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PRAISE FOR TITANIC WOMEN’S STORIES



I very much enjoyed reading Titanic Women’s Stories. Melinda Ratchford has done a great job of researching the lives of her chosen subjects, and despite my own decades of Titanic research, I’ve learned many things about these people that were completely new to me. Moreover, the author’s writing style is delightful, and I feel certain that anyone with an interest in Titanic’s passengers and crewmen will find this book to be well worth their while.


Thank you for a very good read, Melinda!


George Behe, Titanic author and historian


On Board RMS Titanic: Memories of the Maiden Voyage


Melinda Ratchford has done an impressive amount of research and narration in Titanic Women’s Stories. She has chosen to write about both well-known and lesser-known women, covering the broad social spectrum from the well-to-do to the hopeful immigrant. Whether the individuals have been written about previously or not, Ms Ratchford has done extensive research, adding interesting background to their lives and even correctly describing situations that have too often been reported erroneously in the past. Her ability to seek and locate details regarding these women’s lives will make this volume a must-read even if you think you are already familiar with the stories of those who survived the devastating shipwreck.


Don Lynch, Titanic author and historian


Titanic: An Illustrated History


In 1912, women were often unfairly viewed as ‘the weaker sex’. But the women who survived Titanic’s sinking coped with that night’s nightmare and the losses of their fathers, husbands, sons, other family, friends or cabinmates. Rarely did many share their own experiences publicly, preferring to keep silent in respect for those lost, dealing with their profound grief, or conforming to society’s tacit belief that women ‘should be seen, but not heard’.


Today, in more enlightened times, and with historians’ access to digitized, searchable archives worldwide, newly discovered and rare first-person accounts offer perspectives of women willing to share, and who, in doing so, broaden our understanding of this pivotal event.


Melinda Ratchford has written a significant, groundbreaking volume gathering 16 women’s personal stories and their once-hidden accounts and also revealing fascinating new details of their post-Titanic lives, sometimes marked with enduring grief, but also by selflessness and service to others.


Charles A. Haas, Titanic author and historian


President of Titanic International Society, Inc.


Read the story and became immediately fascinated. Your ability to tell the account of the Titanic is truly amazing … a gift from The Almighty.


Thomas ‘Tommy’ Charles Thomas Jr


Grandson of Charles Thomas (Bashir Tannus),


who died on the Titanic
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PROLOGUE


LIVES WE NEVER LIVED;
LESSONS WE NEVER LEARNED


In the short term, history can best be interpreted by those who lived through it. The further we go back in history, the more difficult it becomes to deconstruct what the events meant because our lens becomes foggier – a more long-term view. Yes, it can be more widely explored, but as the lens widens, so does the focus. The event being researched can never be truly replicated nor totally understood. Yet we continue to believe that exploring our past is key to understanding ourselves in this century.


How can modern humans understand the starched positions of class that so rigidly ruled much of the world? Can we truly grasp the causes and effects of slavery, even though it still exists in parts of the world? What forces existed to cause women to be second-class citizens without voting rights in democratic nations such as the United Kingdom and the United States until 1920? What ‘voices’ did women in 1912 have, and who was listening? Were women more dependable in telling Titanic’s ‘truths’?


Titanic represents a 2,228-person microcosm of the world in 1912. It was a man’s world in many respects – law, land and ownership, voting rights, family structures and even religious hierarchies. That is not to say that women didn’t have privileges that may seem arcane today. There was a deference in many areas to women, cosseting them from danger, coarse language and ‘men’s work’, while assuming this was done for the good of womankind.


If Titanic were considered a world unto itself, how can we explore the issues of gender, womanhood and the roles of men and women in society through the lens of that mighty liner? The stories are as varied as the people aboard the vessel, but due to the times, most stories revolve around the roles and actions of the men, although ships of the time were often spoken of reverently by feminine pronouns.


This book examines the stories of sixteen women connected to Titanic – not just through class, age or ethnicity, but simply through the lens of being born female in a world dominated by men. It is a collection of stories about women and their lives, before, during and after Titanic changed their world and ours.


Why have I been enthralled for over six decades by a ship that sank on its maiden voyage, taking 1,496 people to their graves?1 I am always asked when I give a presentation on Titanic, ‘When and why did you fall in love with Titanic?’


No one can honestly explain why they fall in love, but in 1958, at the age of 10, I read Walter Lord’s classic, A Night to Remember. That is the short answer, but do we ever really figure out why we fall in love with any person, place or thing?


It would be twenty-seven more years (1985) before Dr Robert Ballard would find her, broken and waiting, 2.5 miles down on the ocean floor, to be discovered by new generations of enthusiasts.


Among my Titanic travels, I have been privileged to spend a week at the Titanic wreck site on the 1996 Titanic Expedition sponsored by RMS Titanic, Inc. and the Discovery Channel. It was a failed, but fascinating attempt to raise a piece of the hull. The people I met there were as captivated by her story as I was. After a truly stimulating week of lectures from renowned historians, meetings with survivors, conversations with Buzz Aldrin, who went 2.5 miles down to the site in the Nautile while we were there, and sharing thoughts and adventures with 1,000 other Titanic aficionados, I knew I had to come back and share her stories.


When I returned from the 1996 adventure, people wanted to hear about it. James Cameron’s movie entitled simply Titanic debuted in December 1997, and it has been a worldwide success. I began my research to update and revise my presentations over the next thirty years. By 2025, I had given over 300 presentations. I had spoken to groups ranging in size from two to 850. I learned to speak for twenty minutes about Titanic to a Rotary Club or for a week at the North Carolina Centre for the Advancement of Teaching on Ocracoke Island.


Visiting all the major Titanic sites has been a decades-long endeavour. I have travelled to Belfast, where she was built; Southampton, the city decimated by male losses; Queenstown (Cobh), her final sight of land; and the docks at Chelsea Piers in New York, where she should have ended her maiden voyage in glory and triumph.


Halifax, Nova Scotia, is also an enduring tie. You go to pay your respects to the 309 souls, some remembered only by a number, who lie there in repose, and each time leave a bit of yourself. These disaster victims have been respectfully cared for for over a century by the people of Halifax.


There is the inexplicable pull of Titanic’s stories – her people. A demographic that cannot be easily measured – there are no racial, religious, geographic, gender or cultural boundaries. Titanic and her stories provide a common ground to discuss many life issues and changes in a shared and thoughtful manner.


I am a historian by training, a lover of books by rearing, a teacher by profession and, who knows, perhaps a voyager on the mighty 1912 leviathan who, more than a century later, still touches and fires our imaginations. I was given an opportunity by The History Press in 2024 to write a book about Titanic and her women. I realised this would be a way to help ensure the stories were captured for the future.


Having learned many of the stories of people who travelled on or were connected to Titanic, I thought it would be an easy task to choose a representative number of women and move forward. I soon realised there was more information on men’s stories but not as much research on the women.


I sat down surrounded by my rather large collection of Titanic books, Encyclopedia Titanica, Titanic International Society and Titanic Historical Society journals and other dependable sites and search engines on my computer and created a list of the number of women and girls on the ship. It is worth noting that the numbers and facts regarding Titanic can vary. Records were lost, or updated in one place but not in another; there were no survivors still living; and newspaper and personal accounts are contradictory. As a result, it was generally difficult to gather an accurate account upon which all could agree.


Standing on the shoulders of Titanic historians is both a precarious and an uplifting place. I have the greatest of respect for all the research done since 1912 by so many people. They are far more knowledgeable than I about the construction and operation of the ship and many other components. However, the people of Titanic and their stories have always held my heart. Now I have delved into the subset of those people –women – to bring more of their stories back to life.


Selecting the Women and Their Stories


There were 489 women on Titanic, ranging in age from two months (Millvina Dean) to 64 years (Hedwig Turkula). This included women crew and passengers who left from Queenstown on 10 April 1912 to sail to New York. Of that number, 359 (73 per cent) would be saved and 130 (27 per cent) would be lost.


Having taught Diversity in Education at a North Carolina College for eighteen years, I knew I wanted to have a representative sampling, and the Titanic passengers and crew exemplified every walk and way of life. I began by looking through the well-known women on the ship, where a wealth of information was available, and then moved on to others who were less recognised and more difficult to research. I reviewed newspapers and book coverage and created genealogical trees. I used class, age, nationality, occupation, marital status and all other life information that seemed pertinent to their association with Titanic.


I initially considered dividing the stories into themes such as wealth, poverty, tragedy, bravery, adventure, love and hardship. I quickly realised that all the women’s stories on Titanic held nuances of all these themes. I wanted to tell their stories – why they were on the ship, what their life was like before, during and after Titanic sailed into, and then tragically dropped out of, their lives.


Sixteen out of 489 is a very small percentage, but after researching them, I found that these exemplified what it meant to be a woman in the early twentieth century. I am thankful for living a life long enough to realise there are still stories to be told.


Enjoy the journey and Godspeed, Titanic.


Author’s Note


If any facts are incorrect, please know it is unintentional. I did my best to accurately and faithfully record the stories of sixteen women and their lives connected to RMS Titanic. Every effort has been made to trace necessary permissions, but in the event of any omission, please contact the author, care of the publisher.









