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Abstract

This article moves away from high politics and strategic policy to examine 
Canada’s “humanitarian” foreign policy, with reference to Ottawa’s involve-
ment in Allied relief operations on behalf of prisoners in Europe and the Far 
East during the Second World War. When war broke out in 1939 Canada was 
the only Dominion not to comply with London’s request that all communica-
tions with Washington be channelled through the Foreign Office. Instead Otta-
wa decided to establish direct relations with the United States Government in 
its capacity as Canada’s “protecting power” with responsibility for represent-
ing Canadian interests in enemy territory. This situation obviously changed 
in December 1941, when the USA entered the war, but the “humanitarian” 
relationship between Ottawa and Washington grew even closer, a development 
that was mirrored, and to some extent reinforced, by closer cooperation be-
tween non-governmental relief agencies. However, Canada’s tendency to put 
the interests of her own POWs before those of the USA or the British Empire 
underlined the tensions inherent within the North Atlantic Triangle.

***
Anyone reading John Brebner’s classic text on the North Atlantic Triangle 
will quickly appreciate that when Brebner talked of a triangle, he did not have 
in mind a balanced, ‘triangular’ relationship between Canada, Britain and the 
United States. Rather, Brebner used the concept to capture the essence of what 
he saw as the unique interplay between the ‘Siamese Twins of North America’ 
on the one hand and the great external force which neither of these countries 
could entirely eliminate from their respective ‘courses of action’, the United 
Kingdom, on other.1 A second striking feature of Brebner’s analysis was the 
emphasis he placed on the political, strategic and economic interactions of the 
two North American states. His final chapter, on the descent into European 
and world war between 1932 and 1942 exhibits these preferences very well. 
While Ottawa’s actions are seen within the context of British appeasement 
of Nazi Germany and subsequent wartime policies, Brebner gives special 
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consideration to the process that saw Canada’s slow absorption into the U.S. 
orbit, and the defensive cordon it flung around the western hemisphere.2 

Subsequent historians, attracted by the clarity and simplicity of Brebner’s 
model, have considerably developed our understanding of these relations. 
Although they have enjoyed access to official and private papers denied to 
Brebner when he wrote his book. Historians have left Brebner’s central motif 
intact: studies of the ‘North Atlantic Triangle’ have at their foreground the 
development of intimate U.S.–Canadian relations, based on an awareness 
of their common strategic, political and economic interests.3 Interpretations 
of this process have, of course, varied enormously. Some have viewed the 
Second World War as a period in which saw Canada tragically mortgaging 
its newly acquired independence for American tutelage. Others, by contrast, 
emphasize the propellant given to closer Canadian-U.S. cooperation by the 
waning of British power on the international stage.4 Still others have explained 
the North Atlantic Triangle in terms of the personal interaction of the principal 
dramatis personae: W. L. Mackenzie King, Franklin Roosevelt, and Winston 
Churchill.5 Most recently, research has lifted the veil on the intimate Anglo-
American-Canadian intelligence cooperation that developed over the course 
of the war.6 What unites these studies, and ties them to Brebner’s initial thesis, 
is the attention given to political and strategic concerns. Their chronologies 
lead inexorably from Roosevelt’s Kingston speech in August 1938 and the 
Ogdenburg and Hyde Park agreements of August 1940 and April 1941, to 
Canada’s slow exclusion from Anglo-American war counsels, and the diffi-
culties which arose out of the growing U.S. assertiveness in the Canadian Far 
North, Newfoundland and Greenland.7

This paper echoes Brebner in examining how the emergent U.S.-Canada re-
lationship affected, and slowly overshadowed, Canada’s traditional ties with 
Britain and the British Commonwealth. Where it diverges from the current 
historiography is its attempt to move away from the well-trodden path of high 
politics and strategic policy to look at what I will call Canada’s ‘humanitarian’ 
foreign policy: in particular Ottawa’s involvement in Allied relief operations 
on behalf of prisoners in Europe and the Far East. Discussion of this theme not 
only benefits from shifting attention away from the ‘commanding heights’ of 
the bilateral (or trilateral) relationship, but also provides further evidence of 
how the interests and aspirations of the United States and Canada converged 
over these years. An examination of this theme also sheds light on how Ot-
tawa’s embrace of its northern neighbour at an official level was mirrored, and 
to some extent reinforced, by closer cooperation between non-governmental 
agencies.



