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Dedication

To

men and women

who work hard

and die

slowly



In Memoriam

IN MEMORIAM

Peter Quirke
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Patrick O’Flaherty

Michael “Uncle Mick” Slaney

Roger Slaney

Kevin Pike


Epigraphs

The difficulty is that the need is terrible and so unjust, and schemes of development take long to mature, and meanwhile a people are deteriorating and dying by inches.

—LADY MARY JANE HOPE SIMPSON, JULY 25, 1935

I’ve met a lot of old friends and there’s a lot of them dead and gone.

—DAN RORY MACINTYRE, JANUARY 27, 1961

All sorrows can be borne if you put them in a story . . .

—ISAK DINESEN, NOVEMBER 3, 1957
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Conversations with the Dead I

i.

Here’s the beginning of a story. A conversation. It’s late 1968.

We were talking about mining. My father had just given it up. Had a new surface job near home. I was visiting for a weekend. We were in a pub. It had a name that I forget, but it was called Billy Joe’s by everybody.

—How’s that, the new job?

—Good. I think I’ll get a dog.

—A dog.

—I work alone now, and a lot of night shift. A dog would be company.

—Good idea.

He talked a bit more about the dog and the new job, taking care of pumps for a water utility. And about the mining work he’d done since he was around sixteen. He coughed a lot.

—How’s the health?

He looked away, frowned.

We shared a room once, in a camp. Northern Quebec. Somewhere between Senneterre and Chibougamau. I’d be awake half the night listening to him cough, breathing heavy when he wasn’t coughing.

—Health is great. Had a complete checkup before I left the last job. A hundred percent.

—Really?

—It’s what the doctor said.

I wanted to ask more about the physical. Who was the doctor? But another man arrived and sat down at our table. Peter MacKay. The Glendale MacKays. Someone he’d grown up with. Then the conversation was in Gaelic, spoken softly. I listened hard, struggling to follow.

A friend of mine came by the table. A friend from school. Dennis. I joined him for the afternoon. I’d catch up with my father later. No problem. Resume the conversation. More about his health. About that doctor. Whenever.

Next day, my father drove me to the airport.

We didn’t speak much on the drive. And the way things turned out, we never spoke again.

He was fifty years old when he died four months later.

ii.

Not so long ago, I had a dream.

We seem to be compelled to make sense of dreams by giving them a shape and meaning, even when, probably, they’re only fragments of illusions.

But some dreams have structure and their own memorable logic. The one I clearly remember happened to me on the morning of May 22, 2017. It was shortly before dawn. I know that because it woke me and I wasn’t able to go back to sleep. I got up and wrote it down.

I was in a small room. And my father was in the room. It was as if he had been waiting for my arrival. He looked exactly as he had the last time I saw him. I saw him in the dream as I had seen him for the last time, alive, that day years ago, after Billy Joe’s.

I said,

—I have to ask you something.

He nodded.

—Do you remember August 1942?

He smiled.

—Why does it matter?

—There was a fatality in the Iron Springs mine on August 19. I was wondering if you were there.

—Yes, he said. A fatality. A man fell down the shaft. There were two who fell.

—And one survived . . .

—His leg snagged in the timber. That saved him.

He shook his head and laughed a little.

—So you were there.

—No. I was away. Rennie Slaney told me all about it.

Then I remembered: he married my mother in August 1942. Maybe that’s why he was away.

I said,

—I understand they laid the dead man out in the lunchroom.

—Yes. I heard that too. There was nowhere else.

—If you had been there . . .

—It would have been my job.

—You were underground captain.

—I was.

—You were only twenty-four years old in August 1942.

He frowned, shrugged.

—So?

—That was young.

—Not so young back then.

iii.

As will happen sometimes, a dream continues. A continuing conversation somewhere in the soul.

—So why the sudden interest?

—You had a lot of stories but never told them. Not to me.

—I doubt if you’d have listened.

—But we never talked much anyway when you were living. You weren’t around much. It was after you died, I realized that you were, in many ways, a bit of a mystery.

—A mystery, eh?

—An enigma.

—If you say so. But would it have been any different if I were around more?

—We’ll never know. You were, for long periods of time, an absence, an empty place at the end of the kitchen table.

—Well, the table wasn’t empty, right? Nobody went hungry. I was away because I was working. But didn’t we room together later? In Newfoundland and Northern Quebec? Didn’t we talk then?

—You were a shift boss. I was the lowest of the low. Underground labour. We were more like co-workers. We never talked about what really matters: who we are, what we think, what we need.

—Some things are hard to talk about.

—We joked, gossiped, laughed, played cribbage, drank beer, smoked cigarettes. But never really talked.

—Fair enough. So talk.

—I want to tell a story about why so many in your generation of miners died too young.

The memorable shrug. His signature.

