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The field of communications intelligence is not readily 
adaptable to the separation of its several branches…any 
cooperative effort will be severely weakened by any 
limitations to full collaboration.1 

 
By co-ordination with the UK and US organizations, Canada 
undertook to carry an exclusive share of responsibility [for 
signals intelligence] as a contribution to the common pool.2  

 
 

Introduction 

Canada’s signals intelligence (SIGINT) program during the first two decades of the 

Cold War responded to the intelligence requirements of two federal ministries; the Department 

of External Affairs (DEA), and the Department of National Defence (DND).  Concurrently, and 

more importantly, Canadian SIGINT responded to the needs of its senior partner organizations 

in Britain (Government Communications Headquarters (GCHQ)), and the United States 

(National Security Agency (NSA)).  It was within the latter relationship that Canada’s SIGINT 

community established its unique Cold War contribution to the tripartite SIGINT alliance, 

reporting on northern Russian military and civilian activities across the Arctic region.  Both the 

DEA and DND reaped the intelligence sharing reciprocity of the two global SIGINT 

behemoths.  But how did the history unfold? 

Researching the history of early Cold War Canadian signals intelligence (SIGINT) 

remains challenging even in 2025, due to limited access to historical archival records.  Despite 

these obstacles, access to information (ATI) responses in 2025 have confirmed Canada’s role in 

a highly classified early Cold War British American undertaking targeting enciphered Russian 

 
1. R. Jeffreys-Jones, “The End of an Exclusive Special Intelligence Relationship: British-American Intelligence 
Co-operation Before, During and After the 1960s,” Intelligence and National Security Vol 27, no. 5 (2012): 711, 
https://doi-org.journal.rmc.ca/10.1080/02684527.2012.708523. 
2. Wesley Wark, “Cryptographic Innocence: The Origins of Signals Intelligence in Canada in the Second World 
War,” Journal of Contemporary History Vol. 22, (1987): 639-665, https://www.jstor.org/stable/260814. 

https://doi-org.journal.rmc.ca/10.1080/02684527.2012.708523.
https://www.jstor.org/stable/260814.
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communications networks: Project BOURBON.  In late 1946, when the US Communications 

Intelligence Board (USCIB), engaged Canada’s interdepartmental SIGINT oversight 

committee—the Communications Research Committee (CRC)—to determine interest, 

capability, and capacity to contribute to the project, it leapt at the opportunity.  The CRC 

reaction generates a central question: Did Project BOURBON fundamentally shape Canada’s 

SIGINT mission and role within the tripartite Canadian-British-American (CANUKUS) 

alliance in the Cold War?   

This paper argues that Project BOURBON was the primary driver of Canada’s 

transformation into a valuable Cold War contributor to Allied SIGINT efforts against the Soviet 

Union, especially in the Russian Arctic. The project gave the Canadian SIGINT program a 

contributory purpose.  To support this argument, it examines how the US/UK invitation to 

participate in the project catalyzed Canada’s shift to a singular Cold War SIGINT focus on 

Soviet communications networks.  By integrating newly released archival material, this paper 

not only documents Canada’s involvement in Project BOURBON, but also reinterprets the 

origins of its Cold War SIGINT mission to challenge established historiographical assumptions.  

Following a brief examination of Canada’s SIGINT transition from wartime to peacetime, and 

a review of Canadian SIGINT historiography, this work chronologically focusses on two 

decisive periods in Canada’s early Cold War SIGINT history: 1) Canadian BOURBON 1946-

49; and 2) Canada Beyond BOURBON 1950—1970.  A tertiary section of the paper collates 

and analyzes redacted versions of primary source SIGINT documentation to confirm the 

catalytic nature of Project BOURBON on Canada’s Cold War SIGINT landscape.  But first, 

here are four SIGINT definitions to enhance comprehension.   
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SIGINT Definitions  

It is worthwhile to review four contextual early Cold War SIGINT terms prior to 

addressing the historical narrative surrounding Canada’s Project BOURBON involvement:  

1) SIGINT.  Appendix A of the 1949 CANUS SIGINT Agreement defined SIGINT simply as 

“synonymous with COMINT”.   

2) COMINT. Appendix B defined COMINT as “Communications Intelligence…construed to 

mean technical and intelligence information derived from foreign communications and 

communications systems by other than the intended recipients.”  COMINT activities “produce 

COMINT by the interception and processing of foreign communications passed by radio, wire, 

or other electromagnetic means.”  Foreign communications exclude the US Government and 

the Governments of the British Commonwealth and her Dominions.    

3) Plain Text.  Appendix A of the same document defines plain text simply as “an unencrypted 

foreign communication.”3 

4) Traffic.  SIGINT traffic is a “communication passed between a sender and an intended 

recipient.”  Traffic analysis is the “study of traffic by unintended recipients.”4  

A quick review of Canada’s SIGINT background further supports the hypothesis of the paper. 

Canada’s SIGINT Background 

Canada’s SIGINT program was deeply rooted in the bilateral Anglo-American SIGINT 

relationship that began during the Second World War.  Canada’s ‘Examination Unit (XU),’ 

created on 9 June 1941, came under British Government Code & Cypher School (GC&CS) 

 
3. British-U.S. Communication Intelligence Agreement, 5 March 1946, 
https://media.defense.gov/2021/Jul/15/2002763709/-1/-1/0/AGREEMENT_OUTLINE_5MAR46.PDF; see also 
British-U.S. Communication Intelligence Security and Dissemination Regulations, 
https://media.defense.gov/2021/Jul/15/2002763690/-1/-1/0/SECURITY_DISS_REGS_30JAN46.PDF. 
4. Donald A. Bormann et al., The History of Traffic Analysis: World War 1 – Vietnam (Centre for Cryptologic 
History National Security Agency, 2013), 3; https://media.defense.gov/2021/Jul/13/2002761879/-1/-
1/0/TRAFFIC_ANALYSIS.PDF. 

https://media.defense.gov/2021/Jul/15/2002763709/-1/-1/0/AGREEMENT_OUTLINE_5MAR46.PDF
https://media.defense.gov/2021/Jul/15/2002763690/-1/-1/0/SECURITY_DISS_REGS_30JAN46.PDF
https://media.defense.gov/2021/Jul/13/2002761879/-1/-1/0/TRAFFIC_ANALYSIS.PDF
https://media.defense.gov/2021/Jul/13/2002761879/-1/-1/0/TRAFFIC_ANALYSIS.PDF
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leadership in January 1942 and remained so for the duration of the war.  The XU also worked 

closely with the US Communications Intelligence Community, the Army Security Agency 

(ASA, later renamed Signal Security Agency (SSA)) and the Navy’s OP-20-G, throughout the 

war.  It decrypted and reported upon German Agent (Abwehr) communications emanating from 

North and South America, Vichy French diplomatic communications, and Japanese diplomatic 

and military communications.5   

As the wartime expediency of the Triple Alliance collapsed in 1945, the Soviet Union 

evolved into the main global adversary of western democratic nations led by the US and 

Britain.  Both nation’s SIGINT authorities found their organizations unable to process the 

increasing volume of intercepted Russian ‘traffic,’ and in late 1946 turned to Canada for 

assistance.  At the time Canada’s SIGINT organization—the Communications Branch National 

Research Council (CBNRC)—was struggling to survive, decrypting dated Japanese traffic for 

the US ASA, while its six military intercept sites scattered across the country sat idle.   

