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CHAPTER FIVE 

BACK FROM THE BRINK
1974-1980

The 1974 Conference had come off brilliantly but only after several years of anguished
false starts, dashed hopes, and abandoned commitments. The records suggest everybody
involved sought refuge from the experience in a year-long break from Conference planning.

The first sign of activity on organizing a 1980 Conference came in July 1975 when the
redoubtable Betty Sharp, credited by Clive Peacock as the driving force behind the successful
1974 conference, took advantage of a Canadian vacation to attend a dinner meeting in
Vancouver with alumni from British Columbia. One of the people at the dinner, Malcolm
Metcalfe, recalled how Sharp gave the Canadians a stark message, which he paraphrased
this way: “The 1974 Conference almost failed. It is apparent that there are three countries
currently capable of hosting a Conference – Canada, Australia and the UK. This is
Canada’s turn and if there is to be any follow-up, we had better get busy.”

Another alumnus at the dinner was Doug Holme, a vice-president of Scott Paper Ltd.,
who pointed out that this small contingent from Canada’s west coast was in no position
to organize a Conference by itself but might be able to get the ball rolling. Good as his
word, Holme enlisted two others several weeks later and the trio drafted a letter to their
126 fellow alumni in Canada, sounding them out on the idea of a Conference in their
country for 1980. Within two weeks, more than 90 replies poured in, all expressing
enthusiasm for the idea. The encouraging responses were forwarded to the UK. 

Several months later, Prince Philip wrote to E.P. Taylor and cited the letters as evidence
of support in Canada for a Conference; by this time, domestic support from alumni had
become a prerequisite for organizing any Conference, the Duke had learned. Prince
Philip recalled in his letter that Taylor had played a major role in getting funding for the
last Canadian Conference in 1962, and he suggested it might be helpful for the
Canadian industrialist to contact some key people regarding 1980. A list of names was
enclosed, including Lloyd Hemsworth (Oxford 1956), vice-president at de Havilland,
Jack Armstrong (Oxford 1956), Chairman and CEO of Imperial Oil, Bill Birt (Canada
1962), vice-president at Shell Canada, Frank Burnett (Canada 1962), vice-president at
International Nickel, and Malcolm Metcalfe (Oxford 1974) of BC Hydro.

“As you were so closely involved in the Canadian Conference in 1962,” the Duke wrote
to Taylor, “I wonder whether you would be kind enough to see Hemsworth and perhaps
one or two of the others to give them the benefit of your advice. I know that your bless-
ing would be very much appreciated by them and it would definitely help to get the
project off to a good start.”

Prince Philip had done his homework well; five of the six names he had supplied became
members of the Conference Steering Committee formed a short time afterwards to oversee
the formation of the Conference Council; Armstrong became chairman, Metcalfe secretary,
and the committee’s first meeting was held at Birt’s office at Shell Canada.

The Conference was also, perhaps for the first time, in a position to benefit from a group
of alumni that had reached critical mass; the five members of the steering committee had
been members of three Conferences, while Betty Sharp had brought with her from the
Industrial Society an institutional memory of how to build a Conference. As well, there
was no diversion this time about more adventurous venues. 

A working dinner of the trustees and the UK Study Group chairmen with Prince Philip
was scheduled for London on May 5. Betty Sharp drafted a memo in advance of this
meeting in which she proposed a list of “ideas to be discussed on 5 May 1976.”
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Armstrong recruited major players from Canadian industry and labour: Norcen CEO 
Ed Bovey as fundraiser; Douglas Gardiner, vice-chairman of the Royal Bank, became
chairman of the Executive Committee; Jim Kerr, CEO at TransCanada PipeLines Ltd.,
and St. Clair Balfour, chairman of Southam Inc., as co-chairs of the programme committee;
Jean Cormier, vice-president at Canadian National, in charge of publicity; Sonja Bata 
of Bata Shoe and Shirley Carr of the Canadian Labour Congress as co-chairs of the
membership committee. Armstrong would remain chairman-at-large and Roland Michener,
whose term as Governor General had ended two years earlier, would add dignity to the
group and provide legal guidance as Chairman of the Conference Council. 

