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Dedication





Dedicated to the many thousands who toiled to make


Harland and Wolff great.


‘From this day until the ending of the world


we in it shall be remembered. We few, we band of brothers.’


Henry V
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Foreword


On 21 September 1858 Edward Harland received a letter from his employer, Robert Hickson, which was to signal the beginning of a dream. The letter contained an offer from Hickson to sell his shipyard – lock, stock and barrel – to Harland for the princely sum of £5,000, on the condition that he would complete the construction of the Oceola, a vessel Hickson was building for himself. Harland eagerly accepted this offer, seeing in it the opportunity to fulfil a long-cherished ambition to own his own shipyard. So it was, on 1 November 1858, that the long-established company of Robert Hickson & Company converted to Edward James Harland & Company. From this inauspicious beginning the foundation stone was laid for a shipbuilding dynasty which would develop into Harland and Wolff, a name recognised throughout the globe as the ‘shipbuilder to the world’.


For over 135 years the company continued to prosper and keep alive the spirit and dream of its founder, despite ever-increasing threats to its very existence which emanated from several quarters beginning with the great industrial depression of the 1930s. In common with any large industrial enterprise, Harland and Wolff found itself having to weather many storms, ranging from the loss of perhaps its most famous vessel – RMS Titanic – to the severe damage inflicted on its operations by enemy bombing raids during the Second World War. Despite these and several other pitfalls along the way, the future of the company always appeared to be, if not secure, then at least a cornerstone of Northern Ireland’s economy, and as such would survive regardless of any economic difficulties it encountered. Alas, like with Titanic, an unexpected disaster was looming on the horizon which would see the company founder and destroy Edward Harland’s dream forever.




Introduction


RMS Titanic & the Beginning


Harland and Wolff Ltd remains to this day the most universally recognised name in shipbuilding. Located in Belfast, Northern Ireland, the company was established during the critical developmental years of one of the most important transportation technologies to emerge from the Industrial Revolution: the steam-powered ocean-going ship. Edward Harland and Gustav Wolff entered into partnership in 1861 as two talented and forward-thinking shipbuilders. Together, their radical departure from the accepted designs and engineering methods for constructing ocean-going steamships would become the standard by which all other ships were measured. Indeed, Harland and Wolff can be credited with the design of the first, true, modern ocean liner – the White Star passenger ship Oceanic – a basic design which is still recognisable in the hull form of passenger ships today.


Steadily, throughout the second half of the nineteenth century, the shipyards of Harland and Wolff became renowned across the world for the excellence of their products. By the turn of the century, the huge complex on Queen’s Island on the River Lagan was building the finest ships in the world. Their craftsmanship would become legendary, yet ironically the company today is most closely associated with the creation of just one ship (at its completion it represented one of the greatest technological achievements of the era, and the greatest disaster in commercial steamship history), RMS Titanic. Designed to cross the perilous North Atlantic in safety and luxury hundreds of times throughout its service life, alas the unfortunate destiny of Titanic was to see her lying at the bottom of the ocean only four days into her maiden voyage in 1912.


Although a dreadful blow to the reputation of Harland and Wolff, the company forged ahead in continuing to produce many remarkable vessels throughout the twentieth century, and in doing so contributed significantly to the war effort during both world wars. With the dramatic changes brought by the introduction of the jetliner in the early 1960s, Harland and Wolff adapted to the evolving marketplace by focusing their efforts on bulk carriers for grain, ore or coal cargoes, plus specialised oil tankers, to meet the growing demand for purpose-designed and -built marketable vessels.
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Edward J. Harland. (All images are Author’s Collection)
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The four initial partners at a board meeting, from left to right: Gustav Wolff, Walter Wilson, William Pirrie and Edward Harland.


Nevertheless, the shipping industry continued to change with alarming speed and new global market dynamics brought challenging international competition, primarily with cheaper labour costs and new shipbuilding technologies. To further complicate this state of affairs, politically motivated policy changes and accords between Great Britain and the emerging European Economic Community (EEC) dramatically impacted government investment and incentives for British shipyards, all of which was to have a devastating effect on British shipbuilding, and Harland and Wolff in particular.


