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Whose Story to Believe?


Some of the wildest tales about the Titanic were circulating in the first few hours after she sank: nothing had happened; something had, but everyone was safe; she had had the minor inconvenience of hitting some ice, and was being towed to Halifax, Nova Scotia. Other stories, just as off-the-mark, but more enduring, were floating around in the weeks and months that followed: locked saloons full of Italian waiters, blazing coal bunkers exploding as the seawater hit them, locked cabins full of bellboys, hundreds of steerage sucked down by all four funnels, engines falling out through the hull and plummeting to the seafloor, all the fun of the fair.


The American and British Inquiries had their witnesses sworn in, hand on bible, to encourage them to tell the truth. However, nobody was due to be tried for manslaughter, and an inquiry is not a court of law. The Press struggled manfully to write reports that made sense, while witnesses trotted out what they’d been told to say, exaggerated, lost their power of recall or, sometimes meaning to and sometimes not, contradicted what their friends or work-mates had said. Like all witnesses everywhere, they tended to answer only the questions they were asked and not to answer those which they weren’t asked.


A lot of questions were not asked. Meanwhile, passengers on both sides of the Atlantic were interviewed by the Press, or wrote their own newspaper or magazine articles, and even their own books. Since those earliest wild rumours, other myths have grown up and then slipped into the history books. The leviathan (or behemoth) we are told, was set on a record-breaking Atlantic crossing; she was struck by an iceberg, towering above her boat deck, which had not been sighted by officers on the bridge; she reversed her engines instantly and successfully; the automatic doors shut immediately; six main watertight compartments were holed, loading of the lifeboats was orderly and gentlemanly from start to finish; the boiler rooms overflowed into each other one by one from the front; steerage knew their place and yielded lifeboat spaces to their betters from 1st Class.


I was on board her. I was a greaser. I kept my eyes and ears open and later wrote down what I knew. Also I wrote down those things which I had read and heard and still felt I could believe. Many years after the event, now that I feel my own memory failing, I have decided to turn my journal into a book. Believe as much of it as you choose. I may have got some things wrong, but I have told it as true as I can.


It took one-hundred-and-sixty minutes for the ship to go under, after the accident. During this time, more than a thousand people, crew, victualling staff and steerage, were below decks and scarcely to be seen. Where were they? What were they doing? Exactly how and why did she sink? The answers to these questions may never be known, but the story which follows may give you some sort of idea.
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Behind Closed Doors


The queue to get into the 2nd Class smokeroom straggled along down the alleyway and onto the windy, open-sided promenade. The alleyway it led into felt scarcely any warmer than the promenade. As we shuffled along, inch by inch, knowing we were on Carpathia but wondering where in the world Carpathia was, the prospect of reaching a room with a steam radiator in it seemed to keep slipping away to infinity. The shoulders of the steward in front of me never stopped shaking. Flecks of ice were sliding down the back of his hair, as they melted and slid onto the blanket he’d been lent to wrap round himself.


Stepping over the sill into into the room, we were hit by a wave of heat, baccy smoke, coffee and soup smells. Not many of the lads were drinking coffee, they weren’t used to it, but soup was disappearing as fast as you like. Finding room next to the radiators was popular, but not with some, who were bent on being tough to the last, I suppose. It was strange how the warmth made you feel even colder than you had been.


The heat would soak into the skin at first, giving you goose-pimples, and then, bit by bit, soak into the muscles, while the skin got cold all over again, then a slow, tingling ache, from a new kind of numbness as the warmth soaked into the bones. That was before you started feeling really cold in a normal sort of way – stark naked except for woollen socks, thick dungarees, three pullovers, a muffler and a cap.


The remainder of the walking wounded wedged themselves into the room, nobody talking much, and then Lights – Mr Lightoller, that is – walked over and shut the door.


‘Anybody to come?’ he asked quietly.


We weren’t used to hearing him speak quietly, not that he was a bully, mind you, he just had this voice that travelled, so to speak, and always made you jump to. He knew what he wanted, and always got it.


‘Wheat? Ah, there you are! No word of Mr Wilde?…Mr Murdoch?’ An awkward silence. No-one would volunteer. After a few more seconds that lasted for ever, a trimmer swallowed and got the words out,


‘Gone, sir.’


Lights went a bit paler, but kept a grip on himself. Not all of us could. A few of the lads were studying the wall and the floor rather intently for a few moments. Lights got straight on with it.


‘Gentlemen, we’ve got a few things to talk about. This is not going to be easy for me, I can tell you, and I know it hasn’t been for any of you. The main thing I need to say is – ’ (he paused and straightened up slightly, and his voice got back its usual edge) ‘that, like it or not, we are not done with this yet. You all need some rest, you’ve all worked bloody hard, but you’ve got to realise that this shambles has only just started.’


An angry commotion began at the back of the room.