The steering committee met a half-dozen times in the next two years but it was to move
into high gear on February 10, 1978, when Prince Philip arrived in Canada for meetings
with Conference organisers. The next day, the Duke broke the story at a meeting with
reporters that Canada would host the 1980 Conference, once again enlisting the media
in his move to help lock the players into their commitment. That evening, he attended a
reception for major donors, and corporate and union leaders, in Toronto. The reception
and gala dinner was held in the executive dining room of the newly opened Royal Bank
Plaza, an imposing skyscraper in the heart of Toronto’s financial district. 

Prince Philip gave a short speech and opened the floor to questions. After a few polite
queries, Jack Munro, then head of the Western Region of the International Woodworkers
of America-Canada, rose to say hotly that most of the problems he faced could not be
solved by a Conference because they had been caused by greedy so-and-so’s like Alf
Powis, CEO of Noranda Inc. and his sparring companion all through that evening’s 
dinner conversation. Prince Philip quipped that at least Munro and Powis were talking,
that this was certainly useful, and, to this point, this was a meeting sponsored by the
Conference. The discussion took a more positive direction thereafter. 

In early 1979, the Conference secretariat opened in the old Royal Bank building in
downtown Toronto. Staff included de Havilland’s Lloyd Hemsworth and William
Barratt, a 1968 member from Imperial Oil who became programme director. Deborah
Bull joined in the late spring from the UK and was put in charge of membership. 
In July, Malcolm Metcalfe came on to the staff, donated by BC Hydro, as assistant to the 
director. That summer, Deborah Bull was dispatched to visit the non-African Commonwealth
countries while Metcalfe headed off to Africa, to set up recruitment there. 

The first meeting of the Study Group Chairs took place in Calgary in October 1979 and
Prince Philip was scheduled to attend. But again, Canadian geography threatened to
make a hash of it. Prior to the Calgary meeting, Prince Philip was to stop in Montréal,
4,100 kilometres to the east, for a fundraising lunch at the Mount Royal Club. The Duke
intended to fly his own aircraft, a move that threatened to unravel the visit’s fragile
timetable. His plane, an Andover HS 748, was only capable of flying about 230 mph.
After some discussion, he agreed to fly only as far as the U.S. military base at Sondrestrom
in Greenland. From there, Jack Armstrong ferried Prince Philip to Montréal aboard the
Imperial Oil corporate jet. They managed to fly to Montréal in time for the lunch, a big
event attended by Brian Mulroney (who was to become Prime Minister five years later),
and Power Corporation’s Paul Desmarais, one of Canada’s most influential business 
people. After lunch, the group left for Calgary, making the trip in three separate legs
aboard corporate jets supplied by Imperial Oil, Norcen and TransCanada PipeLines.
Prince Philip made the meeting with the group chairs on time.
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Her first point crisply asked: “Does HRH Prince Philip favour a fifth Conference and if
so is 1980 about the right date? When should planning start?”

In her second point, Sharp was as plainspoken as she had been in Vancouver the year
before. “Enquiries in 1970/71 in India and the Caribbean came to nothing. To be realistic,
it is probably doubtful whether a developing Commonwealth country could raise the
money and produce sufficient manpower resources.”

Sharp concluded that “reality suggests Australia, Canada and the United Kingdom, and
on a date basis, it is Canada’s ‘turn’. Is Canada interested?” And she cited her Canadian
visit in July 1975, where she had delivered the same message.

The answer to Sharp’s question came at the May 5 working dinner with the Duke, when it
was formally proposed that Canada host the 1980 Conference and that Sir James Dunnett,
chairman of the 1974 Conference, would begin scouting for a chairman for Canada.

Just before that meeting, there had been a tentative offer to host 1980 from a group of
Conference alumni in Kenya. The trustees felt strongly that Canada was the front-runner
although they took the offer from East Africa seriously. The minutes of a May 21 meeting
record that “the Chairman said no time should be lost in discovering the attitude of 
the Kenya members since the growing enthusiasm of Canadian members must not be
allowed to dissipate.” The answer came three days later when the principal architect 
of the idea, a Kenyan business executive, wrote the trustees to advise that Kenya had
decided to “pass”. The coast was now clear for Canada.

At a meeting of trustees in August, a list of 13 possible Chairmen was tabled. At the
very top was the Rt. Hon. Roland Michener, the former Governor General of Canada.
But the minutes show some concern about the fact Michener would be 80 in 1980.
Other nominees were drawn mainly from the world of business although a Senator 
and a former Canadian cabinet minister were included for good measure. 

