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DOWN IN THE DEEP
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Four thousand metres beneath the Atlantic Ocean lies the wreck of a great ship. It is a dark, silent world down there. Its only inhabitants are fish and creatures of the deep. Almost 100 years has passed since the ship sank. In that time, only a handful of people have ever descended to the wreck and seen its watery grave.


Yet the rusting remains hold an enduring interest that has not lessened since it sank on a cold, April night in 1912. For, despite the thousands of ships which have sunk since man first sailed the oceans of the world, this one lying deep beneath the Atlantic is the most famous of all of them.


It still holds a special mystery and fascination, which shows no sign of fading. In fact, its fame has increased through the years. Today, people still speak of it with awe. Many books have been written about it, as have songs and poems, and Hollywood has made films about it.


Yet it was a young ship when it sank. It was on its first, or maiden, voyage across the Atlantic. It was sailing to New York from Cobh, County Cork, then known as Queenstown.


The ship sank on a calm, cold, starry night. Its fate was decided in less than 60 seconds. One moment it was sailing majestically through the darkness, with all its light ablaze. Then an iceberg was sighted dead ahead.


A warning bell peeled in the darkness. The ship's wheel was spun hard-a-starboard. But it was too late. The ship's hull collided with an underwater section of the iceberg. Minutes later, its lights still ablaze, the stricken ship lay motionless in the water. Its fate was sealed and it was doomed to die.


Already the dark waters of the Atlantic Ocean were gushing in through a gash torn in its side by the collision. In less than three hours the largest ship ever built would break in two. Its bow and stern would then sink slowly beneath the waves.


The ship, built in Belfast and described as unsinkable, was to become a grave for the 1,503 men, women and children who drowned in the tragedy. Of the 2,208 passengers and crew on board that April night, only 705 survived to tell the story of what happened.


It is a story of foolishness and rash stupidity. It is a story of man's greed, pride and ambition. It is also a story of heroism, bravery and sacrifice, and of terrible cowardice. It is a story of chance and of the many lives and dreams that were destroyed, and a story of the families who were separated by the tragedy.


Some of the men and women who survived were hailed as heroes. Many of those who perished did so heroically. But many men behaved in a shameful, cowardly manner that night. They lived out their lives in disgrace, aware that in saving themselves they had left others to their fate. Many of those left to drown were women and children.


The ocean, however, is an indifferent entity. It does not care who lives or dies, whether they are young or old, male or female, rich or poor. It will accept them all and take them to a watery grave.


Many of their names are still remembered today. The names Bruce Ismay, Sir Cosmo and Lady Duff-Gordon, Robert Hitchens and Major Peuchen, have become associated with cowardice.


Others, like Thomas Andrews, Benjamin Guggenheim, Colonel Archibald Gracie, Ida Straus, Molly Brown and twelve-year-old Ruth Becker are remembered for their bravery and courage that night.


This is the story of that fateful night. This is the story of those men, women and children who lived and those who died. This is a story of heroism, cowardice and great sacrifice.


It is also the story of one of the finest and most famous ships ever to sail the seas, why she was built and the men who built her. The story also tells how she now lies silent and rusting beneath the Atlantic waves.


Her name is Titanic and this is her story.
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THE NEW WORLD
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From the beginning of time man has been fascinated by the sea. He has stood on the shores of the world's oceans and watched the ceaseless movement of the water. He has gazed out towards the horizon and wondered what lay beyond that line where the sky joined the sea.


Curiosity has been part of the driving force of humankind. It was this curiosity that made men determined to discover what lay on the other side of the great oceans. Driven by their desire to know, men took to the oceans in boats and travelled beyond the horizon.


These first boats were built of wood and propelled by paddles. Later sails were added which harnessed the power of the wind. In places where wood was scarce, rafts were built from bundles of reeds lashed together. Boats were also constructed from wooden frames covered with animal hides and sealed with pitch.


In these flimsy craft, men traversed the oceans. Around the middle of the sixth century, Saint Brendan, the Navigator, sailed from Ireland to many of the islands off the Scottish coast. Legend has it that he sailed to America in his flimsy leather boat 800 years before Christopher Columbus.


Leif Ericsson, the great Norse explorer, is also credited with having reached America around 1,000AD. The remains of what are thought to be a Viking settlement were discovered in Newfoundland in 1963. But there is no absolute evidence that Saint Brendan or Leif Ericsson ever reached America.


What is fact is that Christopher Columbus reached what we now know as the West Indies in 1492. He had been seeking a new route to India but instead discovered what was to become known as the New World.


It was this discovery that was to lead to the building of Titanic, more than 400 years later. Like Columbus’ own ship, the Santa Maria, the Titanic was destined to become one of the most famous ships ever to sail the seas.


Following in the footsteps of Columbus, others sailed to this New World from Spain, Portugal and England. It was from one of these men, Amerigo Vespucci, allegedly the first European to set foot on the mainland, that this New World got the name America.