LONDON JOURNAL OF CANADIAN STUDIES 20: 2004/2005

70

WYLIE: CANADIAN HUMANITARIAN POLICY

71

Canada’s interest in POW policy arose from its responsibilities under the 
‘POW convention’, one of two conventions concluded in Geneva in July 1929. 
Historians such as Jonathan Vance, the leading authority on Canadian POW 
policy, have tended to belittle Canada’s role in the proceedings.8 Such a verdict 
is however unduly harsh, and overlooks the symbolic importance of Canada’s 
presence at the conference. Those present clearly felt that Canada had earned 
the right to have its voice heard on such matters. It was widely acknowledged 
that Canadians knew a thing or two about fighting, and were well placed to 
evaluate the merits of the various proposals put before the conference. The 
contribution of the Canadian delegation was moreover not without signifi-
cance. For foreign delegates Canadian interventions were all the more wel-
come given the undistinguished performance of their Dominion allies, whose 
sole contribution to the proceedings, according to one British observer, was to 
protest at the use of French as the official language!9 The Geneva conference 
and its resulting conventions thus provided Ottawa with an early opportunity 
to make its mark on the international stage: both as an experienced and respon-
sible member of the international community, and as one capable of operating 
outside its traditional alignment within the British Empire. Ottawa tellingly 
delayed formally acceding to the convention until 1933; a full two years after 
the other parliaments of the British Empire had ratified the conventions.

Ottawa’s distinctive approach towards the conventions—committed to the 
conventions’ general principles, but alive to the importance of Canada’s sta-
tus as an independent signatory—was evident in Canadian behaviour when it 
again found itself at war in September 1939. In compliance with its obliga-
tions under the convention, appropriate machinery was immediately set up in 
Canada for processing and disseminating information about prisoners of war.10 
The fact that a good part of this bureaucracy merely replicated the work of 
similar organs in London was not lost on Canadian officials, but since prisoner 
numbers remained low on either side until mid-1940, no one worried unduly 
about the obvious inanity in duplicating British practices. Of greater long 
term significance was Ottawa’s decision to establish direct relations with the 
United States government in its capacity as Canada’s ‘protecting power’ with 
responsibility for representing Canadian interests in enemy territory. No other 
Dominion government reserved this right, and instead willingly complied with 
London’s request that all communications with Washington were channelled 
through the Foreign Office in London. The rationale behind Canadian policy 
was explained by Alfred Rive, head of the special section of the Department of 
External Affairs, and responsible for overseeing POW matters:
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Although we try as closely as possible to follow parallel policies with the Unit-
ed Kingdom in dealing with the protecting power and vis-à-vis the enemy, it is 
necessary for us to diverge from the course followed by the Untied Kingdom. 
Such divergences of policy are generally imposed by political geographical 
or economic differences between Canada and the United Kingdom which it 
would be difficult for [British diplomats…] to keep in mind, even were [they] 
fully instructed.11

It was not however merely political, geographical or economic differences 
that distinguished Canadian interests from those of the United Kingdom. The 
series of defeats in Norway, France and the Low Countries in 1940, and subse-
quent humiliation in Greece and Crete the following spring lost some 60,000 
British soldiers to German captivity by the middle of 1941. Since Canadian 
forces played only a negligible part in these operations—Mackenzie King 
insisting that Canadian forces be held back in readiness for the cross-Chan-
nel invasion—only a handful, about twenty-five, Canadian nationals were 
captured by the end of 1941 while serving in Canadian units. It was not until 
the debacle at Hong Kong in December 1941, and the raids on St. Nazaire 
and Dieppe the following year that substantial numbers of Canadian service-
men fell into enemy hands. Before then, Canadian interest lay not so much 
in protecting its prisoners, but rather in defending the interests of its civilian 
population, of whom some two thousand found themselves in Europe in the 
summer of 1940 and had been interned by the German and Italian authorities. 
Not only did Britain have proportionally fewer civilian internees to worry 
about than Canada, but, as Norman Robertson, the head of the Department of 
External Affairs, explained to Mackenzie King in December 1941, there were 
two ‘special groups’ of Canadians whose fate gave rise to special considera-
tion: the first were French Canadians, who made up about a third of the total, 
and second were the Canadians of Scandinavian descent, born or naturalised 
in Canada, and stranded in Europe after the German occupation of Denmark 
and Norway in April 1940.12 

There is little doubt that Canadian nationals in enemy hands reaped 
considerable advantages as a result of Ottawa’s insistence on conducting its 
own negotiations with the German government through the good offices of 
their protecting powers. An exchange was arranged for two trade officials, 
captured with their families in Oslo in April 1940. Relief payments were made 
to over 1,200 Canadians living in occupied Europe, and Berlin was persuaded 
to treat Canadians as a separate category, and release Canadian women from 
internment camps, where they had languished, together with other ‘British’ 
nationals, since the start of the war. Ottawa even managed to exchange eight 
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women, captured after their ship, the SS Zam Zam, had been torpedoed en 
route to South Africa.13 Ottawa’s experience with civilian internees convinced 
Canadian officials that while there were undoubted advantages in maintaining 
imperial unity, there were equally instances in which national, political or 
geographical differences justified Canada breaking ranks with its fellow 
Dominions. Unlike South Africa, Canada had little to fear from its own 
German population; unlike Australia, transport and exchange arrangements 
could be made relatively easily. Direct contacts with the protecting power 
thus enabled Canada to take advantage of opportunities that were simply not 
open to other Dominions. As Norman Robertson bluntly remarked in late 
1941, ‘efforts on behalf of [Canadian] nationals are more likely to achieve 
success if they are not handled through the U.K. authorities as part of a wider 
representation of British subjects’.14

