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The November 18, 1929 'Tidal Wave': Canada's most tragic earthquake 
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The 'Grand Banks' Earthquake struck at 17:02 NST. It 
was centred 20 km beneath the Laurentian Continental Slope, 
350 kni south of Newfoundland. The lack of nearby seis
mometers at the time meant that the epicentre was difficult 
to determine accurately. A recent reassessment of the world's 
seismograms from this event by the Geological Survey of 
Canada has shown the rupture to have been a right lateral 
strike-slip, northeast-southwest trending, fault with the rupture 
progressing to the northeast. The event had a surface wave 
magnitude of7.2 (Ms 7.2; IDB 7.1; MW 7.1), and it was felt 
as far afield as New York City and Montreal; there is even a 
serendipitous felt-report in Bermuda. Onshore the damage 
from the earthquake's shaking was restricted to some slumping 
and minor building damage in Cape Breton Island; New
foundland, despite its proximity to the epicentre, experi
enced no damage other than broken crockery shaken off shelves 

because most structures were of wood-frame construction 
built on solid substrates. Offshore on the ocean floor part of 
the Laurentian Slope was shaken loose and began an under
water landslide that went on for hours and flowed 1500 km 
out onto the floor of the Sohm Abyssal Plain. It was 19 years 
before scientists recognized the landslide and its great im
portance as a dominant ocean process. The 1929 'turbidity 
current' cut twelve trans-Atlantic telegraph cables and re
pairs stretched well into 1930. 

The submarine slump spawned a 'tsunami' that trav
elled at about 500 km/hr south and eastwards; it was seen 
on tide gauges as far afield as Charleston, South Carolina, 
in the Azores and on the coast of Portugal. The tsunami 
travelled at about 140 km/hr over the continental shelf north 
and westwards. The full force of the tsunami struck the south 
coast of Newfoundland at about 1930 to 2000 NST after 
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dark. Luckily most persons were still awake and up and about 
to facilitate their escape. Contrary to popular scientific be
lief, the tsunami did not arrive during a storm; it was a 
calm moonlit night. Three main pulses swept in; at the heads 
of the long narrow bays on the Burin Peninsula the tsunami 
arrived as foaming, breaking waves near the top of a rising 
'spring' tide. Over a period of five to ten minutes sea levels 
rose 3 to 7 m above normal, lifting houses off their shores, 
tearing loose anchored vessels and destroying virtually all 
shore property, wharves and fish stores. Twenty-nine per
sons died; twenty-six persons died that night, one infant 
died two days later and another child of injuries 3.3 years 
after the event, with another death that night in Nova Scotia. 
The tsunami refracted counterclockwise around the Avalon 
Peninsula and affected northeast Newfoundland in the early 
hours of November 19, five to six hours after it devastated 
the south-facing harbours of the Burin Peninsula. A major 
storm tide accompanied a large winter storm in Newfound
land on November 19, just after daybreak. This high lunar/ 
storm tide is often confused by people who remember it as 

having been the effects of the 'tidal wave' that caused 'The 
South Coast Disaster'. The visible effects of the tsunami 
were seen elsewhere outside the Burin Peninsula on 
Newfoundland's south coast, in Saint Pierre et Miquelon, 
on Cape Breton Island where minor damage was done, and 
on along the Atlantic Coast to Halifax and Lunenburg; there 
was minor damage in Bermuda with the early evening breaking 
of anchor chains. It is popularly believed by many 
Newfoundlanders that the early 1930s collapse of the fish
eries and the loss of the eel grass was a direct result of the 
'tidal wave'; this observation appears to be unfounded. 

Research is continuing to refine the epicentre location 
and the faulting involved to document the onshore histori
cal and geological record of the 1929 event, to research other 
possible similar events, and to get at the probability of a 
similar event recurring. The return rate of a large magni
tude 7 earthquake in the Laurentian Slope Seismic Source 
Zone is estimated to be 1000 years but may be as low as 100 
years for a magnitude 6 earthquake. 




