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The tsunami, or maremoto in Portuguese, caused by the 
November 1, 1755, Lisbon earthquake is known to have been 
highly destructive and tragic to those caught by the waves all 
along the coast of Portugal, western Spain, and the Atlantic 
coast of Morocco. While it is difficult to know the real death 
toll it was over 10 000 persons and was comparable to the 
March 11, 2011 Japanese earthquake. The Lisbon tsunami 
is known to have been observed on the Atlantic coast of 
France, and in southern Ireland and England where the 
reports of the daylight arrivals of the tsunami waves are 
often confused with the earlier surface wave effects that 
often set up seiching events in enclosed bodies of water 
including some nearly enclosed marine harbours. The 
tsunami was observed on the mid-Atlantic in the Azores 
and in the Canary Islands. It was also observed in the early 
to mid-afternoon of Saturday, November 1, 1755 along the 
shorelines of many of the islands of the eastern Caribbean 
and as far west as possibly Cuba. These observations give 
a trans-Atlantic velocity of the Lisbon tsunami of 700 km/
hr. There are as yet no observations along the sparsely 
inhabited coast of eastern America including Nova Scotia. 
The tsunami was observed in northeast Newfoundland in 
the Bonavista area. No deaths are known along the western 
shores of the Atlantic.

The authors have found three original hand-written 
Portuguese-language letters produced by Portuguese 
colonial government officials in Brazil reporting back to 
the Portuguese authorities and one penned by the Bishop of 
Bahia, each describing aspects of the tsunami’s arrival along 
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about 2200 km of the Brazilian coast from the Capitania 
of Pernambuco in the area of Recife southwestward to the 
area of Rio de Janeiro. The tsunami is recorded as arriving 
in daylight hours and destroying the simple beach homes 
of fishers and slaves. Two persons were still missing three 
months after the event in one community. In one locality 
the waves are described as penetrating one league (~5 km) 
inland though the authors suspect that this may refer to the 
tsunamis’ passage up a river.

One of the most challenging aspects of the work has 
been to read the cursive script of the 1756 letter writers and 
to understand all the abbreviations, grammar, and spellings 
used in the style of the day. Several scholars working in 
the period assisted greatly with this process. These are the 
first reports of the Lisbon tsunami being seen in South 
America and interestingly at least one of the documents was 
published in Brazil in 1913 but its value to seismologists was 
not realized at the time and the document’s existence was 
lost to science for the past 99 years. The significant waves 
along the Atlantic coast of Brazil were widely noticed late in 
the afternoon of November 1st and remarked upon locally 
at the time, but their significance and their connection to 
events in Europe were not understood by the Brazilians for 
well over a month until the first ships from Portugal with 
the news of the tragic earthquake arrived at Brazilian ports 
in late December, 1755. The letters found by the authors are 
dated from February to May of 1756. The authors believe 
that other historical Brazilian reports may yet be located.

 