—I want to talk about why you and so many like you put your lives and health at risk in places that were essentially unregulated; why, even when there was regulation, especially in the remote places, the safety of the workplace was usually at the discretion of mine owners.

—It was called earning a living.

—Risking life and health?

—Life and health are always a matter of common sense, no matter who or where we are, or what we do.

—But sometimes common sense collapses under the pressure of earning a living, especially when you’re young.

—Which was why I got out when I did.

—But still you died when you were relatively young.

—There’s that. But fifty wasn’t so young for my crowd. It was pretty old, actually.

—Because of how you worked?

—Everything. How we lived in general.

—So how does common sense stack up beside the realities of livelihood? Profit-making? Masculine bravado?

He just shrugs. Again.

—Has anything changed?

—I doubt it.

iv.

But what I really need to know is how he will react to the story I am about to tell; how approximately fifteen hundred sensible miners working in a small, remote community risked their lives because they were unaware of the perils that surrounded them.

How normal instincts of self-preservation were blunted by desperation. How entire communities were left impoverished and numb by an earthquake that was followed by a tsunami, and by the collapse of the fishery that had provided a livelihood for centuries.

And how they became hard-rock miners, seduced by promises of shared prosperity from a mine promoter from New York.

Things he knew but never spoke about when he was living: how more than three hundred of these unsuspecting men were doomed to die slowly, badly, because of conditions in their workplace; how hundreds of the others would live out their lives struggling to breathe, their mobility severely compromised.

Many of these men worked with or for him in a little mining town called St. Lawrence, on the south coast of Newfoundland.

And I want to know if he’d agree that what happened there is a story that has relevance today for vulnerable workers in many other places, in Asia and Africa and Latin America. That the story of what happened in St. Lawrence, Newfoundland, is kind of universal, a continuing saga of abuse and exploitation by an industry that thrives in conditions of political disorder and economic desperation.

Perhaps another conversation, for another dream, or a nightmare.

So here’s the story. It’s about a place and people, and men who became hard-rock miners because of a barely imaginable convergence of events. It’s also about him.

It started with an earthquake.

It ended with a plague.




Prologue

TO circumnavigate an island in the North Atlantic is to achieve a unique perspective on some of the most striking scenery in North America—the plunging hillsides, the cliffs darkened by a sea that seems to pound them violently even when the winds are lazy—the sudden sense of solidarity and shared curiosity with adventurers who passed this way centuries ago. And yet, in the larger sweep of time, it was not so long ago at all, but a blink in the lifespan of a world that has been shaping this topography for more than two million years.

As the earth’s temperature fell during what we now know as the last ice age (ten to eighty thousand years ago), water froze into glaciers that covered the top of the planet, including all of what is now called Canada. Oceans, created by a great continental rift that began more than one hundred million years before the glaciers, dropped fifty fathoms, exposing what we now see, looming and unapproachable, before our eyes. It occurs to the anxious modern mind that the process that required tens of thousands of years to freeze the top of the planet is now working in reverse, accelerated to the point where a thaw is discernible in the span of a single human lifetime.

We are now warned that the seas are rising again. But twenty-five thousand years ago, the seas withdrew. Humans learned to fashion tools and weapons from metal instead of stone, to refine minerals for making heat and energy, food and light—a marriage of human creativity and the bounty of the elements. Timeless geophysical events would set the stage for apocalyptic destruction, but also shape the opportunities for our deliverance. The nutritious soil sprang green with vegetation. People evolved, thrived and spread, adapted, reproduced and struggled to repurpose rock and soil and trees and other species for food and shelter. In time, humanity was intimate with the surface of the planet, or most of it. At home on top of nearly all the oceans.

But what lay deep beneath the surfaces of land and sea would, until modern times, remain mysterious, and even now, except where wealth was an incentive, a matter of indifference to all but those with arcane interests—the scientists and the dreamers.

And yet, it is easy to imagine the land we see, travel, live upon, stripped of its familiar vegetation and reproduced beneath the oceans. The highlands and lowlands, the cliffs and valleys, the mountains and fjords and canyons and vast plains that account for more than 70 percent of the earth’s surface—a world that remains mostly inaccessible to mortals. But we are able to know it and see it in our mind’s eye because it is merely a bald continuation of what we see around us.

FOR North Americans, the nearest and most familiar and accessible part of that hidden world is the Atlantic continental shelf, a submerged landmass that projects outwards from the shoreline, relatively shallow, until it begins to slope down through the continental rise, yielding to the vast Sohm Abyssal Plain, a hilly expanse, in places several miles below the surface of the ocean.

As the slope descends, it is split and criss-crossed by steep trenches and canyons, which both deliver and collect sediment from the land and from the ocean bottom, where the sea is shallower. One such trench, the Laurentian Channel, extends from the confluence of the St. Lawrence and Saguenay Rivers, delivering sediment from erosion and glaciation to the underwater edge of where the continent once ended.

