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Introduction: Familiar Themes 

 
This paper introduces and explores the 1929 Newfoundland tsunami and its social 

and economic effects with a view to understanding its long-term significance for the 
province.  The paper identifies and discusses the familiar Newfoundland themes of loss to 
the sea and collective memory, and economic loss and the fishery.  It demonstrates the 
lasting effects of relief efforts associated with the tsunami, such as the formation of the 
Women’s Institute, and shows that the tsunami is used as a scientific and educational tool 
here and internationally.  (The paper also points to important insights into 
Newfoundland’s relationships with other states [i.e. Canada, Britain, etc.] provided 
through the tsunami narrative.) 
 
 
“The Tidal Wave” 

 
It was a cataclysmic and completely unforeseen event.  The tsunami1 of Nov. 18, 

1929 was recorded on tide gauges in locales as disparate as South Carolina and Portugal2; 
it wrecked the transatlantic cable system (which would not be fully repaired until August, 
1930)3 and changed the shape of the ocean floor.4  Some 23 years after the tsunami, 
scientists realized its extent and its importance as a “dominant ocean process”.5  On Nov. 
18, 1929, a subterranean earthquake erupted 18 kilometres below the seafloor at the 
mouth of the Laurentian Channel on the continental slope south of the Burin Peninsula.6  
Its surface wave magnitude measured 7.2 on the Richter scale.7  Part of the Laurentian 
Slope was shaken loose leading to an underwater landslide that flowed at least 1100 
kilometres onto the floor of the Sohm Abyssal Plain.8  The tsunami refracted 
counterclockwise around the Avalon Peninsula and affected the Northeast Coast some six 
to seven hours after the Burin Peninsula event.9  It was one of only four large-magnitude 

                                                 
1 Many Newfoundlanders still refer to it as “the tidal wave”.   
2 Ruffman, Alan (2006) Science and Folklore teaching from the November 18, 1929 ‘Grand Banks’ 

Earthquake and Tsunami: “Like a River Returning”, Abstract.  
www.tsunamisociety.org/Symp3rgrand.pdf  (Retrieved Aug. 27, 2009.) 

3 Ruffman, Alan (2006) Science and Folklore teaching from the November 18, 1929 ‘Grand Banks’ 
Earthquake and Tsunami: “Like a River Returning”, Abstract.  
www.tsunamisociety.org/Symp3rgrand.pdf  (Retrieved Aug. 27, 2009.) 

4 Department of Natural Resources, Newfoundland and Labrador (n.d.) Flooding. 
www.gov.nl.ca/mines&en/geosurvey/disasters/flooding/nov18_29.stm  (Retrieved Aug. 28, 2009). 

5 Ruffman, Alan and Violet Hann (2006) The Newfoundland Tsunami of Nov. 18, 1929: An Examination 
of the Twenty-eight Deaths of the “South Coast Disaster”.  Newfoundland Studies 21 (1): 98-148, p. 99. 

6 Ruffman, Alan (2006) Science and Folklore teaching from the November 18, 1929 ‘Grand Banks’ 
Earthquake and Tsunami: “Like a River Returning”, Abstract.  
www.tsunamisociety.org/Symp3rgrand.pdf  (Retrieved Aug. 27, 2009. 

7 Department of Natural Resources, Newfoundland and Labrador (n.d.) Flooding. 
www.gov.nl.ca/mines&en/geosurvey/disasters/flooding/nov18_29.stm  (Retrieved Aug. 28, 2009). 

8 Ruffman, Alan and Violet Hann (2006) The Newfoundland Tsunami of Nov. 18, 1929: An Examination 
of the Twenty-eight Deaths of the “South Coast Disaster”.  Newfoundland Studies 21 (1): 98-148. 

