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Introduction


It’s difficult to imagine a time when people didn’t know much about Titanic, but it wasn’t until forty-three years after the disaster when Walter Lord’s book A Night to Remember was published in 1955 that interest revived. In the aftermath of the sinking, in 1912, when the press uproar died down and the Inquiries concluded, Titanic’s survivors rarely talked about what happened. They were in shock, they had what we’d call PTSD and, in 1914, just two years after Titanic sank, war broke out. The terrible number of deaths when the world’s largest liner sank – 1,496 people died1 – was eclipsed by the millions who died in the First World War.


In the introduction to the fiftieth-anniversary edition of Lord’s book, published in 2005, the American historian Nathaniel Philbrick wrote that A Night to Remember was the ‘first significant book about Titanic for nearly forty years’.2 The book was made from interviews with sixty-three survivors, including a written interview with my great-grandmother, Lucy Noël Martha Leslie, Countess of Rothes, the Aristocrat of this book. (Rothes is pronounced Roth-iz: roth rhymes with moth. Rothes is the title; Leslie is the family name.)


My own family’s interest in Titanic revived when Noël Rothes died in 1956 and her eldest son, Malcolm, and his eldest daughter, Jean Mackenzie, found a box of Noël’s Titanic papers – papers they’d never seen. There were newspaper cuttings from 1912 and a copy of Noël’s sworn statement to the British Vice-Consul at Altadena, California, made that May, a month after the disaster. There were letters from the Able Seaman of this book, Thomas William Jones, and some of Noël’s own letters; there were letters from Maria-Josefa de Satode Peñasco y Castellana (birth name Perez de Soto y Vallejo) who survived in Lifeboat Number 8, the lifeboat that Thomas Jones commanded and Noël Rothes helped to steer. There were straightforward accounts of the disaster and emotional outpourings. I’ve quoted from Noël’s papers throughout this book and I’ve included photographs of Jones’ original letters.
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A Night to Remember by Walter Lord, first published in 1955, from interviews with sixty-three Titanic survivors. The book and the film revived interest in Titanic over forty years after the disaster. This is the 1976 illustrated edition cover. (Image © Ken Carroll, designer. Reproduced with his permission)








Noël’s Titanic papers counteract the myths that made her remark occasionally afterwards, ‘Do remember that whatever you hear about the Titanic is not true.’3


Thomas Jones’ youngest daughter, Nell Jones, wrote that when the film of A Night to Remember was released in July 1958, the press pestered her father and he became ill. He didn’t want to talk to them; he didn’t want to remember. As Dr Rudi Newman, the travel historian and author, writes, A Night to Remember is still the most historically accurate film, because of its thorough research and, ‘Because several survivors assisted with its production’,4 so it must have been particularly difficult for Titanic’s survivors to watch. Jones’ granddaughter, Shelagh Oakes, who was only 14 at the time, remembered her mother, Mary Ada Oakes, Jones’ eldest daughter, saying her father was very upset by the film’s publicity. Jones’ Titanic memories clearly still held the power to traumatise him forty-six years later. Mary Ada said he was ‘never the same’, even after the publicity died down: it brought back memories he couldn’t bear to repeat to the press when they ‘badgered’ him.


In his book, Shadow of the Titanic, the journalist and writer Andrew Wilson wrote:




This forced forgetting – the conscious or unconscious suppression of memory – was one of the many strategies employed by those who survived. For them, the experience was like a closed book, a text that had been placed in a strongbox and locked away from both prying strangers and curious family members. It was a subject not open for analysis or discussion.5





The box that Noël’s son and granddaughter found when she died was her strongbox: it held the things she didn’t want to remember, things her family hadn’t known.


In 1980, twenty-four years after Noël Rothes died, Eve Mackworth-Young, my mother, Malcolm’s second daughter, typed Noël’s handwritten material (which hasn’t been published before) and put it, and all the newspaper cuttings and other material, into several albums. Many years afterwards I developed a talk about the ‘Aristocrat and the Able Seaman’ from the material in my mother’s albums and quite often, after the talk, people ask if there’s a book. This is that book.


