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			Introduction

			On October 3, 2000, close to 3,000 people poured into Notre-Dame Basilica in Montreal to pay their last respects to Pierre Elliott Trudeau, an extraordinary Quebecker who had dominated the Canadian political scene for more than fifteen years. The former Canadian prime minister had died of prostate cancer five days earlier at the age of eighty.

			Many dignitaries took their places in the majestic church: Canadian Prime Minister Jean Chrétien was there, as well as his predecessors Brian Mulroney, John Turner, Joe Clark, and Kim Campbell; former American president Jimmy Carter; Prince Andrew; former French prime minister Raymond Barre; Quebec Premier Lucien Bouchard; the leader of the Quebec Liberal Party Jean Charest; and many others. Actress Margot Kidder, who had often been seen at Prime Minister Trudeau’s side, attended the funeral bearing a bouquet of white roses. Sarah, the daughter Trudeau had had nine years before with his lover Deborah Coyne, sat in the same pew as the prime minister’s former wife Margaret Trudeau and their son Alexandre. Cuban President Fidel Castro, a friend of the family, seemed conspicuously out of place.

			Beneath the blue vault of the church, everyone listened with bated breath to the eulogy delivered by Pierre Elliott Trudeau’s son Justin, who had dropped out of sight several years before after moving to Vancouver.

			Tall, with wavy, short black hair and wearing a blue-grey suit, Justin wore a red rose on his lapel, just the way his father had often done. He seemed younger than his twenty-eight years.

			“Friends, Romans, countrymen,” Justin began, with the hint of a smile on his lips. By quoting Mark Antony’s funeral oration from Shakespeare’s Julius Caesar, he captivated his audience. All eyes were riveted on him.

			With a theatrical air, Justin began the eulogy by recalling how he had met Santa Claus at the age of six during an expedition to the North Pole with his father and grandfather, James Sinclair. The little boy did not understand the goal of this “top-secret mission” to the ends of the Earth. A Jeep dropped them at Alert, a scientific and military outpost in the Canadian High Arctic. He could make out someone working away inside a red building. He started crunching across the snow and headed for the front door. But his father pointed him to the window.

			“So I clambered over the snowbank, boosted up to the window, rubbed my sleeve across the frosty glass to see inside,” the young Trudeau continued. “As my eyes adjusted to the gloom, I saw a figure, hunched over one of many worktables that seemed very cluttered. He was wearing a red suit with a furry white trim. And that’s when I understood,” Justin added, his eyes brimming with tears, “just how powerful and wonderful my father was.”

			A ripple of shy laughter washed across the crowd, then a wave of emotion and a burst of applause. Justin continued his story with that eloquence for which he is now widely known. He described how Pierre Elliott Trudeau had pushed his sons to test their limits, to challenge anything and anyone standing in their path. He spoke of his father’s unflinching principles and of his “genuine and deep respect for each and every human being, notwithstanding their thoughts, their values, their beliefs, their origins.”

			By way of illustration, Justin told of a misadventure in the parliamentary restaurant in Ottawa when he was eight years old. His father reproached him for making a joke about Joe Clark, the Conservative leader he had succeeded in 1980, after a short and turbulent reign lasting nine months. “Justin, we never attack the individual,” his father said, bringing him over to meet Joe Clark and his daughter, Catherine Clark. “We can be in total disagreement with someone, without denigrating them.”

			The grieving son added that his father’s “fundamental belief in the sanctity of the individual” was not taken out of some textbook. It stemmed from “his deep love for and faith in all Canadians.”

			In his closing words, Justin’s voice stirred with emotion. “He left politics in 1984, but he came back for Meech, he came back for Charlottetown, he came back to remind us of who we are and what we’re all capable of. But he won’t be coming back any more,” Justin said, stifling a sob. “It’s all up to us — all of us — now. The woods are lovely, dark and deep. He has kept his promises and earned his sleep.”

			“Je t’aime, Papa,” Justin said in his last tearful goodbye. The church filled with applause. The son stepped up to his father’s coffin and bowed before it.

			This eulogy touched the heart of millions of Canadians and will long be remembered.

			Political observers consider this moment to have been Justin Trudeau’s political baptism of fire. He had just been propelled — despite himself — onto the national political scene.

			English-Canadian journalists fell under his charm. According to the Globe and Mail, “as a young man buried his dad, a star was born.” The National Post went even further: “Then Justin spoke, and the country fell at his feet.”    

			He was praised for his presence, refinement, self-confidence, intellectual independence, and also for his dramatic impact. Some commentators tried decoding his words, in search of a sign the young boy people remembered from Prime Minister Pierre Elliott Trudeau’s Christmas cards was now destined to follow his late father into politics. People around Justin denied this was the case: the eulogy was only a sincere tribute paid by a grieving son to his father.