‘Gorblimey, mate – ’


‘ ’E carn’t be…’


‘Woss ’e sayin’?’


‘After all this bleedin’ mullarkey!’


‘We got families too, yer know!’


‘Swim ’ome now, boys!’


They started jeering and guffawing from the back.


‘Yes, yes, now, I really understand how you’re feeling. I have–’


‘Rubbish!’


‘I have it from MR ISMAY–’


‘Oo the ’ell’s that?’


‘I have it from Mr Ismay that you will be well looked after when we reach New York. The Yankees may fancy themselves a bit too much, but they’re generous.’ (some cheerful laughs, at least, and a few more wet eyes, furtively wiped.) ‘I wanted to get you all in here because tomorrow there are going to be, ah, some sore heads and some fuzzy memories, and we’ve really got to sort one or two things out before all the chit-chat starts. Mr Boxhall, would you, ah, kindly put us in the picture?’


‘Very well, sir.’ Mr Boxhall, the Fourth Officer, screwed up his eyes and struggled to get his thoughts together.


‘First of all, there’s the business of the steerage. I went down there at the start of it all, on my own, to check for hull damage in the steerage parts. I noticed both those two lower deck compartment doors were open then, but there wasn’t a soul was stirring.’


‘Did you go down into G?’ asked Lightoller.


‘I thought that’s where I was, on G,’ said Boxhall.


‘Did you reach the bottom of all the ladders?’


‘I – I couldn’t really be sure, it was quite dark.’


‘You might have been on Middle – the next one down is lower, I mean, called Lower.’


‘There may have been a porthole left open, sir.’


‘Where was that?’ asked Boxhall.


‘In the Lower deck, G deck trunk room, sir.’


‘Did you see for yourself?’


‘No sir, but if there was, the postmen might ’ave got it shut, sir.’


‘Why was it the postmen who’d had to see to it?’


‘They were the ones on the spot, sir, it were right next door to them – they’d have been the first to know.’


‘Where are they now?’


‘Couldn’t tell you, sir.’


‘But it must have been a good while before those ports were overflowing, surely?’


‘Just a matter of a minute or two, I think you’ll find,’ said a steward, shaking his head decidedly.


‘But, how was that possible?’


‘Easy as pie. She’d taken a forwards pitch from the very first moments after we’d ‘it the ice, almost like someone were liftin’ ’er up from the back. Yer could feel it under yer feet.’


‘Yeah, yeah, yer could ’n’ all!’


‘He’s right. It only takes a few ton of water in the forward ’olds to upset ’er like that. Surprisin’. It’s leverage, or wha’ ’ave you.’


‘An then yer got the propellers what’s draggin’ at the back, ‘stead of pushin’ ’er – as the same effect, like.’


Boxhall started looking like a man who needs to find a way of changing the subject.


‘Well, I can certainly say that after all that running down companionways those lower deck spaces just seemed as level as a, as a, as an ironing board, to me!’


A couple of stewards squatting at the front swapped grins.


‘Well, that’s where the floor’s supposed to slope upwards, like, when she’s in proper trim, sir.’


‘Ah, of course, of course! That would be the sheer, wouldn’t it?’


‘Exactly right, sir.’


‘Thank you. Now, what I’d really like to get straight is when and how the water first got up to the alleyway.’


‘I can tell you that right away, sir.’


‘I’d be very glad to hear that, Pointers.’


‘Well, you see, sir, I went back to my glory ’ole ’alf past twelve, to try and get my wellingtons’ (hearty laughs all round, some of it a bit hysterical) ‘and, and, and – ’


‘Quiet! Let’s hear what the man has to say!’


‘An’ if you ask me, sir, that was when I thought my number ’ad come up, ’cos I were only in there two ticks when the wall come in on me. It were just a wooden section - parted like cardboard, sir.’


‘It were ’is wellies what was made out of cardboard!’ (more howls)


‘Where exactly was that, Pointers?’


‘It were the, like, seamens’ cabin just abaft the spiral stairs on Upper deck like, an’ our side were separated off from the steerage side on the other side, what was where she was listin’. That’s how the water built itself up.’


‘I’m sorry, which one is Upper? Could somebody help?’


‘Yer Upper is C, what used to be E on yer Olympic, what is now Main, gawd ’elp us. Make sense, sir?’


A few splutters came from the back.


‘Thank you. I should think the worst came from number two hold, wouldn’t it?’


‘I should say so.’


‘So that tells us nothing about what was happening in the forward cargo hatchway, I suppose?”


‘Couldn’t rightly say, sir.’


‘If you ask me,’ chipped in Evans, ’there was water up there en the spiral stairwell which dedn’t ought to ’ave been there, sir.’


‘Why not?’


‘Cos there was two things which ought to ’ave stopped it, sir – the man’ole covers and the ’atch tarps.’