During the height of the ice age, the east coast of what is now called North America extended more than a hundred miles farther than at present. A larger, wilder Hudson River carved an immense channel, not unlike the Colorado River did the Grand Canyon, across the continental slope before the waters rose again.

The submerged valleys and the canyons there became collection systems for detritus—silt, stone, sand—accumulated over a span of time that can only be approximated. Time that is inconceivable to ordinary mortals except as abstract ages, epochs, eras. Time measured in the millions of years, never mind millennia.

And then, in the vastness of nature, as in human experience, there comes a moment, calculated in mere seconds, when everything will change and we are dwarfed and mortified by our incompetence and impotence. And such a moment came at 5:02, Newfoundland Standard Time, on the afternoon of November 18, 1929.

DEEP below the north wall of the Laurentian Channel, a vast slab of the planet’s brittle shell, along what scientists call a strike-slip fault, jerked violently.1 The earth’s crust, a series of solid plates, floats on a thick fluid mantle almost two thousand miles deep. It’s mostly stable because the plates are usually stuck together, but now and then, they slip, let go, creating the sudden jolt of energy we call an earthquake.2 Most of the time, the result is noticeable only to people who read seismographs. But the slippage off the coast of Newfoundland in November 1929 created an unmistakable surge of energy, unleashing a disaster that would unfold in real time and unexpected ways for decades.

There were actually three slips in a period of twenty-seven seconds: a major lurch on a fault line running to the northeast, followed by two lesser jerks along nearby fractures. And then a momentary stillness while the pent-up seismic energy shot out in waves that caused a violent shifting of the silt and sludge clinging to the sides of those sub-sea ravines and canyons. And suddenly, a submarine landslide was tumbling down the southern edge of the continental shelf, gathering speed and sludge and water, racing down the continental rise and, flushed finally from the canyons and the valleys, fanning outwards onto the vastness of the underwater plain for hundreds of miles.3

The full scientific account of what happened that day presents a spectacle we can only imagine—and even then, of dimensions that stagger the mind of the non-scientist. The impact of the disruption deep in the earth’s crust shook up an area of the continental slope about the size of Israel; it sent the equivalent of a mountain range of mud and sludge tumbling to the ocean floor.4 The avalanche, moving at more than sixty miles an hour, soaked up water as it slipped downwards, gradually turning into a heavy, soupy underwater wave that would continue moving for more than thirteen hours, redistributing what had been shaken loose over the unseen world below the ocean.

But it was what was happening along the way that would capture the attention of scientists and engineers for decades. All telegraph communication between North America and Europe in 1929 passed through cables that criss-crossed the continental shelf and slope and the adjacent deep-sea basin.5 The earthquake’s epicentre was in the middle of this dense network. Six cables lying at depths of between 150 and 1,800 fathoms were snapped immediately. The breaks continued in a sequence that could be precisely timed by onshore communications stations until the relentless current severed the last one thirteen hours and seventeen minutes after the initial shock. There were, in total, twenty-eight breaks in the twelve affected cables on the slope and in the ocean basin. It would take almost a year to repair the underwater damage.

On the nearby land, unsuspecting families were about to experience an onslaught that would mark them for a lifetime.
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One

The Quake




1.

ST. LAWRENCE, NEWFOUNDLAND

MONDAY, NOVEMBER 18, 1929

17:00 ( NST)

THE day had been a blessing, a relief after a stormy weekend, with all the inevitable predictions of a long and gloomy winter. Until shortly before five that afternoon, the sun was shining. There was a chilly breeze.

According to Cecelia Fewer, the telegraph operator in St. Lawrence, the weekend storm had knocked out communications with St. John’s. But for the ten thousand people living on the far end of the Burin Peninsula, the silence didn’t matter much.

St. John’s was a distant world, in many ways irrelevant, except when it came to pricing fish, which were the economic staple for everyone who lived in the remote, sparsely populated island nation, Newfoundland. There was no road between the capital and the southern peninsula called the Burin. France was closer than St. John’s—the French islands of St. Pierre and Miquelon were just twenty miles away. The people there were fiercely French. But they mingled, married, did business—officially and unofficially—with the nearby Newfoundlanders.

In many ways, the people of St. Lawrence, while their roots were mostly Irish, related more to the United States, where so many of their friends and kinfolk lived. For many years, the two radio receivers in the town of about nine hundred brought news and entertainment mostly from America. During the thirties, Gabriel Heatter would become a media personality in St. Lawrence. At nine most evenings, people would gather round the privately owned radios in town—one in the rectory and one at Louis Etchegary’s house—to listen to the news from WOR in New York. The only Canadian presence on the airwaves was CJCB, from Sydney in Cape Breton, two hundred miles to the west.