Prince Philip replied that “I’m afraid I can’t be much help as the only one I know 
even moderately well is Michener. I would be quite happy to have him as Chairman 
of the Council.”

The trustees had other ideas; they agreed on a list of four names that individual trustees
would approach. Prince Philip gave his blessing to the list. However, the recruitment
efforts did not go according to plan; at least one candidate was dismissed when it was
learned his name was virtually unknown outside Canadian business circles. In the end,
the Canadian steering committee returned to the Duke’s original candidate: the committee
reported on October 21, 1977, that Roland Michener had agreed to become Chairman
of the Conference Council.

The first order of business for the committee was a bit of crystal ball-gazing. The separatist
Parti Québécois had formed a majority government in the province of Québec the previous
year, and was working hard to pull Québec out of Canada. Some warned that the
Conference would open just as Canada found itself awash in a sea of political turmoil.
The concern was not unlike the worries in 1968, when events in Africa threatened to
cost the Conference the attendance of members from that continent. At the time, it was
Prince Philip who delivered the reassurances. This time, it was Jack Armstrong, the
chairman of the Conference Steering Committee and Imperial Oil executive, who did 
the honours. Canada would still be there, he said – and urged the group to get on with
it. Little did they know then that the Parti Québécois was to provide one of the 1980
Conference’s most dramatic moments.

1980 Conference
Theme: People in an 
Industrial Society

Dates: May 17-June 7, 1980
300 Members from 35 Countries.

Canada in 1980

Population: 24.5 million

Prime Minister: 
Pierre Elliott Trudeau

Inflation stands at 10.1%

No. 1 Song as the Conference
Opens: Funkytown (Lipps Inc.)

Young amputee Terry Fox
begins his run across Canada 
in support of cancer research 
on April 12.

“O Canada” becomes the 
official national anthem.

The World in 1980
Gdansk shipyard strike breaks
out and the Solidarity movement
is born in Poland.

Six American diplomats who
escaped the storming of their
embassy in Teheran are smug-
gled out of Iran by Canadian
diplomats.

Yugoslav President Josep Tito dies.

Iraqi troops hold 90 square
miles of Iran after invasion,
marking the start of the Iran-
Iraq war, which is to last 
eight years.

Zimbabwe’s formal independence
from UK; Robert Mugabe elected
Prime Minister.

John Lennon killed outside 
his New York apartment. 

1980 Study Group Leaders
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Prince Philip brought back with him the regards of “some 70 old comrades of previous
Conferences” with whom he had lunched in Melbourne. “Incidentally, while I was in
Canberra I found that three members of the Federal Government had attended previous
Conferences and another old comrade in the class of ’56 has been President of the
Australian Trade Union Organisation for a number of years. So there is hope for you all.”

The Duke delivered the closing address at the same Université de Laval venue four days
later, sharing with the audience his measure for success.

“Members can be judges of what is successful about this Conference, and the rest of 
us will really only know whether it has been successful in achieving its object, when the
reports come rolling in from around the Commonwealth, reports that you, together with
your colleagues from previous Conferences, are winning the battle to give industrialisation
a human face, and to transform urban industrial complexes into more satisfactory and
more civilized human societies.”

The final evening of the Conference closing took place that evening at the historic
Chateau Frontenac hotel, where the final hours of the meeting have become legend 
in Conference folklore.

Just prior to the gathering at the hotel, there had been a big barbecue in Lac Beauport, 
a Québec City suburb, where all of the Conference members – management and labour
alike – wound up singing “Solidarity Forever” around an enormous fire. At the final
dinner at the Chateau Frontenac – whose bar overlooking the St. Lawrence River was
dubbed by Sir Winston Churchill one of the world’s wonders – Prince Philip was delayed
coming down to dinner so the company waited patiently with drinks at a reception.
Once the piper had brought in the head table and the first platters of food had been
served, it seemed no one could stay in their seats. 

One by one, people began speaking at the microphone. One decided to propose a toast
to the Duke – at which point the entire place began to pound on the tables, chanting
“Duke ... Duke ... Duke!” Roland Michener, the former Governor General, leapt to his
feet and told the proposer: “Young man! You are stealing my job!” Undeterred, the bold
young man told Michener to please sit down – and he completed the toast. 