‘Were they not fitted?’


‘Made no difference, don’t you know, seein’ as the ’atchway tarpaulens didn’t reelly shut, like, the sea was just drainen’ through ’em, see, nothen’ to ’elp it, and we’d ’ad no orders to fit the mahn’ole covers, you know.’


‘I see. Now, I will come back to that, but first can someone tell me about these fellows who were spotted crawling along the cranes, some time after one. What exactly were they up to?’


‘They was lo – ’


‘Nah, nah, they wasn’t, they just didn’t want to get they’s feet wet,’ came another stoker.


‘Feet? I should think they’d be up to their waists in it by then.’


‘ ’E’s talkin’ about them aft cranes, not the forward ones!’


‘Nah, ’e’s not,’ shouted the first, ’them aft ones is where they’d all ’ad too much and didn’ know what they was doin’. But it done make no difference, see, ’cos’ it were two seconds’ work ’oppin’ up the ladder an’ over them gates if you wanned to, never mind they was locked.’


‘Why couldn’t they go through the forward C deck steerage space, then, Kemish?’


‘Nah, full up to the ceiling, sir.’


‘Yeah, full up – ’ad bin since the Well deck wen’ under.’


‘Yeah, that’s right.’


‘What happened after the steerage space filled up?’


‘Would’ve carried on tippin’ straight dahn’em stairs into the alleyway, sir.’


‘Mr Pitman, I know you had a few things. I wish you would -’


‘Thank you, Joe. I’m keen to know about what happened to Mr Maxwell, did anyone see him later on?’


‘What is he?’ Lights butted in.


‘Carpenter.’


‘Oh? I see…. Then who was the fellow I spoke to by the boats – he had on dungarees with a ruler in his pocket?’


‘That could ’ave been ’utchinson, sir,’ said Hichens.


‘Well, whoever he was, he told me he’d been down to the forward boiler room to take a look,’ said Lights.


‘What time would that have been?’ asked Pitman. Lights scratched his head and rubbed his eyes. ‘Oh, somewhere around one o’ clock, I suppose.’


‘Look, why not let’s stick to just when he’d been sounding the ship – you see, with hatches over the cargo all he could do in a hurry was test the wells with his plumb-line,’ carried on Pitman.


‘And after that there’s precious little we can know about where he got to.’


‘Hexcuse me, sir.’


‘Yes, now you would be – ?’


‘Barrett, sir. There was something queer going on in the pipe tunnel…’


‘Well, what exactly?’


‘Couldn’t be sure, sir. There was a hell of a lot of water pissin’ in I mean comin’ in, like, to the boiler room, but you couldn’t see exactly where it was coming from.’


‘Didn’t you go to take a look?’


‘We had our work cut out just getting the furnaces closed in time, those of us what was left in there, that is.’


‘Which fire-room were you in?’


‘Number six, sir.’


‘What happened to your men?’


‘They did their best, sir.’


‘What happened to you?’


‘I were with the engineer all the time, sir, takin’ ’is advice. That was my duty.’


‘Where was the water coming from?’


‘Through the side of the room, sir.’


‘Do you mean to tell me it was coming – through the hull in number six ?’


‘Couldn’t rightly be sure, it was sprayin’ everywhere…’


‘Well, ah, we won’t go into that now – and I don’t suppose you saw Maxwell?’


‘Wouldn’t ’ave known ’im if I did.’


‘Could you see what was happening?’


‘More or less, that is, until the lights went out.’


‘Where was that, that they went out, I mean?’


‘In number five boiler section, sir.’


‘Same in number four,’ said Cavell.


There was a spot of silence after this. You could hear the brains ticking away, but not exactly like clockwork.


‘Have we got anyone from the electric engines here?’ Lightoller asked weakly, showing his teeth as if he were in pain.


‘All lost, every man,’ came an answer. There was an even longer silence then, and some heavy breathing from the back of the room. Finally, my mate Scott, a greaser, struggled to get some words out.


‘I wasn’t in the forward boiler room, sir, so I can’t speak for what was happening up there, but things weren’t right where we were, back in the turbine room. We could hear what was going on next door in the engine room. They had to run the engines down a good few turns after closing the stop-valves, then it seemed like there were a lot of vibration. My mate in there said he thought we were sitting on ice and that it had caught the screw-blades, but I wasn’t so sure. We weren’t exactly sure what to do about the turbine, ’cos’ they’d telegraphed for us to stop, which we did, then we got another bell for us to go forward at half speed.’


‘I suppose you couldn’t assist in reversing her?


‘We don’t do that, that’s their job, the other lot next door, know what I mean, but what we have to do is be sure and open them changeover valves while they’re controlling the steam before reversing her, and them valves uses a fair bit of current, so to speak. Stopping them mainshafts nextdoor took a while, didn’t like it, on account of the ’eavy wash we were making. Then the blooming lights wen’ out. Before that I could see through to the starboard engine all the while, that is, until the door came down.’