The miniscule number of Canadian servicemen captured by Axis forces by late 
1941 did not mean that Ottawa was disinterested in British POW policy. On 
the contrary, the evacuation of Axis civilian internees and POWs from Britain 
to Canada in July 1940, (so as to reduce the hazard of internal security facing 
Britain in the event of a German invasion) made Canada in effect, the primary, 
and ‘de facto’, ‘detaining power’ for German POWs in the British Empire. At 
first, Canada was content to limit its responsibilities towards these men. Brit-
ain funded camp construction, covered the prisoners’ subsistence expenses, 
and handled all negotiations with the German authorities. Ottawa felt justified 
in colluding with British efforts to differentiate between London’s responsibil-
ity as the ‘principal’ detaining power, and Canada’s more limited responsibili-
ties as ‘agent’, working on behalf of the United Kingdom government. This 
so-called ‘agent-principal’ theory was not without its critics, not least since, 
as the war progressed, Britain’s so-called ‘agents’—in Australia, South Africa 
and Canada—assumed increasing authority over the treatment and wellbeing 
of their Axis POW populations and took exception to London’s efforts to insti-
tute uniform practices and standards across the Commonwealth and Empire. 
But until 1942, most Dominion governments, Canada included, were happy to 
retain the spurious form of uniformity, and capitalise on the benefits it brought 
London when negotiating with the Axis governments.

There was however another area of activity—beyond its assumption of 
detaining power duties—that strengthened Canada’s involvement in POW 
affairs over the first two years of the war. Responsibility for arranging for 
the production and distribution of relief parcels to POWs traditionally lay 
not with governments, but with their national Red Cross societies. This 
arrangement worked well during the Phoney War when prisoner numbers 
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were few, and transport arrangements between the two sides were relatively 
simple. The collapse of Allied military fortunes on the continent in June 1940, 
and the subsequent loss of 40,000 British servicemen to German captivity, 
threw the rudimentary facilities of the British Red Cross Society (BRC) into 
disarray. In a desperate effort to cope with the sudden demand for parcels, the 
BRC expanded its own facilities, subcontracted work to London department 
stores and finally resorted to appealing to its fellow societies across the 
Commonwealth. The Canadian Red Cross Society (CRC) not only responded 
with alacrity, but proved so efficient that production rose from 5,000 per week 
in January 1941, to 30,000 in March to a staggering 60,000 by the end of the 
year. By 1943, the CRC was dispatching over 100,000 parcels a week.15

The full story of the CRC parcel programme has been told elsewhere and 
does not require repetition here. What does need emphasising however is the 
intimacy that emerged between the CRC and its counterpart in the U.S., the 
powerful American Red Cross Society (ARC), over parcel production. With 
hindsight, it is clear that the CRC’s success in meeting the wishes of the BRC 
rested in no small measure on the assistance it received from the ARC. Close 
relations were struck up between the CRC leadership, in particular the CRC 
chairmen, Norman Somerville, and his successor in May 1941, P. H. Gordon, 
and their opposite numbers in Washington, especially Norman Davies, 
president of the ARC, and Maurice Pate, his deputy. American neutrality 
naturally limited what the ARC could do for the red cross society of one 
belligerent camp, but it is clear that the ARC did all it could to meet the needs 
of the CRC over the course of 1941, intensifying its efforts to secure voluntary 
contributions from pro-British aid societies so as to increase the number of 
parcels it could ship to British POWs.16 Although both agencies effectively 
competed for the scarce shipping space to transport their parcels across the 
Atlantic, internal ARC papers leave little doubt as to warmth that developed 
between the two societies over the course of 1941.17 