I discovered more about Twm (Tom) Titanic – as they call him where he was born, in Cemaes Bay in north Anglesey, Wales – from Shelagh Oakes and from Eric Torr, the Chairman of the Cemaes Bay History Group (pronounced Kemus). Carys Davies, Elfed Jones (no relation) of Oriel Cemaes and J. Richard Williams, who live and work in Cemaes Bay, also told me about him and I read a biography at Encyclopedia Titanica.6 In 2012, the centenary of the sinking, I met Nell Jones when the BBC interviewed us about our ancestors.7


As I researched and discovered what Noël Rothes and Thomas Jones went through on that terrifying night, I realised it was possible that many more who sailed on Titanic might have survived. Through the papers of these two courageous survivors, through evidence to the Inquiries from the Titanic Inquiry Project, where complete texts of the American and British Inquiries can be read8 and from which the Titanic researcher Robert Ottmers has kindly given me permission to quote, and through my own research, I’ve clearly seen the mistakes and miscalculations that cost the lives of 1,496 people. These things have been examined and documented by Titanic experts for a long time now but – as I frequently discover after my talk – they often fail to reach ordinary folk like me.


Noël thought there were enough lifeboats for everyone, so why weren’t there? Jones thought he was rowing his lifeboat towards the lights of a rescue ship, so why weren’t they rescued? Both heard the screams and cries of those dying in the icy waters behind them but they, and Titanic’s owners, thought the great ship ‘practically unsinkable’ and a ‘lifeboat in itself ’,9 so why wasn’t it?


I’ve consulted Titanic experts to make sure that what you’re about to read is as accurate and myth-free as possible (any remaining errors are my own) and my intention – despite Noël’s and Jones’ silence afterwards – is to tell their Titanic stories, in some aspects for the first time, precisely because they couldn’t bear to. I want to show how their courage, kindness, resourcefulness, thoughtfulness, steadfastness and seafaring knowledge on that terrible night helped twenty-five others, and how the things they witnessed prompted my exploration of what happened (without the exaggerations) so that I can make the facts better known to people like me who aren’t Titanic experts: to give us a clearer understanding of what went wrong, why so few survived and how Maritime Law changed afterwards to make life at sea safer.


But above all, The Aristocrat and the Able Seaman is my tribute to two courageous people who – like everyone else on board the White Star Line’s magnificent new liner – never dreamt that the great ship would sink.










One


In the Beginning


Anticipating the future very keenly1


Lucy Noël Martha Leslie, Countess of Rothes, and Thomas William Jones would never have met but for the disaster. The only thing they had in common on the day they boarded Titanic at Southampton, on Wednesday, 10 April 1912, was their age: she was born on 25 December 1878 (and so was always known by her second name, Noël); he was born on 15 November 1877. She was 33 and he was 34. But the stratification of British Edwardian society – mirrored by the differences between Titanic’s first-class decks and the crew-quarter decks – kept them apart until the collision (or allision as a vessel striking a stationary object is properly called, but I’ll use collision). They’d have thought you extremely odd if you’d suggested they had anything in common at all but, despite their differences, the aristocrat and the able seaman worked fearlessly and harmoniously together in Lifeboat Number 8 on the night Titanic sank, doing everything they could for the sake of twenty-five others.


For years, accounts of the numbers of passengers and crew who sailed out into the north Atlantic from Titanic’s last landfall, Queenstown (Cobh, since 1921) in the south-west of Ireland and accounts of those who survived and those who died have varied. Misspellings, omissions and aliases made accounting for them all an inexact science.2 But, since 2011, all passenger and crew names have finally been accounted for and tallied correctly: 1,496 people died; 712 survived.3
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Lucy Noël Martha Leslie, Countess of Rothes, c.1900. Passenger in Lifeboat Number 8. Always known, informally, by her second name, Noël, because she was born on Christmas day, 1878. (Unknown photographer. Image courtesy of the Leslie family)
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Thomas William Jones, c.1900. The able seaman who commanded Lifeboat Number 8. Born on 15 November 1877. (Unknown photographer. Image courtesy of Shelagh Oakes)
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	Number Lost/ Saved