			In Quebec, where the father had been more respected than admired, especially by the end of his career, newspapers described the emotion-filled day of the funeral. “But What a Dad!” ran the headline in La Presse, echoing Justin’s words. Le Devoir, meanwhile, described the unleashing of a wave of sympathy for the late head of government and Justin’s express desire “to take up his father’s political struggle.”

			“Except that once the grieving is done, political reality is bound to set in,” wrote columnist Michel Venne. “Trudeau didn’t just have friends across Canada.” Venne described the feeling of alienation in western Canada, where Trudeau’s National Energy Program had left deep scars. Nor did Trudeau’s vision of federalism have broad appeal in Quebec, as the results of the 1995 referendum demonstrated, when half of Quebeckers voted for separation from Pierre Elliott Trudeau’s Canada.

			Despite everything, there was a lingering impression that “we have not heard the last from the Trudeau family,” as the former Quebec Liberal leader Claude Ryan put it. “We may even be witnessing the emergence of a new dynasty.”

			 

		


		
			Chapter 1 

			24 Sussex Drive

			Justin Trudeau was born a celebrity. He was making the news even before his birth on Christmas Day, 1971. Trudeaumania, a wave of mass infatuation, had swept his father to the leadership of the Liberal Party of Canada in 1968. This phenomenal surge of popularity had since waned, but the charismatic and “sexy”[1]
		     prime minister still had many surprises in store for Canadians.

			In fact, nine months earlier, the fifty-one-year-old Pierre Elliott Trudeau had stunned the country by secretly marrying Margaret Sinclair, a beautiful twenty-two-year-old from Vancouver, in a Catholic ceremony. They had met on the beaches of Tahiti in 1967. And now the picture-perfect couple were about to have a baby, which hadn’t happened to a ruling prime minister for 102 years.

			It was a happy event, and Canadians were overjoyed. Mother and infant (weighing in at six pounds, nine ounces) were doing well at the Ottawa Civic Hospital. The infant’s proud parents decided to baptize him Justin Pierre James, the last name in honour of Margaret’s father, James Sinclair, who had been an influential fisheries minister in the Liberal government of Louis St. Laurent.

			“I had some ideas about my son’s name,” the prime minister said as he handed out cigars to the journalists and press photographers gathered at the hospital. “But my wife did as well. So he is going to be called Justin Pierre.” Then the new father stopped a beat: “I fear he may resemble me.”

			The arrival of the Trudeaus’ first-born late on Christmas Day was announced on television: telegrams and congratulations flooded the little family. Margaret was soon receiving hundreds of hand-knit sweaters, bonnets, bibs, and bootees, as well as thousands of greeting cards. And when news spread that she was breast-feeding, a new avalanche of letters arrived, commending her decision, as she recounts in her book Beyond Reason.[2]
		     

			It was the beginning of a frenetic lifestyle for the family. By the time Justin was one and a half, he already had his own suitcase. He appeared in public beside his beaming father at the Commonwealth Heads of Government Meeting, where he met Queen Elizabeth for the first time.

			Two years after Justin’s birth, day for day, came the birth of his brother Alexandre, also known as Sacha. Margaret was ecstatic. She simply couldn’t believe her two babies were born on Christmas Day. Justin wasn’t shy about speaking in public. When accompanying his father to the hospital just before his mother gave birth, the little two-year-old made his first statement to the journalists gathered for the occasion. What did he want for Christmas? “Motorcycle!” came the answer.

			Then, just as Justin was on the point of leaving with his father, the toddler turned to face the journalists, saying, “Happy birthday … and Merry Christmas!”[3]
		    

			Margaret gave birth to a third son, Michel, on October 2, 1975. Justin’s second brother was affectionately nicknamed Micha or Miche. At twenty-eight years old, the ravishing Margaret had three children.

			Justin Trudeau’s years growing up at 24 Sussex Drive, the prime minister’s official residence in Ottawa’s embassy district, were recorded by press photographers. He was photographed arriving at Rideau Hall, the governor general’s residence, carried like a package under his radiant father’s arm, and again in the prime minister’s office beside his parents. As a little boy, he often travelled overseas with his father. He was photographed at the Brandenburg Gate in Berlin, at the Acropolis in Athens with his brothers, in the Vatican during a private audience granted to his father by the Pope.

			The Canadian photographer Peter Bregg accompanied Prime Minister Trudeau around the world and recalls that the Trudeaus did their best to shield their children from the media. Hired at nineteen by the Canadian Press in Ottawa, Bregg estimates he must have taken tens of thousands of photos of the prime minister, but very few of his children. He says the press kept a respectful distance from the Trudeau children. But exceptions were made when it came to the prime minister’s Christmas cards (the first of which showed Justin as an infant), special events, Canada Day, commemorative ceremonies, and official occasions of all sorts.