9 Ruffman, Alan and Violet Hann (2006) The Newfoundland Tsunami of Nov. 18, 1929: An Examination 
of the Twenty-eight Deaths of the “South Coast Disaster”.  Newfoundland Studies 21 (1): 98-148. 
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earthquakes on the eastern seaboard in the historic era and has proved to be of lasting 
interest to scientists and disaster strategy planners (a topic to which we shall return).10   

Most significantly, the Newfoundland tsunami left 27 people dead, almost all of 
them women and children.11  Newfoundland was the epicenter of this tragedy.  The 
victims were Newfoundlanders, residents of the Burin Peninsula, mainly the communities 
of Port au Bras, Kelly’s Cove (Burin), Taylor’s Bay, Lords Cove and Lamaline.12 
 The tsunami puts Newfoundland’s cultural ecology into sharp relief, dramatically 
illustrating our people’s intimate relationship with and vulnerability to nature and natural 
forces.  Witnesses who were children at the time – Anna Tarrant of Lawn, Aubrey King 
of Point au Gaul, Sam Adams of Great Burin – all felt the earth move.13  Anna heard 
dishes rattle and assumed her tabby cat had gotten into a cupboard.  Aubrey was shocked 
when his tame, much-loved horse bit him.  Sam dismissed the tremor as one of the 
mysteries of life.  People as far away as St. Anthony felt the earthquake; in Red Head 
Cove, Conception Bay the Kehoe family marveled as pots and pans danced around on the 
stove. 

About half an hour after the earthquake, three waves (or ‘positive pulses’) rushed 
onto shore; these were as high as 10 to 13 metres above sea level at long narrow harbours 
like Port au Bras.14  From his hotel window in St. John’s, Sir William Coaker watched 
the harbour empty, every drop of water sucked out through the Narrows.15  This 
happened around the island and those who weren’t at the supper table waited fearfully for 
the water to return.  Some seafaring men knew what to expect as soon as they felt the 
tremor.  In Lord’s Cove, Prosper Walsh correctly identified the tremor as an earthquake 
and predicted the tidal wave that would follow.  He left his friends with whom he’d been 
playing cards and went to every house he could, warning people to get to high land.  His 
actions saved many lives. 
 

                                                 
10 Ruffman, Alan and Violet Hann (2006) The Newfoundland Tsunami of Nov. 18, 1929: An Examination 

of the Twenty-eight Deaths of the “South Coast Disaster”.  Newfoundland Studies 21 (1): 98-148.  The 
other three were in 1755, 1886, and 1933. 

11 Multiple sources including Daily News (Nov. 22, 1929) “Known Dead Total Twenty-Seven and Property 
Loss is Enormous”.   

12 Multiple sources including Daily News (Nov. 22, 1929) “Known Dead Total Twenty-Seven and Property 
Loss is Enormous”; Hanrahan, Maura (2004) Tsunami: The Newfoundland Tidal Wave Disaster.  St. 
John’s: Flanker Press, which relied on such primary sources as the Western Star, the Evening Telegram, 
and other Daily News reports.  There may have been a 28th victim in Nova Scotia, possibly Cape Breton, 
but I have never been able to identify this person. 

13 These witness accounts, which appear in the book, Tsunami, were given to the author in interviews or 
personal correspondence. 

14 Ruffman, Alan (2006) Science and Folklore teaching from the November 18, 1929 ‘Grand Banks’ 
Earthquake and Tsunami: “Like a River Returning”, Abstract.  
www.tsunamisociety.org/Symp3rgrand.pdf  (Retrieved Aug. 27, 2009.) 

15 www.virtualmuseum.ca Tsunami 1929: The Silence of the Sea.  Retrieved Sept. 6, 2009. 
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Loss of Life to the Sea and Collective Memory 
 
But others were lost.  Walsh’s neighbour, Sarah Rennie, drowned in her house as 

it was swept out to sea and then thrown into an inland pond.  Also lost were her children 
Rita, Patrick and Bernard.16  Like Sarah, Frances Kelly of Kelly’s Cove, Burin had been 
working at her sewing machine when her house was uprooted by the giant waves.  
Frances and her daughter, Dorothy, died.  Nearby in Port au Bras, Jessie Fudge and her 
daughters, Gertie, Harriet, and Hannah died in the same manner.  The three children of 
David and Jessie Hillier of Point au Gaul – Thomas, Henry and baby Elizabeth – were 
also lost, as was their grandmother.  Also among the dead were Louisa Allen, Henry 
Dibbon, James Lockyer, and Thomas Hillier, the only breadwinner to have died. 

