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“I wish I were a better cryptographer.”1  The author was lamenting his failure to 

decipher a blank page sent from his friend and professional colleague William Stephenson 

(Director of British Security Coordination (BSC) in New York City during the Second World 

War), for he was unfamiliar with the use of secret inks he thought Stephenson might have 

used in the letter.  So, who is this wartime author?  None other than Canada’s Department of 

External Affairs (DEA) First Secretary Lester Bowles (Mike) Pearson in February 1942.  Is it 

historically significant?  As Pearson was later 14th Prime Minister of Canada (and Nobel 

Peace Prize winner) I contend it is, for what other western democratic national leader—past 

or present—has ever issued such an intimate statement regarding their involvement in 

cryptography at any point in their public career.  Perhaps Winston Churchill?  As First Lord 

of the Admiralty in 1914-15 Churchill was Minister responsible for the creation of the 

Admiralty’s code-breaking unit—Room 40—in the fall of 1915.2  During the Second World 

War, as Britain’s wartime Prime Minister from May 1940 onward, he was the ultimate 

consumer of British ‘special intelligence,’ and pushed his program hard throughout the 

conflict.3   But Churchill never considered himself a cryptographer.  Why, then, did Canadian 

diplomat Mike Pearson?   

The answer to this question lies in Pearson’s experiences at the Canadian High 

Commission in London from 1935-1941, as well as his brief interlude in the latter half of that 

 

1. L.B. Pearson to W.S. Stephenson, 26 February 1942, LAC, RG124, vol.29163, file WWII-5, pt. 2.; 

Cryptography is defined in the Canadian Oxford Dictionary, 2nd ed., as “the art of writing or solving codes and 

ciphers. 

2. John Ferris, Behind the Enigma: The Authorised History of GCHQ, Britain’s Cyber-Intelligence Agency, 

(London, Bloomsbury Publishing, 2020), 38-39. 

3. David Alvares, ed., Allied and Axis Signals Intelligence in World War II¸(London, Frank Cass Publishers, 

2002), 119; SIGINT is described as “the highly secret information obtained by cryptographic means from enemy 

high grade ciphers.”  The term SIGINT will be used from herein forward. 
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year supporting new Under-Secretary of State for External Affairs Norman Robertson in 

Ottawa, prior to his posting to the Canadian Legation at Washington, D.C. in 1942.  I assert 

that Pearson played a pivotal role in early Canadian cryptologic development between 1939-

1941; however, his contribution to Canada’s code-breaking program is comparatively 

overlooked.  Pearson’s involvement in Canadian SIGINT will be examined through the lens 

of British, U.S., and Canadian foreign policy and commensurate foreign intelligence 

requirements in the late inter-war years.  Furthermore, it will highlight Pearson amongst his 

circle of professional colleagues at senior levels of the DEA, National Defence (DND), and 

the British Foreign and Dominions Office (FO/DO) who all shared SIGINT during this 

important historical period.  His close personal interaction amongst this elite group illustrates 

a central role that enduring, trusted relationships played in the initial exchanges regarding an 

organic cryptologic capability for Canada that led to the creation of the Examination Unit in 

the late spring of 1941.   

Historiography 

In his 1972 autobiography Mike, released after his death, Lester Pearson directly 

referenced but downplayed his participation in “the formation and development of a Canadian 

intelligence unit which worked closely with similar British and American agencies.”4 

Canadian historian Jack Granatstein mentioned the Examination Unit briefly in his 1981 

biography of diplomat Norman Robertson, crediting Pearson as one of the “major figures 

from External Affairs who took part in the Unit’s work.”  George Glazebrook, Robertson and 

Pearson’s diplomatic colleague and close friend, acknowledged that SIGINT provided by the 

 
4. Lester B. Pearson, Mike: The Memoirs of the Rt. Hon. Lester B. Pearson, Volume 1, (Toronto, University of 

Toronto Press, 2015), 198.  This unit was the Examination Unit. 
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Examination Unit, in the accepted practice at the DEA, was, “handled like no other subject.  

It’s purely personal and almost entirely oral.”5   

The historiography of the Examination Unit, Canada’s first cryptologic organization, 

began prior to Victory in Europe Day (VE Day) in the spring of 1945, when A History of the 

Examination Unit was drafted by its leadership staff under the direction of Gilbert de 

Beauregard Robinson, a respected University of Toronto mathematician who was one of the 

original 9 members.6  This highly classified document was not released to the public, 

however, until author John Bryden’s request to the Communications Security Establishment 

(CSE) history section in late 1989.7  Within its pages there is no mention of the men 

responsible for its creation, for as Robinson noted, “[a]nonymity, along with pride of 

accomplishment, has been our only reward.”8 

Canada’s cryptologic roots became a ‘hot’ academic topic within Canadian and 

international intelligence and security communities following the passage of Canada’s Access 

to Information Act in 1985.  Scholars such as Wesley Wark, Peter St. John, Martin Rudner 

and John Ferris bolstered their careers in the 1980s publishing early accounts of Canada’s 

fledgling SIGINT efforts in journals such as Intelligence and National Security, Cryptologia, 

the Journal of Contemporary History, and Diplomacy and Statecraft amongst others.  John 

Bryden’s investigative history of the Examination Unit, Best Kept Secret (perhaps the best 

 
5. J.L. Granatstein, A Man of Influence: Norman A. Robertson and Canadian Statecraft 1929-68, (Toronto, 

Deneau Publishers, 1981), 180; cf. Granatstein credits Robertson for the initiative in creating the Examination 

Unit.   

6. G. de B. Robinson, ed., A History of the Examination Unit, 1941-45, (Ottawa, 1945), LAC RG24 Vol. 29166 

File WWII-31. 

7. John Bryden, Best Kept Secret: Canadian Secret Intelligence in the Second World War, (Toronto, Lester 

Publishing Limited, 1993), ix.  CSE is Canada’s current national SIGINT organization, having direct linkage 

back to the Examination Unit; see also Our story - Communications Security Establishment (cse-cst.gc.ca), 

accessed 21 February 2023. 

8. G. de B. Robinson, A History of the Examination Unit, 1. 

https://www.cse-cst.gc.ca/en/culture-and-community/history/our-story#teuatj
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academic work on the subject) was published in 1993: Kurt Jensen’s treatise on Canadian 

foreign intelligence in the 1940s (which included the Examination Unit), Cautious 

Beginnings, was published in 2008.   