			Not everyone gets to grow up at 24 Sussex Drive. Public life certainly has its ups and downs, and Justin recognizes he had a privileged childhood, although not a normal one. Few children are taken out of class to go meet the Queen of England.… The Conservative leader Joe Clark has said that his daughter Catherine and the Trudeau boys were practically brought up together and were subject to intense media attention. This led to an artificial environment “where the father’s perpetual vigilance could have been hard for a child to endure.”

			Justin Trudeau seems to have adjusted well to the situation. His mother dreaded the overbearing presence of RCMP officers, but he didn’t mind the fact they were keeping tabs on the official residence twenty-four hours a day. As he confided in a 2009 interview to his former playmate Catherine Clark, host of the CPAC television show Beyond Politics: “We were raised with them always around. They were babysitters, uncles, aunts, drivers, friends; they used to play Frisbee with us; they were part of the environment in which we were raised. And I realize now, looking back, that they were also role-models for me.”

			The first years at Sussex Drive were wonderful. Jack Deschambault served as chauffeur and drove the family everywhere. Sometimes Trudeau himself loaded the three boys into his Mercedes convertible and drove them to the prime minister’s retreat at Harrington Lake. Weekends in the country home were particularly enjoyable. “We were alone there, we went walking in the forest, it was a private place.”

			Pierre Elliott Trudeau was not only adept at doing pirouettes: he was also a keen athlete. He initiated his children in karate and judo, and took them on canoe trips, ski excursions, and swimming. In the woods, he would imitate a mythical monster, the sasquatch, stomping playfully after the boys to frighten them.

			Deep down, Trudeau was an adventurer who in his younger years had gone right around the world, getting himself into trouble and even being jailed for vagrancy. He taught his sons to take risks. One fine morning at Harrington Lake, the prime minister discovered Miche fooling around at the edge of his bedroom window on the second floor. “Please drop now, Miche. I’ll catch you.”[4]
		     His youngest son obliged, under the anxious gaze of the house guests.

			At 24 Sussex Drive, life followed a regular routine. The prime minister would get home from the office at exactly 6:45 p.m. Once he had done his forty-four lengths (never more, never less, Margaret later wrote), his children were expected to be all set to join him in the pool or on the trampoline.

			Contrary to popular conception, Trudeau kept office work and home life with his sons completely separate. According to his chauffeur Jack Deschambault, “he would get his foot in the door, set down his briefcase and the boys would jump in his arms. And off they went! Jumping into the pool or onto the trampoline!”

			Margaret was getting restless, however. Much to her dismay, Pierre would plunge back into his papers once the boys had been tucked into bed. The young wife would later describe herself in Beyond Reason as being a “hippie without a cause.” She felt very much alone. She had developed a reputation at British Columbia’s Simon Fraser University as a left-leaning activist. Without any meaningful employment of her own, she struggled to find her own space in a public life that bored her and that she eventually would come to dread. In a newspaper interview in 1976, she clearly declared her independence and perhaps her dissatisfaction as well, when she said she wanted “to be more than a rose in my husband’s lapel.”[5]
		    

			Margaret was a passionate flower child from Vancouver who hated society life and official protocol. She found the cocktail circuit suffocating, and would have preferred smoking a bit of grass and making her own clothes.[6]
		     She also made a few faux pas, for example, at an evening at the White House where she made a stunning appearance in a white dress that went down to her mid-calf, whereas protocol required her to wear a long dress. And on a state visit to Latin America, she didn’t understand why she was ridiculed for singing a song of her own invention in honour of Blanquita Pérez, wife of the Venezuelan president.

			Margaret often felt isolated in her husband’s world, given his extremely demanding schedule and the way he could seem cold and distant. She found it infuriating that practically every evening he would go through “those damn brown boxes” of documents from the office until midnight.

			As a young woman, Margaret valued her freedom, so when security measures were drastically tightened after the October Crisis broke out in 1970, she took it hard. She was with Pierre on Thanksgiving weekend when the phone rang in the middle of the night, plunging the country into a political crisis. Over the course of  the phone call her husband learned that the Quebec provincial minister Pierre Laporte, who had been kidnapped by members of the Front de libération du Québec, was now dead. Pierre Elliott Trudeau had vowed never to negotiate with terrorists, but he had known Pierre Laporte personally and Margaret saw how devastated he was. She heard him sobbing.[7]
		    

			From that evening onward, she couldn’t ride a bicycle along the Ottawa River without being accompanied by two RCMP officers. For the beautiful rebel, the bodyguards provided by the RCMP were no better than “prison guards.” Margaret soon managed to shake them off once and for all, but her children would remain under police protection.

