





Guru of the Labrador Sea
A profile of HTNS President, Dr. John Laziet

What is the connection between seafarers and the
preservation of our built heritage? Naval officers have
always been well represented among the presidents of the
HTNS and on its board. But our current president, Dr.
John Lazier, also one of those “that go down to the sea in
ships: and occupy their business in great waters," is a
distinguished scientist, not a naval officer.

On your behalf, I recently set out to discover more
about John. His first claim to fame, he declares, is that he
was conceived and born during the brief reign of Edward
VIII. He is happy with this and quotes the Globe & Mail as
saying, “1936 was the best year to be born. We were too
young to be in the Second World War and millions of jobs
were available when we graduated...and house prices
were still reasonable!”

John was born in Toronto. His father was a professor
of engineering at the University of Toronto, which perhaps
accounts for his early affinity for maths and physics. “For
me it was easier than writing essays. I spent more time
solving maths and physics problems than anything else."
When it came time to enroll in U of T, there was no doubt
about his subject. But where would it lead?

A visit to Halifax as a sea cadet had given John a love
of the sea. He says, “When you put physics and the sea
together, you get oceanography.” But, “in those days, there
was nobody graduating to come into oceanography in
Canada.” Once again his timing was perfect. By the late
1950s, the federal government had recognized the
importance of the oceans and had decided to train home
grown experts. When John graduated in 1960, the Bedford
Institute of Oceanography (BIO) was already more than a
gleam in Ottawa’s eye. Part of the government’s policy
was to hire new graduates as potential oceanographers.
John was one of these new graduates, and was told, “If
you like it, we will pay your way to go back to school.”

During his trial year, John worked in the Fisheries
Research Building on Terminal Road. He remembers, “We
used to sail on the Sackville, which was then used as an
oceanographic survey vessel." But things were changing.
“When I left in the summer of 1961, the hole [for the BIO]
was being dug."

Confirmed in his career choice, John enrolled in a
masters’ program at the University of British Columbia in
September 1961. Also enrolled, in a masters’ in
biochemistry, was Catherine Sheldon. They had known
each other since they were ten and eight and on December
27,1961, they married.

In 1963, they came back to Halifax, John to the now-
functioning BIO and Catherine to begin a PhD program
and teach in the bio-chemistry department at Dalhousie.
His summers ever since have been occupied by research
voyages to the northern waters aboard the BIO’s fleet of
research vessels. This pattern was only broken during the
period from 1968 to 1971, when the Laziers moved to
Southampton, England, for John to add a PhD to his
qualifications.

Scientific research is a painstaking process of finding
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Dr. John R.N. Lazier; with a map giving the Iocntzon
of the Labrador Sea

and assembling tiny jigsaw-puzzle pieces which
eventually reveal a bigger picture. John has dedicated his
life primarily to studying the Labrador Sea, which is the
area between Labrador and Greenland: “We knew from
studies following the sinking of the Titanic that it was an
important part of the ocean." This is because icebergs from
Baffin Bay pass through it, and it is a unique location for
renewing the deep water in the ocean.

The jigsaw-puzzle pieces include studying the
temperature of the water, its salinity and its currents.
Because of an amount of vertical mixing of the water in
winter which is unusual in the world’s oceans, it is also
possible to study the debris of world events. Volcanic
action, nuclear bombs and other harmful events have
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left their mark in the water and on
the ocean floor, along with the shells
of millions of gigatons of animals that
originally lived near the surface. The
picture revealed gives clues to the
world’s problems with fish stocks,
global warming and pollution. It is
studies like these, fitted into a
worldwide network of research,
which may ultimately enable us to
reverse the destruction of our planet
that we have been engaged upon for
so long.

To describe John's career is a
tough task for a non-scientist, so I
asked his boss at the BIO about his
achievements. “He is known around
the world as the guru of the Labrador
Sea,” says Dr. Alan Clarke. “When
oceanographers think of the
variability of the deep ocean, they
think of the Labrador Sea and they
think of John’s work.”

