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PROLOGUE





‘Where are you coming to!’


The light is beginning to fade as the Princess Alice pleasure steamer sails up Erith Reach on her return to London. To warn approaching vessels of their presence, a lad puts a taper to the wicks of the red and green port and starboard warning lights, then hoists a white light on the masthead.


The band is thumping out a rousing, patriotic song, ‘We don’t want to fight, but by jingo if we do!’, which is intended to issue due warning to the Russians who may be thinking of invading Afghanistan. Despite being tired after a long day pursuing pleasure, the passengers sing lustily, in competition with several middle-aged and elderly ladies giving their all to ‘Onward Christian Soldiers!’


The children, boisterous earlier on, have begun to tire, worn out by a day on the river and amongst the attractions of the Rosherville Pleasure Gardens and the resorts of Gravesend and Sheerness. Some are asleep in their mothers’ arms, despite the couple having a noisy row over by the paddle box. Some mothers’ heads have also started to nod.


The Princess Alice follows the long, north-westward curve of the Thames as it approaches Tripcock Point. Ahead, to the right, are the surging flares of the monumental Beckton Gasworks, the largest in Europe. To the left, over the misty marshes, passengers can glimpse the distant lights of their next stop, Woolwich. A large, Cardiff-bound collier passes them going downstream, followed by a tug travelling so fast that the barge it is pulling lifts out of the water.


The band is now playing a jolly polka, ‘Good Rhine Wine’, and some of the young ladies try to dance to the lively tune. But the deck is too crowded for them to make much of a showing. When the tune finishes the musicians stand up, collect their instruments, and go below for a break.


The Princess Alice rounds Tripcock Point and enters Gallions Reach where, to the left, is moored The Talbot, a large, red-painted, gun-powder barge. Beyond her, a row of colliers wait to unload at Beckton Gasworks. After the jolly music ceases, all that can be heard is the swish of the paddles and the pounding of the engines. The evening is growing a little chillier.


Robert Haines, the double bass player, has been obliged to wait at the top of the stairs until there is room for him and his bulky instrument to descend. He doesn’t mind. He is interested in boats and the river life. But he does begin to wonder why that huge collier seems to be heading straight towards them? He shrugs. It will veer away in a minute, they must know what they are doing. He turns to go below.


Suddenly, there is a commotion up front. Warning whistles screech.


‘Ease her!’ a man’s voice shouts urgently. ‘Stop her!’ Then, frantically, ‘Where are you coming to! GOOD GOD! Where are you coming to!’



















CHAPTER ONE





Today’s the Day!


Miss Susannah Law was a wealthy, middle-aged lady, and a generous one who had promised the poor women in her Clerkenwell Mission Bible Class a day out down the River Thames on the Princess Alice pleasure steamer.


Although August 1878 had been unusually wet, September dawned brightly, encouraging Miss Law to set the outing date for Thursday the 5th. But when she saw what a beautiful day Tuesday the 3rd was promising to be she changed her mind and sent messengers around to announce, ‘Today’s the day!’ Thirty women and several children turned up.


The cheerful early morning sun also inspired Mr Edward Leaver of Lambeth. He decided that this was just the day ‘for a blow on the river down to Sheerness’ for him and his four children.


Inspector King, of the Thames Police, was persuaded to complete his week’s holiday in a similar manner and took along his wife and two children, his mother, his father (a naval pensioner with a wooden leg), and his brother.


It was no sudden decision for Miss Maria Scholz, German governess at the Queen’s College Institution for Young Ladies in north London. As a reward for their good work she had long ago set the date for taking eight of her pupils, ages eight to thirteen years, down the river on the Princess Alice. The parents of three of the girls were half a world away. Thirteen-year-old Rosa Hennessy’s father was a surgeon in India, while the parents of 14-year-old Fanny White and her 13-year-old sister Eva, were in Shanghai.


Many passengers boarded the popular paddle steamer at 10.30 a.m. at Swan Pier by London Bridge, others a little later at North Woolwich, which sat opposite the historic town of Woolwich1. At that time North Woolwich, on the marshy north bank of the Thames, had only a sprinkling of houses and a pub, the last of London’s pleasure gardens and the terminus of the north London railway line.


Many who boarded the Princess Alice here had already braved the train journey from Islington, Clerkenwell, Dalston and the East End, despite the recent terrible rail collision at Sittingbourne in Kent. Railway accidents were frequent occurrences and passengers were becoming increasingly nervous about them. What a relief to be gliding down the river on a pleasure steamer, a much less dangerous and more pleasant way to approach the attractions of Kent, ‘the garden of England’.


True, there had been an accident on the Thames on this very spot a year ago when, in a fog, a boat had overturned while carrying workmen from Woolwich to North Woolwich. Nine men had drowned. But the Princess Alice was a large and sturdy, professionally manned, paddle steamer – quite a different matter.


Most of the Princess Alice passengers were upper working class or lower middle class; many were women and children: facts that would influence their fate later that day. One or two were higher up the social ladder. Among these was Mr Samuel Lowry, ‘a gentleman’ from Highbury, who was in the habit of amusing himself by taking trips on the river.


All were welcomed onboard by the captain, 47-year-old William Grinstead, who was considered to be one of the most experienced and careful of the captains employed by the London Steamboat Company. This was now a leading firm in the Thames pleasure-boat business, having been formed two years earlier from an amalgamation of several smaller firms. The royal names (the Duke of Teck, the Duke of Cambridge, the Princess Maud and the Princess Alice) of the boats created an aura of glamour and respectability.