Over the first two years of the war Canadian humanitarianism thus evolved 
along three discrete avenues. As a member of the Imperial POW Commit-
tee the Canadian government could ensure that its wishes, and those of its 
nationals, were taken into account in the formulation of British POW policy. 
Secondly, the direct contacts established with its protecting power augmented 
the room for autonomous Canadian action and brought with it some notice-
able benefits for Canadian citizens languishing in enemy hands. Although 
Ottawa was careful to coordinate its activities with the other members of the 
Commonwealth, the success of its initiatives demonstrated the advantage of 
retaining some scope for independent action, even if this involved diverting 
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from the line proposed in London. Finally, the official contacts established 
with members of the U.S. administration were replicated at an unofficial level 
between the two countries’ national red cross societies. By drawing on its ties 
with the ARC, the Canadians forged a powerful position for themselves within 
British relief policy. As a consequence, while Canada’s policy largely devel-
oped in tandem with the policies pursued in London, Ottawa’s presence in the 
humanitarian field had a distinctly North American flavour. For all the dif-
ficulties that beset Canada’s management of POW affairs within Canada – of 
which there were many – it is clear that by late 1941 Canada had enhanced its 
standing in Commonwealth and international circles for its work on behalf of 
prisoners of war and civilian internees. 

Most historians of Canadian external relations during the war rightly look to 
the period after the collapse of France as the high point of Canadian influence 
in Anglo-American affairs. This was the time when Canada’s supposed unique 
insights into the minds of the two great English speaking worlds came into its 
own, enabling Canada to act as the midwife of that most special of ‘special 
relationships’.18 Though there is a good deal of wishful thinking about this 
reading of events—not least by the Canadian premier, W. L. Mackenzie 
King—few would deny that subsequent developments, most notably Canada’s 
painful exclusion from senior Anglo-American decision-making, saw 
Canada’s place in the North Atlantic Triangle become increasingly subordinate 
to the interests of the other two powers.19 Canada’s humanitarian activities 
however developed along their own trajectory. Indeed, it was probably the 
period after American entry into the war in December 1941 that Canadian 
standing in humanitarian policy-making reach its apogee. From this date, the 
reality of captivity touched Canadian families in a way that it had not done in 
the previous war years. The loss of ‘C’ Force in Hong Kong, and subsequent 
captures of Canadian servicemen in Europe over the course of 1942 for the 
first time gave Ottawa a direct interest in the outcome of British, or Allied, 
POW-relief and humanitarian policies. 

More importantly, American belligerency radically altered the opportunities 
for humanitarian activities in ways which, on the whole, worked to 
Ottawa’s advantage. True, Switzerland’s reluctance to entertain independent 
communications with the constituent parts of the British Empire meant that 
Ottawa lost the intimacy it had enjoyed with its protecting power before 
American entry into the war.20 But any disappointment felt over Berne’s 
refusal to pick up where Washington had left off was more than offset by the 
opportunities brought in the wake of American belligerency. For the first time, 
Canada was able to pursue its interests in full collaboration with its American 
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partner. No longer did it need to rely on the decision-making machinery in 
London, as had been the case before this time. 

The intensification of Canada’s humanitarian activities from early 1942 
can be charted in a number of areas. Perhaps the most obvious related to 
the expansion of Canadian involvement in the provision of relief-supplies. 
The CRC’s impressive parcel packaging operation merged with that of its 
U.S. counterpart to provide a flow of parcels across the Atlantic that went a 
long way towards meeting the needs of the increasingly large and desperate 
imprisoned population in Axis Europe. While some officials rightly feared that 
Canada’s contribution would be swamped by the larger U.S. effort, the clear 
designation of CRC parcels and the shear scale of the CRC’s activities ensured 
that Canada’s contribution was not belittled by the apparent fusion of North 
American sources of supply. Over 1944, Canada shipped 2.5 million cubic feet 
of parcels across the Atlantic, against the ARC’s 6.1 million. Canadian parcels 
were also cherished by camp inmates, who found the contents of CRC parcels 
superior to those produced by the other Allied national red cross societies.21 

