
                                                                                       
                                                                                           
                                    

 
Canada and the Cold War: The Gouzenko Affair 

 
 

Lesson 3 

Immediate Reactions to the Gouzenko Defection 
 

Synopsis 
 
By examining Prime Minister King’s secret diary, students will gain insights into his 
response and concerns relating to the Gouzenko defection. They will also examine the 
first response from the Soviet embassy. 
 

Specific Expectations 
 
Students will: 

• understand the importance of diaries in historical research; 
• examine and interpret pertinent parts of King’s secret diary regarding the initial 

responses of Prime Minister King and the Soviet embassy;  
• write memoranda (memos) to Mr. King advising him what to do in the crisis. 

 

Preparation 
 
1. Prepare a handout or bookmark diary entries for students from the “EvidenceWeb” 

(http://www.collectionscanada.ca/education/sources) portion of Library and Archives 
Canada’s Learning Centre, under the “Cold War” theme:  
• entries from King’s secret diary for September 6-7, 1945 found in the document 

“Appendix: Secret and Confidential Diary Relating to Russian Espionage 
Activities - September 6 to October 31, 1945” 

• note 35 from the Soviet Union reported in King’s secret diary on Sept. 7, 1945 
(also found in “Appendix: Secret and Confidential Diary Relating to Russian 
Espionage Activities - September 6 to October 31, 1945”) 

 
2. Prepare for distribution Handout 3.1: Prime Minister’s Office Memorandum, one per 

student. 
 

 1



                                                                                       
                                                                                           
3. Create for distribution the rubric in Handout 3.2 Memorandum Rubric. 
 
Time 
 
70 to 80 minutes 
 
Process 
 
Introduction (10 to 15 minutes) 
 
1. Post and review the lesson agenda with your students: 

• Brainstorming the importance and use of diaries in history. 
• Examining King’s diary. 
• Writing memos to the Prime Minister.  
• Holding a summary discussion.   
 

2. Show an example of a diary or a page from a diary, perhaps King’s, to the students on 
an overhead or data projector. Brainstorm on the following questions: 
• What is this? (A diary or a page from a diary.) 
• Why do people keep diaries? 
• Why might diaries be important in historical research?  
• How might historians use diaries? 
• Can diaries be trusted? 

 
Body of Lesson (45 minutes)  
 
1. Organize students into groups of three. 
 
2. Discuss briefly the concept of a memo (memorandum), its function and how to write 

one.  
 
3. Ask students to read the entry for September 6, 1945 in Prime Minister King’s secret 

diary under the “Cold War” theme on the “EvidenceWeb” portion of Library and 
Archives Canada’s Learning Centre. The diary entry can be found in the document, 
“Appendix: Secret and Confidential Diary....” Use the guideline to make rough point 
form notes on the following questions: 
• How did Mr. King react to hearing the news of the defection? 
• What did Norman Robertson, Undersecretary of State for External Affairs tell him 

about the affair? 
• What was the ‘Russian person’ (Gouzenko) willing to do? Why? 
• What serious concerns did King have with regard to this new crisis? 
• What evidence was there to suggest that King suspected Gouzenko’s motives for 

defecting? 
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4. Direct students to repeat step 3 above for the entry of Sept. 7, 1945, note 35 from the 

Soviet embassy and make notes on the following: 
• What reasons did the Embassy give for wanting Gouzenko back? 
• What conclusions can be drawn from the note?  

 
5. Instruct the students, as groups of 3 advisors to Prime Minister King, to write a strong 

memo (approximately 200 words) advising him of what to do about the Gouzenko 
incident and the Soviet note.  

 
6. Request that students in each group share ideas, edit and proofread the memo before 

writing the final draft on the form provided. 
 
7. Distribute Handout 3.1: Prime Minister’s Office Memorandum for writing the final 

draft of the memo. 
 
Conclusion (15 to 20 minutes) 
 
1. Develop a mind map with students on the board to summarize major points of student 

research in the lesson.  
 
2. Discuss any questions or concerns that are raised by the students from their research. 
 
3. For more information search these additional titles on the Library and Archives 

Canada website:  
• The Diaries of William Lyon Mackenzie King 

(http://king.collectionscanada.ca/EN/default.asp)  
• King’s secret diary entry for Friday, March 7, 1947 about the Prime Minister’s 

concern over the impact of the Gouzenko affair on the United States, Great 
Britain and Canada 

 
Assessment Opportunities 
 
1. Collect the completed memos (Handout 3.1) and assess them based on the rubric in 

3.2.  
 
2. While circulating and assisting students, observe who are contributing, cooperating 

and generally staying on task.  
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