Despite being acknowledged as the premier shipbuilding enterprise in the world, Harland and Wolff gradually began to lose this dominance. Ironically, as the company struggled with the changing realities of its existing industry, the dark shadow of its past began to re-emerge in the late 1950s as Titanic once again became the focus of renewed interest; an interest that would continue to build with increasing momentum throughout the remainder of the century and into the next.


One man (perhaps unwittingly) began to revive the world’s interest in a ship the company management would much sooner have seen left forever in the past. A new generation of both amateur and professional historians emerged throughout the remainder of the twentieth century and, not only did the tragic story of RMS Titanic make an unwelcome return, the ship itself seemingly materialised from its watery oblivion in a massive blaze of international media attention. Ironically, as Harland and Wolff began its slow and remorseless collapse, its fame rose in contrary proportion, beginning with a single book published in 1955.


In was in that year that an unknown New York City copywriter named Walter Lord came to prominence with the publication of his first book A Night to Remember. As a boy, Lord, in company with his parents, had travelled the North Atlantic on the ageing but still grand White Star liner RMS Olympic. It was there, aboard Titanic’s almost identical sister ship, that the young Walter Lord developed what would become a lifetime fascination with the story of Titanic’s tragic maiden voyage. While the epic tale of Titanic’s one and only fateful voyage had captivated and stunned the world in 1912, her story had slowly faded into insignificance in the wake of the two world wars which followed her sinking. Lord, however, never lost his childhood obsession with this unique maritime tragedy, spending much of his personal time researching the event and corresponding and speaking with many of Titanic’s still-living survivors. A Night to Remember represented the culmination of Lord’s years of labour, and resulted in arguably the most comprehensive account ever written of the tragedy. His book not only became a bestseller in 1955, but continues to be regularly reprinted today over half a century later.


In the wake of Lord’s success, many groups and organisations sprang up across the globe, each one dedicated to studying every aspect of the ship and her tragic loss, while inadvertently making Walter Lord the unchallenged authority on the subject until his death in 2003. In 1959 a film based upon the book riveted audiences with the haunting, almost surreal story of the world’s newest, largest and most magnificent liner as she slowly foundered on her first voyage across the Atlantic, leaving some 1,500 passengers and crew to face an icy death for lack of lifeboats.


Forty-seven years after her demise, Titanic once again sailed into the world’s spotlight, producing not only a new generation of enthusiastic amateur Titanic historians, but an explosion of myths and legends about the ship and the companies which built and owned her. Among the hundreds of thousands of Lord’s readers, one man would go on to contribute a final, dramatic piece to the Titanic puzzle. A marine geologist with an abiding interest in the deepest recesses of the world’s oceans, Dr Robert Ballard was to find himself adding a new and exciting chapter to the story of RMS Titanic.


A tenured professor of the world-famous Woods Hole Oceanographic Institution, located on the shores of Massachusetts in America, Ballard had already made a name for himself in 1977 with the discovery of giant hot air vents located some 9,000ft below the Pacific Ocean near the Galapagos Islands. Crucial to his continuing studies of the ocean’s depths was the development of new types of submersible technology equipped to withstand the crushing pressures while exploring the extreme depths of the ocean. The result, achieved through considerable financial support from the United States Navy, had been the creation of a remote-controlled, deep-sea submersible packed with lighting, video and photographic equipment to record the wonders of an alien world far beneath the surface of the world’s oceans. Like so many others, Ballard had, from childhood, been fascinated by Walter Lord’s definitive book on the Titanic disaster. Not surprisingly, the decision was made to test Woods Hole’s latest submersible technology by attempting to find the long-lost wreck of Titanic, known to be lying at a depth of at least 2 miles on the ocean floor. Though officially labelled as a secondary purpose of the original and classified mission, finally locating Titanic would be the ultimate achievement in marine exploration.


As events would unfold, Dr Ballard’s research team, which included the French National Institute of Oceanography (IFREMER), became the first to glimpse the massive hull of Titanic since the early morning of 15 April 1912, when she finally slipped beneath the waves. Some thirty years after the release of A Night to Remember, ghostly images of the legendary liner flickered on to the television monitors aboard the research vessel Knorr.


