‘There are no words to
describe” the ice storm’s
devastation.

By JACK BEAUDOIN
Staff Writer

MONTREAL - At the first thun-
dering crash, Lucie Mandeville
bolted from her bed to the window
It was unlike any electrical storm
she’d ever heard.

Then, from the early morning
Quebec blackness, came a second
crash, louder than the first. And
then a third. And a fourth. This
wasn't a thunderstorm, Mandeville
suddenly realized. The towers were
falling.

“Une apres l'autre, comme les
dominoes,” she said of the 250-foot
latticed steel giants that once
spanned the horizon on her family
farm. One afler another they
crashed down, like dominoes.

Within minutes, all but one in a
row of 17 electrical towers crossing
the Mandeville farm had crumpled
to the ground. Six vital power lines,
sheathed in a half-foot of ice,
snaked through the wreckage.

Miraculously, the only tower that
remained upright was the one that
rose high above Mandeville's live-
stock barn.

Such scenes of devastation still
plague the Quebec landscape near-
ly three weeks after a five-day ice
storm paralyzed the province

In Maine, where some 700,000
people lost power — and more than
100,000 were hit again this weekend
- the storm was unprecedented.
But in Quebec, where 3 million peo-
ple were left in the dark, the storm
was simply unbelievable in its fury.

Mandeville’s farm sits in the
middle of what the Quebecois call
the “Dark Triangle,” a 290-square-
mile area of Montreal suburbs and
rural villages that remains without
power.
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Crumpled transmission line
towers sit between St. Jean-
Baptiste and Marieville,
Quebec, waiting for repair
or replacement. The ice
storm brought up to 6 inch-
¢s of ice, exposing weak-
nesses in Hydronsucbcc’s
power system.

Staff photo by Gordon Chibroski

QUEBEC IN CRISIS

While provincial officials and
engineers for Hydro Quebec opti-
mistically predict power for the
183,000 residents of the Monteregie
region as early as Monday, many
residents remain skeptical.

They doubt that they’ll have
lights and heat any time soon.

“The military just came through
and said Feb. 2,” says Monique
Granger, who, with her hushand,

owns one of the few stores still
operating in St. Jean sur Richelieu,
a town of 20,000 at the southern
point of the Dark Triangle. “It’s
very bad.”

The small Honda generator sput-
tering outside the door of the
Epicerie Jean Granger (the
Granger family’s general store)
provides enough power to operate
one of the store’s three gas pumps,

a single fluorescent light overhead,
a small glowing space heater and
the cash register.

Granger wears a fur coat as she
rings up customers who come to
buy milk, bread and gas. She finds
little solace in cornering the mar-
ket during such desperate times.

“Business is good for us,” she
says. “But I don’t care about that
anymore. Morale is suffering.

Everybody’s morale is bad. T smile
only because I have to.”
Projections from American line
crews who have been in Quebec for
two weeks are even darker than
those from the Canadian army.
“People are coming out of their
homes and asking us when the
lights will be back on,” says Bob
Foell, of Connecticut Light and
Power. “Forget it, I tell them.
Never. You might as well move.”
Foell, who erects smaller, wood-
en street poles, has been working
in the Dark Triangle 16 hours a day
for the past 12 days.
“All this work,” he says, flipping
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Point neighborhood, got their
power back about five hours after
they lost it today.

But the scene in South Portland
was more typical. An estimated
15,000 of the city’s 23,000 residents
had no electricity at 4 p.m,, City
Manager Jeffrey Jordan said.

Jordan warned residents that it
could be up to a week before power
is restored to some homes.

A CMP official told Jordan that
the company hoped to get power
going again along major arteries -
such as Broadway and Cottage
Road - by tonight. Jordan said he
was told that people living on side
roads might have to wait days.

Those estimates, while far from
rosy, were based on good weather
tonight. More freezing rain could
mean a lengthier period without
electricity for some people, Jordan
said.

Rescue workers in South
Portland evacuated a dozen resi-
dents of a nursing home that lost
power, Jordan said. The Elm Street

Methodist Church canceled its
bean supper but cooked the food
and planned to serve it to residents
going to a shelter at Memorial
Middle School.