The vast majority of Canada’s parcels were sent to men captured while serving 
in British and American forces: a full eighty percent, in fact, over the course 
of 1943.22 The preference shown towards these POWs was not to Canada’s 
detriment. After all, since the Axis governments made no distinction between 
the various national contingents fighting under the British Crown, Canadians 
were treated with the same level of attention as other members of the British 
armed forces. Canadian interest in relief matters however extended beyond 
merely meeting the needs of its own nationals. On the contrary, the glaring 
disparity between the quantity of parcels reaching British and Canadian POWs 
and those reaching the servicemen of their European allies—the majority of 
whom had been captured during the so-called ‘invasion epoch’ in the first 
months of the war—sat uncomfortably with officials in Ottawa. After Pearl 
Harbor, Canadian officials increasingly sought to make common cause with 
their new found American allies in the hope of overturning London’s rigid 
policy towards invasion-epoch POWs, and its refusal to countenance large 
scale relief shipments to the continent, on the grounds that any food supplied 
to European POWs merely relieved Berlin of the responsibility for feeding an 
important section of Germany’s agricultural and industrial workforce. This 
outlook, which reflected Britain’s broader blockade policy for continental 
Europe at the time, had provoked stout opposition in the United States since 
the start of the war, and gathered pace over 1940 and 1941 when sections of 
the American public, lead by the former President Herbert Hoover, agitated 
strongly against Britain’s use of food as a weapon of war.23 
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While the compassion shown by Canadian officials towards the invasion-
epoch prisoners clearly reflected deepseated moral and ethical beliefs, there 
is little doubt that Canadian willingness to champion the rights of these 
luckless souls was influenced in part by a reading of Canada’s own foreign 
and domestic interests. As the Department of External Affairs acknowledged 
in mid-1942, the urgency of meeting the needs of the invasion-epoch prisoners 
was ‘no doubt more evident in Canada and the United States than in the United 
Kingdom, because of the proportionately larger immigrant populations from 
Norway, Poland, Greece, Yugoslavia and even Belgium and Holland’.24 
This was not the first time that Mackenzie King’s government allowed its 
sensitivity towards minority or sectional interests within Canadian society to 
affect government policy, nor would it be the last. From early 1943 foreign 
political interests clearly began to loom large in King’s attitude to the question 
of European relief. His thinking on the issue was neatly summed up in a letter 
he wrote to his minister for National Defence, Colonel J.L. Ralston, in latter 
part of 1943. ‘I cannot imagine anything which we could do to assist our 
European Allies which would be better evidence of our good will, than the 
contribution of food parcels to the Allied prisoners’. Relief parcels, he argued, 
were by far the best means of assistance since they put into the hands of ‘the 
individual soldier in Europe … tangible proof of Canadian aid which he is not 
likely to forget’. ‘Every dollar spent in this form of assistance’, he concluded, 
‘may be far more effective … than a hundred or perhaps a thousand [dollars] 
given to a government’.25 Canadian relief policy was thus tightly meshed into 
Canada’s broader foreign political objectives. What had begun as a desire to 
protect the interests of Canada’s minority-populations living under enemy 
control, evolved over 1942 and 1943 into a programme that complemented 
Ottawa’s efforts to assume a leadership role amongst the ‘junior allies’ of the 
wartime coalition.26 

If American entry into the war provided Canada with a welcome ally 
in its occasional quarrel with London’s economic warfare and transport 
authorities, it also strengthened Canada’s negotiating position in protecting 
Canadian interests abroad. Instead of relying, as before, on the resources of 
the Commonwealth machinery in London, Ottawa sought to capitalise on its 
special standing in Washington. As the war progressed, Canadian officials 
became increasingly convinced of the benefits of joining forces with the U.S. 
when it came to negotiating relief and repatriation arrangements with the Axis 
governments. The temptation to switch horses, often in mid-stride, was rarely 
resisted. The long term benefits were however scanty. All too often Ottawa 
failed to see that its claims for special consideration merely fed into Axis 
hands, allowing them to score propaganda points at the Allies’ expense, or 
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take advantage of Commonwealth disunity to justify withdrawing from long-
winded negotiations.27 Moreover since Canada was responsible for detaining 
a sizeable proportion of Britain’s haul of Axis nationals … whether German 
POWs or interned Japanese civilians – its unilateral action undermined British 
efforts to play on what the historian S. P. Mackenzie has dubbed the ‘mutual 
hostage’ factor in POW relations between the two sides.28 

Faced with an irascible adversary in Tokyo, who obstructed all Allied efforts 
to improve the lot of their prisoners, Ottawa can perhaps be excused for trying 
to make the most of the few opportunities that came its way. Nor should it 
be forgotten that, until the abortive raid in Dieppe in August 1942, the 2,000 
men lost to Japanese captivity in Hong Kong represented almost the sum total 
of Canadian servicemen held in enemy hands. Canada was, furthermore, not 
the only Dominion to play fast and loose with the concept of Commonwealth 
unity: as Kent Fedorowich has shown, Australia could be equally truculent 
when it felt its interests were not being afforded sufficient weight in 
London.29 Nevertheless, Ottawa’s insistence that the Canadian tail wagged the 
Commonwealth dog was, to outsiders, a perverse position to take, given the 
small number, in relative and absolute terms, of Canadian servicemen held in 
Japanese hands.30 Ottawa’s constant flitting between British and Americans 
initiatives on the basis of whether one set of negotiations seemed more likely 
to succeed than another, unquestionably compromised British efforts to secure 
agreements with the Japanese government.31 Regrettably, Ottawa adopted 
an equally cavalier attitude in its dealings with the German government. In 
mid-1942, Ottawa blithely informed London that it would only associate 
itself with negotiations for the repatriation of sick and wounded POWs from 
Germany on the understanding that it remained free to withdraw from the 
discussions if similar negotiations under U.S. auspices looked likely to make 
better headway. Needless to say, British and Swiss efforts to convince Berlin 
that Canada’s caveat was not as malicious as it seemed fell on deaf ears.32 
For a brief period the following autumn, Ottawa even considered withholding 
support for an agreement to repatriate long-term POWs – the majority taken 
during the battle of France – on the grounds that there was only one Canadian 
national who would be eligible under the agreement! A similar myopia 
affected Ottawa’s outlook towards an exchange of wounded POWs in early 
1943. Instead of reviving the negotiations, which had stalled the previous year, 
Ottawa preferred to use what limited leverage Britain possessed to press for 
the release of British and Canadian POWs shackled as a reprisal for British 
infractions of the POW convention in October 1942. 