That Canada still had a SIGINT capability in late 1946 was fortunate, for Canada’s 

SIGINT survival during the immediate post-war period survived a state of friction between the 

DEA and DND.  The premise of the argument was Canadian retention of a SIGINT capability 

in peacetime: should it simply revert to pre-war dependency on Britain for such intelligence or 

carry on?  The Department of External Affairs (DEA) leaned toward the latter and disbanded 

the wartime XU after Victory in Europe (VE) Day.  Undaunted, the Department of National 

Defence (DND) retained a small military SIGINT organization, the Joint Discrimination Unit 

(JDU), incorporated the unemployed civilian XU staff, and continued prosecuting Japanese 

communications in support of U.S. operations in the Pacific Theatre.  

 
5. Gilbert de B. Robinson (ed), History of the Examination Unit 1941-1945 (c. 1945), LAC RG Vol. 29166 File 
WWII-31.  
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Into the bureaucratic fray leapt the Canadian Joint Intelligence Committee (CJIC), 

responsible for SIGINT policy and oversight, which issued a blunt statement to the leadership 

of both departments:    

Canada is more and more assuming an influential role in 
the association of nations.  It is inconsistent with our 
national position that we should be dependent upon others 
for those things that we are capable of doing for ourselves.  
At all events, such dependency could and should be 
elevated to the basis of ‘quid pro quo.6 
 

 The CJIC emphasized that if Canada contributed to the post-war Allied SIGINT 

mission, it would reap the benefits of community membership.  If it did not, it would not.  CJIC 

logic won the day.  Consequently, at a British Commonwealth SIGINT Conference in London 

in February 1946, the DND (with DEA support) committed to staff one-hundred intercept 

positions7 in support of post-war Commonwealth SIGINT operations, acknowledging its 

contribution “according to its abilities.”8  With American and British SIGINT organizations 

committed to staff approximately 1600 intercept positions globally, Canada’s contribution of 

seven percent to the tripartite collective ‘appeared reasonable.9  But what would Canada’s 

contribution be? 

British and US (BRUSA) SIGINT authorities, the US Communication Intelligence 

Board (USCIB) and the London Signal Intelligence Board (LSIB), formalized their 

BOURBON bilateral relationship in March 1946.  The broad BRUSA Agreement provided for 

 
6. Wesley K. Wark, History of the Canadian Intelligence Community, 1945-1970 (unpublished 2000), chap. 2, 23; 
Canadian Foreign Intelligence History Project (CFIHP) Database. 
7. One hundred intercept positions, at an agreed-upon ratio of 4.5 intercept operators to 1 position (4.5:1), equated 
to the commitment by the three Services to 450 operators, with the Army and Royal Canadian Navy (RCN) each 
contributing forty positions, and the Royal Canadian Air Force (RCAF) contributing twenty positions.  
8. Kurt F. Jensen. Cautious Beginnings: Canadian Foreign Intelligence 1939-51 (UBC Press, 2008), 131-134.  
9. GAC Special Registry File 29-1-1 Part 1 Canada Intelligence Policy and Plans – Organization and Structure, 
“Review of Canadian Peacetime Sigint Effort”, 4 July 1949, CFIHP; these “100 positions amounted to 
approximately 1% of the peacetime establishments of the Canadian Armed forces.” 
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‘unrestricted’ exchange (with agreed upon exceptions) of information of foreign 

communications ‘products’ emanating from all aspects of the intelligence cycle: it also 

“explicitly absorbed Project BOURBON as part of its plans for a wider collaboration.”10  The 

LSIB represented the Dominions—Canada, Australia, and New Zealand; however, the 

document acknowledged the potential establishment of a special North American SIGINT 

relationship between the United States and Canada.  According to the Agreement, the LSIB 

was to be informed of SIGINT policy interactions between the two North American countries; 

however, it did not hold a veto right.11  Canada’s SIGINT historiography sheds more light on 

the highly classified foreign intelligence (FI) program. 

Canadian SIGINT Historiography 

Official.  In March 1983, the Honourable Jean-Luc Pépin (Minister of State for External 

Affairs), was the first parliamentarian to state to the Special Senate Committee on the Canadian 

Security Intelligence Service that the CSE: “provides…a service of signals intelligence in 

support of Canada’s foreign and defence policies.”12  These revelations drew the attention of 

Canadian political scientists and historians alike.  When the federal Liberal Government 

created the Access to Information Act (ATIA) in 1982, historical departmental records on the 

subject, albeit heavily redacted, began to enter the public domain, pursued by scholars such as 

Peter St. John, Wesley Wark, and Martin Rudner. 

  Academic.  These academics were the first to publish articles within their disciplines 

on the Canadian SIGINT program in the mid-late 1980s.  St. John, in Canada’s Accession to 

 
10. Michael L. Peterson, Bourbon to Black Friday: The Allied Collaborative COMINT Effort against the Soviet 
Union, 1945-1948, Center for Cryptologic History National Security Agency (1995), 70; 
https://d.docs.live.net/C4FBA21751FFD584/Desktop/WS537%20Intelligence%20Working%20Documents/CSC%
20Docs%2044-10%20-%2053-01%20-%20Organization%20for%20Defence.pdf. 
11. British-U.S. Communication Intelligence Agreement, 5. 
12. Philip Rosen, The Communications Security Establishment – Canada’s Most Secret Intelligence Agency 
(1993), https://www.cbc.ca/player/play/video/1.3069718. 

https://d.docs.live.net/C4FBA21751FFD584/Desktop/WS537%20Intelligence%20Working%20Documents/CSC%20Docs%2044-10%20-%2053-01%20-%20Organization%20for%20Defence.pdf
https://d.docs.live.net/C4FBA21751FFD584/Desktop/WS537%20Intelligence%20Working%20Documents/CSC%20Docs%2044-10%20-%2053-01%20-%20Organization%20for%20Defence.pdf
https://www.cbc.ca/player/play/video/1.3069718
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the Allied Intelligence Community 1940-45 (1984), focussed on the international relations 

aspect of the contributions by Canada’s wartime SIGINT establishment, the Examination Unit, 

to the Allied cause.13  Wark’s initial foray into Canadian SIGINT history, Cryptographic 

Innocence: The Origins of Signals Intelligence in Canada in the Second World War (1987), 

delved deeper into the evolution of the Examination Unit throughout the war as it transitioned 

from SIGINT neophyte into a highly-capable establishment informing Canadian politicians and 

military leaders “about the uses of cryptography as an instrument of state power.”14  Professor 

Wark’s latest published article on the subject, Favourable Geography: Canada’s Arctic signals 

intelligence mission,” (2020), contends that Canada’s geographic position between the Soviet 

Union and the United States was the predominant factor in Canada’s Cold War SIGINT 

mission.15  Rudner, in Canada’s Communications Security Establishment from Cold War to 

Globalization,” argued that it was Soviet cypher clerk Igor Gouzenko’s defection in Ottawa in 

September 1945 that “underscored the strategic value of signals intelligence in the Cold War 

context.” 