Prince Philip was to give a summing up speech at the dinner. But after gauging the audience,
he wisely chose to wave the text of his speech in the air and declare the meeting adjourned.
Then he sat down, to more thundering chants of “Duke … Duke … Duke!” and to a
round of “For He’s a Jolly Good Fellow.”

One of the Study Group chairmen of the 1980 Conference was John Cleghorn, who
went on 14 years later to become Chief Executive Officer of the Royal Bank of Canada,
the country’s largest. Now retired, Cleghorn recalled how domestic Canadian politics
forced the Conference to hold its collective breath for an evening.

“At that time there was a big referendum in Canada,” he said of the May 15, 1980, 
vote in which the Parti Québecois government sought to obtain from the province’s 
voters a “mandate to negotiate sovereignty-association” with the rest of Canada.

“A lot of the people [at the Conference] from outside the country were quite taken up
with all of the hype leading up to it, and then saw that several of us had to go back 
[to Québec] and actually vote in the referendum. So several of us went from Kingston 
to Montréal, voted, and then returned to our groups. Because we were on a western
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Fundraising proved to be an arduous task, although major donations of $50,000 each
poured in from the Royal Bank, Imperial Oil, TransCanada Pipelines, Shell Canada, 
and Power Corporation. The cheque from Power, then a giant transportation, natural
resources and publishing conglomerate, was slow to arrive so a call was made to Paul
Desmarais’s office. There, alarmed Conference staff learned, a cheque had indeed been
sent – and cashed. After a frenzied investigation, it was learned that the cheque had gone
to the Duke of Edinburgh’s Awards, an organisation that had been thrilled to receive this
generous – and unsolicited – donation. Desmarais was advised of the miscue and said
only: “Don’t worry about it.” Power Corporation issued a second cheque the next day. 

This Conference was unique. Alone among the five to date, it boasted no fewer than
three plenary ceremonies, acknowledging the vastness of the host country.

The first came on May 18 at Queens University in Kingston, Ontario, with the 
Duke offering some reflections on the growth of this 24-year-old fifth child of his.

“If anyone had suggested to me during the first Study Conference in 1956 that I would be
attending the opening of a fifth Conference in 1980, I think I would have replied that I would
believe it when I saw it. Well, here we all are, and no one is more surprised than I am.”

He advised members that “the whole thing is intended as a comprehensive exposure to
the facts of industrial life and it will amount to a rugged course of mental gymnastics.
The idea is to stretch concepts, expand ideas, extend horizons, challenge arguments and
to sweat out prejudices. We have tried to provide the gymnasium and the apparatus and
it will be up to you and your fellow members to make the best use of them.”

The Duke had to do a round of gymnastics himself; two days and more than 2,000 miles
later, he was at the University of Calgary in Alberta to deliver his second address, this
one containing a poignant account of how he had come to be involved with the
Commonwealth Study Conferences. 

“Like a great many other people, I trained for and practiced for 12 years in a particular
profession. In my case it was as an officer in the Royal Navy, I do not know what would
have happened if I had stayed with my profession, although I was delighted when a man
with whom I had served together as midshipmen many years ago was appointed First
Sea Lord and then Chief of the Defence Staff. Needless to say, I never thought he was 
all that more brilliant. The point is that I left active service with the navy [when King
George VI was seriously ill in 1951] and within a very short time I found myself visiting
factories, communities and enterprises all over the Commonwealth, and meeting industrial,
union and political leaders. The experience was a real eye-opener and it set me to thinking
about all the various factors contributing to the satisfactions and discontents, to the 
successes and failures, to the tensions and conflicts, as well as to the co-operation and
friendships in these human enterprises … If you sit at a desk and look at figures, you 
can probably become an economist or a political idealist, but if you get out and discover
what is really going on, you begin to realize that it is not so easy to be dogmatic.”

The Duke, barely three weeks from his 59th birthday, spoke again on June 2 at the
Université de Laval in Québec City. Just back from an official visit with the Queen to
Australia, he was able to tell members that since he had seen them last, he had done
“some 52 hours flying and suffered 19 hours of time changes. I only mention this so 
that you will realize that I mean it when I sympathize with what many of you are probably
feeling like this morning – if not exactly for the same reasons in all cases.”

The Duke of Edinburgh with 
Canadian labour leader Shirley Carr
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the largest such fishery in North America at one stage. Today it has collapsed completely,
an event forewarned by our group at the time.”