Regrettably, with time and finances rapidly becoming exhausted, Dr Ballard’s remote cameras were only able to capture brief, tantalising and frustratingly incomplete images of the long-lost wreck. Nevertheless, news of the discovery made headline news across the world and the intensity of media attention surprised Dr Ballard.


Returning the following summer with a manned submersible, Dr Ballard slowly began a comprehensive analysis of the wreck site. With the aid of side scan radar, it was soon ascertained that the area of the wreckage site covered a vast expanse of the seabed. Until the discovery of the wreck, most experts had settled on the assumption that Titanic had sunk to the bottom in one piece, but while the bows and forward section remained majestic and recognisable, it became evident that the huge ship had, in fact, broken up during the sinking. Beyond the severed bow section, a huge debris field stretched for miles across the seabed, eventually leading to the devastated remains of Titanic’s stern, located nearly a third of a mile away. The debris field itself was littered with thousands of articles that had spilled from the broken hull on its descent.


Sadly, nearly all of Titanic’s magnificent woodwork and her legendary grand staircase were gone, eaten away by the millions of tiny sea creatures which inhabited the wreck.


After the completion of Ballard’s second visit to the wreck site, he publicly expressed his desire for the wreck of Titanic to be left untouched as a sacred memorial to the 1,523 men, women and children who had perished aboard her that fateful night. Unhappily, such noble and praiseworthy principles were in the main ignored. While legislation was quickly passed in the United States, the United Kingdom and France to prevent the sale of any artefact retrieved from the wreck, a salvage company titling itself RMS Titanic Inc. instituted a legal challenge to these safeguards and eventually succeeded in securing sole salvage rights to the wreck. Unfortunately, Dr Ballard had not pursued claiming salvage rights or ownership of the wreck for either Woods Hole Oceanographic Institution or himself; with hindsight, given the subsequent plundering of the wreck site, this was a decision he came to bitterly regret.


The result of granting salvage rights to RMS Titanic Inc. has been to create two distinct and diametrically opposed expressions of opinion: on the one hand are those agreeing with Dr Ballard that Titanic and indeed any other submerged site of historical value should be left pristine and untouched; on the other are those recommending the recovery and preservation of artefacts for future generations to study. To date, the latter section of opinion has prevailed with the result that over the past ten years, RMS Titanic Inc. has visited the wreck site on several occasions and recovered thousands of relics from the debris field. While it is true that the company is legally prevented from selling any of these artefacts, the company continues to generate vast income today from staging exhibitions of the reclaimed items, ostensibly as an attempt to recoup the enormous costs of their salvage missions.


Another resurgence of interest in Titanic came with the production of what at the time was the most expensive film ever made in entertainment history. Director James Cameron’s film Titanic swept the board at the Academy Awards in 1997 with its lavish depiction of her maiden voyage. Cameron meticulously recreated many of Titanic’s famous interiors and built a near full-scale model of the ship in what was a car park in Baja, Mexico. Meanwhile, back in the studios in California, the latest digital technologies were used to produce in breathtaking detail the final days of the great liner. The production became the highest ever grossing film in history, recovering its unprecedented $200 million costs several times over.


Like so many before him, Cameron became captivated by the wreck and, in 2001, equipped with specially designed mini-robots and two manned submersibles, he dived to the site on an extraordinary quest to film the interiors of the forward section of Titanic’s hull. The resulting documentary revealed what no other expedition had ever seen. Deep within the protection of her hull, the grand dining saloon revealed the still-intact stained-glass windows and richly carved woodwork. The millionaire’s suite occupied by Bruce Ismay still bore traces of its once-sumptuous decor; the coal-burning fireplace with its magnificent mantelpiece remained well preserved – last seen by the managing director of the White Star Line as he abandoned his suite some eighty-nine years before. Everywhere, haunting traces of the world’s greatest liner resonated back to a time and place when kings ruled mighty empires and the world had yet to experience the devastating consequences of a global war and the massive social upheaval that would ensue. With each wave of renewed interest in Titanic and her builders, Harland and Wolff found themselves inundated by requests for information about the ship. It was not a situation in which the company’s management found itself entirely at ease.