In these published papers and books, however, none of the academics focussed on the 

impact of pre-war British, U.S., or Canadian foreign policy and foreign intelligence 

capabilities and requirements, nor on Mike Pearson’s  contribution to the creation of the 

Examination Unit.  A review of British, U.S., and Canadian foreign policy and foreign 

intelligence requirements in the late 1930s establishes the diplomatic environment prevalent 

at the time to better understand Pearson’s involvement in Canada’s SIGINT program.    

Inter-war British, U.S. and Canadian Foreign Policy 

For four hundred years the foreign policy of England has 

been to oppose the strongest, most aggressive, most 

dominating power on the Continent, and particularly to 

prevent the Low Countries falling into the hands of such a 

power…It has nothing to do with rulers or nations; it is 

concerned solely with whoever is the strongest or the 

potentially dominating tyrant.9  

 

Winston Churchill succinctly summarized Britain’s national security policy regarding 

Europe: it was based upon maintaining and sustaining a strong balance of power amongst the 

continent’s competing, combative nations through ‘collective’ security.  Bassel Liddel Hart 

considered this, “the indirect approach—to make use of [Britain’s] economic resources and 

its navy, and to shore up Continental allies against any major power threatening the balance 

in Europe.”10  But as neither a member of the governing power nor the official opposition, 

Churchill did not speak for the British Government.  That domain was the purview of Prime 

 
9. Winston S. Churchill, The Gathering Storm, (HarperCollins Canada, 2016), Kobo e-book. 

10. Peter Paret, ed., Makers of Modern Strategy from Machiavelli to the Nuclear Age, (Princeton, Princeton 

University Press, 1986), 679. 
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Minister Stanley Baldwin and his Foreign Secretary Anthony Eden.  During the 21-year ‘long 

armistice,’11 as Canadian Lieutenant-General Maurice Pope called the inter-war years, all of 

Britain’s major security efforts had failed, including the Treaty of Versailles (1919), the 

League of Nations (1924), and the Locarno Pact (1925).   

National Socialist Germany was aggressively rearming by the mid 1930s, fascist Italy 

had invaded Abyssinia, and Imperial Japan was at war with China in the Far East.  Britain’s 

global trade routes, and thus her Empire, were threatened by both the Italian and Japanese 

conflicts.  Collective League of Nations sanctions were not working, attempts at mutual 

disarmament were ignored, and Britain’s global diplomatic initiatives had little effect in 

stopping Europe’s inevitable march to war.  Within this global maelstrom, British national 

security was threatened by Germany, Italy and Japan.     

British foreign intelligence was an absolute necessity under these precarious 

circumstances.  Her political and military decision makers were kept abreast of threats by 

Foreign Office (FO) diplomatic missions abroad and her intelligence services.  These 

included the secret intelligence service (SIS, otherwise known as MI6, established 1909), and 

the Government Code & Cypher School (GC&CS, established 1919).12  MI5, the security 

service (established 1909), addressed Britain’s domestic security concerns.   

Commander Alistair Denniston, one of the Admiralty’s original First World War 

Room 40 cryptologists, led the signals-intelligence (SIGINT)-based GC&CS.  His 

organization provided diplomatic SIGINT reporting between foreign nations’ capitals and 

 
11. Maurice Pope, Soldiers and Politicians: The Memoirs of Lt.-Gen. Maurice A. Pope, C.B., M.C., (Toronto, 

University of Toronto Press, 1962), 91. 

12. Keith Jeffery, MI6: The History of the Secret Intelligence Service, 1909-1949, (London, Bloomsbury 

Publishing, 2010), ix; see also Joel Greenberg, Alastair Denniston: Code-Breaking from Room 40 to Berkely 

Street and the Birth of GCHQ, (Yorkshire, Frontline Books, 2017), 71. 
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their embassies abroad, as well as intelligence regarding any potential enemies’ military 

forces.  Such highly classified codebreaking of foreign political and military communications 

gave the British government unprecedented insight into her enemies—and friends—policies 

and war preparations.   

U.S. foreign policy and supporting foreign intelligence organizations during the inter-

war years offers a North American counterpoint to the British experience.  On 19 November 

1919, the Republican-dominated U.S. Senate defeated a motion to ratify the post-First World 

War Treaty of Versailles.13  This action reversed President Woodrow Wilson’s U.S.-led 

international ‘collective security’ initiative and removed the nation from adherence to any 

League of Nations Conventions.  Such a partisan political defeat began America’s road to 

isolationism during the inter-war years.  Subsequent Republican and Democratic 

administrations followed a similarly isolationist approach, although historian Margaret 

MacMillian noted that American representatives still “worked closely with League bodies in 

Geneva, and public support for ending war remained strong throughout the interwar years.”14  

 In the 1930s, President Franklin Delano Roosevelt (FDR) continued America’s 

isolationist policy as he focussed on his New Deal and U.S. recovery from the ‘Great 

Depression.’  However, at an August 1938 speech at Kingston, Ontario, FDR abruptly shifted 

his foreign policy direction when he implied President James Monroe’s 1823 North American 

‘Manifest Destiny,’ declaring: “The Dominion of Canada is part of the sisterhood of the 

British Empire.  I give to you assurance that the people of the United States will not stand idly 

 
13. United States Senate, Senate Rejects the Treaty of Versailles, 19 November 1919, 

https://www.senate.gov//about//powers-procedures/treaties/senate-rejects-treaty-of-versailles.html, accessed 11 

February 2023. 

14. Margaret MacMillan, War: How Conflict Shaped Us, (Toronto, Penguin House Canada, 2020), 232-233. 

https://www.senate.gov/about/powers-procedures/treaties/senate-rejects-treaty-of-versailles.html
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by if domination of Canadian soil is threatened by any other Empire.”15  U.S. national 

security in the late 1930s was threatened by Japan and Germany.   

The United States maintained a national SIGINT capability in the inter-war years, but 

no secret intelligence service.  A handful of civilian and military men and women within the 

U.S. Army (MI-8’s Cipher Bureau, 1919, the U.S. Navy (OP-20, 1924)16, and the Army 

Signal Corps Signal Intelligence Service (SIS, 1929), provided SIGINT to the White House 

and to the military services.17  In 1929, U.S. Secretary of State Henry Stimson’s now 

infamous quote, “Gentlemen do not read each other’s mail,” led to the immediate 

disbandment of MI-8’s Cipher Bureau.18  Stimson naively considered such activity to be an 

“unethical thing for this Government to do to be reading the messages coming to our 

ambassadorial guests from other countries.”19   

The U.S. Army’s SIS (created at the demise of the Cipher Bureau) and the U.S. 