Over the years, John and his
colleagues worked with scientists
from around the world, and this
work is now being recognized as
important to future climate studies.
In recent years, he notes, “we have
been inundated with research
programs from different countries.
They value the work we have done
and the information obtained. We
have the background they need.”
John hopes the work will continue as
one of Canada’s contributions to
inter-national ocean programs under
the World Meteorological
Organizaticn.

Changes in the organization of
the BIO over the years brought
oceanographic and fisheries research
together. “That is how we got
collaboration between biologists and
physicists that were impossible
before,” says John with enthusiasm.
This in turn brought about an
important collaboration between John
and his colleague Dr. Kenneth Mann,
who worked for five years to produce
a textbook entitled Dynamics of
Marine Ecosystems: Biological-Physical
Interactions in the Oceans. John
modestly says that “it is not an
original scientific work, but a
synopsis of what had already been
written." It must have filled a need,
however, because it is now in its
second edition.

In 1994, John took advantage of
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an early retirement package, but he
continues his research at the BIO as a
scientist emeritus; that is, he does the
same work but as a volunteer!

How did this busy scientist get
involved with Heritage Trust?
Back in 1975, John and Catherine
bought a farmhouse in Mahone Bay.
It was built in 1800 by the Morash
family, who were Foreign Protestants
from Lunenbur. It had stayed in the
family until 1937, when it was bought
by an American family as a summer
home.

Catherine’s colleague Lucille
Stewart came to their first party at the
farm. ‘One thing led to another and in
1976 she asked John if he would like
to be on the board of the Trust.
Phyllis Blakeley was then president.
When treasurer Hugh Dakin left,
John volunteered for the job. “It
would give me something to do
rather than be a nodding head.” In
1983, he also became treasurer of the
Halifax branch of the Canadian

HTNS must continue
to search for "a future

for the past”

Diabetes Association. Soon after-
wards, he dropped the treasurership
of the Trust, but remained a member.
His next active involvement came
when he joined the newly-formed
Finance Committee in 1988. In 1996,
he rejoined the board.

In 1997, a flyer about the new
Community Health Boards came
through the door and John felt an
urge to help. He was chosen to join
the board and a change in his
volunteer life seemed imminent. But
suddenly, “Don Patton asked me to
be president [of the Trust]". It was
one of those 'walk in the snow'
situations. Over a tough weekend,
John decided, “I could not leave the
Trust. I had this connection going
back 20-odd years...By Monday I
convinced myself that I would take
the job...It was amazing what my

mind did.”

The future...

With the decision made, John'’s ideas
on the nature of his presidency began
to gel. He doesn’t see himself as a
fanatical fighter for heritage
buildings and admits freely that he
doesn’t remember the details of
individual buildings. “I like the feel
of old buildings...the connection with
the past." But he says, “When I first
became president, the thing that
impressed me most was how
respected we are in city government.
The councillors want to know how
the Trust feels about somethin.g” He
adds, “Of course, that is because it is
first and foremost an advocacy
group. That is how it began and that
is the thread that holds it together."

John believes that HTNS must
continue to search for “a future for
the past” and adds, “It is not ever
going to disappear as long as that
attitude still exists and this group, or
something like it, continues to grope
for answers."

But he is also a firm believer in
the importance of a well-run ship.
Making sure that things work
properly has been his priority;
starting with the smooth running of
the office. One of his first actions as
vice-president was to help Joyce
bring the bylaws up to date. He later
worked to correct anomalies in the
Trust’s relationship with the Public
Archives of Nova Scotia.

As he struggled to acquire the
knowledge he needed to be
president, John realized “how much
information is only passed on
verbally.” This led to his decision to
give all new board members
background information to “bring
them up to speed with the history of
what has been going on and what the
committees are for." He also realized
that many decisions made at
meetings are only handed down
verbally. “I am anxious to get some
of the guidelines written down so
that...everybody knows how it
works.”

Not startling stuff, but setting the
groundwork for a successful
transition to the 21st century. Thank
you for saying “Yes”, John.

Anne West

The Griffin, Heritage Trust of Nova Scotia