‘The door in the bulkhead?’


‘Yes, sir.’


‘And when was that?’


‘A few minutes after the bash. Maybe a minute or two.’


‘That’s right, it was a good few minutes where we were, up forward,’ chipped in Beauchamp, ’or at least it seemed like it.’


‘Ours didn’t come down all in one go, either,’ said Scott, ‘it came down a few inches and then stopped.’


‘When did it do that?’


‘Just when we ’eard the ice go by.’


Boxhall scratched his head and turned away. Lightoller paced up and down in the few square feet that there were, in between the knees and elbows. Pitman lit his pipe. A busy muttering started, opinions on every side, quietly at first, then, as these things do, gradually louder and louder until you couldn’t hear yourself think. The four officers huddled together like crows, jabbering in each others’ faces ten to the dozen, Lowe’s whining sing-song almost holding its own against Lights’s gravelly bellow. Pitman and Boxhall both battled to get a word in edgeways, but rolled their eyes at each other as they gave up. The four of them broke apart, shaking their heads. Mr Lightoller shrugged, turned round, took a huge breath and seemed to swell to twice his normal size (not normally very large) then slowly let it all out again through puffed cheeks. He took another one, and lifted both arms above his shoulders.


‘ALL RRRIGHT, gentlemen, IF YOU PLEASE! He got hush. We waited, wondering what on earth he could find to say.


‘Very well. I am now quite sure that there is one thing we can say with absolute certainty: we do not know, indeed we cannot know, what happened. But what I have to tell you is this. An awful lot of people are going to want to know, chapter and verse, to the last cross of the T, and the last flaming dot of the I, what went on last night, and somehow we’re going to have to decide what we’re going to tell them. The best thing we can do, in fact the only thing, is to try and keep it simple. Now, you’ve given me a lot of information and we’ve certainly got something to chew on, but can I ask, please, please, as gentlemen, and on your word of honour, to keep your mouths SHUT. Keep it to yourselves, do not talk to passengers, except to pass the time of day, of course, do not talk to our hosts, except to be polite, and above all do not talk to newspaper reporters. They will offer you money. You don’t need it. You’ll get some money when we arrive in New York. We’ll get you all home as fast as possible, except those of you who want to work your way back. I want you to know how important it is that we all stick together over this. Some of you have, quite a lot of you, have worked with us before. We are White Star men, and proud of it, even if we’re not very proud of what’s just happened. We owe it to ourselves, and we owe it to our friends who are now dead, to make sure that we remain loyal and discreet. I hope you understand that very clearly. And now, if you’ll be so good as to oblige, we have to clear this room, as our Cunarder colleagues need to use it. You’ll find it fairly toasty in the steerage lounge, but mind your language. ‘Away you go – you ’re your own masters now – but please try not to forget how damned lucky we all are to be alive.’


We shuffled out without a word, all of us save for the officers, who stayed behind. As the last man passed into the corridor the door closed behind him, and a key turned in the lock. In spite of what Lights had said, I think a lot of us thought that between us we’d got a pretty clear idea of the sort of thing that had happened, and a pretty clear idea that the world might never know it
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Taking Delivery


I joined the scratch crew that was mustered in Belfast for the run-out and ship’s trials, then the departure for Southampton on the evening of April the second. We were a touch short of time, as the drydock fitting-out had taken longer than expected, and poor weather had delayed the trials by a day, but, after that, at least we had our furnaces well fired up for the start. Finding your way about the ship was great fun and games when you had time to spare, but could drive you mad when you didn’t. Some of my mates never bothered to learn, they just stuck to a few well-worn trails and left it at that, but one or two of us felt a bit cooped up in the forecastle and were itching to go further aft and explore. With no passengers on board, for the week in Southampton, this was our only chance.


Everything down on the Tank Top seemed to work alright. Nothing was too tight or too loose, nothing squeaked or jammed. Just like Olympic, she had the new downdraught ventilation. There a was a fan to blow air down a giant passageway from the top deck, and then another fan at the lower end of the duct to keep blasting the air into the boiler room. Immediately behind that there was an even larger passage, called a fidley, to let the smokey air escape all the way up and then out, through a grating next to the funnel. That was just for the air we worked in, and the air to keep the furnaces roaring. The smoke from the furnaces was collected by hoods or ‘uptakes’, as they were called, leading into a trunking, which came down from thirty-four feet above like two giant buttresses spreading out into a huge claw. This assembly stood back-to-back with the neighbouring one in the next boiler room, so that each complete claw spread across two boiler rooms and carried away the smoke of fifty or more furnaces through one of the three main funnels. The air was so cool and clean it was almost a pleasure to be down there, that is if your back weren’t aching before you started.