			Once the 1974 election campaign got underway, Pierre was persuaded to have Margaret at his side. She enjoyed crossing the country from coast to coast, often bringing little Sacha along, and becoming a celebrity in her own right. The public found this twenty-five-year-old woman delightful, and warmed to the anecdotes she shared about her family and young children and her life as a mother. She managed to humanize Pierre Elliott Trudeau, who was increasingly considered cold and arrogant. She definitely contributed to his election victory, but once the campaign was over she returned sadly to oblivion. She waited for a phone call, a word of thanks or congratulations, but in vain. It was at this point that she began to feel exploited, broken. Official protocol and never-ending ceremonies were now a nightmare for Margaret, and she fled them whenever she could. Her marriage suffered as a result.

			One day, in a fit of anger, she tore down a piece of a Canadian quilt work hanging in the stairwell of the prime minister’s residence because it bore an embroidering of Pierre Trudeau’s personal motto, “Reason before passion.” She ripped the letters off the quilt one by one and threw them at the bottom of the stairs. Margaret would later write that her husband found this behaviour “inexcusable.”

			The children sometimes witnessed their parents quarrelling, for example, when Pierre would criticize Margaret for what he considered her extravagant spending on clothes. There was no reconciliation in sight. In spring 1977, six-year-old Justin lived through the bewildering drama of his parents’ separation. Sacha was four and Michel just two. Pierre and Margaret decided to keep their children in the dark about what was really happening. “We told them I was going to look for work and I would come home as often as I could,” Margaret wrote in her second book, Consequences.[8]
		    

			On March 4, the lovely Margaret left her “prison” on Sussex Drive — it was actually her sixth wedding anniversary — and joined the Rolling Stones for a weekend in Toronto. She had an affair with Ronnie Wood.[9]
		     Then it was off to New York, where rumours of her nighttime encounters with the Stones snowballed. Nobody realized she had left the prime minister. World media seized on the story, describing with lurid headlines and sensational but misleading details how the prime minister’s wife had taken part in an “orgy” in a hotel room. In an attempt to calm things down, the Prime Minister’s Office issued a laconic press release:

			
			Pierre and Margaret Trudeau announce that because of Margaret’s wishes they shall begin living separate and apart. Margaret relinquishes all privileges as the wife of the prime minister and wishes to leave the marriage and pursue an independent career. Pierre will have custody of their three sons, giving Margaret generous access to them.[10]
		    

			

			In theory, this would be a temporary separation lasting ninety days. The prime minister would not pay alimony to Margaret, who would see her children five days every other week.

			Margaret shocked people during her first year of separation, sometimes without realizing it. “I filled the time with aimless comings and goings, breakdowns, and getting into publicity scrapes that affected not just my standing in Canada but also Pierre’s whole political future,” she later wrote.[11]
		    

			Her escapades met with public disapproval, but they also fed the media’s appetite for sensation. She made “many trips, not all of them respectable,” got into mischief at Studio 54, her favourite nightclub in New York, and experimented with cocaine. It later came out that she had affairs with Senator Ted Kennedy and the actors Ryan O’Neal and Jack Nicholson. And while public opinion grew frankly hostile to her, she noticed people feeling sorry for the prime minister. Actually, the popularity of the world’s most famous single father was now soaring.

			In 1979 came the definitive breakup between Margaret and Pierre. At first she stayed in the prime minister’s official residence in order to be close to the children. “When I was home, I had simply changed one bedroom for another,” she later wrote.[12]
		     Finally, she moved to a new home close to the official residence.

			There were certainly tough times after the breakup, but the children learned to navigate the rough waters of their parents’ troubled lives. Surrounded by maids and bodyguards, the children received a lot of attention at home, as well as many gifts from dignitaries and even from total strangers. Pierre and Margaret maintained their presence. They organized family activities. They did their best to soften the impact of the breakup and “to preserve the image of a united family,” Margaret later wrote. 

			Sacha had an anxious nature: of the three boys, he was the one most disturbed by his mother’s absences. His father explained to him that his mother needed to pursue her career. In fact, Margaret took on many new challenges. She did some photography and acted in two films, L’ange gardien (1978) and Kings and Desperate Men (1980).

			The Trudeau government went down to defeat in the 1979 election. Conservative leader Joe Clark moved into the prime minister’s residence at 24 Sussex Drive, leaving the Trudeau family to move into Stornoway, the official residence of the leader of the Opposition. The move didn’t make much difference to the Trudeau boys because they had never been particularly fond of Sussex Drive. At least that’s what Justin Trudeau told Catherine Clark during the interview on Beyond Politics.

			But the Conservatives only hung on to power for a short time. Trudeau led the Liberals to victory in a sudden election, and the family returned to the greystone mansion Margaret had always found gloomy. During the few months they lived there, Joe Clark and his wife Maureen McTeer had managed to make a few changes to the decoration of the house. Moving back in was straightforward for Justin, since his father had always told the boys that 24 Sussex Drive “was not their house” but belonged to the people of Canada. The maids, the bodyguards, and “the Queen coming for lunch” were not meant to last.

