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Trauma and its Unpredictable Legacy
An Interview with army chaplain John O’Donnell
Most of us have had to respond to traumatic situations at times, and we are likely to know others who
have lived through sudden loss, accidents, war or other very difficult situations. John O’Donnell’s account
of his involvement in the Swissair disaster and its aftermath, and his experience of dealing with trauma
and post-traumatic stress disorder among those who did the recovery work at the Swissair crash site
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and among returning soldiers is both inspiring and informative. – Beth Porter, ed.
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given different duties. There were some very

Bayswater Monument

intense situations. For example, a soldier would
recover a child’s shoe or some other item of
clothing, and because he or she had a child

On September 2, 1998, Swissair Flight 111 crashed into St. Margaret’s
Bay, a few kilometres south of Halifax, Nova Scotia. On impact it broke
apart into over a million pieces. There were no survivors. What was at

that age, all of a sudden they would reach another level

first anticipated to be a rescue mission quickly turned into a painstaking

of consciousness about the situation and that would

recovery operation.

trigger a very difficult moment for them.
Where did prayer come in during those days?

I was praying, constantly, constantly. There wasn’t
much time to pray with the soldiers on the beaches,
so prayer in that context was, for the most part, nonverbal. But when the families started to arrive and I
was asked to accompany them, prayer became an integral part of our time together. Since they couldn’t get
to the crash site itself, an area at Peggy’s Cove was
designated for them to view the ships engaged in the
recovery operation off shore. Among other things, I
was responsible for accompanying families down as
close as we could safely get to the water so they could
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Nova Scotia to deal with the many logistical details
and other facets of the disaster’s aftermath. With
the family members, his committee planned the
burial and memorial services which took place a
year after the crash.

one. It was a way of trying to bring some sense to the
situation. One family sang Nearer My God to Thee and
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Many families came in the days following the crash.

response was powerful. “Padre,” he said, “that was
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time to recover the human remains, we could

You worked with soldiers doing recovery work after the crash

not have a memorial service or burial for the

and also with a number of soldiers returning from war with

unidentified remains until the first anniversary.

post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD). What is life like for these

Most families came back on the first anniver-

people?

sary and quite a few came back for the second

What most sticks out for me is just the inability to

anniversary.
The 229 passengers and crew represented 17 differ-

move on from a traumatic event, so that they are daily
re-living aspects of it over and over and can’t cope with
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friends often don’t understand

You have followed families who have stayed in touch.

Yes. A line from a memorial day poem comes to mind:
“At the going down of the sun and in the morning, we
will remember them.” That faithful remembering of
loved ones gives me hope.
Now, most families mark September 2nd in their
private way, but there are a number of families who
come back to Nova Scotia each year. I think they are
drawn because they made a connection, albeit a
tragic one, with local people who tried to embrace and
support and love them when they first came. And there
is just the place: the natural setting is awe-inspiring
and incredibly beautiful. I think that plays a part also
in calling people back.

and just regard their behaviour
as anti-social. The experience

That faithful
remembering of
loved ones gives
me hope.

of General Romeo Dallaire
comes to mind. His openness about the effects of
PTSD that he suffered after Rwanda helped heighten
public awareness of it.
About 8 to 10 percent of the soldiers returning
from Afghanistan and a significant number of those
who worked on the Swissair recovery operation have
experienced the effects of PTSD—leading to the loss of
jobs, families, and marriages. The Canadian Armed
Forces has put a lot of time, energy and money into
trying to provide various treatments through Integrated
Personnel Support Centres across the country. There

Symptoms of Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder
• Nightmares, flashbacks, and intrusive or upsetting thoughts
• Changes in sleep patterns or appetite
• Anxiety and fear, especially when confronted with events
or situations that remind you of the trauma

• Feeling scattered, unable to focus on work or daily
activities, difficulty making decisions
• Emotional numbness or withdrawal
• Overprotectiveness, fear for safety of loved ones

• Feeling “on edge,” easily startled or overly alert

• Avoidance of situations that remind you of the event

• Crying for no reason, depression, feeling hopeless

• Physical health problems like dizziness, stomach upset

• Memory problems, difficulty remembering the trauma
• Irritability, agitation, anger, resentment, guilt

or less ability to fight off sickness
Canadian Mental Health Association

4 | A HUMAN FUTURE | A Thought Sheet for Canadians

are some success stories, but from what I know,

Is PTSD different in civil life?

some soldiers do end up unable to function and

I don’t think so. People experience trauma in other sit-

they leave the military. Some have found other

uations—accidents, violence. Either way, we’re talking

work and new relationships, but some have def-

about human beings trying to cope. ■

initely fallen off the radar altogether.
As far as I know, even the most knowledgeable and
experienced medical and other professionals haven’t

For Your Information

been able to figure out exactly why some people are
able to cope with traumatic situations better than others. There are new therapeutic responses but PTSD is
still very much a mystery. We encourage people to talk
to a counselor or close confidante in the immediate
aftermath of a traumatic event and not to bottle up
what they are experiencing. Talking can act as kind of a
valve. Spirituality can be an important resource, though
not for everyone. Meditative practices and trying to

• The Guide to Benefits, Programs, and Services for Serving
and Former Canadian Forces Members and their Families
Websites related to the Swissair disaster
• On the 15th anniversary: CBC
• Timeline of the Swissair investigation: CBC
• Report on psychological effects and de-briefing sessions –
6 months after the crash

grow spiritually can help people integrate difficult

• On a friendship that came from the crash – 5 years later

experiences. Good spiritual guidance can help people

• Cdn Transport Safety Investigation – Executive summary

connect to a faith community where others accept and
support them. All the same, it’s hard to say whether

Websites related to PTSD

that connection enables them to cope better with post-

• Romeo Dallaire on his experience of PTSD: CTV

traumatic stress.

• Description of symptoms and treatments of PTSD

I participated in a number of post-traumatic stress
management sessions in the immediate aftermath of
the Swissair disaster and it’s really hard to say whether
they had much effect in preventing PTSD in those
who attended. Some people cope fine for a few years
and then experience difficulties. Maybe they go
through another trauma—a marriage break-up or other
loss. Their normal reference points are unhinged a bit

• Self-help strategies for dealing with PTSD
• Ways to help a friend with PTSD
• Greg Matters – soldier shot by police while exhibiting
PTSD symptoms
• PTSD info for refugees: CAMH
• Residential School Syndrome (complex PTSD): BC Medical
Journal (2007)

and all of a sudden this triggers disturbing memories of
the event years ago.
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The L’Arche movement was founded by Jean Vanier, in France in 1964. Today there are
137 communities of L’Arche on six continents, 29 in Canada. In L’Arche, people with
intellectual disabilities and those who come to assist them share life together.
A Human Future is offered as a contribution to the Canadian conversation about values
and the fostering of a society where everyone belongs and can make a contribution.