Princess Alice was the second daughter of Queen Victoria, and had been a tower of strength to her mother as Prince Albert lay dying. But none of this weighed on the minds of the happy crowd boarding the vessel named after her. It was a lovely day and they were going to have fun.


The bright day had persuaded Captain Grinstead to bring along his wife, Jane, elder brother, Charles, and 14-year-old son, John. Even the company’s superintendent, Mr William Towse, was coming with his wife, eight children, mother-in-law, children’s nurse, a cousin and a friend.


 


The scene down at the Millwall Dock that morning was a less happy one. Captain Harrison, the master of the 890-ton Tyne collier, Bywell Castle, was trying to get his ship released from the dry dock where it had been repainted. Congestion was delaying his departure. His way out was blocked by other vessels and he was all too conscious that he had to get back home to Newcastle-upon-Tyne to pick up a cargo of coal bound for Alexandria in Egypt. As part-owner of the vessel, he was particularly aware that wasted time was wasted money.


Captain Harrison had already paid off his regular crew, intending to sign on a new one when he got back to Newcastle. For the journey home, he had taken on some temporary men or ‘runners’. He did not view these men as inferior to the regular seamen. On the contrary, he thought them ‘a superior article’ being steady, sober and dependable men who would rather not be away from their wives and families for long periods. They were also cheaper to employ than keeping on a full crew.


The captain was not familiar with the Thames, his usual route being from Newcastle to the eastern Mediterranean and back, so Dix, a Thames pilot, was onboard, although, strictly speaking, there was no obligation to hire one. They just had to wait for their way to be cleared, hoping that by the time it was, they would not have missed the evening ebb tide.


After leaving North Woolwich, the Princess Alice steadily steamed its way down towards the Thames Estuary, first passing the Essex marshes and the monumental Beckton Gasworks. Despite this distraction, much of the talk onboard was of the Sittingbourne railway disaster. An express train bringing trippers and holiday makers back from Ramsgate, Broadstairs, Margate and Sheerness, had collided with a freight train that had been shunted into its path. Five passengers had been killed and many seriously injured. The newspapers graphically described mangled bodies strewn across the track and luggage, picnic food and toys spilling from torn carriages.


The Princess Alice’s ultimate destination was Sheerness, where the Thames opened out to the sea. Here, Londoners could paddle on the beaches, breathe air many times fresher than that of their city, saunter along the pier and promenade and watch the white sails and black smoke of the ships entering the Thames as well as the ferries shuttling back and forth from the Continent.


However, many passengers intended to disembark earlier at the port and resort of Gravesend, which offered many of the attractions of Sheerness apart from the sea breezes. Or, earlier still, at Northfleet, for the famous Rosherville Pleasure Gardens.2 Here, they were welcomed by a billboard quoting a line from a popular music-hall song:








ROSHERVILLE GARDENS


The Place to Spend a Happy Day!











Listed beneath were some of the many attractions on offer; these included an Italian garden, an archery lawn, bowls, a maze, a lake with ducks, cliff walks, an aviary, a bear pit, a theatre, a baronial hall with food and dancing, a floral bazaar, a shooting gallery, a fortune-telling booth, a photo saloon and an exhibition of the skeleton of a whale which had strayed into the Thames.


The setting of these pleasure gardens was extraordinary: twenty acres of disused chalk quarry bounded to the rear by cliffs and to the front by a Thames-side promenade from which the busy river traffic and the distant Tilbury Fort could be viewed.


The gardens, a favourite cockney haunt, had inspired music-hall songs, were mentioned in novels and in a Gilbert and Sullivan comic opera.3 There was a Rosherville perfume and even a poem about the gardens, by Reverend G. Crolly, which began:








If in London streets you grill


All is cool in Rosherville


If in London time stands still


He wears wings in Rosherville











And so on for twenty more similar couplets.


Unsurprisingly, quite a number of the Princess Alice passengers decided that, indeed, Rosherville was where they would like to spend a happy day. After all, the vessel did not arrive at Sheerness until 3 p.m. and would be leaving again at 4.15 p.m. Meanwhile, they would be enjoying the many delights on offer in the pleasure gardens: dancing, dining, attending the music hall, taking a turn at archery or just appreciating the lovely flowers and scenery.


Quite a number of the passengers boarding at Sheerness for the return journey had been holidaying at the resort. Among these, were young P.C. Cornelius Briscoe, his wife, Jane, their 5-year-old daughter, Sarah, and 18-month-old son, Benjamin. Back in Dalston, Briscoe was something of a local hero, having recently won both the Humane Society and Bow Street Awards for rescuing a drowning child from the Regent’s Canal.


When the smart little pleasure steamer reached Gravesend Town Pier at 5.55 p.m. Hopgood, the regular helmsman, went ashore. He had already asked the captain if his friend, John Eyres, could substitute for him, so that he could have a night off. The captain agreed. A decision that was to have far-reaching consequences.


By the time she left Rosherville, at about 6.30 p.m., the Princess Alice was packed. Not only had some of those holidaying at Sheerness and Gravesend decided to return to London this safer and more pleasant way than by rail, but many who had come down for the day on the sister ships, the Duke of Teck and the Duke of Cambridge, had opted to return on the Princess Alice. She was, after all a smarter, faster, more popular boat and was leaving a little earlier.


The twenty-three mile journey back to London was scheduled to take just over two hours along a river which wound its undulating way north-westwards. Firstly, it passed the new Tilbury Docks, then large tracts of marshland punctuated here and there by factories and warehouses; a riverside situation was a great advantage when it came to transporting goods.