More recently, Kurt Jensen’s authoritative book, Cautious Beginnings: Canadian 

Foreign Intelligence 1939-51 (2008), provided an administrative history “of the makings of a 

Canadian foreign intelligence capability,” describing how Canadian SIGINT fulfilled the needs 

of the Department of External Affairs and the Department of National Defence supporting 

foreign and defence policy at the start of the Cold War.16  

 
13. Peter St. John, “Canada’s Accession to the Allied Intelligence Community 1940-45,” Journal of Conflict 
Studies (1984), 4, (4). https://journals.lib.unb.ca/index.php/JCS/article/view/14644. 
14. Wark, Cryptographic Innocence. 660. 
15. Wesley K. Wark, “Favourable Geography: Canada’s Arctic signals intelligence mission,” Intelligence and 
National Security, Vol 35, No. 3 (2020): 319-330; https://www-tandfonline-
com.journal.rmc.ca/doi/epdf/10.1080/02684527.2020.1724629?needAccess=true. 
16. Kurt Jensen, Cautious Beginnings. 8. 

https://journals.lib.unb.ca/index.php/JCS/article/view/14644.
https://www-tandfonline-com.journal.rmc.ca/doi/epdf/10.1080/02684527.2020.1724629?needAccess=true
https://www-tandfonline-com.journal.rmc.ca/doi/epdf/10.1080/02684527.2020.1724629?needAccess=true
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Public. Canada’s SIGINT historiography provides insight into Canadian participation in 

the early tripartite Canadian-British-American (CANUKUS) relationship; however, public 

references to Canadian SIGINT during the early Cold War are scarce.  A Canadian 

Broadcasting Corporation (CBC) investigative documentary, ‘The Fifth Estate: The Espionage 

Establishment,’ first identified CBNRC SIGINT activities to the Canadian public in 1974, fully 

twenty-eight years after its covert creation.17  The organization, quickly renamed the 

Communications Security Establishment (CSE), transferred to the (DND from the National 

Research Council (NRC) in 1975, where it retreated once again into obscurity.  

The greatest contribution to a public understanding of Canadian SIGINT has been the 

untiring efforts of Bill Robinson, whose personal quest to improve awareness of the program 

and satisfy his own curiosity has spanned the past forty years.  All of Mr. Robinson’s 

exceptional work is available on his internet blog, ‘Lux ex Umbra.’18  His Seven Ages of 

SIGINT, presented to the annual Society for Intelligence History 2023 Conference, is an 

excellent resource for any reader intent on understanding Canada’s signals intelligence history, 

chronologically describing the most important phases in Canadian SIGINT: the Second World 

War, the immediate post-War era, the Russian Cold War mission from the Canadian Arctic, a 

period of 1980s revitalization, 1990s Post-Cold War chaos, the post 9/11 Global War on Terror, 

and current Cyber Operations.19  Robinson's work demonstrates Canada's flexibility in the 

SIGINT domain and the organization's ability to reinvent itself to meet the government needs 

of the times. 

 
17. Canadian Broadcasting Corporation (CBC), The espionage establishment of 1974, 9 January 1974, 
https://www.cbc.ca/player/play/video/1.3069718. 
18. Bill Robinson, Lux ex Umbra: https://luxexumbra.blogspot.com/2005/05/canada-sigint-and-this-blog.html. 
19. Bill Robinson, The Seven Ages of SIGINT (2023): https://luxexumbra.blogspot.com/2023/10/the-seven-ages-
of-canadian-sigint.html.   

https://www.cbc.ca/player/play/video/1.3069718
https://luxexumbra.blogspot.com/2005/05/canada-sigint-and-this-blog.html
https://luxexumbra.blogspot.com/2023/10/the-seven-ages-of-canadian-sigint.html
https://luxexumbra.blogspot.com/2023/10/the-seven-ages-of-canadian-sigint.html


Martin | 9 
 

 
 

Yet none of the available literature on Canadian signals intelligence mentions Project 

BOURBON, nor Canada’s involvement in the BRUSA project.  The omission, caused not by 

research oversight but by ad-hoc federal archival declassification guidelines and ongoing 

redactions, overlooks the foundational cornerstone of the Canadian SIGINT mission during the 

Cold War: its singular focus on Soviet communications emanating from the Russian Arctic.  

This paper is the first to explicitly link Project BOURBON to Canada’s transformation into a 

key Cold War SIGINT contributor, filling a critical historiographical gap and situating Canada 

more firmly within the global context of Allied Cold War SIGINT collaboration against the 

Soviet Union. 

Canadian BOURBON 1946-49  

Project BOURBON was a codename devised by the USCIB in 1946 to describe the 

massive post-Second World War joint UKUSA SIGINT effort targeting Soviet communications 

networks.  However, Allied targeting of Soviet communications began in February 1943, 

immediately following the Churchill/Roosevelt-led ‘Casablanca Conference’ (which absolutely 

infuriated Soviet leader Josef Stalin), when the US Army’s Signal Security Agency (SSA) 

established the General Cryptanalytic Branch to report on intercepted Soviet diplomatic 

communications and attempt penetration into Soviet cryptosystems “under the strictest 

compartmentation.”  The first two-person team grew to twenty-five within a year, and by 

Victory in Japan (VJ)-Day had up to ninety-nine cryptanalysts “dedicated to the Soviet 

problem.”  Similarly, and independently, the US Navy began cryptologic operations against 

Soviet naval communications networks in July 1943, with a cadre of five cryptologists, quickly 

expanding to two hundred within two years.20  Collaboration on the Soviet ‘problem’ between 

 
20. Michael L. Peterson. BOURBON to Black Friday. 29-47. 
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the ASA and OP-20-G began in January 1944.  Statistics on the level of US effort published on 

31 August 1945 show that the Navy had one-hundred-ninety-two personnel engaged on Soviet 

communication networks, the Army had ninety-nine. Thirty-five cryptographic systems were 

under attack (six diplomatic), and 12,500 messages were intercepted.21 

Faced with rapid post-war demobilization and concurrent financial constraints, the US 

SIGINT community turned to their primary wartime ally, the British, for assistance.  The 

British, who had approximately fifty cryptanalysts working on Soviet communication networks 

at the time—“with about 30 [encrypted] systems under study”22—were experts in decrypting 

Soviet communications and, faced with a similar demobilization dilemma, quickly agreed.  

