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‘It should not define us’
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and mourners who have been making their
way up and down the same stretch of highway the killer travelled.
The worst of the violence hit this tiny village, a handful of residential gravel roads
forking off of Hwy. 2. Along Portapique Beach
Road alone, a winding track that stretches
south to the red mud flats of Cobequid Bay,
13 people lost their lives. Before the killings,
only about 150 people called the area home
year-round, mainly retirees and a few farmers raising livestock. The rest are summer
cottagers, city dwellers relaxing on their long
weekends while watching the highest tides in
the world roll in. And though the brutality
started here, three counties in Nova Scotia
shared the brunt of the killer’s rampage of
shooting and burning. The reminders are
popping up everywhere.
About 25 km to the east, in Debert, another
memorial has formed along the fence outside
of the local elementary school, honouring
teacher Lisa McCully. One of her students,
Neo Baha’i, earnestly called McCully “the
best teacher in the whole world.” There’s a
small tent to house the cards and flowers for
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Kristen Beaton, marking the spot where the
home-care nurse was killed while driving out
of town to attend to a client.
A few metres beyond, another tent marks
the place where Heather O’Brien, another
nurse, faced the gunman. The corridor of
wreckage reaches north to Wentworth, near
the Northumberland Strait; south to Milford, just outside the lakeside community
of Shubenacadie; and further on to Enfield,
where the RCMP finally intercepted killer
Gabriel Wortman and shot him dead.
If not by choice, then by awful fate, the
people of Portapique are now members of a
club with an unspeakable price of entry—cities
and communities known for the killing sprees
that occurred in them: Port Arthur, Australia;
Sandy Hook, Conn.; Orlando, Fla., site of
the Pulse nightclub shooting. While visitors
were still welcome to come and mourn in
early May, the realization is sinking in that
the mere name of the place could—to outsiders, at least—soon be a shorthand for the
violence that happened there.
Portapique was the place the killer had
chosen to make his home. By necessity, it has
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It’s mid-afternoon
on a sunny Saturday, and a Bay of Fundy wind
is blowing just enough to keep flags at halfstaff fluttering in the distance. The mild conditions are a mercy for the crowd gathering
at the corner of Portapique Beach Road, but
stronger weather wouldn’t keep them away. A
pandemic hasn’t stopped them from coming.
The intersection is blocked by an RCMP
cruiser so small clusters of people can spill
onto the two-lane highway. Along the road’s
shoulders, a monument is growing. Dozens
of cellophane-wrapped bouquets pile higher
by the minute—bright flowers blending into
a shock of colour. Nestled between the petals
are cards, painted rocks and figurines of angels
and hearts. Postcard-sized Nova Scotia flags
stick out of the ground; larger ones are tied
to the trees. Every few minutes, someone
joins the group, laying another offering at
the shrine to the 22 victims of the worst mass
murder in Canadian history.
On this day, with the tragedy still raw, the
residents of Portapique, N.S., are reconciled
to their community’s place as an epicentre
of sorrow—a starting point for well-wishers
BY EMILY BARON CADLOFF ·
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A tiny community in Nova Scotia has gone down in history as the epicentre
of Canada’s worst mass killing. Somehow, someday, it hopes to turn the page.

become the focus of myriad questions arising from a rampage that seemed some combination of diabolical preparation and blind
fury. Why these people? Why so many? Did
anybody know what he was capable of doing?
It’s a preoccupation that some in the community are already trying to get past. Cees
van den Hoek runs an antique shop in the
area, and lives in Portapique. He’s part of
a group that set up a Facebook tribute site
where mourners express their grief, and organized a country-wide virtual vigil. Even in the
immediate aftermath, he and others voiced
determination to move their community forward, avoiding the fates of other places whose
tragedies became their identities. There was
talk of a non-profit legacy fund to redirect
some of the money that’s been pouring into
the community, by setting up education funds
for children of the victims or finding more
permanent monuments. “We don’t want to
be that place,” says van den Hoek. “We want
to be the place that [people look at and say],
‘Wow, look at where they went after.’ We want
to be the little place that could.”
Whether such quintessentially Maritime
resolve will be enough remains at best an
open question. For now, the sheer scale of
loss seems to belittle the area it devastated,
and the will of the people who live in it. It is
certainly too much for Darnell MacKinnon.
The Truro, N.S., resident has driven the 20
minutes to Debert to pay his respects, but he’s
choking up looking at the messages written for
O’Brien under the tent. This is the sixth such
site MacKinnon has passed on his way here.
“I thought I was going to see one memorial,
that’s all,” he says. “That’s all I was prepared
for. One. And it just keeps on escalating.”