Several of the lads had been working on Olympic, which put them one up on the rest of us no end. Quite a few others had worked on Mauretania, which at least gave them a bit of a taste of what to expect, although I had heard that that boiler-room layout was all arranged sideways-on. Whichever way you looked at it, Titanic was a huge ship, a place to get lost in, and we had a running joke amongst the ‘black gang’ (that was our nickname) which went something along the lines of: ‘when you’re one of us you knows yer place, but gawd ’elp us if you think you knows where you are!’ You had to get used to a lot of new names for things, and even some new ways of using old names. Take ‘stokehold,’ for instance. In the not-so-long-gone days of single-funnel steamers the stokehold was just one room where you shovelled coal. As time went by, and ships got more funnels, a stokehold came to mean a working space beside a bunker with its own number, but here in the Titanic there were several bunkers to each of the three stokeholds – and on top of that, now they were trying to tell us there were eleven stokeholds, like as they meant one for each bunker. Confused? You betcha! So were we for the first few days. After that we just called them sections, which helped a bit, I suppose. Never mind, it all added to the fun and games.


Anyway, that was a brainteaser for the firemen and the trimmers – meanwhile the job, for the likes of us greasers, was to be on hand in the engine room for getting her under way, a simple enough task, you might suppose. Twelve men would be on watch in the two engine rooms – five engineers, five greasers, the Chief Engineer of the watch (usually Mr Bell, Mr Hesketh or Mr Farquharson) and a Second Engineer. The engineers worked the machinery and we did the dogsbody jobs. The boiler-room duty engineers reported one-by-one to the commanding engineer, with their figures for steam-pressure, and then left. The bridge telegraphed down the order SLOW AHEAD, the commanding engineer and his second-in-command spun the two steam stop-valve wheels, the cylinders sighed, and the connecting rods swung into action gently. The turbine lads twiddled their thumbs or made a cup of tea. They wouldn’t need to look sharp until well after we’d cleared the harbour limits.


Now just suppose, on the other hand, we were out at sea or in Belfast Lough, steaming along proudly at seventy revolutions, and the telegraph suddenly rang STOP – FULL ASTERN, we’d all jump to our stations, whatever they were, and wait to jump again at the next order from the mouth of the commanding engineer. The engineers had to judge the best timing for shifting the Stephenson links, making a bit deft with them, so as to make a smooth and gentle halt of the engines before reversing them. You still had the sea tearing past at twenty knots, trying to keep the screws spinning forward, so that trying to reverse the screws at this sort of speed was no laughing matter. It needed a carefully practised drill and split-second timing. If these things were done in too much of a rush, you could easily blow off a steampipe joint or blow the crown off a cylinder, something which none of us looked forward to seeing happen on our watch.


Being a greaser, most of my work was in the engine rooms or the stern, so I knew my way around the engines well enough. The two piston engines were two-thirds of the way back in the ship, and the Parsons engine just behind that, so the three screwshafts had to carry on aft for the remaining seventy or eighty yards, each weighing a-hundred-and-twenty tons, and each screw on the end of them weighing another nineteen tons. To reverse them without pause or delay you had to take things gently, but with a certain rhythm. A pair of engineers, one for each main engine, would swing the levers for the two steam-controlled mechanisms which shunted the Stephenson links into the astern-running settings, while another engineer threw the lever for the steam-hydraulic changeover valves which diverted the steam to the two condenser halves instead of to the turbine. All men were then still to stay put in case of any other surprises in store. Low-speed manoeuvring was quite a different kettle of fish. Keeping the engines going was the main thing. When manoeuvring in port, you would keep the two outside screws reversing everso slow (three revolutions a minute) while using electricity to turn the smaller central screw forwards (ten revolutions.) Needless to say, that would use just about every flicker of current the electric engines could churn out, but the main screws were constantly ready to reverse harder, on the spot, when needed. For normal running at sea, the central turbine was fed by the exhaust steam from both of the piston engines, but hot, high-pressure steam could not be used to reverse the turbine, as this would do expensive damage if any of the blades should fail. If you fed boiler steam directly into the turbine, its heat and pressure might strain the blade bindings, hence the need for electricity when manoeuvring. Keeping the engines going in opposite directions, although it wasted coal, was safer, because you could stop quicker or warp the ship’s course more immediately. Also, you need not worry about the cost of asking for a fleet of tugs.


As the screws slowly began to turn for the first time, on that day in Belfast, there must have been a few hearts beating faster than usual – not from fear, that is, far from it – but from pride and just the excitement of being there. When we heard the cheering break out on the starboard side of the engine room, the rest of us joined in. You could even hear it echoing along from the boiler rooms, but we were soon barked at by the Chief Engineer, a northener who had served his apprenticeship on Tyneside and who liked to do things properly. The Company couldn’t afford to make any blunders at this stage, already behind schedule and still recovering from the loss of time and money over Olympic’s prang of several months before.