Despite the history of Titanic being so widely known, the story of Harland and Wolff is much more obscure and so in the following chapters I hope to present a much broader and in-depth history of a company which continued to lead the way in the development of innovative design and shipbuilding construction methods, much of which still forms the basis for modern shipbuilding. From the adoption of hydrodynamic hull forms to innovative propulsion systems, Harland and Wolff was a company without equal in pushing the boundaries of shipbuilding technology. Having its roots in Edwardian Belfast, Harland and Wolff did much to create the social framework of the city by providing much-needed work for the mass of the indigenous population, and in doing so also attracted vast numbers of workers to the city. Around the shipyard area huge numbers of terraced houses began to appear to accommodate this influx of workers. This in turn created additional business opportunities for small shopkeepers and, of course, the ubiquitous public houses, where a tired workforce would gratefully slake their thirst built up over a day of strenuous labour, building some of the world’s most famous and sometimes some rather notorious ships.


This tight-knit community was almost a village within the city. Streets had familiar names related to Harland and Wolff, such as the obvious Harland Street, Wolff Street and, of course, Island Street, together with perhaps the less obvious but no less pertinent street names of Baltic, Mersey, Lagan or Dock. Almost everyone in this enclave which lay parallel to the Harland and Wolff shipyard along the east side of the River Lagan worked for the company in one capacity or another. A tremendous sense of community was thus established whereby anyone from outside the area was viewed almost with suspicion. Generations of ‘Island folk’, as they regarded themselves, followed one another into the shipyard and in doing so forged a tradition that has sadly been lost today. The pride these families had in the vessels their menfolk laboured and frequently shed blood over was unique in the history of the City of Belfast. It could rightly be said that Harland and Wolff built the City of Belfast just as much as the ships it constructed on the Queen’s Island. Employment for thousands of skilled men and labourers flowed outwards from the vast shipyards of Harland and Wolff; from the rope works to the linen mills, from the steel mills to the textile factories, goods and services were fed into the maw of the shipyard and converted into a completed vessel to sail the world’s oceans proudly bearing the legend ‘Made by Harland and Wolff, Belfast’ on a brass plaque on her bridge front.




1


Genesis of a Disaster


It had been in late 1907 that Harland and Wolff officially received the commission to build RMS Titanic and two sister ships from its oldest and most valued customer, the White Star Line, which had recently become part of a huge American-owned shipping trust: the International Mercantile Marine Company (IMMC). The contract had come in the wake of the introduction of the world’s first true superliners, Cunard’s Lusitania and Mauretania. In 1908 these two massive vessels dwarfed any ship ever before built. Nearly 800ft in length and weighing over 30,000 gross tons, the two powerful leviathans could cross the Atlantic at an average running speed of over 25 knots. These new twin Cunarders became an instant success with the wealthy European and American elite, as well as the lucrative immigrant trade. Faced with Cunard’s unbeatable twins, IMMC/White Star was obliged to take up the obvious challenge to its position in what had become the never-ending battle for transatlantic steamship supremacy over the past sixty years. Given the task of providing White Star with vessels suitable to carry the fight to Cunard, Harland and Wolff found themselves facing a daunting challenge.


Under the chairmanship of Lord William Pirrie, Harland and Wolff agreed to push the boundaries of marine engineering once again to the limit of what was theoretically achievable. Planned to be over 100ft longer and 10,000 gross tons heavier than the Cunard leviathans, the initial design work on the new ships commenced in March 1908. The first two of the three sister ships would be built side by side in a newly constructed dual slipway at the Queen’s Shipyard, alongside the River Lagan. The skills of some of the world’s most talented designers and engineers were enlisted for the project, including Alexander Carlisle, the managing director of Harland and Wolff, and Lord Pirrie’s accomplished nephew, Thomas Andrews, who was earmarked to succeed Carlisle after his retirement in 1909. Over the next three years the huge new liners, Olympic and Titanic, slowly grew to dominate Belfast Harbour under a huge metal gantry designed specifically for the purpose. Everything about the two liners was on a colossal scale, including a workforce of some 14,000 men dedicated to the construction of each hull.
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Titanic, Harland and Wolff ship number 401.
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Lord William Pirrie.


Finally, in June 1911, the completed Olympic departed Belfast for Southampton and her maiden voyage, much to the acclaim of engineering experts, the media and passengers alike. In celebration of this remarkable achievement, the prestigious engineering magazine Shipbuilder issued a special edition about the new Olympic-class liners, describing in detail the ships’ watertight compartmentalisation and proclaiming the vessels ‘virtually unsinkable’.