LONDON JOURNAL OF CANADIAN STUDIES 20: 2004/2005

78

WYLIE: CANADIAN HUMANITARIAN POLICY

79

Lest we risk judging such episodes of Canadian unilateralism too harshly, 
it ought to be remembered that Ottawa’s actions were in part prompted by 
a belief that at heart, Whitehall was incurably imperialistic in its attitude 
towards Britain’s Dominion allies. The belief was not, it is true, entirely 
unwarranted. British officials was certainly guilty of confusing the obvious 
tactical advantage of presenting a united Commonwealth position in their 
negotiations with the Axis governments with the assumption that British 
interests were synonymous with those of the Empire as a whole. This was 
no more so than in late 1942, when Churchill presumptuously committed 
Ottawa to a policy of shackling German prisoners, without bothering to solicit 
Canadian views beforehand. The so-called shackling crisis, which erupted in 
early October and continued until November the following year, laid bare the 
deficiencies of the Imperial POW machinery and demonstrated the dangers 
of binding Canadian policy too closely to that of the British government. 
More significantly, the crisis also showed the extent to which the high ideals 
of international humanitarian law had slipped over the previous three years. 
Canada’s reaction to the crisis also, however, revealed the political dynamics 
of Canadian policy making. Faced with a government in London that seemed 
set on a reckless policy that had little chance of securing the result it was 
designed to achieve, Canadian officials became increasingly attracted to the 
idea of staking out Canada’s position on humanitarian policy in its own terms, 
and using the crisis to clarify Canada’s standing on the international stage. In 
the opinion of the head of the Wartime Information Board, Charles Vining, 
the crisis provided ‘a legitimate and unique opportunity to provide a strong 
stimulus for Canadian morale by demonstrating, with safety, the independence 
of Canadian nationhood and authority’.33 ‘Breaking with Britain on this issue 
would’, the Board’s report ran, ‘bring a thrill of pride to every Canadian [and] 
would tell him more clearly than any Statute of Westminster that he belongs to 
a free country – a country which knows how to act, when good sense demands 
it, decisively and without too much deference to Downing Street’.34 

There was one final way in which American belligerency and the expansion 
of the war into the Far East heightened Canadian assertiveness towards POW 
and relief issues. Within weeks of the outbreak of fighting in the Far East, the 
British and American governments both set out to arrange for an exchange of 
diplomats, a repatriation of civilians and the distribution of relief supplies to 
POW and civilian internment camps across Japanese occupied territory. Dismay 
at the agonisingly slow pace of these negotiations gave way to mounting 
concern when news filtered back detailing the appalling conditions endured by 
the western prisoners. By the late summer, the British government, following 
the earlier lead of the British Red Cross Society, agreed to cede authority for 



LONDON JOURNAL OF CANADIAN STUDIES 20: 2004/2005

80

WYLIE: CANADIAN HUMANITARIAN POLICY

81

relief operations in the Far East to the Canadians and Americans.35 London 
had enough on its plate coping with the demands of prisoners in Europe not 
to take on a similar burden on the other side of the world. Relations between 
the American and Canadian Red Cross societies were therefore strengthened 
and negotiations were opened with the ICRC to see whether the logistical and 
political difficulties to effective relief operations in the Pacific theatre might 
be overcome. For the first time in the war, Canada’s humanitarian activities 
took place in an entirely North American framework; one which was largely 
divorced from the Imperial POW machinery in London.

