votes with 27 abstentions (including Canada’s) to only 9 opposed (sev-
eral Caribbean and Central American countries, Israel, and the United 
States).19 Gerard Pelletier, long-time friend and colleague of Trudeau and 
at this moment ambassador to the UN, explained to the General Assembly 
that Canada was “not yet convinced that the invasion of Grenada was a 
legitimate exercise of the right of self-defence.” The Pentagon report noted 
that “in Ottawa, spokesmen questioned the need and justification for US 
intervention, especially after the Canadian government had already an-
nounced plans to conduct the peaceful evacuation of its citizens.”20

Ronald Reagan is reported to have dismissed the international crit-
icism in the belief that opinion in the United States would back him up. 
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This perception proved to be correct. The president’s popularity rose in the 
wake of the invasion and reinforced his determination to support right-
wing military governments in Central America and the Contra forces in 
Nicaragua.

The crisis led to other long-term consequences. Post mortems on the 
many failings of Operation Urgent Fury were followed by the most radical 
changes to the structure of US combined operations since World War II. 
A lesser change, but one with immediate impact on my bureau, was the 
recognition that American knowledge of the English-speaking parts of 
the Caribbean was woefully inadequate and considerably inferior to that 
of the British Foreign Office and the Canadian Department of External 
Affairs. The US State Department proposed the creation of semi-annual 
American/British/Canadian meetings to share analyses and prognosticate 
about the Caribbean. The proposal represented some easing of tensions 
and both the U.K. and Canada were pleased to accept.21 

Reaction in Grenada to the invasion was mixed. Relief that the mur-
derous Junta had been removed and its most ardent supporters imprisoned 
was widespread, but was qualified by dismay at the heavy destruction in 
St. Georges, the capital, and especially by the toll of dead and wounded 
Grenadians. The Pentagon had deployed the 9th Psychological Operations 
Battalion, known as PSYOPS, to minimize negativity. When I visited the 
island many weeks later very few Grenadians were wearing the PSYOPS-
produced T-shirts. One was emblazoned with crossed US and Grenadian 
flags with the caption “AMERICA THANK YOU FOR LIBERATING 
GRENADA TUESDAY 25 OCTOBER 1983.” Another, under the heral-
dic arms of the 505th Airborne Infantry, bore the inscription “ON TO 
HAVANA.”22

In Ottawa, the prime minister’s indignation had not run its course. 
Allan Gotlieb, our ambassador in Washington, called on Langhorne A. 
Motley, the assistant secretary of state for Western Hemispheric Affairs 
to convey Trudeau’s views on the invasion. Motley was a Reagan appoint-
ment, a former ambassador to Brazil and an Alaskan real estate developer. 
Described by Secretary of State Schultz as “a real scrapper,”23 he had been 
one of the architects of Operation Urgent Fury. Motley and I met several 
times in the months following the Grenada crisis and it was Motley who 
described the meeting with our ambassador. Gotlieb apparently delivered 
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his message forcefully. So forcefully, Motley told me, that he had never 
come “so close to punching out a foreign ambassador.”

While vexed with Reagan, Trudeau was almost certainly more deeply 
distressed with his friends in the Caribbean who had formed the coali-
tion. The prime minister’s indignation shaped policy over the next month. 
Correctly interpreting this focus of Trudeau’s anger, some top officials 
began concocting a revised Canada/Caribbean aid policy which would 
penalize those islands that had collaborated with the Americans. This bi-
zarre policy drama rose to a point of absurdity with the suggestion that 
Grenada should also be deprived of some CIDA (Canadian International 
Development Agency) assistance – presumably for allowing itself to be 
invaded. John Robinson, my colleague in CIDA, and I were horrified. 
Helping to put Grenada back onto its feet with some sort of stable govern-
ment and a responsible police force had become an urgent priority. But 
as we quickly learned, attempting to move past officials who were on the 
PM’s wave length was difficult. At the time I had no evidence that Trudeau 
had condoned or was even aware of these machinations and so gave him 
the benefit of the doubt and privately blamed the officials. 

Thirty-one years later a friend put me straight. In 1983 he had been 
working with the Privy Council Office and had been a note-taker on board 
the government aircraft that carried the prime minister and his team from 
Ottawa to the November 1983 meeting of the Commonwealth heads of 
government in New Delhi. In the course of a discussion of the draft for 
this chapter he told me that he had been present during a conversation be-
tween Trudeau and senior officials at which the prime minister instructed 
that development assistance to a number of Caribbean countries should 
be reduced. Fortunately, and soon after, reason began to prevail with the 
return of MacEachen from the Middle East.

But the question persisted. Why had Caribbean leaders failed to alert 
Trudeau?24 After all, he had cultivated the Commonwealth Caribbean. 
He was on good, even warm terms, with most of the island leaders. He 
had seen them only a few months before and had bestowed upon them 
increased CIDA assistance. A rumour circulated that Dame Eugenia 
Charles, the prime minister of Dominica, had tried to call Ottawa, but had 
the wrong telephone number. This never seemed very credible. The facts, 
when they emerged two years later, offer a lesson on the importance of the 
idiosyncratic variable on the conduct and understanding of foreign policy. 
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In August 1985 I accompanied a minister of state in the new Mulroney 
government, who had been designated to represent Canada at the funeral 
of President Forbes Burnham of Guyana.25 The minister had offered to 
pick up any prime minister from the Eastern Caribbean en route. Two had 
accepted, one of whom was Sir John Compton of St. Lucia. From St. Lucia 
to Georgetown, Guyana, I sat with Sir John.

Sir John had been one of two spokesmen for the Organization of 
Eastern Caribbean States (OECS) at the time of the invasion. I asked him 
about Dame Eugenia’s wrong telephone number story. “Ah that!” he snort-
ed. “All myth. But I will tell you – the real story is just as strange.”

The Americans had insisted on total secrecy. However, given the spe-
cial connection with Canada and particularly with the prime minister, it 
had been agreed among his colleagues of the OECS that Trudeau should 
be contacted and that he, Sir John, would speak to Trudeau or pass a mes-
sage to him by safe hand. Sir John decided that the simplest way would be 
to telephone his friend Alan Roger, the Canadian high commissioner in 
Barbados who had been accredited to all of the OECS countries. Sir John 
called and was told by the receptionist that Mr. Roger had left Barbados 
on the conclusion of his posting. She asked if Sir John would like to speak 
to his successor. He said no and asked if he could speak to the head of the 
aid section. He had left for Canada. Sir John then asked to speak to the 
head of the political section. Same response. This person had also left the 
high commission. Asked again if he would like to speak to the new high 
commissioner, he threw up his hands metaphorically, while clutching 
the receiver and repeated “no.” He was not prepared to discuss the most 
sensitive military strategy involving the Caribbean since the Napoleonic 
wars with someone he had never met. He put down the phone. Enveloped 
in the preparations for an invasion of which he was a titular partner, he 
abandoned the quest.
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H a i t i

L e  Ch ien  E s t  Mo r t

This incident occurred during an official visit to Haiti in 1986 
with a colleague from the Canadian International Development 
Agency (CIDA) following the collapse of the government of Jean-
Claude Duvalier and the end of twenty-nine years of dictatorship 
by father (Papa Doc) and son (Baby Doc).

The singing drew my attention. Two men digging a trench at the far end of 
a field were chanting as they swung their spades. I walked closer and rec-
ognized a Haitian rhythm, a powerful Vodou chorale. The two men sang 
with relish. I was about fifteen feet away when one of them picked up a dog 
that had lain hidden by a pile of dirt. He held the dog by its back legs and 
dropped it into the trench. There was a plop, but the dog made no noise. 

I looked at the men. “Le chien est mort?”
Absorbed in work and song, they had not noticed my approach. Now 

they turned, and one of them paused and said to me with a broad smile, 
“Oui, le chien est mort,” whereupon both men began to chant again with 
renewed enthusiasm as they shovelled dirt into the shallow grave.

Recoiling from this macabre tableau, I hurried to the house where I 
was staying. This was my fourth day in Haiti, and only eight days after the 
flight of the last dictator, Jean-Claude Duvalier, or “Baby Doc.” Propelled 
by international pressure and domestic unrest, he left for a gilded exile in 
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the south of France with his beautiful and larcenous wife, who was soon to 
leave him. He left behind jubilation, shooting, and déchoucage – a Creole 
word that could mean anything from destroying the home of a hated, now 
impotent, enemy to dismembering him.

Commercial air service to Port-au-Prince from North America had 
not been restored. John Robinson and I arrived on the first plane from 
Santo Domingo, at the other end of the island of Hispaniola. He was the 
area director general for CIDA and I was his counterpart for External 
Affairs. An otherwise short and uneventful flight turned clamorous 
when the stewardess absent-mindedly announced to the mostly Haitian 
passengers that we had just landed at “L’Aeroport International François 
Duvalier.”

Port-au-Prince had not changed since my last visit, when the previous 
dictator, Papa Doc, in whose memory the airport had been named, was 
still alive. Washed by a wide, turquoise, and tepid bay, the city sprawled in 
an exotic jumble at the foot of the mountains. Downtown Port-au-Prince 
resembled the New Orleans French Quarter, but reconstructed by Charles 
Addams and left in the sun to decay for a hundred years. Once-splendid, 
extravagant, tropical homes, designed for pleasure and off-shore zephyrs, 
had become the raddled ghosts of their past: most louvres were gone, the 
gingerbread and wrought iron broken, and the turreted roofs, sheathed 
in tin, were tilted and rusted. Inside they teemed with children, flies, and 
mosquitoes. Each room contained at least one family. Laundry left tinc-
tures of colour against the weathered grey siding.

Closer to the sea, there was no worn architecture that spoke of a prof-
ligate, comfortable youth, only slums, perhaps the worst slums this side of 
Calcutta, slums whose stench extended beyond their line of sight.

We were staying above all this, in a lovely modern residence on the 
side of the mountain, shaded and cool at one thousand feet. The grave 
digging I had observed was about one kilometer from the house. Night 
was falling quickly, as it does in the tropics. From down below in the city 
came the occasional crack of gunfire, audible over the distant thrumming 
of drums. It had been foolhardy to stray so far by myself. I suppressed the 
urge to run.