INTRODUCTION


AWAKENING TO A NEW WORLD


*


‘The world of today awoke April 15, 1912.’1


Jack Thayer, Titanic passenger


*


It is the beginning of a new century – the twentieth. Technology is changing the world at a faster pace than at any other point in history. With significant medical breakthroughs, the next millennium is within the lifespan of those born during the early 1900s. Electric lights illuminate the dark. Photography and motion pictures are capturing this overblown era for future generations to appreciate. Voices over thin wires allow instant communication across geographic boundaries. Man has invented a craft that will transport him through the air.


More people are becoming rich, extraordinarily so. Travel is becoming more commonplace and luxurious. The term ‘Gilded Age’ is used to describe a wide range of aspects, from clothing to politics. Nothing is too ostentatious or too showy to wear or inhabit.


America’s Gilded Age (1870s to late 1890s) was gasping its last breaths as the Edwardian Age (1901–14) was ushered in to the British Empire. Even though separated by oceans, there were many similarities between eras and countries. The American Civil War and the ‘Wild West’ were glimpsed further in the rearview mirror by the turn of the twentieth century. Transportation rapidly changed the boundaries of countries and cultures. People were on the move, and wealthy entrepreneurs became even more so as they amassed control over commodities such as oil, steel and travel routes.


Even people of limited means could participate in using new inventions, and the rise of the automobile expanded travel. The factory system was becoming firmly entrenched, and many immigrants were being given the better opportunities they had come to the United States to obtain.


Even though the expanding upper class in the United States mimicked the British upper class, there were more opportunities to move up from the lower and ever-enlarging middle classes to attain wealth. With the rise of an upper class based on acquired wealth rather than inherited wealth, this soon became a point of contention.


The winters of discontent began to sweep across the US landscape. The rich and more industrialised North became a magnet for the concentration of people who were mired in extreme poverty in the South. The so-called ‘robber barons’ were becoming villainised for their excesses rather than admired for their wealth.


There was a rising current of the realisation of social injustices such as poverty, lack of education and the plight of people of colour and immigrants. Women were slowly becoming seen and heard, prompting changes in hair, fashion, politics and law.


The role of women in industrialised societies also changed the overall status of women in non-industrialised areas. In some situations, bringing home income was a sign of burgeoning independence. In others, it was simply adding another full-time job to their day. Work outside the home was fraught with guilt – some self-inflicted, while some was handed out generously by others. Women were increasingly aware that they could contribute to the economy, especially as higher-paying factory jobs became available to them. The lack of female political representation was becoming increasingly heard in the public conversation. Women were being arrested for public displays, pushing for the right to vote. Women’s roles were rapidly changing, and many men felt threatened by these potentially life-altering factors.


The Edwardian era was recognised when King Edward VII came to the British throne in 1901. The end of this era has several moving parts. Some say it ended in 1910, when he died in London. Other historians argue that it dates to the First World War in 1914; some even extend its influence to 1920. Regardless of the date, the Edwardian era is remembered by the upper classes as a chance to fully enjoy social refinements and a lifestyle embraced by a ‘Downton Abbey-esque’ existence. Fashion statements were made almost hourly in the upper classes, with multiple costume changes daily, depending on the event or occasion. It was a new world for the lower and middle classes as affordable, ready-made clothing became available to more people. Sewing became a cottage industry in homes, and seamstresses were in high demand.


Even with this change in fashion, a very rigid pattern for the social classes remained. You were born into them, but marriage could be a way up, and wealth could also become a way to rise from your station.


People were beginning to realise the power of a united front, whether among factory workers or women seeking recognition and the right to vote. The labour movement on both the US and British sides began to expand.


Change was in the air around the world. People were gradually moving from the small areas of their birth to other parts of their country, if not the world, in search of a better life for their next generation. Whether these pioneers travelled by oxcart, donkey, automobile, ship, horse and buggy or train, they were determined to arrive – and become successful.


‘Winters of Their Discontent’


It has long been recognised that whoever tells the story owns how it is reported. Most of the well-known and acknowledged writers of the previous centuries were men. This occurred because women were not considered worthy of or in need of any education, except for how to have and raise children and manage the home.


In the nineteenth century, significant changes were underway in many areas. Women’s outspoken voices were beginning to give credence and strength to changing their societal role. This phenomenon seemed to occur with increased frequency and success in more developed countries, yet there was still a sense of inevitability everywhere.


History has often been written by the victors after conflicts have ended. Wars are defined by those who possessed the most territory at the end of the fighting. The shaping of the narrative leaves little room for a completely unbiased story.


There were soon to be those renegade women moving into the twentieth century who believed that well-behaved women seldom made history. ‘Her-story’ was about to set the world aslant, with women beginning to find control and use of their voices. As more information travelled via radio and newspapers around the globe, women began to assemble a quiet, worldwide sisterhood. There is no better place to see the changing of the guard than through the eyes of the women connected to Titanic.


Myth and Morality for the Ages


In 1911, in Belfast, Ireland, the White Star Line is building a behemoth that will become a monument to the excesses of these overblown ages. They will know her as Titanic, from the Greek word titanikos (of the Titans), meaning having great magnitude, force or power – a term that will soon take on a deeper, darker meaning. She will be one of a trio of ships to rival any other vessel in the world. The Harland & Wolff Shipyards are alive with the sounds of skilled Irish shipwrights building this 52,000-ton vessel.


Surviving moving-picture footage of the shipbuilding evokes an eerie feeling of being there. As with many aspects of Titanic, rumours spread faster than workers could lay rivets on the ship. Of course, these were just rumours, but they took on lives of their own and grew in the rich fertiliser of the ether.


On 31 May 1911, Titanic slipped out of her Belfast construction home. The White Star Line never christened its ships, but in hindsight, it was a clear marker to many that Christ was not protecting this voyage.


Titanic went out on her trial run for only eight hours on 2 April 1912.2 She was pronounced seaworthy, and steamed to Southampton to commence her maiden voyage on 10 April 1912 with stops in Cherbourg, France, and leaving from Queenstown (Cobh), Ireland, on 11 April 1912 with 2,228 passengers and crew.3


The passengers were a diverse group, comprising the wealthiest individuals as well as those in strained circumstances who hoped to emigrate to the United States for a new and better life. Instead, despite caste or class, these fellow travellers were to go down in history as players in a monumental twentieth-century tragedy.


Titanic struck an iceberg on Sunday, 14 April, at approximately 11.40 p.m. She was to sink at 2.20 a.m. on Monday, 15 April, to an eventual resting depth of 2.5 miles and with the loss of 1,496 souls.


‘Romantic Lying’


Hundreds of books have been written about this larger-than-life ship’s construction, sailing and sinking. Yet, why is there still a fascination, over a century later, with everything from Titanic’s rivets to her passengers?


There are lessons to be absorbed and debated from Titanic. As George Santayana said in 1906, ‘Those who cannot remember the past are condemned to repeat it.’4


People desperately try to put events into perspective whenever a tragedy occurs on a grand scale. What did we learn, what can we know, and what can we do to prevent it from happening again? However, when the story is communicated, all participants in that tragedy need a seat at the table.


George Bernard Shaw said, one month to the day after the disaster on 14 May 1912, in the Daily News and Leader, ‘[the] effect of a sensational catastrophe on a modern nation … is not of sympathy with the bereaved nor congratulations of the rescued but ... is an explosion of outrageous romantic lying.’5


Perhaps this ‘romantic lying’ has once again captured the world’s attention. How else can we explain two dynamic, artistic masterpieces about a ship where the ending is already known? The 1997 Broadway Titanic: The Musical won five Tony awards, including Best Musical. The 1997 James Cameron-directed movie Titanic won four Golden Globes and eleven Academy Awards, including Best Picture and Best Director.6 Yet again, Titanic rose into the limelight, eighty-five years after her demise.


Humans love a captivating story with the enticing elements of courage, cowardice, survival, death, devotion, deviousness, class and caste. As the years passed, we told and retold their stories. In the retelling, many people and events attained mythical proportions.


One element of the early 1900s was that it was indeed a man’s world. Women were, of course, present, but their role as an integral part of the story was generally relegated to background information, if noticed at all. We cannot corroborate or disprove many of the stories. None of the people who were on Titanic in 1912 are still alive. Even during their lives, many of their stories were compendiums of remembrances told by their families, periodic ‘facts’ unearthed by the media, and memories woven askew or anew by the passage of time. The newspapers that reported on the United States Senate hearings immediately after the sinking produced some extreme and creative journalism.


The British Board of Trade, on 22 April 1912, appointed a Wreck Commission, led by Lord Mersey, to conduct a formal investigation into the sinking. The commission, which was held from May to June 1912, had many of the same issues as the United States Senate hearings. The final Wreck Commission conclusion was that the wreck was ‘due to collision with an iceberg, brought about by the excessive speed at which the ship was being navigated’.7


Lady Lucy Duff Gordon and her husband, Sir Cosmo Duff Gordon, two of the ‘hoitiest’ of the ‘toity’ in society, were the only passengers called to testify at the British Wreck Commissioners’ Inquiry in London. Lady Duff Gordon was also the only woman called by the British Wreck Commission.