	1,340


	323


	109


	333


	 47


	56


	1,496


	712








The numbers of passengers and crew who died and survived, from Report into the Loss of the SS Titanic, page 68, by George Behe, Samuel Halpern et al. (Image courtesy of Samuel Halpern)


But, to begin at the beginning, if you’d been standing on the White Star Dock at Southampton on Wednesday, 10 April 1912, you’d have seen people from all walks of life boarding the world’s largest liner. First-class passengers carried their pets, while their precious possessions, including one car, were stowed. Third-class passengers carried smaller bags packed with everything they possessed. And if you’d been there in the days before the passengers boarded, you’d have seen crates of beer and wine, sacks of mail, food in unimaginable quantities and drinking water hoisted on board.


On that Wednesday in 1912, the ship’s crew and their commander, Captain Edward Smith, busied themselves with last-minute checks, an inspection for the Board of Trade under immigration officer Maurice Clarke and the lowering of two rear starboard lifeboats – the only safety drill carried out on board Titanic after she left Belfast – while rich industrialists and bankers, politicians and people from the military, socialites and the titled were shown to their first-class cabins. Professors and writers, teachers, clergymen and tourists were shown to their second-class cabins, and migrants, people travelling from Armenia, Croatia, Russia and China; from Syria, Romania and Lebanon; from Holland, Italy, Sweden and other European countries – people filled with dreams of better lives in America – were shown to their third-class cabins. For many migrants it was the first holiday of their lives and they were delighted to find their accommodation exactly as it had been advertised: of far better quality than second-class cabins on any other liner at the time.


Titanic’s world was a very white one: there was only one Black person on board, Joseph Philippe Lemercier Laroche, a Haitian engineer. He travelled second class among the professionals with his white French wife, Juliette, and their two mixed-heritage daughters. He died in the disaster, but in 1912 his story was overlooked.4 There were about 130 Greater Syrian passengers5 (modern Syria, Lebanon, Jordan and Palestine) and eight Chinese6 in third class; about thirty of the Greater Syrians and six Chinese survived. Between 1999 and 2001 the Titanic scholar Lester J. Mitcham compiled tables of passengers and crew that show 311 non-British subjects, or trans-migrant passengers (as they were called in 1912), only sixty-six of whom survived.7


One of Noël’s press cuttings, from The New York Herald, Paris edition, dated 11 April 1912, the day after Titanic set sail from Southampton, reported on the embarking passengers. Under the title ‘Leaves London for Farm’ is written:




The Countess of Rothes, who is also a passenger, said she was going out to join her husband who had bought some fruit land in the West. ‘We will return to England in July,’ she added, ‘and then take our children over to the United States.’ Asked how she liked the idea of leaving London society for a Californian fruit farm, Lady Rothes said she was anticipating the future very keenly.8





In the New York edition of the same newspaper, Noël was quoted as being ‘full of joyful expectation’. So many people who set out on board Titanic, particularly the migrants, were full of joyful expectation, but so few survived.


In the Marconi Room the ship’s two young Radio Operators, Jack Phillips and Harold Bride, were already sending passengers’ Marconigrams. This brand-new technology meant people could tell their friends far more quickly than by letter exactly how the great ship lived up to their expectations: the luxurious fittings and the interior designs were as good if not better than the best hotels in the world. But the Radio Operators were also keen to use the Marconi technology for its secondary but still important purpose: communicating with other ships about changes in the weather; about their course and any alterations their Captain might make; about any obstructions to their passage. Important messages about navigation were given the prefix MSG (for Master Service Gram): these messages had to be acknowledged by the Captain, but if the MSG prefix was forgotten the message might not be given to him.


