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Review by Michael K. Carroll, MacEwan University 

t is no great historical secret that Prime Minister John Diefenbaker and President John F. Kennedy did 
not particularly like each other. Diefenbaker once ranted about President Kennedy as “a fool…a boastful 
son of a bitch,”1 while Kennedy, for his part, simply thought Diefenbaker was “a prick.”2 Nonetheless, 

relations between Canada and the United States, while “not easy, smooth, or automatic,” have generally been 
good. The debate over nuclear weapons in the early 1960s, however, is an exception. 

In his article, “Tossing a Match into Dry Hay: Nuclear Weapons and the Crisis in U.S.-Canadian Relations, 
1962-1963,” Michael D. Stevenson re-examines the intense debate between Ottawa and Washington over 
Canada’s acquisition of nuclear weapons, an issue of acute importance in the heightened tensions in the wake 
of the Cuban Missile Crisis. 

To some familiar with Canadian-American relations this may seem like covering old ground, already studied 
and reported by the likes of Peter C. Newman, Knowlton Nash, Patricia McMahon, Denis Smith, Basil 
Robinson, and even Diefenbaker himself.3 Yet Stevenson ably recounts the relevant historiography; and his 

                                                      
1 Knowlton Nash, Kennedy & Diefenbaker: The Feud That Helped Topple a Government (Toronto: McClelland 

& Stewart, 1991), 11. 

2 Ben Bradlee, Conversations with Kennedy (New York: Norton, 1975), 183. 

3 Peter C. Newman, Renegade in Power: The Diefenbaker Years (Toronto: McClelland and Stewart, 1963); 
Nash, Kennedy & Diefenbaker; Patricia McMahon, Essence of Indecision: Diefenbaker’s Nuclear Policy, 1957-1963 
(Montreal & Kingston: McGill-Queen’s University Press, 2009); Denis Smith, Rogue Tory: The Life and Legend of John 
G. Diefenbaker (Toronto: Macfarlane Walter & Ross, 1995); H. Basil Robinson, Diefenbaker’s World: A Populist in 
Foreign Affairs (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1989); John G. Diefenbaker, One Canada: Memoirs of the Right 
Honourable John G. Diefenbaker, Volume 3: The Tumultuous Years 1962 to 1967 (Toronto: Macmillan, 1977). 
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approach is greatly aided and refreshed by recently published and declassified materials which have previously 
been unavailable.  

Stevenson’s research is top notch. He has made good use of both Canadian and American archives, as well as 
the most recently published volume of the Documents on Canadian External Relations series (DCER), covering 
the years 1962-1963.4 Stevenson is no stranger to the DCER, having previously edited two volumes, and co-
edited another. His reading of Canadian and American sources provides a nuanced understanding and 
appreciation of the negotiations between Ottawa and Washington. Of particular note is Stevenson’s inclusion 
of the papers of Howard Green, Diefenbaker’s Minister of External Affairs, and those of the U.S. Ambassador 
to Washington, Walton Butterworth. These collections, housed off the traditional beaten paths in Vancouver, 
British Columbia, and Lexington, Virginia, reveal a further dimension to the research and add colour to the 
narrative. Green’s personal correspondence, for instance, shows, on more than one occasion, a concern (dare I 
say a degree of paranoia?) with Liberal leader, and former Minister of External Affairs, Lester Pearson – with 
Green at one point wondering whether Pearson might not be involved in American efforts to discredit the 
Conservative government (27). Pearson, to his credit, knew that direct connections to the Americans would 
provide Diefenbaker with a custom-made election issue. When offered Kennedy’s support during the 1963 
election through an intermediary, Pearson immediate response was, “For God’s sake, tell the president to keep 
his mouth shut.”5 