 


Back at Millwall Dock, the Bywell Castle’s path had at last been cleared and she had begun to make her way out of the outer dock. Alas, as she did so, a barge drifted across her path and there was a collision. Fortunately, the damage to the barge proved minor and the collier was allowed to continue on her way. With the aid of a line attached by a waterman, she was pointed downstream. Her lights were lit and she was on her way towards the sea at last. She was under the control of Dix, the pilot, while Hardy, one of the runners, was acting as lookout – a necessary precaution when the ship’s raised forecastle meant that the helmsman had no clear view ahead or astern.


 


Erith was one of the busier riverside towns on the Princess Alice’s route home. Once a popular resort, it was fast becoming industrialized. As if to compensate for the parade of factories and warehouses on their journey, as they rounded the left-hand curve into Halfway Reach, passengers saw one of the river’s most impressive sights: Crossness Pumping Station. This handsome, Romanesque building in cream, red and black brick, boasted an adjacent, free-standing chimney resembling a particularly tall and slender Florentine campanile.


Londoners were both proud and grateful for what the Crossness Pumping Station represented. Proud because it looked so splendid and because its four rotative beam engines (named Victoria, Albert, Alexandra and Albert Edward) were the largest in the world. Grateful because the new system carried sewage away from central London and emptied it in this backwater. This ‘Sewage Palace’, as Londoners dubbed it, was as magnificent inside as out. Its twin, Abbey Mills Pumping Station, on the north side of the Thames, was equally exotic to look at but, unlike Crossness, was not visible from the river. However, its outfall was just around the next bend, Tripcock Point, in the stirringly named Gallions Reach. Right next door, in fact, to that other British engineering feat, the Beckton Gasworks.


At about 7.35 p.m. there was still sufficient light for Mr Henry Reed (an Oxford Street stationer who had left an assistant in charge of his shop) to make out the features of his niece in a photograph shown to him by his wife, but not enough for him to read the inscription on the back.


The Reeds noticed a kindly gentleman sitting a few rows behind them on the upper saloon deck who was showing great interest in the toys which a group of still-lively children brought him to admire: dolls, tops, trumpets and picture books.


Young and pretty Miss Emma Eatwell had been persuaded by Mr Huddart, the proprietor of the Half Moon Street Hotel in Mayfair, to come for the day trip. She had found him rather heavy going and retreated below decks but was now trying to get back to their place in the bows.


Children of the workers at Lawes chemical manure factory at nearby Creekmouth on the River Roding were enjoying themselves mightily. It was their Treat Day. Swings had been hired. There had been running and jumping competitions followed by a delicious tea in their schoolroom, then final rides on the swings and more energetic indoor games complete with party masks and paper hats. The party was still in full swing at 8 p.m.


Meanwhile, onboard the Princess Alice, there was the competition between passengers singing the patriotic song, ‘We don’t want to fight but by jingo if we do!’, and the hymn-singing middle-aged and elderly ladies (possibly the Bible-class party led by Miss Susannah Law and her younger sister, Jane).


Some passengers turned to watch the passing, Cardiff-bound collier and a tug going so fast that the barge it was pulling was lifting out of the water.


Robert Haines, the double bass player, who didn’t mind being held up at the top of the stairs when the band went below for their break, was shrugging and turning to go below.


All was quiet except for the pounding of the engines and swish of the paddles. Suddenly, Mr Henry Reed heard a commotion up front and climbed onto a seat to get a better view of what was happening. He was promptly told to sit down. Edward, the elder son of the Leaver family from Lambeth, also heard the disturbance and dashed out of the saloon where they had been sitting. A frightened Emma Eatwell rushed up to the saloon deck.


‘Ease her!’ a man’s voice shouted urgently. ‘Stop her!’ Then, frantically, ‘Where are you coming to! GOOD GOD! Where are you coming to!’


Warning whistles began to screech and passengers to scream as the huge hull of the Tyne collier loomed above them.


And the 890-ton Bywell Castle kept coming, ploughing into the Princess Alice’s side just forward of her paddle box then, with a terrible scrunching and grinding into her engine room and saloon, while the whistles of both vessels continued to screech and the passenger’s screams reached a crescendo.


The front of the Princess Alice tipped forward, pitching passengers into the water, where they became a seething, thrashing mass of frantic people pulling each other down. Most of them wore boots and restrictive clothing – particularly the women with their long skirts – and very few of them could swim. Four men, aided by the upward slant of the deck, managed to seize the Bywell Castle’s anchor chains and climb up onto the collier. Another grasped them, but fell off.


The boat hung like that for a few moments. The collier’s second mate, William Brankston, dashed forward and slid down a rope onto the deck of the Princess Alice where all was confusion. He tried to get people to the ropes, but they retreated up to the higher part of the vessel and he was pulled at and jostled by the terrified passengers. He got hold of some women and attempted to put ropes around their waists because he knew they would be unable to climb up them. Then the vessel canted over and there was an ominous roar as the fires were drowned out. The vessel broke in two, nose and stern going in the air, as she sank in the centre.


Brankston found himself in the water, but managed to climb a rope. He was hauled onboard by the scruff of his neck. The first mate, who seemed surprised to see him, exclaimed, ‘Wherever have you been?’4


Passenger Robert Spencer had realized that a collision was inevitable and managed to swing out one lifeboat. He placed Miss Mary Ann Relfe and her sister, Jane, onboard, but had no knife to cut the rope which fastened it to the sides.


