IEEE Milestone: 40th Anniversary of TAT-1
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n Sunday, September 24 an [EEE Milestone commemorating

the first transatlantic cable was dedicated at the site of a for-

mer cable station of the system in Clarenville,

Newfoundland. There are approximately 60 of these mile-

stone sites in the world honouring significant achievements
in the history of electrical and computer engineering, of Six Milestones
are in Canada. In recognition of its pivotal role in the development of
worldwide communications, half of the Canadian sites are in
Newfoundland. The first successful transatlantic telegraph cable, in
1866, is commemorated by a Milestone at Heart’s Content. There is a
Milestone at Signal Hill in St. John’s honouring the reception of the first
wireless signal across the Atlantic by Marconi in 1901. The latest
Milestone recognises Clarenville as the eastern terminal of the first
transatlantic telephone cable, TAT-1 which entered service on September
26, 1956.

The TAT-1 inaugurated the modern era of global communications.
Before TAT-1, voice was carried on unreliable radio channels and text
messaging was carried on submarine telegraph cables (the technology of
the previous 90 years), which was reliable, but slow and expensive.
TAT-1 operated with exemplary reliability until 1978, when advances in
technology made it obsolete. An article giving details of TAT-1, as well
a history of submarine telegraph and telephone cable can be found in the
spring 2006 edition of the IEEE Canadian Review.

by  Jeremiah F. Hayes
Concordia University

The dedication ceremony, blessed with fine weather, drew about 100
spectators. The roster of speakers began with greetings and best wishes
for the political leaders of the community: Mayor Fred Best of
Clarenville, Ross Wiseman, MHA, Trinity North and Bill Matthews, MP,
Random-Burin-St.George. Dr. Camilla O’Shea from the Clarenville
Heritage Society eloquently explained the role of Clarenville in the
transatlantic project. The Heritage Society and the town of Clarenville
were instrumental in establishing the Milestone. The role of the people
of Newfoundland in telecommunications was celebrated by Dr. Wallace
Read, a resident of Cornerbrook and the former president of the IEEE.
Dr Ferial El-Hawary, President Elect of Region 7 conveyed the best
wishes of IEEE Canada. Dr. Jerry Hayes, a former worker on TAT-1,
called for a moment of silence remembering the men and women who
worked for global telecommunications. The plaque was unveiled by
Lloyd Currie and Kathleen Chafe. Ms. Chafe, Chair of the
Newfoundland-Labrador Section, did wonderful work as chair of the
committee that arranged the ceremony. Gerard Dunphy, IEEE Canada
External Relations Groups Chair and a past Chair of the Newfoundland-
Labrador Section, was the Master of ceremonies.
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A proud and happy moment at the dedication of the TAT-1 IEEE Milestone plaque, September 24, 2006

From left to right: Gerard Dunphy, IEEE Canada External Relations Groups Chair; Dr. Wally Read, IEEE Canada Past President;
Kathleen Chafe, Chair of Newfoundland-Labrador Section, [EEE Canada; Dr. Camilla O’Shea, Clarenville Heritage Society; Ferial
El-Hawary, President-Elect of IEEE Canada; Ross Wiseman, MHA - Trinity North; Bill Mathews, MP - Random-Burin-St. George;
Dr. Jerry Hayes, IEEE Life Fellow, author/historian; His Worship Fred Best, Mayor of Clarenville. Photo courtesy of Kirk Squires.
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Kathleen Chafe, Chair of Newfoundland-Labrador Section,
addresses the gathering. To the right of Kathleen is the
Clarenville Cable Station (also depicted in artwork above).
Built during the Cold War as part of the TAT system, it was
considered a military target because it linked North America
with Europe. The station had walls two feet thick to withstand
enemy bombs. Ironically, it was new advancements in com-
munications technology made during World War II that made
the dream of a transatlantic telephone cable achievable.
Photo courtesy of Kirk Squires.
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Of the approximately 60 IEEE
Milestone Sites worldwide, six are in
Canada. In addition to TAT-1, they hon-
our Hydro Québec’s 735 kV
Transmission  System; Manitoba
Hydro’s Nelson River HVDC transmis-
sion system; DeCew Falls Hydro
Electric Plant in St. Catherines, ON;
Transatlantic Telegraph Cable of 1866,
NA terminus at Heart’s Content,
NFLD; and, First Transatlantic Radio
Signals, 1901, Signal Hill, Nfld.
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