Monday, November 18, had been a perfect washday. Clotheslines were flapping and crackling in a light breeze. This break in the late-autumn weather was a bonus for the housewives, who were busy all that day. The sunshine couldn’t last. The weather-wise were already warning that there was another storm blowing up the eastern seaboard.

Bertha Slaney was temporarily living with her parents, Gregory and Mary Turpin, while her husband, Rennie, was off on the west coast of Newfoundland scrabbling for wages in the new pulp-and-paper industry, based in Corner Brook. He and his older brother, Arcule—a name that echoed their French connections—fished together, and the fall season that year had been productive, though the prices seemed to be unsteady worldwide.1

They were an odd pair of brothers, Rennie and Arcule. Rennie was younger but intensely curious and gifted at communication. Rennie, they would say, had a way with words. Even when he was relatively young, people took Rennie Slaney seriously. Arcule was quieter. People would defer to him for a different reason—unlike his younger brother, who was about five foot ten, normal stature for a Newfoundlander then, Arcule was huge, at least six four and near three hundred pounds. Gentle, though, as so many large men are, and powerful in a boat or on a codfish trap.

Most fishermen turned to other work in the gap between the end of fishing in the fall and the onset of winter—weatherproofing homes, cutting firewood. For the lucky and the venturesome, there were wages somewhere, in the offshore fishing fleet, the annual seal hunt. Rennie needed cash immediately. He and Bertha were building their own home, across the harbour from the in-laws. So after fall fishing, Rennie went away.

Bertha missed her husband, but she understood the need for wages. And she would have acknowledged that just three years earlier, he had given up a paying job—he’d been a cook on the coastal vessel SS Glencoe—to marry her and try to live a normal life on land. Bertha would have been reminded of all this by a garment hanging in a closet at her mother’s house—a suit, now rarely worn, that Rennie had purchased for their marriage from a haberdashery in Brooklyn. The wedding ring she now wore had come from Boston.

They were mostly self-sufficient. There were always fish. Rennie and Arcule were successful fishermen, and the catches for the last three years had been abundant. They would never starve as long as they could fish. And there were game birds in the barrens. Almost everybody had a cow or two for milk and butter. Most people in St. Lawrence had horses and oxen for heavy work and transportation. They kept pigs and sheep and hens. Rising above the town and the houses and the boats and the small businesses—the stores and fishing sheds, wharves and rickety racks for drying fish—were meadows where the animals grazed in the good weather. Yards around the squared-off tidy houses were secure behind tight picket fences that kept the kids and chickens from straying far from home.

Bertha Slaney already had two toddlers and another baby on the way. It would have neither daunted nor surprised her to know that she would in time bring fourteen children into a world that was, in her lifetime, hurtling through unimaginable changes. Large families were normal in mostly Catholic St. Lawrence. At five o’clock on the evening of November 18, 1929, however, she could not have imagined that for her and her husband and her children—for her whole community—the beginning of a transforming change was only minutes in the future.

GUS Etchegary was five and a half years old, but he’d started to grow up swiftly when his mother died just six months earlier. His mom had been Rennie Slaney’s sister. In a photo taken before she fell ill, she is serene and solemn. She was quite beautiful and only forty-five when she was taken by tuberculosis, which had become a plague across the entire Dominion of Newfoundland.2

Gus’s two older sisters had adapted quickly to running their father’s household. Louis was away frequently, at sea or doing business in St. Pierre or the United States. Gus was too young to understand or care about his father’s business ventures, beyond the fact that they produced an enviable stability at home, even when it seemed that everybody else—other than the Farrells and the Giovanninis, who were successful merchants—was struggling.

Not that there wasn’t occasional anxiety among the Etchegarys when Louis was away for longer than seemed normal. And there would even be an anxious couple of weeks when, according to the local gossip, Louis, along with about a dozen others on a local boat, the slyly named Which One, was arrested somewhere in the territorial waters of the United States. Smuggling, the rumour had it. Gus and his sisters would soon find out that their dad and all his shipmates were indeed in jail, somewhere in New York City.

Gus and his sisters went to church every evening then and prayed for their dad’s deliverance. And the prayers were swiftly answered, thanks to faith in the divine and a resourceful Yankee lawyer who was on the payroll of the famous New York gangster Charles “Vannie” Higgins. Soon Louis and his shipmates were back in St. Lawrence, celebrating freedom and the triumph of American private enterprise, not to mention justice.

Just before five on the evening of November 18, 1929, Gus was lurking in the family kitchen, waiting for his supper. His sisters had been frying sliced potatoes on the stove. Then they busied themselves with other preparations. Gus was hungry and now the fried potatoes were just sitting there. It was approximately two minutes after five.

He was staring longingly at the potatoes when, to his amazement, the frying pan began to tap-dance across the stovetop. Pots and pans were rattling, and there was a clatter in the cupboards. And Gus realized the whole house was trembling, creaking. Doors slamming. Loud and unfamiliar sounds from outside; wooden structures suddenly stressed to the limits of design, twisting, shuddering, threatening to fall. There seemed to be a sudden wind.