It was a description that resonated with the public and quickly transformed into a general belief that the new White Star liners were not just virtually unsinkable, but actually impossible to sink. A year later, on 10 April 1912, the ‘unsinkable’ Titanic, bearing certain design improvements learned from experience with the Olympic, set sail on her maiden voyage from Southampton. With stopovers at Cherbourg in France and Queenstown (now Cobh) in southern Ireland, the mighty ship sailed out into the North Atlantic bearing a complement of over 2,200 passengers and crew. She would never return.


Four days after departing Southampton, in the dead of night, Titanic touched the side of an iceberg and in less than three hours lay 2 miles beneath the waters of the North Atlantic. By quite a large margin it was, and remains, the worst peacetime maritime disaster in the history of the North Atlantic route. Two major inquiries into the sinking were held in the United States and Great Britain. Both investigations, although conducted in radically different manners, ultimately reached the same conclusions.


RMS Titanic had been sailing at an excessive speed for the conditions she was encountering and in spite of several wireless warnings of a massive ice field in her path. Nonetheless, neither inquiry specifically affixed any blame on the White Star Line, the captain or officers in command of the ship. The decision reached was that the tragedy had ultimately been nothing more than a catastrophic series of unfortunate circumstances and no laws of existing navigation or life-saving equipment or procedures had been broken.


Unlike its American counterpart, the British inquiry concentrated on the technicalities of Titanic’s construction, navigation and collision damage. It was in this investigation that Harland and Wolff, and especially Lord Pirrie, the company’s chairman, experienced some rather uncomfortable moments. Called to give testimony to the inquiry were two key members of Harland and Wolff’s senior staff. One was Alexander Carlisle, who although retired from the company before the completion of Olympic and Titanic, had been the company’s managing director and a central figure in the design of both ships.


Carlisle testified to Harland and Wolff having originally specified each vessel to be equipped with a total of forty-eight lifeboats operated under the newly designed Welin Quadrant ‘double-acting’ davits which were capable of launching multiple lifeboats. Carlisle, who was a brother-in-law to Lord Pirrie, hesitated when asked why this number of lifeboats was not used. While admitting that he had submitted plans to White Star indicating just such a complement of lifeboats, he said that he did not have the power to insist on such an unprecedented number of boats being approved by the vessels’ owner.


He further testified that in accepting Harland and Wolff’s recommendations for the Olympic-class vessels, White Star could find itself in the uncomfortable and expensive position of retrofitting additional lifeboats to its entire passenger fleet. In the end it was agreed with the White Star Line that the Olympic class should be equipped with the minimum number of lifeboats required by the current Board of Trade regulations. However, as can be imagined, this statement did nothing to enhance the credibility of either the Board of Trade, Harland and Wolff, or its principal customer, the White Star Line.


Also giving testimony was Edward Wilding, a naval architect with Harland and Wolff, who had worked closely with Thomas Andrews on the plans for Olympic and Titanic. Andrews had been lost in the wreck and so it was left to Wilding to explain the details of Titanic’s design and construction. Wilding proved to be an excellent witness, providing the inquiry with a wide range of technical information about Titanic and his opinion as to why the ‘unsinkable’ liner had been anything but. Wilding pointed out that Titanic’s fate had been sealed by the lower height of the transverse bulkhead between her fifth and sixth watertight compartments, which only went as high as E deck at the bow. Had this bulkhead been brought up to D deck, it was theoretically possible, said Wilding, that Titanic may have survived, or at least remained afloat long enough for rescue vessels to reach her in time. Unfortunately, as he was later to discover, Wilding’s candid testimony did anything but endear him to Lord Pirrie.


Certainly his evidence could be construed to suggest that Harland and Wolff had unintentionally built its greatest ships with fatal flaws. The inquiry had also revealed that damage similar to that sustained by Titanic would not have caused Cunard’s Lusitania or Mauretania to sink. In the public outcry which followed the Titanic disaster, there was almost a witch hunt to attach blame to whomever it would stick. Would-be experts of every sort publicly pontificated on the causes of the tragedy and its possible remedies. For a time, a mild sort of mass public hysteria rained down upon the entire shipping industry and the calls for reform were sometimes extreme and even ludicrous.