Navy’s OP-20-G continued to provide SIGINT-derived intelligence reporting to the 

government and military between 1929-1939.20  Both organizations were highly valued and 

growing prior to the outbreak of the war.  With Britain globally ‘leaning-in,’ and the United 

States globally ‘leaning-out,’ where did Canada stand?    

 
15. Robert Bothwell and Norman Hillmer, eds., The In-Between Time: Canadian External Policy in the 1930s, 

(Toronto, Copp Clark Publishing 1975), 167. 

16. Stephen Budiansky, Battle of Wits: The Complete Story of Codebreaking in World War II, (New York, The 

Free Press, 2000), 4. 

17. David Kahn, The Reader of Gentlemen’s Mail: Herbert O. Yardley and the Birth of American Codebreaking, 

(New Haven, Yale University Press, 2004), 94; for a quick overview of U.S. Navy SIGINT, see the National 

Security Agency’s Navy Cryptology: The Early Days > National Security Agency/Central Security Service > 

Article View (nsa.gov) accessed 11 February 2023; the author worked for the successor organization to OP-20-

G, Commander Naval Security Group (COMNAVSECGRU) and the National Security Agency from 1995-

1998. 

18. Ibid., 98. 

19. Ibid., 99. 

20. Robert G. Angevine (1992), Gentlemen do read each other’s mail: American intelligence in the interwar era, 

in Intelligence and National Security, 76:2, 1-29: DOI:101080/02684529208432154 accessed 6 January 2023. 

https://www.nsa.gov/History/Cryptologic-History/Historical-Events/Article-View/Article/2740632/navy-cryptology-the-early-days/
https://www.nsa.gov/History/Cryptologic-History/Historical-Events/Article-View/Article/2740632/navy-cryptology-the-early-days/
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Canada had no defined foreign policy during the inter-war years.  It believed it had no 

external threats, and thus, it had no strategic foreign intelligence requirements.  Shielded by 

geography it was politically a minor Commonwealth power little concerned with European or 

Far Eastern strategic balances of power.  Responsibility for Canada’s national security policy 

rested with the Prime Minister (concurrently Minister of State for External Affairs) and his 

Under-Secretary.  From the early 1920s to 1935, these men were heavily influenced by 

Britain’s ‘10-year rule,’ and accepted as irrefutable fact that, “for a decade at least, Canada 

would have no enemies.”  Neither Prime Ministers Bennett or King, nor Under-Secretary of 

State for External Affairs Dr. O.D. Skelton considered a foreign intelligence collection 

program necessary—there simply was no need.  Historian James Eayrs noted that, “[t]here 

was not much of an intelligence community [in Canada]” during this period.21 

Addressing the Imperial Conference in London on 21 May 1937, Prime Minister King 

emphasized Canadian foreign policy regarding Europe “to be chiefly commercial… The same 

policy was followed in the case of Japan.”  He acknowledged that trade with the United States 

was increasing rapidly: “our outlook is conditioned in special degree by our relations with our 

one great neighbour to the south.”22  Foreign trade and commerce were the cornerstones of 

King’s foreign policy.  King espoused ‘economic’ appeasement as a solution to global 

conflict and would not arbitrarily commit Canada to another continental war.  Publicly and 

privately the Prime Minister reiterated Canada’s position that Parliament would decide on any 

such declaration, notwithstanding Britain’s status.  King’s primary focus was domestic unity, 

with domestic defence as necessary, at least until 1939.   

 
21. James Eayrs, In Defence of Canada: From the Great War to the Great Depression, (Toronto, University of 

Toronto Press, 1964), 70-77.  

22. John A. Munro, ed., Documents on Canadian External Relations, Volume 6, 1936-1939, (Ottawa, 

Information Canada, 1972), 154-57. 
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  King and Skelton—both former economics professors—were politically unaware of 

the value of SIGINT to support or refute their foreign policy positions.  Britain provided her 

Dominions with intelligence, pointe finale.  Both leaders had more pressing domestic and 

North American trade issues to contend with than the creation of an organic SIGINT 

capability, a situation obvious to British Prime Minister Neville Chamberlain, President 

Roosevelt, and Prime Minister King.  Two of the three leaders clearly understood Canada’s 

future lay with her neighbour to the south. 

In the murky Imperial British and U.S. SIGINT worlds of the inter-war years, Canada 

was a relative non-participant.  Historian Wesley Wark considered Canada’s ‘cryptographic 

innocence’ in 1939 to be “more complete in Ottawa than in the capital of any other 

belligerent power.”23  Alongside her sister Dominions, Canada depended upon British 

Foreign and Dominions Offices to keep it abreast of world events.  Britain provided her most 

important Dominion with intelligence it considered of interest to the Canadian Prime 

Minister, through the Governor-General until 1926 or through its fledgling External Affairs 

Department thereafter.24  Mike Pearson noted this practice in a letter to Dr. Skelton in early 

1939, “the Foreign Office, in certain telegrams which they send to the dominions, are more 

interested in making a case than in providing information…they can create an impression 

which may not always be strictly justified by the information on which the telegram is 

based.”  Pearson felt that such intelligence was selectively offered by the British Government 

to shape the psychology of Prime Minister King in her favour as it navigated the fallout of its 

 
23. Wesley Wark, Cryptographic Innocence: The Origins of Signals Intelligence in Canada in the Second World 

War, Journal of Contemporary History 22, 4, (1987), 639. 

24. John Hilliker, Canada’s Department of External Affairs, Volume 1, The Early Years, 1909-1946, (Montreal, 

The Institute of Public Administration of Canada, 1990), 46; until 1926, all official diplomatic correspondence 

went through the GG’s Office.  
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impotent foreign policies and crumbling diplomatic effort to achieve global parity and peace 

since 1919.25   

Between 1919-1937, Canada’s military received British military intelligence from the 

War Office to Militia Headquarters (HQ) Director of Militia Operations and Intelligence 

(DMO&I), and from the Admiralty to the Canadian Naval Service’s (NSHQ) Director of 

Naval Intelligence (DNI).26  However, from 1919 through the early 1930s, there was neither 

inter-service nor inter-departmental intelligence sharing.   