Back in a secure and pleasant home, I sat down while a drink was 
poured. Less tense, and starting to feel that my jitters might have been a bit 
overblown, I gave my host and hostess a spare account of my adventures.
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There was no comment until I concluded my story, and then Suzanne, 
wife of Tony Malone, the ambassador, asked, “What colour was the dog?”

“What do you mean, what colour was the dog?”
“Just tell me the colour.”
“It was black.”
“Ahh,” said Suzanne. “They were burying the mayor.”
“Burying the mayor?”
“Yes. Until last week, when he was thrown out, Dieudonné Duval was 

the mayor. He was a Duvalieriste and Tonton Macoute, feared and hat-
ed by the people. Somehow he escaped the déchoucage and disappeared. 
Mère Katrin, a mambo, or priestess, declared that she had used her sacred 
Vodou powers to transform Duval into a dog – a black dog. The gardener 
told me that no black dog is safe in all of Port-au-Prince.”
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C e n t r a l  a m e r i c a  a n d  C o l o m b i a

G o  by  Boa t :  Tr a ve l s  w i t h  A l l an  Mac E ac hen

In the mid-1980s the conflicts in Central America and asso-
ciated human rights abuses had become the most heated topic 
of Canadian foreign policy debate. This was my most active file 
during my five years as director general for the region and in-
volved frequent travel to Central America. All of these visits were 
marked by traumatic and eccentric encounters. This visit was 
with Allan MacEachen, then deputy prime minister and secre-
tary of state for external affairs. It took place in April 1984.

“Holy God! Have a look at that!” 
John Noble, one of our team members, was looking through the per-

spex at the space toward which the helicopter was descending. The heli-
copter had five stars painted on the outside and the words Presidente de 
la Republica de Honduras. Allan MacEachen, his small delegation, and 
two journalists were being transported by helicopter from Palmerola, the 
Honduran air force base, to the Tegucigalpa airport. This was because 
the pilot had declined to squeeze our almost new Challenger between the 
hunched shoulders of two mountains to land at the national airport. We 
all craned our necks to see what our colleague was talking about.

Below, with rapidly increasing clarity, we could see a parade-ground 
formation of three companies of soldiers in gorgeously vivid Napoleonic 
uniforms, complete with gold piping, epaulettes, shakos, feathers, and 
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bandoliers. One company wore blue jackets, another raspberry red, and 
the last, white. They were cadets from the air force, army, and navy acad-
emies. In front of them was a small dais, and from it to a point on the air-
field apron was stretched a long red carpet. We looked uncomfortably at 
each other. The agenda for the minister’s visit to Honduras was supposed 
to begin an hour after we reached the hotel. We were dressed for tropical 
travel, not for a state occasion. Self-consciously, we clambered out of the 
helicopter onto the red carpet, where MacEachen was greeted by the for-
eign minister of Honduras and the chief of protocol. 

As the foreign minister extended his hand, there was a thunderous 
detonation, then another, then another. On a grassy knoll, well behind the 
cadets, two howitzers were banging out the appropriate salvo – or what-
ever they thought was appropriate. It was unlikely that the Hondurans, or 
anyone, for that matter, knew the number of rounds required to greet a 
visiting deputy prime minister. This extravagant and unexpected welcome 
had been laid on at the express wish of President Sauzo. His chief of proto-
col much later told me that the president had wished to celebrate the first 
ever visit to Honduras of a Canadian foreign minister. 
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Everything was proceeding according to plan until about the ninth 
shot, at which point the blank shell misfired and a gout of flame flew out 
of the barrel, igniting the tall, dry grass around the artillery. The flames 
spread quickly, and there was a short period of pandemonium while sol-
diers, and eventually an airport fire truck, put out the fire. 

 • 
Four days later, after full visits to Nicaragua and Costa Rica, the Challenger 
took off from San Jose. We were en route to Bogota and a meeting with 
President Betancur and his foreign minister. 

The flight was an opportunity to relax. The trip through four coun-
tries of Central America had been the first major foray by a senior minister 
to the most neuralgic area of Canadian foreign policy at the time. The 
expedition had begun with a short visit to George Schultz in Washington. 
Schultz, who was then President Reagan’s secretary of state, was an old 
friend of MacEachen’s. Nevertheless, it was as tricky to explain why 
Nicaragua was a key part of the agenda, as it was to navigate the often 
impassioned presentations on the subject by presidents, foreign ministers, 
and generals. MacEachen managed this with insouciance, steering a path 
that endorsed neither the Sandinistas nor the Contras. The Canadian 
government’s purpose was threefold: to respond to growing pressure in 
Canada to engage positively with Central America; more specifically, to 
help find a way to stop hostilities; and to urge the demilitarization of the 
region by all parties, including the Soviet Union and the United States. 
In the end we earned the respect of almost all sides in Central America 
and a grudging, aggrieved tolerance by Washington, but had only limited 
success with militant, pro-Sandinista opinion in Canada. When Joe Clark 
succeeded MacEachen as secretary of state for external affairs, he took 
up this challenge with gradually increasing success – but that is another 
story. We were at the end of a stressful week, and four hours of flying time 
with drinks in hand would have been a welcome break.

Alas, this was not to be. About forty minutes out of San Jose the 
Challenger’s pressure seal cracked. At 40,000 feet, we were approximately 
11,000 feet higher than the peak of Mount Everest and were rapidly losing 
most of our oxygen. The pilot threw the plane into a steep dive, pressed his 
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Mayday transmission button, and pulled the lever for the release of oxy-
gen masks. The cabin filled with a cloud of white vapour, which quickly 
dissipated. Masks deployed for the pilot, co-pilot, and navigator, and for 
MacEachen and three others sitting in armchairs in the first row of the 
passenger cabin. Several masks, including that for the steward, failed to 
release from their overhead compartments. Others deployed but provided 
no oxygen. The compartment above me had opened very slightly, and I 
probed with my fingernails until I was able to dislodge the mask. This 
was shared with a colleague with whom I was sitting on a sofa facing the 
side of the aircraft, and it was almost immediately shared also with two 
journalists who joined us from the chairs behind us. Suddenly alert to the 
problem of four passengers relying on one oxygen mask, Keith Bezanson 
from CIDA, who had a functioning mask and was just in front of me (or, 
given the pitch of the aircraft, just below me), gestured to me to sit on his 
lap and share his mask, thereby reducing the one-mask dependency on the 
sofa from four to three. Fortunately we were above jungle, not mountain, 
and levelled out at 3,000 feet. The plunge down seemed to have gone on 
for a long time, but in reality it must have been less than three minutes. 
When the trauma was over and we were safely at our new cruising alti-
tude, someone shouted, “Let’s have a drink!” and David MacDonald of the 
Winnipeg Free Press pulled out the bottle of rum he had purchased at the 
duty-free in San Jose. 

“Wait a minute,” he said. “There’s an inch of rum missing – and the 
bottle has never been opened.” We speculated on this and eventually con-
cluded that alcohol had evaporated through the cork top.

“Minister,” someone said, “if that happened to the rum, imagine what 
it’s done to our brains.” 

As we approached Uplands Airport in Ottawa at the close of the expe-
dition, an ode to our odyssey in calypso form was recited to MacEachen. 
A few verses from this vapid doggerel are set out below:

Canada send de big road show
To see dose countries down below.
De right, de centre, and – no compromise – 
Include de people’s paradise.
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De Opposition and de rest
Say dat dis be important test.
So off de delegation go
With Al MacEachen lead de show.

Den next we go to Bogota
To learn from President Betancau.
So off again our heroes flew,
But Challenger now drop de shoe.

De drop be fast and breathless too,
But minister know what to do.
And while he sit and show “sang froid,”
Bezanson kneel and pray to God.

And Claude, he cool and tall,
He phone his broker in Montreal.
He say, “Work fast and sell my share
In dat big firm called Canadair.”

McDonald, de plume of de Tribune,
He look around de cabin room.
“Oh, Man,” he grin and den he say,
“No problem wid de lead today.”1

Cartoon by Franklin of the Globe and Mail.





121

P a n a m a

T he  G ene r a l  and  Ma r go t  Fon t e y n

My work as a regional director general was varied. It included 
formal protocol duties, such as attending state funerals of foreign 
heads of state, and briefing the governor general for the presen-
tation of credentials by newly arrived ambassadors or high com-
missioners. In those days the official rig for a presentation was 
morning dress. I would change into this uniform at my office in 
the Pearson Building and then, weather permitting, cycle along 
Sussex Drive to Rideau Hall. Seated portentously in the back of 
the horse-drawn state landau, the envoy clattered up the drive, 
accompanied by RCMP outriders resplendent in scarlet uniforms 
and beribboned lances. It was a marvellous ritual, now sadly 
downgraded to a Cadillac and business attire. Another occasion-
al duty was accompanying a minister or senior parliamentarian 
to the inauguration of a new head of state. These events some-
times offered unexpected entertainment. One such occasion was 
the inauguration of the president of Panama in 1984.

Although it was never clear that Nicolas Ardita Barletta had beaten his 
opponent freely and fairly, his inauguration was an important event. It 
was the first election in Panama after seventeen years of military rule, 
and also the first since Jimmy Carter had turned over ownership and 
administration of the Panama Canal to the Panamanians. Representing 



W HOSE M A N IN H AVA N A ?122

Author en route to  
an official function.

the Canadian government at Barletta’s inauguration was Chris Speyer, a 
Progressive Conservative parliamentarian from Cambridge, Ontario. I 
was there as his advisor, as was Chips Filleul, the non-resident Canadian 
ambassador, and Susan Howell, second secretary, based, with Chips, in 
San José, Costa Rica.

The inauguration ceremony took place in a vast convention hall in 
Panama City. Getting there was the second challenge we had to face – the 
first had been the discovery that Canada’s official gift, an Inuit sculpture, 
had been stolen. The route to the convention centre funnelled into a nar-
row roadway that was soon choked with limousines and taxis entering 
from both directions. Horns were blaring. Drivers were shouting. The po-
lice had overlooked the need for a transport plan. Observing this chaos 
from our taxi, Chris opined that the colourful shambles “was worth the 
price of admission.”