			Pierre and Margaret’s relationship was not meant to last either. The joys of their honeymoon were a thing of the past. They divorced in 1984, the same year Pierre Trudeau retired from politics after nearly sixteen years in power. He told journalists he had taken the decision to retire during a long walk in the snow in February, after a judo session. He packed his bags and moved to Montreal with his sons. Margaret stayed in Ottawa and often saw their children.

			Shortly after the divorce, Margaret married the real estate promoter Fried Kemper. They had two children together: Kyle in 1984 and Alicia four years later.

			The Trudeau boys found it hard adjusting to their parents’ divorce. But overall, they kept “positive memories” of their lives at 24 Sussex Drive: the pool, the circle of relations, weekends in the country. “It was like a dream,” historian John English, the author of an excellent biography of Pierre Elliott Trudeau, recalls in an interview. “The parents were very loving to the children, and the children didn’t get caught in the middle as they often do in a divorce or separation. So the parents insulated the children from the animosity they felt towards each other.”

			Monique Nemni, co-author of a monumental intellectual biography of Trudeau, agrees that the prime minister did everything he could to minimize the impact of the breakup on his children. He was heartbroken by the split with Margaret, but he never spoke publicly about affairs of the heart. “He never criticized the mother [of his children] whether in front of other people or in front of his children. Never.... God knows she said a lot of things about him, but he never reciprocated.”

			Many years later, Margaret’s public image greatly improved after she revealed that she was suffering from bipolar disorder.[13]
		    

			 

		


		
		 
			Chapter 2 

			The Formative Years

			Despite their many differences, Pierre and Margaret agreed on one thing — their children would have a bilingual education — so they settled on the prestigious Collège Jean-de-Brébeuf, on Côte Sainte-Catherine Road in Montreal, where Pierre had been an outstanding student.

			Justin Trudeau would spend seven years at Brébeuf: his high-school years, plus two more years at the Brébeuf CÉGEP (the equivalent of junior college). Scarcely any written trace remains of his years there. He did little worthy of mention at Brébeuf, obtained no academic distinctions, left no memorable writings behind. He opted for the demanding International Baccalaureate Diploma Programme, and distinguished himself in a debating tournament.

			More likeable and outgoing than his father, Justin Trudeau was interested in everything and he spoke easily in public. His high-school teachers saw him as a born communicator and a student who made a good impression. He was not at all arrogant, nor did he have an inflated opinion of himself. He loved sharing ideas but, according to one of his teachers, he never “argued merely to prove he was right.”

			Justin Trudeau’s school career would prove very different from his father’s. Pierre Elliott Trudeau had been an exceptional intellectual and scholar, already publishing several noteworthy articles while following the classical course of study at Brébeuf. At the age of nineteen he had come first in his class, and had won all the Latin prizes (in versification, translation, and prose composition) as well as prizes for literature, history, English, and physics.[1]
		    

			But that was then, and this was now. Justin was less interested in writing than his father had been. If anything, he was more of a social creature, like his mother Margaret: he loved to party and he enjoyed meeting people.

			Brébeuf was a whole new world for Justin Trudeau, but he managed to adapt quickly. He had gone to a French-immersion elementary school in Ottawa, where, as he mentioned wistfully during an event highlighting the Semaine de la francophonie in 2007, he had often spoken English in the hallway and the schoolyard. The nannies at 24 Sussex Drive had been mostly English-speaking. Once Pierre settled with his sons in Montreal, however, he insisted on their speaking French at home.

			At Brébeuf Justin made lasting friendships with a group of bilingual boys — Marc Miller, Allen Steverman, Mathieu Walker, as well as David Legendre and Gregory O’Hayon — friendships that are still going strong.

			Justin Trudeau was tall, slim, attractive, and lively. “He spoke with a loud voice,” says Michel “Jim” Lefebvre, for thirty-five years a kind of institution at Brébeuf where he was in charge of Student Affairs. Justin had “communications skills” that drew other people to him. “He would be speaking to two or three people, and three minutes later a group of ten or twelve would have gathered around him. That gives you an idea of his character. He must have been quite persuasive.”

			Justin had travelled far and wide from a young age, and he was used to crowds. He was comfortable in all social situations, whether with friends or teachers or even total strangers. By the age of thirteen, when he moved with his father and brothers to Montreal, his father’s hometown, he had already visited fifty countries.[2]
		     He has been to forty more since then.

			Justin’s social graces set him apart from his classmates, but also from his more reserved and cerebral middle brother Alexandre and his youngest brother Michel, the most rebellious of the three boys.

			It came as no surprise when Justin was elected to the students’ council during his last high-school year at Brébeuf.

			 
	———

		 
			His father made sure that Justin took his coursework seriously. Pierre had custody of the three boys and was severe with them to the point of intransigence. He had been first in his class, and was therefore very demanding with them. According to Denis Jean, former assistant principal at Brébeuf and Justin’s catechism teacher in Grade 10, the father “insisted that the boys pay close attention in class and listen attentively.”