Walford Gumbs, now President of the St. Kitts & Nevis Trades and Labour Union, was
also struck by his time in Newfoundland. “I’m from an island country, all island, and I
thought that the study in Newfoundland gave me a good comparison of a small country,”
he said in a 2005 interview. “I found it was cold at that time. In fact, it was the first
time I actually saw it snowing and I asked the bus driver to stop the bus so that I could
go out and see how it feels outside.” 

Gumbs also recalled with pleasure how he, a young trade unionist, was elected to make the
presentation to Prince Philip at the final plenary. “And there was no objection, it was virtually
unanimous. Our group meshed as we went along, and there were no hitches, no friction
among the members. We made friends with each other and we learned quite a bit.”

Gumbs recalled a touching moment during a visit to a mining community in Newfoundland
where “quite a number of the male folk there had died from silicosis from working in the
mines. Their widows, their spouses, were there, some of them with young children. I found
that to be very touching, that it was a relatively young community, but quite a number of
the male folks had already passed away. And as a result the mines had to be closed and so
people had to try and find other means of livelihood within that community.”

Cleghorn and Gerard both admitted they, too, learned a great deal about their own
country. “I was looking forward to getting involved in studying a part of Canada that 
I knew little about,” Cleghorn recalled. “I was Chair of a group that looked at Northern
Saskatchewan. They had asked me, initially, ‘Where would you like to take a group?’
And I talked about two or three places where I hadn’t done business or hadn’t travelled
and I got one of them. I was lucky.” 

Cleghorn recalled meeting one young man he probably would not have encountered 
at the Royal Bank. “The person who ended up writing our report was a young union
leader from the International Woodworkers at Williams Lake in British Columbia. 
He volunteered and we were very enthusiastic as we saw his dedication on the study
tour. He had hair down to his shoulders and was a Métis and had given up drinking a
number of years ago. As we would go out for an evening, after many long hours on the
study tour, he’d counsel us on the problems of heavy drinking including what happened
in an unfortunate way in his own life. But he’d learned from that and, as a young man,
had already been picked by his union to be a very strong leader in his early thirties. He
did a tremendous job in pulling together all the diverse views to get a consensus in our
report, which then he led in giving to the Duke of Edinburgh.”

Gerard of the United Steelworkers was also keen to experience parts of his country he
had not previously encountered. “I was really excited about what I would learn about
my own country. Up until then I had not travelled very much outside of Ontario,” he
said. “I didn’t have much of a world view, to be blunt. I was 33 years old and I had been
working for the union three years. And those three years I had spent in Toronto, coming
from Sudbury before that, and so I came to this with a lot of interest. What 
I did learn is that, well, from the point of view of representing workers, the same kind 
of challenges exist everywhere. The issues that we thought were unique to us were, in
fact, not unique to us. They were issues that people were grappling with all over the
place at one level or another. I also found that a lot of the prejudices that I thought were
unique to us were not unique to us. And that they were similar in different parts of the
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contingent, we flew out to Calgary that night and gathered at University of Calgary. 
In the reception, and then in the dinner with Duke of Edinburgh, who joined the western
group, we watched on a big screen the results of the referendum. It was a very emotional
evening. And I think that brought a lot of people together.”

Non-Canadians at the Conference “were happy for us,” Cleghorn recalled as the returns
poured in. The proposal for “sovereignty-association” was handily defeated by a vote of
60% to 40%. 

“But they were watching our expressions because there were not only Anglo-Canadians
and people from different backgrounds in Canada, but also a fair number of francophone
Canadians in the group, and they were interested in the reaction there. What was interesting
is we ended up the Conference in Québec City. And there had been some debate whether
this wasn’t a bit risky, you know, depending on which way the referendum had gone 
and how a group like this would be viewed, especially on a university campus. And there
were no problems at all. In fact, many of the overseas visitors commented on how life
just seemed to carry on in the restaurants and the bars and so on that we visited for 
cultural purposes. But they just said, ‘What a great country. The fact that you can have 
a debate like this and the next day go back to life as usual’.”

Conference member Leo W. Gerard, who became president of the United Steelworkers 
of America, also remembers Referendum Night.