Across the harbour, on the east side, his aunt Bertha and her mother were running towards a china cabinet to brace the doors, which were threatening to swing open and send the precious dishes crashing to the floor. In the Giovanninis’ west side fish shop, fifteen workers paused their cutting, gutting, beheading to steady themselves. The building was on wooden posts hanging out over the harbour. It was sturdy, but obviously imperilled by this extraordinary motion. The owner of the business, Adolph Giovannini, later told the St. John’s Evening Telegram that he and his wife, Dinah, were at home, settling in for a quiet evening, when they felt the shudder passing through their house.

The peculiar movement and the unfamiliar sounds subsided, and all was quiet once again—even quieter than before, as people stared silently into each other’s faces, seeking reassurance, some explanation for what had just happened.

Or did it really happen? Might it have been a freak of the imagination in the gloom of an early evening not long after Halloween, just before the prayerful weeks of Advent?

But the blank expressions and the silent questions in the eyes of parents, children, siblings, husbands, wives would have confirmed for everyone that, yes, it really happened. An earthquake had just happened in their town.

LATER that evening, after supper, Adolph and Dinah Giovannini decided to check their property for damage. It was close to half past seven. They put on their coats and stepped outside. They lived close to the shoreline and the shop, and they immediately noticed an unusual tidal action in the harbour. The water there was churning, swirling, menacing.

From the now-darkened lanes and pathways throughout the town, the sound of voices. People on the move, word spreading. Something ominous was going on.

There were people gathering near the Etchegarys’ house. Gus and his sisters, too young to be afraid, stepped outside. They started walking towards the voices. There was a familiar murmur on a nearby veranda. The sound of women praying. The rosary.

They had already survived something potentially disastrous. But this new phenomenon, the disturbance in the water of the harbour, seemed more dangerous. It wasn’t like the momentary shuddering of hours earlier. This peculiarity seemed to be continuing and growing.

Because it was a Monday, the people praying on the veranda would have been reciting the joyful mysteries. Even at the age of five, Gus would know that. And that the rosary was structured into themes called mysteries—joyful, glorious and sorrowful. How Catholics experienced life itself. The sorrowful mysteries were later in the week, on Tuesday and again on Friday.




2.

FAR west of there, in a different time zone but the same marine environment—the vast Gulf of St. Lawrence—a girl named Alice Donohue, not yet in her teens, was milking cows. Milking was women’s work in many northwest Atlantic places with deep Celtic roots, like Bay St. Lawrence, on the northern tip of Cape Breton Island, where young Alice lived. Like the gulf, it was named for St. Lawrence—martyr and patron saint of comedians, cooks and miners. In such isolated communities, the Irish connection was still unmistakeable. Though growing dim in the memory, it survived in the speech, the politics and the traditions.

These northern Cape Bretoners felt at home in both Newfoundland and St. Pierre. They were foreign countries, but that didn’t matter much to fellow islanders, people who had small regard for borders, liberated as they were by a wary knowledge of the sea. They travelled where they had to go. Borders were invisible and easy to ignore. In St. Pierre, they freely traded livestock for merchandise they couldn’t buy at home, including rum.

Alice Donohue was fascinated by the small gold stud in her grandfather’s earlobe, a permanent reminder of an early trading trip to St. Pierre. Equally fascinating to her was that Granddad never seemed entirely sure how this little bit of gold became implanted there and grew impatient whenever he was asked about it.3

For Cape Breton fishermen and sailors, like the people on the south coast of Newfoundland, the eastern and southern sea lanes were more relevant and better known than the vast continental territories to the west and south, with all their westbound highways and railroads, and all the broad lakes and rivers, with their thriving trade and traffic.

Quietly milking in a cavernous barn on that November afternoon in 1929, twelve-year-old Alice Donohue had many questions in her busy mind—and there was soon to be another. She was looking forward to her thirteenth birthday, less than a month away, in the middle of December. Suddenly, at 4:30, Atlantic Standard Time (half an hour behind Newfoundland time), the cows all started to stagger. It was frightening. And then Alice realized that everything around her, beneath her, was moving, wobbling. Farm equipment in the barn was shifting, rattling. Dust fell from rafters and from the hay stored in the loft above her. There were ripples in her milk pail. The cow that she was milking had turned to stare at her with its huge liquid eyes.

And then everything was still.