If you’d been standing on the White Star Dock that Wednesday in April 1912, you’d have heard the ship’s whistles pierce the air at noon to tell anyone who wasn’t sailing to disembark, and you’d have seen her mooring lines released. You’d have watched the passengers lifting their hats and waving their handkerchiefs from the different decks as Titanic steamed from Southampton: passengers who’d been transferred from other ships that were unable to leave Southampton because of the miners’ strike; passengers who’d chosen this ship because it was her maiden voyage; because she was the largest liner in the world; because her accommodation outdid that of every other liner at the time. But most of all because of her safety and seaworthiness: because she was ‘practically unsinkable’ and ‘a lifeboat in itself’.9


Titanic’s great length exceeded the height of all but one of the greatest buildings and memorials on earth at the time. The largest building in the illustration on page 18, the New Woolworth Building in New York (to the left of the ship), was, until 1929, the tallest building in the world at 792ft. Titanic’s length was 882.6ft, 96ft 6in longer, but she was shorter than the Eiffel Tower by 200ft. It’s interesting, isn’t it, that the White Star Line chose not to include the French monument in their publicity, but Titanic was the largest moving object in the world and while she was being built, at the great Harland & Wolff shipyard in Belfast, an observer described her as:




A ship so monstrous and unthinkable that it towered over the buildings and dwarfed the very mountains by the water.10





Juliette Laroche wrote about Titanic’s size as she and her family travelled towards her from Cherbourg harbour: ‘If you could see this monster: our tender looked like a fly compared to her.’11 But if you superimpose Titanic on an image of a contemporary liner she looks surprisingly small.12


Noël Rothes sailed with her parents, Thomas and Clementina Dyer-Edwardes; Gladys Cherry, her husband’s cousin; and her ladies’ maid, Roberta Maioni. She was sailing to meet her husband, Norman Evelyn Leslie, the 19th Earl of Rothes, in New York.
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It’s interesting that the White Star Line chose not to include the Eiffel Tower in this publicity image. At 1,083ft (330m) it ‘surpasses’ Titanic’s 882.6ft (269m) by 200ft (61m). (Image courtesy of Dr Rudi Newman PhD, Transport Historian and Author)








She left behind two young sons at Leslie House, the family seat in Fife, Scotland: Malcolm, aged 10, and John (Jock), aged 2. By the time she boarded Titanic, Noël had been running Leslie House for almost ten years. By the time Thomas Jones boarded Titanic he’d been working for the White Star Line for just over ten years. The differences between these two people were stark.


An able seaman must be able, at a moment’s notice, to paint, repair and clean a ship; to overhaul and operate the lifeboats, which became crucial in Jones’ case; to stand watch and look out for obstructions in the way of a liner; and to take part in safety drills. He wasn’t on lookout duty on the fatal night. In his evidence to the American Inquiry into the disaster, given on 25 April 1912,13 Jones gave his address as 68 Nesfield Street, Liverpool, England. He was born to a family of seafarers: his parents were Griffith and Mary Jones (birth name Williams); his father was a sea Captain. When Titanic left Southampton, Thomas Jones was still a single man, although he’d met his future wife, Clara Moulton.


Among the other passengers was a science teacher, Lawrence Beesley, travelling second class. Unlikely as it may seem, he had his photograph taken while sitting on an exercise bicycle in the ship’s gymnasium before Titanic left Southampton. He was an important witness to the disaster: he wrote about it in his book, The Loss of the Titanic, published just two months after the sinking, in June 1912. He might have said, because he was a science teacher, that all human beings have at least some things in common, but Noël, Jones and Beesley would have thought you very odd if you’d suggested that two of them would meet in a much smaller boat in just over four days’ time, or that the third would find himself in another of those small boats, and all three – and 2,205 others – would witness an unthinkable, unimaginable disaster.


But on that Wednesday in April 1912, none of this troubled Titanic’s passengers as they found their cabins and the dining rooms; as the first- and second-class passengers marvelled at the swimming pool, the Turkish baths, the squash and racquets court and the gymnasium; as they found the reading and writing room, the smoking room and the library and walked along the promenade decks to wave goodbye to those below on the dock; as the third-class passengers settled into their unusually luxurious accommodation or joined others on deck to wave goodbye; as the rich and the poor, the titled and the migrants, the monied and the professionals all looked forward with innocent expectation to their safe arrival in New York.