Inside the convention centre the thousand or so seats were slowly fill-
ing up. George Schultz, US Secretary of State and President Reagan’s rep-
resentative, walked in to subdued applause. A few minutes later Jimmy and 
Rosalyn Carter arrived to a tumultuous ovation from the Panamanians. 
Well past the appointed hour the hall was full, and the outgoing acting 
president and the members of the Supreme Court, all in white linen suits, 
had taken their seats on the stage. They left one chair empty for Barletta at 
the centre. There was a long pause, and then a short, frumpy-looking man 
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with a pitted face and white uniform strode to the middle of the stage and 
nudged the man sitting beside the empty chair. This person rose, causing 
a sequential shuffle of rising, moving, and sitting that ended only when the 
junior judge at the end of the row was shuffled off the stage. It was musical 
chairs without music. I turned to Chips and whispered, “Who’s the inter-
loper?” He replied, “General Noriega wants everyone to know who is still 
running the country.”

Barletta was (and is) a decent man. He resigned a year later, when he 
was unable to rein in the corruption in his administration. Chief among 
the villains was the same General Noriega. Subsequently imprisoned in the 
United States for narcotics trafficking,1 Noriega was apparently responsible 
for manipulating enough votes to enable Barletta to squeak ahead of his 
opponent, Arnulfo Arias. Arias was a political eccentric on a grand scale 
and a Panamanian legend. In 1940 he ran and won the presidency on the 
National Socialist (i.e., Nazi) ticket. To no one’s surprise, the Americans, 
who controlled the Canal and whose gunboat diplomacy had separated 
Panama from Colombia in 1903, conspired with the Panamanian mili-
tary, and Arias was overthrown. Shifting his politics to a quasi-Marxist 
platform, Arias ran again in 1968 and won. Once more the United States 
and the Panamanian military were unhappy and Arias was quickly over-
thrown. On this occasion Arias presented himself as a candidate of the 
centre-left. Possibly, he should have won. There was never a serious inves-
tigation into whether he had been the victim of election fraud. 

As the band played the Panamanian national anthem and the chief 
justice slipped the presidential sash over Barletta’s shoulder, I murmured 
to Susan, “Now is the time to shout, ‘Viva Arnulfo!’” She snorted quietly 
and rolled her eyes.

Two hours later we passed the bandoliered and handsomely uni-
formed guard at the presidential palace. Beyond the gate was an even more 
impressive formation. Standing perfectly erect in a pool, as if in honour of 
the occasion, were the presidential egrets. There were about a dozen birds, 
uniformly white and displaying a quiet dignity not always present that 
afternoon. Several stood on one leg, but that did not spoil the effect.

Inside the palace among a moving shoal of guests, we opened a conver-
sation with an elegant woman who was standing beside an immaculately 
dressed gentleman in a wheelchair. We introduced ourselves, but I did 
not catch her name. She then introduced our small group to the man in 
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the wheelchair, her husband, Roberto (Tito) Arias, a nephew of Arnulfo. 
It was then that I realized the lady was Dame Margot Fonteyn, one of my 
heroines during our time in London. Although not married until the mid-
1950s, they had met in Cambridge in 1937, when Arias was a student and 
Fonteyn was dancing at a local theatre. The marriage was ill-starred. Arias 
was a charming, reckless political adventurer and philanderer. Fonteyn 
had been on the point of divorcing him when he was shot in a botched 
assassination attempt. According to contemporary reports, the would-be 
assassin was (a) the agent of a plot hatched by the Panamanian chief of 
police, (b) the husband of one of Arias’s mistresses, or (c) both. A bullet 
penetrated his spine, leaving him a quadriplegic. Fonteyn abandoned the 
divorce and returned to Panama to devote most of her remaining years to 
the care of her husband. 

Although we must have spoken for ten or fifteen minutes, I don’t re-
call what we talked about. But I remember other details. Fonteyn ensured 
that the conversation was lively and pleasant, and that her husband, whose 
speech was limited, was always engaged. Louis Martinz, a long-time friend 
of both, is quoted as remarking, “Oh, my God, that woman is a saint. Yet 
she never makes herself look like one. Saints don’t, you know.”2
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C e n t r a l  a m e r i c a

F i r ewo r k s  and  Fo r e ig n  Po l i c y

Joe Clark was secretary of state for external affairs (foreign minis-
ter) for four of my five years as director general for the Caribbean 
and Central America. Several years after he had left active poli-
tics and I had left the foreign service I prepared a short paper at 
his request on what I thought Canada’s engagement with Central 
America had achieved and how this had happened. The paper 
was also a case study on how a modest power can serve the inter-
national community and burnish its own image by hard slogging 
in a niche area and do so without burning bridges to a powerful 
and, at times, less principled partner. What follows is based on 
that paper and on further comments from Mr. Clark. This chap-
ter, a bit like the piece on Grenada, strays from the book’s intent, 
which was to be primarily anecdotal. If it is any comfort to the 
reader, the next and most succeeding chapters revert to the orig-
inal plan.

Canada’s Central America policies in the eighties did not produce spec-
tacular results, nor were any of the breakthroughs the direct result of 
Canadian initiatives. However, Canadian diplomacy did contribute to the 
changing political environment in the region – reciprocal concessions that 
led to the end of civil war and the beginnings of a regulatory and peace-
keeping framework – and they did this against the odds.1 The odds were 
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heavily stacked against an independent Canadian policy toward Central 
America, not only because of the usual prudence about unduly annoying 
Uncle Sam, but because this policy was being pursued simultaneously 
with the Mulroney government’s primary foreign policy objective, which 
was the free trade agreement with the United States.

Moreover, a determined American position about the spread of ‘more 
Cubas’ in the hemisphere, while counterproductive was, in the Cold War 
context, at least understandable. Disagreement on Central America was 
inevitable. Expressing that disagreement, while containing it within the pa-
rameters of a ‘we agree to disagree’ policy, was a major achievement. Each 
side viewed the Central America conflicts through separate prisms. As set 
out in the Kissinger Commission of 1984 the US saw the issues in terms of 
the Cold War while Canada saw the roots of the conflict in poverty, hugely 
uneven distribution of wealth, and the failure of social justice, including 
the brutal oppression of the indigenous population of Guatemala. The in-
tervention of outside powers, on both sides of the Cold War divide, only 
aggravated an already incendiary situation. Allan MacEachen, then secre-
tary of state for external affairs, made the point clearly in a February 1984 
speech: “In keeping with Canada’s position against third-party intervention 
in Central America and the supply of armaments to opposing factions, we 
oppose continued military support for anti-Sandinista insurgents just as we 
oppose the promotion of, and support for, armed insurgency in El Salvador 
and Guatemala by outside powers.”

In September 1986 and following an announcement that the US 
Congress had allocated $100 million for aid to the Contras, Joe Clark, 
MacEachen’s successor, declared that “[this] decision runs counter to our 
position. Canada has constantly emphasized its firm belief that the coun-
tries of Central America must be free to seek their own solutions with-
out interference from any outside source.”2 On top of sound policy, this 
was a useful reassertion of bipartisan consistency on Central America. 
In response to my notes, Clark clarified that “Part of the import of Mr. 
Mulroney’s and my position was that it affirmed and extended a construc-
tive interest in development and peace in Central America as being broad-
ly Canadian, and not merely the product of one party. That was important 
beyond Central America.”

In 1987 Clark welcomed the peace proposals presented by President 
Arias of Costa Rica, which fell “within the spirit and framework of the 
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Contadora (reconciliation) process”3 – the same proposals that the Reagan 
administration had vigorously attempted to torpedo.

Nicaragua and the ‘Sandinista contamination’ were issues about 
which Ronald Reagan held very strong views. My recollection is that 
George Shultz (secretary of state) was not enthusiastic about Canada’s 
Central America policies. It is then remarkable that the government stuck 
to an independent course, and maybe just as remarkable, got away with 
it. It helped, of course, that from President Reagan’s point of view Brian 
Mulroney was a big improvement on Pierre Trudeau. It also helped, as Joe 
Clark has written, that George Shultz “always understood that there were 
genuine differences between the two countries on several issues and saved 
his real concern for the questions he considered most important for our 
long-term relation.”

Although the policy line was independent – sizable CIDA contribu-
tions for the Ortega government in Nicaragua, opposition to US support 
for the Contras,4 criticism of human rights abuses on all sides – it was 
framed so that it was not aggressively ‘in your face’ to Washington.

This caution played differently in much of Canada where a re-play of 
reaction to the Spanish civil war drama was taking place – but with signif-
icant differences:5 If we exclude the two world wars, never before or since 
has Canadian civil society become so exercised about a foreign policy is-
sue. A parliamentary committee, mandated to sound public perceptions 
of foreign policy across the country was astonished to find that Central 
America topped Canadian concerns about apartheid in South Africa, 
nuclear disarmament, the Soviet Union and Eastern Europe. The Soviet/
Afghanistan conflict was low on the Canadian public’s list of priorities.

Also, public opinion was unevenly divided. The most vociferous ex-
pressions favoured Nicaragua. It is useful to recall how this came about. 
The Spanish civil war mystique was a part of it. There was a strong emo-
tional sympathy for impoverished Nicaragua battling not only against the 
wickedness of the Somozas and against corrupt and dangerous neighbours, 
but mostly because Nicaragua was the David to the American Goliath.

The media regularly reported butchering, and targeted assassination 
by government-linked military and vigilante death squads. They were 
generally accurate. It has since been verified that most of the killings in 
El Salvador and Guatemala were at the hands of death squads. Subsequent 
findings in Guatemala reveal that over 90 percent of the political murders 
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in that country were committed by the military and associated right-wing 
death squads.

Although development assistance to Guatemala was suspended for 
several years because of the horrific scale of human rights abuses, and a 
number of statements made by Clark and others in government directed 
against these outrages, many in Canadian civil society and the parliamen-
tary opposition attacked the government’s response as pusillanimous. In 
the Realpolitik of the time it was far from that, but not surprisingly, there 
was little sensitivity to the government’s predicament. One of the astonish-
ing features of this period was the extent of the well-coordinated and im-
pressively orchestrated campaign against the government’s allegedly sub-
missive pro-American position. The spectrum of organizations involved 
was truly ecumenical: the United Church, the Jesuits, the Mennonites, the 
Salvation Army… International assistance organizations such as Oxfam 
became deeply engaged in political advocacy. Many of them, especially the 
Toronto-based groups, developed very smooth and productive relations 
with the media and with parliament. The NDP was active in the cam-
paign. It was often joined by Lloyd Axworthy, Warren Almand, and other 
Liberal members of parliament. The result was that the government was 
almost relentlessly attacked. We prepared mountains of draft statements 
and material for questions and answers in the House of Commons for 
MacEachen, Clark and often for prime ministers Trudeau and Mulroney.