The 1929 tsunami was one of a string of marine disasters that cost 
Newfoundlanders and Labradorians their lives.  The long list of large-scale events 
includes the Labrador Disaster of 1885, in which 70 people died; sealing tragedies such 
as those of the Wadham Islands, the SS Greenland and the SS Newfoundland; the August 
Gale of 1935 (also on the Burin Peninsula); the wartime loss of the Caribou; and the still 
painfully fresh sinking of the Ocean Ranger.  For Newfoundlanders, the sea has always 
taken as much as she gives, if not more.  The 1929 tsunami is part of a pattern engrained 
into the psyche of Newfoundlanders and Labradorians.  It demonstrates the inequality of 
the relationship between our people and the sea; it is, we are always reminded, the sea 
that commands.   

This knowledge is deeply-rooted in our culture and frequently expressed 
poignantly and poetically in verse and song.  The oft-recorded “The Petty Harbour Bait 
Skiff”, for instance, was written after the 1852 deaths of six fishermen: 
 
Your heart would break for all their sake, if you were standing by/ 
To see them drowning, one by one, and no relief being nigh/ 
Struggling with the boisterous waves, all in their youth and bloom/ 
At last they sank, to rise no more all on the eighth of June. . .  
 
Similarly, the tidal wave has entered Newfoundland folklore and collective memory.17  
One example is a poem or recitation called “Commemoration of the Tidal Wave Disaster 
of the South Coast, Nov. 18, 1929”: 
 
A little after half past four earth rumblings did appear 
The men of Burin stood dismayed and wondered what was near. . . 
 
One woman and her family who lived quite near the shore 
Had house and life all swept to sea, their friends to see no more. . .18 
 
                                                 
16 The fourth child in the house, a four year old who had been in bed upstairs, survived and became a 

symbol of the tragedy.  She is Margaret Rennie Saint. 
17 The popular song, “Great Big Sea Hove in Long Beach”, is often thought to refer to the 1929 tsunami but 

that does not appear to be the case.  That song is actually comedic and the family names included in it 
are not Burin Peninsula names. 

18 This poem is unattributed but was published in the Daily News as a submission from Michael A. Butler 
of St. John’s. 
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The tsunami is also remembered in memorial services held every few years, most notably 
in Port au Bras, in school heritage projects, in visual art, such as F.G. Cotman’s drawing, 
An Anxious Heart, in museum displays19, information boards on the Burin Peninsula, 
and in the oral histories of many families.   

                                                

 The 1929 tsunami was one of the most significant natural disasters in 
Newfoundland and Labrador history.  It had the greatest loss of life of any tsunami in 
Canada.  It was also unique in that most of the victims were female — women and 
children both — and on land at the time of the disaster, even though it was a marine 
disaster.  Tsunamis are normally associated with the Pacific and Indian Oceans with 
North Atlantic tsunamis a rarity and, therefore, unexpected.  There was no sense that 
Newfoundlanders should be prepared for such events but the 1929 tsunami changed this, 
as we shall see in the section on science and education.   
 
 
Economic Loss and the Fishery 
 

Loss of life was the gravest consequence of the tsunami, but like all marine 
disasters, the tsunami brought other losses.  The tsunami affected communities along a 60 
mile stretch of coastline, home to 10,000 people.20  The vast majority of these people 
were fishermen or members of fishing families.  As the recitation above continues: 

 
Some thirty people on South Coast save one had lost their lives 
And stores and stages swept to sea with food and other supplies 
Two million dollars damage for poor fishermen was lost, 
With stages, flakes and fishing gear all adding up the cost. 
 

When the district nurse, Dorothy Cherry, arrived in Taylor’s Bay the day after the 
tsunami, she saw that there was not a single stage, flake or boat left.  Twelve of the 17 
houses were gone, too.21  Eleven houses were swept away in hard-hit Port au Bras.22  All 
along the coast, people lost barrels of flour, sugar, tea, molasses, beef, pork, wood and 
coal, and buckets of berries they had picked.  Ern Cheeseman wrote: “. . .everything is 
dismal and break’s one heart to look at the harbour and then think of what it was like 
fifteen minutes before this terrible calamity”.23  Kenneth and Amelia Hillier, parents of 
five, typically lost five barrels of potatoes, three barrels of turnips, and a half a barrel of 
salmon.  Cash -- as much as $2000 in one house — had disappeared under the water.  So 
had clothes, furniture, personal mementoes, documents, and, of course, boats, fishing 
gear, wharves, and houses.   