Emboldened by its new found prominence in Far Eastern affairs, Ottawa took 
the opportunity to press for a reform of the Imperial POW machinery in Lon-
don. Canadian diplomats had long complained at the failure of the Imperial 
POW committee, established in April 1941, to distinguish between its function 
as an executive policy-making body and the administrative duties of the vari-
ous Whitehall departments involved in POW affairs. Re-establishing the com-
mittee onto a more inter-governmental basis would, Ottawa believed, rescue 
policy making from the clutches of some of the ‘less progressive’ elements in 
Whitehall’,36 and, more importantly, open the door for a membership that ex-
tended beyond the narrow confines of the British Empire. Such a reform would 
also give voice to those parties, such as the Dutch, who had a major stake in 
the outcome of relief programmes in the Far East and, in making decision-
making more democratic, might lead to a more equitable distribution of relief 
supplies between all members of the United Nations. At base though, Canada’s 
initiative reflected Ottawa’s growing disillusionment at the rigidity of Lon-
don’s policy-making machinery and the new-found confidence Canadian offi-
cials felt in dealing with humanitarian affairs. With U.S.-Canadian committees 
already up and running in Washington, it was, after all, a small step for Ottawa 
to recommend the creation of a genuine United Nations committee, either in 
London, or, if the British proved unwilling, in Washington. 

Far then from seeing American belligerency ushering in a period of decline in 
Canada’s humanitarian policy and eroding Ottawa’s status within the North 
Atlantic Triangle, American belligerency gave new momentum and direction 
to Canadian efforts to carve out a niche for itself in this important area of Al-
lied policy. It enabled Canada to exploit the privileged position it had built up 
while America was still at peace and forge close relations with U.S. official 
and charitable agencies which extended into the later years of the war. In 
retrospect, it is tempting to see Canada’s attitude towards POW affairs from 
1942, in particular its tetchy attitude towards the question of institutional ar-
rangements, as echoing the ‘functional principle’ that the Mackenzie King 
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government applied to so many aspects of Canadian foreign relations from this 
date. Functionalism, in essence, entailed focusing Canadian diplomatic efforts 
towards securing recognition of Canada’s special status within those areas of 
Allied policy-making in which Ottawa could demonstrate legitimate expertise 
and proven experience. Given Canada’s obvious involvement in POW and 
humanitarian issues, it is rather surprising that historians of the North Atlantic 
Triangle, or Canadian external relations, have failed to acknowledge the close 
correlation between Ottawa’s actions in this area and the broader, functional 
approach taken to Canadian foreign policy objectives during the middle years 
of the war. Canadian active participation in Allied relief and humanitarian af-
fairs is also an important consideration in any explanation of Ottawa’s drive 
to secure representation on the Anglo-American Combined Food Board and, 
later, the United Nations’ Relief and Rehabilitation Administration.37

Ottawa’s effort to reform British policy-making arrangements met with some 
success: the Imperial POW committee was renamed ‘inter-governmental’, and 
some steps were taken to divorce the committee from the day-to-day work of 
the Whitehall bureaucracy. Canadian and U.S. pressure for a more comprehen-
sive relief programme for the continent also bore fruit in the autumn of 1943 
when London was finally persuaded to lift its veto on large scale relief ship-
ments for ‘invasion-epoch’ prisoners.38 Nevertheless, Ottawa’s reform agenda 
was unable to attract sufficient support to transform London’s POW machinery 
into anything remotely resembling an ‘inter-Allied’, far less ‘United Nations’ 
body. More importantly, Canada’s big breakthrough – its privileged status in 
relief programmes in the Far East – failed to deliver the rewards Ottawa had 
hoped for. Tokyo’s refusal to countenance any large scale distribution of POW 
relief parcels effectively made the joint U.S.-Canadian machinery redundant. 
In September 1943, despairing at the lack of progress, the British Red Cross 
insisted on returning to the fold and dispatched a high powered delegation to 
Washington to liaise with the ARC and U.S. administration. Britain’s renewed 
involvement regrettably did not lead to any dramatic improvement in the con-
ditions of imprisonment in the Far East, but the presence of the British mission 
in Washington, empowered to speak on behalf of the national red cross socie-
ties of the other members of the British Empire, inevitably overshadowed the 
position of the Canadian Red Cross, and led to Canada’s increasingly margin-
alisation in the decision-making over the remainder of the war.

Ottawa’s failure to bring about a genuine alliance between the ‘Siamese twins’ 
on relief matters was only part of a broader process that saw Canada’s status 
diminish over the course of 1944. The increasing willingness of individual 
Dominions to blaze their own trails meant that by the end of 1943, the cloak 
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of unity that the British government had sought to maintain over POW matters 
had come to look distinctly threadbare. Since British efforts to build a con-
sensus ultimately hinged on the caprice of individual Dominion governments, 
initiatives were frequently destined to proceed no further than the committee 
room. One of the most glaring examples occurred in June 1943 when Ottawa 
refused to stand behind the New Zealand government in rejecting Japanese 
accusations of brutality during the breakout of Japanese prisoners at Feath-
erstone POW camp, for fear that at such action would merely provide Tokyo 
with ‘an invitation to [take] reprisals against Canadians’.39 Once Ottawa’s 
position became clear, the other Dominions felt compelled to withdraw their 
initial support, and the British and New Zealand governments were forced to 
answer Japanese protests on their own. In such circumstances, it was hardly 
surprising that some observers felt that Canada’s growing desire to have pris-
oners captured by Commonwealth forces held jointly by all members of the 
empire, rather than as before, by the British government in London, distinctly 
presumptuous. Canada’s attitude towards the Featherstone affair merely 
demonstrated, as one irate British official put it, that Ottawa wanted ‘all the 
privileges [joint responsibility] would confer upon them and impose all the 
disabilities on us … [while reserving] the right to reject it altogether some time 
in the future!’40 Given such suspicions, it was hardly surprising that the POW 
machinery in London, not withstanding its change in name, was incapable of 
reaching a collective decision on issues of even the least political sensitivity.