Like South Portland, neighboring
Cape Elizabeth found itself in the
position of many other communi-
ties today: The Cape was mostly
unscathed by the previous storm,
but was hit hard by nature’s latest
trick.

A community lush with trees, the
northern half of Cape Elizabeth
lost power: Crews worked to keep
roads free, but whole neighbor-
hoods at times were cut off by fall-
en limbs. On Shore Road, limbs
were down every 20 feet, said Greg
Tinsman, the town's director of
emergency management.

“We skated through the last
storm,” he said. “Not this one.”

Emmett Nathan felt much the
same. Last time, he and his wife
were bystanders. The Cape
Elizabeth residents read and lis-
tened seemingly round-the-clock to
news reports about how bad condi-
tions were elsewhere.

About 7:15 a.m. today, the lights

went out for Nathan and his wife,
Marie. They began planning sur-
vival tactics like all those other
Mainers they had heard about for
weeks.

“We'll just bring a mattress into
the living room,” Emmett Nathan
said. “At this point, we don't need a
shelter”

Not all communities were new-
comers o storm-related troubles.

Portland suffered severe outages
in its North Deering section during
the previous storm, but the city’s
East Deering neighborhood and
Peaks Island were hit today.

Minor flooding happened in typi-
cal trouble spots around Portland,
such as Commercial Street and
Congress Street at the intersection
with Johnson Road.

Public works crews had their
hands full - plowing snow and ice,
hauling tree limbs off roads, and
clearing ice and snow from clogged
storm-water drains.

Mary Butler, a spokeswoman for
public works, called the situation
“a complete mess.”

In Yarmouth, Deputy Fire Chief
Bill Goddard said only two streets

had power at 2 p.m. Two hours
later, reports were that electricity
had been returned to half of the
town. But the police station still
didn’t have it.

The fire and rescue building on
North Street opened as a shelter,
after being closed just four days
earlier. Residents came and went,
unsure if they would stay only for a
meal or if power in their houses
might be out longer.

In CMP’s Brunswick district,
where 57,500 people - or 25,000
customers - were without power
today, power lines were drooping
under the weight of the ice. An
inch or two of ice sat on top of the
lines, which were weighed down
even more by 3- and 4-inch-long ici-
cles hanging below.

Ice also weighed down tree
branches, with many birch and
pine boughs close to snapping. In
Harpswell, hundreds of branches
were down; others hung close to
electric lines.

In one Brunswick neighborhood,
thick smoke billowed from a real
estate sign burning after coming
into contact with a downed power

line that still carried current. The
heat from the line also dug a fur-
row about a foot wide and a foot
deep through the fresh snow.

Many residents appeartd ready
to try waiting out the storm, with
smoke billowing from chimneys as
they fired up wood stoves and fire-
places.

In York County, more than 90
percent of Wells was without elec-
tricity at one point early today, as
the town’s highway department
scrambled from one fallen tree to
the next. Route 1, usually teeming
with weekend shoppers, was dark
and mostly deserted.

Doug Knox, a Wells public works
employee, was on the job before
dawn today, cutting limbstand
directing traffic around downed
wires. He knew it could be a long
time before he went home.

“I guess we’re just getting what
evg(;ybody else already got,” Knox
sail

Staff writers Beth Kaiman,
Edward D. Murphy, John'
Richardson and Mark Shanahan
coniributed to this article.
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through a loghook. “All these
pages, all these places. .. And we
haven't turned on one light bulb
That’s how bad the devastation is”

“There are no words to describe
it,” agrees George Young, a retired
lineman living near Granby, who
was presged into service because
of the storm. “The destruction is
complete. The trees are all down,
the fields are coated in four inches
of ice. Dairy farmers are dumping
milk because they can't get it
processed.”

According to Canadian agricul-
tural officials, the blackout 1s
responsible for the loss of 3.5 mil-
lion liters of milk and a 20 percent
to 30 percent increase in the mor-
tality of farm chickens and pigs

The province's maple sugar
industry was dealt a knockout blow
for 1998 Syrup producers like
Denis Diifresne say they don't
know if their trees will ever come
back.