 
19 Including the virtual exhibit, Tsunami 1929: The Silence of the Sea, at www.virtualmuseum.ca.  This is a 

project of the Burin Heritage Tourism Association. 
20 Newfoundland Board of Health (n.d., ca. 1929) South Coast Disaster Summary.  (This memo is signed 

by relief personnel, Drs. Paterson, Blackler, and Murphy, District Nurse D. Cherry, and Nurses Jackman, 
Hampton, Fitzgerald and Rendell.) 

21 This information is compiled from several sources, including Garry Cranford’s book, Tidal Wave: A List 
of Victims and Survivors  (St. John’s: Flanker Press, 2000).  This book is available as a free e-book at 
www.flankerpress.com/tidal_wave.pdf   

22 Daily News (Nov. 23, 1929) “Full Details of the Tidal Wave Disaster on South West Coast”, p. 6. 
23 Cheeseman’s letter, a frequently published account of the tsunami, was quoted in Tsunami, p. 193. 

 4

http://www.virtualmuseum.ca/
http://www.flankerpress.com/tidal_wave.pdf


The society was much more stratified economically than has often been 
assumed24 but overnight most people on the Burin Peninsula were destitute.  According 
to early estimates, property losses totaled at least one million dollars25 — note that the 
banks had just crashed, signaling the beginning of the worldwide Great Depression.  On 
the cusp of winter, a full 50% of the area’s industrial effects — boats, fishing gear, 
supplies, and other equipment — was destroyed.26  Supplying merchants at six larger 
communities, such as Burin and St. Lawrence, were “stripped of property and goods 
rendering it impossible for them to continue in the trade”.27  This meant that it was nearly 
impossible for fishermen to gear up for the coming fishing season: early spring for the 
banking schooners and early summer for the inshore.  In this, as well as in the loss of life, 
the tsunami had echoes of other events in our history: for instance, the 1885 Labrador 
Disaster, in which 66 ships were wrecked, disabling merchants for many years and likely 
contributing to the 1894 Bank Crash.28   

The fishery appears to have been on something of a decline since about 1926 due 
to slumps in fish prices, deregulation of the fisheries internationally, and other factors.29  
By 1929, it was difficult to sell to foreign markets.  Add the losses associated with the 
tsunami on top of this and the result is catastrophic.  Indeed, the 1933 Amulree Report 
cited “a severe decline in the Bank fishery”30 — it is logical to conclude that the tsunami 
was at least partly responsible for this. 

Indeed, as the Evening Telegram opined, the “most serious effect (of the tsunami) is 
that fishing supplies cannot be replenished”.31  At the time, the editors of the Telegram could 
not know how devastating the Bank Crash would be or how long-lasting the Great 
Depression would be.  This was still the eve of the Depression as the Crash had happened 
only weeks before.  It is never a good time for a tsunami, of course, but 1929 was really the 
worst time it could have hit.  Wages were down and, as meager as they were, relief 
expenditures were up.  By 1933, Newfoundland’s national debt was over $100 million, with 

                                                 
24 See Tidal Wave! (Garry Cranford) for information that demonstrates the wide range of incomes and 

property in Burin Peninsula communities at the time.  This book is available as a free e-book at 
www.flankerpress.com/tidal_wave.pdf   

25 Newfoundland Board of Health (n.d., ca. 1929) South Coast Disaster Summary.  (This memo is signed 
by relief personnel, Drs. Paterson, Blackler, and Murphy, District Nurse D. Cherry, and Nurses Jackman, 
Hampton, Fitzgerald and Rendell.) 

26 Newfoundland Board of Health (n.d., ca. 1929) South Coast Disaster Summary.  (This memo is signed 
by relief personnel, Drs. Paterson, Blackler, and Murphy, District Nurse D. Cherry, and Nurses Jackman, 
Hampton, Fitzgerald and Rendell.) 

27 Newfoundland Board of Health (n.d., ca. 1929) South Coast Disaster Summary.  (This memo is signed 
by relief personnel, Drs. Paterson, Blackler, and Murphy, District Nurse D. Cherry, and Nurses Jackman, 
Hampton, Fitzgerald and Rendell.) 

