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The Halifax Explosion 
 
During the war, Halifax was a valuable base for refuelling 
and repairing Allied warships. It was also the chief 
departure point for soldiers and supplies headed to 
Europe. The harbour was extremely busy, but there was 
little traffic control and collisions were frequent. On 
December 6, 1917, the SS Mont Blanc, a French vessel 
carrying more than 2500 tonnes of explosives, was 
accidentally hit by another ship. The collision caused an 
explosion so powerful that it devastated Halifax’s harbour 
and levelled much of the city. More than 2000 people were 
killed, another 9000 were injured, and thousands were left 
homeless by the explosion and the fires it caused. 
 
The Halifax Explosion was the largest man-made 
explosion in history prior to the development of nuclear 
weapons. 
  



 
Halifax Explosion 

Some of the devastation, along Campbell Road, 1917 (courtesy PANS/P-1776.91.83). 

 
Pier 6 and the Richmond rail yards after the explosion. 

MMA, Charles A. Vaughan Collection, MP207.1.184/47, N-14,020 
 



 
  



 
Thirteen-year-old James Pattison was walking to Richmond School with his two 

brothers when the ships collided. Twenty-one minutes later he remembered when 
the fire reached the explosives: 

 
"We didn’t hear the explosion, we felt the concussion. Knocked us unconscious. It 
did come into my mind - is this the end of the world? You couldnt hear a sound. 

Then of course things cleared off a little and you could hear noises - people 
screaming and of course you could hear the places burning." 

 
James Pattison lost half of his family. His little brother, Alan, died on the way to 
school. His ten-year old sister Catherine was killed instantly at home. It was four 

months before his father's body was pulled from the wreckage of the sugar refinery 
where he worked. 

The search for the missing continued for months; bodies were still being recovered 
the following spring. 

 





 



  



For nearly 20 minutes the Mont-Blanc burned, sending a huge 
plume of black smoke into the sky, attracting the attention of 

people on shore, including children on their way to school. The 
spectacle drew many residents to their windows and others 

towards the ship itself, including teams of firefighters and sailors 
from other ships wanting to put out the fire on the Mont-Blanc. 

Few understood the danger, except for a handful of harbour and 
naval officials, and the French-speaking crew and the local 

harbour pilot of the Mont-Blanc, who fled the ship after the fire 
broke out, rowing desperately in lifeboats for the Dartmouth side 

of the harbour. As they did so, the crippled and burning Mont-
Blanc drifted towards Pier 6 on the Halifax shore, a busy area 
containing residential homes, businesses, moored ships and a 

large sugar refinery. 

Explosion and Tsunami 

The Mont-Blanc exploded just before 9:05 a.m. More than 2.5 km2 
of the north end of Halifax, then known as Richmond, was totally 
levelled, either by the blast, the subsequent tsunami that washed 

over the neighbourhood, or the raging fire caused when structures 
collapsed inward on lanterns, stoves and furnaces. Homes, 
offices, churches, factories, vessels, the railway station and 
freight yards — and people in the immediate area — were 

obliterated. Farther from the epicentre, Citadel Hill deflected 
shock waves away from south and west Halifax, where shattered 

windows and doors were the predominant damage.  

http://www.thecanadianencyclopedia.ca/en/article/dartmouth/
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