“We happened to be in Montréal the night of the vote and I was blown away by that because
we went to [two different streets in downtown Montréal]. One was really Franco-Canadian
and the other one was largely Anglo. When the results of the vote came, we went to both
parts of the city during the evening and it was amazing the difference in reaction. There were
young people crying in the streets in one part of the city, and there were other people dancing
and cheering in the streets in the other part of the city. That stayed with me.”

Gerard also spoke for many Canadians when he told of how foreign members at the
Conference turned to their Canadian counterparts for an explanation about the political
drama unfolding before their eyes, and how the Canadians were hard-put to produce
those explanations.

“The thing that I found most rewarding was the ability to have intellectual debates
about important issues, and remembering that for a lot of people in our group, what
was going on in the Province of Québec was foreign to them. So for those of us in the
group who were from Canada, to try to explain to those in the group who were not
from Canada, what was going on when we didn’t quite know ourselves, and may have
had different views about it ourselves, was problematic.”

Québec didn’t dominate the Conference, however. Dean Brown, now Deputy Leader of
the Liberal Party of Australia and MP for Finiss, recalled that his expectation for the
Conference was “many speeches and factory visits.

“In reality the participants became involved in vigorous discussions with many groups
and organisations representing a cross-section of Canada,” he recalled in 2005. “In my
case, our group visited and reported on the industrial, social, and economic issues of
Newfoundland, the island off the east coast of Canada. We became personally involved
in the challenges, misfortunes and warm hospitality of the ‘Newfies’. That loyalty and
belonging to these tough but caring people still holds today, 25 years later. Our group
felt that it shared with the locals the uncertain future facing the cod fishery of the Island,

Members of Study Group 17

Conference members with 
Prince of Swaziland and 
Roland Michener
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“We visited an old foundry in Nova Scotia. It was dark and grimy and seemed right out
of Dickens. The workers were making replacement parts for old fishing boats, pouring
metal into molds they were making literally on the factory floor. When we talked about
it later, one of the union guys said the old foundry was a health and safety disaster. A
businessman said this was a completely unproductive way to make parts. Then one of
the Africans in our group said, ‘Didn’t you see the pride in the eyes of those workers.
They were able to save an old engine by making a new part right there on the foundry
floor.’ So you had three totally different views of the same visit. It provoked a wonderful
discussion that evening.”

Gay Thompson, Member for Reynell in the Parliament of South Australia, had just
returned from a three-month holiday in Europe when she was told she had been accepted
for the Canadian Conference and could she be ready to go in two weeks’ time?

“It was my first time in Canada and the Australians were very lucky in that we were given
some orientation time. We met together in Sydney and were briefed there by Foreign
Affairs and travelled together to Canada. And then we had about two days to acclimatize
ourselves before we arrived at the Conference. So I think this was of great benefit to us
because we were both physically acclimatized and mentally and emotionally acclimatized
to being in a different place and about to embark on a new learning experience. And I
noticed that many of the other delegates took two or three days to really wake up just
because of the exhaustion of travelling and change.”

Thompson credits the Conference with broadening her personal outlook. “The first really
big impression was when we went to the church service and it was billed as a multi-faith
church service and it was the first time I’d been in a situation where combined faith service
meant Hindi, Jewish, Moslem. For me, combined faith meant Catholic, Methodist,
Presbyterian. And then we got to the last hymn, some sort of Anglican hymn, and I had
gone to Catholic schools and had never been exposed to this hymn before. I looked
around me and there were people of every colour and complexion and dressed in this
massive variety of clothing and they’re all singing away loudly at this Anglican hymn
and there’s me, the little Catholic from Australia who doesn’t have a bloody clue. That
was another, sort of, ‘Ah, this is the Commonwealth’.”

Another cultural challenge for Thompson was Canada’s indifference to cricket. That and
the old saw about two cultures being separated by a common language. “We thought,
‘Well, you know, we’re all British, we can play cricket.’ Well, that was fine. Most of us
could play cricket – except the Canadians. There’s us trying to organize a cricket match
in the middle of Canada when they didn’t know what we needed for a ball, they didn’t
know what we needed for a bat, they didn’t know what we needed for stumps. And the
Australians decided to have a little game with this and we were organizing this very 
publicly, but very privately we all spoke ‘Strine’. We’d discovered that nobody could
understand us if we spoke Strine. So we just talked to each other in Strine and all these
people who thought they spoke English were listening and trying to work out what on
earth we were saying as we tried to organize this cricket match. We said to some of the
Canadians, ‘Well, you know, can you find us a hockey ball?’ And one of them said, 
‘You don’t play hockey with a ball, you play hockey with a puck.’ And we were saying,
‘What? A “perk”?’ And so on it went.”

