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‘“The House is not a Home”’ is Erik Nielsen’s confession

By J.L. GRANATSTEIN

The compulsion (o confess is .o
very human one, as everyone who

reads thritlers knows, Buf it is nof
just criminals who want 1o tell all,
Politicians, even tight-lipped anes,
apparenlly find it hard 1o keep

silenl forever. The prool of this ax-
iom is Erik Nielsen's memoir, The

House is Nol a Home: An
Autobingraphy (Macmillan: 336
pages, $27.951.

Nielsen, a former Conservative

depuly prime minister, lells us
something of his earl_v life in a

household dominated by his RCMP
father. Then it was the Second
World War  and distinguished ser-
vice with the RCAF oaverseas,
followed by the eslablishment of a
tegal practice in the north. Elected
to Parliament from Yukon in a 1957
byelection, " Niclsen first came fto
prominence during the Scandal
Sessions . that .nearly destroyed
. Laester Pearson’s Liberal govern-
ment in the mid-1960s, Using in-
formation that he had larpely dup
up himself, Nielsen, day after day.,

rose i the House Lo pillory Quebec |

ministers for their sins. Som¢ were
real enough and- mvnhled hnheryﬁ
others seemed alinost ' imaginary
But all destroyed careers.

There was nothing wrong then or

AT '

now with exposing corruption, But
Nielsen's  (argels  invariably
focussed on Quehecois, and the
viciousness of his allacks, always
delivered [rom hehind his  stone-
hard face, created the indelible im-
pression thal Nielsen was prejudic.
ed. Certlainly, the Liberal
counferattacks did nothing to
dispel that ussessment.

Nielsen himsell maintains  that
his interest was solely devoted to
the public good, and he puts the ex-
posure of wrongdoing and an
abborfence of patronage at the top
of his list of personal attributes,
alang with his loyalty to the party’s
lcaders. Perception, however, is in
the eye of the heholder, and this
book  ulltmately dones little  to
enhance its author's reputation.

The patrenage aspecl is  most
clear. Here, we  have Niclsen
devoutly proclaiming  his

preference for appointments based

an meril alone: but we knnw {(hat
Nicisen helped create the
Mulroney government's very el
fective patronage machine  that
still doles, out rewards o the
[aithful. And who was c¢ver more
(aithfal than Nielsen? Me went to

. his well-paid sinecure as head of

the National Transportation Agen-
cy1n 1987,

1OYALTY

Nielsen's loyally to his leaders is
also clear, He followed John
Dicfenhaker wilh  greal  devolion
and, although ht now admits thal
the Chief had faults,. he bitlerly de-
nounces those who helped drive
him out of power. It was personal
umbitiion that motivaled them 2l
he says. But onve Dicfenbaker was
gone,
Robert Stanfield and then (o Jor
Clark. And after Brian Mulroney
had loppled Clark, the Boy (rom
Baic-Comeau “received  all  of
Nielsen's devation. Until now,

The picture of  Mulroney  that
Nielsen paints s oot g whally
[avorable one. We have here u
weak  and  indecisive  Jeader, o

prime minister whno s unwilling to

weld his axe apgainst friends who
slip  ITrom  grace.  Thus, NWabert
Caates, the delence ninister whe
slipped away Irom  his handlers in
the Tall of 1984 1o visit a sleazn
poma-bar in Gernmnany, was allow-
cd 1o linger oo long in oflice,
Nielsen had ‘o push Mulragney 1o
gel him fired, or so we are 10id,
And the ‘same thing happened
when Sinclar Stevens fell inlo a
conflict-ef-interest  situafion  and
again when John Fraser slipped on
rotten tuna. A prime minister who

Nielsen gave his support to -

can't prune his cabinet is hound to
get into difficulty, and Nielsen,
who prints a. memorandum he
wrate for Mulroney hefore the 1984
clectinn, scemed to know exactly
which prospective ministers werce
groing to gel inlo Irmuble,

But these revelations scarcely
amount to Joyalty. Why did Nielsen
unburden himself now?  Nielsen
has refused to give interviews in
connection  with  his  hosk fan
unheard of position for an author).
s all we can do is  speculate,
Perhaps he really is, as’ he sug-
pests.  disturbed by the  conti-
nuance of patronage. And perhaps
pigs have started to fly. More like-
Iy, Nielsen hoped to remain a close
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adviser to Mulraney after he left
politics in 1987 and was disap-
pointed that the telephone failed tu
ring often enough. Close relation-
ships in politics are not long
lasting, but grievances can live on
even in yesterday’s men. This book
is ohviously the product of burning
resentment, and as such it negates
Nielsen's preatest virtue, his Iuyal
ty to his leader.

—Profl. L. Granatstein, who
teaches Canadian history at York
is one of
Canada’s most prolific historical
wrilers, fle has written or co-

writlen muore than 25 books, In-
cluding. books on the Canservative
and Liheral partiesi.
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