The Duff Gordons were rescued in Lifeboat 1. It had a capacity of forty, but there were only twelve in the boat (30 per cent of its capacity). It was one of two small ‘emergency’ wooden cutters (25ft 2in long x 7ft wide x 3ft deep) on the ship, in addition to the eighteen regular wooden lifeboats (30ft x 9ft 1in x4ft) and the four collapsible boats (27ft 5in x 8ft x 3ft), which were made from cedar wood with cork fenders and heavy canvas sides.8 Lifeboat 1 contained two women – Lady Duff Gordon, her secretary, Miss Laura Francatelli – and ten men. Three of the ten men were first-class passengers, and the other seven were crew members.


This cutter was dubbed the ‘Millionaire’s Boat’ by the press, partly because Sir Cosmo Duff Gordon rewarded each of the crew in Lifeboat 1 with a £5 cheque, which would have been equivalent to approximately one month’s wages per crew member. However, there were also deep discussions at the hearings, in social circles and in newspapers about whether that payment constituted a quid pro quo for not rescuing people in the water for fear of overcrowding the lifeboat.


Lady Duff Gordon’s comments about Captain Smith seemed to have been edited in various newspapers. For example, the St. Louis Post-Dispatch, on 19 April 1912, quoted Lady Duff Gordon saying:




Everyone seemed to be rushing for that boat, nearly the last of all. A few men crowded in and were turned back at the point of Captain Smith’s revolver. Several were felled before order was restored … a man made a rush to get aboard and was shot. He was apparently killed instantly, and his body fell into the boat at our feet. No one made the effort to move the body and it remained beneath our feet until we were picked up by the Carpathia.9





Interestingly, no reputable source recorded finding a dead body in Lifeboat 1. Perhaps Lady Duff Gordon misspoke, or the inconvenience of having a dead body in the lifeboat caused the twelve passengers to toss it overboard, or the entire ‘dead body story’ was created whole from ‘newsprint’ by the journalists for its sensationalism.


Many reporters knew that the excitement created by the sinking would prompt newspaper readers to seek out any story offered and accept it as truth. Newspapers were bastions of information, and if the journalists could not find the facts, they became very resourceful in cobbling together what they did find. Some survivors were also exceptionally innovative in their ‘remembrances’ of the traumatic event, although it appears that the journalists were the most creative in their telling.


Another cottage industry sprang up very soon after the sinking. A book by Logan Marshall entitled Sinking of the Titanic and Great Sea Disasters was published less than two months after the sinking. Door-to-door salesmen sold the books to thousands of people eager to see the pictures and read the stories of Titanic. Its binding came in five colours and cost approximately 50 cents. One of the stories that gives the flavour of the book is that Captain Smith was swept out to sea at the end and came up beside a crowded lifeboat. People on the boat tried to pull him aboard, but he refused, saying, ‘Goodbye, I’m going back to the ship’.10


Another mythical story of the time was that Captain Smith approached a crowded lifeboat after rescuing a baby. He lifted it out of the waves, swam with one arm to the lifeboat, and handed the baby to a lady on board. Did this event happen? Perhaps, but strangely, no one mentioned receiving an extra baby to anyone on Carpathia. On the other hand, someone may have seen Captain Smith, but never officially reported it, either by writing a letter to a friend, family member or a reporter. Many stories certainly attest to Captain Smith’s characterisation as a decent and caring person.


Were there true tales that can be reasonably well researched and sanctioned? Yes, but we must never forget that myths miraculously rise to biblical proportions when we cannot discover the whole truth. Telling the stories of the women connected to Titanic will add a new dimension and depth to her history.


Titanic has created more interest than Harland & Wolff and the White Star Line could have ever imagined. There were some much-needed new laws as a result of her tragedy. Today, an International Ice Patrol exists; every ship must have the requisite number of lifeboats for passengers; each passenger must have a life jacket and lifeboat drills are required.


Titanic is a vintage potpourri for all. People can identify with these momentous elements and discuss them with heartfelt emotion, even though they occurred well over a century ago. Experiences from Titanic can inform our understanding of human frailties, strengths and vulnerabilities that transcend age. A philosophical examination of a tremendous, historic and century-old tragedy and its aftermath reveals that understanding the human experience remains a shared purpose. Seeing these through the eyes of the women on and around Titanic is necessary to understanding not just the past, but its role in shaping the future.


The View from Divided Decks:
Class and Women in the Era of Titanic



There has always been a delineation and separation of groups of people into tribes, castes, classes, stations and divisions in the human experience. This is often an attempt to identify someone with comparable beliefs and circumstances. Rudyard Kipling expresses this most cogently in his poem, ‘We and They’. We always see others who are not like us as ‘they’ and so treat them as foreign and extraneous.11


The caste system held that the hereditary group was the most important in preserving the group’s customs, rituals and even its religion. There is little democracy or upward mobility, thus caste becomes a cumulatively widening separation of groups. Class is more attuned to wealth, social status, education and power. It is a fluid and dynamic state, and the social gap is far narrower than in the caste system. It allows for both ascending and descending mobility. A democratic form of government is designed to make this system more viable.


The world of the early 1900s began with the cracking of the door that would provide entry into classes where one was not born. The British world’s class segmentation was strict, considered honourable and upheld by all. The lower, working, and middle classes were grounded in the fact that the upper and aristocratic classes were not available to them. There was still the ‘tugging of the forelock’ by most in the lower and working classes in an obsequious and deferential way.


The American sense of frontiersmanship was only a few generations removed from those who had left the strict class systems of Britain and Europe. Yet Americans could only dimly remember this system and held it in strong, problematic disfavour. Only in the United States could you ‘rise above your birth and rearing’ to attain an upper-class status.


There were still holdovers in New York society and other social strata, including the Four Hundred. Overall, Americans considered themselves ‘class-free’, yet they still fawned over the European royalty. It was a peculiar dichotomy – striving to rise above your birth if born poor, but once you attained wealth, you created yet another upward class. Then they immediately tried to keep their new class safe from interlopers. This has had a tremendous impact on the immigration policies of the twentieth and twenty-first centuries.


Society in the early twentieth century highly valued the concepts of dedication, duty and loyalty, which were clearly expressed in the singular roles men and women played throughout their lives. This transcended many classes, geographic regions and occupations. To many people, knowing one’s place in the world was tantamount to doing one’s part to keep the Earth securely spinning on its axis.


Class divides created a workable, practical day-to-day existence. Anything, be it thought, idea, book or person, who spoke to changing that order was looked upon suspiciously, as intending to change the very structure of their existence. People had a place in society and a role to play, and conventions were in place to cover most eventualities. This pervasive sense was present even in societies considered at the forefront of forward-thinking social transformation.


Another area of great social importance in 1912 was the recognition of women’s power. Women generally took care of the home, husband and children. It was rare to find women in business, except in secretarial or subservient roles.


Women of the time had their place, but they were not invited to the table where major decisions were made, except perhaps at the kitchen table in their own homes. And only then if their husbands or fathers were enlightened in this new way of thinking about women’s roles in business and society.


All US women were granted the right to vote in 1920 with the ratification of the 19th Amendment to the US Constitution, but in 1912 it was still in the distant future. However, in part, progress was due to the arduous trek across the United States undertaken by thousands of pioneer women alongside their men and children, which led to a reassessment of the strength and intelligence of women. As early as 1890, ten states granted women the right to vote. It was no coincidence that all ten states were in the ‘Wild West’ part of the United States.


Great Britain was also a country awakening to the concept of women’s changing roles in society. In 1918, women over the age of 30 who met a property qualification were eligible to vote, although this still excluded approximately two-thirds of the women in the United Kingdom. It was not until 1928 that the voting age for British women was lowered from 30 to 21 – the same age as British men.12 It was the conflagration of the First World War that allowed women, to a certain extent, to be seen as more than just wives and mothers.


The place of women in the twentieth century held the most potential for unifying and changing societal views on equality and fairness. As more women were seen capably functioning in the workforce, the issue of granting them the right to vote could no longer be swept under the rug. The consequences of women receiving voting privileges, property ownership and more educational opportunities were to be at the call of the politicians, who were almost always men. Some of the arguments used by men against women obtaining these baseline equalities ranged from the relatively benign ‘I do not believe women want these things’ to ‘I do not believe women are capable of these things’. Even some women themselves questioned what the status quo would be if some sense of legal equality were ever achieved.


Elegance and Exclusion


Titanic sailed at a time when the Edwardian (1900–10) and Victorian (1837–1901) eras were yielding to the new twentieth century. The concept of an indulgent cruise for relaxation, entertainment and pleasure was not a significant inducement to travel. The destination was the attraction, and wealthy people took full advantage of this golden age of travel.


Mark Twain, in 1873, authored the novel entitled The Gilded Age: A Taste of Today. So, the early decades of the 1900s were still a mix of the three named eras, with much blending and passing forward of aspects of each. The gilding of Titanic was not just metaphorical but offered an insight into what the White Star management envisioned for their future.


In the early 1900s, White Star decided it needed to adopt a different marketing perspective, one that went beyond simply offering swift and safe passage. A new strategy was formed, with emigrants (generally third class) leaving Europe making up the bulk of the shipping line’s profits. It also chose to be known for the unparalleled luxury of its ships. By the time Titanic was ready to travel, it was billed as a ‘floating palace’ – and it truly was, regardless of the class you sailed in.