As the Princess Alice broke in two and sank it took the lifeboat and its occupants with it along with all the passengers trapped below, while those remaining on deck were tipped into the water. The crew of the Bywell Castle threw down anything the drowning people might cling to – planks, boxes, chicken coops, lifebuoys, ladders and a carpenter’s bench – and dropped ropes down the ship’s sides for them to climb up.


The Talbot powder barge sent out a lifeboat, and several small craft, including those belonging to the Beckton Gasworks, rushed to their aid. But there were few of them, it took time and they had to push some desperate people away lest they themselves were swamped.


A steward who could swim put his girlfriend on his shoulders and jumped in. But she slipped off and though he dived after her again and again he never found her. Two young brothers managed to swim to the ropes and pull themselves up to the deck of the Bywell Castle. Their sister actually swam to the riverbank, a fact that was later reported in terms of great wonder.


One man who reached the north shore with a lifebuoy around him stated that he had jumped overboard after telling his wife to throw their children and jump after him, but he had lost them all.


Miss Emma Eatwell was half an hour in the water before being picked up. Her host, Mr Huddard, had managed to grab hold of one of the ropes, but slipped off, as did others. However, he managed to get hold of a piece of wood the size of a table and hang on until rescued.


Young Edward Leaver, who had run out of the saloon on hearing the commotion, also managed to climb the rope, as did a Mr Childs, with his son in his arms, but someone above him fell and dashed the child from his arms.


Unsurprisingly, Inspector King of the Thames Police could also swim. He managed to save his wife and reach the bank, only to find that the woman he had saved was not his wife.


All that was known at Woolwich was that the Princess Alice was late. They had heard warning whistles, but that was not so unusual. The river was busy and near misses were common. Woolwich was a place of many tragedies, but most of them, being due to explosions at the Woolwich Arsenal, were seen as well as heard. The first they knew of the Princess Alice tragedy was when a lifeboat was rowed up to the jetty. It contained five shivering adults, one child, and five bodies.


By then it was too late for anyone at Woolwich to rescue anybody. Estimates from eyewitnesses of the time it took the Princess Alice to sink after impact varied from two to four minutes, the time taken for hundreds to drown, not much more. Twenty minutes after the accident there were no survivors left in the water. All to be found at the site then was a flotsam of hats, umbrellas, shawls and toys, and all that could be heard was a band playing in the distance at the North Woolwich Pleasure Gardens. Once the tragic news spread, that music ceased abruptly.


Living at Woolwich at the time was W. T. Vincent, a reporter for the Kent Messenger newspaper. The town had kept him well supplied with copy from its many tragedies. There were the spectacular explosions and more minor, but sometimes more lethal, Arsenal laboratory mishaps, as well as – being a garrison town with lots of young men cooped up with weapons to hand – many assaults and murders. But W. T. Vincent realized that this was something else.


The next day, hundreds of reporters arrived by train and some managed to get on the special 2 a.m. train put on for relatives. But earlier that night, W. T. Vincent had had the story all to himself. Later, he was to claim that by the following morning – with the help of the electric telegraph – he had informed the people of every civilized land on earth about the sinking of the Princess Alice.


As yet, of course, he had no idea how many had lost their lives, but he quickly realized that this was huge and began his first report, time-lined: Woolwich, Tuesday, Midnight: ‘One of the most fearful disasters of modern times occurred this evening on the River Thames at Woolwich’.5




Notes


1. Henry VIII established his Royal Dockyard at Woolwich in 1512 for the purpose of building the Great Harry, the flagship of his new Royal Navy. In 1694, it was joined by the Royal Laboratory which developed into the Woolwich Arsenal, the source of many inventions as well as lethal accidents and explosions. In 1721, the Royal Military Academy brought the military to the town but, in 1869, the dockyard closed causing much distress and unemployment in the area.


2. The site’s original owner was Jeremiah Rosher – hence the name. He sold it in 1837 to George Jones, who planted flowers, shrubs and trees, stocked the gardens with wild animals and exotic birds and opened it as the Kent Botanical and Zoological Gardens. But the public wanted more and he gradually added various amusements; the gardens became even prettier and the refreshment room expanded into a Baronial Hall. The fame of the pleasure gardens grew, resulting in the emergence of Rosherville waltzes, gallops and songs such as Rose of Rosherville by William Wilson.


3. Rosherville is mentioned in: The Newcomes by William Makepeace Thackeray; Francis Burnand and Arthur Sullivan’s comic opera Cox and Box; Gilbert and Sullivan’s comic opera The Sorcerer (‘Hate me! I spent the day at ROSHERVILLE!’); P. G. Wodehouse’s first Jeeves’ story; and E. Nesbit’s The Story of the Amulet, which describes Rosherville as a ‘place to spend a happy day’.


4. The Great Thames Disaster, p.38 & The Times, 28 September 1878.


5. W. T. Vincent, Records of Woolwich District, p.76.






















CHAPTER TWO





Collision


Abraham Deness was sitting on the main hatchway of his spritsail barge,1 the Bonetta, having just unloaded a cargo of bricks at Beckton, when he saw the Princess Alice rounding Tripcock Point and hugging the south shore of Gallions Reach as she did so.


Soon after came the screeches of her warning whistle and the anxious shouts of ‘Where are you coming to? Where are you coming to?’ Then the answering call, ‘Port! Port!’ from a large collier, which he saw bearing down on the pleasure steamer.


