An excerpt from: The Alphabet Fleet, pp 138-147; by Maura Hanrahan

THE SS BRUCE:
THE FIRST OF TWO
THE story OF THE BRUCE’S DEMISE was altogether more dramatic. And it was foreshadowed by events in April 1908 as the ship tried to make the crossing from Port aux Basques to North Sydney, Nova Scotia. The ice was heavy and caught the Bruce trapping her for more than a week. Constantly working and worrying, the captain and crew found it difficult to avoid getting her crushed. One day the ice ripped off some of her sheathing. The Bruce was vulnerable now but, being a tough ship, she worked her way out of the ice's grip and made it to North Sydney, leaking the whole time. The Bruce’s skipper would have felt nothing but relief as he laid the ship up for repairs.
More foreshadowing came in August 1910 when the Bruce went ashore on the eastern Baldwin Rocks at the entrance to Port aux Basques. Under Captain Patrick Delaney, she had left port not long before in the dense fog that is not uncommon in the area, causing the accident. Now, as she remained upright, the crew jettisoned their bunker coal and refloated her nine hours later. There was "not the slightest sign of panic or commotion amongst the passengers." Harry Reid was worried, though, and hopped aboard a special train with an assistant and his driver. He was no doubt delighted to see that the Bruce had sustained very little damage.

In March 1911, young Mary Uphill from Salisbury, England was visiting her brother, the Reverend Henry Uphill, an Episcopalian cler​gyman in St. John's. She was accompanied by her other brother, George. It was Mary's first trip to North America and she was deter​mined to make the most of it. After her sojourn in St. John's, she and George were heading to Norwood, Massachusetts, where George had made his home. The siblings boarded the train in St. John's so they could take the SS Bruce across the Gulf.

Their tram journey proved to be a memorable one and some​what ominous. The train left St. John's an hour late. Then, when it reached Gaff Topsails many hours later, it came to a complete halt. The train was stuck in the middle of a raging blizzard.
Also on board was Graham Morry, a young man from Ferryland with a hankering for adventure. Some of Morry's friends, including Jack Kavanagh and Ambrose Williams. had been recruited by Job Brothers to work in the whaling industry in British Columbia, and Morry wanted to join them. Newfoundland's own whaling industry was virtually destroyed due to overharvesting  and   subsequent catch declines (similar to the ground fishery in the early 1990s). There were only two whaling stations in the country in 1900; four years later, there were 25. indicating growth that could not last.  British Columbia's whaling industry was growing, at least partly because Newfoundland's was dying. Many Newfoundland men,  like Morry, Kavanagh and Williams, headed to BC as a result.
Another whaler heading west was William Pike, a 25 year-old married man from St. Lawrence (probably the Herring Cove neigh​bourhood). Little St. Lawrence, a few miles from Great St. Lawrence, had figured prominently in whaling since Dr. Ludwig Rismüller opened a station there in 1898
. William Pike would have been too young to work there during Rismüller's time, but it is likely he came from a whaling tradition. In 1911, he found himself displaced and on his way to BC, like many of his countrymen.

Some of the young whalers already had relatives on the Pacific Coast. Graham Morry's brother had been in Victoria for three years, another incentive for the young man to go west. But there was one snowstorm after another in the days before the men were due to catch the boat train that would take them on their way. Up until the last minute, the Southern Shore road was blocked with snow all the way down to Renews. Sir Michael Cashin, the People's Party MHA for Ferryland and Prime Minister Edward Morris's Minister of Finance and Customs, sent a tug to pick up the men so they could catch their train.