First-class passengers could spend more money eating at the ‘pay-as-you-go’ option, which included a cover charge for food and entertainment at the À La Carte Restaurant and the Café Parisien. The À La Carte Restaurant, referred to by some as ‘The Ritz’, seated about 150 diners and was a trendsetter for later passenger liners. Passengers had to book ahead, and this was yet another way of setting apart the crème from the crème de la crème of the first-class passengers.13


Reservations were certainly not a part of most wealthy people’s social outings – their very appearance at top-rated restaurants got them a table – so this was a bold move by Bruce Ismay and his management group. Yet, it was just another confirmation that snobbery and elitism still reigned.


Titanic was a travelling version of the class system in its finest and last-gasp hour. The guests paid for the privilege of travelling by class, and this delineated the privileges and perquisites to which each class was entitled.


Third-Class Realities


The third-class accommodations were well appointed and rivalled many of the second class on other passenger ships. The White Star Line of the International Mercantile Marine Company (IMMC) had a compelling reason for taking care of these passengers. They planned for this faction of passengers to maintain the company’s earnings at a strong and consistent level.


Many of the third-class passengers had preconceived notions that the New York streets were paved with gold and that fortunes could be made instantaneously. Even if they did not fully believe this, they thought, as did most immigrants, that where they were going had to be better than where they had left. Some had relatives already in the United States, some had been promised land of their own or were assured that jobs were there for the taking.


Regardless of the reasons, there was no going back when Titanic turned toward America. They had taken fate in their own hands and there was a conscious sense of hope and optimism. And land became something that over 500 of the third-class passengers would never see again.


The largest group of third-class passengers (other than those identified as British) were Irish immigrants, who were leaving a world of poverty, the long-term effects of the potato famine, no work and no future for a chance at a new life. The 110 Irishmen and women were a registry of honourable and ancient Irish lineage – Campbell, Dooley, Doyle, Flynn, Kiernan, Kilgannon, McReynolds, O’Brien and others. Fifty-four people of Irish background survived.14


The 708 third-class passengers were from far-flung nations.15 They ‘knew their place’, and on the whole, did not deviate from it. Their accommodations were clean and spacious, and most rooms had a water basin.


Perhaps one of the most significant differences was that third-class passengers did not have to bring their own food and drink, unlike on some smaller shipping lines that required it. It had not been long since the early 1900s when third-class passengers were divided into messes and served their meals together.16


The food was wholesome, tasty and plentiful on White Star liners. In third class it was served on Titanic china, but with a less decorative pattern than the china used in first and second class. Making more money was beginning to trump prestige as the realisation set in that there would be many more people emigrating to the United States in the future.


Third-class, or steerage, sleeping areas on other passenger ships were typically open, dormitory-style accommodations. No third-class person on Titanic was housed in any cabin with more than ten people. Single men stayed in the bow of the ship and single women and families were in the stern. The people in the stern had a washbasin in their rooms. These were the least desirable parts due to the noise and movement of the ship. There were only two bathtubs for all the third-class passengers to use.


There was a saloon with a bar and spittoons, but it was reserved exclusively for third-class men. There were three communal areas and an outside gathering area. These were made for grand gatherings where everyone could share their tales, songs, gossip, memories and hopes with others.


Music became a common denominator that was embraced by all in third class. There were many types of music and dance. Each group tried to present their best rendition. There were reels, jigs, fast waltzes, polkas, quadrilles, folk and country dances, and hearty merriment lasted until the 11.00 p.m. curfew. This was truly one of the few times in their lives when they were not responsible for cooking, cleaning or working. Their appreciation for these luxuries was immeasurable, and though tempered with apprehension, their optimism abounded.


However, their ingrained deference to the classes above them remained an embedded social response and led to many of the third class losing their lives in the tragedy. It would be challenging to change your lifetime mindset from obeying authority to scrambling and fighting your way to safety in the two hours and forty minutes between striking the iceberg and sinking.


Between the Decks: Second-Class Passengers


The second-class passengers on this ship would be worthy of being first class on other liners. The 285 second-class passengers were from a variety of backgrounds. They would have been what we see as middle-class people today – people in business, professionals, writers, teachers, tourists and clergy. As their occupations were diverse, so were their reasons for being there.


The idea of rubbing shoulders with people of renown was an enticement. Some people were vacationing, while others were there for the notoriety of being on the maiden voyage of the largest moving object ever constructed by humans.


The second-class passengers enjoyed more privileges than those in third, but fewer than those in first class. The second-class section featured a library, a smoking room, open and enclosed promenades and its own dining room, as well as an electric lift with an attendant. Their meals were only three courses compared to the ten courses in first class, having been prepared in the same kitchen, albeit displayed on less elaborate Titanic china.


First-Class Crème de la Crème


The 329 first-class passengers represented the wealthiest of the wealthy and the elite strata in world-class travelling circles. Their names evoke images of sartorial splendour and were the epitome of the Gilded Age’s excesses: Astor, Guggenheim, Thayer, Gracie, Millet, Widener, Duff Gordon, Harper, Cardeza, Gibson, Smith, Stead and Ryerson. This collection of names graced the pages of newspapers worldwide, in government, publishing, business, fashion and entertainment.


First-class passengers travelled with mounds of suitcases, steamer trunks and huge, wheeled wardrobe cases. The requirement for changing outfits for the various events of the day necessitated elaborate wardrobes for men and women, along with considerable attention from manservants and maidservants.


The cost of first-class travel was as much a mystery as the cost of travelling by aircraft or ship is today. It is always a matter of curiosity to realise that rarely do 300-plus people on an aircraft or thousands on a cruise ship pay the same amount of money for passage. Hopefully, they all arrive at the same destination simultaneously. First-class tickets were sold at varying prices, depending on the location and the discretion of the agents who sold them. There were unoccupied cabins in all classes.


Mrs James Warburton Martinez Cardeza (née Charlotte Wardle Drake), of Germantown, Pennsylvania, had the honour of paying the most (£512) for her first-class stateroom on ticket #17755. This was a ticket for herself, her son and two servants. John Jacob Astor, on the other hand, paid £247 for five passengers.17


Titanic boasted first-rate kennels for the pets of first-class travellers. It was learned from surviving passengers that the kennels housed ten dogs, with five passengers surreptitiously keeping their smaller dogs in their rooms.18 The stewards turned a blind eye to them because they were first-class passengers, and their primary goal was to keep these passengers happy.


It appears that the first-class passengers considered it normal to take their pets on a long boat trip, whereas the second and third classes were not allowed to do so. First-class passengers even had a casual dog show scheduled for Monday, 15 April.


Elizabeth Rothschild had kept her Pomeranian in her stateroom and boarded Lifeboat 6 with the dog. The dog was not discovered until the RMS Carpathia crew first refused to allow it on the ship. Mrs Rothschild, with apparently many decades of affluence and privilege, ignored the crew and boarded the rescue ship. Perhaps the tiny dog provided a dose of comfort when she learned her husband, Martin, had not survived.


Mr and Mrs Henry Harper also kept their Pekingese, Sun Yat-Sen, in their room. They did not hesitate to take Sun Yat-Sen with them in Lifeboat 3. Mr Harper said, ‘There seemed to be lots of room, and nobody made any objection.’19


Margaret Hays had been gifted a Pomeranian by a friend in Paris and kept Bebe in her room.20 As she left for Lifeboat 7, Bebe was cosily wrapped in a blanket and went unnoticed in the lifeboat. Margaret and Bebe easily boarded Carpathia in the early hours of 15 April. Miss Hays spoke fluent French and took on the responsibility that night for two small children who spoke no English and had lost their father. She kept the boys in her home in New York until their mother could be located. The story that emerged about the two little boys gave rise to the tale of the ‘Orphans of the Titanic’.


Artist Francis Millet (who did not survive) posted a letter at Queenstown on 11 April 1912 to his friend Alfred Parsons, an illustrator who drew botanical prints and illustrations for Wordsworth:




There are a number of obnoxious, ostentatious American women, the scourge of any place they infest and worse on shipboard than anywhere … Queer lot of people on the ship … Many of them carry tiny dogs and lead husbands around like pet lambs.21





Women and Children First – Law of the Sea?


The presumed law of the sea, ‘women and children first’, is rather difficult to locate in maritime law. It appears to be more of a precedent or part of a chivalrous code of behaviour. The idea, prevalent throughout history and especially in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, was that women were delicate creatures and should be afforded every courtesy. Perhaps Sir Walter Raleigh initiated this by throwing his cloak down for the queen to walk on, or the earliest humans realised how vital women were for cooking, procreation and caring for their offspring. Regardless of its origin, the ‘poor damsel in distress’ immediately ignited a spark of manly ascendance.


The concept can be traced back through maritime lore to 1852, when HMS Birkenhead, carrying British soldiers and their families to South Africa, struck a rock. The demise of the ship was imminent, and the 630 people on board, including 170 children and women, were going to drown. At this point, there were only three sixty-person lifeboats capable of carrying passengers. To avoid panic, the commander of the troops had all the men muster on deck while their wives and children were put in the three lifeboats.


This story appears to be one of the first in which women and children were prioritised. It has been referred to as the Birkenhead Drill ever since. In later collisions and sinkings, women and children were loaded first into lifeboats, followed by sick, incapacitated and wounded men. If seats were still available, they would apply the concept of ‘funeral order’, where the youngest men would be allowed to enter first.22 This harks back to the survival of the species theory, but when the actual moment of realisation comes, the ship is foundering, and there is no recourse, it is still amazing to see that most men would still defer to keeping women and children safe.