Once we were under way, they kept us pretty busy, with telegraphs ringing every few minutes, and sometimes every few seconds. The Board of Trade were our lords and masters that day, and they weren’t leaving much to chance. When Captain Frank Carruthers signed the ship’s certificate of seaworthiness we knew she had passed her BOT test, and that was all that mattered for the time being. Now we were free to go, so to speak, we took a map and a pin and, well, would you believe? – the pin landed on Southampton!


We tied up at midnight on the 3rd, nice and quiet, and a few dozen of the lads packed their kitbags ready to go ashore in the morning. For those of us detailed to stay behind there were six days to go and a few little jobs to be done. We had left Belfast with a part-load of coal – a nice little perquisite from the makers, and enough for five days’ steaming, although we only needed a couple of days’ worth. She was now to be coaled for the Atlantic crossing. The full capacity of six-and-a-half thousand tons would get us there with a safe margin for mishaps, but would not stretch to a return crossing without auxiliary coal being loaded into cargo hold number three. This was not provided for, nor could it be, since there was a national shortage of coal, owing to a miners’ strike.


Each of the eleven coal bunkers was a tall, narrow vault running across the ship, chopped more or less in half by its bunker passageway, which allowed firemen to walk through at tank top level. So, although the bunkers were built in pairs, back-to-back, each had a port wing and a starboard wing, which were divided from each other and had to be separately filled. Getting the coal into them was quite a palaver. Coal barges were towed up to the hull, coalies hoisted themselves up to remove the coal doors spaced every few yards along Titanic’s hull amidships. Then coal buckets tipped their loads through the doors into the tweendeck galleries. These were fore-and-aft corridors running just inside the hull at G deck level on both sides of the boiler casings.


From here, the coal, after being hosed down, had to be shovelled into chutes from which it fell twenty-six feet onto the bunker floors. The hose-water was to stop it catching fire as it tumbled down or as it landed. How much hose-water sprayed through the coal during this exercise depended on how much of a hurry you were in. If somebody was pushing coal at you faster than you liked, it was hard luck. The main thing was to keep going and not jam up the whole system. The noise and dust made it impossible for anyone to stand being inside the bunker below, so the coal got roughly inspected from time to time by a trimmer peering through one of the trimmers’ doors in the bunker face, high up above the stokehold floor. The coal left over from the trip down from Belfast was still nearly upto the level of the steampipe passages so, although the new coal had less far to fall, there was still a danger of it sparking itself as it fell onto the old coal. The coalies were not so pushed for time as usual, what with ships laid off because of the coal shortage, so the full job was spread over two days. It gave the trimmers a chance to flatten out the piles nicely inside the bunkers.


Well, naming no names, things got a bit rushed and a bit slack late on the Friday, and by the time the starboard ends of bunkers nine and ten were getting nicely filled up, somebody noticed a funny smell. Several of the stokers sniffed around, thought nothing of it and went off watch. The early morning watch couldn’t smell anything at all, thanks to the fans, until a couple of them climbed the rungs to sniff the air. The wall of number ten was warm, and breathing inside was nigh-on impossible. Jim Dilley scuttled down the rungs, shot through the boiler pass, vaulted over the auto door sills and streaked along the firemens’ passageway. He found a leading stoker coming down the spiral stairs. They got a telephone message sent to Mr Bell’s room.


Half-an-hour went by before the great man appeared. In the meantime Dilley and his mates wound up the tank top coal doors a few inches to try and see what was going on. The thick grey smoke stung their eyes and made them feel faint. Steam from water left around the coal was letting off carbon monoxide, a deadly gas, with only a hint of sulphur dioxide to warn you that it was there. Joseph Bell looked a bit harassed. Although he’d probably not had enough sleep he was smartly turned out, shaved, coiffed and on-the-alert, his tunic buttoned, moustache combed, trousers pressed, and his boots shining like glass. Men straightened up as he strode through the stokehold.


‘When did this happen?’


He looked round at the four firemen with his brow knitted and his eyes bulging.


‘Couldn’t rightly say, sir,’ said Dilley, shuffling slightly.


‘Did ye nat check it last neet, then?’ he barked, swivelling his gaze from one man to the next.


‘As well as we could, sir.’


‘And exactly hoo well wes tha? Ye sackless bunch of goodfornowts! Wha am ah gun te tell the master noo? Yiv gone and landed the wol lot of us in fash just when we cud dee withoot it! This wes a new ship. YE come in HERE, and olready she’s fit fre the KNACKER’S YARD!’


A few moments went by with everyone just standing there. No-one dared speak, while Bell went on fuming in silence. He walked over, put his hand against the bunker wall and kept it there for two or three seconds, then paced up and down, shaking his head and clicking his tongue.