Some details of the 13-hour rampage
became terrifyingly clear in the days afterward; others remained frustratingly vague.
The RCMP said they are still working out what
happened, how and why. But with 16 crime
scenes over six communities, every question
they answered seemed to beget two more.
Their mere outlines defy credulity. Police
first responded to calls of gunshots at a
Portapique home at 10:26 p.m. on the night
of April 18. By the time they got there, Wortman—a denturist who kept a residence and
practice in Dartmouth but lived chiefly in
Portapique—was already gone. A half a dozen
homes on the small, rural road were on fire.
Thirteen people would die at this scene alone.
Officers didn’t confirm until the next morning that Wortman owned four decommissioned RCMP cruisers that he had bought at
auction, or that he had used decals to mock
up one to look eerily like the real thing. Three
were registered, the Mounties later said, but
the one he drove that night was not. He was
also wearing a genuine RCMP uniform; police
weren’t sure where or how he got it. All they
know is that he escaped a four-square-kilometre containment area they set up and made
his way out of town, evading detection until
9:35 a.m. the following day.
That’s when calls came in that two men and
a woman had been killed on Hunter Road in
Wentworth, while more houses and cars had
been set ablaze. As police rushed to that area,
the killer was already on the road, travelling
to Debert and using his replica squad car to
pull over two drivers and shoot them.
Making his way south toward Shubenacadie, the shooter pulled up alongside an
on-duty RCMP officer, Const. Chad MorriMACLEAN’S MAGAZINE

(from left) Flowers at Portapique Beach Road;
a roadside memorial for Stevenson in Shuben
acadie; painted rocks for McCully in Debert

son, and opened fire. The officer managed
to escape and radioed for help. That’s when
Const. Heidi Stevenson encountered the fake
cruiser and crashed her car into it, evidently
hoping to stop the driver. It didn’t work. The
shooter killed Stevenson there on the road,
along with a citizen who stopped to help.
The gunman stole Stevenson’s weapons and
drove off in the passerby’s SUV.
He made one more stop, killing his last victim, before being shot dead at a gas station
in Enfield, about 35 km north of Halifax. He
had travelled more than 130 km through the
geographical heart of Nova Scotia, leaving 22
people dead in his wake.
Throughout the night, police searched for
the gunman, but got their best tip from one
of his first victims: the woman with whom
Wortman lived. The pair had been at a party
the previous night, and Wortman had, according to the Mounties, “significantly assaulted”
his partner. She managed to escape and hid
in the woods, revealing herself a little after
6 a.m., and tipping off police to Wortman’s
replica RCMP cruiser and outfit.
There may be no better way to quantify the
tragedy the killer brought than simply naming the dead—a cross-section of Nova Scotia’s
neighbourly, service-minded population.
Stevenson, the police officer. McCully, the
teacher from Debert. Beaton and O’Brien,
both of whom worked for the Victorian Order
of Nurses. Jolene Oliver, Aaron Tuck and Emily
Tuck, an entire household in Portapique.
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Debert home, allowing herself to peek outside
at the SWAT cars racing by her home while
helicopters circled overhead. “They asked me
what I was doing because I was checking the
windows. I told them I didn’t want the bugs
to get in because it’s spring time,” Gratto says.
Gratto clenched her jaw and shoulders so
tightly during the siege that she was still taking medication a week later. Now, she and
her family are mourning the loss of her sister and brother-in-law Jamie and Greg Blair,
who leave behind four children.
As details emerge from the investigation,
anger has come to the fore.
There is helpless rage at
the shooter, whose actions
went beyond mere cruelty:
Justin Zahl had to provide
dental records so his parents, John and Joanne,
could be identified; Wortman burned their home
to the ground with them
in it. “I’m pissed,” says Zahl. “I can’t go back
in time and stop anything. I can’t go back in
time and help my parents get out of the house.
It’s really a hopeless feeling.”
And there’s no small amount of anger at
the RCMP, whose failure to use a provincial
text alert to warn people about the gunman
is thought to have cost lives. They relied on
social media, tweeting out notifications.
Some family members lambasted them for
not warning people sooner, or providing the
details they needed to protect themselves. Beaton’s husband, Nick, told media that, had he
known there was a killer on the loose—much