“Every one of them is broken in
half,” the St. Hyacinthe resident
says of his sap trees. “This year,
my production will be zero. The
future? Who can say?”

Few Quebecois were prepared
for the magnitude of the disaster
when a light, unseasonable rain
began to fall on Jan 5 - two days
before the first storm reached
Maine. Atmospheric conditions
supercooled the rain, and the water
froze on contact with whatever sur-
face it chanced upon

Within hours, a thick coat of ice
began to,build on wires, towers,
roofs and roads Hydro Quebec, the
state-owned utility that supplies all
the power to the province’s 7 mil-
lion residents, began to experience
patchy outages south of the St.
Lawrence River

Those local outages quickly grew
into a quilt of darkness that cov-
ered the southern half of the
province. At the height of the
storm, some 3 million residents
were without power, most living in
and around Montreal.

According to Hydro Quebec’s lat-
est estimates, the utility lost 23,000
street pdtes and more than 150
“pylones,” or steel towers
Spokesman Richard Charland said
his company still has no reliable
estimate on the percentage of the
20,000 miles of power lines that are
downed and damaged.

“We have not begun to calculate
the costs,” Charland said, “but you
can be assured it will be counted in
hundreds of millions of dollars
How many hundreds (of millions),
I'm afraid to guess”

Losing lights was bad, but many
of the province’s newer, well-insu-
lated horhes relied on electric heat
— thanks to Hydro Quebec’s cheap
power (about a third of what
Mainers pay per kilowatt hour). It
wasn't long before residents were
forced to seek generators, just to
keep their homes warm. The elder-
ly proved particularly vulnerable

The ice storm claimed its first
two victims on Jan 6. An 82-year-
old St Angelique resident. Roland

Parent, died of carbon monoxide
poisoning after running his genera-
tor indoors without venting it. In
Laval, 89-year-old Joseph Laplante
perished in a fire that began in an
overheated wood stove

Others who died in the days that
followed included victims of
hypothermia, carbon monoxide poi-
soning, car accidents and ice
falling from roofs. In one accident
that horrified the nation, a techni-
cian who was trying to de-ice a
transmission tower died after he
fell about 200 feet, in Beauharnois.

In all, 24 Canadians have died so
far as a direct result of the ice
storm. Another 700 have been
treated for carbon monoxide poi-
soning, said Marc Lavallee, head of
Quebec’s “Securite Civile,” the
department coordinating the
response effort

“Three times that number have
been treated for hypothermia and
various stages of frostbite,”
Lavallee said.

Hydro Quebec crews, hampered
by frgid temperatures in snow
squalls, didn’t gain much ground n
the days immediately after the
storm. But by Jan. 15, the utility
had managed to restore power to
all but 800,000 residents. That num-
ber dropped to about 230,000 by
Jan. 19, two weeks after the first
ice began to form

That’s little solace for the people
who remain in the dark.

“It’s like a giant ice monster
came through Quebec and stepped
on everything we had,” said
Charland, the Hydro Quebec
spokesman. “It’s a cold hell.”

The 5:30 p.m_ journey to the
“Galeries St. Hyacinthe,” a shop-
ping complex on the order of the
Maine Mall, has become a daily
routine for Gerard Morin, the
owner of a home decorating shop
in St. Hyacinthe

Each night, he drives behind the
mall to a parking lot littered with
mounds of firewood. There, army

€C 1t'slike a
giant ice monster
came through
Quebec and
stepped on every-
thing we had. It’s a
cold hell. )

Richard Charland,
spokesman, Hydro Quebec

troops direct traffic into the lot, and
homeowners lucky enough to own
wood stoves collect their daily
allotment of fuel - one trunkful

“It’s terrible,” says Morin, as he
and his wife scavenge among the
heaps of scrap wood for a decent
log.