The RCN was the only Canadian military organization conducting SIGINT operations 

between the two world wars.  In the fall of 1926 at the request of the Admiralty, the RCN 

began wireless communications intercept at Rockliffe, Ontario, under the leadership of 

Admiralty-trained RCN Chief Petty Officer (CPO Telegraphist) James Denniston.  All raw 

intercept was regularly dispatched through NSHQ directly to the Admiralty.  Neither the DNS 

nor his DNI felt it necessary to report this secret operation outside their own service.27  The 

Admiralty directed the operation, the RCN responded, ‘Ready aye Ready.’  Denniston’s 

original task was U.S. Navy wireless communications, and for the first four years he was a 

one-man show.  By 1930, again upon Admiralty request, CPO Denniston moved to the West 

Coast at Esquimalt, British Columbia, where he initiated intercept operations against Japanese 

wireless communications with his growing RCN team.28     

 
25. Kurt F. Jensen, Cautious Beginnings: Canadian Foreign Intelligence, 1939-51, (Vancouver, UBC Press, 

2008), 19. 

26. Eayrs, In the Defence of Canada…, 274-283; furthermore, Eayrs does note that Canada was well served by 

British military intelligence.  The Chief of the Imperial General Staff (CIGS) despatched a “monthly secret 

intelligence summary”, as well as “confidential “blue” intelligence summaries”; similar Admiralty and Air 

Ministry reporting went to “the naval and air intelligence officers at Ottawa,” 91. 

27. Ibid.  

28. Ibid.  There is no indication in available archival records that the PM or Skelton were aware of this RCN 

activity. 
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 The Canadian Militia did not conduct SIGINT intercept prior to 1939.  It did, 

however, attempt to create such a capability in 1938.  Three Imperially educated senior 

NDHQ staff officers, Colonel Harry Crerar (DMO&I), Lieutenant-Colonel Maurice Pope 

(GSO1 at DMO&I), and Major William Macklin (GSO2 at DMO&I), formulated a militia-

based wireless intercept proposal in spring 1938.29  In Major Macklin’s words, the proposal 

would “be indispensable from the very outset of the war, and indeed probably even more so 

during a time of strained relations.”30 The CGS approved the initiative on 8 May, yet lacking 

prioritization, the militia did not take any action until September 1939.31  Canadian historian 

Wesley Wark assessed the late 1930s to be Canada’s period of cryptographic innocence: 

“Cryptographic innocence precluded the Canadian authorities from adopting signals 

intelligence in any far-sighted way as a useful weapon.  Simply, too little was known about its 

worth.”32 

Pearson and Friends 

 

Whether in a one-on-one conversation or a large, process-

driven organization, the willingness to share information is 

related to the level of trust among the participants…Sharing 

may jeopardize the sources and methods by which it was 

developed…To overcome these sensitivities, participants in an 

information-sharing exchange must trust that recipients will 

use shared information for its intended purpose and will protect 

shared information from subsequent exposure or misuse…The 

importance of trusted relationships to effective operational 

information sharing cannot be overstated.33   

 
29. Kurt Jensen, Cautious Beginnings, 26-30.  Select officers destined for higher command were assigned to 

British Military Staff Colleges at Camberly, U.K., Quetta, India, and the Imperial Defence College (IDC), 

London, where they were exposed to lectures and exercises involving all levels of intelligence.  Crerar and Pope 

both attended Camberly and the ICD, while Macklin attended Staff College at Quetta, India in 1934.   

30. Ibid., 27. 

31. Maurice A. Pope, Soldiers and Politicians: The Memoirs of Lt.-Gen. Maurice A. Pope, C.B., M.C., (Toronto, 

University of Toronto Press, 1962), 135.  

32. Wesley Wark, Cryptographic Innocence, 640. 

33. Chris Anderson and Raymond May et.al. (2022), Enabling NATO’s Collective Defense: Critical 

Infrastructure and Resiliency (NATO COE-DAT Handbook 1), Strategic Studies Institute, US Army War 

College, accessed at https://ssi.armywarcollege.edu/2022/european-security/nato-transatlantic-

https://ssi.armywarcollege.edu/2022/european-security/nato-transatlantic-relations/enabling-natos-collective-defense-critical-infrastructure-security-nato-coe-dat-handbook-1.html
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Entrenched within what Wesley Wark described as the ‘creative friction of 

bureaucratic politics’ was Lester Pearson and his friends and colleagues at home and abroad.  

In 1928, ‘Mike,’ as he was colloquially known since Royal Flying Corps (RFC) pilot training 

in the fall of 1917, was hired along with five other academics—all historians—by Under-

Secretary of State for External Affairs Dr. O.D. Skelton.  Skelton’s personal selection of these 

intellectual men created the powerful nucleus of the DEA, diplomats who pragmatically drove 

Canadian foreign policy on the global stage for the next 50 years.  Historian John Hilliker 

noted that all diplomatic officer hires overseen by Under-Secretary Skelton in 1928-29 “had 

strong academic backgrounds, with post-graduate degrees obtained…outside Canada.  Five of 

the six had taught at the University level…One, Robertson, had been a Rhodes scholar at 

Oxford.34 

Former University of Toronto History Professor Mike Pearson (University of Toronto 

(UofT) 1921, Oxford 1924) thrived in his new internationalistic environment.  In summer 

1929 he was briefly posted to Washington, D.C., where, through his affable character and 

athletic prowess—Pearson was a former semi-pro baseball and hockey player—he “quickly 

struck up friendships with other officers from other embassies and with junior State 

Department Officers.”35 By the time he was transferred to Canada House, the Canadian High 

in London, Pearson had worked on various international files in Ottawa and abroad for seven 

years, fostering more international friendships along the way.  Friend and fellow Canadian 

 
relations/enabling-natos-collective-defense-critical-infrastructure-security-nato-coe-dat-handbook-1.html on 6 

Mar 2023. 

