
Pamela Mar: Nanaimo Historical Society. Thursday, April the 10th, 2003 at the society’s regular meeting. 
Introducing Valentine Hughes of Port Alberni, who is the wife, the daughter, and the granddaughter of 
cable men. Val will be speaking to us about the cable connections, Bamfield and the thin red line, which 
connected the west coast of Vancouver Island to the rest of the British Empire. 
 
Introducer: Several generations of people involved with cable. And she has completed now a worker at 
the Port Alberni Archives and Museum. And she was very active in the 100th anniversary of the cable 
arriving at Bamfield. And on that note, I’m gonna ask you to come forth and tell them about your story. 
 
Valentine Hughes: Now, I’m going to be wandering around all over the place. First of all, I want to thank 
you all very much for inviting me, showing up for me, to come and talk about something that has been 
part of my life, my whole life. I was born into the cable and my father and my grandfather were also 
involved in the cable, including my grandfather was at the station in Southport when it opened for the 
first time. So there’s a long history of cable connection there. Now, I’ve brought along some bits and 
pieces here that I thought that perhaps might be of interest to you. Anyone who loves maps. These 
maps are a little different because they show the topography of the ocean floors. And what you need to 
try and visualize, the first undersea cables connected England to Europe in 1854. Then after that, 
through primarily the ‘70s, the ‘80s and ‘90s, they are setting up the cable system which began to link 
the British Empire. And this is where that term “the thin red line” came from because it is a line that 
links all the pieces of the British Empire as it was then, which on the maps was originally in red. So you 
just linked it all together, all the way around the world. And that was when it started. Now in the 
pictures I have here is a picture of “Willie”, first cable ship that laid the cables. The transoceanic cables. 
And went down the coast of England, from there to a little tiny dot off the bump of Africa, west Africa 
called Liberia. From there to another littler tinier dot called Ascension out in the middle of the Atlantic. 
And from there to the Cape of Good Hope. And from there up into Pretoria and then it looped and it 
went to what was called Rhodesia at that time, and then Kenya and then across to, oh I think actually it 
looped around and went into Aden for some reason. I think that was a British protectorate at the time. 
And there was also another cable that they did have that was deemed unsafe when differences of 
opinion started coming up between countries. It went through the Gibraltar through to Malta to Suez, 
through The Red Sea, into Aden that way. And this became what they considered insecure. And this is 
when they started talking about linking all and keeping everything safe out to sea and linking all of the 
British Empire that way. So we would not go through any foreign countries at all. And that was the 
principle behind it. While all of this is going on, here in Canada we had a gentleman called Sir Sanford 
Fleming, who was the chief engineer in the Canadian Pacific Railway. And he decided that really the 
telegraph system in Canada, following the Canadian Pacific Railway, went right across the country to 
Vancouver. So once the whole of the eastern cables had been put in, around Africa, linking through to 
India, Singapore, Hong Kong, Australia, the next logical solution was to go from the west coast of Canada 
to Australia. And the haggling, the discussions, it’s absolutely impossible, you can’t do that, you can’t 
generate enough power to send a message over that distance, and all of these things came up. And I 
think it was something like 27 years with these discussions went on. And finally the agreement was 
reached between Canada and Australia and Great Britain, England that this cable would be built. So then 
you have to survey. Now think again, 1901 technology. Technology doesn’t show you what the bottom 
of the ocean is like. So that’s fine. You can survey and find where was a safe place to bring that cable 
ashore, but you haven’t a clue as to what you’re going to find on the bottom of the ocean. And this is 
why I brought these 2 maps, particularly this one that shows the Pacific and shows what they had to go 
through. The mountains that are taller than Everest. The canyons that make the Grand Canyon look like 
a little dent, you know a trickle down the middle of the street in a rainstorm. All of these things are 
there. And when they were deciding how they wanted to do this, all these had to be taken into 