These adventurers brought back stories of a vast land. It was a land where a man could become rich beyond his wildest dreams. These dreams in turn fired the imagination of many other adventurers and they too travelled to America seeking their fortunes.


The vast Atlantic Ocean lay between Europe and the new land of America. The only means of travelling there was by ship. These ships were built of wood and had sails to harness the power of the wind. They were small and cramped, and extremely uncomfortable. Dependent as they were on the wind, they could take months to complete a crossing.


Passengers and crew suffered greatly on these voyages. The Atlantic was a wild, vast ocean. Storms often raged there. Many ships were lost and all on board drowned. Yet despite this, people from all over Europe and Asia were willing to take the risk in order to begin a new life in this exciting new country.


They travelled for numerous reasons. Many were escaping poverty, others were escaping religious persecution. Many were fleeing from wars which seemed to be forever raging in Europe. Whatever the reason, all were hoping for a new, more certain and prosperous life in America.


By the nineteenth century America was a vastly different country to what it had been at the time of Columbus. Cities like New York and Boston were being built. Men had travelled across the vast country from the east to the west coast. Gold had been discovered in California, which led to the famous gold rush of 1849.


In the south, huge plantations grew cotton and tobacco. Slaves, brought on ships across the Atlantic from Africa, supplied the labour. On the vast prairies men had begun to raise cattle and grow grain crops like wheat to feed the population.


The country was rich in iron and coal. Huge smelting works sprung up to supply iron and steel to the construction industry. Men did indeed become rich beyond their wildest dreams in this land of opportunity.


These men built a telegraph line which linked the east and west coasts. Now too they dreamed of building a 3,000 mile long railroad line to cross the whole country. A vast army of workers would be needed to build this railroad and the new towns and cities, which would spring up along the tracks.


As people in Europe learned of these opportunities, they clamoured to travel to America and avail of them. Those who were willing to travel further west could lay claim to land. Here they could farm the land and raise families.


In Ireland there was great poverty and hardship. To escape from it, many thousands of Irishmen and women decided to seek their fortune in America. But in 1845, an event occurred in Ireland that was to literally drive millions of Irish people to America: the Great Famine.


In 1845 Ireland was ruled by Britain. Landlords owned most of the land. Many of these landlords lived in Britain and agents managed their estates. These agents rented the land to the Irish peasants who eked out a miserable existence on a few acres. Most families lived in mud cabins and depended on the potato for their staple food. Any other crops they produced had to be sold to obtain money to pay their rents.


If a peasant could not pay his rent, he and his family were evicted. With no money, no food and nowhere to live, they were faced with death, or entering the workhouse. One other alternative was to emigrate to Britain or America.


In 1845 the population of Ireland was 8,000,000. The vast majority of those were peasants, depending on the potato for their basic food. If anything were to happen to the crop of potatoes, then a disaster of major proportions would occur.


In 1845 the unthinkable happened. Blight attacked the potatoes, rotting them in the earth. People starved as famine gripped the country. Over the next three years, the famine raged. It was worst in 1847, a year that became known as Black ‘47.


Faced with starvation and no hope, hundreds of thousands fled the country. Most went to America. Such was the demand for passage to America, that many unscrupulous shipping companies offered passage on ships that were unsuitable for crossing the stormy Atlantic. Many of these ships sank on the journey. All those on board were drowned.


The passengers travelled in the dark holds, which prior to that had been used to transport cargo. Because of the great loss of life on these rotting, leaky ships, they became known as ‘coffin ships’.


Conditions on these ships were appalling. For most of the voyage, the passengers were confined to the holds. Here they lived in dark, airless and cramped conditions. They even had to provide and cook their own food.


Toilet facilities were of the most primitive kind and often disease raged among the passengers. The ships were small and easily tossed about on the ocean and seasickness was another factor that made life miserable. When a storm raged, these conditions became even worse.


But so desperate were those passengers to escape the famine and disease raging in Ireland, that they were willing to risk their lives to get to America. Here there were opportunities for work and if they worked, then they would not starve.


By the time of the 1851 census the Irish population had fallen to 6,500,000. Over the coming years it would continue to fall as more and more left, seeking a new and better life. By the turn of the century it was estimated that 4,000,000 Irish people had fled to America.


These later emigrants travelled in much better conditions than those endured by the earlier emigrants. By the end of the century, the era of the sailing ship was at an end. A new era of steam-driven ships had dawned. These were no longer built of wood but of steel. As a consequence they could be much bigger than the old wooden sailing vessels.


With the advent of steam, ships were no longer dependent on the wind, though the earliest steam-driven ships also had sails. Now ships could cross the Atlantic in a much shorter time than the sailing ships. They could also keep to regular schedules because they were no longer so dependent on the weather.