Alice was well read and curious, and she knew that this was a moment she would never forget. This was something she’d read about. An earthquake. Perhaps, hopefully, a once-in-a-lifetime moment—a moment of potential disaster that had passed as a brief dramatic episode in an otherwise quiet pastoral existence. And indeed it was, for a short while, the talk of the community. Nature flaunting incalculable power. Maybe God reminding them to be aware of their innate vulnerability. Not to forget the fragility and transience of mortal lives. All worth serious reflection, a quiet prayer or two. A few decades on their rosaries before retiring for the night. But then, devoid of tragic consequences, the incident passed quickly into the private memories of those who had experienced it.

There was almost greater excitement at the shore later in the evening—an extraordinary tidal surge that Alice Donohue’s father, Jack, a fisherman, attributed to the unusual fullness of the autumn moon. The phases of the moon were important in the lives of the farmers and fishermen who eked out a marginal existence from the land and sea in Atlantic Canada. Many aspects of their lives were determined by the moon.

Each autumn in November, the fishermen in northern Cape Breton would drive a stake in the shoreline, well above the high-water mark for normal tides. When the sea rose to the stake, it was a signal that the autumn moon was at its zenith, and that it was time to slaughter the pigs and superannuated cattle. It was also an ideal time to get a haircut—hair grew back more slowly on the waning of the moon.

These customs were rooted in beliefs drawn from centuries of experience, and while there might not have been scientific validation for the practices, logic was irrelevant. It was what they did because they had always done so.

When Jack Donohue returned from the shore that evening, he remarked that the tide had been extraordinary, even for a full moon. The incoming sea had surpassed the stake by a considerable distance and had even flooded over the deck of the wharf, raising the possibility that boats would end up stranded there and damaged as the tide receded.

But they were lucky: the tide dropped almost as quickly as it had surged. There was no damage to either the wharf or their boats. In the days and weeks and years to come, the people of Bay St. Lawrence would learn precisely how lucky they had been, sheltered as they were by the brooding mass of Cape North, which stood between them and a natural catastrophe unfolding beneath the sea more than two hundred miles to the southeast.

AT 198 Young Street in the North End of Halifax, Frank Lowe was sitting in front of his kitchen range with his feet warming in the oven, possibly looking forward to November 30—the day Prohibition would end in Nova Scotia and alcohol consumption would no longer be a crime. Suddenly, at 4:34, Atlantic Standard Time, the house began to shake so violently it moved the stove.

A few blocks away, on Kane Street, a frightened family began moving furniture outdoors, while throughout the North End there was panic building as people recalled the December 6, 1917, explosion that had wiped out the entire neighbourhood. That disaster, after a munitions vessel collided with a freighter in the harbour, killed almost two thousand Halifax residents, many of them in the North End, and injured an estimated nine thousand others.

On this day, the weather was nasty. Just as a ferocious blizzard had added to the suffering on the day of the explosion a dozen years before, a severe snowstorm—the first of the winter of 1929–30—would soon be pounding the people of Halifax and the rest of the Nova Scotia mainland. As the storm moved on towards Newfoundland, the snow was followed by heavy rain driven by a thirty-six-mile-per-hour gale. Frank Lowe had good reason to have his feet in the oven on such a day.

The Halifax Chronicle reported the next day, November 19, that there had been widespread confusion in the downtown business district “as streams of men and girls rushed to the street. Reminiscences of the tragic explosion of 1917 were in the air. Several girls fainted including one on the way out of the Roy building and three at Simpsons.”

At the post office, pictures and calendars hanging on the walls moved, and many clattered to the floor as the stone building shook. Clerks were afraid the walls and ceilings were about to collapse on top of them. The clock on the customs building wobbled but did not stop.

Telephone operators worked heroically at their switchboards, though several of the “girls” became hysterical and, according to the local evening paper, were removed, their places being filled immediately with extras. The phone lines were so busy just after the disturbance that the system crashed temporarily.

In Sydney, Cape Breton, a witness testifying at a trial in the Supreme Court passed out when the tremors hit. Throughout the city, chimneys cracked and toppled. In nearby rural areas, barns collapsed. Coal miners emerging from the pits in Glace Bay and in Pictou County, on the mainland, reported feeling the earth moving, while those still working underground remained unaware of the drama on the surface.

Lighthouse keepers reported that mercury slopped out of containers as the silent coastal sentinels rocked briefly. Ships at sea, south of the Grand Banks, suddenly were wallowing and vibrating, as though their propellers had been damaged. The SS Nerissa reported feeling the quake on one of her regular runs between New York and St. John’s.4

Captain Frank Thornhill, sailing from Fortune to St. Lawrence with a cargo of lumber, later recalled the moment when “the boat and all started to tremble.” He said, “We were off Lamaline then. It was right calm, calm as a clock. And I didn’t know what the trouble was.”5 Moments later, when normal progress had resumed, the puzzled captains speculated that they’d struck uncharted underwater hazards.