The loss of Titanic had placed Lord Pirrie and Harland and Wolff in an awkward position, with Pirrie struggling to maintain a firm grip on his company and retain his many clients – most importantly the massive IMMC shipping combine. The largest of American financiers, J.P. Morgan’s massive undertakings to dominate and regulate the transatlantic trade, IMMC, had become a monumental failure. Largely influenced by Pirrie in 1902, Morgan’s dream of controlling the shipbuilding trade through IMMC was now in jeopardy. Within weeks of Titanic’s sinking, her sister ship Olympic was back at Harland and Wolff undergoing a massive retrofit, including a partial double hull and heightened watertight bulkheads, along with enough lifeboats for every person aboard.


Britannic, the last of the Olympic-class trio, commenced building in 1912 and incorporated all of the structural changes mandated by the loss of Titanic. Slightly larger and longer than her sisters, Britannic also featured a vastly different design of launching davits for her greatly increased complement of lifeboats. The davits were novel in design but presented a remarkable eyesore, utterly destroying the sleek beauty of her earlier sisters. Olympic’s enormous and costly refit coupled with Britannic’s dramatic design improvements were blatant testimony to the safety hysteria predicated by a much less confident travelling public. Harland and Wolff, together with the White Star Line, were obviously determined to restore public confidence in their ships and meekly conceded to almost every demand for change, however pointless it might prove to be.


The talented Edward Wilding, so much a part of the building of Olympic and Titanic, would not survive his truthful testimony at the British inquiry. Pirrie unceremoniously removed Wilding by enforcing his retirement from the company on medical grounds shortly after his return to Belfast. Pirrie personally, and indeed unfairly, regarded the unfortunate naval architect as the prime cause of Titanic’s demise, and almost certainly blamed the hapless designer for the untimely death of Pirrie’s much-loved nephew, Thomas Andrews. In 1912 such a unilateral and unfair dismissal of a talented marine architect was unremarkable, but it was symptomatic of a trend that remained a typical feature of employment in Harland and Wolff to the very end.


The loss of Titanic inevitably reflected badly on Harland and Wolff, and resulted in an unspoken but rigidly enforced policy never to publicly discuss the ship afterwards. Initiated by the intensely private and imperious Lord Pirrie, all files and plans for the ill-fated liner were locked away securely. Decades later, Lord’s book of 1955, and the increasing interest in Titanic which followed, only hardened Harland and Wolff’s unwritten policy of secrecy. Any requests for information or plans of the ship were rebuffed with the simple explanation that all documentation had been destroyed in the bombings of Belfast during the Second World War. In reality, this was a bare-faced lie.


In his final book about Titanic, The Night Lives On, the late Walter Lord mused on the seemingly immortal interest in the history of the doomed liner. Even he, the world’s most recognised authority on the ship, was at pains to explain the extraordinary phenomenon of Titanic’s ceaseless fascination as it passed from one generation to the next. Greater and more catastrophic events had filled the twentieth century. Millions had died in war. Systematic genocide and man-made disasters had blighted the world since 1912. Yet Titanic remained a cause célèbre in the collective conscience – an everlasting metaphor for modern disaster. ‘No story is too farfetched as long as it bears the magic label “Titanic”,’ wrote Lord. Inevitably, anything and anyone with even the most tenuous association with the ship became the subject of endless discussion, examination, legend and eventually myth, with Harland and Wolff ranking very high on that list.


The spectre of Titanic has created a myopic viewpoint of the company which designed and built her. Historians have tended to fuse ship and shipbuilder into a single entity, bestowing the same monumental and legendary attributes on both. Like Titanic herself, Harland and Wolff has become fixed in time; a time when the company was one of the largest and most prolific shipbuilding enterprises in the world. In 1998 Michael McCaughan, curator of Maritime History at the Ulster Folk and Transport Museum, described Harland and Wolff in his excellent book The Birth of Titanic as ‘a shipbuilding company that has always been, and continues to be, at the leading edge of naval architecture and marine technology’. It is an understandable misconception, bolstered by the explosion of books, documentaries and films which have emanated from the epicentre of Ballard’s ‘titanic’ discovery and the absence of any comprehensive historical work about Harland and Wolff.