According to official GCHQ historian John Ferris, “[c]ontinued cooperation would let each 

[side] aid the other, especially against the greatest uncertainty they confronted: the USSR.”23  

On 12 September, newly installed US President Harry S. Truman, understanding the value of 

the bilateral SIGINT relationship, signed a top-secret memorandum directing continued, 

“collaboration in the field of communications intelligence between the United States Army and 

Navy and the British…as determined in the best interests of the United States.”24  The US 

Army and Navy had their marching orders, as did the British.  Project BOURBON 

collaboration began in earnest.  This early post-war cooperation on Soviet communications 

networks ultimately led the overextended USCIB to engage the CRC in November 1946, with a 

 
21. Ibid., 43. 
22. Ibid., 38. 
23. John Ferris. Behind the Enigma: The Authorized History of GCHQ, Britain’s Secret Cyber-Intelligence Agency  
(Bloomsbury Publishing, 2020), 341. 
24. Bradley F. Smith. The Ultra-Magic Deals And the Most Secret Special Relationship 1940-1946 ( Presidio 
Press, 1992), 212. 
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proposal for Canada to work on “some part of the Coleridge problem as an appropriate starting 

point.”25 26    

The fledgling CRC, an interdepartmental amalgam of Service Directors of Intelligence 

and Signals chaired by senior DEA bureaucrat George Glazebrook, was addressing mundane 

bureaucratic issues about individual security clearances, physical infrastructure security, 

CBNRC staffing, and committee membership when the USCIB reached out to gauge interest in 

Canadian participation in Project BOURBON.  It was not a harmonious group.  Ornery Service 

Directors of Signals, responsible for SIGINT’s workforce collection capability, were 

confronting dwindling intercept operator staffing as the wartime soldiers, sailors and airmen 

demobilized.  The Service Directors of Intelligence, the military SIGINT requirements drivers, 

had not yet refined their peacetime foreign intelligence needs.  Amidst the Service bickering 

the Services’ cryptologic overseer, the CBNRC, just wanted to get on with the job. 

Lieutenant-Colonel (Retired) Edward Drake, a wartime Royal Canadian Corps of 

Signals (RCCS) Officer, and former British Army Lieutenant-Colonel (Retired) Geoffrey 

Evans (who served as GC&CS Liaison Officer at the ASA during the war), both representing 

the CBNRC, were ‘in attendance’ at each CRC meeting, although they were not formal 

members of the Committee.  Of note, Drake, heavily involved in the Canadian wartime 

SIGINT program and the new CBNRC Director, was the guiding influence and workhorse for 

most CRC decisions during the early Cold War period.  His reaction to the Project BOURBON 

proposal was immediate, and positive. 

 
25. Thomas R. Johnson. American Cryptology During the Cold War 1945-1989, The Complete Declassified 
Official Four-Volume History of the NSA (Red and Black Publishers, 1995), 88.  
26. Post War Transition Period: The Army Security Agency, 1945-1948, 7 April 1952, 64: 
https://www.nsa.gov/portals/75/documents/news-features/declassified-documents/army-security-agency/asa-
history-1945-1948-post-war-transition.pdf.  The Coleridge problem refers to Allied nomenclature for encrypted 
communications used by the three Russian Services; the Red Army, the Navy, and the Air Force.  This was 
Canada’s initial BOURBON task. 

https://www.nsa.gov/portals/75/documents/news-features/declassified-documents/army-security-agency/asa-history-1945-1948-post-war-transition.pdf
https://www.nsa.gov/portals/75/documents/news-features/declassified-documents/army-security-agency/asa-history-1945-1948-post-war-transition.pdf
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At the CRC thirteenth meeting 16 January 1947, Drake briefed the Committee on the 

USCIB proposal.  He informed the group that he had dispatched retired British Army Major 

Kevin O’Neill (a GC&CS senior officer who, like Evans, had served as a Liaison Officer at 

ASA during the war), his ‘Head of the Research Section,’ to Washington D.C., for ‘several 

weeks,’ to examine the opportunity.  Evans, CBNRC’s Assistant Director, briefed on the 

technical aspects of the project.  Both men acknowledged that Canadian participation in the 

activity would “become the largest in the Branch with an ultimate strength of about 50 

people…requir[ing] at least 2 good linguists and several who have some knowledge of the 

language.” It was at the conclusion of the briefing that “all dealings with the new task [would] 

use only the authorized cover-name [seven capital letters redacted.]”27  How would CBNRC 

organizationally adapt to the change?  

The approved CBNRC establishment in 1946 was one-hundred seventy nine personnel, 

although in early 1947, only sixty five of these positions were filled.28  With this nucleus of 

staff, the fledgling organization was decrypting foreign communications—with varying levels 

of success—in a purely cryptologic education and training role, with little SIGINT product 

reporting done.  Thus, according to Michael Peterson in, BOURBON to Black Friday, the 

Allied cryptologic agencies were “fairly free, within the given resource constraints, to target 

whatever mode of Soviet communications they could, and produce whatever COMINT on the 

 
27. CRC Minutes of the Eighteenth Meeting, January 16th 1947, CFIHP.  CBNRC staffing at the time was seventy-
nine personnel out of an establishment of 179.   
28. Don Page, "Special DEA Wartime Assignments,” c. 1981-82. See document DEA Doc 81-02 - 82-03 - Draft 
History of DEA Intelligence Activities 1939-45, CFIHP; see also Draft History of SIGINT in Canada 1938-1975 
The author and date these draft chapters are not indicated on the documents. However, they are likely to have been 
drafted by Tom Chadsey c. 1979 (see mention of a draft history by Chadsey in Kevin O'Neill, "History of 
CBNRC," Vol. 1 p. viii). CFIHP database. 
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Soviet Union they chose.”29 There was no CRC debate on Project BOURBON – Canadian 

participation on the ‘Russian problem’ was a done deal.   