The night of Sunday, 14 April 1912 was freezing cold. The sea was described as flat and calm. After Titanic struck the iceberg and made the decision to abandon ship, there were still many obstacles to overcome to get people into the sixteen lifeboats and four collapsibles.


The same scenario would be played out throughout the ship. Many passengers had already retired for the night, and the rooms were warm, the beds comfortable, and the sea was lulling. The steward’s knock on the door disturbed the passengers’ rest, but not, at first, their peace of mind. After all, this was the ‘unsinkable’ Titanic.


This designation had been promoted by many groups, including the builders, Harland & Wolff, and the owner, the White Star Line, with the help of the media. However, it was also true that Thomas Andrews and Captain Smith contributed to the idea of ‘unsinkability’ by stating that Titanic could be cut into three separate pieces and remain afloat. Even a 1910 White Star Line brochure said that Olympic and Titanic were ‘designed to be unsinkable’.


The media sprinkled these otherwise little-known comments as if they were the total truth.23 It became synonymous with the word ‘Titanic’, and people heard it so often that most did not know nor care where it originated. Having that ‘unsinkable Titanic’ phrase running through a somewhat sleep-befuddled brain would have been tremendously reassuring. Therefore, if one was on an unsinkable vessel, why would one get up from a warm bed to get into a 30ft lifeboat and be lowered 60ft into the cold, dark night to sit in the middle of the North Atlantic until whatever had caused this trouble could be fixed? These very human reactions were a monumental impediment to loading the lifeboats.


As it was realised that Titanic was sinking, a controlled but mounting panic began to sink in among all on board the ship. So little was communicated to the passengers that word of mouth fed the growing terror. But still, several of the ship’s officers who were loading the boats only allowed women and children to board, sending the boats off two-thirds or less full, with only two sailors to man the oars.


There appears to be only one documented report that Captain Edward Smith ordered the prioritisation of women and children in the lifeboats. Mrs Eloise Hughes Smith testified before the US Senate Inquiry in May 1912 that she approached Captain Smith on deck and asked if her husband (Lucian Smith) could get in the lifeboat with her. Captain Smith ignored her and continued to shout through his megaphone, ‘Women and children first!’24


Realising the growing gravity of the situation, other officers began allowing all people to board the boats so they could leave fully loaded. It was truly the luck of where one was standing and who was loading the lifeboat as to whether one lived or died.


And what of the third-class passengers? There has been a long-standing belief that all third-class passengers were detained below decks until the last lifeboat had left. This contradicts the testimony given by Albert Pearcey, a pantryman, at the British Wreck Commission hearing. He said he directed the third-class passengers to a door leading from the third to the first-class area.


Not all stewards were following the same orders, however. Other stewards allowed third-class women and children to ascend to the Boat Deck but kept the men below the stairs. Some stewards, the longer the nightmare lasted, were more inclined to let all through to try to save themselves. Many of the women refused to leave their husbands, and this also contributed to the high number of third-class deaths. Additionally, many of these passengers were not English-speaking, began to panic and quickly became lost in the maze of third-class below-deck areas.25


With record-keeping being done by hand, Titanic historians have worked through the decades to provide the closest exact demographic statistics possible, based on passenger manifests, 1912 boarding passes and surviving paperwork, as well as survivors’ memories and documented historical studies. A vastly different view concerning survival by gender was studied by Uppsala University (Sweden) professors Mikael Elinder and Oscar Erixson in their 2012 article, ‘Gender, Social Norms, and Survival in Maritime Disasters’. They studied over 100 major maritime disasters from three centuries, examining survival rates, and found usable data on eighteen shipwrecks involving approximately 15,000 passengers. They found the survival rate for men (34.5 per cent) is double that for women (17.8 per cent). Though there was limited data regarding children, their survival prospects were just 15 per cent.26


The ongoing discussion of the rights of women has been highlighted in the aftermath of the sinking of Titanic. It is still a rich storehouse of unmined data.
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A ROSE BY ANY OTHER NAME IS CALLED VIOLET: VIOLET CONSTANCE JESSOP*



*


Like Rose in Cameron’s 1997 Titanic, Violet was a strikingly beautiful woman with a formidable will to live, and rejoiced in that living throughout her incredible eighty-three years on this planet. A rule in baseball says three strikes, and you’re out. Pundits have appropriated this rule as a metaphor: if you do something wrong three times, you’re outta here! They never met Violet Jessop.


*


Roots in Éire, Dreams in Argentina


William Jessop and Katherine ‘Kate’ Kelly were born and raised in Ireland, and they realised that, although it was truly a land of fifty stunning shades of green, it was challenging to live off its beauty. No one could dissuade the young couple from their pioneering exploration, and they made plans to emigrate to South America.


William left for Argentina to find a way to make a living. Shortly after, in November 1886, Kate arrived in Buenos Aires. It was not a particularly auspicious beginning, as Kate arrived during a cholera epidemic and found no one there to meet her. The erratic mail system had yet to deliver her letters to William. Kate knew no Spanish and was stranded at the dock, roasting in her long, beaver-trimmed coat.


Ultimately, they located each other, were married, and soon began their new life as sheep farmers.1 Their family began by welcoming Violet Constance into their midst in October 1887. By 1903, there were to be a total of nine children. Three of the nine would die as small children, aged 1, 2 and 4. Growing up at the end of the nineteenth century in South America, as elsewhere in the world, was not conducive to children’s health. Violet, 5, and her 4-year-old brother, Ray, contracted scarlet fever. Ray died within three days, and Violet almost succumbed.2


Sheep farming became increasingly complex, as one had to own many sheep to make a profit. William obtained a job as a stationmaster, and the ever-increasing family moved from the fertile grasslands of the pampas to the bustling coastal city of Bahia Blanca. Violet kept fond memories of the pampas, the life of the gauchos and riding in front of her father on his horse as he came home at the end of a long day.


Even after William became a stationmaster the growing family struggled to obtain enough food. Violet again became ill and was diagnosed with typhoid fever and congestion of the lungs. After a long recovery, she was allowed to take lessons with an English lady who lived near them.


Violet began to haemorrhage and was treated off and on at the British Hospital. She remembered hearing her doctor say, ‘What a shame! A remarkable child, I shall miss her when she’s gone.’3 Later, she lost lung function to tuberculosis but managed to survive again against the odds. Due to her damaged lung, she was never allowed to learn to swim.


William requested a transfer to Mendoza, with a more favourable climate, especially for Violet. Their home was larger, and life became a more pleasant adventure. In 1895, a sickly 1-year-old Denis died. His brothers, Philip and William, began school and her doctor cleared Violet to go to the Normal School for Teachers.


Everyone’s daughters attended the Normal School, regardless of social class. Violet remembered all the directresses making the girls feel that each of them was significant. They made the girls think that women could be as intelligent and logical as men.4


Violet seems to have been the caretaker for her younger siblings her entire life. In 1902, Kate had surgery on her breast, and Violet was left with the responsibility of looking after William and Philip, who had contracted diphtheria. She learned to swab out their throats, hoping the newly developed serum from the Pasteur Institute in France would arrive in time. It did, and their lives were saved.5


Violet was almost 16 in March of 1903. She was in bed with a low-grade fever when her father came in to tell her he was taking his doctor’s advice to get a check-up at the hospital. It was recommended he have surgery, and Kate went to the hospital to be with him. The family had not eaten supper and were awaiting Kate’s return, hopefully with good news. When Kate arrived with William’s boss and his wife, they knew without being told that their father was dead.


As was the custom, William’s body was brought home. Violet quietly went in alone to see the father she had loved so well. She did not stay long and wrote, ‘But death is an ugly thing, and it smells. I would rather have remembered him with his twinkling blue eyes and his gay manners.’6


Next Stop, England


William’s male friends banded together, encouraging Kate to take the family and move to England. Though pregnant again and with six children aged between 1 and 15, the intrepid Kate booked passage on Burgundy to Liverpool in May 1903.


Burgundy was a cargo and livestock ship with barely room for the sixteen passengers it carried, and Kate chose it for its relatively low cost rather than its amenities. Violet suffered jaundice attacks aboard, which would plague her for the rest of her life.


Upon arriving in Liverpool, they were met by Kate’s sister, Sadie, and her husband, Cecil Ridley. This was the first time the children had met a relative other than their parents. Uncle Cecil and Aunt Sadie treated them well, and they came to love them.


They took the train to London, where a new reality awaited. Finding a permanent home for the brood of seven, soon to be eight, was disheartening. Children in England were of the ‘not seen nor heard’ variety, and many places said no to any children. Kate gave birth to her eighth child, who died soon after its first breath.7


Kate was determined that the four boys would be raised and educated in the Catholic tradition, so she put them in a Catholic orphanage. Violet would care for her sister, Eileen, while Kate set about finding a job.