Employing at its zenith as many as 65,000 men and women, and representing the lifeblood of Belfast for the majority of its existence, the shipyards of Harland and Wolff today are completely devoid of almost everything associated with its illustrious past. Gone are the vast engine works and massive building sheds and slipways, replaced with ultra-modern office blocks, apartment houses and even a luxury hotel. What had been a virtual wasteland of empty space occupied by only a fraction of its once-enormous workforce, the Queen’s Island complex has been reborn from the ashes of Harland and Wolff. Shipbuilding may have ceased there forever, but the ghosts of the past can still be strongly felt today amidst the glass and concrete edifices that dominate the area. The question still remains, however, of why this once mighty and powerful maritime colossus has come to such a piteous and ignoble end. The answer lies in a complexity of reasons, many of which have, until now, remained outside the grasp of maritime historians. It is the objective of this book to examine the history of Harland and Wolff from a unique insider’s perspective, and in doing so perhaps some new insights will finally be shed upon what is arguably the most recognised name in world shipbuilding.


For more than thirty years I worked for Harland and Wolff, rising through the ranks of the company to become one of its youngest managers. During those years I took upon myself an unofficial role – one which contradicted the company’s age-old policy of rebuffing any public requests for historical information. My newly acquired managerial position, obtained in 1982, placed within my influence the company’s massive and chaotic archive of historical documents and files. Slowly, and as time allowed, I began a quest to review these important yet all-but-forgotten files.
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The Harland and Wolff former main office block today.


It became a personal mission to research and preserve as much of the history as I could of what I believed to be Belfast’s enormous contribution to British and indeed global maritime engineering. Approaching my immediate superior, the chief technical manager, I sought and received implicit but at the same time informal approval to begin a systematic correlation of the hundreds of thousands of items in the collection into some kind of comprehensible order. The deeper into this vast archive I delved, the more I realised the enormous historical value of the documents. Here was a record of the lifeblood of not simply the company, but of Belfast itself. It was a treasure trove of important maritime history which I became determined to both preserve and make available to current and future generations of maritime historians. I was mindful of the terrible loss which had occurred sometime after 1934 when the merger of the famous White Star Line and Cunard resulted in most of White Star’s documents being thrown away.


The Harland and Wolff archive contained the most comprehensive record of RMS Titanic from her conception until her tragic loss in April 1912. Far from being hidden away in a secure location, I felt such monumentally important documents should be brought once more into the light and allowed to take their rightful place in the history of this great company. Not only did I see great historical value in the Harland and Wolff archives, but a potentially positive and financially remunerative service which the company could provide to the countless enquiries not only concerning Titanic, but many of the other famous ships built by the company.


Initially, my radical view was not shared by the company’s public affairs department, but their uneasiness over my initiative was reduced to memos cautioning me against giving away ‘family’ secrets. However, the success of my programme led to a request to make a full presentation to the Board of Directors. There, I forcefully argued my case, suggesting that co-operation and the sharing of historical documents could only serve to enhance the company’s name and prestige, as well as generate a new source of income. In a majority vote the Board agreed, much to the displeasure of the chief executive who, on more than one occasion, sought to obstruct my efforts.


What follows is a personal perspective of the founding of a shipbuilding dynasty until its inevitable and sad decline, as it struggled to cope with a world rapidly changing in both financial and technological demands in the production of vessels. Taken from my own knowledge derived from a career with the company, I hope that my discoveries and singular experience will provide an intimate insight into one of the greatest shipbuilders the world has ever known. As this book is a reflection of my own experiences and opinions, I must therefore take responsibility for any errors or omissions it may contain.




2


The Emergence of the Port of


Belfast


The city and port of Belfast, Northern Ireland, has been associated with the building of ships for well over 300 years, with the first vessels being recorded as completed in 1663. Sadly, this fine tradition of craftsmanship and excellence in the field of marine engineering has declined into the shadows of past glories. The slipways and building berths of Harland and Wolff that once saw the construction of such magnificent vessels as RMS Titanic, Canberra and Southern Cross now lie derelict and forlorn, as ghostly and silent witnesses to the demise of a once-mighty industrial complex and a golden age of shipbuilding. In writing this history I will inevitably touch upon some of the more elusive and little-known aspects behind the slow but deliberate decimation of the company. To understand and appreciate the magnitude of these misguided and sometimes reckless acts of corporate policy, I need first to return to a different time and era when ships became the lifeblood of the emerging British Empire; an empire which was destined to become possibly the greatest the world has ever known.