    Canada’s BOURBON involvement began in earnest in 1947.  Immediately on the 

technical side, in mid-February, a two-week signals conference held in Ottawa between U.S. 

representatives and their Canadian Signals Directorate counterparts led to the creation of a 

Technical Steering Group (TSG) committee subordinate to the CRC to, “co-ordinate the over-

all intercept planning of the three Services.”30  The TSG was responsible to the CRC for all 

SIGINT equipment purchase/design/testing, antennae development, secure communications 

links, technician training, as well as new intercept site selection.  This Canadian American 

technical relationship became so interdependent that in 1948, US Navy (USN) Lieutenant Max 

Gunn of Communications Security Activity Washington (CSAW) was seconded to the TSG 

committee to apply his expertise to, “coordinate technical matters…pertaining to the 

establishment and construction of [Canadian] radio intercept stations.”31 

 In April 1947, CRC Chair ‘Bill’ Crean described Project BOURBON to his immediate 

superior, DEA Undersecretary of State for External Affairs (USSEA) Lester B. ‘Mike’ Pearson, 

after which the CBNRC quickly transitioned to the Russian mission, with work on the new 

tripartite cryptographic task to start, “as soon as the necessary traffic was received from the 

other centres.”32 Organic Canadian collection against Soviet communications networks was 

minimal at the time.  GCHQ provided the majority of the ‘raw traffic,’ while the ASA provided 

Russian Far East material.  GCHQ Director Sir Edward Travis loaned experienced SIGINT 

 
29. Peterson, Bourbon to Black Friday. 67-68. 
30. Ibid., 97. 
31. Ibid. 
32. Ibid. 
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analyst Harry Middleton to the growing team.33  CBNRC Assistant-Director Evans began 

Russian language instruction for select staff.  He also provided monthly CBNRC updates to the 

CRC on progress made on the ‘development of [the] new assignment.”34 The three Service 

Signals Directorates, the collection arm of the CBNRC, responded in kind. 

  The three Services kept the CRC informed on the progress of new intercept collection 

sites in Canada’s Arctic to cover the new Russian mission.35  Three sites, the Royal Canadian 

Air Force’s Number 5 Radio Unit (No. 5 RU) Whitehorse, Yukon Territory (YT), the Royal 

Canadian Navy’s (RCN) Naval Radio Stations (NRS) Churchill, Manitoba (MB), and NRS 

Aklavik, Northwest Territories (NWT) were operational by the end of 1950.36  The two 

remaining High-Arctic sites—NRS 

Frobisher Bay (High-Frequency Direction 

Finding (HFDF) only) and Army Station 

Alert (intercept), both in the NWT, were 

established in 1953 and 1958 respectively 

to complete Canada’s High-Arctic 

intercept collection capability.37 No. 5 RU 

had twenty intercept positions dedicated 

 
33. Kevin O’Neill, History of the CBNRC Volume 1 Policy and Organization, (1987), 130, CFIHP. 
34. Department of External Affairs Defence Liaison (2) Division Special Registry, Communications Research 
Committee Minutes, File 1-3-3-2 Vol 1, Fourteenth Meeting, February 6, 1947, 2,  CFIHP. 
35. In late 1946, Canada had six intercept stations across its southern border.  Three Army stations were located at 
Leitrim, Ontario (Ottawa), Grand Prairie, Alberta, and Victoria, British Columbia.  Three RCN stations were 
located at Gloucester, Ontario (Ottawa), Coverdale, New Brunswick (Gunnigsville/Moncton), and Prince Rupert, 
British Columbia.  Both Services were required to staff forty intercept positions each.  The RCAF was required to 
fill twenty positions. 
36. NRS Aklavik was moved to the east bank of the Makenzie River Delta to become NRS Inuvik in 1961.  The 
entire village of Aklavik was sinking into the Delta and was thus unsuitable for intercept operations. 
37. Jerry Proc, “Radio Communications and Signals Intelligence in the Royal Canadian Navy,” The Web Pages of 
Jerry Proc, https://jproc.ca/rrp/index.html; see also Robert T. Wortman and George T. Fraser, History of Canadian 
Signals Intelligence & Direction Finding, (Ottawa, 2005), 11. 

Churchill 

Aklavik/Inuvik 

Whitehorse 

(Frobisher Bay) 

Alert 

https://jproc.ca/rrp/index.html
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to Soviet air communication networks operating in Russia’s Far Eastern region.  NRS Aklavik 

initially had two intercept positions—growing to ten by 1960—assigned to Soviet 

communications networks in the Russian central Arctic.  NRS Churchill provided a ‘near north’ 

intercept and high-frequency direction finding capability for the tripartite SIGINT community.  

Northern site staffing was a perpetual Service challenge, particularly for the Canadian Navy.  In 

an early June 1947 memorandum a frustrated RCN Acting Director of Signals Division, 

Captain G.A. Worth, admitted to the CRC that his Service was recruiting, “a high percentage of 

morons,” incapable of passing any of the technical communication courses needed to produce 

intercept operators.38   

Notwithstanding the staffing challenges facing the Service Signal Directorates, the 

Canadian program—with British and American support—continually expanded its ability to 

intercept, process, analyze, and report on Soviet activities noted on Russian Arctic 

communications networks throughout the late 1940s.  An intercept station progress report 

covering traffic intercept between 1946-1949 shows the extent of the growth: 

Army Station #93 at Victoria (Boundary Bay) [an increase 
from four positions in 1946 to ten positions by 
1949]…120,696 messages:” “Navy Station #97 in Prince 
Rupert [two positions]…6698 messages:” “R.C.A.F. Station 
#95 at Whitehorse [an increase from one position in 1947 to 
nine positions by 1949]…11,563 messages.”39   

 
Much of this intercepted traffic was encrypted military and civilian plain language 

communications transmitted across the HF radio spectrum—three to thirty Megahertz—in both 

Morse code and teleprinter.  With this substantial amount of raw traffic CBNRC’s SIGINT 

 
38. CRC/38, Progress Report – Navy, 5 June 1947, CFIHP. 
39. GAC Special Registry File 29-1-1 Part 1 Canada Intelligence Policy and Plans - Organization and Structure.  
CRC/105, Review of Canadian Peacetime Sigint Effort, 4 July 1949, CFIHP. I have bolded the message totals for 
emphasis. 
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reporting on Russian activity in the Arctic region exploded.  In October 1948, the CRC 

approved a CBNRC establishment increase from 179 to 229, 190 of which were “allotted for 

SIGINT processing duties.”  And then, as all this organizational effort progressed, “all major 

Soviet cryptosystems were lost.”40  

  A Soviet change to their enciphered communications networks, brought about by 

information about Allied decryption success against the same by Soviet spy William Weisband, 

left the Allied SIGINT community in cryptologic darkness by late 1948, unable to break the 

sophisticated new Soviet ciphers. This change effectively ended the immediate post-war 

tripartite Project BOURBON joint high-level cryptanalytic effort against the Soviet Union, but 

it did not end the Allied effort against Soviet communications networks.  Nor did it slow the 

CANUS SIGINT Agreement process, initiated by the USCIB in early 1948 due to their security 

concerns on the subject.  The two countries endorsed the Agreement in July 1949, with the 

Chairs of each respective SIGINT oversight committee, G.G. (Bill) Crean representing the 

CRC, and Major-General Charles B. Cabell representing the USCIB, signing the document.  It 

provided for full exchange of translations, decrypts, intercepted traffic, cryptanalysis, and 

traffic analysis against ‘foreign communication services,’ “provided such release is not 

considered by the producing authority to be prejudicial to its national interest.”41  From a 

Canadian SIGINT perspective, the ‘foreign communication services’ it focussed upon remained 

predominantly Russian.   