34. John Hilliker, Canada’s Department of External Affair Records, 121. 

35. John English, Shadow of Heaven: The Live of Lester Pearson, Volume 1, 1897-1948, (Toronto, Lester & 

Orpen Dennys Limited, 1989), 150.  31 of 40 diplomatic officers hired by O.D. Skelton had earned post-

graduate degrees outside Canada, 14 at Oxford. 

https://ssi.armywarcollege.edu/2022/european-security/nato-transatlantic-relations/enabling-natos-collective-defense-critical-infrastructure-security-nato-coe-dat-handbook-1.html
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diplomat Hugh Keenleyside claimed that during this time, “Mike certainly benefitted from the 

extensive contacts he developed while performing an eclectic range of tasks.”36   

Pearson worked closely with senior officers within other Canadian departments and 

made two enduring relationships within the Department of National Defence, most notably 

militia LCol Harry Crerar and the CGS, MGen ‘Andy’ MacNaughton.  Harry Crerar 

considered ‘Mike’ Pearson one of the most brilliant “luminaries at External Affairs,” and by 

the early 1930s, the two men began a close professional and personal relationship that lasted 

their lifetimes.37  

Mike Pearson earned a “valuable reputation for “versatility” while serving Skelton 

and Prime Minister’s Bennett and King in his years at Parliament’s East Block.38  He 

skillfully represented his Department at the London Naval Conference in 1930, and at the 

League of Nations World Conference on Disarmament at Geneva in 1932 (along with LCol 

Crerar and MGen McNaughton).39  For these close friends, international relations and 

disarmament issues would be the subject of much discussion and personal communication in 

the years to come.40   

Dr. Skelton believed that it was while in Switzerland that Pearson learned valuable 

lessons in diplomacy regarding “cross-cultural communications and operations.”41 And thus, 

the stage was set for his diplomatic debut in London, the political ‘hotbed’ of the world.  John 

English, Pearson’s biographer, captured his relationship with Britain, and London, wistfully: 

 
36. Ibid., 151. 

37. Paul Douglas Dickson, A Thoroughly Canadian General: A Biography of General H.D.G. Crerar, (Toronto, 

University of Toronto Press, 2007), 92. 

38. John English, Shadow of Heaven, 151; as Militia DMO&I, Crerar regularly received War Office intelligence. 

39. Ibid., 151.  

40. Paul Douglas Dickson, A Thoroughly Canadian General, 94; see also John English, Shadow of Heaven, 145-

146. 

41. Asa McKercher and Galen Roger Perras, eds., Mike’s World: Lester B. Pearson and Canadian External 

Affairs, (Vancouver, UBC Press, 2017), 29. 
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for Mike Pearson, it was “an affair of the heart, always dangerous, sometimes infuriating, yet 

at bottom inescapable.”42   

Pearson arrived in London to begin his tenure as First Secretary of Canada House 

(Canada’s High Commission in the U.K.) in October 1935.  Immediately beforehand, Prime 

Minister Bennett and Dr. Skelton dispatched him to Geneva to serve “as advisor to the 

Canadian Delegation, “to tidy up the diplomatic fallout from the ‘Riddell Affair.’43  Yet, 

finding little work to do there, Pearson’s athleticism, superlative social skills and popularity 

with both men and women came to the fore.  He regularly golfed with British FO wives while 

their husbands worked, “[and] saw a good deal of the child of destiny, Anthony Eden,” with 

whom he renewed acquaintances and regularly played tennis and golf.  As well, he 

intermingled with other FO dignitaries such as George Hankey and Michael Wright.44   

Mike Pearson renewed old Oxford contacts and friendships within the FO, WO, and 

the Admiralty upon his arrival in London in October 1935.  Not surprisingly, these three 

organizations were the primary requirements drivers and consumers of British SIGINT.  

Pearson, responsible for ‘political [and by 1939, military] affairs,’ regularly liaised with the 

FO and reported to Canada through the High Commissioner on British political and 

diplomatic issues.45  He regularly read classified intelligence reports on foreign countries 

within FO spaces.46  Gladwyn Jebb, a rising FO officer in the 1930s—and later first Acting 

 
42. John English, Shadow of Heaven, 184. 

43. Ibid., 182-83.  Dr. W.A. Riddell, representing Canada on the League of Nations Committee of 18, acted in 

what he falsely believed were his government’s interests and recommended oil sanctions against Italy to counter 

their incursion in Abyssinia.  He was publicly chastised by the new Prime Minister Mackenzie King and it 

became an ‘affair’ that led to the dispatch of Pearson to ‘smooth the waters’ on the Committee; see also Lester 

B. Pearson, Mike : The Memoirs of the Rt. Hon. Lester B. Pearson, Volume 1, (Toronto, University of Toronto 

Press, 2015), 96-101. 

44. L.B. Pearson, Personal Diary, 1 January 1936, LAC MG26 N8 Vol 10. 

45. Claude Bissell, The Imperial Canadian: Vincent Massey in Office, (Toronto, University of Toronto Press, 

1986), 55. 

46. John English, Shadow of Heaven, 174. 
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Secretary of the United Nations in 1945—quickly paid compliment to Pearson, noting that 

“from the beginning, Mike seemed “one of us.”47  Pearson’s social attractiveness, his high 

intellect, sharp wit and polished diplomatic attributes were welcomed at the Foreign Office. 

Mike Pearson quickly became a trusted friend of the FO, fully supported by his imperialistic 

High Commissioner. 

High Commissioner Vincent Massey, Pearson’s former UofT history professor in 

1914-15, thought very highly of his First Secretary.  He and his wife Alice developed close 

personal relationships with the Pearson family in London.  “You simply can’t think how 

much in the intricacies of things large and small Mike Pearson meant to Vincent.  Mike has a 

magnificent brain, and he and Vincent think very much in the same lines,” Alice remarked in 

a letter to her sister Maude.48  Through the High Commissioner, Pearson accessed British 

aristocracy.  As Canadian First Secretary responsible for ‘political affairs,’ he accessed “the 

most senior members of the British diplomatic corps,” and the leading bureaucrats and 

politicians within and outside government.  Pearson’s goal was to “seek out and find those 

Londoners whose actions and views deeply affected British policy in the three years before 

the war.”49   

Lester Bowles (Mike) Pearson began a personal diary on 1 January 1936 to capture 

his experiences for posterity.  It is a compelling read—although with frequent gaps during 

very busy periods.  Dinner and social engagements list a veritable ‘who’s who’ of British 

‘high society’ such as the King and Queen, Winston Churchill, Ramsay MacDonald, Harold 

Nicholson, various British Army, Navy and Air Force leaders, and Oxford classmate and 
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48. Claude Bissell, The Imperial Canadian, 56. 
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friend Tyrone Guthrie, to name a few.  Pearson dined with British intelligence personalities 

such as J.C. Masterman (MI5; ran British counterespionage and deception operations under 

the XX Committee during the war), and Charles Sterling of the Ministry of Economic 

Warfare.50  Intriguingly, in early 1936 during the early days of his posting to London, he 

attended a luncheon hosted by a socialist British aristocrat—a Mrs. Shuttleworth-King—that 

included “a meek and mild little Soviet trade agent, a far from meek and mild elderly English 

Peer,” and “a conceited son of the house just down from Oxford.”51 The British were not the 

only ones interested in Canadian First Secretary Mike Pearson.    