Liam Kane, Chief Executive Officer of the East London Business Alliance, recalls being
“intrigued by the mix of people, and felt that I might benefit in terms of getting a better
perspective than one gets growing up in the west of Scotland.
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world. And I don’t mean that just in the sense of racial prejudice. I mean, male-female,
labour-management, role of government.”

Mary Collins was one of four women chairing study groups in 1980. The future
Minister of Health for Canada recalled some of her challenges. “All the preparatory
work we had gone through as Chairs still in many ways did not prepare us for the
rigour of the actual experience of Chairing a group. It was a new experience to try to 
really understand others’ point of view when they may have seemed really foreign or
illogical but still demanded respect and understanding. Constant communication with 
all participants to keep them together rather than only aligning with those of like mind
was exhausting but ultimately a key to success.

“What do you do with a senior ranking Prince from Swaziland who certainly had never
before had to fend for himself in doing laundry and pressing his clothes or living in such
simple accommodation as we were experiencing at student residences with few amenities
and shared bathing facilities. What was wonderful is that he coped and by the end of the
study tour had become a great asset in all our deliberations and preparations for our
reporting to the Duke of Edinburgh.” 

Like many group chairs before and after, Collins found “there were the occasional trouble
makers. We had one in our group who really didn’t appear to want to relate to the
group and became a difficult “case”. When he left the study tour early to return home
on urgent business, there was a sigh of relief from us all!”

Judy V. C. Munroe, now President and Chief Executive Officer of the Caribbean Bottling
Co. (Bahamas) Ltd., was President of the Bahamas Chamber of Commerce at the time.
She was part of a group that toured the mammoth hydro-electric development at James
Bay in Québec. But she remembers the visit for another reason.

“I had no idea where James Bay was, all I know was that it was supposed to have been
cold. And coming from the Bahamas, it was terrifying to have to go to James Bay where
it was going to be so cold.”

Munroe also recalled the once-in-a-lifetime chance of a Royal dinner companion. “When
Prince Philip came for the first week opening dinner, I sat next to him. That was not by
design, he happened to have been standing there, and everybody was scattering away.
There was a group of us talking, and he just said ‘come on’. So, I figured, you don’t tell
Prince Philip ‘no, I’m not going to sit with you,’ and I sat next to him.”

Munroe remembers the Duke being more up to date about current affairs in the Bahamas
than she was. “It was very interesting because Cubans had just bombed two of our
[Bahamas Defence Force] boats as I was leaving for Canada. And I said to Prince Philip,
‘the [Bahamian] Prime Minister [Linden Pindling] was in England delivering an address.’
And he said, ‘No, the Prime Minister did not deliver the address’.”

It turned out Prince Philip had been at the event and had seen Pindling rush home early –
before his scheduled address – to deal with the crisis. “It’s amazing how much he knew.
And I’m sure any of them who would have sat with him and talked to him, and would
have found out that he knew a lot more about your country, your individual countries,
than you would have thought.”

Don MacKenzie, a group leader from Canada and an executive with Ford, vividly recalls
how a single, simple event could trigger wildly disparate impressions among his team.
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and government. Many members of the group took a particularly keen interest in the
position of underprivileged sections of the workforce, like women between the ages of
20 and 30.”

If there were moments of gleeful foolishness, there were other times of sublime wonderment,
too, as members toured Canada’s vast reaches and saw the Arctic for themselves, a trip
that most Canadians never make, to meet people most Canadians rarely meet and to 
discuss issues that most Canadians rarely talk about.

Andrew Hills of the United Kingdom Atomic Energy Authority, recalled his visit to
remote Tuktoyaktuk, perched on the edge of Beaufort Sea above the Arctic Circle. 
“We reached ‘Tuk in small planes and were detained there longer than planned by 
bad weather,” he wrote. “I fear this exposed the limitations of the most northerly 
motel in the world but it did give us more time to experience the Midnight Sun.”