‘We’ve got three days and three neets laft till the gentl’men and the wifies are due on board, and we’re in a state of complete disordor! If this coal bruns there’ll be no more to tek its place, did ye know that? We cannit afford te trow it oot. We’ll have te nurse it till Tuesday. Mister Hendrickson, ye’ll find a gadgie te git wet rags an seal up the edges of the starboard tweendeck hoppers, an ye’ll find anothor two lads te seal the edges of the coal doors, Port and Starboard, sections nine and ten, wi the wet rags. Ye’ll find two more to kyep hosing doon both bunker walls, and ye’ll find another six men to werk in shifts wi them, watch-on-watch. Affter tha ye’ll be reporting to me in an hour’s time! An’ there’ll be noo slacking, d’ye understand?’


‘Yes, sir.’


‘Aal o those whe’ rags ’ll need te be re-whetted every ten minutes, no a second longer!’


‘Yes, sir.’


‘An’ myek sure yee play the hoses whay up the walls, cos the fire’s started en the muddle – et’ll wark its way doon lator on.’


After he left the room the lads jumped to, and before long they got rid of the choking smell and had the bunker walls steaming away gently. It seemed as if the situation were under control, and so it continued, while they got on with other jobs – finishing the coaling in the remaining bunkers, clearing ash and clinker from the hundred-and-thirty-odd odd furnaces which had been in use since Belfast, packing ash into hundreds of canvas sacks and hoisting them up through the ash exits on F deck to be lifted ashore from E deck. Pumping ash into harbour waters was severely forbidden; the harbour floor was only just low enough for normal ships as it was, let alone for Olympic and Titanic.


In the late afternoon Mr Bell came through again to take a look at what was happening in the front boiler room. The clouds of steam were a deal thicker, and the smell of sulphur had returned. He planted his hand on the bunker wall and pulled it away sharply, then walked round through the bunker passageway and stepped over the sill into number five boiler room. He used the other hand to check number nine bunker, then shook his head in disbelief. Things seemed to have taken a turn for the worse. He called together several of the leading firemen and they stood together in a huddle while he spelt out the new plan. Starving the fires of oxygen had failed to reduce them. Why it had failed was not clear. Air had been getting through from the port wings, or from the loading chutes, or through the wet rags round the doors, or from somewhere. It just wasn’t working. Unless we tried something else the day of the sailing would have to be put off. Shovelling coal fast, directly into boilers, was a poor answer. New coal was short; such amounts of steam weren’t needed for another three days, and keeping the bunker coal doors lifted, even just a few inches, would fan the flames for all the hours that God gave.


However, it was the only answer that could be found. The White Star Line, now under the eagle eye of the newspapermen, and keen to set a new standard of safety, wanted better safety for their workers, too. If safety was top of the list, thrift came a close second. Coal must be saved, ships were not to be damaged by carelessness or bad decisions, fewer workers were to be killed or injured at work. Mr Bell decided that flooding the bunkers was too dangerous. It could cause an explosion which might damage the hull or the bunkers. It would give off any amount of carbon monoxide, which could kill or sicken the men, and it would make the whole ship stink of bad eggs for days – not exactly what the 1st Class were paying for. He spelled out the new plan.


The single-ended boilers in boiler room number one would have their fifteen furnaces drawn and their steampipes shut off. Fifteen of the furnaces at the forward end of boiler room five and the aft end of number six, which had been drawn and cleared of ash only a few hours previously, would now be relit, and the steampipes from their boilers would now supply steam to the electric engines and steam winches, capstans and gins until the following Tuesday. Any steam over and above what they needed would be gently and quietly vented into the harbour sky. Ash would be hoisted and stored in ash-rooms on E deck by day and quietly carried ashore by night (pumping ash into harbour waters carried heavy fines; White Star weren’t in the frame of mind to suit paying for that, either.)


Men would shovel coal round the clock. Number nine would be got out either late on the Saturday or early on the Sunday, then hosing of the bulkhead was to start inside the bunker. Number ten would have to be cleared a little more slowly, otherwise, with so much precious coal, even precious burning coal, lying around on the boiler room floor, more furnaces would have to be lit in order to send it uselessly up in smoke.


They got stuck in, three trimmers abreast for the starboard coal door on number nine, two abreast for the door, through the passage and round the corner, on number ten. The doors were wound up a foot-and-a-half, and the coal started tumbling out into rough piles. One trimmer controlled each pile and another pair of trimmers shovelled coal directly into wheelbarrows which they wheeled straight to the boiler faces, where they were shovelled into the furnaces by the two teams of three firemen. The two complete teams amounted to fifteen men. To keep up this work for twenty-four hours a day, a total of forty-five men was required. The black gang, such as they were, felt a bit hard-pressed. This was supposed to have been an easy week.