‘I can’t go back in time
and stop anything.
I can’t help my parents
get out of the house.
It’s a hopeless feeling.’
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For Portapique and other devastated
villages, knowing the killer bears ultimate responsibility is small comfort—not
least because the coronavirus pandemic has
deprived them of the events a community
normally uses to pull together and face the
future. The rituals of mourning—planning
a funeral, selecting a casket, choosing pallbearers, eulogizing the dead—are cues that
the loss is real, explains Dianne Birt, a Charlottetown-based counselling therapist; they
signal a move toward acceptance.
Just as important, she notes, are informal
acts like dropping off food, gathering at
memorials, shaking hands, embracing:
“They’re signs that people are grieving with
you, and they want to do whatever they can,”
says Birt, who has counselled people on P.E.I.
dealing with trauma from the killings. The loss
of those moments, she says, “is prolonging
the early stages of grief.”
In the face of COVID-19, mourning was
both more intimate and less personal. Under
social distancing rules, only five people were
allowed in the funeral home at the same
time for Lisa McCully’s service. Yet almost
2,000 watched from home on a livestream.
Others put off ceremonies: Zahl was waiting to reunite with his brother, who lives in
the United States; Amielia McLeod lost her
father Sean McLeod and stepmother Alanna
Jenkins. “My sister and I have agreed we
want to wait until COVID-19 is over so that
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The need for social distancing has led communities to create new ways of coming together to mourn the victims (above), such as virtual vigils

we can give Dad and Alanna the proper ceremony they deserve.”
The community, meanwhile, has worked
hard to fill the gaps, with its dozens of memorial sites dotting roads and innovative solutions
like the virtual vigil, which was carried by
major media (including Maclean’s) and drew
hundreds of thousands of viewers. Messages
of condolence from Prime Minister Justin Trudeau and others were played beside musical
performances, including one from Natalie
MacMaster, who performed a virtual fiddle
duet with the video of Emily Tuck.

TAMMY OLIVER-MCCURDIE/CP; JUSTIN ZAHL/AP/CP; ANNETTE FISHER/CP;
ASHLEY FENNELL/CP; KELLY BLAIR/CP; FACEBOOK; GOFUNDME

Officers at the scene of the crash between Stevenson’s car and Wortman’s fake RCMP vehicle
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less one dressed as a Mountie—he would not
have let his wife “leave the dooryard.”
But the search for answers has gone beyond
the handling of the manhunt. That the rampage started with intimate partner violence
doesn’t surprise Linda MacDonald, one
of the signatories on an open letter from
Nova Scotia feminists calling for recognition of the link between misogyny and acts
of mass violence. A nurse and member of
Nova Scotian Feminists Fighting Femicide,
she is calling for a feminist analysis as part
of the RCMP’s formal analysis and reviews.
“They say it started from
a domestic assault,” says
MacDonald, who has criticized the RCMP’s initial
description of domestic
assault as a “catalyst” for
Wortman’s rampage as a
suggestion that his partner
bears blame. “It started
from his rage. It started
from his intent to harm someone else, his
desire to have power and control. The fault
is always on the shooter.”
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(Seventeen-year-old Emily’s version of the
Cape Breton fiddling mainstay In Memory of
Herbie MacLeod—which she had played online
days earlier to entertain residents shut in by
COVID-19—has a permanent place in the
hearts of Nova Scotians. She was the youngest of Wortman’s victims.)
Alanna Jenkins and Sean McLeod were
corrections officers from West Wentworth.
Tom Bagley, who lived next door to them,
was a retired naval officer and firefighter.
Joey Webber: a well-liked former pulp-mill
worker. Greg and Jamie Blair were a couple
living in Portapique who ran a family business and played hockey together. Gina Goulet
had been a denturist in Shubenacadie. Corrie Ellison was a social worker who lived in
Truro and was visiting his dad in Portapique.
There were retirees: John Zahl and Elizabeth Joanne Thomas, who’d come to retire in
Portapique from Albuquerque, N.M.; Dawn
and Frank Gulenchyn, originally from Oshawa, Ont.; Lillian Hyslop, who had worked
for the Yukon government; Joy and Peter
Bond, who had lived on Portapique Beach
Road, near the killer.
For their families, friends and neighbours,
the world hasn’t just changed. It’s been irreparably torn. McCully’s sister, Jenny Kierstead,
has gone from having a sister who “lived life
in full colour” to living in a world of drab
monochrome: “It’s just sinking deep. I’m
having lots of waves of grief.”
For Brittney Gratto, the grief is accompanied
by the trauma of a close brush with the killer.
During the attacks, she barricaded herself and
her three children in the basement of their