28 Hanrahan, Maura (2006) Domino: The Eskimo Coast Disaster.  St. John’s: Flanker Press. 
29 Without doing a comprehensive study I am using saltfish exports as a guide since those statistics — from 

1900 on — are readily available.  Newfoundland had no regular fisheries report before 1931 and very 
little fisheries research was carried out before then.  Much of the information in this paragraph is from 
the broad surveys contained in the Fisheries and Economy sections of the Encyclopedia of 
Newfoundland and Labrador, vols. 1 and 2. 

30 Newfoundland Royal Commission Report (1933), pp. 109-110.  (This report is commonly known as the 
Amulree Report.) 

31 Evening Telegram (Nov. 23, 1929) Deeds of Heroism Performed in Tidal Wave Area, p. 6. 
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95% of this held outside the Dominion, mainly in Britain.32  The tsunami would not help 
matters. 
 
 
Relief from Here and Elsewhere  
 
 Condolence letters from luminaries like the Bishop of London and from ordinary 
citizens poured in to the Newfoundland newspapers and government.  So did donations, 
beginning with goods sent by the Newfoundland government, private firms, and members 
of the public on the early relief voyages of the S.S. Meigle and the S.S. Daisy.  Besides 
these contributions, $102,306.23 came from St. John’s with $87,201.38 from the rest of 
Newfoundland.33  This determined response illustrates unity among Newfoundlanders.  
Despite the longstanding commercial and other ties with “the Boston States”, less than 
$9000.00 came from there.34  Surprisingly, only $7440.37 came from Britain.35  
Meanwhile Canadians donated $36,768.31.36  This was a full 20 years before 
Confederation but it hints that ties with Canada were fairly solid with perhaps other, more 
historically significant ties on the wane.  It is also possible that the Depression was felt 
earlier and harder in Britain and the U.S. than in the resource-based economy of 
Canada.37 

The relief efforts, which included a “Mammoth Sacred Concert” organized by 
Charles Hutton in St. John’s, were no match for the force of the tsunami.  Taylor’s Bay 
never recovered; almost immediately fishing families left the outport, never to return.38  
Others, too, such as the bereaved Jessie and David Hillier of Point au Gaul, left their 
hometowns for hopefully brighter shores.  Most, however, stayed to rebuild but this task 
took time.  Besides food, lumber was badly needed for houses and boats.  The South 
Coast Disaster Relief Committee, a government organization, was active as late as 1931 
when it authorized the purchase of $58,955.74 of lumber, including clapboard, spruce 
board, rough planking, shingles, frames, and doors.39   

Notably, the tsunami had a lasting effect on relief efforts and social organization 
in Newfoundland and Labrador as it led to the establishment of the association now 
known as the Women’s Institute (WI).  Initially, a female-dominated, non-partisan, non-
sectarian group formed to respond to the devastation of the tsunami by providing clothing 
and so on.  This turned into the Jubilee Guilds of Newfoundland, formalizing in 1935.  
Critically, it had a new, more ambitious mandate that built on the lessons of tsunami 
relief; this was to encourage self-help in rural areas — rather than charity — through 
education, crafts, and service.  Through its history, the organization has sponsored or 
carried out projects in such areas as agriculture, home economics, literacy — all aimed at 

                                                 
32 Smallwood, J.R. (Ed.) (1980) “Economy”, Encyclopedia of Newfoundland and Labrador, vol. 1, p. 671.  

(St. John’s: Newfoundland Book Publishers).   
33 Hanrahan, Maura (2006) Tsunami: The Newfoundland Tidal Wave Disaster.  St. John’s: Flanker Press, p. 225. 
34 Hanrahan, Maura (2006) Tsunami: The Newfoundland Tidal Wave Disaster. St. John’s: Flanker Press, p. 225. 
35 Hanrahan, Maura (2006) Tsunami: The Newfoundland Tidal Wave Disaster. St. John’s: Flanker Press, p. 225. 
36 Hanrahan, Maura (2006) Tsunami: The Newfoundland Tidal Wave Disaster. St. John’s: Flanker Press, p. 