Before Titanic steamed out into the Solent she narrowly avoided a collision with a much smaller steamer, the New York, in Southampton Water. The New York Herald article that described Noël leaving London for a Californian fruit farm began with this account:




LONDON, Thursday [11 April 1912] – The departure yesterday from Southampton of the huge White Star Liner Titanic, the largest ship in the world, on her maiden voyage to New York, was almost marred by a disaster similar to that which befell the Olympic last September [Olympic, Titanic’s sister ship, captained by Edward Smith, collided with the Royal Navy ship the Hawke on 20 September 1911]. While the Titanic was being towed down Southampton Water by three tugs, the liner New York, moored alongside the quay, broke her cables … . When she came opposite the New York the seven hawsers holding the New York to the quay began to strain.


That she was being drawn towards the passing liner by suction could not be doubted. Suddenly there was a noise like minute guns going off … . The seven hawsers holding the New York to the quay had broken. Immediately the stern of the vessel began to veer round towards the Titanic.


Hasty megaphone orders were given aboard the liner and many of the passengers appeared to be in a state of great excitement. Presently the Titanic came to a standstill, and as soon as the hawsers had been disconnected the three tugs went to the assistance of the New York. At this time barely fifteen feet separated the two vessels. Fortunately the tugs were able to secure the New York and get her back to the quay without mishap.14





It is a dark irony that Titanic very nearly collided with a ship called the New York, a city she would never reach.


At the first landfall of the voyage, Cherbourg, Noël waved goodbye to her parents as the tender took them ashore: they were on their way to their château in Normandy. Later, Noël would be overwhelmingly grateful that her father hadn’t sailed across the north Atlantic with her because, after Titanic collided with the iceberg, the men were asked to stand back so the women and children could board the lifeboats first. And because there weren’t enough lifeboats, he almost certainly would have died.


Afterwards Noël wrote a long letter to her parents from the rescue ship the Carpathia. In it she said, ‘I am one of the lucky ones’. She said it for the obvious reason that she survived but also because she hadn’t sailed out into the north Atlantic with any of her menfolk. Ida Straus, a first-class passenger who stood by Lifeboat Number 8 but never boarded it, chose to stay with her husband and die beside him. Others, convinced of Titanic’s unsinkability, chose to stay on board the warm, safe (as they thought) ship, rather than be lowered 75ft down Titanic’s mighty hull to the freezing sea in a tiny lifeboat in the dark.15


One of Noël’s press cuttings quotes Mrs A.A. Dick, who was rescued with her husband in Lifeboat Number 3. She told The New York Herald, for the edition printed on 21 April 1912:




We were indifferent about leaving the steamship, as we did not believe it was going to sink … . There was no evidence of panic while we were on board and I first laughed at the idea of the Titanic sinking.





For so very many of the men among Titanic’s passengers and crew there was no choice about whether or not to board a lifeboat. But as they left Cherbourg they had no idea of what was to come, just as those on shore who witnessed Titanic’s majestic passage away from Cherbourg towards Queenstown had no idea that this was the last they’d ever see of the world’s largest liner.
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Period postcard of Titanic leaving Southampton, 1912. (Image courtesy of Dr Rudi Newman)
















Two


Inventions and Invincibility


You thought the ship was unsinkable, did you?1


Titanic’s keel was laid at Harland & Wolff ’s shipyard in Belfast on 22 March 1909.2 It took thousands of men two years and two months to build her; it took another ten months to fit her out. In the year Titanic’s keel was laid, newer, faster, more efficient turbine rotor engines were being tried, tested and perfected. But the White Star Line management was cautious about these new engines. They decided to install only one turbine rotor engine to drive her central propeller; they used the old-fashioned tried-and-tested steam reciprocating engines to drive her port and starboard propellers. That system was also more economical.3