Allowing people to mourn while the
province is under a state of emergency has
been a fine line to walk, says Christine Blair,
the mayor of Colchester county, where
Portapique is located. Authorities don’t
want to deprive victims’ families of comfort and support, she says, but the need to
limit traffic and ensure social distance is
“something of an enforcement issue.” So far,
they’ve merely asked people not to come to
the Portapique memorial site; those who do
are gently reminded to stay six feet apart. It
is, perhaps, a lost cause.
Van den Hoek, the Portapique resident
who helped organize the vigil, converted
the community’s old Baptist church into a
monument for cards, signs and handmade
notes coming in from across the country.

“People do automatically go up and touch
other people, right?” he says. “We don’t want
to make things worse.” Still, the church keeps
getting visitors. He’s drilled together wooden
panels to staple the cards to, and has materials to build more: “I’ll staple them over the
whole darn [church] if I have to.”
Everything for the residents of Portapique
will feel overwhelming for a while, says Janet
Jabush. She knows. In 2005, four RCMP officers were shot and killed near her hometown
of Mayerthorpe, Alta., by a man who’d terrorized the community for years. Now she
is mayor of the city, which, along with the
RCMP, carries that gruesome legacy. “When
something like this happens,” she says, “it
shines a national spotlight on a very unprepared community for a very negative reason.”
Jabush offers assurance that van den Hoek
and others will move beyond their fear that
the area is permanently branded as a murder
site. Their sense of loss, she says, will evolve
into something softer and easier to bear:
“Time doesn’t heal all wounds. But the way
that talking and thinking about it makes you
feel gets different.” Over the years, dealing
with the looks of recognition when you say
where you’re from—and fielding the questions
that inevitably follow—gets easier.
In the meantime, the memorial at Portapique
Beach Road gets bigger, more elaborate and
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seemingly more permanent. There are pieces
like the one brought by well-wishers Chaffie
and Adriana Steele of Dartmouth, a white block
with hand-carved angels’ wings extending two
feet from either side, and a wooden heart in
the middle. The Steeles made it together,
Chaffie working the wood and Adriana painting. Chaffie mounts it on a metal post he has
hammered into the soil. “It was senseless,” says
Adriana of the killings. “There was no need
for this.” Chaffie put his arm around his wife.
“It’s too much anger for no reason,” he says.
A few feet away from the Steeles’ statue,
another flag hangs. White with a red cross, a
five-pointed star and a crescent moon; it’s the
Grand Council flag of the Mi’kmaq Nation.
Byrd “Don” Awalt of Debert hung it alongside some sweetgrass and stones he carried
up from the Portapique beach. The contribution, he says, will help “ease [the deceased’s]
burden if they’re in between worlds.”
For now, then, the need to make this a
place of mourning is understood. It isn’t a
legacy that any community wants, but one
this community faces head-on—with determination or resignation or both. “Tragic
and horrific and indescribable as it is, it does
become a part of our history,” says Blair. “But
it should not define us. Because we are still
the people of Nova Scotia. We are still the
people of Colchester county and we are still
the people of Portapique.”
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