consideration, but this cable cannot be suspended from peak to peak. It has to touch the ground. And 
you don’t know what that ground is going to look like. Now they do, but back in 1901 they didn’t know. 
So that was definitely a problem. But what they needed to find then was a safe landing place and this 
again was something that had to be taken into consideration. You could not possibly bring a cable that is 
a collection of wires and is wrapped in gutta-percha and, which is a form of rubber and of other cloth 
fibers and things. You couldn’t possibly bring this in through heavy surf, over rock and all this kind of 
thing. So where on the west coast could you find a safe spot? And all had, at the time, were thinking in 
terms the closest piece of The British Empire to in Canada, to Australia. So they started looking on the 
outside of Vancouver Island and they found this funny little bay and right across the mouth of it here, 
the water that comes down, Trapper Creek, the water that comes down Bamfield in and itself. You got 
this wonderful black ooze. It’s nice and deep and goopy. And the rocks. And it’s calm. So all of these 
things made Bamfield an ideal place to bring a cable ashore in Canada. Now they also had to find, 
how’re you going to get it from there to Australia on British territory? So that eliminates the Hawaiian 
Islands. You can’t stop there. Well just south of the Hawaiian Islands, there is this funny little hunk of 
rock. I think it’s rock, I don’t think it’s coral but, called Fanu Island. It had absolutely nothing on it. There 
was nothing there until these gentlemen in their wisdom, often sitting around a board table decided 
that, yup that’s, we’re gonna stop there. And then from there, we will go along to Fiji. Well there was 
people living in Fiji so that’s fine you, but it was still part of The British Empire. So you stopped in Fiji. So 
you come down here, Fanu Island which is the top of a very tall mountain. Now I mean it’s also only 20 
feet above sea level but you still got about all the way through all of these little bumps and wiggles. 
Then you have to climb the side of this really great mountain. And then you have to go down the other 
side and keep on going. So Fanning and then through. And again they don’t know where the safe places 
are, so they kind of maneuver and stay on the same levels so up and down and up and down, on their 
way they go. And they get to a place called Fanning, Fiji. So they decided to make it another cable 
station there. From there, they went to a place called Norfolk Island. Norfolk Island is right on the side of 
a precipice. And when you come up and look at this, you’ll see what I’m talking about. There is this 
absolutely amazing drop-off right at Norfolk Island. So off you go. Norfolk Island, again nobody there 
except I think there were a few of the descendants from “The Mutiny on the Bounty.” So they were 
there. Pitcairn Island was main one they went to, but they also went to Norfolk Island too. Anyway at 
Norfolk Island, they branched the cable and one piece went down to New Zealand and the other one 
went to Southport. And Southport then became the Australian connection. From Southport, originally 
they hoped they set up on telegraph line to Sydney, then to Melbourne, then across to Perth and linked 
up with the eastern cables. There were 2 loads of cable. One came here from Aden to Bombay, across to 
Madras, around down through, where are we? Singapore, up to Hong Kong, and you can come and track 
this later. It’s all here. But this was the roundabout route. Then they got inspired and came across a 
couple more pieces of rock in the middle of the Indian Ocean. And they stopped there and then they 
came straight across to Perth in Australia with a little snake up to what was called Ceylon and is now Sri 
Lanka, and linked up with the other cable there. So this was the, they’d already put this in and linked it 
through to Perth. And then they had to do this across the Pacific and that was when on October the 31st 
1902 the final splice was made and the first message was sent by, now this was an unofficial message. 
First of all, you have all sorts of people you know, doing the testing, testing bit. It’s all in Morse code. 
There is no voice at this time. There’s no telephone lines. Everything has to be sent in Morse code. It can 
only be sent one way at a time. So anywhere that you’re dealing between stations, you send your 
message, clickity, quick on the key. You then have to wait until that message goes over. OK now we’ve 
got to, from Bamfield to Fanning that was 4,000 miles. And that’s only got you to here. You still got more 
than halfway to go. So you can imagine it was taking, I believe the first message to go just from our coast 
to Australia, I think it took something like an hour and a half. And that’s fine. And then you wait and wait 
and wait because they have to receive the message and then send a reply. You can’t send messages in 