225.  The grand total of all donations, including “sundry”, etc. was $256,928.55. 
37 Further speculation on this interesting question is beyond the purview of this paper. 
38 There are only two or three houses in Taylor’s Bay today. 
39 www.virtualmuseum.ca Tsunami 1929: The Silence of the Sea.  Retrieved Sept. 1, 2009. 
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40 
 
 
The Effort to Rebuild the Fishery 
 

As a measure of how badly the fishery had been affected, no less than 305 dories, 
costing $12,399.07, were required as well as 20 skiffs, two schooners, five jack boats, 
five swamp boats, and 448 oars.41  A further $3000 was spent on repairing dories.42  The 
demand was such that dories had to be purchased from St. Pierre – at a higher price as 
well as Lunenburg, Nova Scotia.  Official C.A. Pippy wrote: “We were also forced to 
take a number of Lunenburg dories which, though stronger and more expensive, did not 
suite (sic) the requirements of the Coast as well as the Shelburne dory.”43 

Even worse, the tsunami, or the subterranean earthquake that preceded it, seemed 
to have altered some of nearby the fishing grounds.  Fish were scarce and, in some 
places, absent.  An unnamed witness told the Burin Heritage Tourism Association: “After 
the Tidal Wave devastated Port au Bras and surrounding areas, the fishery went dead. 
Whatever happened on the ocean floor at that time, there wasn't no fish for the next three 
to four years before the fish stocks began to return or rebuild or whatever. So then came 
the depression, so it was hard to earn a living or get along in those places for a few 
years."44  These fishing families were coping with a declining or damaged fishery just as 
they were trying to rebuild their homes and fishing gear, equipment, and premises.  One 
man recalled the work of the Relief Committee: “They gave it out to the people that 
needed it, like I say 60%.  . . .I would say everybody got their houses built back, built 
them on higher ground and smaller houses, cause they never had the money to do it.”45  
Thus, the physical layout of communities was changed in response to the tsunami. 

 
 
The Tsunami as a Scientific and Educational Tool 
 
 Notably, the Newfoundland tsunami is increasingly used as a scientific and 
educational tool both nationally and internationally.  One example is the 2008 critique by 
Dalhousie University’s Ian McAllister in response to an Ottawa conference of the 
Canadian Emergency Management College with the aim of identifying best practices and 
lessons learned.46  (Along with the Newfoundland tsunami, McAllister includes such 

                                                 
40 See the Newfoundland and Labrador Women’s Institute web site; www.nlwi.ca  (Retrieved Sept. 23, 2009.) 
41 www.virtualmuseum.ca Tsunami 1929: The Silence of the Sea.  Retrieved Sept. 1, 2009. 
42 www.virtualmuseum.ca Tsunami 1929: The Silence of the Sea.  Retrieved Sept. 1, 2009. 
43 www.virtualmuseum.ca Tsunami 1929: The Silence of the Sea.  Retrieved Sept. 1, 2009.  (Writing in late 

1929, Pippy was chairman of the government’s Price Investigation Committee.) 
44 www.virtualmuseum.ca Tsunami 1929: The Silence of the Sea.  (This is a voice recording on the site.) 
45 www.virtualmuseum.ca Tsunami 1929: The Silence of the Sea.  (This is a voice recording on the site.) 
46 McAllister, Ian (June, 2008) From Disaster Relief to Emergency Management: Lessons Learned and Institutional  

Memory-Building.  http://economics.dal.ca/Files/Lessons_Learned.pdf  (Retrieved Sept. 18, 2009.) 
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natural disasters as famines in Ethiopia and cyclones in Bangladesh.)  Further a field, the 
relationship of science to folklore, using the Newfoundland tsunami, has been explored 
by the Hawaii-based Tsunami Society, particularly during its third symposium held in 
2006.47  In addition, the Newfoundland tsunami was studied as part of the formulation of 
the Strategic Plan of the (United States) National Tsunami Hazard Mitigation Program, 
2009-2013.48  This plan was developed by a federal-state agency with the goal of 
reducing the impact of tsunamis on American coastal communities. 
 In Canada, the tsunami was the central reference point for the development of the 
Government of Canada’s Atlantic Tsunami Warning System — the first fully integrated 
detection system for tsunamis along the Atlantic Coast and the Gulf of St. Lawrence.49  
This new system, an important preventative measure, was made public in early 2007.  It 
is a joint effort of the Canadian government, the five eastern provinces, and the United 
States National Oceanographic and Atmospheric Administration (NOAA).   
 There is little documentation on tsunamis or the ocean floor in Newfoundland 
prior to 1929.  In addition, there was little technology for seismic mapping when the 
1929 tsunami hit but today scientists use a range of such technology, including multi-
beam sonar imaging techniques, 3D seismic and slope stability analysis, and debris 
flow and tsunami modeling.  An important book (Locat and Minert) on submarine 
mass movements (such as in 1929) considers the Newfoundland tsunami as well as 
one in Papua New Guinea in 1998.50  The authors are particularly interested in the 
breakage of submarine cables on the ocean floor in both cases.  In 1929, cable 
breakage had delayed communication to St. John’s and thus, badly-needed rescue 
efforts.  In 1929, the cable ships Lord Kelvin and Cyrus Field were dispatched from 
Halifax; there were over 28 breaks in more than 12 cables near the epicenter, 
necessitating urgent and costly repairs.  As Locat and Minert write: “Submarine mass 
movements of various sizes and styles are shaping the sea floor and are of concern for 
many facets of human activities both onshore and offshore. These include the 
development of natural resources, energy and communication transport, coastal 
infrastructures and communities.”51  Greater scientific understanding of the tsunami 

