
John Starnes (1918-2014) 

John Starnes died peacefully in Halifax on December 23, 2014, aged 96. 

John led a varied life as soldier, diplomat, intelligence officer, author, and good friend to 

many. Born in Montreal in 1918, he attended Selwyn House and Trinity College schools, 

l'Institut Sillig (Switzerland) and the University of Munich before graduating with a BA 

from Bishop's University in 1939. After joining the Black Watch, he spent most of World 

War II in London mainly in intelligence-related capacities. He joined the Department of 

External Affairs and served for three decades. He had a lively sense of humour, keen 

pragmatism and an intense, if understated, patriotism. Positions he held included: junior 

advisor to the Canadian delegation to the United Nations (1947), head of the new 

Establishments and Organization Division in Ottawa (1950), Counsellor in Bonn (1953), 

Deputy-Executive Secretary to the NATO Secretariat in Paris (1956), Defense Liaison 

branch of External Affairs (1958), Chair of Joint Intelligence Committee, Ambassador to 

the Federal Republic of Germany and head of the Canadian Military Mission (1962), 

Ambassador to Egypt and Sudan (acting as 'Protecting Power' for Britain during the Six 

Day War), Assistant Undersecretary in charge of administration and personnel. In 1970, 

he accepted the request of the Prime Minister to be the first civilian Director General of 

the RCMP's Security and Intelligence Directorate. 

John retired in 1973 and took to his new life with characteristic openness to new ideas 

and challenges – taking carpentry courses, penning four excellent spy thrillers and his 

memoirs, adventurous cooking, travelling and researching his and Helen's family 

histories. Always pleased to meet new people, he was active in the Ottawa Press Club 

and made full use of his computer skills keeping in touch with the young and the not so 

young. 

John is survived by Helen, his wife of 73 years, sons, Colin (Suki) and Patrick 

(Christine), grandchildren, Matthew (Deanna MacDonald) and Wendy (Paul Taylor), and 

great-grandchildren, Gracie and Lucy Taylor. A memorial service will be held in Ottawa 

in early June. Please contact cstarnes@ns.sympatico.ca for further information. In 

memoriam donations would be appreciated by Shepherds of Good Hope, 208 St Andrew 

Street, Ottawa ON K1N 5G6. 

 