the opposite direction at the same time. You had only one message. Now this was the original cable and 
this was the way and they absolutely delighted because they had communication and that was what was 
important. Now it wasn’t until 1926 when they put in a more complicated cable. I can’t give you the 
proper terms so please forgive me on that one. But anyway they, so that you could actually send 2 
messages at the same time. So that was really efficient. That was wonderful and it was at that time that 
here, Bamfield 1902, this was what the cable station looked like. This, it’s on top of a bluff overlooking 
the sea. There’s quite a drop down from where they had it. Had this amazing view, right on the point. 
They brought the cable in here and then they hauled it up and put it up to this building up at the top. It 
was designed by Philip Bredenbury who also designed the CPR hotels. This is Sir Sanford Fleming, you 
know “OK, fine you can use my boy. He’ll do a good job.” Well he did. And he designed this absolutely 
magnificent structure. It’s all in wood. It meant cutting down trees, some of them were 15 feet across at 
the butt where it was cut, this kind of a thing. Huge trees. And you can see here still, there’s a remainder 
of a lot of them. Now when I was a kid there growing up in the ‘40s, those stumps are still there. You 
know and I mean, they’ll probably be there another hundred years, slowly rotting away, but the 
evidence is still there of what they cut down. And in this picture this would be before they brought cable 
in. This is the cable hut and they would have brought it up out of the U’s, up to this and then from there, 
it would been another link that would have taken it up into here. But there’s no storage tanks to put 
spare cable, in cases of breaking and they need to repair it. They are, and they show up and this picture 
was taken probably around 1960 but, just after it had closed. But it shows these cable tanks, the storage 
tanks down on the bottom. Here’s our little hut here, so you can track that. Then in 1926, they built 
what we call “the bunker.” This is a massive great cement block building, which is the only piece of the 
top section. They have kept these buildings down here. But the Bamfield Marine Station uses this 
building as its headquarters. All of these buildings were torn down. They closed the cable station there. 
I’m getting ahead of myself here but anyway. The various, we’re still on Morse code, all of this. And 
things had become far more efficient. You didn’t need repeaters, you didn’t need, and there was 
certainly no business being generated in a place like Bamfield. So it was simpler to come into Port 
Alberni, put the relay in there to Vancouver. Vancouver is the place that generates the money at this 
end. The same thing was happening all over the world. They were closing down the smaller stations. But 
first of all, in 1926 there was a massive expansion and this is when they, you see here, this stops with 
this piece. Then they built a piece on the side here. Now this was what was called “bachelor’s quarters.” 
There were people who came primarily from England and from Australia and New Zealand that 
operated the cables. Most of them were fairly young, unmarried men, so you had to look after them. 
And they lived here. There was a staff of I think about 19 Chinese, excellent cook, and a night cook who 
was also excellent. There was 2 men who did the laundry. There was the outdoors man with the people 
who did the cleaning, the janitorial staff, and this kind of thing. And that there was anything up to 30 
bachelors, ranging in age from 17 to about 40 in age. So you can see, that’s going to pose a few 
problems too, especially for the local population and the very limited supply of girls. But anyway, they 
used to import them from Port Alberni. They’d come up by boat and had dances and had a wonderful 
time. But anyway, one of the things that I wanted to tell you about, I told you about the ooze. The 
wonderful black ooze at Bamfield. Now in Southport it was sand. Fanning it was sand. Fiji it was sand. All 
of these places. But they all used the same principle for bringing the cable ashore. And here we are here. 
They set up this line like a washing line with pulleys. They attached the cable to it and they link 
somehow or other. As the cable’s going along, you hook barrels onto the cable to keep it afloat, to keep 
it up, until you got the whole thing in and on the shore to where you want it. Then somebody goes out 
in a boat, I presume and cuts the lines that are holding the little barrels in place and down goes the 
cable and lies gently on the bottom. No friction, it just settles. And it was an absolutely brilliant way of 
doing it. Now when we were in Bamfield on October the 31st, we were talking to the captain of the 
current cable ship that is responsible for the repairs right across the north Pacific. Because now they 