Hills’ Study Group report touched on the massive scope of the Northwest Territories –
“from east to west, half the distance from London to Bombay and half lying within the
Arctic Circle. In winter, people lived in 24 hours of darkness and penetrating cold; now
in spring there were 24 hours of bright sunlight.”

The report dwelt on the “clash of perspectives between the developers, to whom the
Northwest Territories appeared as a frontier, and the native peoples to whom they were
homelands. This clash was above all one of differing time scales – the drive from the South
for development as quickly as possible of the Territories’ resources, especially those which
could deal with Canada’s energy problems; the resistance from the North, particularly the
native peoples, who saw these resources gaining in value as time went by.”

Dr. John Godfrey, President and Vice-Chancellor of the University of Kings College in
Halifax, observed that this Conference, perhaps more than any other, had visited a host
country at a critical time in its existence.

“You have been with us,” he wrote in a Conference overview, “at a moment of crisis 
in our national history. If at times, we have seem distracted it is because the Québec
Referendum on the 20th of May really mattered. Nothing less was involved than the
survival of the country. The story isn’t over yet but we have been granted a breathing
spell. What we need, I suspect, is not so much a new Constitution for this country, as 
a new vision, which will bring us together.”

Although Godfrey was talking about Canada’s fractious internal politics, he may as 
well be talking of the Conferences themselves as they entered their third decade. New
energy would be required. And, true to form, the salvation for future conferences could
be found in the 200 new members heading back to their homes across six continents. 
In particular, those 20 study group chairs from Canada would quickly become as 
passionate, cohesive and committed to furthering the singular conference enterprise 
at home and abroad as the remarkable first group leaders at Oxford in 1956.
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“The breadth of the sort of delegates was amazing. There was one (union) chap from
Southern India who obviously had never been outside the subcontinent. And at the other
end there were local Canadians who were obviously wealthy and in a sort of Western
way that other delegates couldn’t aspire to. I found it easier to relate to the managerial
types (in the study group) than I did to the unions and the politicians. But that changed
over the period, and as you’d expect you develop a strong group ethos.”

Kane also picked up pointers on a physical discipline – not cricket – during his Canadian
sojourn. “I played what seemed to be interminable squash games with a chap called Bill
Muzak. He was a six-foot-four Canadian who gave me some fairly serious lessons on how
to play squash. I came back a vastly improved squash player, but about half a stone lighter.”

Canadian geography also overwhelmed him. “I remember being on a bus traveling
through Alberta. We had been traveling for four or five hours on a straight road with
some grain silos on either side. There was a little dip in the road at which point the bus
in its entirety cheered, because it was the first variation in the scenery.”

Kane found his preconceptions shifting. “I enjoyed working with the union guys, which
hadn’t been my experience to date. Perhaps because they weren’t from the same industry,
they tended to have a broader view than I’d been used to. One of the things I took away
was that, as a corporate citizen, companies had to take local views more into account. The
clear thing that impressed me as a Scot was the whole series of provincial governments. 
We met some of the senior politicians from the Nova Scotian provincial government,
and I was impressed how close they were to the people. And how local communities
could actually have their voices heard. At that time in Scotland we were pursuing a
devolution, which we didn’t get until twenty years later. But it certainly pointed out 
to me the whole role of politics was vital in any company and in any individual’s life. 
Now I run a community regeneration program in East London so I eventually got there.”

Kane’s group leader, Ford executive Don MacKenzie, used the group’s impending presen-
tation to Prince Philip at the closing plenary as a means to focus the attention of his 
energetic and strong-minded colleagues. “I kept holding the report-back over their heads.
We’d come back from a long and physical day on the tour and, after dinner, I’d have to
get them to talk about what they had seen and what they had learned that day. It wasn’t
always what they had in mind but I told them we were not going to embarrass ourselves
in front of the Duke. We would budget an hour and it was amazing how many times it
went for two or three or four hours. That’s where the debate would really take place.” 

It wasn’t all hard work, however. Consider this cheeky excerpt from the final report 
of Group 3, recorded by secretary Emma Bayly, regarding some of the social aspects of 
the group’s tour of British Columbia.

“No disco was too much trouble for them in their quest for an understanding of how 
people in industrial societies spend their leisure time. No bar was ignored in their attempts
to tap grassroots feeling in communities. And no lunch, dinner or barbeque was too
much trouble for them as they sought vital insights into the roles of labour, corporations

The 1980 Conference closes 
in Vancouver