 
40. Peterson, Bourbon to Black Friday. 3; see also John Ferris, Behind the Enigma: The Authorized History of 
GCHQ, (Bloomsbury Publishing, 2020), 503-509.  The loss was attributed to William Weisband, a Soviet spy 
working within the U.S. ASA, who had informed ‘the Centre’ of Allied exploitation successes. 
41. CANUSA Agreement Chapter 11/Annex G, 27 May 1949, CSE History Archives, https://www.cse-
cst.gc.ca/en/culture-and-community/history/archives/canusa-agreement. 

https://www.cse-cst.gc.ca/en/culture-and-community/history/archives/canusa-agreement
https://www.cse-cst.gc.ca/en/culture-and-community/history/archives/canusa-agreement
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 When the USCIB offered Canada’s CRC participation in Project BOURBON in late 

1946, the fledgling CBNRC was in cryptologic training mode, preparing its small processing 

staff to decrypt foreign communications in anticipation of a possible tripartite SIGINT mission.  

The CRC and CBNRC leapt at the opportunity and quickly focussed on encrypted Russian Air, 

Military and Navy communications networks, with most raw traffic provided by the British 

GCHQ.  To meet anticipated demand by the end of the decade, in late 1948, the CBNRC 

dedicated 82 percent of its workforce to the ‘Russian problem.’  Concurrently, the three Service 

Signal Directorates, in cooperation with their U.S. counterparts, began setting up what would 

become four High-Arctic SIGINT sites across the Arctic westward from northern Ellesmere 

Island (Alert) to the Yukon Territories (Whitehorse) by the end of the 1950s.  Between 1946-

1948, Project BOURBON lit the torch for Canadian SIGINT prosecution of Russian Arctic 

communications.  The Russian mission continued to shine brightly for the Canadian program 

during the period 1950-1970, which is discussed in the following section. 

Canada Beyond BOURBON 1950-1970 

 A May 1960 primer to educate the membership of the newly formed Canadian 

Intelligence Policy Committee (IPC) summarized Canada’s BOURBON period as having 

provided “enough experience…to continue collection and processing work against Soviet 

targets, mostly in the N.E. Siberia area.”42  As the Project’s high priority decryption mission 

faded into the background, Canada redoubled its SIGINT effort to prosecute Russian Arctic 

communications networks.  In late 1948, the CBNRC indicated to GCHQ and the Armed 

Forces Security Agency (AFSA, precursor to NSA) its post-BOURBON SIGINT intentions 

within the Alliance.  It would “work on its own intercept of [encrypted] Soviet Far East 

 
42. GAC Special Registry File 29-1-1 Canada Part 4 – Intelligence Policy and Plans, CRC/213, SIGINT and 
COMSEC in Canada, 31 May 1960, 5 (para 3.2),CFIHP.  
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military, Air, and perhaps Police traffic,” but it required expertise and technical support from 

both partners to do so.  Furthermore, it would begin exploiting Russian plain language traffic 

intercepted by its northern stations.43   

Provided the requested support, within two years the CBNRC developed expertise in 

decrypting Soviet Far East low grade air ciphers and fusing the information with plain 

language and traffic analysis to “produce useful intelligence summaries” for domestic 

customers and allied partners.  90% of CBNRC’s production work was devoted to this fused 

product in 1952, when the CRC approved another increase to the CBNRC establishment to 

469, of which 327 positions were filled.44  In the five years that the CBNRC focussed on the 

Russian mission between 1946-1952, it had more than doubled its staff.  By 1957, when it 

again requested an additional 95 positions to accommodate increased Russian SIGINT 

production, “121 [staff] were on the Arctic, 27 on the Soviet Far East, 37 on Crypt and T/A 

support, 18 on Intercept Control and equipment planning, and 21 on distribution and general 

records.”45  It was 1957 as well that the CBNRC dropped Chinese Communist Civil Air 

reporting, which it had assumed in 1952, to focus solely on the Russian Arctic mission.46  The 

CBNRC SIGINT reports covered a broad range of Soviet activities in the Russian Arctic that 

were of value to military and civilian customers, both domestic and international, at a time 

when the threat of Soviet attack against North America and Europe was high.   

From the late 1950s onward, the CBNRC prioritized reporting on Soviet military and 

civilian activity across the Russian Arctic.  For example: on Russian Long Range Aviation,  

 
43. O’Neill, The History of the CBNRC. 132. 
44. Ibid., 133. 
45. Ibid., 138. 
46. Edward Drake, CBNRC Doc 70-06-25 SIGINT and COMSEC in Canada Input to Isbister Report, CSE 
Committees - File 72-16 Part 4. p. 7, CFIHP. 
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“TU-4 POLAR RECONNAISSANCE FLIGHT FROM MURMANSK-3 NOVEMBER  

1954;” on Soviet Navy Northern Fleet activity, “APPEARANCE OF THREE NEW 

SUBMARINE BASICS REPRESENTING LONG OR MEDIUM RANGE SUBMARINES IN 

NORTHERN FLEET;” on the Soviet military, “ACTIVITY OF MILITARY AIRCRAFT IN 

THE POLAR AVIATION AREA FOR PERIOD 7-14 MARCH;” and on Soviet Arctic 

scientific research, “SCIENTIST ASSOCIATED WITH DRIFTING STATION SP3 [Severnyy 

Polyus – North Pole] ADDRESSED AT SREDNIJ,” amongst other subjects.47  Aside from 

SIGINT priority on Soviet military activity in the Russian Arctic, the drifting stations were of 

particular interest. 

There was substantial tripartite SIGINT interest in the Soviet Drifting Ice Stations 

active in the Polar Basin (Arctic Ocean).  These temporary stations (see Figure 1.), constructed 

on ice islands sometimes one hundred feet thick, served both 

military and civilian objectives.  Militarily, they were thought to 

serve three purposes: 1) support intelligence collection and 

indications and warning operations providing an air defence early 

warning capability against the threat  to the Soviet Union from 

U.S. bomber and reconnaissance aircraft;  2) support submarine 

under-ice missions; and 3) serve as staging bases for the growing 

Soviet long-range bomber force, which, during the mid-1950s, did not have the 

ability to fly two-way missions against the United States.48      

 
47. Communications Security Establishment Legacy EPR [End Product Report] Master List #1.  Author ATIP A-
2025-000001 Final. 
48. Sean Maloney, “Canada’s Arctic Sky Spies: The Director’s Cut,” Canadian Military Journal, Vol 9. No. 1, 
2008. 76-86. https://www.journal.forces.gc.ca/vo9/no1/doc/11-maloney-end.pdf. The map is extracted from 
Professor Maloney’s article. 