At a sawmill in Lower River Inhabitants, Cape Breton, John MacLeod decided to leave work early and visit friends. It was a decision that may have saved his life.6

A SEISMOGRAPH at Dalhousie University responded so violently that it failed to give an accurate measurement of what Professor J.H.L. Johnstone described to the Halifax Chronicle on November 19, 1929, as “the greatest shock since installation.” It would later be established that the earthquake registered 7.2 on the scale of magnitude, and that the first shock recorded in Halifax caused a measurable “disturbance” that lasted for two and a half hours, with a dramatic aftershock registered at 7:03 that evening. Instruments recorded the event in Montreal and Toronto, New York and Bermuda. People felt the tremors along the Atlantic seaboard as far as South Carolina.

Scientists in Halifax first calculated that the epicentre was somewhere in Labrador. Their initial guess was a mistake. The epicentre was, in fact, 165 miles south of Newfoundland’s Burin Peninsula, about 375 miles east of Halifax, and the actual seismic shifting was more than twelve miles below the ocean floor.

At the time, there were no seismographs or tidal gauges in Newfoundland to create a scientific record of what had happened, just a multiplicity of human observations that would take days to coalesce into random snapshots of unimaginable destruction.




3.

THE town of St. Lawrence had 135 families, a population that was almost entirely dependent on the fishery like virtually everybody else on the south coast. The town’s main businesses, run by families named Farrell and Saint and Giovannini, were at the mercy of the sea and the international market for salt fish. These merchants were accustomed to the whims of weather and of traders in St. John’s, the United States, the Caribbean and Western Europe.

But nothing in the remembered history of the south coast could have prepared the people of St. Lawrence and all the other vulnerable communities—from Burin in the east to Lamaline in the west—for the chain of catastrophes that would begin at approximately seven thirty on the evening of a perfect late-autumn day in 1929.

The earthquake had been a dramatic but mercifully brief diversion—a perfect memory, a brush with disaster, but without apparent consequences.

Adolph and Dinah Giovannini were relieved to find that the shaking land had left their business undamaged. At approximately seven thirty, they were standing just outside the shop when Dinah noticed that the water in the harbour, which had been rising rapidly, was now receding, dropping even faster. Soon she and Adolph could see the bottom. It was uncanny—staring at a place you knew about but thought of, like certain parts of the human body, as private, never to be publicly exposed. It was shocking.

They were speechless for a moment. Then Dinah made what would turn out to be one of the most important declarations of her life: she urged Adolph to tell the fifteen men working inside the shop to immediately leave the flimsy structure, which was now hanging out over the edge of the naked shoreline. Everyone should head for higher ground. And quickly.

And everybody did.

IT was surprising that on November 18 and in the days immediately following this epic geological event, there was hardly any public reaction from the capital, St. John’s. In the city, people were startled and confused, but not terribly bothered by what seemed to be nothing more significant than a brief shudder.

Eloise Morris, a sixteen-year-old schoolgirl, would remember clearly that she’d been waiting for a friend at five in the afternoon, near the gates of the college residence where she was living.7 A lamppost across the street from where she stood was swaying like a tree in a high wind, its lights switching violently.

And then it was over. Eloise thought briefly of her family back in Collins Cove, near Burin, where her father was the United Church minister, but it would be days before she, or anybody else in St. John’s, heard details of how the earthquake had affected people on the south coast. It would be nearly a month before she got to see the consequences for herself.

One immediate concern in the island capital was a rumour that there had been a serious accident at the iron ore mines on Bell Island, but that was quickly ruled out. Reports from Bell Island and Fogo indicated nothing out of the ordinary. Bay Roberts did report a break in a submarine cable somewhere between Newfoundland and New York, but this wasn’t considered serious—at least not immediately.

From the south coast of the Burin Peninsula, there was no news at all. Perhaps the capital was unaware that communication with the area had been disrupted by a storm on the weekend before the earthquake. But given the reassuring news from other places on the island, nothing of significance was read into the silence from the south.

For the moment, Newfoundlanders who were aware of the earthquake seemed grateful to have been spared yet another calamity in the island’s long history of grief: the great fires that ravaged St. John’s in 1846 and 1892; the lives lost on the sea and on the ice; the national catastrophe on July 1, 1916, at Beaumont-Hamel in France, with 233 young Newfoundlanders dead, 386 wounded and 91 missing, all in a single encounter. The First World War, still vivid in the psyche, had robbed this small, remote dominion of the lifeblood of a generation.

But there were even greater, if less remembered, calamities. Canada’s deadliest natural disaster happened off the east coast of Newfoundland on September 12, 1775, when more than four thousand people lost their lives at sea and in coastal communities during a cyclone that has been ranked as the seventh-deadliest hurricane in recorded human history.8 A brief contemporary account of that event noted that “for some days after, in drawing the nets ashore, they [Newfoundlanders] often found twenty or thirty dead bodies in them; a most shocking spectacle.”9

That epic disaster was overshadowed by other world events—notably the beginning of the American War of Independence and a storm that had obliterated much of North Carolina just days earlier.