Neither Canada, nor the other Dominion governments, appeared to have 
foreseen the logical result of their action. Independence came at a price. The 
stymieing of Britain’s consultative machinery effectively dismantled an in-
stitutional framework which, for all its faults, had given the Dominions the 
opportunity to voice their opinions and capitalise on their collective strength. 
Unilateralism might satisfy Dominion nationalist sentiments, but it was rarely 
capable on its own of improving the lot of Allied POWs, whatever their origin. 
Canada’s desire to have the best of both allies, while committing to neither, 
merely resulted in the British, and to a lesser extent the U.S., governments 
tiring of their awkward partner. The implications were felt in a particularly 
acute form in the Far East, where Canada and the other Dominion govern-
ments were increasingly sidelined and only invited to contribute to the various 
relief and repatriation programmes once negotiations had reached an advanced 
stage. The effects in Europe were equally far-reaching. With Allied forces set 
to return to the continent, authority was increasingly devolved to either the 
theatre commands or the combined Anglo-American machinery in Washing-
ton.41 Both developments effectively cut Canada out of the decision-making 
process.
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If the ‘North Atlantic Triangle’ has any explanatory or descriptive utility for 
historians wishing to evaluate Anglo-U.S.-Canadian relations in the twentieth 
century, it is clear that it is at its most appropriate in the decade from the mid-
1930s to the mid-1940s.42 This was a period in which Canada’s international 
identity and sense of national consciousness was very much bound up with 
its links to the mother country, but a time when the prospect of developing a 
durable and meaningful dialogue with its southern neighbour became a dis-
tinct possibility. The concept itself, coined by a Canadian scholar working 
at Columbia University, may not have found much resonance in London or 
Washington, but it certainly caught the imagination of a generation of Cana-
dian policy-makers, and reflected the thinking of Canada’s enigmatic premier 
of the time, W. L. Mackenzie King. The economic, strategic and political 
context of Canada in the 1940s coupled with the collective experiences of 
those in power in Ottawa, inevitably encouraged Canadian officials to depict 
events within the framework which mirrored—if not matching in every de-
tail—Brebner’s ‘North Atlantic Triangle’. This was indeed a time in which 
hemispheric, or continental considerations began to loom larger in Canadian 
‘mental maps’: a time when Canada played the role of the ‘third’ power and 
momentarily at least interceded between its traditional mentor and its mighty 
American neighbour. 

The study of Canadian attitudes towards humanitarian and POW relief policy 
suggests that Canadian efforts to forge a distinct role for itself on the interna-
tional stage encompassed a wider set of interests than historians have hitherto 
assumed. In the end, Canadian initiatives in this direction were weakened by 
the self-conscious approach Canadian officials took to the issues at hand. The 
politicisation of Canadian attitudes towards relief and humanitarianism may 
have been an inevitable—if unfortunate—result of Canada’s growing maturity 
as an independent state, but the tendency of Canadian officials to see issues 
within a North Atlantic framework were probably detrimental to Canada’s in-
terests. For one thing, it meant that officials saw issues primarily in terms of 
their impact on Canada’s relations with the British and American governments, 
rather than a contribution Canada could make to a coalition war-effort, fought 
on a global scale, against ruthless, unscrupulous enemies. It was not simply 
that Ottawa chose to privilege Canadian interests above those of its Common-
wealth partners. All too often these interests were allowed to take precedence 
above the collective objectives of the Allied war effort and were used to justify 
rejecting British or American counter-arguments, which were based, at least in 
part, on a reading of how their adversaries might respond to Allied actions.43 
In this respect the  North Atlantic Triangle was as much a hindrance to Canada 
as a help. With the benefit of hindsight, it could well be argued that it was only 
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after Canadians had abandoned their naïve attachment to the ‘North Atlantic 
Triangle’,  that humanitarianism was able to deliver the kind of rewards that 
Mackenzie King’s wartime administration had so eagerly craved.
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