don’t bother with it, only being exclusively a part of The British Empire. You now have cables from here 
that are going over to Japan, they’re going up to Alaska, they’re going to Hawaii, they’re going all over 
the place. But you still get breaks and you still have to have a cable ship to repair them. Every now and 
then they have to bring a cable, a new piece of cable ashore. And would you believe they’re still using 
the barrel system. They still pull out the old thing with the pulleys, they still have the barrels. The only 
difference is that now they’re using plastic barrels rather than oak barrels. But I just, you know many 
captain of the current ship said that, you know I thought “well this is high tech.” So I thought that was 
really rather fun. As you’re looking through this, one of the people who was at the cable centennial in 
Bamfield, the following week went for visit in Australia, visiting relatives, and made a point of going to 
Southport. And this picture at the top here will show you 2 of the 3 buildings that where the original 
buildings were the cable station in Southport. They have been moved away from the beach and they are 
still in Southport and they are part of a school. The music studio and the art studio I do believe. They 
are, included here. And they’re beautiful wooden buildings. And they’re still going strong. So I put inh 
here just so you can get an idea of what Bamfield was like over the years. These pictures here were 
taken in 1950. Take note, there hasn’t been any logging yet. There’s no logging, there’s no roads. 
Bamfield was 34 miles from the nearest road. That road stopped at Port Alberni. Until the mid-‘60s there 
was no connection. So all that time, you went in and out by boat. Around 1948, ‘49 I think they started 
flying people in and out in airplanes, but there was no helicopters yet. And so it was very definitely 
isolated. I mean you made your own entertainment. Growing up there, I thought it was the most 
wonderful place in the world. I mean you talk to my 2 sisters, you’d get a totally different point of view. I 
mean they look forward to being in the city and all the rest of it. I was quite happy with my dugout 
canoe and climbing trees and going out wandering through the bush and had my own, I was a 
commercial fisherman at the age of 10, you know and cost me a whole dollar. Now I mean the sports 
license was $2. Now which would you be? I mean when the Americans used to come up and do visits 
they didn’t know that, but then you told them that they could get the cheaper one. But you know, I 
mean these were part of the benefits as far as I was concerned. Another thing that is on here is a picture 
of “The Restorer”, which was the cable ship that we knew, that used to come into Bamfield in the ‘40s. 
And this particular picture was taken just after the earthquake. It was here on the island. It snapped the 
cable in the Alberni Inlet. So the good ship “Restorer” came to our rescue and in it came and repaired 
that piece of cable. Now the way that they repaired the cable, they find, they grapple and find one end 
of it and pull it to the surface and put a buoy on it, so it’s a marker. So you got that end. Now you gotta 
go off to where you assume that the cable is, the other piece that’s broken off it, and go back and forth 
and try and grapple it. Bring it up, splice on the new piece of cable and then go over, find the buoy with 
the other piece attached to it, splice that together and then make sure it goes down carefully with no 
kinks because it would break again, and fix your cable that way. So it doesn’t matter whether it’s out in 
the middle of the ocean or if it’s in a place that’s relatively sheltered like the Bamfield Inlet. Or the Port 
Alberni, Alberni Inlet. That’s still the way it had to be done. Now of course they go out and ping things 
and sonar and sideways this and all the rest of it. I mean, it’s making these things a lot more easy, but 
they still use the same principle. So this would be an old steamer and with all these masts, I’ve sort of 
get the impression that maybe these sail sometimes. This is 1854 and on into the 1890s. Which is really. 
Audience Member 1: That’s a Great Eastern. 
 
VH: Yeah. This is a Great Eastern. 
 
AM 1: Isn’t it? It’s a Great Eastern. 
 
VH: Yeah. And then here’s, and that shows you where. Hm? 
 



AM 1: [Unintelligible]. 
 