			The former prime minister came to pick up his sons’ report cards in person, and made a point of attending parent-teacher meetings. He stood in line in the hallway like other parents, waiting his turn to meet the boys’ teachers. Several other parents found him a charming conversationalist.

			“While waiting in line, he would chat with one person, then with another,” says Denis Jean, who remembers that period with a wry smile. “We were always impressed by the way he took such a keen fatherly interest in his children. Parent-teacher meetings in those years were well attended — actually, those were record years for attendance!”

			The teachers were simply astonished to see how attentive Trudeau was with his sons.

			The former prime minister was a fervent Catholic and a champion of individual rights, although that hadn’t prevented him from suspending those rights during the October Crisis in 1970. He was fascinated by the relationship between human rights and the Bible. When meeting the catechism teacher, he would ask a lot of questions. “He would spend an hour and a half in my office,” remembers Denis Jean, “just like that!”

			Pierre Trudeau made sure his sons put in their best effort, and insisted on their taking Latin. Justin studied Latin for four years, analyzing long Classical texts and rendering them diligently into French. Denis Jean believes this technique must have served Justin well when the time came to draft his father’s eulogy, “which impressed everyone with its structure and soundness.” It turns out Justin’s friend Gerald Butts had a hand in drafting the eulogy, according to journalist Althia Raj. But Justin’s friend Mathieu Walker insists that “Justin wrote most of it.”[3]
		    

			Like his classmates, Justin Trudeau also studied math, French, and social science. He took courses in drama, a subject much to his liking. He had above all a passionate interest in history. André Champagne, his history and geography teacher and a close friend of the Trudeau family, had a profound influence on him. Champagne told the press that Justin “was incredibly talented and could pull off an 80% average practically without trying.”[4]
		     But he wasn’t willing to say more, and he was not the first person refusing to talk about Justin Trudeau.

			Justin developed a reputation at Brébeuf for being able to discuss a wide range of subjects and always emerge unscathed from the discussion. “He was a likeable and lively student who was open about his convictions,” adds Jim Lefebvre, “although he never got the Governor General’s Academic Medal.”

			In short, Justin managed well. Some say he was “above average,” while others remember him as a “brilliant student.” He got good grades, according to his former physics teacher, Gilles Levert, and without being “top notch” he definitely stood out. “We had some truly exceptional students. I can’t say he was extraordinarily gifted. But he was a normal person, with what I would call medium-high intelligence. He was not a genius.”

			Justin played all the team sports at Brébeuf, from lacrosse to hockey and football to soccer. He was playful and loved to laugh. He sang Harry Belafonte’s song “Day-O” in a humorous sketch. “Our favourite Jamaican,” reads Justin’s entry in the high-school yearbook of 1988–1989, “you sing well for a white man.” Even then, people talked about his appearance. Mathieu Walker recalls that his eyelashes were so long, classmates nicknamed him “Tammy Faye” after the American singer and television evangelist.

		———

			Justin was a smooth talker who didn’t always think about the consequences of his actions. He sometimes coaxed his buddies into taking part in his risky escapades. One time in high school, he convinced them to explore an old abandoned manor across the street from Brébeuf. The building was actually a crumbling heap about to collapse, but that didn’t faze the young man. By prying a board loose, they could get inside. His friend Mathieu Walker still remembers this unfortunate incident.

			“In retrospect, the place was probably filled with asbestos and I remember the floors were rotting, and we were going up these rotting stairs that could have collapsed. It was a dangerous site, the place was off limits but it was an adventure and it was fun … until we got caught.”

			Once witnesses out in the street had spotted teenagers inside the barricaded building, the police quickly arrived on the scene. Justin inadvertently attracted their attention. 

			“Had we stayed quiet, probably they wouldn’t have come in and they would have left, but when they called out, Justin’s reflex was to stick his head out the window,” recalls Walker.

			The band of teenagers had the biggest scare of their lives, although they got off without being put in handcuffs. They were punished the old-fashioned way by the principal of Brébeuf, who was not the least amused by their escapade. They had to write a hundred times on the blackboard, “Never again will we enter boarded-up houses.”

			Pierre Trudeau was a sportsman who enjoyed taking risks and skiing down the slopes at breakneck speed. He taught Justin and his two brothers to be afraid of nothing. When he was about fifteen, Justin got into another scrape when he took some of his buddies underground.

			While visiting his mother in Ottawa, he convinced four or five classmates from Brébeuf to follow him down into the city’s water diversion tunnels at one o’clock in the morning. Clutching little flashlights, the teenagers tried to find their way in the darkness. Justin thrust a dentist’s mirror up through manholes to find his way. They wandered in the dark tunnels for an hour and a half, never knowing where they were. They had the impression of walking “for miles and miles.” Mathieu Walker, now a heart specialist at St. Mary’s Hospital in Montreal, was downright afraid. But, at the time, the whole quest made Justin laugh.