Figure 1. 

https://www.journal.forces.gc.ca/vo9/no1/doc/11-maloney-end.pdf
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Between February 1954 – September 1959, the CBNRC produced ninety-nine bi-

weekly summary reports on the “CURRENT POSITIONS OF SOVIET DRIFTING 

STATIONS.”  One of the Canadian operational recipients was the RCAF’s 408 Reconnaissance 

Squadron.  In May 1958, with positional information from the newly established Canadian 

Army Station at Alert, a RCAF 408 Squadron Lancaster aircraft overflew North Pole  (NP) Six, 

then located in the Greenland sector of the Polar Basin.  To the shock of both the Allied 

SIGINT and the newly formed joint North American Air Defence (NORAD) community, the 

aircraft crew photographed a non-serviceable TU-16 (BADGER) nuclear-capable long-range 

bomber parked beside a 10,000 foot (long) x 200 foot (wide) prepared ice runway.  The NP-6 

staff were also constructing a long-range early warning radar near the main camp.49  This 

revelation quickly erased DND complaints over the cost of construction and sustainment of the 

Alert Station, and by 1960, manning at the world’s ‘most northerly inhabited station’ increased 

to ten positions. 

CBNRC successes such as those noted above against the post-BOURBON ‘Russian 

problem’ gave it the gravitas and negotiating strength in collection and reporting to negotiate 

SIGINT sharing arrangements with the British and Americans during the latter half of the 

1950s.  In mid-1957, with three primary intercept sites spread across Canada’s Arctic region 

producing unique SIGINT product on the Russian Arctic region, British and US SIGINT 

partners approved CBNRC Director Edward Drake’s initiative to have Canada’s SIGINT 

program take full responsibility for all Soviet activity reporting in the Russian Arctic north of 

60˚ North during a tripartite ‘Arctic SIGINT Conference’ held in Ottawa.  According to Wesley 

Wark, Drake’s ‘audacious plan’ confirmed Canada’s primary mission within the tripartite 

 
49. 408 Sqn Recce Mission, “RCAF Reconnaissance of North Pole 6,” Brief No. 87A-58, 3 Jun 58, (Evaluation of 
Material A-1); https://www.csids.ca/canadian-foreign-intelligence-policy-project. 

https://www.csids.ca/canadian-foreign-intelligence-policy-project.
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alliance.  It further enabled Canada to state, through the CRC, that it “deserved and required 

access to the global SIGINT production of GCHQ and NSA.”50  It took the CBNRC fully two 

years to acknowledge the immensity of its responsibility when, with NSA and GCHQ 

agreement, it was permitted to reword the initial agreement to read, “CB’s Arctic 

responsibilities would be defined by specific Soviet entities rather than, “as everything North 

of 60˚N.”51  

A review of approximately 5,000 

available declassified CBNRC end-product 

reports (EPR) between 1954-1960 shows a 

substantial shift of reporting from Russian 

Arctic economic (i.e. infrastructure 

construction, mining, airport construction, 

Northern Sea Route (NSR) and river fleet 

operations, communications) activity to Russian Arctic military activity.  What caused the 

shift?  Soviet leadership knew the Russian Arctic region was rich in natural resources (oil, gas, 

minerals, timber, wildlife), so economic development to exploit these resources is a logical 

explanation for SIGINT reporting on the early development of Arctic sites.  The SIGINT shift 

to priority Soviet Forces reporting can also be attributed to the substantial Soviet Communist 

Central Party (CCP) investment in roubles and manpower (often using forced labour-camp 

internees) to populate Russia’s Arctic region along the NSR from its western entry point in the 

Barents Sea to its eastern terminus in the Bering Sea to defend against U.S. attack.  Once the 

infrastructure was in place, primarily for military purposes, Canada’s SIGINT program shifted 

 
50.Wark, Favourable Geography. 323.  
51. O’Neill, History of the CBNRC. 138. 



Martin | 22 
 

 
 

to more specific collection and reporting against the three Russian Service activities, 

specifically the Russian Navy’s Northern Fleet, its Long Range Aviation (LRA) Bomber 

activity across the Arctic and into the Polar Basin, and the Russian Military garrisons stationed 

along the northern periphery of the Russian Federation, with Army combat Divisions dispersed 

across Russia’s Arctic, particularly concentrated on the western Kola Peninsula.  

Approximately 85% of CBNRC product reporting and Service intercept station first-instance 

(indications and warning (I&W)) reporting during the 1960s focussed on the three Russian 

Services.52  These rough statistics demonstrate Canada’s SIGINT programme’s singular focus 

and acknowledged expertise on the Russian Arctic north of 60˚ N, and its contribution to both 

domestic and North American security during a time of a heightened Cold War nuclear threat, 

including nuclear testing in the Arctic on the island of Novaya Zemlya.  Canada’s High Arctic 

intercept sites served as mutually supporting forward listening posts observing Russian military 

activities far deeper into the Russian Arctic than the newly established limited-range NORAD 

radar chain (1958) could penetrate.  

Canada’s SIGINT community, primarily focussed on the Russian Arctic intercept and 

reporting mission, developed significant expertise during the 1950s and 1960s.  Its post-

BOURBON contribution to the tripartite SIGINT alliance was unique in quality and quantity 

and earned Canada’s place within the community.  In return, Canada received an enormous 

amount of allied SIGINT reporting valuable to Canadian federal departments, particularly the 

DEA and DND.  It was a quid pro quo sharing arrangement that began in the fall of 1946 with 

Project BOURBON. 

 
52. CSE Legacy EPR Master Lists 1,2,3 (redacted) based upon the author’s ATIP A-2025-00001 Final Release and 
A-2025-00025 Release Package.  The two databases consist of 846 pages of Excel spreadsheet converted to .pdf, 
with an average page content of eighteen line items.  Each respective line item includes an individual report title, 
which contains limited redactions up until 1 January 1970.  Beyond 1970 the spreadsheet is totally redacted.   
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How then, with the heavily redacted archival material available in Canada, is it possible 

to confirm Project BOURBON as the catalyst for the entire Canadian Cold War SIGINT 

program?  The proof follows. 