And now, late in 1929, there were other challenges to be concerned about. For most of Newfoundland, the earthquake on November 18 was, for at least a few days, little more than a distraction. As always, there was an immediate preoccupation with the imperatives of livelihood, and how it might be affected by larger and equally unmanageable external forces, such as global economics and the ever-looming peril of man-made catastrophes like war.

The closing months of 1929 were dark with speculation about hard times to come. Bad things could happen in remote communities and hardly anyone outside would notice—or having noticed, care for long. Rural communities throughout Newfoundland, which was at the time a nominally independent country—just like Canada, Australia and the other members of the British Commonwealth—depended heavily on the sea for transportation, food and cash.

On November 18, the people struggling to manage Newfoundland were, by bedtime, quickly moving on from a momentary interest in what had seemed to be a minor spasm somewhere deep in the bowels of the planet. The price of dried salt cod had fallen by half, and salt fish exports were in free fall. Relief rolls and dole payments were soaring. Starvation was a looming prospect for the vulnerable, the unlucky and the unwise.

The world economy was falling down around them. Newfoundland, utterly dependent on markets in the United States, Europe and Asia, was facing a real existential crisis. The brief tremor might have been an omen, but in the absence of immediate consequences, the public and the establishment in St. John’s returned to worrying about the realities in front of them—the possible collapse of their economy and their democracy.

ON the northern tip of Cape Breton Island, twelve-year-old Alice Donohue climbed into her chilly bed that night with the drama of the earthquake already buried under layers of more recent memories. Her father’s description of the tidal surge mingled with the trivia of other gossip from their community. Her most significant birthday to date was only weeks away. Christmas hovered just beyond. Special days.

In Cape Breton and Halifax, and along the eastern Atlantic coastline as far south as the Carolinas, the brief disturbance of the late afternoon would be permanently etched in the collective memory. But for young Alice, the more immediate excitement of soon becoming a teenager was the greater impediment to sleep.

She would turn thirteen on the fifteenth of December. That fact was paramount. But she could not have known that thirteen years later—an unimaginably long time to a twelve-year-old—she would begin her married life in St. Lawrence, Newfoundland, a community that, while she waited for the beginning of her dreams, was being devastated by a horrifying wall of water.
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4.

BEFORE the distraction of the internet and television broadcasts, long before the infinity of social media amusement, there were cards. Sometimes the card games were community events with modest prizes for the proficient and the lucky. Sometimes they were to raise money to improve a school, a church basement or a hall. More often, they were simple, spontaneous gatherings in kitchens where the only prize was the right to boast until the next occasion. Amid the loud commentary on strategy and the thudding of emphatic fists on kitchen tables, there would be news and gossip, fragments of old stories.

In Kelly’s Cove, St. Lawrence, Lord’s Cove and Point au Gaul, card games were in progress in the early evening of November 18, after the supper dishes had been cleared away. It’s easy to imagine what would have dominated the conversations. An earthquake. Who was standing where; what would have been observed, spoken; how certain individuals reacted. Rosaries and Bibles had been deployed. Might the extraordinary moon have caused the astonishing trembling of their world that afternoon? Was it an omen of some kind? Would it influence approaching winter weather? Affect cod prices, which had been in worrisome decline?

Testimonials about reactions to the earthquake, recounted from memory over the subsequent years, are woven from common threads of recollection: dishes clattering on shelves and smashing on floors; pots rattling on stoves; frightening sounds from cupboards and closets, or from upstairs, like “people jumping in their sock-feet.”1 Some people wept. Many prayed. One frightened mother, sprinkling what she thought was holy water on the head of her child, realized that in her panic, she’d grabbed cod liver oil.

Ernest Cheeseman of Port au Bras, near Burin, in a letter he wrote two days later to his brother Jack, who was living in St. John’s, described “women screaming and praying” while “men stood silent and scared.”2

Mary Anne Counsel was learning to spin wool and was making what she thought was great progress. But late that afternoon, she was having difficulty. The wheel seemed to have grown sluggish, stubborn, even perverse, breaking and entangling the strands of new-spun yarn. Frustrated, she swore aloud. “I wished the devil would take the [spinning] wheel.”3 The words were hardly out when “the big trembling came and the house was shivering, the dishes were dancing, the glasses rattling and I was frightened to death. I thought the devil was coming for the wheel.”

And then the shimmering moonlight, the eerie calm, once the spasm had passed.

FOR about two hours, the coastal people on the Burin Peninsula would have been relieved. People who had felt the earth tremble that evening would resume the routines of an ordinary day, grateful that at least one potential disaster had given them a pass.

But the jiggle that had lasted just twenty-seven seconds, plus or minus, was only the beginning of a greater and more catastrophic drama. A hundred miles away from where they sat or worked
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