			They continued walking, sticking close to walls covered in cobwebs, until they reached a dead end. That’s when the group noticed a manhole.

			Mathieu Walker still shivers when he thinks what could have happened: “It was in the middle of the night when there were not many cars around, but, as it happened, one car passed as we were about to pop up …”

			Justin’s little dentist’s mirror shattered into a thousand fragments. This was a narrow escape for the teenagers. 

			“In the end, we were in the middle of the street. It could have ended there, it could have been dangerous — let’s put it that way — but in the end it was fine.” Walker stills wonders how he got coaxed into joining an escapade the teenage delinquents still haven’t told their parents about to this day.

		———

			Justin also had a knack for creating little diplomatic incidents. The high-school classes continued until June in a stuffy old building without air conditioning. In Grade 10, seeing how hot the summer was turning out to be, young Trudeau and the other boys were jealous of the way girls could wear skirts as long as they respected the dress code; boys had to wear long trousers despite the stifling heat.

			Justin and a few other students went to the principal’s office to denounce what they saw as an injustice, but they were turned down flat. The physics teacher, Gilles Levert, remembers Justin as a “good negotiator,” but the principal stuck to his decision.

			“And then, out of the blue, Justin turned up at school on a particularly hot day … wearing a kilt. Which meant he had his skirt!” This stunt led to a hue and cry among the teaching staff. They held long and acrimonious meetings. “The principal was caught in a bind,” adds Levert with a chuckle, “he really had no choice. Justin had nailed down the winning argument, and news of his stunt ran through the school like wildfire. Boys started borrowing skirts from their sisters at the convent next door.”

			Collège Brébeuf finally gave in, changing the dress code so boys could wear Bermuda shorts.

			This incident reveals a fundamental trait in Justin’s character. Once he sets his sights on a goal, he pursues it with great determination. He strikes when people least expect it. In the political arena, because he is often underestimated, this gives him a strategic advantage. In the boxing ring, Conservative Senator Patrick Brazeau would learn this the hard way.

			Justin and his brothers also disliked being dropped off and picked up by limousine at Brébeuf, morning and evening. They were practically the only ones to be chauffeur-driven. They felt the limo cast them as different from other students, and they protested.

			Gilles Levert noticed Justin was uncomfortable and raised the question with him one day in the computer lab. “Well, it’s unusual, that’s for sure,” Justin said, before venting his frustrations about the strict attitude his father took toward many aspects of the boys’ home life.

			“The Trudeau household was run like a tight ship,” Levert recalls. “Mr. Trudeau strictly controlled the number of hours they could watch television. Everything was mapped out, right down to what they could watch; there was constant surveillance and control. They couldn’t do whatever they pleased at home.”

			Naturally, the Trudeau boys lacked for nothing, and they often invited their friends over. In the lovely Art Deco house Ernest Cormier had built on Pine Avenue, the floor where the boys had their bedrooms was covered with exercise mats. This was their private realm. They could play-fight or work out without hurting themselves. Justin used to practise boxing there. He learned boxing from his father, just as Pierre had learned the sport from his own father before him.

			But unlike many young people from well-to-do families, the Trudeau boys weren’t spoiled. Well-heeled students would often turn up at Brébeuf in brand-new cars. Many of them flaunted the latest electronic gadgets, like Walkmans. But the Trudeau boys didn’t have them all; their father didn’t believe in spoiling them.

			The former prime minister had grown up in the lap of luxury but was always tight with money. He had let himself be charmed by a Harley-Davidson motorcycle and of course the stunning silver Mercedes he proudly drove through the streets of Ottawa. But he once told the authors Max and Monique Nemni that he didn’t want to be a “slave to material possessions,” and he wanted to transmit that value to his sons. He wanted them to be “quite detached from all that.”[5]
		    

		———

			The teachers at Brébeuf had seen their share of children crushed by their parents’ divorce. That does not seem to have been the case with Justin, although the separation had more of an impact on his two younger brothers, Alexandre and Michel.[6]
		     There’s no doubt that Justin was affected: he just didn’t let it show. At least that’s the impression several of his teachers had. Justin’s friends saw something different.

			How could a young person remain unaffected by the separation of his parents when the whole drama was being played out in public? Newspapers and magazines devoted a lot of space to the breakup. Margaret herself let everything hang out, when she wrote juicy details about her troubled relationship with the prime minister, her life as a hippie, evenings with the Rolling Stones, amorous adventures, and her love of marijuana. Justin later joked that his mother was “a bit too much of a hippie.”

			In Montreal, he shared his grief over the separation with his close friends. According to his Brébeuf classmate Marc Miller, his friends became “his extended family.” Justin found solace in the happier atmosphere of his friends’ home life.