By the end of the nineteenth century, huge steam-driven ocean liners plied the Atlantic route from Europe to America. Some companies, like the Cunard Line, were British. Others, like The Hamburg-Amerika line, were German. One of the most prestigious and famous of all of them was The White Star Line.


By a strange coincidence, in the very first year of the Great Famine, 1845, a man called Henry Threlfall Wilson, with his partner, John Pilkington, founded a shipping company in Liverpool. They named it The White Star Line and their emblem was a white, five-sided star on a red flag.


At first they operated traditional sailing ships and carried cargo and emigrants to Australia. Then, in 1863, they acquired the Royal Standard, their first steam ship. The following year it collided with an iceberg on the return journey from Australia.


Was this an omen for the future? It was The White Star Line which would one day own another ship that would also strike an iceberg. This was to be The White Star Line's most famous ship – indeed the most famous ship of all time. She was the Titanic.
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THE WHITE STAR LINE
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Shortly after the accident to the Royal Standard, The White Star Line began to have financial difficulties. Eventually it went bankrupt and a man called Thomas Henry Ismay bought its name and emblem for £1,000. Later the name Ismay was to become forever linked with that of Titanic.


Ismay was from Liverpool and was involved in the shipping industry. In order to raise the £1,000 to buy the name and emblem of The White Star Line, he turned to a man called Gustav Schwabe. He was a Liverpool banker and agreed to lend Ismay the money on one condition. From then on The White Star Line must have all its ships built in Belfast by the shipbuilders, Harland & Wolff.


Schwabe had a personal reason for making this request. His nephew was Gustav Wolff, the partner in the Harland & Wolff shipyard. Wolff was an engineer and had joined the firm of William Harland in 1857 when Schwabe had loaned money to Harland in order to buy out a rival.


This coming together of Ismay, Schwabe and Harland & Wolff around 1860 was to ultimately lead to the building of the Titanic 50 years later.


At first The White Star Line concentrated on the Australian routes. But by 1870, the routes from Europe to America were becoming busier. More and more ships were crossing the Atlantic, bringing people from Europe, anxious to find new prospects in this exciting country.


By now too wealthy people from Europe also wanted to visit America. They were also interested in whatever opportunities might be available to increase their wealth.


Those who had by now prospered in America wished to visit Europe. Many of their ancestors had come from that continent and no doubt they wished to see their homelands. They were also anxious to visit famous cities like London, Paris and Rome and to see the great works of art housed in their art galleries.


They also wanted to visit famous holiday destinations like the Cote D'Azur in the south of France. The pyramids of Egypt, the only wonders of the ancient world still in existence, were also a top attraction.


Those who travelled, both from Europe and America, were fabulously wealthy. The only means of travelling across the Atlantic was by ship. Air travel was still a long way off. Being wealthy, they did not wish to travel in the conditions experienced by the earlier pioneers of the Atlantic crossings. They wanted comfort and luxury, and were willing and able to pay for it.


Shipping companies were quick to see these new opportunities. One of those was The White Star Line. They had two ships built at Harland & Wolff in 1871, Oceanic and Atlantic. Thus The White Star Line's tradition of building ships whose names ended in ‘ic’ was born.


These ships provided great luxury for wealthy passengers who would travel First Class in cabins on the upper decks. Less luxurious accommodation was also provided below the First Class cabins for those who were less wealthy. This was the Second Class.


However, the vast majority of passengers, like those from Ireland who were going to America seeking work and a new life, would still travel in steerage, that is on the lower decks. This would become known as Third Class.


Nevertheless, these Third Class passengers would still travel in luxury when compared to the conditions endured by those who had fled the famine. They were provided with bunks in cabins they shared with other passengers. No longer did they have to provide or cook their own food. They could now eat in their own dining room and were served by stewards. For many, who had previously not known where their next meal was coming from, this was luxury and privilege indeed.


Under the expertise of Thomas Ismay and a new partner, William Imrie, The White Star Line was soon the undoubted leader in Atlantic travel. But the line also seemed destined to disaster. Atlantic was lost when it struck rocks near Nova Scotia in 1873, with the loss of around 550 people. In the following years other ships of The White Star Line were also lost. These disasters were to eventually culminate in the loss of the Titanic 39 years after the Atlantic disaster.


By the end of the nineteenth century there was great rivalry among shipping companies on the transatlantic route. They vied with each other in terms of the luxury of their ships and speed of crossing. The ship achieving the fastest crossing was awarded the Blue Riband, a highly coveted prize.


Ships of The White Star Line like Majestic and Teutonic held the Blue Riband in the 1890’s. The Cunard Line, founded in Britain in 1839, also held the Blue Riband on a number of occasions. But by the beginning of the twentieth century, German built ships, notably the Deutschland, made the Blue Riband their own.


This was a blow to British pride and Cunard decided to build two liners that not only would be the most luxurious on the Atlantic route but also the fastest. These ships were the Lusitania and her sister ship, Mauretania.
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