VH: Yup, that was the first one, yeah. So then here. This is one of the “Iris” I do believe it was. It was all 
for Southport when it came ashore. But the principle is still the same with the barrels. So have a look at 
that. It was really quite fun. This shows Bamfield 1960, just around the time when they were removing 
all of the buildings. So all of these little white spots here are where the houses used to be at the cable 
station. The road is beginning to come in and just comes in and just comes down. There’s a government 
wharf here. There’s still no road through here or anything else. It’s just a trail and this is what we used to 
go on. I mean there were, the roots were there, the rocks were there. You couldn’t ride a bicycle, 
nothing. You walk or you went by boat. And I had my own dugout canoe and about 10 feet long. We 
used to go out fishing. Went around the point, out Cape Beale and everything else. Not by myself. I 
mean there were other people that were rowing boats and canoes too. We all used to go as kids and 
just it was part of the routine. Now this piece here at the bottom. We progressed, we’d gone through 
the cable from one message in one direction only to, I think it made it up to what? 6 messages in each 
direction at a time, by the end of the ‘40s. Something like that. And then 1961, they put the first 
transatlantic telephone cable across and linked that up. And they came in at a place, well it went to 
Newfoundland, and then from Newfoundland, it came across to the Gaspe Peninsula to a place called 
Graceross. And my husband Ken, who’s in the back there, was in charge of taking the cable, bringing it 
ashore, again same old principle, bring it ashore and then up the hill and that this time, you don’t hook 
up to the telegraph lines, you hook up to a microwave tower. And the messages going whizzing around 
that way. But this was, that was the first transatlantic telephone cable. Then 2 years later Compact, the 
Commonwealth Pacific telephone cable came up. This time it, well there was Fanning, it went straight to 
Hawaii and came along through there and came into Port Alberni. And again from Port Alberni, you 
gotta go across the island, back into the water. And that’s what these pictures here, digging trenches 
through Cathedral Grove. There’s a controversy there but anyway, they got it done. And coming in on 
the shore at Qualicum Beach. And then from there, went to Vancouver and then linked into the 
telephone lines the rest of the way. There of course, the next phase after that, 1984 I think it was, we’re 
gonna move to fiber optics. And, no it was later than that. It was around 1990. And the fiber optic cable 
replaced that telephone cable. And now rather than, I mean having that first telephone cable was 
something like 100 messages going in each direction at the same time. And then now you have the fiber 
optics and you’ve got thousands of messages. You’ve got emails, you’ve got television, you’ve got all 
sorts of things that are going back and forth simultaneously on the fiber optic cable. So this piece here is 
a slice of the Compact cable, that telephone cable that I was telling you about. And the messages. You 
can explain about those messages going over, but that was the first telephone cable that went across 
the Pacific. This is the [unintelligible]. 
 
AM 2: The cable kind of shift naturally. 
 
VH: Yeah. 
 
AM 2: And it made it back there. 
 
VH: Yeah. Yes, well again, it sort of. They used the storage in Bamfield for this kind of thing, but they. 
 
AM 2: British Columbia [unintelligible]. So how 2,000 miles or [unintelligible]? 
 
Ken Hughes: [Unintelligible] United Kingdom had come back and said a station here and load it. 
 