One of our premises was that it was naive to suggest the Central 
American situation could be painted in black and white. The Sandinistas 
were authoritarian and responsible for a share of atrocities (albeit relatively 
small in relation to their neighbours), human rights abuses, denial of dem-
ocratic rights and abuse of the indigenous peoples in the Atlantic region. 
Heavily armed with modern Soviet weapons and military aircraft, they 
were capable of destabilizing their neighbours. Delivery of these weapons 
was usually facilitated by the Cubans. The Sandinistas were backing in-
surrections in other parts of Central America with materiel and political 
support.

Canada was increasingly involved in pushing reform through diplo-
matic dialogue and CIDA projects. However, efforts supported by Canada, 
Scandinavia, and others to press the Guatemalans and the Salvadorans 
toward democratic systems met with only limited success. In 1984 the 
reformer, Napoleon Duarte, was elected president of El Salvador with 
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moderately benign results. Two years later Vincente Cerezo, a putative 
reformer, was elected president of Guatemala, but was unable to exercise 
any authority over the military. Honduras already had a democratically 
elected government, but it was largely under the thumb of the heavily US-
influenced military command. 

We concluded that to side fully with Nicaragua by terminating CIDA 
programmes to El Salvador, Honduras, and Guatemala and diverting 
these resources to Nicaragua, as advocated by the churches, civil society, 
and many parliamentarians, would undermine the limited progress we 
were making with these governments. It would also remove (admitted-
ly small) pressure points on democratic, human rights, and social issues. 
Besides, the poor and under-privileged in Guatemala, Honduras, and El 
Salvador had much the same appalling quality of life as most of the poor 
in Nicaragua. Why penalize them? 

Moreover, picking one side would be fatally counterproductive to 
the efforts that we were making in concert with Latin America and the 
Contadora process to help create an environment in which cease-fires 
and reconciliation might be possible. Through much toil, including 
MacEachen’s and Clark’s meetings with the Central American presi-
dents and senior ministers and with Mexican foreign minister Sepulveda, 
our policy of dealing openly and helping all of the countries of Central 
America (except for a three year suspension of Guatemala) was showing 
results. Canada had been accepted and recognized as a significant player 
in the peace process. In our view it would be irresponsible to squander the 
leverage that we had accumulated.6

On the basis of his personal engagement, Joe Clark offered another 
dimension:

Canadian involvement in Central America was an important 
element of our bilateral relation with Mexico (who had also 
come to Canada, not the USA, for advice on how they might 
join GATT). My impression is that Sepulveda pressed his more 
influential colleagues to encourage us. Also, if my recollection 
is correct, that led to an invitation to me to join the annual “Rio 
Group” dinners of eight to ten hemispheric foreign ministers 
(including the USA) at the United Nations General Assembly. 
Those contacts had implications beyond Central America, 
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including a growing recognition by Latin governments that 
Canadian policy on important hemispheric issues could be in-
dependent from that of Washington, and a growing awareness 
in Ottawa that this was an appropriate time to take our seat at 
the OAS as a prominent part of an active commitment to multi-
lateral political organizations, including the Commonwealth, la 
Francophonie, the United Nations, and leadership on environ-
mental issues.

The Canadian government’s insistence on not caving in to opposition 
pressures enabled us to play a supporting role in the peace process. Canada 
sent diplomatic and military teams to help devise the verification and con-
trol procedures.7

A lot of my time was spent in the media trenches. In those days ex-
ternal affairs officers could discuss and defend government policies on the 
radio, television programs, in speeches, and on the pages of newspapers. 
I also devoted time to one-on-one conversations with many of our oppo-
nents and media people. Sometimes this worked and sometimes not at all. 
Several friendships date from these skirmishes. In these days of distance 
and distrust between the government and the bureaucracy all of this may 
sound Pollyannaish, but at no time did I squirm under or protest political 
directives with which I was in fundamental disagreement.8 Such disagree-
ments did not exist. It helped immensely that I was part of the consultative 
dialogue.9

Was this the post-Pearsonian ‘golden age’ of Canadian diplomacy? 
Perhaps. It is a term that invites abuse and is best avoided, but seen from 
the second decade of the twenty-first century those years appear bathed 
in gilded light.
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v e n e z u e l a ,  H a i t i ,  
a n d  t h e  D o m i n i c a n  R e p u b l i c

A  I s  f o r  A r i s t i de

In 1991 I was in Caracas as ambassador. The president of 
Venezuela was Carlos Andres Perez.1 Although flawed and even-
tually impeached (probably unjustly), he was the most interna-
tionalist of all Latin American leaders at that time – more gen-
uinely “Bolivarian” in leading Latin America and the Caribbean 
toward rational goals than Hugo Chavez, who attempted to bring 
him down in a failed coup d’état. This is a story of Perez’s efforts 
to restore the glimmer of democracy in Haiti that began with 
President Aristide’s election in December 1990, and of my own 
tangential engagement in this process. 

Tuesday, September 30, 1991, had been a disaster. The Reverend Jean-
Bertrand Aristide, who at thirty-seven had won the presidency of Haiti in 
elections supervised by the UN and the OAS, had crashed to the bottom 
of a roller-coaster week. Five days earlier he had made his debut at the 
United Nations General Assembly. He spoke of the usual things, “dignity” 
and “democracy,” and impressed the UN delegates with his intelligence 
and compassion. On September 27 in Port-au-Prince, however, he gave 
a very different speech. What fuelled his lethal eloquence was mount-
ing apprehension that the election he had won nine months earlier was 
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threatened on three fronts: the wealthy bourgeoisie, hardline Duvalierists, 
and the Haitian army. In the preceding weeks, a number of Aristide’s op-
ponents had been “necklaced” by street crowds, a procedure in which a 
gasoline-soaked tire is slung on the shoulders of the victim and ignited. 
Another local term for this grisly form of execution is “père Lebrun,” after 
the owner of a tire store. In this speech President Aristide referred directly 
to “le supplice du collier” (the torment of the necklace), and urged the crowd 
of militant supporters not to forget to give the enemy “what he deserves.” 
He spoke of the value of the constitution, and then intoned with unmistak-
able menace: 

“Quel bel outil!” 
“Quel bel instrument!” 
“Quel bel appareil!”
Four months earlier, and several months after Father Aristide had won 

the first authentically free and fair elections in Haitian history, the presi-
dent of the Dominican Republic, the country next door, predicted a bloody 
conclusion to this experiment in democracy. There were other sanguinary 
forecasts. And they proved accurate. About midnight on September 29, 
a group of soldiers surrounded Aristide’s private residence. Apparently 
alerted by telephone, the French ambassador extricated Aristide from his 
home and brought him to the presidential palace, where he left him under 
the protection of the presidential bodyguard. By 8:00 a.m. rebel troops 
encircled the palace. Aristide attempted to broadcast a message exhorting 
the Haitian people to “go out into the streets to save democracy.” Through 
the morning there were reports of widening disturbances and revolt, and 
news, subsequently confirmed, that several politicians had been assassi-
nated, including one shot in his jail cell. 

In New York, the Haitian ambassador to the United Nations sought 
an emergency meeting of the Security Council to “consider the situation 
and its consequences for regional stability.” A majority of the members, 
led by India and China, opposed action by the Security Council on the 
grounds that what was happening in Haiti was an internal matter. The 
Organization of American States responded with more vigour, and sched-
uled a meeting of foreign ministers for the following afternoon. 

In Caracas there was rising concern, but little hard information. 
Bernie Dussault, the Canadian ambassador in Port-au-Prince, was unable 
to send telegrams out. Shooting in the streets kept him from his chancery. 
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I was anxious to find out how President Perez was reacting. Venezuelan 
relations with the Haitian government were close, and the president’s 
office probably knew as much as anyone outside of Port-au-Prince, with 
the possible exception of the Americans. There is a special bond between 
Venezuela and Haiti that dates from the timely support given by President 
Pétion of the newly independent black republic to Simon Bolivar in his 
war of independence from Spain. Despite concern that Aristide might be 
a rudderless populist, the relationship had flowered anew between presi-
dents Perez and Aristide. I knew that Perez and Beatrice Rangel, minister 
of the presidency and chief of staff, would be alarmed, and called for an 
appointment with Rangel. She would see me at two that afternoon, but 
cautioned that the meeting would have to be brief.

Beatrice had a long, rectangular office in the north wing of Miraflores 
Palace, facing Avenida Pastor, the main roadway outside the palace. I recall 
the juxtaposition because eight months later a rebel tank moving along 
Pastor raked the windows with heavy machine-gun fire. On that occa-
sion President Perez used cunning and audacity to turn the tables on rebel 
troops (under Lt. Col. Hugo Chavez, who was subsequently imprisoned).

In the early afternoon of September 30 it seemed unlikely that I would 
learn anything. The office was bedlam. Senior military officers and ci-
vilian aides rushed in and out with paper and verbal messages. Worse, 
a phalanx of six telephones on Rangel’s credenza pealed like an electric 
xylophone. Four were handled by two secretaries in the outer office. The 
fifth was a direct line to President Perez. The sixth seemed to be a line to 
military intelligence. I sat on her sofa sipping chamomile tea waiting for a 
break in the storm. When it came, the situation she described was bleak. 
Rebel soldiers surrounded the Haitian palace. No units of regular soldiers 
had emerged to defend Aristide.

I asked Rangel if I could tell her a story.
“Now? You must be mad!” 
“Just listen, I’ll compress it.” 
What follows is a fuller version of what I call the Dominican parable.
Just before dawn on November 16, 1961, a well-organized military 

coup had been launched in Ciudad Trujillo (soon to be returned to 
its original name of Santo Domingo). Six months earlier, the dictator, 
Generalissimo Trujillo, had been assassinated with a little help from 
the CIA, and now his less bright but equally villainous brothers were 
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attempting to restore the family dictatorship with the wholehearted sup-
port of the Dominican army.