Canadian BOURBON Proof  

Until 2025, the possibility of confirming Project BOURBON as the catalyst for 

Canada’s Cold War SIGINT program was akin to finding a ‘needle-in-the-haystack.’  The 

declassified Canadian Foreign Intelligence History Project (CFIHP) database, overseen and 

populated through the efforts of Carleton University’s Professor Alan Barnes, is a digital 

treasure-trove of historical primary source FI material.  Yet within this trove of ATIP’ed 

material, any specific references to BOURBON remain redacted.  Kevin O’Neill’s History of 

the CBNRC Vol I, Chapter 4 paragraph 4.5 is a prime example: “The British in January [1947] 

had suggested the job of producing decrypts and translations from [redacted] and the general 

concept of CBNRC taking on such [redacted] task (known in those days as [redacted] for 

security cover).”53  Para 1(d) of the minutes of the 17th CRC meeting 16 January 1947 

discussing the new mission states: “It was agreed in all dealings with the new task to use only 

the authorized cover-name [seven letters redacted] and this practice will be observed in these 

and future C.R.C. minutes.”54  

The ‘needle’ found in the archival intelligence primary source haystack was Michael 

Peterson’s 1995 classified monograph produced for the US Center for Cryptologic History, 

BOURBON to Black Friday, which was declassified and officially released by the NSA 11 

April 2011.  When collated with Kevin O’Neill’s History of the CBNRC, and two recent author-

 
53. O’Neill, The History of the CBNRC. 130. 
54. Communications Research Committee Minutes 1946-1949, Department of External Affairs Defence Liaison 2 
Special Registry File 1-3-3-2 Vol 1 (One); author ATIP A-2024-06744. 
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generated Communications Security Establishment (CSE) access to information requests 

(ATIPs), the remaining pieces of the puzzle complete the picture.   

While Peterson’s declassified monograph does not reveal Canada or the CBNRC 

specifically, it is undisputable that Chapter 15 of the document details Canadian participation in 

Project BOURBON.  Although the chapter is redacted almost in its entirety, page 97 links the 

chapter to Canada: “By 1948, USN lieutenant Max Gunn of CSAW was (redacted) a special 

representative to coordinate technical matters (redacted) pertaining to the establishment and 

construction of radio intercept stations.”55  According to RCN Director of Signals Captain (N) 

G.A. Worth, the RCN had a shortage of technical officers capable of replacing his departing 

“Capt Foster on the T.S.G.” Gunn’s secondment to the CRC TSG was the result of subsequent 

coordination, approved by the CRC, between Worth and the USCIBs Joint Operations 

Coordinator USN Captain Joseph N. Wenger in mid-1947.56  On page 161 of the History of the 

CBNRC, former CBNRC Director and author Kevin O’Neill confirms USN Lieutenant Gunn as 

the RCN representative on the TSG.57  In essence, Lieutenant Gunn is the smoking ‘gun’ 

confirming the CBNRC Project BOURBON link that set the conditions for Canada’s Cold War 

SIGINT role.  

 Conclusion 

Seventy-nine years have passed since the creation of the Communications Branch 

National Research Council, Canada’s cryptologic agency, in 1946.  The CBNRC, together with 

the three Canadian Service Directorates of Signals, provided Canada’s signals intelligence 

 
55. Peterson, BOURBON to Black Friday: 97; a fascinating aspect of Peterson’s monograph arises when 
conducting a document keyword search for Canada.  Although it is in a .pdf format, the word ‘Canada’ is found by 
the search engine once in the document on p. 97, although it must be covered by a redaction: there is no ‘Canada’ 
visible on the page.  
56. CRC Minutes (18th Meeting) 2 June 1947. Para 4. 
57. O’Neill, The History of the CBNRC, 38. CFIHP. 
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product to the government and, more importantly, its SIGINT allies, throughout the fifty years 

of the Cold War, overseen by the Communications Research Committee.  Yet Canadian 

knowledge of the history of Canada’s only foreign intelligence organization remains shrouded 

in secrecy.  Unlike the official histories of Britain’s intelligence services—GCHQ, MI6, MI5—

and unofficial US histories of its intelligence services—NSA, the CIA, the FBI—Canada has 

no such canon of literature to turn to.   

In 1998, Professor Wesley Wark was commissioned by the Privy Council Office (PCO) 

to write the official history of the Communications Security Establishment; however, once 

completed the document was classified and remains within the secure vaults of the PCO.  

Redacted versions of Wark’s work are found in the Canadian Foreign Intelligence History 

Project database but that is the extent of the availability of his two-year research effort.  Kevin 

O’Neill’s History of the CBNRC, written for an internal CSE audience and also found on the 

CFIHP site, is so heavily redacted that it is challenging to understand the full scope of the 

organization.  No histories of the three Services Signals Directorates mention the work of the 

thousands of intercept operators who dedicated their careers to the SIGINT mission in far-flung 

isolated stations located across the Canadian Arctic.   

 This paper has attempted to ‘crack open the vault’ on the history of Canada’s singular 

SIGINT focus during the early Cold War, specifically the catalytic nature of our participation in 

the joint UK/US high priority Project BOURBON that began in 1946.  Once invited into the 

Project, the Communications Branch National Research Council, guided by the 

interdepartmental CRC, quickly focussed all attention on the challenges of collection and 

reporting against Soviet communications networks, particularly in the Russian Arctic region 

north of 60˚ North.  By 1957, through the ‘audacious’ initiative of CBNRC Director Edward 
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Drake, the CBNRC took responsibility for all SIGINT reporting on that specific region for the 

tripartite alliance.  In return, both GCHQ and the NSA provided SIGINT reporting to Canada in 

far greater numbers than Canada could ever hope to contribute; this was, and remains, the ‘quid 

pro quo’ of the Five-Eyes SIGINT relationship.   

During the mid 1950s CBNRC reporting priority was based upon Soviet economic 

development of the sparsely populated Russian north, derived from intercept from its northern 

Service intercept stations.  Once the region was sufficiently developed by the late 1950s, 

CBNRC’s reporting focus shifted to Soviet Service activity, particularly the activities of the 

Soviet Northern Fleet, its Air Force Long Range Aviation bomber activity, Red Army 

expansion along Russia’s northern perimeter (particularly on the western Russian Kola 

Peninsula), Soviet Air Defence capabilities and reporting, and nuclear testing on the island of 

Novaya Zemlya.  The CBNRC’s SIGINT reporting on civil activities in the Russian Arctic 

concentrated on the Northern Sea Route, the Soviet Drifting Ice Stations, and civil air activity. 

The challenge in proving a catalytic activity in Canada’s SIGINT history such as 

Project BOURBON, as the paper proved, is made more difficult by Canada’s lack of federal 

declassification guidelines.  What each federal department chooses to declassify remains up to 

the respective departments, unlike US President Barak Obama’s 2009 Presidential Executive 

Order 13526, which directs US declassification of federal archival intelligence records.  It is 

perhaps appropriate that the smoking ‘gun’ in the proof of Project BOURBON as the catalyst 

for Canada’s Cold War SIGINT mission should belong to US Navy Lieutenant Maximillian 

Gunn.  It was through the collation of recent redacted primary source SIGINT documentation 

in Canada and the US that this evidence came to light. 
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Canada’s Cold War SIGINT mission generally remains shrouded in secrecy; however, 

as time passes there appears to be greater academic and public interest in its history.  More 

research can, and should, be done on the subject.  As proven by this paper, it deserves such 

attention.   
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