VH: Bring it up the same way. But yeah. But anyway, yeah so last time I. I don’t have the sound from the 
fiber optics and I don’t have the sound from the early cables but anyway you do. There’s bits and pieces. 
Now there is one more thing I would like to tell you about and that is my own personal connection to 
the cable. My grandfather, who’s an Englishman, joined cable and wireless in 1894. Went to Madera and 
Ascension. Was absolutely furious because along came the world war and he was declared essential 
service. What is it? Jack of men of Imperial Service. And they were not allowed to resign their position, 
go off and join the war and become soldiers. They had to stay on these wonderful little isolated pieces 
of rock and keep the messages going through. So you know, but anyway he had even ordered a uniform 
and all the rest of it, which his brother wore and he went off and I don’t think my grandfather ever 
forgave him for that one. But that was the beginning of our family and the involvement with undersea 
cables. My grandfather was on the first stop in Southport and there’s a photograph up here which 
shows him and he’s the chap that’s sitting on the left-hand side. He’s the 3rd one in and he’s got white 
pants on. And that’s my grandfather. And then he then continued on through. He served in Southport, in 
Sydney and Melbourne and then for some reason or other, Halifax, Nova Scotia was part of the Pacific 
cable board and off he went to there, taking along a family of, it was 4 kids, and a wife and a mother-in-
law. And they were in Halifax for 3 years. From there, they went to the West Indies and he was 
responsible for the linking together of all the cable and wireless systems. I think it was something like 10 
cable systems and 11 or 13 wireless systems throughout the West Indies and they linked them all 
together and it became the West Indian Cable System. And he was responsible for that. Then off he goes 
back to Australia. They don’t let you stay anywhere for more than 3 years. And then you know, you 
might get to like it and then this is the problem. And so back to Sydney and then from there to Bamfield. 
And wound up the manager in Bamfield from 1928 to 1930, the end of 1930. Now in the meantime, 
while they, my grandfather and his family are in the West Indies, there’s another Englishman who has 
joined on cable and wireless in England, goes training in Forth Cur which is in Cornwall, the exactly the 
same as my grandfather had, and he wound up in what was called Western Telegraph, which linked with 
South America. And kind of ran our business links through Montevideo, Buenos Aries, Rio, it was even in 
Minas up the Amazon. He sang in the opera house in Minas. So that was a rather fun thing to remember 
it. But so he’s come along. He winds up in the West Indies and meets my mother, who was there with 
her father who was putting everything together. They then went their separate ways. My father winds 
up back down in Rio. My mother goes back with the family back to Australia. But they keep in touch, and 
wish, write for birthdays and Christmases. My father was in a place called Recife at the mouth of the 
Amazon and he contacted head office in cable and wireless. Now this is, you know this is the way you do 
things. So “can you please give me the address of so-and-so? She’s in, I believe she’s in Australia.” And 
that was all that he did. Well that was fine. They then, so nope, she’s not in Australia, she’s up in 
Bamfield. So they gave him the message and then my, this was 4 years since they’ve met. So anyway, 
this cable arrived on the lot. And in that, he says “many happy returns. Letter following. Don’t do 
anything until you’ve read it.” Now this is in September. The letter arrived a few weeks later. He 
proposes. My parents are married in Victoria in May. And off they go back and their first home is on a 
tropical island beach in Rio. Yeah, right next to the prison. There was the usual revolutions going on at 
the time and the president presumably had just been captured. And they weren’t allowed to move into 
their apartment until the police had finished their escort of this guy, all locked up inside. And then they 
could move in their furniture. So that was how my parents got to Brazil. And 2 years later, they moved 
up to San Palo, which is the coffee capital and it was also the, it was the capital of the largest state in 
Brazil and definitely booming. And they were fed up to the teeth with all the graft and everything else 
that was going on in the rest of Brazil, so they decided they were going to separate, so we have 
separatists down there too. Then my mother is very pregnant and all of a sudden she goes into labour, 
calls my father, he comes home from the office, into a taxi they go, and away they go heading for the 
hospital, and then the, bang, bang, bang, bang, in all the directions here. There’s gunfire all over the 



place. So somebody steps up and flags down the taxi. No you gotta go through it and everything else. So 
anyway this, “senior, she’s very pregnant, she’s gonna have a baby any minute.” “Cease fire, cease fire.” 
Everybody stops, everybody stands back, puts their guns facing down, applauds as the taxi going 
through. And about two and a half hours later I was born. So that was the beginning of my career in the 
cable. And then I’ll leave out all the bits and pieces. In 1939, when war was declared, my father went up 
in Bamfield. And as a 7 year old, arrives there at Easter in 1940, and this is where I grew up. In the 
meantime, 1949, there’s another guy who’s trained in cable and wireless over in England. And he had 
started with them. They hadn’t put him on a station yet, so he got seconded into the British Army. And 
when he goes to the front, in northern Italy and into Austria, just at the tail end of the war, the last 3 
months of the war, sending dispatches back home, back to the front, back to England, so they, for the 
press and also for the officers, to report, from the front. After that, they decided to well, I mean heck, 
he’d only been in there for this little wee short time, so we better do something with him. He can’t 
possibly go off and lead a civilian life, so then we’ll send him to Palestine. So off he goes and gets shot at 
by both sides. This is what happened to the British at that time. Then finally after some more training in 
undersea cable engineering and at this time, Canada is seriously considering training their men so that, 
to be undersea cable engineers, rather than having to bring somebody in from England all the time. So 2 
Canadians were going over and 2 Brits came over to take their place on the 2 year contact. And that was 
how Ken wound up in Bamfield. And I was 16, away at boarding school. I’d come home for Christmas 
and there were 4 young men had come from Montreal and 1 from England. So it was going to be an 
interesting Christmas. I mean this was going to be fun, yeah. And so I went with my father and I arrived. 
The mail went to the post office and then from there, went over to the cable station for the people who 
worked at the cable station. And then it was sorted and put in pigeon holes and you went and got your 
own mail. So I went down with dad to pick up the mail. And in this little workshop here right next to the 
mail room, there was somebody in there working away on something. And my dad says “Oh there’s one 
of the young men that came while you were away. So Ken, Ken, how are you Ken? Miss Hughes, I’d like 
you to meet Mr. Hughes.” And he thought that was very funny. And 4 years later, again I became Mrs. 
Hughes. So yeah. And then we lived in Montreal, Halifax, back to Montreal and finally, when Ken retired 
in 1981, we made it back out to the west coast. But I’m still a good Bamfield kid. I’m still a cable kid and 
I’m very definitely still connected. So thank you very much. 
 