As the soldiers, supplied with lists of people to be seized and shot, set 
out to occupy key points in the capital, success appeared well within the 
brothers’ grasp. However, when dawn broke, the profile of a small US na-
val force could be seen on the horizon. Two frigates and a destroyer were 
steaming three miles off shore. And another unexpected complication 
faced the Trujillo family. Lt. Col. Edwin Simmons, the military attaché 
in the US consulate general,2 had uncovered the plot. The consulate in-
formed Washington, and Simmons opened clandestine negotiations with 
the general commanding the country’s only functional attack aircraft, two 
squadrons of Second World War P-51 Mustangs. One squadron was based 
near the capital and the other at Santiago de los Cabelleros in the north. 
The previous night the general had deployed the squadron near the capital 
to join the Mustangs in Santiago. 

At first light he launched both squadrons in a bombing raid on army 
bases in the capital. The aircraft were unconventionally armed: without 
any brackets for bombs and with inoperative machine guns, each pilot was 
given a sack of hand grenades. Meanwhile, on the ground, the anti-aircraft 
defences were not so much unconventional as impractical. Alerted to the 
attack by the roar of propeller engines and the crunch of hand grenades 
bursting harmlessly around the perimeter, soldiers at the army headquar-
ters in the city raced to the roof. Headquarters was the Fortaleza Ozama, 
a crenellated fortress of the Beau Geste style much favoured by the late 
dictator. On the roof were Krupp water-cooled machine guns, purchased 
some years before by the generalissimo’s Puerto Rican financial advisor, 
Hector Benitez Rexach. What Rexach may or may not have known, and 
the soldiers belatedly discovered, was that the machine guns had been 
manufactured about 1905. These pre-Wright brothers weapons were capa-
ble of only minimum elevation. As a result, a sort of Three Stooges histor-
ical tableau unfolded, with troops wrestling hopelessly with their ancient 
weapons, while overhead, pilots in antique aircraft lobbed grenades with 
uniform inaccuracy.

More serious developments were visible out at sea. From the embassy 
roof I could see that the three warships had been joined by four more, 
including the aircraft carrier Boxer. My secretary and I completed the ar-
cane chore of converting my report for External Affairs to book cipher. I 
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delivered the telegram to the All America Cable and Wireless Office and 
went home for lunch. As I turned onto Avenida George Washington, a 
broad thoroughfare that runs along the edge of the Caribbean, I saw a 
group of American officers from the consulate standing by the sea wall, 
looking out to sea. I recognized them all: a vice consul, the information 
officer, a CIA officer, and Colonel Simmons. I stopped the car, walked 
over, and was making a facetious remark about gunboat diplomacy when 
the colonel looked at his watch and said, “Damn! They’re late!” At this 
moment a thunderous roar rose from the west and three squadrons of 
Sabre jets from the Guantánamo naval base in Cuba swept low across the 
waterfront. They passed six times over the full length of the city. By the 
time they had returned to Guantánamo the coup was over and, incredibly, 
no blood had been shed.

This account was interrupted several times, but Rangel persevered in 
her attention to my story, and at the end she called her secretary on the 
intercom.

“Raiza, get me Elsa on the phone.” Elsa Boccachiampe, the Venezuelan 
ambassador in Port-au-Prince, came on the line. 

“Elsa,” said Rangel, “are you still in touch with President Aristide at 
the palace?” Elsa confirmed that she was.

“Good. Call him immediately and ask him this. Would he autho-
rize the overflight of Port-au-Prince by a squadron of Venezuelan F-16 
aircraft?”

She put the phone down and I left.
At home the phone rang at about 1:30 the next morning. I groped for 

it. “John, can you meet me at the palace in an hour?” It was Beatrice. 
“In an hour’s time? What’s up?” And then a few cobwebs parted. I 

asked “It’s Aristide?”
“Yes. General Cédras has taken charge of the coup d’état. President 

Perez spoke to him a few hours ago and persuaded him to release Aristide 
to exile in Venezuela. He is sending his personal aircraft to Port-au-Prince. 
It should be back here about four o’clock this morning.” She promised to 
tell me more on the way to the airport.

Rangel and I reached the airport shortly before 4:00 a.m. Apart from 
the blue runway lights and a yellow glow from the main terminal, it was 
still black. In the VIP waiting room of the military terminal were Michael 
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Skol, the US ambassador, Libourel, the French ambassador, Beatrice 
Rangel, and myself. Skol took me aside.

“John, you wouldn’t believe what happened yesterday afternoon.”
“What was that?” I said disingenuously.
“President Perez ordered his F-16s to scramble and buzz Port-au-

Prince.” Skol paused. “That would have put the wind up. At that speed, 
rocketing over the city, everyone on the ground, especially the army, 
would have thought they were American. But, too bad…it didn’t hap-
pen. The palace surrendered and Aristide was taken before they could get 
airborne.”

Aristide landed at about 5:00 a.m., accompanied by two secretaries, 
the chief of police of Port-au-Prince, and five members of his bodyguard. 
In a report to Ottawa I wrote that he “looked terrible, torn between grat-
itude that his life had been spared and a feeling that martyrdom with his 
people might have been preferable.” When he emerged from the aircraft 
the worst of the ordeal was over. But there was one surprise still waiting 
for him and most of the small reception party. Within minutes of his land-
ing, the French ambassador informed Aristide that on instructions from 
his government, he wished to invite the president to stay at his residence, 
and then, when sufficiently rested, to proceed to France as a guest of the 
French government. Libourel then withdrew to his residence to prepare 
for his guest. Aristide, the US ambassador, Rangel and I followed in a sep-
arate vehicle. Rangel was furious that the French government had the ef-
frontery to pluck Aristide out of Venezuelan hands. I think she referred to 
the French manoeuvre as “diplomatic kidnapping.” En route we suggested 
to Aristide that the image of following Jean-Claude Duvalier (Baby Doc) 
to France might not be popular with his supporters. Rangel also indicated 
delicately that it would be appropriate for him to move to the presidential 
suite at the Hilton that had been prepared for him.

In the course of the drive, and over coffee and defrosted canapés pro-
vided by Libourel’s dyspeptic major-domo, Aristide gave us his account. 
It was heavily punctuated with the emotion of the previous three days. 
We sat in the main-floor gallery of the ambassador’s large Italianate res-
idence. The windows looked out on the fairway of the sixth hole of the 
Valle Arriba Golf and Country Club, from which I had once hooked a ball 
onto the ambassador’s roof tiles. Aristide looked crumpled, a condition 
magnified by his short, frail stature. His face, which tended to telegraph 
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his feelings, showed misery and flashes of anger. The extraordinary charm 
that I was later to enjoy was not visible.

Aristide told us that he had first learned of the plot the previous 
Saturday, but that after being reassured by General Cédras and other offi-
cers, he had dismissed the rumours. It was only on Sunday that he recog-
nized the seriousness of the situation, and realized that the leader of the 
coup was the same Raoul Cédras, the man he had picked to be chief of his 
army.

On the basis of his account, Aristide was fortunate to be alive. He 
repeatedly emphasized that Dufour, the French ambassador in Port-au-
Prince, had saved his life. Alerted that Aristide was in danger, Dufour 
drove to the president’s home and found that it was surrounded by rebel 
soldiers. Weapons were fired sporadically, and one of Aristide’s body-
guards was killed. The ambassador managed to get Aristide into his car, 
and set off for the presidential palace, where he deposited him. Bodyguards 
still protected him, but the situation deteriorated as the morning wore on. 
Soldiers isolated the palace and opened fire on its defenders.

However, as we later learned, the phone link had not been cut, and 
Aristide and his staff were able to appeal to some Haitians, Americans, 
and Venezuelans for help. By late afternoon, with no sign of the presence 
of loyal soldiers, Aristide walked out of the palace and surrendered. The 
soldiers seized him and argued about who should shoot him. Aristide’s 
hands were tied with his own necktie, and he was led off to the Dessalines 
army barracks, which adjoined the palace. In the barracks he was forced to 
lie face-down on the floor. Again he thought that he was about to be shot. 
Soldiers mocked him, shouting, “To hell with democracy! Thank God the 
army is in charge!”

At this point, two things happened: Cédras appeared and announced 
that he was in charge, and Ambassador Dufour reached the Dessalines 
barracks by telephone. According to Aristide, this call lowered the tem-
perature, and negotiations soon began for Aristide’s exile. Late that eve-
ning Aristide was taken to the airport. President Perez’s aircraft was en 
route from Caracas when it was found that the Haitian air traffic control-
lers had fled. A dozen military trucks were requisitioned to illuminate the 
runway with their headlights. Aristide told us that the control tower was 
operated by the American air force attaché. 
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Several times Aristide brought the conversation back to Cédras. 
Deeply offended by Cédras’s treachery, he referred to the list of people to 
be shot that was being compiled by the army. Many, perhaps twelve hun-
dred, had already been killed. Most had been murdered during the night 
of September 30 and the following morning. Aristide accused Cédras of 
greed and power-madness. He told us that he did not know what was hap-
pening to members of his family, his friends, and his cabinet. Fatigued, 
disoriented, and depressed, he broke into tears. 

I quickly discovered how quickly Aristide could bounce back. When 
I saw him off at the airport bound for an OAS meeting on the Haitian 
crisis twenty-eight hours later, the change from a dejected, scruffy, and 
emotionally drained figure into a composed leader was astonishing. 
International endorsement, some rest, and President Perez’s well-orga-
nized and high-profile treatment had produced a transformation. The new 
wardrobe organized by Rangel certainly helped, and so, no doubt, did the 
move to the Hilton Hotel the evening before.

With Aristide out of the way for a few days, Skol, Rangel, and I tried 
to piece together what we thought had ignited the coup. A multitude 
of versions circulated in Haiti. On one point everyone agreed. It was a 
coup waiting to happen. The long-standing antagonism of the elite had 
been reinforced by Aristide’s charismatic populism. More incendiary was 
Aristide’s provocation of the army. Mutual distrust had grown since the 
election, and had been inflamed by Aristide’s decision to establish a mi-
litia group that was independent of the army and loyal to the president. 
Aristide had taken this step for reasons of self-preservation. To the army it 
resembled a remodelled Tonton Macoute. It did not take a long memory in 
the Haitian army to recall that François Duvalier (Papa Doc) had outma-
noeuvred the regular forces by forming his own brutal secret police force, 
the original Tonton Macoute, and emasculated the army. The Tontons had 
been déchouké (torn apart) – in many cases literally – after the flight of 
Baby Doc, and the army had been attempting to reassert its position as the 
nation’s principal political arbiter.

