
Edgar J. Benson
Cobourg Boy, Financial Wizard,
Minister of Finance
When Edgar John Benson was born in 1923, he began life in a poor home on the Cobourg waterfront.  When he died 

in Ottawa, 88 years later, he was proclaimed as:

a visionary of exceptional ability ... extraordinarily wily and wise with numbers, skilled at reading between the lines, 

saying "no" and eliminating red ink from federal budgets. ... A determined and principled man whose two main 

objectives were realized in parliamentary life as he helped to shape a fair and revised tax system for Canada and a 

national medical plan.
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Clearly Edgar Benson was an exceptional man who arrived at the right moment to serve his country well. But it 

would have been a challenge to have recognized that in the early days.

Edgar was the youngest of three children in a family where money was hard to come by.  His father suffered from 

epilepsy, and paying the medical bills meant the family was constantly in financial difficulty. But at school in Cobourg 

he excelled, not only academically, but as a track and field star as well.

When barely old enough, and perhaps not 

even, he joined the army and during the 

Second World War served in Britain, France, 

Holland and Germany as a flash spotter with 

the first Canadian Survey Regiment. 

After his wartime service, Benson graduated 

with a Bachelor of Commerce degree from 

Queen’s University in Kingston, becoming a 

Chartered Accountant and an Assistant 

Professor of Commerce at Queen’s before his 

entry into Canadian federal politics.

He was first elected to the House of Commons 

in the 1962 Federal general election as the 

Liberal Member of Parliament for Kingston.  In 

1964 he was promoted to the Cabinet of 

Prime Minister Lester Pearson as Minister 

of National Revenue and from 1966 to 1968, 

he also served as the first President of the 

newly created Treasury Board.



Under Prime Minister Pierre Elliot Trudeau Benson served as Minister of Finance from 1968 to 1972.  He was later 

described as "Trudeau's unflappable finance minister, the pipe-smoking financial wizard who raised the ire of 

corporate Canada in the 1970s by bringing in a capital gains tax."
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Benson's other accomplishments on the national financial scene included:

 a tax deduction for child care as a means of helping mothers enter the workforce

 Registered Retirement Savings Plans

 a national medical care plan

 supplementary old age pensions

 he played a key role in federal-provincial relations.

Following a tradition already in place, Benson wore a pair of new shoes on budget day in 1968, although he said 

he didn't buy them just for the budget.  The next year he did not wear new shoes when delivering the budget, 

saying jokingly that he couldn't afford them.  In 1970 he proudly displayed his worn soles on budget day.

From January to August in 1972, he served a brief stint as Canada’s Minister of National Defence, but decided 

not to run in the 1972 election.

After leaving federal politics, he served as 

President of the Canadian Transport 

Commission from 1972 to 1982 and as Canada’s 

Ambassador to Ireland from 1982 to 1985.

Among the honours he received, Edgar Benson 

was conferred honourary degrees of Doctor of 

Laws by the Royal Military College of Canada in 

1973, and Queen's University in 2008.

About 15K north of his home town is a short 

country road, Edgar Benson Road - little enough 

to preserve the memory of the boy from 

Cobourg who became a giant in Canadian 

politics and finance.
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