			Justin is discreet about his childhood, but he nonetheless confided in the 2009 interview with Catherine Clark that he realized his parents weren’t meant for each other: “They loved each other incredibly, passionately, completely, but there was thirty years between them. And my mom was never an equal partner in what encompassed my father’s life, his duty, his country. She was a partner in the child-bearing stuff and the family stuff, but not in his full life.”

		———

			Brébeuf had instilled in Pierre Trudeau “the demon of knowledge.” Justin was full of intellectual curiosity, but he wasn’t the kind of person to write long diatribes for the pleasure of proving he was right. Justin didn’t leave behind a trail of writings as a youth. Naturally, he read a lot and was interested in everything. In this respect he followed his father’s lead, as he once explained to Jim Lefebvre: “Oh! My father has always been telling us how important reading is. I got that from him. I try as much as possible to delve into many different subjects.”

			Collège Brébeuf gave him opportunities to broaden his horizons. Reading was encouraged and there was no lack of subjects. Current affairs were discussed in class. Discussion was encouraged without teachers imposing any single point of view on the students. During his first year of CÉGEP, Justin took part in a debating tournament organized March 2, 1990, by the Bar of Montreal, drawing students from French- and English-speaking CÉGEPs throughout Montreal. The subject was captivating: “Should the ‘polluter pays principle’ be applied in the interest both of economic development and environmental protection?” Trudeau came second.

			Justin’s success in the debating tournament might make one think he was already following in his father’s footsteps. But at the time, politics wasn’t on his mind.

			The teachers at Brébeuf were careful not to take a stand on the bitter debate about Quebec’s political future. The subject came up from time to time in the schoolyard, although it never dominated exchanges between students. Anglophone students and more nationalist francophone students sometimes clashed over the protection of the French language and Bill 101. According to Mathieu Walker, some francophones were simply “obnoxious” with anglophone students, even to the point of chanting “101, 101” whenever they encountered them. Walker got fed up with the atmosphere at Brébeuf, and left right after high school, opting to do his CÉGEP years elsewhere. Bill 101 came up all the time, he says. “There was a lot of graffiti in the bathrooms and on the walls. Some people would write ‘101’ on their notebooks.”

			In general, however, students stayed away from hot political issues and didn’t dwell on their parents’ professional careers. Justin was no exception: he admired his father but he never put on airs.

		———

			If truth be told, Justin wasn’t that interested in politics. Pierre had written several articles for the student newspaper Le Brébeuf, but Justin wasn’t one for initiating debates. Sometimes, though, news events got in the way.

			In June 1990, the Meech Lake Accord, which had sought to bring Quebec into the 1982 Constitution “with honour and enthusiasm,” was defeated. The provincial government set up the Commission on the Political and Constitutional Future of Quebec, also known as the Bélanger-Campeau Commission, to study political options for the province. By November that year, a mini-referendum campaign was underway in thirty-one Quebec CÉGEPs, with almost 74,000 students taking part. They were going to answer the following question: “Do you want Quebec to become a sovereign state?”

			Brébeuf was no exception. The college would host a vigorous debate on Quebec’s political future, reflecting the obvious tensions between federalists and sovereignists across the province, in the aftermath of Meech.

			On the day of the debate, Justin Trudeau took up the torch for the federalist side. With his high cheekbones, nasal inflections, and blue eyes, he bore some comparison to his father. The cameras were rolling.

			“The Meech Lake Accord was defeated because it was a bad accord,” he said with an air of determination. “Quebeckers should not feel they are hated by other Canadians as a result,” stammered the former prime minister’s son, “because that’s just not true.”

			Buoyed by the applause they were getting, the young sovereignty supporters retorted that Quebeckers should stop letting themselves be dominated by Canada. But Trudeau stuck to his guns.

			“Quebeckers are perfectly capable of succeeding in the world as a sovereign state. But I believe they would be even more capable of succeeding in the world with Canada backing them up.”

			Justin explained to the journalists hounding him that he was taking his own stand, not following the position of his father. Pierre had been a ferocious opponent of the Meech Lake Accord and of any special status for Quebec, coming out of retirement from active political life to make his point.

			“I don’t take anything for granted,” eighteen-year-old Justin said. “I listen. I listen to my friends who believe Quebec should separate, just as I listen to my father who believes in the federal state. I have my own ideas.”

			In the debate at Brébeuf, federalists were in the minority and were heckled. “Everyone faces pressure at our age,” Justin declared to the cameras, shrugging his shoulders. Then he added, with a sly grin, that he had never been affected by such pressures.

			Across the CÉGEP network, the “Yes” side won with 82 percent of the votes. At Brébeuf, the sovereignists won 63 percent of the votes, compared to 34 percent for the federalists. This mini-campaign took place five years before the 1995 referendum on Quebec independence, when the “Yes” side would come within a hair of winning.

		———

			Like his father Pierre before him, Justin was among the francophone elite at Brébeuf.
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