                                                 
47 See Ruffman, Alan (2006) Science and Folklore teaching from the November 18, 1929 ‘Grand Banks’ 

Earthquake and Tsunami: “Like a River Returning”, Abstract.  
www.tsunamisociety.org/Symp3rgrand.pdf  This paper was presented at the symposium.  (Retrieved 
Sept. 18, 2009.) 

48 One paper included in the plan’s bibliography is: Tuttle, M.P., Ruffman, A., Anderson, T., and Jeter, H. 
(2004) Distinguishing tsunami from storm deposits in eastern North America: The 1929 Grand Banks 
tsunami versus the 1991 Halloween storm, Seismological Research Letters, v. 75, pp. 117–131. See 
www.nthmp.tsunami.gov/documents/NTHMPStrategicPlanvf-081309.doc (Retrieved Sept. 18, 2009.) 

49 Department of Public Safety, Government of Canada (Jan. 23, 2007) “New East Coast Tsunami Warning 
System” (media release).  www.publicsafety.gc.ca/media/sp/2007/sp20070123-1-eng.aspx  (Retrieved 
Sept. 23, 2009). 

50 Locat, Jacques and Jurgen Mienert (2003) Submarine Mass Movements and their Consequences, the First 
International Symposium.  www.preventionweb.net/english/professional/publications/v.php?id=702  
(Retrieved Sept. 18, 2009.) 

51 Locat, Jacques and Jurgen Mienert (2003) Submarine Mass Movements and their Consequences, the First 
International Symposium.  www.preventionweb.net/english/professional/publications/v.php?id=702  
(Retrieved Sept. 18, 2009.) 
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was also the impetus for a new cautious approach to Canada’s National Building 
Code, 2005-2009 for the affected zones and other vulnerable areas.52 
 Here at home, the tsunami is studied by the province’s schoolchildren through 
Maura Hanrahan’s 2004 book, Tsunami: The Newfoundland Tidal Wave Disaster, which 
has been approved for use in the curriculum.  The event frequently is often chosen as a 
topic at Heritage Fairs. 
 
 
Conclusion: The Significance of the Newfoundland Tsunami 

The 1929 tsunami left the Burin Peninsula devastated due to loss of life and the 
wrecking of the fishery as well as large-scale ecological change on the ocean floor.  This 
loss was experienced collectively throughout Newfoundland as demonstrated by relief 
efforts, which led to lasting social change and development through the Women’s 
Institute.  The tsunami was also experienced on the national or Dominion level, given the 
economic importance of the fishery and the massive effort and expenditure needed to 
rebuild.  The timing of the event added to its cataclysmic nature: it occurred on the cusp 
of the Great Depression as Newfoundland was struggling with her economy.  Further, the 
tsunami is recognized internationally by scientists and disaster strategy planners as a 
significant event from which lessons are still being learned.  

 
 
 

 
 

 
52 Ruffman, Alan and Violet Hann (2006) The Newfoundland Tsunami of Nov. 18, 1929: An Examination 

of the Twenty-eight Deaths of the “South Coast Disaster”.  Newfoundland Studies 21 (1): 98-148, p. 102. 
 