By early morning on the Sunday it was time to turn the hoses on the remaining piles of coal, which were right inside. You had to walk in there, and they needed breathing masks. A wet towel round your face was better than nothing. All the lads in that gang were given Monday off, to get some strength back for firing-up on the Tuesday. The lovely job of clearing up the mess would have to wait until well after the black gang proper had reported for muster on that day.


From midnight on the 3rd till early on the 10th, Titanic had needed about twenty ton of coal per day to keep her going: cargo cranes, windlasses and winches for a modest amount of cargo, a bit of lighting, heating, cooking for the skeleton crew and the fitters, testing the elevators, testing the blowers, testing the Turkish baths, testing the gymnasium. After six days of this, a-hundred-and-twenty ton of coal was hardly going to break the bank, but more needed accounting for, so the mysterious remainder was written off on the cargo manifest as part of the four-hundred-and-fifteen tons ‘used’ in port (the other three hundred tons had, as they say in South America, been disappeared.)


There was a rumour going round that the fire had really started in Belfast, but neither Dilley nor I believed it for one moment. The makers had had all the time in the world to fill the bunkers up there, and they were only required to half-fill them. It meant that, even if it were on fire at that time, there was a mere hundred-and-fifty ton in the starboard end of number ten which could have been shovelled straight into the furnaces, greedily firing up for the ship’s trials in Belfast Lough, while number nine, during that time, could have been hosed from the inside without fear of poisoning anybody. There were enough long-handled shovels and barrows to help find homes for that amount of coal before Inspector Carruthers ever came aboard.


But anyway, after all that, and after all the other, here we were in Southampton, the shambles was over, the ship was safe and usable, and no-one was to know that there had been anything wrong. In fact we were strictly warned that no-one was to talk to anybody else on the ship about it, let alone to strangers or reporters. It was just as if it had never happened.


[image: images]
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There was one thing that was still wrong. The luxury ship, the millionaires’ floating palace, the model of balance and precision, was about to be unbalanced by the less-than-perfect state of her coal bunkers. The bunkers were not symmetrical, but this fact did not affect the trim. First I’ll explain why they were not symmetrical. Each boiler room had five boilers abreast (except number six, which had four boilers.) With five boilers abreast, each middle boiler would block any centrally-placed path, and so would block the eighty-yard-long view through all the bunker passageways, unless those passageways were offset sideways by ten feet. They were built duly offset (including the passage running aft out of number six boiler room) giving the port wing bunker alongside it a capacity of three-hundred-and-forty tons, while starboard held two-hundred-and-sixty tons. Nonetheless, with everything in place and properly loaded, the balance was perfect. This was not the way things were on our departure from Southampton.


There was still a devil of a mess to clear up, and hardly a spare man to tackle it. The two stricken bunker sections were now home to a knee-deep slurry of wet ash and clinker, covering a floor area of six-hundred square foot. A lot of the clinker was welded together into tangled lumps and would need sledgehammers to break it up. With men getting used to the new ship, and a schedule to keep to, the whole business would have to be left until after Cherbourg and Queenstown.


The aim now was to clear those two starboard bunker wings down to bare metal. After that they could be closely examined by Mr Bell and the guarantee group (a team of experts from the makers who came along on board) to decide if they were in a fit state to take on fresh coal in New York. It was only well after Queenstown that anybody noticed we had a list to Port. An eagle-eyed schoolmaster from Dulwich, called Lawrence Beesley, travelling 2nd Class, was chatting to the Purser at dinner in the 2nd Cabin saloon, and noticed she was rolling more to Port than to Starboard. McElroy answered that it was because of the coal. That was probably the nearest the passengers ever got to knowing about the fire, and maybe just as well. Much like the tale of the Princess and the Pea, the wind and the waves, coming from Starboard beam on, didn’t manage to conceal the trim of the coal far below. Four hundred ton of it was missing from Starboard, and ballast water was no longer required to cool the bunker floors from underneath. With a freshly coaled ship in moderate seas, trim tanks could be drained or left empty to allow more speed, and if Mr Bell could cheat some more speed out of his new engines without needing to light every boiler, then he’d be better placed to cope with the nagging and interference he was getting from the White Star chairman, who was constantly on his back about the daily mileage figures.


One of the leading stokers told the British Inquiry that the fire was not out until the Saturday. Another leading stoker said that it was not out until the Sunday afternoon. Neither of them said which Saturday or Sunday they were talking about. They were not asked to say which day they were talking about, neither were they asked what they meant by the fire being ‘out’. What they probably meant was that they hadn’t removed the remains of it until then. They also let slip that the state of bulkhead E left something to be desired. ‘Dinged’ was Barrett’s word. He then had to admit that the bunker walls and floors were dinged, without mentioning, or maybe even wondering about, the swimming pool casing which overhung the coal that had been in bunker number nine. The only thing that wasn’t dinged was the hull itself, seeing as it was twice as thick and was cooled by the harbour water.
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