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We are here to-day to celebrate the life of Basil Robinson and I am 
privileged to have been asked to say a few words about him as a 
friend and as a colleague, The Pearson and Robinson families first 
met in 1955 when Basil was posted to Paris and became a senior 
colleague to Geoffrey who had just been promoted from third to 
second secretary while still occupying the notorious Dolly sisters’ 
bathroom in that old mansion on Avenue Foch that was then the 
Canadian Embassy. But this didn’t matter to Basil, one of whose most 
significant characteristics as a colleague was the respect he 
accorded to all those who worked for him or with him, a characteristic 
that was complemented by the steady affection he showed to those 
who became his friend as Geoffrey soon did. 
In the meantime Dibby and I had become good friends as well, 
exploring the galleries of Paris whenever we could leave our children 
behind with our « bonnes a tout faire » or our « au pair » girls and the 
friendship between the two families was sealed during the summer 
we shared a mouldering manor house in a small village north of 
Chantilly. Apparently the manor house had been occupied by the 
Gestapo during the war and more or less abandoned afterwards but it 
was a wonderful place for small children who could play in the 
overgrown walled garden or follow us to the farm next door and visit 
with the cows when we went for our regular purchases of milk, butter 
and eggs. The men commuted from Paris on week-ends talking of 
Canada’s place in the world. Or so Basil wrote in his tribute to to his 
old friend that his daughter (and my goddaughter) Brigitte Ann read 
out at the memorial service that was held for Geoffrey here at St. 
Bartholomew’s nearly five years ago. I am sure they talked of other 
things too, especially sports about which they were both passionate, 
but this was the summer of 1956, the summer before Suez and these 
were thoughtful men, seriously preoccupied with what was going on 
in the world. 
I am not sure how many people nowadays appreciate the debt we all 
owe to the good judgment and dedication of the foreign service 
officers of Basil’s and Geoffrey’s slightly younger generation. Basil’s 
sensibility was informed by his own war experience and Geoffrey’s by 
his knowledge of history and his growing awareness of the threat of 
nuclear war but the men and women who were serving at missions 
abroad in those days or back in Ottawa were conscious of the real 



consequences of global conflict in ways that are perhaps not so 
apparent to-day and were determined to do everything in their power 
to prevent it from breaking out again. They worked hard to enable 
Canada to play a significant role in world affairs, strengthening the 
necessary alliances, supporting the United Nations in its multiple 
functions and negotiating the complex conventions and treaties that 
have kept us more or less at peace for over sixty years. This is not to 
decry the work of politicians, to the contrary, but a well-respected , 
independent and apolitical foreign service is what provides the 
essential backbone for sound foreign policy decisions. Of course 
times have changed and the issues are different and perhaps 
Canada will never again be able to play the role it once did but we 
can only be grateful that Basil was there when it mattered. 
The qualities that made Basil such a good friend and such an 
admirable colleague, his intelligence and good judgment, his warmth 
and good humour, his modesty and discretion and his sense of fair 
play, served him well throughout the rest of his distinguished career 
most of which was devoted to External Affairs, as they were then 
called, including his years as special assistant to Prime Minister 
Diefenbaker. A four year detour to Indian and Northern Affairs 
enabled him to travel widely in the country he loved so much and 
learn about the challenges confronting our Aboriginal peoples, 
knowledge I greatly appreciated when I was serving on the Aboriginal 
Peoples committee in the Senate.  
After we came together in France we never had the opportunity to 
serve with the Robinsons overseas again, However, as director of the 
UN Bureau, Geoffrey worked with Basil at External Affairs in the mid 
1960s and, as families, we continued to be close. Geoffrey always 
consulted Basil on his career moves and corresponded with him on 
policy matters when we were away and Dibby would send clippings to 
me in New Delhi or Moscow, wherever we happened to be, so that I 
would know what was going on at home. And when we did return to 
Ottawa we would have long evenings of talk . Basil and Geoffrey did 
not always agree on issues but because of their mutual respect their 
disputes never degenerated into arguments. I am sure other 
colleagues and friends benefited from the same respect and this is 
one of the reasons he was so affectionately regarded and so widely 
admired.  
After his retirement from the public service in 1982 Basil continued to 
contribute to public life, a contribution that was recognized by his 



appointment to the Order of Canada in 1990. He liked to write and he 
wrote well so first of all he wrote and published a well-received book 
about Diefenbaker’s world as he had observed it. Then he turned to 
his very interesting family of origin to produce a book called « This 
Family Robinson ». At the same time he continued to be fully 
engaged with the family that he and Dibby had created, all of whom 
are here to-day except for the grandsons who are studying abroad. 
Nor did his friends and former colleagues ever feel excluded from his 
attention. And even as he declined he remained who he was, a 
gentleman in every sense of the word. No wonder his wonderful 
caretakers at the Perley called him « Sir Basil » ! 
After a long life-time I have come to believe that a life well-lived can 
best be seen in the quality of the relationships that a person has 
formed along the way, relationships with family and friends, with 
colleagues and fellow-citizens, with work and play and with what he 
or she has determined to be true and right. On this score Basil’s life 
was remarkable, not perfect, pehaps, but remarkable none the less. I 
am sure there is not a person here to-day who is not the better for 
having known him. I know that I am. 
 