The River Lagan flows through the heart of the City of Belfast and has provided a solid foundation for the steady rise in the prosperity of the city, allowing merchants and traders ready access to ocean-going vessels. The establishment of this burgeoning commercial trade led naturally to the requirement for some sort of repair facility to service and maintain these vessels. Over time this would evolve into actual shipbuilding operations and eventually into the formation of the massive Harland and Wolff complex of shipyards and engineering works. However, before this giant enterprise emerged there would be several false starts, trials and challenges along the way.


Thanks to much environmental effort through various generations of City Fathers, the River Lagan today is a clean and relatively straight waterway far removed from its original course which meandered in a narrow and twisting manner through the city in the eighteenth century. At that time, the ever-increasing use of the river for commerce and trade prompted the establishment of the Belfast Harbour Commissioners in 1785, who took for themselves the grandiose title of The Corporation for Preserving and Improving the Port and Harbour of the City of Belfast. This august body of gentlemen, mainly comprised of merchants and traders, initiated an ambitious, long-term programme of improvements to the quays and wharves along the banks of the river. The dramatic changes began to pay handsome dividends when William Ritchie, an established shipbuilder from the fishing port of Saltcoats on the Ayrshire coast of Scotland, visited Belfast in 1791.


Even at this point in the reconstruction, Ritchie was tremendously impressed with the improved deep-water port facilities, offering as they did the potential for the expansion of Ritchie’s long-established shipping business on the mainland. After a warm and enthusiastic reception by the Corporation, Ritchie returned to Scotland and quickly set about drawing up a comprehensive plan for a new shipbuilding yard to be located on the west bank of the River Lagan. Back in Belfast, his impressive plans prompted the Commissioners to add an additional incentive to their prospective investor. They would give Ritchie the exclusive use of a docking platform upon which vessels could be raised out of the water for hull cleaning and repair. The deal was officially confirmed and William Ritchie’s new Belfast shipping enterprise became the cornerstone of a tradition of shipbuilding and marine engineering that would last two centuries.
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Canberra, Harland and Wolff ship number 1621, the last passenger liner built by the company.
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Southern Cross, Harland and Wolff ship number 1498, one of the first passenger liners to have aft placed engines.


Belfast’s new port facilities soon attracted the avid attention and investment of other mainland industrialists, prompting the Harbour Commissioners to energetically underwrite even greater improvements to the now burgeoning port. The final phase included a monumental engineering project to straighten, deepen and widen the river. This long-term plan meant creating two massive straight cuts directly towards the mouth of Belfast Lough and the sea beyond. Work on the first straight cut began in 1837 and, upon completion in 1841, was immediately followed by the second and final straight cut. In January 1849 the Port of Belfast could now boast one of the finest port and shipping facilities in Great Britain.


The excavations to straighten the river had resulted in the removal of millions of tons of spoil and debris, which had been transported and dumped at the mouth of the river along the eastern shoreline. This enormous amount of displaced earth grew over the years of construction to form a huge, artificial island which came to be known as Queen’s Island in honour of Queen Victoria, who officially opened the magnificent new port facilities in August 1849. As a major shipbuilding and ocean-going port, Belfast had come of age, and with each passing year yielded ever-increasing ocean-bound traffic and shipping business to the city.


The greatest payoff of the initiatives of Belfast’s Harbour Commissioners would come with the arrival of a young 23-year-old engineering apprentice, hired to manage the failing shipbuilding yard of an iron manufacturer named Robert Hickson. Edward Harland was truly a man of his time. The Industrial Revolution was in full swing, exploding with new inventions and remarkable advances in science and the growing field of applied engineering. Imagination seemed boundless, and new and daring commercial enterprises shook the world almost to its foundations. It is not an overstatement to say that Harland would become a living legend of his era and one of the most brilliant marine engineers of the nineteenth century.
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