And that’s why if anyone expected Captain Edward Smith to attempt a transatlantic speed record across the north Atlantic they’d have been disappointed; he didn’t have the horsepower. But he did have J. Bruce Ismay, the White Star Line’s Chairman, on board and he might have tried to persuade his Captain to make the best possible speed to show off his fine new liner. Captain Smith himself was hoping to beat the maiden voyage north Atlantic crossing time of Titanic’s sister ship, the Olympic: she made a swift 21.43 knots.4 But in his evidence to the American Inquiry, Ismay said Titanic ‘had never been at full speed’.5 And it’s true that Titanic never reached her top speed using all twenty-nine boilers, but she was travelling as fast as her twenty-four main boilers were capable of carrying her:6 leading fireman Frederick Barrett testified that the white ‘full speed’ indicator light was showing in the boiler rooms at the time of the collision.7


In Senator William Alden Smith’s concluding address to the US Senate Inquiry into the disaster on Tuesday, 28 May 1912, he said:




In the face of … [ice] warnings, each revolution of her engines marked at the moment of the collision her highest speed of 24½ miles per hour [between 21 and 22 knots8].





He also said:




I think the presence of Mr. Ismay and Mr. Andrews [one of Titanic’s designers] stimulated the ship to greater speed than it would have made under ordinary conditions, although I cannot fairly ascribe to either of them any instructions to this effect.9





Captain Rostron, of the Carpathia, said that if he’d been warned of icebergs and it was a clear night and he was sure of his position he would remain at full speed – it was standard practice, to clear the danger area as quickly as possible – although not if he’d been warned of an ice field.10 And he agreed with Senator Smith when he asked if Captain Smith’s course was ‘appropriate, safe and wise’.11


Lawrence Beesley wrote that at least three ice warnings from other ships on the same route reached the Marconi Operators on Titanic’s last day at sea (there were actually seven12) and these warnings should have persuaded Captain Smith to slow down. Senator Smith said that Captain Smith’s:




Indifference to danger was one of the direct and contributing causes of this unnecessary tragedy … [as well as his] overconfidence [in his ship] and neglect to heed the oft-repeated warnings of his friends [about ice].13





Gladys Cherry wondered, in a letter to her mother written on board the Carpathia, why, when they were among ice, they ‘did not slow down at all and were going 22 knots per hour’.14 Lawrence Beesley suggested that the unconscious demand of transatlantic passengers:




For speed … may have tempted captains to take a risk they might otherwise not have done. [Passenger demands] gradually forced the pace to what it is at present … . All of us who have cried for greater speed must take our share in the responsibility.15





Bruce Ismay said, ‘If a man can see far enough to clear ice, he is perfectly justified in going full speed.’16 But for speed guaranteed at sea in 1912, the Cunarders outdid the White Star Liners: if you think of them in terms of twentieth-century aircraft, the Cunarders were the Concordes of their time, the White Star Liners the Jumbo jets. The White Star Line’s USP, as we’d say today, was luxury and comfort, not speed. The Cunarders were fitted with the new turbine rotor engines just as soon as they were tried and tested and they won the majority of Blue Ribands for speed in those days. The White Star Liners did win some Blue Ribands, but the Cunarders won almost three times their number (fourteen to five).17
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A turbine rotor engine c.1909. Note the size of the men compared with the size of the engine. (Image courtesy of Michael Pocock and Maritime Quest)








Captain Rostron said that Captain Smith was ‘on his proper track, where he ought to have been … at this time of year’.18 And among Noël Rothes’ press cuttings was one from The New York Herald, dated 22 April 1912, in which Captain Knapp, a navy hydrographer, confirmed Titanic was following the southern, not the northern, route. He said she was on:




The proper westbound course, and her position when the collision occurred was exactly on the course prescribed.





But, according to the Royal Meteorological Society:




Near-freezing air from northeast Canada … south of Newfoundland, assisted by the prevailing southward flow of the ocean’s Labrador Current meant icebergs and sea ice were further south than usual for the time of year.19





When Thomas Scanlan, Counsel on behalf of the National Sailors’ and Firemen’s Union, asked Bruce Ismay if the steamship companies had agreed a more southern route across the Atlantic after Titanic sank, Ismay agreed that they had,20 suggesting that an even more southerly route should have been taken by Titanic.