Once in St. John's. Graham Morry learned that the BC whaling company wasn't hiring any more. Mike Carroll of Job Brothers said that 14 was their quota and they had reached it. Undeterred, Morry bought his passage to North Sydney anyway; from there, he would take the Canadian train to BC with the Newfoundlanders who were going whaling. Now, he was stranded in the Newfoundland Express at the Gaff Topsails, which he described as "the most desolate place on earth." It was almost two days before a snowplow sent from Humbermouth was able to free the snowbound train. When the train began to chug again, the passengers and crew let out a big cheer.
Alter a few hours heading toward Port aux Basques, the train thudded to a stop again. The engine had come off the track and rolled down a 35-foot embankment. Both the engineer and the fireman were badly burned by the .steam. In spite of this, it wasn't long before a new engine and plow were attached and the harrowing journey resumed. In Port aux Basques, Captain Richard Drake, the Bruce’s longest-serving skipper, waited patiently for his orders. The weather had been unpredictable lately and a thick ice barrier had built up in the Gulf.

Finally, Drake was told to proceed to Louisbourg, Nova Scotia. He noticed that the seas were high although the morning was fine and clear. Some passengers were green with seasickness, however, Englishwoman Mary Uphill among them.

Meanwhile. Graham Morry was on deck, having been doused in the flooded lower decks. He realized, however, that the Bruce was fairly stable and would not sink in a hurry. Most people were not as confident, though. "When I arrived on deck, everything was in confusion." Morry wrote decades after the event. "You couldn't call it panic, with the exception of the women and children — they were really frightened. You couldn't blame them with the seas coming over the rails above their ankles and the ship swaying from side to side."

In addition, tremendous noise came from the steel hull grinding on the rocks. The bottom of the Bruce had been ripped apart. A lookout had mistaken the light on Scaterie Island, Nova Scotia, for a similar light at the entrance to Louisbourg Harbour. Captain Drake thought he was just outside the harbour and then, as luck would have it. a blinding snow squall sprang up. When the squall ended as soon as it had begun, Drake and his second mate, Jeremiah Pynn, thought they were looking at the Cape Breton shore. They tried to take a passage known as The Tickle, between Scaterie Island and the shore. But they weren't looking at the shore; what faced them was a solid icefield. The Bruce drove hard on the rocks and immediately became stuck there. She was about a mile from Port Nova and 2.5 miles from Main-a-Dieu (French for "hand of God").

The shore was only 150 feet away from the injured Bruce, but between were very heavy seas. First-class passenger A. B. Armstrong said, "None of us expected to get ashore alive and there was somewhat of a panic, but in spite of this, there were very few who tried to do any crowding [of the lifeboats]." Echoing the prejudices of the era, he added, "A few of the foreigners in the steerage were rather unruly, jumping from the deck into the boats, but the majority acted in a most gentlemanly manner."

After the grounding and with everyone on deck, the men were having trouble getting some of the lifeboats ready. According to Fourth Engineer George William Oke. a group of six or seven men, mostly passengers, it seems, struggled to get the first boat out. He said, "I saw that the boat would likely swing out, and I sang out to those nearby to look out. Just at this moment the ship lurched in towards the starboard side, but before we had time to get to safety, she again lurched to port. The boat then swung out, we were swung around, and I. the deck being very slippery, fearing being thrown down, jumped into the water." Oke went under, submerged in the frigid water. When he resurfaced, he saw three other men beside him; he didn't know who they were, but it seemed they were would-be whalers. Oke could swim and now he made for the ailing Bruce. He “succeeded in catching the rail, there was a heavy sea running. I held on there for some time, when one of the sailors came to my assistance and helped me over the rail and on board the ship." Oke was followed by two others, but the drama was not over. "I started to go down into the room, and hearing somebody calling out, I looked around, and saw the fourth man still in the water about 30 feet off the ship. I saw a lifebuoy and a line being thrown to him from the deck, which went alongside of him. but he apparently made no effort to catch them. The man seemed to be help​less in the water, as if he were unconscious."

The drowning man was William Pike of St. Lawrence, the young St. Lawrence man who was on his way to BC with the other would-be whalers. But there was hardly time to dwell on the tragedy: because of the confusion, some said that a second man, a fellow named Shea from Brigus or Carbonear, was also hauled overboard and drowned. According to Acting Purser Tim Mitchell, however, there was no one named Shea on the passenger or crews' lists. Meanwhile, it was imperative that the remaining lifeboats get filled and launched to the safety of the Nova Scotia shore.