Kate joined the Royal Mail shipping line and served as a stewardess for five years, from 1903 to 1908. Kate found a convent boarding school to take Violet and Eileen. Violet again took on the demanding roles of big sister and mother. They both thrived in the convent, and Violet became an excellent student with a wide range of interests.8


Katherine Mary ‘Kate’ Kelly Jessop (46) met and married David Alexander Mead (37) in July of 1907 in Brentford, Middlesex, England. Very little is known about him, except that he had been a seaman. In 1908, in an uncharacteristic exchange of roles, Kate left her role as a stewardess and became a mother again. Violet picked up her mother’s role as a stewardess at the age of 21.9


In the 1911 England census, Kate (47) and her children, William (19), a university student; Francis (18), an auctioneer clerk; John (17), a fitter’s mate in motor transport; Patrick (14), student; and Eileen (9), were listed as living at 21 Shirley Road, Acton. Kate was listed as the head of the family and wife. The marriage gave her children and herself opportunities to have a more stable life.10


Salt Air and Silver Trays: Between Decks and Dreams


Ship employers considered being a woman who was ‘too attractive or too young’ to be a distinctive disadvantage on a ship. Violet was both, and she feared she would not be hired. She was a trim 5ft 6in, with an 18in waist, thick auburn hair, a lilting Irish voice and captivating blue-grey eyes.11 Despite this ‘disadvantage’, or perhaps because of it, she was hired by the Royal Mail shipping line in October 1908 aboard RMS Orinoco to the West Indies. Kate had worked for the same line.12


Just as in most organisations, there was a prestige hierarchy on ships. Most of the crew were male and proud of the title sailor or seaman. The few women on the ship were there to assist the female passengers and perform housekeeping chores under the supervision of the 421-member victualling crew. Women worked long, strenuous hours like their male counterparts and were also away from home and their families.13
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Violet Jessop as a nurse on Intrepid in 1908. (Chronicle/ Alamy Stock Photo)








Violet was beginning the first of her forty-two years at sea. Throughout her life, she saw and experienced many adventures while travelling the world’s oceans. This was a captivating life for a woman in the early 1900s and especially rare for one who never learned to swim.


Violet was interviewed by the White Star Line and hired as a stewardess in September 1910. She served on Majestic, Adriatic and Oceanic, and on 20 September 1911, she was aboard RMS Olympic, leaving Southampton with 1,313 passengers.14


Because Olympic was in the narrow 1-mile passage of the Solent Strait, the harbour pilot was in charge of the ship until it reached open waters. HMS Hawke, a Royal Navy cruiser, was travelling in the opposite directions; both ships were moving at about 16 knots. Olympic began her turn to starboard, and the smaller Hawke was drawn in by suction from Olympic. The bow of Hawke rammed into the side of Olympic, gashing two colossal holes in the hull, above and below the waterline.15


Two of Olympic’s watertight compartments were flooded but remained watertight and kept her afloat. No one died in the accident, but lessons were learned. Some lessons lasted a shorter time than others, however:


1. Stay in your own ‘lane’ with ships the size of Olympic.


2. Suction is a giant hazard.


3. Watertight compartments work if doors are shut.


4. New gigantic ships were ‘unsinkable’ – if everything works according to plan.


Olympic returned to Southampton under her own power and was out of service for repairs for two months. To return their ‘cash cow’ ship to service as quickly as possible, Harland & Wolff replaced the damaged propeller shaft with one from the still under construction Titanic.


Olympic was back in service in November 1911. Captain E.J. Smith and Stewardess Jessop resumed their duties on 29 November.


On 24 February 1912, Olympic lost a propeller blade returning from New York, and she had to return to Belfast, where she berthed near her incomplete sister, Titanic. Again, Olympic received more of Titanic’s resources.16


Due to these two events, Titanic’s maiden voyage was rescheduled from 20 March to 10 April 1912. After all, what difference could a few weeks make?


Sail on, Titanic!


Captain Edward J. Smith and Violet Jessop would not serve together again until 10 April 1912, on the maiden voyage of RMS Titanic. Captain Smith was rewarded for his years of service by becoming the first captain of the mighty liner on 1 April 1912, just in time for her sea trials.


Olympic was an almost identical sister ship to Titanic and so Thomas Andrews and White Star Line asked many of the passengers and crew of previous Olympic voyages what could be done to improve the new ship. Violet was very self-confident and approached Mr Andrews when they were both on Olympic, urging him to review and update the stewards’ quarters and the sanitary facilities. Surprisingly, the builder had listened to Violet and numerous crew members, incorporating many of their suggestions. This was only one of the reasons the crew was so loyal and supportive of Mr Andrews.


Many of the new Titanic crew came from Olympic, and so Violet organised a surprise gift for Mr Andrews. On Titanic, when Andrews visited ‘the glory hole’ (stewards’ accommodations), he was presented with a stylish cane to help with his painful varicose veins, the result of constantly walking the steel decks of ships over the years.17


When Violet boarded the Titanic, it felt like putting on a new pair of shoes that had already been broken in. Titanic was not fully booked on her maiden voyage. A total of 324 passengers sailed in first class, 284 in second class, and 708 in third class, or steerage. Most third-class passengers were emigrants from Ireland, England, France, Poland, Scandinavia and the Middle and Far East.18


Monday, Monday


The initial four days were hectic, but everyone seemed pleased with the ship. On Sunday night, 15 April, as she was going down to her room, Violet remarked that the chill setting in was a grand excuse for ‘bed and a good book’.19


As Violet and her roommate, Ann Turnbull,20 settled in for the night, Violet remembered she had promised an old Irish woman from her convent days to read a poem daily for protection from fire and water. Lying in bed, she was reading the rather strange poem as her devotional when she heard a ‘crash! … then a low, rending, crunching, ripping sound, Titanic shivered a trifle, and the sound of her engines gently ceased’.21


They both got up and dressed, swiftly and in silence. Violet wrote in her book about Stanley, one of the bedroom stewards, ‘His face whiter than usual as he remarked casually, “I’m calling all our people, sister. Anything you’d like me to do for you on my way? You know the ship is sinking?”’22


Violet described the extreme calmness of the passengers she was responsible for and how she told them to take blankets, warm clothing and valuables. Violet saw all her charges up the companionway stairs. If people asked, the officers would tell them that there were boats in the vicinity and on their way.


Violet returned to her room to tidy it up when Stanley again appeared, grabbed her arm and said, ‘My God, don’t you realise that this ship will sink, that she has struck an iceberg, that you have to follow the rest upstairs as quickly as possible?’23


Amid this commotion, Violet realised she had not packed a warm coat because it was spring. Stanley went through the meagre closet and suggested what she could wear as if he had no other worries. The spring outfit and hat adorned with sweet peas were not appropriate for the situation, so she put on a borrowed scarf from Ann.


Ann and Violet left, locked the door and headed up to the Boat Deck. She told Stanley to come up soon.


Halfway up the stairs, Violet looked back and waved to Stanley. Her last view was of him standing in the corner, where he kept his evening watch, his arms clasped behind him. Stanley’s body was recovered by Mackay-Bennett and taken to Halifax, becoming Body #49.24


‘Here, Jessop, Take this Baby!’


As Violet and Ann reached the Boat Deck, activity stepped up. The lifeboats were being prepared for departure, and the piercing noise of white distress rockets added to the cacophony. Incomprehensible words were spoken by people who needed some English vocabulary to be able to ask what they should do or where they should go. There was, oddly, music playing in the background.


They were herded through the milling people towards Lifeboat 16, which was being loaded. The crew helped them into the boat. On the deck, Officer James Moody came towards Violet, calling, ‘Here, Jessop, take this baby!’25 Violet reached out and held the child close as the boat was jerkily lowered. The boat reached the water, hitting with a bone-jarring smash, and the infant began to wail. ‘Oars out!’ was ordered, and Lifeboat 16 pulled away from the rapidly sinking vessel.


It rowed away from the now clearly sinking ship at approximately 1.30 a.m., loaded with six male crew, three stewardesses and about thirty to forty passengers.26 Through their coldness and distress, they could hear the sounds of the dying as they raised their voices to whatever being might save them. It became eerily quiet after thirty minutes, and those in lifeboats prayed for a ship to arrive and take them out of their own cold hell.



Carpathia to the Rescue


A fast-moving light became visible on the horizon around 4.00 a.m. The wind was picking up, and many wondered if they would ever be warm again.


When Carpathia’s Captain Rostron saw the spread-out collection of lifeboats, he ordered his crew to take the lifeboats and survivors to their deck. The choices for transferring from the lifeboats to Carpathia’s deck were slim. Some struggled to climb the Jacob’s ladder, while others required a bosun’s chair. Many children were raised in mail sacks.27


Lifeboat 16 and its passengers did not reach the decks of Carpathia until 7.20 a.m. According to most authorities, they were the sixteenth out of the eighteen boats to reach Carpathia.28 As they reached the deck, a woman rushed up, grabbed the baby from Violet’s arms and ran off. Later, Violet realised that the woman had said nothing to her, not even ‘thank you’.


The 700-plus original passengers on Carpathia did everything humanly possible to make their new shipmates welcome and comfortable. Many gave up their rooms and slept on the floor in various locations on the ship. Others gave them clothing because they had nothing except what they had left on Titanic.


They saw New York Harbor on the fourth day, and the last week suddenly became a reality. Over 10,000 people had gathered at the docks in New York City – some to observe, others to try to find out if their friends or family were aboard or dead. Well-meaning people in New York provided Violet with clothes and necessities, but her primary concern was returning home. Although the dread of facing the vast expanse of ocean again was heart-stopping, she boarded Lapland to return to England. Thankfully, the captain took a more southerly route.