Snow is falling in a surreal dark-
ness broken only by a floodlight
hooked up to a generator

“This can’t go on forever,” Morin
says

Yet it does. St. Hyacinthe, a city
of 41,000, holds the dubious distinc-
tion of “hardest hit” community in
the Dark Triangle About 10,000
residents have fled the city, accord-
ing to Nicole Franc, communica-
tions director of St. Hyacinthe's
emergency team, and another 5,000
are living in temporary shelters.

In fact, the flow of power coming
into the city on a temporary line 1s
so fragile that the regional hospital
isn't allowed to hook up. Instead, it
relies on an overworked generator
while the transmission line routes
power to the shelters

For the 26,000 St. Hyacinthe resi-
dents living in their own homes, or

bunking with friends and neigh-
bors, optimism and communal bon
esprit were among the first vicums
of the prolonged disaster The trip
to the wood pile, or to the “general
store” provisioned by emergency
authorities, is the only distraction
in the relentless freeze

“I've lost all my food,” says
Denis Houle, a truck driver who
visits the mall parking lot each
night “I melt ice for water ... It’s
no way for a family to live.”

“There’s some tension,” admits
Nicole Franc, coordinator of emer-
gency services for the town.
“Everybody’s anxious. Everybody's
tired. Everybody wants to believe
this will end on the 25th, as Hydro
Quebec says. ... Butit's hard to
live with 600 or 700 other people in
a shelter”

Patrice Furlan, St. Hyacinthe's
city planner; has been coordinating
efforts at the woodpile Volunteer
woodcutters arrive every day to cut
and split the 400 cords trucked in
from other parts of the province

“We have to limit people to just
one trunk a day,” Furlan says. He's
been impressed with the coopera-
tion of most citizens. And, he adds,
the city's finely tuned emergency
preparedness team has won good
reviews from residents as well as
the provincial government. “They
are calling our response a model
for the rest of Quebec,” he says

If any city could contest St.
Hyacinthe’s hardshup title, it would
be St Jean-sur-Richelieu, the
extreme southern point of the tri-
angle. St. Jean's downtown has
been coated in ice since the start of
the storm. Few utility poles have
remained undamaged

On many streets, broken poles
and downed lines fence suburban-
ites in their homes. There is no
thought of repairing the local dis-
tribution network, says
Connecticut Light and Power work-
er John Greico. It will have to be
replaced

Speaking from
behind fallen
wires on
Veilleux Street
in Sl.,czn sur
Richelieu, prop-
erty owners
Louella
Brouillette and
Guy Boudreau
express frustra-
tion with the
devastating
blackout in
Quebec’s “Dark
Triangle.”

Staff photo
by Gordon Chibroski

In addition to the St. Jean police,
members of the Montreal police
force and the Royal Canadian
Mounted Police have been working
on “Operation Door-to-Door,”
checking on residents holed up in
their homes

They carry candles, batteries
and lamp oil - and warnings about
improperly ventilated generators
and cook stoves

But many of the citizens of St
Jean have either left town or
moved to two large shelters. At the
storm’s peak, about 1,000 residents
slept, ate and showered at a shel-
ter at a former military college.
More than 600 remain. Officials at
the school have created a mini-city
center at the shelter, operating a
cafeteria, barbershop, movie the-
ater and day-care center

“We try to do everything, but of
course that is impossible,” says
school director Gerald Brassard
“Now we're trying to make meals
for the entire population.”

That may be difficult. Last week,
for the first time since the storm
began, demand for food in affected
areas outstripped donations

The provincial government
bought 250,000 dozen eggs, 250,000
hamburger patties and 15,000 kilo-
grams of kerosene and lamp ol for
redistribution in the Monteregie
region

But, Lavallee notes, that will not
be enough for needy residents

And despite the best efforts of
Brassard and his team, the shel-
ter's residents are getting tired of
the routine. Some booed the
announcement that government
relief checks - worth about $50, in
U.S money - would be 1ssued
across town and not at the shelter

“What can I tell you,” shrugs

Bruce Jacobson, a former
Massachusetts resident who lives
in St Jean “The days are long and
tedious, and I'm fed up. We've been
here since day one. Everybody just
wants to go home”