Deness yelled out to his mate, James Hodgman, who was down below washing up the tea things. ‘For God’s sake come up and save lives!’


The pair jumped into their small boat and rowed to the crippled steamer as fast as they could. Deness was to say later:




The Princess Alice disappeared almost immediately. I was close under her stern when she went down, and those I picked up jumped out of her. I saved eight lives. Would to God I could have saved the lot! I hardly know how to describe the scene to you. It was too dreadful. I can compare the Princess Alice to nothing else than a cloud. One moment she was there, and the next moment clean gone. I can compare the people to nothing else than a flock of sheep in the water.


The river seemed full of drowning people. I went right in the midst of them, but from their frantic exertions to save themselves I hardly thought I should get out again alive. The shrieks and shouts of the people were piteous to hear, and would have quite unnerved me but for my desire to rescue some of the poor creatures. The people were calling out all around me. “Save me, save me! For God’s sake, save me!”


I rendered all the assistance I could. My boat is a small one, only 12 ft long, and I hung more on her than she was able to carry. She was very nearly level with the water, and I dared not attempt to row ashore. Another boat took two persons from me.2





Deness saved nine men and one girl, but had to transfer them onto another boat while he got rid of the water, then take them back and row them to Beckton Gasworks.


Joseph Smith, the master of the 75-ton schooner, Ann Elizabeth, from Goole, had also been anchored on the north shore near Beckton Gasworks, seen the collision and launched his lifeboat. He saved eleven (nine men and two women) and took them to the Gasworks.


At around 8.45 p.m., the inhabitants of Creekmouth, which overlooked Tripcock Point and Gallions Reach, had been startled to hear a noise ‘like the boom of a big gun’.3 Some of them ran to the river wall, where they saw the light in the back of the pleasure steamer rise in the air then disappear and heard the terrible screams and shrieks of those struggling to stay afloat.


A Lawes’ factory manager promptly ordered five boats to the scene. The children’s party, which had moved into the schoolroom for more goodies and games, was brought to a halt. The children were given sweets and sent home and the schoolroom was prepared to receive survivors.


Soon, there were eighteen soaked, injured and exhausted passengers in the Creekmouth schoolroom, one of them frantically lamenting that his wife and children were gone forever. They were dried, tended to and fed with the Treat Day helpers’ celebration supper before being settled into hastily improvised beds and cared for throughout the night.


Twenty more were taken to the two rows of workers’ cottages in this isolated spot. The Creekmouth residents donated their own shirts, trousers and waistcoats to them. Beds were vacated and the victims watched over all night by people who had to leave for work at 6 a.m.


The local curate told the Essex Times how touched he had been by the care given by ‘these rough-looking people’: 




I myself saw horny-handed men with hearts soft as a woman’s gently bearing poor shipwrecked men and women in their arms, bending over them, bathing their wounds and soothing their mental agonies as they best knew how.4





Soon it was only bodies that were being brought in and by morning thirty corpses, mostly female, lay on sacks on the factory floor, where the bodies of three children joined them.


Mr Trewby, the manager of the Beckton Gasworks, picked up several survivors and took them to his home where fires were lit, blankets and brandy provided and the women offered dry clothing. Some of them were sent home by van or cab.


Those taken to Beckton Gasworks included William Driscoll, a passenger who had jumped into the water with his little girl. He related how he had seen a man struggling to get into a lifebuoy and put out his hand and grasped it. Seeing a rescue boat he had called out, ‘For God’s sake, save my child!’5 The boat had moved towards them, put out a scull for him to grasp, then taken them onboard. A sailing barge took them in while their boat was bailed out, then they were taken to Beckton.


Mr Childs, whose 3-year-old son had been dashed from his arms while he was holding onto a rope, had swum towards the shore, been picked up and taken to Beckton, as had a Mr Gill from Edgware Road. In the water, after taking off his overcoat and jacket, he found that the swimming power he had exercised as a boy (but not used for many years) had not failed him.


Mr Gill later wrote to The Times that among the number next to him in the boat which picked him up he found a charming little boy, about four years old, who had been separated from his mother and three sisters, who were lost.




When we reached the shore, we were hauled up to the pier of the Beckton Gas Works, where a band of good Samaritans in the shape of workmen of the place, stripped off our dripping clothes and gave us a most salutary roasting before the burning kiln fire. I was then carried on the back of one of them, naked except for a coat thrown over my shoulders, to the house of the foreman of the Gas Works, Mr Sidney Smith, who treated me and my little companion with a delicate yet hearty kindness which I shall never forget, and which I am glad to be able to here record.6





Mr Henry Reed, the stationer from Oxford Street, could not swim, but had managed to get hold of a plank to which he and his wife clung until they were picked up by a waterman who rowed them upstream to Greenwich. There, they were able to get a train to London Bridge and then a cab to Oxford Street where they arrived before 11 p.m. – earlier than they had expected to get home in the first place.


Other survivors and bodies were taken to Woolwich, some on the Duke of Teck pleasure steamer that had been ten minutes behind the Princess Alice but arrived on the scene too late to actually save anyone. Several survivors were also taken way downstream to Erith in the Bywell Castle’s larger lifeboat, which they eventually managed to launch.


After the first rowing boat had brought its startling load of survivors and bodies into Woolwich, rumours had quickly spread. An ironclad had collided with a liner, or was it a schooner? A ship had run ashore, or was it a pleasure boat? But the recurring mention of the Princess Alice having sunk began to gain acceptance. Those at the pier had realized she was late. Crowds began to gather, someone went to fetch the police.


