
‘You are not alone, you are not abandoned,’ spoke New
Zealand PM John Key to the people of Christchurch in a
press conference following the devastating 6.3 Richter
Scale earthquake which rocked the city on February 22.

The seismic event had become a life-changing ordeal
for most—compounded with hundreds of family members
dealing with loss of loved ones. As the tragedy unfolded
during the nerve-racking rescue efforts,  Key continued to
reassure the public saying, ‘Obviously, hold onto hope, but
still this is very much a rescue effort—not a recovery—it is
fair to say, fear the worst.’

On Tuesday, March 1 at 12:51pm a two-minute silence
was observed throughout NZ. The confirmed death toll
had risen to 160 and could reach as high as 240. The
magnitude of damage, ‘utter devastation, the cityscape in
ruins will have to be removed and rebuilt to new
standards.’ Aid has poured in from everywhere—
emergency personnel, police, medical and social units.

As I write this, I am reminded of how lucky my family
is. Kevin and I were in Christchurch attending our son
Tyler’s wedding last month—just returning back to Pender
Island two days before the quake. On the Monday
afternoon we caught word of the news and rushed to
contact our two sons and family in Christchurch. 

After several attempts by land-line phone we, by fluke,
connected to our younger son Dylan who was in a bit of a
panic in the backyard, riding out aftershocks. His older
brother Tyler had been home for lunch and after the initial
quake subsided—half-a-minute duration—tore off on his
bike (as the roads were a mess) to the city to find his wife
who was trapped at the college where she worked. 

At this point our phone connection went dead.
Following the instruction of the overseas operator, we
recontacted through cellphone by text-messaging. Finally,

Reprint from Volume 23 Number 5                                                                   Mar 10, 2011

Visit www.islandtides.com to read the current edition and more find more interesting articles on other BC, national
& international topics in our extensive archive of newspapers and articles.

Reprint

Small, Small World

Aftermath: Christchurch, NZ
Michelle Marsden

© Island Tides Publishing Ltd.This article may be reproduced with this attribution, in its entirety, with notification to Island Tides Publishing Ltd. 

This article was published (Mar 10, 2011) in ‘Island Tides’. ‘Island Tides’ is an independent, regional newspaper distributing 18,000 print
copies throughout the Gulf Islands and Vancouver Island from Victoria to Campbell River.

Island Tides, Box 55, Pender Island, BC, Canada.       Phone: 250-629-3660.       Fax: 250-629-3838. 

Email: islandtides@islandtides.com.     Website: http://www.islandtides.com

Photo: Christopher Marsden

Christchurch’s Cathedral with the TV building in the background—

the buildings you saw in ruins on TV.

http://www.islandtides.com
http://www.islandtides.com


we were relieved to confirmed our family was safe but
remained on alert. 

As the days went by we learned the gravity of the
disaster. Tyler, who works for an electric company
(akin to BC Hydro) told us, ‘Mom, I was never so scared
... (not from the actual physical event but from not
knowing if he would find Halie, his new wife, alive) … I
rode to the police barricades and they wouldn’t let me
get in to find her as there was a gas-leak in her work
area and a continual rain of concrete and brick. After a
scuffle, I took another way through, searching the triage
centres in Hagley Park—anywhere I could think to find
her.’ Tyler was in tears telling his story. ‘Mom, I ran on
adrenalin. We finally met after she was evacuated—she
got out. We came home to Dylan who was still standing
outside. The city is like a war zone. Our home was a
mess inside but was standing. There was looting, chaos,
panic.’

Recently he telephoned with another update: ‘There
is a curfew in the city, extra police have been sent in to
help. Rescue teams are still removing rubble and hearts
are breaking. It’s depressing to see the daily news—we
stopped watching it. Halie’s work is gone and I haven’t
stopped working. We are repairing powerlines, working
from the outskirts in. 

‘This has brought out the best and worst in people—
people without homes, power or water are in the streets
helping with the cleanup. Hoarders on the other hand
have taken advantage of rationing and are buying up
gas, milk and food and boot-legging it at triple the
price. 

Air New Zealand was offering $50 outbound tickets
to help people  to leave the disaster zone. Many people
are living with friends or relatives on the outskirts.
Those with running water are boiling it. We are coping
and are lucky compared to others.’

How ironic it is that this disaster should be the
wake-up call  for us here on the BC coast. It has
invaluable lessons for our emergency preparedness in
the event of a major earthquake.  Literally a wake-up

call for me was a lesser quake in January (5.1 and 5
seconds long) while I was in Christchurch. At 6am, the
whole house shook—I saw the eaves undulate. 

Don’t be complacent—we are as vulnerable to this
kind of jolt here at home. Our earthquake preparedness
checklist should include the standard emergency water,
food, clothing, portable shelter, flashlight and radio
supplies. Keep all cellphones charged and, in an
earthquake aftermath, use only as necessary by text-
messaging. Being aware of the probability of the loss of
power and water for long periods, and restricted road
travel. 

And be prepared to face unforeseeable mayhem;
plan to avoid panic. Staying calm will aid in clearer,
sound decisions. 

In an earthquake, concentrate on your immediate
family situation but don’t overlook anyone in need close
by. The practice of helping your community and not
hindering the rescue and recovery efforts will speed
recovery. 

Staying safe demands being alert and also very
aware when in unsafe territory. Expect to be flexible;
adapting to a changing situation. 

Right now, contact PEPP coordinators in your
community to learn more.

Tremors in Christchurch are still continual and
nerves are understandably frayed. The earthquake that
gave New Zealanders their ‘darkest day’ was felt  from
Invercargill to Nelson—the whole of the South Island
and particularly the Canterbury region. 

As recovery plans evolve, Canterburians are trying to
maintain a daily routine—for the population it has
become a daunting task, and one that is being taken
day by day.

Michelle Marsden lives on Pender. She sailed the
Pacific with her husband, Kevin and Christopher and
Tyler when they were youngsters. Michelle was
founder of BC’s coastal clean-up, works at recycling
and writes for Island Tides occasionally. 0
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