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Explosion aftermath: Author aims to clear name of
Mont Blanc harbour pilot
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1/2 The stark ruins of Richmond, the day after the Halifax Explosion. (Nova Scotia Archives)

Janet Maybee is a woman on a mission.
She promised the late Mona Mackey Holmes she would clear her father's name.

Maybee's first book, Aftershock: The Halifax Explosion and the Persecution of Francis Mackey,
shortlisted for two Atlantic Book Awards, is part of the plan.

So is a talk on Sunday, April 24 at 2 p.m. at the Maritime Museum of the Atlantic in Halifax on Explosion
myths and truths.

Francis Mackey was the harbour pilot guiding the French munitions ship Mont Blanc into Bedford Basin
when it was rammed by the Belgian relief vessel Imo on Dec. 6, 1917. The explosion that followed killed
2,000 people, injured more than 6,000 others and devastated north-end Halifax.



Despite an impeccable reputation, Mackey was charged with manslaughter, painted as a drunkard in

the popular press, and although cleared by a court of law, was never absolved in the court of public

opinion.

His family, including Holmes, who wasn't quite four years old on the day of the Explosion, felt the sting

of Mackey’s vilification for the rest of their lives.
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“A lot of
damage was
done and we
can't fix it all,”
says Maybee,
eyes
glistening
with concern.

“Terrible things happened. But this is one we can fix for later generations. We can change the narrative

for his family, restore his reputation.

“He was badmouthed in the papers which said the Mount Blanc struck the Imo and in fact it was the

wrong way round.

“He was cleared by Judge (Benjamin) Russell. No one could fault him, he did everything he could to

avoid collision, the fact it didn't work was not his fault. Yet the minister wouldn't restore his licence for

four years and he never got reparations for his lost wages.”

Maybee, who lives in Masstown, where she enjoys her “granny time,” holds degrees in English from
UNB and Dalhousie, where her masters thesis was on the history of theatre in Halifax from 1850 to

1880.



Aftershock, published by Nimbus, is her first book, though she notes she’s always been writing — from
plays at schools where she taught special education for many years, to press releases and briefs to
ministers.

It is shortlisted for the Robbie Robertson Dartmouth Book Award for Non-Fiction and for the Margaret
and John Savage First Book Award, to be presented on April 27 in Moncton.

“I never set out to be a writer of books,” says Maybee. “It is only because of my passion for this cause.”
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Avivid and engaging storyteller in
person as well as print, Maybee was
introduced to Holmes by Explosion
expert Janet Kitz. The last surviving of
Mackey's six children, Mona Mackey
Holmes had previously refused to be
interviewed.

“But | guess she was 93 and decided it
was time to tell her story. Mona said to

n

me ‘fix this," " recalls Maybee.

She became determined to correct the
story of Mackey “ a decent honourable
citizen and extremely talented pilot,”
and wrote a peer-reviewed article for
the Northern Mariner based on never-
before-seen documents she discovered
in Library and Archives Canada and
audio recordings from Nova Scotia
Archives and Records Management.

Her meticulously researched book,
with Mackey family photographs, images from the Nova Scotia Archives, maps and reproductions of
Arthur Lismer paintings, relates the story of Mackey from his early life to his trial, imprisonment, and
battle to restore his good name and reputation after his exoneration.

“There was a lot of evidence of attempts at a coverup,” she says, suggesting the federal government
was trying to find a scapegoat.



“The damage done to the family was huge. There were wounds you couldn’t see on the surface. At least
three of the children had PTSD from the villainization of their father.

“Mona remembers at four, walking down the sidewalk with her father and people yelling ‘murderer.’

“I'm not saying they suffered more than so many others, but we can fix the narrative and make the
harbour safe in the future. There were lessons that should have been learned and weren't.”

On Sunday, Maybee will talk about her book and the true story of what happened to pilot Mackey, as
well as other myths and legends of the Explosion.

“Often the true story is better than fiction,” she notes.

She will be joined by Lieut. Cmdr (R) Jim Reddy, of the HMCS Sackville, Mac Mackay who reports on
Harbour Happenings on CBC Radio, representatives from Pier 21, marine harbour pilot Gary O’'Donnell,
and NSCAD University professor Barbara Lounder, a member of Narratives in Space + Time to talk
about issues related to the waterfront.

Admission to the museum is free for those attending the talk.
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