Getting Back on the Water


Knowing she needed to return to work quickly for monetary and emotional reasons, Violet drew on her deep inner resources one more time and boarded RMS Olympic on 5 June 1912, less than two months after boarding her almost identical sister ship, Titanic. Violet would be on Olympic for fourteen of her seventeen assignments for the next two years.


In April of 1914, she finished a trip from New York on Olympic. There was to be a change in her role. Violet’s world at sea, and the rest of the world, was to transform with the inevitable struggle for political dominance.


‘Let Slip the Dogs of War’29



Through her extensive travels and meeting people from other countries, Violet realised that a world war would happen sooner rather than later. In the summer of 1914, she decided to use her strengths to contribute to the war effort. She joined as a junior nurse with the VAD (Voluntary Aid Detachment), a nursing organisation set up by the British Red Cross with help from the War Office in 1908.30


Britain declared war on Germany on 4 August 1914. By the end of the war in 1918, there would be over 126,000 women employed to nurse the casualties of this prolonged event that decimated a generation of men throughout Europe.31


Violet’s entire life led to her becoming a nurse. She had spent much of her childhood in hospital settings, raising her younger brothers and sisters and developing extensive coping skills from working with people as a stewardess. Her four remaining brothers were all serving in the British Army in the trenches. Violet hoped she would see them as she was stationed wherever needed, at the field hospitals near the war zones and on transport ships carrying casualties.


Déjà Vu in Triplicate


The horrors of war have been countlessly recited. A nurse in a field hospital was often required to be a counsellor, an attentive ear and a smiling face, while working unbelievable and debilitating hours in the worst conditions.


In the middle of the winter of 1916, Violet had a young soldier as her patient, with a festering, oozing arm wound that had to be dressed every two hours. The young man was terrified and fixated on Violet as the only nurse who did not hurt him when his dressings were changed. The matron, or chief nurse, allowed her to change his dressings every two hours, day and night. Violet later said she was so tired from this duty that she accidentally pricked her finger, resulting in her hand being poisoned. The infection sapped her energy and left her struggling to complete her nursing duties. The matron and the doctor suggested she get on a hospital ship, where they hoped a sea trip could help her recover more quickly.32


She still had contacts with the White Star Line and wrote to them explaining the situation. She was promised the first available vacancy on their newly outfitted state-of-the-art hospital ship.


White Star Line had determined in 1907 that three sister ships would be built for exclusive ocean travel. Having served on Olympic and Titanic, it seemed destined that she would be allowed the honour of working on their sister, the resplendent hospital ship, HMHS (His Majesty’s Hospital Ship) Britannic.


Britannic – Shipwrecked Again


Britannic did not outwardly resemble her sister vessels. Reverend John Leming, chaplain on Britannic, said she was ‘a perfect beauty, freshly painted (white) funnels British yellow … a graceful band of green … and the great red crosses … two on the boat deck lit by … 125 electric lights … chain of green lights … not possible to mistake the character of the ship’.33


After Mass on 21 November 1916, Violet was on her way to get breakfast for one of the sisters on the ship who was ill. ‘Suddenly there was a dull, deafening roar. Britannic gave a shiver, a long drawn-out shudder from stem to stern, shaking the crockery on the tables … We all knew she had been struck.’34


A silence settled over the ship as people hurried to their stations. The nursing staff marched very quietly out of the dining room after being told to collect any valuables quickly and get to the Boat Deck. People seemed to redefine ‘valuables’ as they rushed to recover them. One nurse later told of grabbing her fountain pen but leaving £30 under her pillow.35 Violet could not help but contrast this with her Titanic experience. She rushed to the invalid sister and helped her get to a lifeboat. Defying her innate logic, she returned downstairs to her room to retrieve a ring from an old flame, her clock, prayerbook and toothbrush. After being on Carpathia for four days without a toothbrush, she vowed she would never leave it again.


She hurried upstairs and got into her allocated Lifeboat 4. With Britannic still attempting to get to shallower water, the lifeboat zigged and zagged as it was being lowered. When it finally reached the water’s surface, there was a mass evacuation from the lifeboats. There seemed to be no apparent reason for this strange behaviour. Soon, only Violet and a doctor were left in Lifeboat 4.


Violet had never learnt to swim because of her lung issues in Argentina and she was terrified of drowning. She looked at the stern of the moving Britannic and saw a horrendous sight. The colossal propellers were drawing the lifeboats into range and slashing and grinding men and lifeboats into unrecognisable fragments. Violet decided to jump into the water. Sinking, she realised she had never been underwater before. As she tried to get back to the surface, something hit her on the way up, and she felt a powerful whack to the back of her head. Twice more, she attempted to move past the object and finally touched what she thought was an arm reaching down into the water. She held on to the arm and then realised she was a danger to that person as much as he was a salvation to her.


Violet let go and rose to the surface, where her private Hades awaited her. The vision she saw was forever imprinted on her heart and soul. Violet described ‘a head split open … the poor brains trickling over onto the khaki shoulders … limbs wrenched as if some giant had torn them in his rage … dead floated peacefully by … men coming up only to go down again … a look of frightful horror on their faces’.36


Britannic limped ahead. ‘The white pride of the ocean’s medical world’ was sinking by the front of the ship.37 Violet described the deck machinery falling into the sea like ‘a child’s toys’. The stern looked bizarre, sticking hundreds of feet into the air on the sunny, calm, warm Aegean Sea.


The Sea Gives Back


Violet grabbed an extra lifebelt as it floated by and waited to be retrieved from the sea. When she was brought aboard the boat, she found her leg was deeply gashed. The rescue vessels, two destroyers, a cruiser and small boats from the island were picking up those saved in the thirty-five lifeboats.38 The rescue vessels took them to the small Greek island of Kea, where they were taken off at the dock. The island’s inhabitants did not speak English, but they did all they could to provide shelter, food, water and, perhaps the most needed of all, compassion for what they had suffered.


Violet and the survivors were then transferred from the destroyer HMS Foxhound to the flagship HMS Duncan and on to a hotel in Piraeus. Her aches and pains continued, especially her headache, but it was years before she knew that her skull had been severely fractured.


Violet never lost her wit and sense of humour. When she arrived, the hotel had little food left, and she was given ‘a vile-smelling substance’, which turned out to be butter made from goats’ milk.39 Assistant Matron (never in good humour) came to her room as she was brushing her teeth. Rather than ask how she was feeling, she said, ‘Where did you get that toothbrush?’


Violet replied, ‘I brought it with me.’


Matron looked suspiciously at her as she hurriedly left the room. Violet wondered if Matron ‘thought she was in league with the enemy and had prepared a weekend bag before joining the lifeboat’.40


The next hospital ship took her to Malta, where she spent some time with her brother, William, who was stationed there. She watched sorrowfully as he boarded a troop ship to Salonika. Violet then began her overland trip through Sicily, Italy and Paris to her home in England.


Violet did not record her homecoming to England, but again her life took another twist. She was repatriated on 6 January 1917, and found a position at a London branch of the Banco Español del Río de la Plata of Buenos Aires. Sadly, her brother, Philip, was killed in action in April 1918 in France. She kept busy with her work, making new friends and living with her mother in Ealing.


Comparing Two Lost ‘Sisters’


Violet could not have helped but compare her experiences of Titanic’s last moments to those of her sister ship, Britannic. It was later determined that a German U-boat planted a mine that blew a 7ft hole in the ship, and the watertight doors were not immediately activated. Oceanographer Jacques Cousteau located the wreck in December 1975, and Dr Robert Ballard surveyed it in 1995. During an expedition in 2009, divers found that watertight doors 5 and 6 were open, contributing to the rapid sinking rate caused by the tear in the ship.41


RMS Titanic (2,228 aboard) sank in two hours and forty minutes and settled 13,000ft down with a death toll of nearly 1,500. HMHS Britannic (1,065 aboard) sank in fifty-five minutes and settled 390ft down with a death toll of thirty, mainly from the wrath of the ship’s propellers.42


‘Thank You for Your Service’


The British government’s Board of Trade gave ribbons and medals to men who had served at least six months at sea from the outbreak of the First World War (August 1914) until the Armistice (November 1918) for service to their country. Even though the wording used ‘men’, Violet Constance Jessop received the Mercantile Marine Ribbon and the British Medal Ribbon on 12 April 1919, as well as the Mercantile Marine Medal on 30 October 1923, for her contributions to the war effort.43


Siren Call – White Star Line and Romance


Violet again heard the call of the sea when the White Star Line asked her to rejoin in June of 1920. She was 32 when she began five more years of service to her old company, including thirty-three trips on Olympic and thirty-six on Majestic.44


Violet had always been very attractive and well liked for her charm, wit and sensibility. She had many opportunities to marry. One of her earliest and wealthiest passengers was from Cuba, a man old enough to be her father, who ran a shipping line and had his own private estate. He had been very charming on the ship, and they kept up a light, friendly correspondence for two years. She got a message from him that he would be in New York and would like to see her when she arrived. She met him and, in a very gallant and old-world manner, he asked her to marry him. Violet found it a difficult decision but she had a sense of responsibility to her family. She knew that she would never marry for money, so in the end, she politely declined.45


Violet turned 36 a few weeks before her return on Majestic to England from New York on 19 October 1923. She took a short break until 14 November 1923, before she went to sea again. What occurred during those short, almost four weeks defies description because Violet said little about it to anyone.