More survivors and bodies began to arrive. Police Inspector Phillips arrived on the scene and called out the rest of his small force. But they still had no idea of the scope of the tragedy.


Despite his dramatic electric telegraphs to the world, even the Kent Messenger reporter, W. T. Vincent, still had no idea how many had perished and how many had been saved. Survivors had been taken to so many different places and some of them had found their own way home by various routes, which made arriving at any sensible figure extremely difficult both for Vincent and the authorities.


The fact that there was no passenger list, indeed no proper record of exactly how many had been onboard the doomed craft, was to make the question of how many died a long, ongoing puzzle. From the very beginning, all sorts of guestimates were bandied back and forth, all of them too awful to contemplate.


The first four bodies to arrive at Woolwich were placed in an outhouse of the Ship and Half Moon Hotel, while six female survivors, wrapped in blankets, sat shivering and dazed before the fire in the kitchen of Steam Packet Public House. More bodies were laid in the office of the London Steamboat Company at Roffs Wharf. Soon there were nineteen in there. The mayor ordered the town hall to be opened up and the townsfolk (many very poor after the closing of the dockyard) threw open their homes to offer what warmth, dry clothes, food and comfort they could. Mr Brown, of Robson’s Warehouse in the High Street, fully re-clothed three of the male survivors.


Back at Swan Pier by London Bridge, anxious relatives were trying to discover why their loved ones had not returned from their day out, but still expected to see the Princess Alice approaching any minute. Eventually, they were informed that there had been an accident and, when no further information was forthcoming, the crowd turned en masse and began to run towards the company’s offices near Cheapside. There, a scanty list of survivors began arriving by electric telegraph.


One man and his brother-in-law, having no luck at Swan Pier, Bennets Hill or Fenchurch Street, where they had heard that some survivors were turning up, went to London Bridge Station, but found that no incoming train was expected until morning. There was, however, a hop-pickers train7 leaving at 2.30 a.m.


‘The railway inspectors put on a first class carriage, which conveyed about a dozen men and four ladies, “all on the same melancholy errand”, to the Arsenal Station’, he wrote to The Times. ‘We were then taken by the station inspector to the pier, where commenced the work which is not yet finished, that of finding three persons who are most dear to us. Then to the town hall and then to the police office where the inspector telegraphed home for us.’8


The following day The Times, which had obviously received W. T. Vincent’s late-night telegraph, led their report with the words: ‘One of the most fearful disasters of modern times occurred last evening on the River Thames at Woolwich’. It went on to describe the accident as far as was clear, pointing out that it occurred ‘at the very spot where the fatal collision between the Metis and the Wentworth had occurred some ten years earlier’.9


In their midnight dispatch they related some of the survivors’ harrowing stories, such as that of William Alexander Law, who lost his girl off his shoulders, and that of the man who had asked his wife to throw in his children but lost them all.


The newspaper also made a guess as to the numbers lost: 500. But they also quoted the number given at Woolwich wharf: ‘as many as six hundred and fifty’. And it was becoming obvious that no matter how many were lost, the great majority of these were women and children.


A further dispatch, time-lined 1.15 a.m., announced that four of the saved had just been brought over to Woolwich from Barking Creek. These included Mr Edward Leaver of Lambeth, ‘who is in great anguish at the loss of four sons and daughters’.


Even those saved had no idea what had happened to their loved ones. Edward Leaver Junior feared that his family, whom he had last seen in the upper deck saloon, were lost; Thames Police Inspector King frantically sought his wife, parents and brother, and governess Elizabeth Randall had no idea of the fate of her fellow governess, Maria Scholz, and the six young students they had taken on a day out down the river.


Mr Childs had not lingered at Beckton but managed to get home to Edgware Road that night. Early the following morning, reported the Daily News of 5 September, Paddington Police brought round the telegram they had received from Woolwich Police, which informed Mr Childs that his 6-year-old daughter, Alice, and her 7-week old brother had survived. His wife, Emma, however, and their 3-year-old son, who had been dashed from his arms, were dead, as was his brother and his brother’s girlfriend. But the Standard and The Times of the same day carried different news. Mrs Child and their 7-week-old daughter had survived and were in the Plumstead and Woolwich Infirmary. Indeed, The Times even carried Child’s own statement to that effect. In fact, Mrs Childs and the baby had survived. The rest had perished.




Notes


1. A ‘spritsail’ barge had a fore and aft sail extended by a diagonal spar.


2. The Times, 10 September 1878.


3. Linda Rhodes and Kathryn Abnett, Foul Deeds and Suspicious Deaths in Barking, East Dagenham and Chadwell Heath, p.92; Standard, 6 September 1878.


4. Ibid., p.93.


5. The Times, 9 September 1878.


6. The Times, 6 September 1878.


7. Many East Enders traditionally spent their holidays picking beer hops in Kent.


8. The Times, 5 September 1878.


9. The Metis was a pleasure steamer, the Wentworth a Tyne collier, and the collision also occurred on a September evening.






















CHAPTER THREE





Indescribably Hushed


The little town of Woolwich, ‘somewhat dull and grimy at all seasons’ was now, ‘indescribably hushed’, reported the Standard of 5 September 1878. ‘The people stand in groups upon the pavement, discussing the calamity which befell last night.’