Social historian Philip Ziegler considered London society in the 1930s to be “a golden 

age for the party-goer” wherein “beauty, breeding, money and the ability to amuse could 

provide admission tickets.”52  Aside from being ‘monied,’ Pearson fully met this criteria.  He 

frequently joined FO seniors for luncheons at his club, The Traveller’s, just a short walk away 

from Canada House, the FO, the WO, the Admiralty, and GC&CS.53  Furthermore, Pearson 

enthusiastically engaged in the capital’s ‘society’ outings, regularly attending cocktail parties, 

society balls, intimate dinners, luncheons, and the theatre, often without his wife: “Maryon 

probably thinks I’m leading a very lonely, forsaken existence.”54  He most certainly was not.                

Keenleyside acknowledged Pearson’s endearing social attributes: “Mike…had a generous 

capacity for friendship and was a human being whom most people found it impossible to 
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dislike.  He had…an aversion to pomposity and ostentation.”55  According to English, Mike 

Pearson “danced well, knew the theatre and court gossip [through his close friendship with 

the King’s assistant personal secretary Tommy Lascelles], and was drawn to attractive 

women as quickly as they were drawn to him.”56   

In mid-1937 Pearson was first exposed to the British SIGINT system, particularly the 

decryption and reporting efforts of the GC&CS.  Concurrent with his administrative 

responsibilities supporting Canada’s participation in King George V’s coronation, Pearson 

was appointed Canadian Secretary to the 1937 Imperial Conference in London, where he was 

involved in every aspect of Canadian preparations, meetings, sub-meetings and technical 

discussions, both political and military.  In preparation, he submitted a memorandum for 

Prime Minister King highlighting “British foreign policy and its implications for Canada.”57  

Pearson’s close friend Malcolm MacDonald, Secretary of State for the Dominions, would 

press for more ‘material co-operation’ from Britain’s Dominion members: he assumed they 

“were all rather frightened at the present time and fully realized the value” of Empire 

membership.”  Sir Thomas Inskip, Minister of Coordination of Defence, felt Britain’s 

Dominions were not meeting their Imperial Defence commitments, and he would demand 

“they…take a substantially larger share,” of Imperial Defence responsibilities.  Ian 

MacKenzie, Canada’s Minister of National Defence, philosophically aligned with Prime 

Minister King, responded non-committally to these challenges; “[t]he best contribution that 
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Canadians could make…was to keep Canada united.”58 Yet one secret Imperial defence 

program between Britain and Canada was begun, with Mike Pearson at the centre of it all.  

Nigel West, a Room 40 veteran and GC&CS officer who wrote the History of Allied 

SIGINT at the end of the Second World War, categorically stated that “[n]egotiations with 

Canada were opened in July 1937…with the suggestion that they should participate in an 

Empire-wide scheme for interception.”59  The request subsequently transited Canada House—

and thus Mike Pearson.  Under-Secretary Skelton at External Affairs tasked Canada’s 

Ministry of Transport’s (MoT) Radio Section to support the initiative.  The Radio Section 

conducted an extensive wireless intercept ‘hearability’ survey on foreign targets from its 

wireless stations in Halifax and Vancouver.  By early 1939, London assigned the MoT station 

at Point Grey, Vancouver, with Japanese commercial traffic intercept, and direct contact 

between Canada House and G.C.&C.S. was approved by the FO.60  Mike Pearson, promoted 

to Counsellor—Second-in-Command—at Canada House, trusted friend and confidant of FO, 

WO and Admiralty leadership, became intermediary for the passage of SIGINT between the 

two countries, and served as liaison with GC&CS in London.  John Bryden noted that, “One 

of [Pearson’s] jobs was to make sure Canada’s needs were looked after in its dealings with 

the various bureaucracies of the Imperial government.  In this case, the bureaucracy was the 

Government Code and Cipher School.”61 
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Prior to Canada’s declaration of war on 10 September 1939, it had two RCN sites 

conducting wireless intercept operations under Admiralty tasking, while the Department of 

Transport Radio Section site at Point Grey, Vancouver conducted similar operations for the 

British Foreign Office.  The DoT Monitoring Station located at the Experimental Farm, 

Ottawa, began continuous ‘watch’ of German commercial stations in mid-August 1939, 

wherein it intercepted “a large number of cypher messages to agents in various countries,” 

interspersed within the commercial press plain language transmissions.62  But Canada had no 

capability to decipher these messages; subsequently, the raw intercept flowing to the GC&CS 

increased exponentially. 

Why did Canada made no initial attempt to decrypt any intercepted enemy wireless 

traffic?  Firstly, it had no experienced cryptographers to take on the task; and secondly, the 

head of the newly created RCN Foreign Intelligence Section (FIS), RN Commander Jock de 

Marbois, expressed no interest in the decryption of German naval communications.  His RN 

heritage reflected Admiralty priority that “the Navy is only interested in sinking submarines 

or in avoiding them,” which could be accomplished by wireless direction finding (DF) 

provided by new east-coast RCN and DoT intercept sites.63  The content of intercepted 

German naval wireless traffic was unimportant—DF was the key.  In fact, the Admiralty 

requested only three things from Canadian intercept activities and the fledgling FIS: “the 

bearings, the callsigns, and the broadcast frequencies of enemy transmissions,” for in 1939-40 

GC&CS had yet to penetrate German naval codes.64  Mike Pearson’s impromptu role as 

SIGINT liaison between Canada and the GC&CS shifted onto a war footing. 
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With the influx of SIGINT traffic also came the beginnings of Canadian militia staff 

that would form Canadian Militia Headquarters (CMHQ) in London.  Leading the team was 

Pearson’s old friend, Brigadier-General Harry Crerar, and Pearson was immediately “drawn 

into military work because of his good relationship with Harry.”65  Crerar worked with 

Pearson and senior leadership at the WO coordinating all aspects of Canada’s broader 

impending military presence in Britain.  The Pearson/Crerar friendship blossomed, with 

Crerar quickly taking up residence at Pearson’s ‘flat, off Picadilly,’ within walking distance 

of Canada House and CMHQ.  Pearson remarked to his diary, “I now have the rare and 

plutocratic privilege reserved for rich Londoners, prostitutes, and visitors, of being within 

walking distance of all the places one goes to—including the office.”66 Pearson and Crerar’s 

personal relationship and their extended friendships within the FO and the WO paid 

dividends, resulting in “better communications between the Canadians and the British.”  