AM 3: [Unintelligible]. 
 
VH: Oh heavens above, they wouldn’t pull them out, no. 
 
AM 3: They wouldn’t be salvageable I suppose. 
 
VH: I doubt they’d be worth salvaging. I would suspect. I don’t know. They may still be there, yeah. 
 
KH: I suspect that some of the stuff that’s floating [unintelligible]. 
 
VH: Oh yes. The bits you can get are, I mean draggers have a wonderful time snagging bits of cable. And 
off Newfoundland, all through that area, this happened fairly regularly before they had all the high 
technology they do now. I mean that really kept the cable ships busy. 
 
AM 4: The piece of cable that’s in front of the Bamfield Marine Station, is that a part of the original cable 
that they put down? 
 
VH: Yes. I believe so. If not that, the one that was in 1926. I’m not sure which it is. Do you know Ken? 



The one in Bamfield. Do you know if that cable that they got in Bamfield is part of the original one? 
 
KH: Yeah. [Unintelligible]. 
 
VH: No. 
 
[Recording breaks] 
 
VH: You were asking about the. 
 
AM 5: [Unintelligible]. 
 
VH: Well some of it would have been snagged up by draggers and things like that. Some of it, I would 
suspect was just rotted out completely and. Or it would have, I don’t know whether it would have been 
moved by currents. Some of it would have been pinched by earthquakes and things like that. You know, 
swallowed up. 
 
AM 6: I have [unintelligible] for sure. 
 
VH: They certainly wouldn’t bother with it. 
 
KH: Well, when I left Gibraltar, they were still using telephone paper. Addition to the telephone cards. 
 
VH: That’s what I was going to tell you. When for a while there, when they first put the cable in, in 1902, 
they used the telegraph cable from there, nailed to trees, to Port Alberni, and then linked into the 
telegraph line there. And there was so many storms and trees falling down and broken cables 
everywhere and you know, the wires had to be repaired and everything else, that they did take some 
old cable that had been linked between England and Germany. And they took that old cable and hooked 
it up from Bamfield through Victoria and around to Vancouver. Now this cable was probably 40 years 
old or more by then. And guess what happened? It just kept on coming apart in pieces and they spent 
too much time going up, trying to find it and repair it and then they’d pull it up and another piece would 
break off. And so they went back to, they came back in 1903 and laid the cable down in the middle of 
the Alberni Inlet, which was a heck of a lot simpler. Yup? 
 
AM 7: Do you know how many circuits there were on the original cable? 
 
VH: I would think one. 
 
AM 7: [Unintelligible]. 
 
VH: Somehow or other, I. You’ve got people to send messages about, at that point. You had the people 
who read the messages, made sure that nothing had happened to the message in between, made the 
corrections. Somebody else has sent it on through the machine and send it on to the next station. And 
then you got the engineers, who’ve had to keep all this machinery running. And I suppose you’d then 
have the, well you had the clerk in charge, who looked after the pay and the expenses and this kind of 
thing. 
 