Noël Rothes travelled in a first-class White Star Line cabin (in her interview with The New York Herald, Paris edition, she called it her ‘stateroom’).21 In her sworn statement she said her cabin was Number 77, on C Deck, shared with Gladys Cherry. Her grandson, Ian Leslie, 21st Earl of Rothes, confirmed this, although in the interview Noël said their cabin was Number 77 on B Deck, but I think that’s a misprint. In Gareth Russell’s The Ship of Dreams her cabin number is given as C-77 – which corroborates her sworn statement and what her grandson said. Russell, the historian, writer and broadcaster, writes that Purser McElroy moved ‘with breakneck speed’ to reassign her cabin from C-37, which was too small. Roberta Maioni, Noël’s ladies’ maid, was assigned a first-class cabin two decks below, on E Deck.22


For the privilege of travelling first class, Noël paid £70 for the cabin she shared with Gladys Cherry.23 At the time of writing, in terms of relative purchasing power, that’s £9,350, which I think is a great deal of money to pay for what would have been a six-day voyage, however luxurious the accommodation. But Noël was the only child of a wealthy businessman – she could afford it. There were others in first class who paid significantly more than her. She also paid £15 10s for Roberta Maioni’s first-class cabin on E Deck (£2,070 in 2025) and another £1 for train fares from London to Southampton, for a total of £86 10s (£11,560 in 2025).24


Second-class passengers, Lawrence Beesley among them, paid varying amounts, but far less than first-class passengers. Beesley paid £13 for his six-day voyage, or roughly £1,740 in 2025, while third-class passengers – the majority of whom were migrants – paid between £3 and £9, or between £400 and £1,200 in 2025, depending on the number of people in each cabin.25 These prices were more expensive than third-class tickets on other smaller and less-comfortable ships, but one of the many unique things about Titanic was that her third-class, or steerage quarters – so-called because they were often near the ship’s rudder and the vibrations were greater – were far better than on any other liner at the time.26 There were unusually good washing facilities, which included showers, and there was a dining room – something very few travelling third-class could expect on other liners at the time, where they would be expected to eat at trestle tables set up outside their cabins and serve themselves ‘cafeteria-style’ from a small pantry. ‘Until the early 1890s they even had to provide their own eating utensils.’27 Not so on board Titanic.


The crew quarters were much more basic but Able Seaman Thomas Jones obviously wasn’t paying for his quarters; he was working and being paid. His Account of Wages issued by the British Board of Trade for six days’ work on board Titanic shows that he was paid £1 (or 3s 4d a day). £1, in relative income terms in 2025 would be £750. So Jones’ annual salary, in 1912, if he worked for fifty weeks, or 351 days, would have been £58 10s (or £44,000 in 2025). The amount Noël paid for her stateroom, £9,350 in 2025, was not far off a quarter of Jones’ total annual salary: another illustration of the vast social and economic differences between these two people.


Jones’ Account of Wages also shows that although the White Star Line stopped all crew pay on 15 April 1912, the day Titanic sank, they did pay bonuses, possibly for compassionate reasons.28 Jones’ bonus amounted to twenty-six days’ pay, or £4 6s 8d (£3,050 in 2025), so the total amount he was paid was £5 6s 8d (£3,800 in 2025). But obviously he’d only have been paid £1 if Titanic had arrived safely in New York, so the comparison of his £1 wage with Noël’s £70 for her first-class stateroom holds. However … if you add the cost of Noël’s ladies’ maid’s cabin (£15 10s) to what she paid for her own cabin, the total amounts to £85 10s (£11,420 in 2025).29


Titanic was built and fitted out towards the end of the Belle Époque (1871–1914). It was a time of peace in many parts of the world, a time of stability and prosperity, of optimism and, for many people, there was a sense of invincibility, a sense that you could do or be whatever you dreamt of doing or being. It was a time when people had absolute faith in science and technology.30 Claes-Göran Wetterholm, Titanic historian, ethnologist and writer, said the engineer became society’s high priest as churches began to lose their grip on human souls: there was a growing belief that everything was possible.31 In such an atmosphere, imaginations flourished and inventions multiplied.