Every train brought more frantically anxious relatives and friends in search of their loved ones and more sightseers and reporters. Apparently, one could tell which was which by the faces among them that were ‘drawn with anxiety, swollen with prescient grief’. Frantic crowds gathered at the town hall and the office of the London Steamboat Company where the bodies lay and at the pier where more were being brought in. Inspector Phillips tried to control the emotional crowds around the little round house at the foot of the pier that contained thirty bodies. The police were kind, but they might have managed better, commented the Standard.




Round the door there was an ugly squeeze, and when parties came out they had a struggle to make way. One elderly woman asked again and again with pitiful simplicity and earnestness, “Is there a stout female in there about 40-years-old?” Half a dozen times I heard a patient inspector reply that no such person lay inside but the old woman asked again, always in the same words, of those who came out.





According to that newspaper, the arrangements were much worse at the town hall, even though police from Woolwich Arsenal had been brought in to assist. Indeed, the situation was simply scandalous. 




Childish common sense might have prepared a better system for meeting the emergency … the street was thronged but no policeman tried to keep a passage. Two powerful constables stood before the door, resisting by main force the rush of people who tried to enter but no way aiding those who came out.





Only five or six were let in at a time and it took them twenty minutes to examine the bodies. ‘We have been here three hours, and there are fifty people before us yet!’ complained one tearful woman and, it was alleged, policemen even began losing their tempers and assaulting those trying to get in.1


The Daily News and Morning Post were more understanding of the police problems saying that it was no easy task repressing ‘the ardour inspired by grief and despair among those engaged in the dismal duty of traversing rooms full of corpses in the hope of recognising the one they might claim’.


The melancholy search for loved ones was made more harrowing by the fact that the bodies were so scattered. After trying Woolwich Town Hall, the couple who had come down by the hop-pickers train at 2.30 a.m. crossed to North Woolwich, continued along to Beckton Gasworks, went from there to Creekmouth, then on to Rainham and Erith by boat. ‘At all those places the same result, many corpses but not those we sought … Our search is not over yet’. they told The Times. ‘No better father and mother sat on that boat than those we mourn.’2


The two-mile trek from North Woolwich to Beckton and Creekmouth was particularly unpleasant. The area was ugly and the terrain difficult. The first pathway through the marshes was a narrow causeway. On one side there were poor and weedy fields strewn with watercourses and bits of broken railway. On the other, a muddy stream. Beyond, on the other side of the Thames, were the outskirts of the town of Woolwich, half-hidden under a smoky haze.


On the river itself, steamers stood waiting to collect the next load of bodies dragged up from the depths by the watermen or gathered from the riverbanks. Many London watermen had come down to drag for bodies, each of which would earn them at least five shillings, and they could make even more by taking sightseers to the supposed site of the accident.


The steamers also brought in some of the flotsam of hats, bonnets and shawls which still floated on the surface of the river.


Beckton Gasworks was surrounded by a coal-blackened labyrinth of sidings, tramways, rails and sheds through which, after viewing the bodies held there, the anxious relatives were guided by watchful overseers, to another causeway. Twenty minutes later they reached Barking Creek, through which the River Roding, a slough of mud and water, emptied into the Thames. There, speculative boatmen awaited them, loaded their crafts to the gunwales and ferried them across to the little village of Creekmouth and the Lawes Patent Manure Factory. Here, at the far end of a dark and murky shed, a large room had been set aside for bodies, half of them still unclaimed.


Four survivors still remained at Creekmouth, including Mrs Gollifer, who was too weak to be moved, and a Mr Hagger, who had saved her. He had a terrible gash behind his ear, but no idea how he had received it, and wounds and bruises all over his body. There were also two unclaimed small boys, one of whom seemed to the Standard reporter to be ‘dull with terror and grief’, and could only say that if he was taken to Kensington he would find his aunt. This, a ‘good natured workman’ was about to do.3


After Creekmouth, the many searchers, driven on by anxiety and dread, were obliged to carry on downriver to Rainham, a quiet little village isolated among the marshes on the north side of the Thames and only reachable by a long, circuitous walk or by boat. Then it was on to Erith on the south side. To make matters worse, more bodies were beginning to wash up elsewhere along the Thames as far upriver as Limehouse.


Searchers became more and more confused and overwrought, not knowing where to go next. More than one person began to recognize the same body that had in any case become more similar as a result of increasing decomposition and the state of their clothes. Still they came. ‘At an early hour of the morning’, reported the Standard, ‘the Factory of Messrs Lawes was again besieged’.4


A few survivors remained in the Plumstead Infirmary where Dr Rice, Mr Makie and the matron, Miss Wilkinson, had been up all night after the accident, preparing beds to receive as many as a hundred.


‘Unfortunately’, reported the Morning Post, ‘only a very few of them found occupants’. Sixteen had arrived however. Among them were: Benjamin Smith, who had a bandaged face due to an injury to his nose, received when he surfaced through the wreckage; the very poorly Mrs Emma Standish and a Mrs Child, whom the Daily News had reported dead along with her 2-year-old son and who were now miraculously alive.


Despite the fact that her husband and two other children had been missing, Emma Childs had acted ‘with exemplary patience’ throughout the night, said the Morning Post, and had not given way until the morning, ‘when her husband was found to be alive’.