Aside from FO intelligence despatches to External Affairs, the initiation of regular 

intelligence reporting and appreciations from the WO to NDHQ was one of the immediate 

outcomes, “given the absence of any Canadian intelligence-gathering or appraising 

apparatus.”67 

The militia service in Canada was now intercepting a ‘considerable number’ of 

Germany-originated enciphered messages which, “owing to the peculiarities of short wave 

wireless…misses the British Isles entirely.”  By November 1939, Colonel Maurice Pope, 

DMO&I at Militia HQ Ottawa, assessed the need to incorporate a “cryptographic section 

[in]to the Militia,” and dispatched Captain Harry Wethey, the RCCS officer responsible for 
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the Canadian militia’s newly formed wireless intercept service, to London in November to 

investigate SIGINT procedures with British counterparts.  Wethey spent two months learning 

British intercept procedures at Fort Bridgewoods and was later tasked to discuss code-

breaking procedures at GC&CS (relocated to Bletchley Park, Milton-Keynes in August 

1939).  On 28 December, Wethey had his final meeting with Alistair Denniston to discuss 

“coordination of interception between Canada and [the] U.K.”68  All of Captain Wethey’s 

findings were discussed at CMHQ, with Mike Pearson representing the High Commission.69  

The War Office solution to decrypt Canadian intercepted traffic Canada was simple: with 

Canada “lacking a High Grade cryptographer of long experience,” it suggested Canada send a 

“cryptographer from Canada to the School here for three months.”70  Wethey advanced this 

recommendation, requesting that the cryptographer Canada deployed to GC&CS remain there 

for the duration of the war to act as liaison between all “interception stations in Canada and 

GC&CS.”71   Notwithstanding the enormous stress on the British SIGINT interception and 

decryption system at the start of the war, the WO was quick to offer support to assist Canada 

create it’s own embryonic code-breaking capability.  Canada chose not to follow the WO 

recommendation.   

Not yet defeated in his efforts, in November 1940, the DMO&I dispatched RCCS 

Captain Ed Drake to the U.S. to open discussions with U.S. Army Chief Signals Officer 

Major-General Joseph Maugborne regarding code-breaking training and support.  This action 

reflects the growing Canadian/American military relationship following the Ogdensburg 
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Agreement of August 1940 and the subsequent creation of the bilateral Permanent Joint 

Board of Defence (PJBD).  Immediate intelligence sharing was part of the Agreement.72 

The fall of France in June 1940 further exacerbated the extraordinary stress on the 

GC&CS.  Britain was now alone in her fight against Hitler’s forces, and the rapidly 

expanding code-breaking organization was unprepared and still unable to decrypt German 

and Japanese machine-encrypted intercept.73 Inundated with raw traffic, Denniston spoke to 

Pearson regarding their earlier recommendation.  In Pearson’s subsequent communication 

with Norman Robertson, he stated “It looks as if the War Office [in actuality GC&CS] are 

showing some reluctance to continue to decode these telegrams…we [the WO] are wondering 

whether your people in Ottawa have any idea of setting up a cryptographic bureau of your 

own; if so, we think we could be of considerable help to you.”74  The British offer to help 

Canada create a code-breaking ‘bureau’ was there once again.  And once again, it was 

refused.75 

Mid-1940 through spring 1941 saw a flurry of activity related to the creation of a 

Canadian cryptographic unit.  Firstly, the National Research Council (NRC) received a one-

million-dollar donation from influential businessmen (Samuel Bronfman, John Eaton, Sir 

Edward Beatty, and International Nickel Co.) to be used for ‘scientific research’ associated 

with the war effort.  Meetings began in late July 1940 to “discuss how certain monies which 

had been contributed to the government might best be spent.”  Hugh Keenleyside represented 

External Affairs on the small NRC inter-departmental committee—the War Technical and 
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23 

 

Scientific Development Committee (WTSDC)—created to allocate the monies “selected from 

a list presented by the president of the NRC.”76  In mid-January 1941, Keenleyside met with 

NRC President C.J. Mackenzie seeking assistance regarding a Canadian cryptographic 

capability.77  In April, Norman Robertson dispatched two UofT mathematics professors to the 

U.S. to open discussions seeking support to establish a cryptologic bureau in Ottawa.  

Concurrently, Mike Pearson was recalled from London to assist an over-worked Robertson in 

Ottawa.78   

In a mid-June communication with his friend Major-General McNaughton in England, 

NRC President Mackenzie mentioned the allocation of $10,000 from the WTSDC for “the 

organization of a section of cryptanalysis,” to import ‘some experts’ for a six month trial 

period.79  The nine-member Examination Unit had begun training a week earlier, led by 

American cryptologist Herbert Osborne Yardley.  Mike Pearson was appointed Chairman of 

the Examination Unit Advisory Committee to oversee Yardley’s work, a position he held 

until posted to Washington, D.C. in spring 1942.   

By mid-1941, Mike Pearson had four years experience in the SIGINT field through 

his relationship with the GC&CS.  Yet surprisingly, Under-Secretary of State for External 

Affairs Norman Robertson hired Yardley, requesting neither Pearson’s experience nor his 

advice on the subject.  Robertson also disregarded the advice of Hume Wrong, First Secretary 

at the Canadian Legation in Washington, D.C., not to hire Yardley.80  Why did Robertson 

 
76. Mel Thistle, ed., The Mackenzie-McNaughton Wartime Letters, (Toronto, University of Toronto Press, 

1975), 42-49.   