The first telephones and the first gramophones were made; the painters Sargent and Whistler were established or establishing themselves, as were the scientists Louis Pasteur and Marie Curie; Henry Ford was designing his first cars; and the Wright Brothers were making their first attempts at flight. It was a time of growing availability of electric light and so, of course, it was the time of the cinema. Crucially for Titanic’s passengers and crew, it was the time when Guglielmo Marconi invented and patented wireless telegraphy. His invention was described as ‘a system of transmitting messages between distant points without the use of wires’ [my italics].32 And then, just as now, it was the young who were fascinated by the new technology and quickly learnt how to operate it.




[image: illustration]




Olympic’s Cabin B-69. Noël Rothes’ Titanic cabin, C-77, was in the same style but it had portholes, not windows. Noël paid £70 for her cabin (£9,350 in 2025), almost a quarter of Jones’ annual salary. (Image courtesy of Daniel Klistorner’s Collection. Words adapted from Gareth Russell’s The Ship of Dreams)
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The White Star Line did pay crew bonuses after Titanic sank. On 13 May 1912, Thomas Jones was paid £5 6s 8d (£3,800 in 2025). His six-day wage was £1 (£750 in 2025). His twenty-six-day bonus was £4 6s 8d (£3,050 in 2025). (Thomas Jones’ Account of Wages, courtesy of Shelagh Oakes)








Titanic’s chief Radio Operator, Jack Phillips, was just 25 (he had his twenty-fifth birthday on board Titanic on 11 April 1912); his assistant, Harold Bride, was 22. Titanic’s Marconi equipment was, according to Guglielmo Marconi:




A fairly powerful set, capable, I should say, of communicating four or five hundred miles during the daytime and much further during the nighttime … very often a thousand miles … every night … with accuracy.33





And so it was that, in this era of invention and optimism, of possibility, of flourishing imaginations and multiplying inventions and, for many, a sense of invincibility coupled with an absolute faith in science and technology, the White Star Line published a brochure, in 1910, advertising their Olympic Class liners that included this striking sentence:
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Original Marconi equipment restored by Linc Cundall, Antique Wireless Association Museum. (Image courtesy of the California Historical Radio Society and the Antique Wireless Association)










As far as it is possible to do so, these two wonderful vessels [Olympic and Titanic] are designed to be unsinkable.34





Designed to be unsinkable. Titanic’s owners were convinced.


In an issue of The Shipbuilder, published in 1911, Titanic’s watertight doors are described as making ‘the vessel practically unsinkable’.35 And there is, gathered together in the Titanic historian and author George Behe’s article, ‘How the Titanic Became “Unsinkable”’,36 much evidence to show that Titanic was considered unsinkable by her owners, her designers, the crew and those about to travel on board. Certainly the White Star Line set great store by Titanic’s ability to act as ‘a lifeboat in itself ’.


The first four (and the last three) of her watertight compartments were designed to withstand a head-on collision; any two compartments were designed to withstand a side-on (amidships) collision; and she had a double bottom designed to contain flooding if she ran aground.37 In 1909, when the White Star Liner, the Republic, was hit by another ship in thick fog and sank nine hours afterwards, all but six of the 1,500 people on board were transferred to other ships before she sank – ships that had picked up distress signals from the Republic’s Marconi room. It was one of the first marine rescues made possible by radio38 and the young Marconi Operator, Jack Binns, became a hero.39 When Titanic’s sister ship, the Olympic, collided with the Royal Navy ship, the Hawke, on 20 September 1911, her watertight apparatus operated exactly as it had been designed to: the watertight doors closed correctly and water in the two flooded compartments never spread any further. Unlike earlier ships, Olympic didn’t sink; safety claims appeared to have been validated and so the ‘unsinkable’ legend of the White Star Line’s Olympic Class liners was born.40


Captain Smith himself commented after the collision with the Hawke that ‘The Olympic is unsinkable, and Titanic will be the same when she is put in commission.’41 A caulker, a person responsible for making sure a ship is watertight, said:
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