Through the night of September 29 and the morning of the following 
day the senior officers and most of the army waited to see what response 
there would be to Aristide’s appeal for support. When it was clear that 
no significant response was forthcoming, that the American embassy was 
doing nothing to discourage the coup, Cédras and the others moved off 
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the fence and joined it. In Cédras’s case, the rebels had appealed to him 
to join, presumably to give greater depth and “legitimacy” to their cause.

Cédras had betrayed his president, and Aristide loathed him with a 
scorching intensity. Over the next three years, as de facto leader of an in-
creasingly brutal, corrupt, and chaotic government, Cédras was demon-
ized by much of the international community and by the international 
press. Evil is not a label to be lightly fastened on all the conspirators in 
this dolorous episode. Cédras was probably not evil, but he was unable or 
perhaps unwilling to curb the appetites of those around him who were. 

Within days of the coup, mutual intransigence and many institution-
al interests slammed the doors on Aristide’s return. Important elements 
of the two main currents of Haitian religious life opposed Aristide. One 
was a group of powerful Vodou priests and the other was Ligonde, the 
Duvalieriste Archbishop of Port-au-Prince, whose anti-Aristide views 
were shared by the Vatican. Aristide’s rising prominence as a libera-
tion-theology priest had made relations with Rome uncomfortable, and 
they deteriorated further when Aristide entered politics.3 The Vatican em-
phasized its distinctive view of the Haitian political scene by becoming the 
only sovereign entity to formally recognize the Cédras regime.

Moderate Haitians considered that any viable solution would require 
Cédras’s presence. On this issue more than any other, Aristide was inflex-
ible. Messages from many of his supporters reinforced his stubbornness. 

As it had been for almost two centuries, the US role in Haitian affairs 
had been much more harmful than helpful. Neither Cédras nor Aristide 
had warm feelings about the United States. Cédras was a graduate of the 
Fort Benning Army School of the Americas in Georgia, at that time noto-
rious as a “staff college” for future military dictators. His disenchantment 
with the United States appears to date from the international isolation of 
Haiti following the coup. Aristide’s antipathy ran deeper and for a much 
longer period. In varying degrees, Haitians had not forgiven the United 
States for the painful and humiliating occupation by American Marines 
from 1915 to 1934. In Aristide’s case, the list of grievances was long. The 
Reagan administration had supported a succession of corrupt and bru-
tal governments. Paramilitary agents had frequently tried to assassinate 
him for stirring up the poor with his courageous and increasingly popular 
liberation theology. It was no secret that several American ambassadors 
regarded Aristide as a “destabilizing” presence. Later, as a presidential 
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candidate and president in exile, he was the subject of apparently fabri-
cated and leaked CIA allegations that he was mentally unstable. Aristide 
was further grieved by the ambiguous role of US embassy staff during the 
critical period when Cédras and other senior officers were deciding which 
way the wind was blowing. 

Aristide’s strong feelings about the United States surfaced from time 
to time in our conversations, but never so sharply as during our meeting 
on Boxing Day 1991. Aristide was preoccupied with his chances of sur-
vival when returned from exile. He spoke of enemies and “other interests, 
…other forces,” which, in his view, controlled many politicians and army 
officers.

“Other interests…the bourgeoisie?” I asked.
“Non, plus haut que ça.” More specifically, he remarked that the United 

States was in control of these “forces,” and would determine his life and 
more probably his death soon after his return. I tried to soften this image, 
reminding him of the support he had received from President Bush, and 
Bush’s own condemnation of the coup. The conversation was interrupted 
by the telephone. Madame Mitterand was calling to convey encourage-
ment and Christmas greetings. The discussion resumed and fell quickly 
back into the old grooves. On the role of the Organization of American 
States, he was skeptical. He felt that time was running out for him, and 
that both OAS solidarity and the embargo against trade with Haiti were 
showing wear and tear. Apart from the United States, most OAS members 
meant well, but if their sanctions weren’t backed up by the UN, what could 
they do? He had confidence in only a few members of the Haitian legisla-
ture. He referred to one senior member as an “ex-Macoute,” who attended 
meetings of the chamber with a revolver in one pocket and a grenade in 
the other. Two threads kept reappearing: his feeling that he had no control 
over events, and fatalism about “the forces” opposing him. He repeated 
his foreboding that upon return to Haiti, “I will not last long before I am 
assassinated.” For someone who spent long periods in hiding, who lay flat 
on the floor of the jeep when changing hiding places, and who had escaped 
an assassin’s bullet or the blade of a machete at least half a dozen times, 
this was a reasonable anxiety.

The setting of this conversation and the absence of family at Christmas 
time probably contributed to his gloom. For better security and privacy, 
President Perez had moved him from the Hilton Hotel to a presidential 
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mansion within the “Círculo Miltar” on the outer edge of Caracas. Well 
inside the perimeter of Venezuela’s largest military base, Aristide had 
both security and privacy – for his taste, too much of the latter. He had 
few friends in Caracas, and in any event was not encouraged to leave the 
protection of the Venezuelan army. The house was vast, modern, and 
impressive from the outside. Inside, it was sparsely furnished, cold, and 
impersonal. Aristide’s loneliness in this house no doubt contributed to the 
warm welcome he gave to me and a few of my colleagues and to the alacri-
ty with which he took up the opportunity to move. Over the course of his 
stay in Venezuela, roughly five months, I visited Aristide fairly often. Haiti 
had become a special focus of Canadian foreign policy, and a particular 
interest of Prime Minister Mulroney’s.

A strong relationship between Mulroney and Perez had developed 
over the issue. Perez paid his first visit to Canada at the prime minister’s 
invitation just eight days before the coup. I had flown in Perez’s plane, and 
attended the lunch at Sussex Drive, where Perez and Mulroney agreed that 
it would be useful to form a Haiti support group comprised of France, the 
United States, Venezuela, and Canada. Despite differences, particularly 
with France, this support group sprang into active engagement immedi-
ately after the coup. An assessment of the group in order of enthusiastic 
and constructive involvement would put Perez well ahead of the pack, 
followed by Mulroney. Bush soon became lukewarm. Madame Mitterand 
was much more personally committed to Haiti than her husband. Aristide 
would later add Prime Minister Michael Manley of Jamaica to this small 
group of international supporters.

Conversations with Aristide invariably focused on two issues. The 
first was the search for a suitable candidate for prime minister of Haiti 
who could serve as a bridge between the de facto Cédras government and 
Aristide. The second was the means by which both sides could be persuad-
ed to accept or accommodate each other. While a number of candidates 
were nominated, including the former head of the Haitian Communist 
Party, neither the sanctions nor the leverage of this powerful group of lead-
ers were able to achieve a negotiated solution. In the end it was the threat 
of force and the actual visibility of an American invasion fleet that brought 
down the military regime and opened the way for Aristide’s return. 

It can be argued in retrospect – as Aristide undoubtedly would agree 
– that his situation would have been politically untenable and physically 
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dangerous if he had worked in harness with Cédras and a largely un-
cleansed army. However, Haiti paid a heavy price for three years of truc-
ulence on both sides. Early compromise was blocked and the sanctions 
failed to achieve their political purpose, while the remnants of the Haitian 
economy were dismantled. Ian Martin, who had been deputy head of 
the OAS/UN monitoring team in Haiti, described the turmoil of hap-
hazard and inadequately targeted application of sanctions as “mangled 
multilateralism.” 

It is difficult to exaggerate the impact on almost every segment of 
Haitian society of the three years of sanctions imposed by both the UN 
and the OAS. In October 1994, when President Aristide returned in tri-
umph, the normally formidable task of governing had become many times 
more difficult because of economic, social, political, and agricultural dev-
astation. Several thousand had been killed or “disappeared,” and roughly 
fifty thousand had fled by sea, many of them drowning when their flimsy, 
overcrowded fishing boats sank. Many more thousands were displaced 
from their homes. So appalling were the economic consequences and the 
rising toll of human rights abuses that by early 1994 many observers, in-
cluding persons in the human rights community, had concluded that the 
only “humanitarian” option was military intervention.

Through the spring and summer of that year the debacles in Somalia 
cast a debilitating shadow and kept the Clinton government tied to the 
sanctions policy. However, by midsummer President Clinton concluded 
that there was no alternative to invasion. On July 31 the United Nations 
Security Council authorized the United States to take military action on 
behalf of the UN. Clinton urged Prime Minister Chrétien to join him and 
commit elements of the Canadian forces to the invasion. The Canadian 
government was expected to agree, given the narrowing of options, rein-
forced by the special responsibility that Canada had assumed for Haiti. 
However, Ottawa turned Clinton down, saying that it would support the 
post-invasion phase – the policing of Haiti.

Just as the “international” but almost entirely American invasion 
force, which had been named “Uphold Democracy,” was preparing to 
land, Jimmy Carter, Colin Powell, and Senator Sam Nunn negotiated with 
Cédras and found a man driven not so much by greed or power but by 
a swollen vision of himself as a patriot. He saw himself in the tradition 
of the founders of the first black republic – Dessalines, Christophe, and 
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Pétion – prepared to fight to the end to defend his country from foreign 
invasion and domination. The Carter team found in this noble fantasy an 
opening through which they could appeal to his patriotism and offer com-
fortable exile and immunity from persecution. The exile of Cédras and his 
family and that of his principal confederates was agreed, and the following 
morning US forces came ashore unopposed and without loss of life. 

My last conversation with Aristide took place in April 1995, in the 
presidential palace in Port-au-Prince. I had by then left the Department of 
External Affairs and was at the time running an NGO program in Haiti 
in support of the elections that would choose a successor to Aristide. The 
occasion was the investiture of Brian Mulroney with Haiti’s most exalted 
decoration. After our many sessions in Caracas and one in Washington, 
it was extraordinary to see Aristide presiding over his government in his 
own country. He radiated self-assurance and the joy of long-denied power. 
In our short discussion he repeated that his best and staunchest friends 
in the international community were Brian Mulroney and Carlos Andres 
Perez. Outside, on the edge of the Champs de Mars, demonstrators chant-
ed in Creole, “Tidid, Prezidan pou vie!” (Aristide, President for Life!). This 
was emotional stuff, but I could not forget the appeal that Aristide had 
made just days before the coup d’état that his enemies should be treated to 
“le supplice du collier.” 