On Monday, 29 October, at the Church of Our Lady of Grace and St Edward on Chiswick High Road, Brentford, Middlesex, John James Lewis (seaman, aged 46) and Violet Constance Jessop were united as man and wife by the rites of the Catholic Church. Violet’s uncle by marriage, Cecil Ridley, who welcomed the family to England from Argentina in 1903, gave her away. It was a single-ring ceremony.46


Little is known about the whys and wherefores of this union except that it lasted less than a year. Since the Catholic Church forbade divorce, it appears John and Violet went their separate ways into the limbo of permanent separation. Violet would occasionally use her married name of Lewis. They did serve together on a few of the same ships after this, but it appears to have been strictly a working relationship.


The Allure of the World Cruise


Violet left the White Star Line and joined the Red Star’s Belgenland in May of 1926. Between 1926 and 1931, she literally saw the world, doing five world cruises during this time. These appeared to be the highlight cruises of her life. The crew of Belgenland was very diverse, and she was delighted with the ship, passengers and crew.


In 1935, she went back to her first employer, Royal Mail. She stayed with it, mainly on trips to Brazil, until mid-1939.


‘Let Slip the Dogs of War’ (Deux)


The world was slowly recovering from the First World War when, in September 1939, the German army invaded Poland. At the age of 52, Violet chose to leave her seafaring adventures and go to work in the censorship office at Holborn as a translator of Spanish-language papers.


Her beloved mother, Katherine Mary Kelly Jessop Mead, died in 1943 at 82. Little is known about what became of Katherine’s second husband, David Alexander Mead, whom she married in 1907; little reference is made to him, and he does not appear as living with Katherine in the census or electoral records. Perhaps the same Catholic faith kept mother and daughter from ever divorcing their husbands.


Katherine was buried in October 1943 at the Ealing & Old Brentford Cemetery in England. In 1972, her son, John Jessop, was buried beside her.


After the Second World War concluded in 1945, Violet was faced with the unalterable fact that she was soon to be 58 and had no pension for her retirement. She took several boring clerical jobs and was employed in a factory. One can only imagine how she looked back on her years at sea with much rosier memories as her money dwindled and her dissatisfaction increased.


From 1948–50, Violet was allowed to work again on Andes, even though she was technically too old at the age of 61. On several later trips, her niece, Mary Meehan, was a telephonist on Andes.


Swallowing the Anchor


Seamen have created descriptive and expressive names for events in their lives, almost like a private language. ‘Swallowing the anchor’ was the designation for leaving the seas for good and living on land.


After forty-two years of life on the sea, with more than 200 adventurous voyages and surviving two vessel sinkings, in 1950, Violet ‘swallowed the anchor’. With the help of her niece Mary, she found a thatched cottage named Maythorn in the small village of Great Ashfield in Suffolk. She sold her mother’s home at 22 Vallis Way in Ealing and retired on a pension of only several pounds each week. Her remaining years would be filled with selling her beloved souvenirs from her forty-two years of travels to keep her modest homestead and farm going.


Growing up in the beautiful lands of Argentina, she wanted to grow plants and vegetables and found she was very adept at it. She raised chickens for many years and then leased her pasture land out for a neighbour’s horse. Her closest relatives were the Meehans, who helped in any way they could. Her nieces, Margaret and Mary Meehan, daughters of Violet’s sister, Eileen, adored their Aunt Vi. Eileen, who was going deaf, travelled by bus to meet her sister often as they eventually lived only 18 miles apart. Phone conversations were impossible because of Eileen’s hearing impairment.


One story about Violet’s younger personality traits re-emerging in the middle of the 1950s concerns transportation. She bought a second-hand Austin car, took driving lessons, and could get into town whenever she desired. Unfortunately, through no fault of her own, the little Austin was eventually written off. Ever thrifty, rather than buying another car, she kept the insurance money and took the bus.47


A Night To Remember – Two Masters at Work


Walter Lord travelled to England on Olympic in 1925, aged 7. He had no idea how much White Star Liners would change the course of his future. He graduated from Princeton in 1939, joined the army after Pearl Harbor, and graduated from Yale Law School in 1945 but never practised law. He joined an advertising agency, but after one successful historical book, he wrote full time, completing the still-in-publication A Night to Remember in 1955.48


William ‘Bill’ MacQuitty grew up in Belfast and watched the construction and launch of RMS Titanic. He became a producer of feature films and in June of 1956 requested a copy of Lord’s book from his production company’s story department. By July 1958, the movie of the same name had debuted at the Odeon Cinema in Leicester Square.49


Adapting a book into a movie is a challenging task from both sides. A non-fiction book’s dramatisation must have the subtlest of ties but feel connected to all those affected by Titanic. Roy Ward Baker, as director, set a careful path between scale and scope and emotions and facts.


These two works by masters of their craft have left us with definitive and enduring views that have stood the test of three-quarters of a century. Even Violet Jessop was captivated by the spirit of the movie. The costume director for the movie contacted her and asked about the clothing styles people wore in that era. Violet ‘begged Miss Coffin … not to put women on board with … beflowered, beplumed hats … street hats would never be worn on board’.50 Violet bemoaned that when the movie came out, women sitting at the captain’s table looked as if they had ‘everything except the kitchen stove on their heads!’51


Violet rarely ventured far from her home in Great Ashfield. She always said she could not leave her chickens, and the chickens were ‘more demanding than passengers of those days – if that is possible’.52 She did, however, journey into London for dinner at a hotel with three other survivors, courtesy of the movie studio. It was the forty-sixth anniversary of the sinking in 1958. She was joined by fellow survivors Lawrence Beesley, Marjorie Collyer (Dutton) and Gus Cohen. A newspaper photo showed them at a sumptuous dinner, studying an extensive blown-up chart of Titanic.53


Violet never strived for the limelight, but an odd event happened in July 1958. Mrs Ellen Barber was interviewed in the Acton Gazette, Ealing, England, on Friday, 11 July 1958, about her experiences on Titanic in 1912.54 She made several statements that apparently provoked Violet into writing a letter to the editor, including one statement that much of Titanic was ‘still unfinished’.


Violet immediately took this as an insult to the man she and the crew revered – Thomas Andrews, the ship’s designer and builder, who lost his life that night. Violet said Thomas Andrews was ‘a great shipbuilder and gallant gentleman … a perfectionist’. She continued to rebut claims regarding chaos, non-operation of the watertight doors, and stewards and stewardesses not doing their jobs. She proudly signed her letter, ‘Violet C. Jessop, ex-stewardess of R.M.[sic] Titanic’.55


‘Let the Words of My Mouth, and the Meditation
of My Heart be Acceptable …’56



Many people begin writing their own autobiographical stories with few ever completed, and still fewer going on to see the light of publishing for others to read. Though journalling has become a recognised form of therapy, it is doubtful that most people can write a book about themselves that others wish to read. People want adventure, excitement, life lived vicariously, and titillation thrown in for good measure.


Violet Jessop was a cradle Catholic, who lived her life following her faith, mainly on the sea. One can imagine she wrote this as an affirmation of a well-lived life. She had no children to pass her wealth of anecdotes and ventures along to. She wrote her first version of her story in 1934.


Over the rest of her life, it underwent many permutations, additions and deletions. She originally entitled her book ‘Neptune’s Greenroom’, which was later changed to ‘While I Remember’. She used her middle name and maternal grandmother’s maiden name as an author pseudonym – Constance Ramson.57
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Violet Jessop’s autobiography, Titanic Survivor (Sheridan House, 1997); and an article from a women’s magazine, ‘Stewardess in a Doomed Liner’, 19 July 1958, p. 69. (Author’s collection)








It appeared she had perhaps entered a literary contest or submitted her work to a publisher, neither of which was successful. Some of her family knew of the notes she had made over the years, but it was not until 1996 that her nieces, Mary and Margaret Meehan, decided how best to preserve her stories. They had had her suitcase with the yellowing manuscript inside since Violet died in 1971. In 1996, they sent it to Sheridan House in New York, a US maritime publisher. Serendipitously, the publisher, Lothar Simon, contacted his friend, Walter Lord, author of A Night to Remember, asking for his opinion. Lord remembered one of his many maritime writer friends, John Maxtone-Graham, who had visited Violet in 1970 and always declared her one of his favourite interviewees.58


John Maxtone-Graham went to see Violet in 1970 on the advice of his mother, Ellen Taylor Maxtone-Graham. While travelling in 1925 aboard Majestic, Ellen had a stewardess she still remembered after forty-five years – Violet Jessop. She explained, ‘I’d had some surgery before the crossing … so my charming Irish stewardess kept me company during the small hours.’59 Violet described her perils on the sea in her amusing, captivating style and unaffected manner. Ellen, entranced, never forgot Violet.


The visit to see Violet was memorable for both. She met John on the porch in the rain, invited him in warmly and brewed innumerable cups of tea. The next day, John went to Harrods and had an electric kettle sent to Violet at Maythorn. He was afraid her Tilley lamp, the tabletop oil-burning cooker, would set her thatched roof on fire.60
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