Mary Uphill and the other 100-plus passengers had gone to their bunks and tried to sleep. They were awakened at 4:30 in the morning. Mary told the Boston Herald what happened: "The stewardess said, ‘there is something wrong, dress quick.' I tried to do so. but the lights went out and I could only grab my dressing gown and rushed up on deck barefooted. There was confusion all about, women and children crying and praying and the men trying to learn what the trouble was all about." She continued, "The vessel tipped over so that the water ran into the cabin and was up to my waist before I could get out. This made me very cold on deck and one of the Newfoundland sailors declared he would take off his socks if I would put them on my bare feet; but, as I declined his generous offer, he found a coat, which I wrapped around them."

Then George Uphill, Mary's brother, found her on deck, rushed below to her cabin, and retrieved her sealskin coat. "I think it [the coat] saved my life. As 1 was nearly perishing with cold," she said later. She tried to sing along with some of the other passengers. George Uphill noted that his sister's face was as white as a ghost. Later he recalled Mary's words to him. "We will go down together, brother."
"I tell you, boys," George Uphill later told reporters. "I was proud of my little sister then."

Mary recalls that, not too long afterward, she was in a lifeboat with other passengers, among them a woman crying for her baby, who was still on deck in her husband's arms. The crew let the man join his wife and child in the boat. Then another man with a look of sheer fright on his face jumped in, against orders; in those days, the custom was women and children first. This man, too, was allowed to remain  in the lifeboat. Within ten  minutes, the  passengers were safely on the beach.

The lifeboats — four of the six, at least — ferried people over the fierce waves. While waiting to be lowered into one of them, Graham Morry and his friend. Jack Kavanagh, went below decks again to get their coats and suitcases. They were plunged into waist-high water down there but got what they went tor. Because of their bravery — or foolhardiness — they were among the few survivors who had more than nightclothes to wear. The sun was rising as their small lifeboat pulled away from the doomed Bruce, and they stared at her bow high in the air, with her bowsprit pointing at the sky. They saw that the stern rail was almost underwater.

Mary Uphill was already on shore, trying to keep warm. "We found a little unoccupied hut," she said of the local lobster fishermen's abode. "But we could make no fire in it." Meanwhile, Captain Drake ordered First Officer C. F. Taylor to go to the nearest telegraph office to report the wreck and request assistance. Taylor travelled over land in a sled hauled by an ox, driven by a local man. The skipper also sent a boatload of food from the Bruce, including two large hindquarters of beef. Passengers who had been safely landed cut the beef into steaks and roasted it on a fire they started on the beach. Without a doubt, it was the most welcome meal of their lives. Other passengers huddled in the lobster fishermen's summer shacks, relieved to find that some of the larger ones had bunks, tables, chairs, and stoves.

Acting Purser Jim Mitchell made it into the last lifeboat, landing at Manadou. Mitchell walked nine miles to the nearest telegraph office and sent a message to the Reids: "Ashore at Main-a-Dieu. Passengers landed safely, except second class Pike of St. Lawrence and Shea of Carbonear
, both of whom are drowned. Ship is broken in two. Captain, mate and chief officer standing by." Mike Carroll, the Job employee who had recruited the men, also fired off a telegram to St. John's: "Two men drowned from Bruce while voluntarily getting boats out, davits being too stiff to swing; whilst shoving boat over forcibly, sea struck steamer, causing boat to project over side; many men overbal​anced by sudden lurch, but caught various things; five went overboard, two drowned . . . remainder of men wish me to write to let their fami​lies know they are alright; everybody praising good willing manner they worked getting out boats, rowing passengers ashore and sticking to their work until all passengers were safely landed; all leaving for North Sydney at 7; thence at 11:30 for Vancouver."