Postscript
Aristide was re-elected and returned to the presidency in 2001. Two 
years later he was forced to resign and unwillingly left the country for the 
Central African Republic in a US aircraft. He returned to Port-au-Prince 
in 2011 following the election to the presidency of the singer and enter-
tainer Michel Martelly.
 
 

• • • 
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Be t ween  B r a z i l  and  Vene zue la :  C a ip i r i nhas ,  Tr e s t l e 
B r i dge s ,  and  Fo r mu la  One  Bus  D r i v e r s

During my tour as ambassador in Venezuela (1988–1992), I attended a 
meeting of regional heads of mission that was held in Brasilia. This is an 
account of my return by road and air to Caracas. 

From Manaus we chugged down the Rio Negro to where it joins the 
Amazon. For the first half hour it was like furrowing Coca-Cola™. The 
Amazon is swifter, denser with silt, and colder than the Rio Negro, so 
that the black and the brown run separately with a clear dividing line for 
about eight kilometres before the Rio Negro dissolves into the larger riv-
er. The Rio Negro is remarkable for its pink dolphins – which I did not 
see. At its source in Venezuela it is linked by the Casiquiare River to the 
Orinoco (which perplexed Alexander von Humboldt, who discovered that 
it manages to run both south to the Amazon and north to the Orinoco4). 
Friar Gaspar de Carvajal’s account of the first sighting by Europeans of 
the confluence of the two great rivers in 1542 is skimpy.5 Exhausted by 
repeated skirmishes with indigenous tribes, he gives only a few lines to 
the event, including the notation that “the line between black and brown 
extended for more than twenty leagues” (about one hundred kilometres). 
It is possible that the Friar’s rainy season was much heavier than mine.

It was pleasant to be on the water with a good breeze. The rain had 
stopped, there were no mosquitoes, and I had a cold beer in hand. The 
Manaus riverboats have a distinctive design with just a hint of the scal-
loped shape of a Chinese junk. Most of these boats have two tiers. Those 
with three look as if they will capsize. They are almost all constructed of 
wood and decked against the heat. The doors to the toilets have elegantly 
varnished wood on the outside. Inside, water sloshes over the floorboards. 

The next morning I set off by bus for Boa Vista, the capital of Brazil’s 
remote Territorio Roraima and another stopping point on my journey 
from Brasilia to Caracas. But getting to the bus station was touch and go. 
There was confusion at the desk. The hotel clerk had forgotten to organize 
transport and, probably with reason, blamed me and my less than fluent 
Portuguese. At length a call was made and a taxi found. The taxi driver, 
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the usual would-be Brazilian Formula One racing nut, screeched to a stop 
in front of the terminal. 

The bus was air conditioned, the windows were curtained and I 
snoozed, unaware that we were moving along the infamous BR-174 high-
way cut through the rain forest under Brazil’s military dictatorship and 
through the heartland of the Waimari-Atroari tribe, who fought bloody 
and ultimately losing battles with construction workers, miners, and gov-
ernment soldiers. Our run to Boa Vista was uneventful.6 

Not so the following day… But first I settled down in a monastical-
ly-furnished hotel. The bed was a cot, but at least the mattress, unlike 
the one in Manaus, was clean. The best parts were the view over the Rio 
Branco, a tributary of the Rio Negro, and the bar, where I ordered two 
caipirinhas. Since my first exposure to this ambrosia on a Brazilian gun-
boat on the Suriname River ten years earlier it had been one of my hot 
weather cocktails of choice. 

The Rio Branco looked even better with the morning light glazing its 
surface. Beyond the river and just beginning to bake in the equatorial sun 
were the Pakaraima Mountains of neighbouring Guyana. I was booked 
on the wonderfully euphonious Uniao de Cascabel bus line. Inexplicably, 
another company had a departure to Santa Elena de Uairen in Venezuela 
scheduled at roughly the same time. The advantage of this for me was that 
neither bus was crowded. One disadvantage became apparent when after 
about four kilometres the asphalt surface came to an end – leaving 160 
kilometres of dirt, sand, potholes, and hazardous trestle bridges to the 
Venezuelan border.7 The related disadvantage, which was considerable, 
was that if you trailed another bus in a non-air conditioned and therefore 
windows-open bus, you were engulfed in dust. If you closed the windows, 
you would roast. In either case, the dust obscured the driver’s view of the 
potholes. For these reasons, but much more because his machismo was en-
gaged, our driver was determined to overtake the other bus. My notes say, 
“This bloody bus needs seat belts.” At every flat stretch our driver floored 
it, and to the hoots, roars, and upright middle fingers of most of the pas-
sengers, we would pass the other bus, leaving it with its open windows 
behind us. But not for long. Competition had fired up both drivers. The 
two buses hurtled past one another until something went snap on our pot-
hole-pummelled undercarriage. We stopped. The driver investigated and 
repaired whatever it was. We started up again, now mercifully well behind 
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the other bus. The road had narrowed, the potholes grown, and our driver 
(a.k.a. Nelson Piquet) slowed to a less terrifying pace.

There were cowboys on the road, which was increasingly better 
suited to horses than buses. The bus overtook a small herd. The horses 
raced alongside to loud yips from the passengers. But then, again the bus 
stopped. This time we were faced with the challenge of a wooden trestle 
bridge in fragile condition. We exited the bus and walked gingerly over the 
blackwater creek far below. On the other side we watched nervously as the 
driver’s assistant, walking in front, guided the driver past the broken bits 
of planking. He inched forward with great care, but then one front wheel 
slipped off a board. The passengers gasped, but Nelson backed up and ex-
tricated his bus. This process, minus the incident with the front wheel, 
was repeated ten kilometres further on. The passengers shared bread, nuts, 
fruit, and stories of fatal accidents. I contributed my bottle of cachaza – 
the cane sugar alcohol base for caipirinhas.

Occasionally a passenger, invariably an Indian, alighted from the bus 
carrying a sack or parcel of goods acquired in Boa Vista. But there were 
no dwellings of any kind in sight, only rough scrub, cactus, huge termite 
cones, and a sense of desolation. We pressed on, dodging those bits of road 
that had washed away. The bus wheezed up a long hill, and we were in wild 
and quite beautiful country. Now there were a few houses, thatched with 
mud and wattle walls. When the sun appeared, the mud dried to yellow 
and burnt orange. An Indian woman carried a huge stalk of bananas on 
her back. Hilltops were crenellated with dark broken rock. Some of the 
longer slabs showed light-coloured slashes caused by lightning bolts. The 
landscape changed again, this time to a desolate plateau under grey skies, 
and then back again to forest. 

A few more bumpy kilometres brought us to the scruffy village of 
Pakaraima and the frontier with Venezuela. The border officials looked at 
us solemnly, and treated us as potential desperados and/or drug smugglers. 
Smuggling is a way of life in this area, and perhaps all the officials weren’t 
in on the game. But the delay was absurdly long. Our bus and the one that 
overtook us – and with whom we had again caught up – comprised the 
only business that day, and hence the only diversion in that awful place. 
I exchanged accounts of the madness of the previous six hours with two 
young Canadian backpackers from the other bus.
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It was raining in Santa Elena de Uairen when we arrived in the early 
evening. I asked for the “best” hotel. The backpackers opted for something 
cheaper – but theirs wasn’t much cheaper than mine, on top of which it 
turned out to be a fleabag. The three of us dined together at my invita-
tion. Restaurant de la Gran Sabana was chosen from their guide book as 
the best. It was terrible, but perhaps the others were worse. Breakfast the 
next morning was equally bad, and served by a surly woman. She asked 
how I liked my peanut sandwich. I lied, saying it was fine. Some shiny 
pickups and a few new houses were the external face of local gold- and 
diamond-mining prosperity, but Santa Elena was no prize. At our table – 
there was only one – we were joined by a man who explained that he was 
50 percent Indian and 50 percent Black, and proceeded to tell us in detail 
that the ojos azules (Europeans) had screwed everything up when they 
came to the New World. None of us at the table, including the ojos azules, 
disagreed, but it was not what we wanted to hear at 7:00 a.m. 

My flight from Santa Elena was on a local puddle-jumper airline, but 
once again, getting to the flight was a challenge. The manager of the hotel 
– the same crone who the previous night “forgot” to fetch the towel from 
the linen closet that I needed after splooshing off the grime and dust of 
yesterday’s odyssey – said that there were no taxis in town and suggested 
a private arrangement with the hotel owner, who was not available. In the 
store down the street from the hotel a more amiable character informed 
me that there was a taxi, and promised to deliver it to the hotel. It arrived 
on time, and climbing into this vehicle in full view of the hotel manager 
provided a small, welcome jolt of schadenfreude at derailing her plans. But 
this was short-lived. Jesus, the driver, was cranky, and his car equipped 
with a live cockroach and an open bottle of rum. It was 9:00 a.m., and 
raining again. In the course of the drive to the airfield Jesus mellowed and 
offered me a swig of his rum. I poured a few ounces into a small paper cup 
which he thoughtfully provided. He helped himself, and we toasted the 
awful weather. The rum was terrible, but seemed just right for the occasion. 

At the airstrip we drew up alongside a lean-to with a corrugated roof. 
Jesus smiled and informed me that this was the terminal building of the 
Santa Elena International Airport. Inside, sheltering from the rain, there 
appeared to be more passengers than the Canadian Twin Otter could ac-
commodate. In fact, there were twenty-one passengers for twenty seats, 
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but somehow everyone was squeezed on board. The stall warning emitted 
a few bleeps as we climbed.

I was reminded of the flight with Judy and our daughter Fiona 
five months previously. We had travelled from Puerto Ayacucho in a 
Venezuelan navy launch to San Fernando de Atabapo deep in the Upper 
Orinoco, and were returning in an Arava, an Israeli-built STOL aircraft, 
belonging to the National Guard. The purpose of the flight was to carry 
a seriously ill Yanomami Indian girl to hospital. The navy suggested we 
accept the flight as long as we didn’t mind sitting in the webbing that was 
strung like hammocks along the fuselage. The rear door swung down. 
The girl, with slivers of wood through her nose and cheeks and an insert 
that expanded her lower lip, was carried on board, accompanied by her 
petrified mother. We followed, whereupon the pilot said to the crowd of 
villagers, “Anyone want a free ride to Ayacucho?” Half the crowd, about 
twenty-five people, swarmed up the ramp. Except for the Indian girl it 
was mostly standing room inside. The ramp closed, and we lumbered 
very slowly into the air. The Arava was designed to carry sixteen fully 
equipped paratroopers. On the ground at Puerto Ayacucho, a crew mem-
ber told us that the pilot was hoping to establish a record for passengers 
carried in an Arava. 