They found another (unnamed) patient had not been so stoical, despite her son having identified her and brought along with him a letter from his father (content not specified). Her other children were missing and ‘the kindest assurances of their safety would not satisfy her, as she instinctively felt that they were subterfuges to hide the horrid truth from her for a little time longer’.5


Lone children had also ended up at the infirmary. These included a little girl, who could only say she had been in the boat with her Aunt Lizzie, but later revealed her name was Mabel Hepburn and that her mother kept a sweet shop in London. Then there was ‘a splendid little lad, apparently a foreigner, about four years of age, who has not spoken since his admission. I, however,’ wrote one of the Standard’s special correspondents, ‘tried him this morning with a few words in French, and the poor little fellow burst into tears, without, however, answering me’.6


The west Kent coroner, 69-year-old Charles Joseph Carttar, had been informed of the accident on the evening it occurred by a police sergeant from Greenwich Police Station who knocked on his door to announce: ‘We have word up from Woolwich, sir, of a big sinking in the river’. He added that the Woolwich inspector thought hundreds had been drowned.7


Carttar told the sergeant he would be at Woolwich early next morning.


The coroner was not a well man; he suffered from vascular heart disease, which affected his circulation and caused his legs to swell up at night. Now he was to preside over a protracted inquest on the country’s worst-ever civilian disaster with the eyes of the world upon him.


Fortunately, he was very experienced, having presided, during the previous forty-six years, over many inquests in this volatile area. Indeed, only the year before he had conducted the famous inquest into the death of a wealthy heiress, Harriett Staunton, as a result of which her husband and three others were charged and convicted of causing her death by starvation. (Although sentenced to death, they were reprieved due to disagreement among medical men, some of whom claimed that the cause of death could have been tuberculosis.)


Mr Carttar opened his inquest on Wednesday 4 September, the day after the disaster, at Alexander Hall in Woolwich. After swearing in the nineteen-man jury of shopkeepers and tradesmen, he began by pointing out that no words of his could adequately describe the intense feeling of sorrow and distress occasioned to the relatives by the dreadful calamity on which they met to inquire. They could only alleviate it by having the bodies identified as soon as possible and handed over to the relatives. The inquiry as to the cause of the accident could wait. After going into his reasoning on this at length and, his voice breaking, he finished by reiterating that their main duty was first to have the bodies identified, then to ascertain how the deplorable occurrences had come to pass by which so many human beings had been hurried into eternity.


The ever-knowing Standard had news for him there, having begun its coverage on 5 September 1878, with the words, ‘It is now clearly understood how the Princess Alice was sunk, though the cause of the disaster has yet to be investigated’.


Carttar took his jury to view the fifty-eight bodies still scattered around the various venues, then began to take formal identification evidence on seven of the eight who had been recognized.


The first to be identified was 45-year-old William Beechey, who had, perhaps, the oddest of reasons to have been on the boat: a sudden whim. He had left his workplace at a city stockbrokers at 4.30 p.m. and ‘was supposed to have taken a train to join the Princess Alice at some point on her voyage upriver as he had proposed to a fellow clerk to do so the previous day’, reported The Times.8 When he failed to return home that evening his wife, alarmed by his absence, had contacted his employees, who sent down a fellow worker to look for his body and who now identified him.


The next witness, Henry Drew, a warehouseman from Tottenham, was ‘one of the saved’. He identified the body of his 2-year-old daughter, Martha Helen, but was still looking for his other two daughters, who had been given the outing as a treat when their brothers were taken to see a cricket match at Lord’s. His wife was also ‘one of the saved’.


An 18-year-old boy, William James Elliott, from Clapham, identified his father, but was still looking for his mother and her friend. He told the coroner that he and his young sister had no money, so Carttar ordered that he be given £5 from the £19 found in his father’s pocket.


Freddie Pollard, the 18-year-old Princess Alice knife-boy, was identified by his elder brother, while boot-maker, John Marsh of Clerkenwell, swore to the identity of his 60-year-old mother-in-law, Zillah Waddilove, who had been one of the St John’s Mission’s Bible party. Two men identified their sons: mariner Matthew Mountain, from Poplar New Town, swore to his 23-year-old son, William Frederick, who had been a second steward on the doomed vessel; while Hampstead grocer Mr Hill, that of the body of his son, 22-year-old Thomas Wheeler Hill, a mathematical instrument maker who lived in South Norwood. Mr Hill had been alerted to his son’s possible plight when he received a telegram from the young man’s landlady saying he had gone for a holiday and failed to return.


The jury were taken to view the site of the collision although, as yet, nothing could be seen of the wreck. They were then instructed to reconvene on the following day at 2 p.m., this time at the smaller, but rather more comfortable and convivial, boardroom at the town hall. With its large, horseshoe-shaped windows, tasteful carpet and brass chandeliers, it was a decidedly more pleasing chamber in which to work and they were going to be there for a very long time.


As the Princess Alice body count continued to rise, the question of where to put them became ever more urgent. The person chiefly tasked with sorting this out was the London Steamboat Company’s Superintendent Towse who had, himself, lost his wife, his mother-in-law and four of his eight children.


One of Carttar’s first moves was to ask for assistance from the military that now used the dockyard buildings. They made available a large iron shed in which to place the bodies and, during the night, all those that had been found on the south shore were taken there.




Notes


1. Standard, 5 September 1878.


2. The Times, 5 September 1878.


3. Ibid.


4. Standard, 6 September 1878.


5. Morning Post, 5 September 1878.


6. Standard, 5 September 1878.


7. Gavin Thurston, The Great Thames Disaster, p.55.


8. The Times, 5 September 1878.









OEBPS/9780719816727_cover_epub.jpg
THE

Princess

Alice

DISASTER

ISR

JOAN LOCK






OEBPS/title_image_1_online.png
THE
I'IncCess

Alice
DISASTER

JOAN LOCK