VM 8: There must have been, you have to pay for original for whatever cable [unintelligible]. I can’t 
imagine they would be [unintelligible]. 
 
VH: The original one wasn’t. I mean you had the copper core and then you have a wrapping of wire kind 
of embedded in wherever and you got to purse your fabric. And then the cable was in the ocean, was 
about so. The cable came ashore needed more covering around it to protect it while it was in the 
shallow waters, so it was much bigger. The cables that were around in the, that I remember in the ‘40s. 
It was 2 different types. 
 
KH: Very thick cable. About that big around. And then the last cable I was on was the repairing in the 
Atalntic was made by the Great Eastern in 1898. This was 1963, 4. I mean. It’s still there. 
 
VH: And they’re still out there using it. And still considered worth repairing. 
 
AM 9: How much power does it take? To run? To receive messages. 
 
KH: Very little. Telegraph cables are a continuous operation. It continues 24 hours. So when we use to 
send a telegram, you used to go to the post office or something and say send of off a telegram 
[unintelligible] whatever. It would go to the cable station in Nova Scotia and the telegraphist there 
would key it, but it’s in 7 digit Morse code. It’s not. It’s a special paper card. And it then goes into a 
special machine, wherever it’s directed to whether it’s [unintelligible] wherever. And it would be 
diverted onto that cable for that particular region. And then it would go, maybe go to Fanu Island, then 
it would go [unintelligible] and then it would spread out. And it would go back into the tube to decode it. 
And that’s how all messages went through. But the message on the telegraph cable was a continuous 
operation. It never ceased. And that’s why it’s very, very important too. The cable ships were incidental 
expenses. And they were generally expensive [unintelligible] but incidentals to the operations. Because 
every minute that that cable is down, it’s thousands and thousands of dollars it’s costing the company. 
Of course now it’s even worse because you have now got fiber optic telephone cables. 
 
VH: Now there is another option and of course that’s using satellite. But if you are ever watching a 
program on television and you see an interview going on with somebody who’s thousands of miles away 
and everything else. And of course they do parodies of it all the time, where somebody will ask a 
question and then you have the other person at the other end going like this. And then finally bing and 
they start answering. That’s gone by satellite. Goes up there and it comes back down. If the 
conversation goes on as if you were in the same room together, it’s gone by cable. So it’s a far more 
efficient way of doing it really. And of course you don’t run into sunspots and who knows what else. It 
just breaks every now and then. 
 
KH: I’d love to tell you a story about the first of the, what do you call? 
 
VH: Helicopter. 
 
KH: Yeah. There’s your cable and you’ve got this big thing under it, you know under the ocean, every 
maybe 10 miles or so. 
 
VH: Oh the repeaters.  
 



KH: These repeaters were first designed in England. But they didn’t have anywhere of keeping it up in 
the vicinity that was good enough for testing great depths. They actually went up into Scotland and 
found one of the places they could take this thing out, you know they were going to lower it down into 
great depths they said. The man in charge said “now somehow or other, we’ve got to tell the people 
who were going to take this machine up there that they cannot be moved very fast. The easiest thing to 
do is to tell these people it must never, one end must never be more than 2 feet higher than the other.” 
They figured if they told these people that were transporting this, it would be safe. So, it was 
transported up to Scotland and there was a ship waiting in the harbour. And they told them that you 
know at no time should the ends be more than 2 feet apart. They took the thing out, started to lower it 
down and just before it got to the bottom, it fell off. [Unintelligible] said “don’t worry. I’ll try to get 
running.” It didn’t work. The stories like this could go on forever, but I thought that was a classic. They’re 
expensive. They cost 25,000 pounds each. 
 
VH: And if anyone wants to see what those repeaters looks like, in the museum in Port Alberni there is 
one that the [unintelligible], which is the Canadian part of the cable system, brought in. Very kindly cut it 
open and put it under a Plexiglas window, so you can see the whole workings inside. All covered in gold 
leaf, so that it won’t corrode. But anyway, it’s there and you can look at it. Anyway, thank you. This is 
absolutely beautiful pencil. Thanks you very much. I believe there’s all sorts of goodies at the back there. 
Any other questions? Come on up and have a look around. 