The greatest contribution of Stevenson’s article is his examination of the nuclear negotiations that took place 
in late November-December 1962, which have been “largely ignored” (7) in the academic literature. Caught 
between the anti-nuclear Department of External Affairs and the pro-nuclear Department of National 
Defence, and their respective ministers, Diefenbaker vacillated on Canada’s acceptance of nuclear weapons. 
The Cuban Missile Crisis in October 1962, however, highlighted the need to redress the inadequacies of 
North American continental defense. It had initially been suggested by Canadian negotiators that nuclear 
warheads be stored in the United States and then transported to Canada in times of emergency, but the time 
requirements to transport and arm the weapons systems were clearly untenable. Discussion then turned to the 
idea of a “missing part” that could be stored offsite and then attached within a more manageable timeframe. 
While the Canadians remained optimistic, American documents cited “‘serious deficiencies’ in Canadian 
defense contributions” (17) and American and Canadian negotiators appeared to be talking at cross-purposes 
(18). 

The narrative then picks up in January 1963 with the fallout from NATO Commander General Lauris 
Norstad’s comments that Canada was not living up to its defense obligations, which Diefenbaker believed 
“could only have been at the behest of President Kennedy” (19). Although the storyline from January-March 
1963 will be familiar to many, Stevenson’s use of American documents provides a very enlightening 
perspective on the topic; many Canadian scholars might not be used to hearing the Royal Canadian Air Force 
referred to as the “largest amateur flying club in the world” (20).  

                                                      
4 Janice Cavell, ed., Documents on Canadian External Relations, Volume 29: 1962-1963 (Ottawa: Foreign 

Affairs, Trade and Development, 2013). 

5 Quoted in John English, The Worldly Years. The Life of Lester Pearson, Volume II: 1949-1972 (Toronto: 
Vintage Books, 1993), 264. 
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Differences in negotiating stances aside, what really seems to have piqued the Americans’ ire was 
Diefenbaker’s revelation of the negotiations in the House of Commons, which in the words of one official 
went “from ‘Top Secret’ to ‘Unclassified’ within 30 seconds” (24). There was more than a certain irony in this 
given the fact that back in November 1962 Diefenbaker had threatened to scuttle those same negotiations if 
their existence was leaked to the press by the Americans. Close on the heels of Lester Pearson’s 
pronouncement that the Liberals would accept nuclear weapons in line with Canada’s international 
commitments, Stevenson pays close attention to the infamous State Department press release which he states 
“played a fundamental role in bringing down the Diefenbaker government” (27). It certainly marked the low 
point of relations between the Diefenbaker and Kennedy administrations. 

The only issue worth quibbling about in Stevenson’s article is his entry into the debate on whether 
Diefenbaker was ‘pushed’ from office by the Americans, or whether he ‘fell’ from power due to a myriad of 
factors, most of Diefenbaker’s own making. Stevenson makes a very compelling case that the Americans, 
specifically Ambassador Butterworth, led “an active and deliberate campaign” (7-8) against Diefenbaker. And 
while it was certainly a contributing factor, one has to question whether American influence related to the 
nuclear debates alone was enough to topple the government as Stevenson suggests (7). It is difficult to 
determine why Canadians vote the way they do, but foreign affairs rarely figure prominently in federal 
elections. There are a few notable exceptions but the state of the economy is usually paramount and, in 1963, 
the effects of a lingering recession and devaluation of the currency were front and centre for all to see. The 
inability of Diefenbaker to comprehend and deal with issues confronting Quebec as it was undergoing rapid 
changes brought about by the ‘Quiet Revolution’ also would have influenced voters, and the list goes on. To 
state definitively that American influence was behind Diefenbaker’s political demise is beyond the scope of an 
article, though should someone wish to write a book on the subject Stevenson’s article is a good place to start.  

When dealing with any topic related to Diefenbaker it is very easy to make a caricature of the Prime Minister, 
which Stevenson ably avoids. Diefenbaker and Kennedy’s personality differences factor into the nuclear 
negotiation equation, but the focus of the article is on the broader Canadian-American differences rather than 
individual pettiness. Stevenson’s careful reading of the diplomatic record has produced an intelligent and well-
argued article which adds to our contemporary understanding of the nuclear quagmire which engulfed 
bilateral relations in the early 1960s. 
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