George Uphill managed to hire a horse and sleigh for himself and his sister, Mary, who recalled, "The man drove us across two ponds and we reached Bauline ten miles away, where great kindness was shown us at a fisherman's house. The woman of the house loaned me some garments until mine were dried."
The freighter SS Louisburg arrived mid-morning (or earlier. depending on the account), followed by a large tug, the Douglas H. Thomas. The Louisburg crew of only six took the Bruce passengers on board. Since the ship had no passenger accommodation, the women and children were sheltered below decks while the men stayed on deck, still exposed to the merciless winter elements. They were comforted, though, with sandwiches, bacon and eggs, pies, cookies, corned beef and cabbage and pots of tea and coffee. And they were relieved just to be alive; besides what happened to the Bruce, the lifeboat journeys had been treacherous. They could see that the Bruce was slowly slip​ping off the reef into the deeper water. Her midship section had disap​peared under breaking seas and her death was in sight. Not long after​ward, most of the survivors were on the train on their way to Sydney where they could get warm clothes and boots.

.
It was all over — except the post-mortem, as it were, and then the inquiry. In no time, a controversy broke out, and it concerned the Bruce's crew and the Newfoundlanders who had been on their way to whaling work in BC. It might have started when First Officer C. F. Taylor told Nova Scotia reporters that the Newfoundland men were reluctant to answer his call for volunteers to assist passengers. Mike Carroll, the whaling recruiter, was livid. From Vancouver, he wrote to the Evening Herald in St. John's, hitting back hard: "I can assure you that there is not a spark of laziness or cowardice in any of the men who came out here with me. Do you think I would bring a man from Newfoundland away out here to British Columbia whose action would in any way leave an opening for a reflection to be cast on me or our country? Well, not much. I and every one of the passengers can. assure you that had it not been for our men, the passengers would have had a feeling of utter despondency, as the crew of the Bruce, with one or two exceptions, were conspicuous by their absence when they were needed." Carroll's position was backed up by the words of passenger J. A. Dixon of London, Ontario, who, according to the Sydney Record, "spoke with feeling and warmth of the work of the brave Newfoundland fishermen in rescuing the passengers." Indeed, the comments attributed to Taylor seem harsh, given the death of passenger William Pike while trying to ensure that others would survive.

This had been the first loss under the command of Captain Richard Drake, who had been going to sea for 32 years, 15 or16 as master. In his deposition to Acting Stipendiary Magistrate Arthur Knight, Drake said he was on the other side of the ship when William Pike was lost and didn't see the tragedy unfold. Echoing events from the previous year involving the Invermore, it turned out that Drake possessed only a certificate of service, not a certificate of competency. In another echo, Knight concluded that the loss of the Bruce was caused by the master failing to verify the ship's position; he did not take reliable bearings of Scaterie Light. This resulted in Drake "setting and steering an improper course after 4 A.M. on the 24th of March last . . ."

The staunch Mary Uphill and her brother, George, travelled to Massachusetts,  their  original  destination. While  there,  Mary  was visited by a friend she had made in St. John's, Weston Stirling, who journeyed to the States to make sure she was all right. The next year. Mary and Weston Stirling were married in St. John's, later becoming the parents of future media mogul Geoff Stirling. It is possible that they named their first son Bruce after the lost vessel. Mary was matter-of-fact about her shocking experience: "There was very little baggage saved," she told the Boston Herald. ..although the coward who jumped into the women's boat paid some of the crew $6.00 to go back and look for his trunk. On the whole, from what I have read of other shipwrecks, I think the passengers and crew behaved well."
� Rismüller developed patented whaling-related equipment and processes during his time in Newfoundland. One of these processes was the conversion of whale carcasses into bone meal (guano). The Little St. Lawrence station served as a training facility for guano production, staffed by Newfoundlanders as well as workers from China and Japan. "The [station's] foundations are still there, crumbling away." says Levi Pike of St. Lawrence.


�� There was, of course, no such person.
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