 
Wreath laying 
for Simon 
Bolivar deep in 
the Orinoco, 
author and 
Judy Graham
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Back on the Twin Otter, we had La Gran Sabana below us – huge tepuis 
(mesas), flat-topped mountains cascading water down thousand-metre 
rock walls. Unfortunately this spectacular landscape was shrouded in 
cloud and only partially visible. 

We were en route to Ciudad Bolivar, and the aircraft landed at four 
small grass strips to exchange cargo and passengers. At Kurumatu I spoke 
with two Spanish nuns who had driven from their mission to collect med-
ical supplies for the serious health problems suffered at the mission, with 
malaria, gastroenteritis, flu, and a local intestinal irritation caused by 
“spicy garlic.” We took off from Kurumatu with twenty-two passengers, 
and this time levelled off without agitating the stall warning system. The 
Venezuelan pilots were stress-testing Canadian engineering. There was no 
door for the cockpit, so nervous passengers like me could watch and over-
hear what was going on up front. On the ground at Icabaru the pilot was 
smoking, and engaged in an altercation with the co-pilot that apparently 
related to some adjustment of the controls. Who won? We didn’t know, 
and most of the passengers didn’t seem to care. Few of them bothered with 
seat belts. Sitting beside me was a large woman whose left buttock occu-
pied part of my seat. This was a far cry from the image of ambassadorial 
luxury travel held by many taxpayers. 

The good news was that I had a window seat and the cloud had by now 
cleared. We skimmed the ridge of a tepui. Water cascaded down the verti-
cal sides. The pilot swept in an arc around Angel Falls. It was magnificent. 
We were within three hundred metres of the longest vertical drop of any 
waterfall on the planet.8

• • • 

Beau t y  and  t he  O f f i c i a l  Beas t : 
T he  M i s s  Vene zue la  C on t e s t

We had four years in Venezuela (1988–1992), enough time to explore the 
stunning diversity of its terrain, its idiosyncrasies (good and bad), and the 
vitality of its plastic arts and other forms of cultural expression. These in-
cluded the annual Miss Venezuela contest. To the vexation of some of my 
diplomatic colleagues, I was asked to be a judge three years running, and 
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participated twice. This is the story of my first experience in this classic 
Venezuelan ritual.

“You’re going out of town?” I asked Judy.
“That’s right! If you think I’m going to hang around while you make a 

fool of yourself ogling naked women in front of the entire country, you’re 
crazy.” Judy was not angry, but firm.

“They’re not naked…or not entirely…and besides, it’s an honour,” I 
said unwisely.

I had been invited to be one of the judges in the Miss Venezuela con-
test, and explained to my wife that this was a major national honour – the 
Venezuelan equivalent of being made an honorary referee at the Stanley 
Cup. More than half the country, minus the thousands crammed into 
the convention centre for the real thing, would be glued to television sets 
for the full four hours of this extravaganza. I tried to explain that in this 
country, ambitious entrepreneurs and ambassadors would give their right 
arm for this sort of image opportunity. The cameras would swivel from 
the girls to the expressions on the faces of the judges. All ten of us would 
be identified, resplendent in our dinner jackets and newly decorated with 
specially cast Miss Venezuela medals. 

“Mm,” said my wife, as she rewarded my rationale with a frosty look. 
“What will Ottawa say?” Good question. There was no written guidance, 
but only the recently lobotomized would imagine that it was politically 
correct in the early nineties for a Canadian ambassador to officiate at a 
beauty contest. My arguments would cut no ice at home, where the Miss 
Canada contest was the latest victim of social progress – although it has 
since been reinstated. 

I consulted “unofficially” with a friend in Ottawa, who said, “unoffi-
cially,” “Go for it.” Unless an over-zealous apparatchik happened to catch 
a rebroadcast on a late night cable channel, I was probably safe.

The Miss Venezuela contest was (and still is) a phenomenon. It had 
grown into a major national enterprise with fat commercial benefits for 
the cosmetics, fashion, and plastic surgery industries. However, the most 
lucrative rewards were in television and cable rights. The winner would 
move on to be Venezuela’s contestant at the Miss Universe or Miss World 
contest. No other country has placed as many of its young women as win-
ners or first or second runners-up in these competitions. As a result, the 
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national show, the chrysalis from which these diaphanous heroines would 
emerge, had an audience of over one hundred million, ranging through 
Latin America, the Caribbean, Spain, and parts of the United States. I was 
told that the contest was also very popular in several Asian countries. 

The Cisneros Group and its television company, Venevision, had de-
veloped the contest, and owned the rights. The owner, Gustavo Cisneros, 
one of the wealthiest men in Latin America, had generously invited me. 
One of his executives was assigned to explain what was involved. Naively, I 
enquired whether the event would feature the usual sexist focus on breasts 
and bottoms. I was assured that this competition would be different. “It 
will be in step with the times,” he said. 

“Does this mean that measurements will not be given?” I asked.
“No measurements,” he said, emphasizing that the judges would be 

examining the whole woman: her personality, her talents, her intelligence, 
and her sensitivity about the human condition – in addition to other fea-
tures. To this end, he explained, the judges would have an opportunity to 
interview the girls the day prior to the competition. I reported this conver-
sation to Judy, saying, ingenuously, that a serious effort was being made to 
reduce traditional blatant sexism. She remained unimpressed.

As judges we were a mixed lot: a well-known Latin crooner who wore 
a toreador hat festooned with sequins; the incumbent foreign minister; 
the governor of a nearby state; a fashion designer; a former Miss Universe 
(subsequently to become mayor of Caracas and a presidential candidate); 
an aging journalist whose face had a permanent vulpine cast; a plastic sur-
geon; and two women described by the master of ceremonies as belonging 
to the “jet set.” The Italian ambassador and I rounded off the judicial panel.

The interviews took place in Venevision’s headquarters building in 
downtown Caracas. The contestants appeared one by one, for this occa-
sion demurely wrapped in opaque fabric. My fellow judges and I were 
allowed a total of three minutes to draw from each contestant the vital 
information upon which we would mark them for character, skills, aware-
ness of current events, and humanitarian impulse. The ten of us took turns 
extracting this intelligence. We also had the doubtful benefit of access to 
brief resumés, obviously crafted by Venevision’s marketing boffos. My col-
leagues asked questions about local pop singers, Venezuelan geography, 
and fashion. My questions were, “Do you think women are adequately 
represented in the cabinet?” “What social policy is most likely to improve 
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family life?” and others along these lines. This approach irritated some 
of my colleagues, for whom I was becoming the group nerd. They also 
surprised and discomfited most of the girls. Although I had been misled 
by Gustavo’s executive about the new non-macho approach, I deserved 
the silent rebuke of my fellow judges for pushing alien ideas into a culture 
that, with few exceptions, wasn’t ready for them. 

Nevertheless, I gave high marks to the three who gave thoughtful an-
swers to my questions. The organizers told us that the markings assigned 
at this session were to be reflected in the final score given at the event itself. 
I gave the highest marks to the young woman from the Delta Amacuro, 
a remote, impoverished state that encompassed the basin of the Orinoco 
River and that was home more to alligators than to people. Miss Delta 
Amacuro was shapely, even statuesque, and unlike the other predom-
inantly White contestants, her skin was mahogany. Her most striking 
feature was her coal-black hair, which had been cut and coiffed so that 
it resembled the deck of an aircraft carrier with a take-off ramp over her 
forehead. Later, when he had an opportunity to inspect her in a bathing 
suit, my new friend the plastic surgeon told me that she was one of proba-
bly only two contestants who appeared without the benefit of plastic sur-
gery or cosmetic dentistry. She was very bright, and provided articulate, 
socially sensitive responses.

The next afternoon, while Judy was flying east with two house guests 
to spend several days scrambling through gorges in the Gran Sabana, I 
set off for the Poliedro, the huge convention centre where the contest was 
to take place. The judges were seated in the equivalent of the orchestra 
pit, a location that offered a close-up view of the cantilevered flesh pa-
rading in front of us. A warm-up speech by the oily-smooth master of 
ceremonies included the presentation of the judges. Each contestant was 
then introduced by name, by the Venezuelan state or district she was rep-
resenting, of which there were twenty-six, and, of course, by her measure-
ments. As the sixth consecutive contestant came forward with the identi-
cal 90-60-90-centimetre configuration, I whispered to the ladies on either 
side of me that something fishy was going on. I suggested that we go on 
stage and verify the measurements. They giggled and the show went on. 
The plastic surgeon obviously knew what he was talking about, and I be-
gan to have anti-sexist thoughts. However, I was quickly rescued from this 
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incorrectness by the libidinous undulations of the entire cast performing 
the lambada. 

Most of the time I sat and ogled and enjoyed the spectacle. Designed as 
a mega-entertainment, the competition was divided into segments, many 
of which were song and dance. For judging purposes the girls appeared in 
short dresses, bathing suits, and evening gowns. The bathing suit was, of 
course, the big favourite. Many states had their own cheering section, es-
pecially Vargas, Miranda, Zulia, and the National Capital. Booster teams 
came with placards, drums, and trumpets, all enlivening a boisterous car-
nival atmosphere. 

Our score cards were collected following the last presentation by all of 
the contestants and given into the hands of the executives of an allegedly 
reputable international accounting firm. The results were announced and 
the contestants reduced to five. There were more score cards, and eventu-
ally, with great fanfare and cacophonous crowd noise, Miss Venezuela was 
crowned.

I should not have been surprised, but Miss Delta Amacuro had not 
placed – had not even won Miss Congeniality. Nor had the other two 
women to whom I had given high marks at the interview. However, the 
other judges (or perhaps the organizers, given that it was thought by some 
that the judging was fixed) knew what they were doing. That year Miss 
Venezuela went on to become Miss World.

Postscript
Many years later I told this story to a small reunion of former naval officer 
cadets.9 I think they were amused, but I was totally trumped when one of 
my friends, a distinguished professor emeritus of medicine, explained in 
lively detail his experience as the official physician at the Miss Nude World 
contest.