77. Ibid. 

78. L.B. Pearson, Mike, 194-195.; as he departed London, the FO requested their trusted friend courier a sealed 

Most Secret package to his friend William Stephenson, Director of British Security Coordination in New York 

City.   

79. Mel Thistle, The Mackenzie-McNaughton Wartime Letters, 81.   

80. John Bryden, Best Kept Secret, 52. 



24 

 

proceed?  The U.S. Army’s Chief Signal Officer told Yardley, “I told them [the Canadians] 

you were the man.  I said you had organized the first bureau for us, and one for China, but I 

couldn’t employ you right now because of political considerations.”81  Robertson’s decision 

could perhaps be attributed to his predecessor O.D. Skelton’s ‘nationalist’ approach to 

distance Canada from Britain, for under Skelton the DEA had twice previously refused 

GC&CS’s offer to help create a cryptographic bureau in Ottawa.  Regardless of Robertson’s 

logic, supported by $10,000 in NRC funding, Yardley was hired to teach cryptography to 

Canadian personnel for a six-month period.   

Norman Robertson, the hiring decision-maker, was neither unaware of Yardley’s 

contentious character, nor that he was ‘persona non-grata’ within the intelligence community 

of both the U.S. and Britain for his disclosure of SIGINT trade secrets in a 1931 book, The 

American Black Chamber, which caused significant damage to both countries SIGINT 

programs.82  Canada naively attempted to obscure the name of their newly-hired cryptologic 

expert by directing Yardley to use the nom de guerre ‘Herbert Osborne.’  When the GC&CS 

and U.S. Army Signal Intelligence Service discovered Yardley was working on cryptography 

for Canada in Ottawa, they immediately refused any further cooperation with the 

Examination Unit unless he was removed from the position.  Mike Pearson, as Chairman of 

the Examination Unit Advisory Committee, had the unenviable role of advising Yardley his 

contract would not be renewed, as well as smoothing ruffled feathers in both London and 

Washington, D.C.  He accomplished these challenging tasks with his characteristic diplomatic 
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aplomb.  In response to Pearson’s actions, by December 1941, Commander Denniston offered 

Canada an experienced cryptographer, aging Room 40 veteran Oliver Strachey (who 

specialized in breaking German Abwehr (agent) codes), to replace Yardley as Director of the 

Examination Unit.  In his six months, the banished Yardley demonstrated developing 

Canadian skills in cryptography, and NRC funding became permanent.  From that moment 

forward, the Examination Unit became a junior partner to the Government Code and Cypher 

School, and for the remainder of the war the GC&CS kept the Examination Unit under a 

British sphere of cryptographic influence. 

Conclusion 

…in 1941 Pearson…enjoyed numerous contacts within the 

Allied intelligence community.  Pearson, as a member of 

the Department of External Affairs, had contacts within the 

Canadian High Commission in London, the Canadian 

Legation in Washington, the BSC [British Security 

Coordination] in New York and all three Canadian armed 

forces.  Pearson helped staff the BSC, [and] created 

reporting structures for intelligence., and assisted with the 

creation of Ottawa’s ‘Examination Unit’, a Canadian unit 

initially led by American codebreaker Herbert Yardley.”83 

  

 At the start of the Second World War, Britain and the United States had SIGINT 

organizations breaking encoded foreign wireless diplomatic traffic in response to Foreign 

Office and State Department requirements.  Canada, with no external threats, saw no need for 

a national foreign-intelligence based code-breaking unit.  Prime Minister King and Under-

Secretary of State for External Affairs Dr. O.D. Skelton, believed they would receive any 

intelligence from the British Foreign or War Office under any circumstances, including war.  

Not so. 
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To even be considered to receive any British SIGINT it was first necessary to 

establish trusted professional and personal relationships with those leaders and senior 

bureaucrats controlling the organizations possessing such intelligence at the FO, the WO and 

the Admiralty.  The British services and FO leadership trusted Mike Pearson—considering 

him ‘one of their own’—with their country’s most closely held intelligence secrets, Winston 

Churchill’s ‘golden eggs.’  He had earned such trust through personal and professional close 

contact over 6 years in London, and through previous wartime, Oxford, and international 

friendships that he nurtured carefully.  Pearson recognized that intelligence sharing is as 

much about such trusted relationships as it is bureaucratic policy guidelines. 

When Britain needed to expand collection capabilities within the Dominions in 1937 

to address Far East security concerns, Pearson was the Canadian they turned to.  Two years 

later, he responsibly coordinated Canadian intercept and raw traffic processing directly with 

the GC&CS.  Twice the Director of GC&CS offered Canada support and expertise to 

establish a code-breaking bureau in Ottawa through Mike Pearson. The offer was refused 

both times, perhaps the outcome of the August 1940 Ogdensburg Agreement and the newly 

initiated intelligence sharing pact with the United States.   

When the U.S. offered cryptologic expertise and training support to Canada in May 

1941, in the guise of Herbert Osborne Yardley, Canada leaped at the opportunity.  Pearson’s 

professional advice regarding the hire was neither sought nor offered.  In transit from London 

at the time, he was unaware of any cryptologic decisions made by Under-Secretary of State 

Norman Robertson.  Robertson also failed to consider the advice against hiring Yardley 

proffered by Hume Wrong, First Secretary to the Canadian Legation at Washington, D.C. 
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Due to his British SIGINT experience, Mike Pearson was immediately tasked as 

Chairman of the Examination Unit Advisory Committee from the time of his arrival in 

Ottawa, to the time of his departure to the Canadian Legation in Washington, D.C., in the 

spring of 1942.  He was intimately involved in every aspect of Examination Unit decision 

making, training and cryptologic activity in the first six-months of its existence, and deftly 

coordinated Yardley’s replacement with the GC&CS.    

Thus, this paper has illustrated that Canadian senior diplomat Mike Pearson played 

not just ‘a’ pivotal role, but ‘the’ pivotal role in the establishment of Canada’s first 

cryptographic bureau, the Examination Unit, through the period 1937-42.  Trust and personal 

friendship amongst Robertson, Keenleyside, Wrong, Crerar, McNaughton, Eden, Denniston, 

Stephenson, Masterman, et.al., set the conditions for the Examination Unit’s success.  From  a 

Canadian perspective, however, first among equals in the creation of Canada’s cryptologic 

capability was the self-admitted poor cryptographer, the Allied intelligence community’s  

trusted friend, Lester Bowles (Mike) Pearson.    
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