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Ah! What avails the classic bent


And what the cultured word,


Against the undoctored incident


That actually occurred?





Kipling
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THE EVIL THAT MEN DO
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NATURE, NOSTRUMS, AND A MAN-MADE DISASTER


‘Down, down, down, on the floor of the sea, two miles under the outlaw bergs, lies the Titanic,’ opened Herbert Kaufman, editorial director of the Woman’s World magazine, in a piece for the issue of June 1912. So far, so good. His introductory words are as true today as they were when he first penned them a century ago.


But Kaufman himself went down, down, down, from there, plumbing the depths of bathos and maudlin sentimentality. ‘Under the outlaw bergs lies the Titanic,’ he wrote, ‘a splendid mausoleum of steel and brass, in whose shattered hold rests as fair a company of good knights and brave ladies as ever smiled in the face of death’.


Did they indeed, smile in the face of death? Never mind, for Kaufman continues: ‘Soldier and sailor and merchant prince – play-actor and journalist – idler and drudge – peasant and nobleman – Saxon and Norman – Latin and Celt – Slav and Jew – strangers in motherhood, wrought into brotherhood, equal at last in the glory of their end.’


Kaufman would have the crippled ship as Camelot, her corridors clanking with errant knights, seeking damsels in distress – within the belly, indeed, of a damsel in distress – the chain-mailed Saxon jousting with narrow-eyed Norman for the right to rescue the nobleman’s daughter. And look, forsooth, where yonder peasant’s horse hath knocked the basket of apples…


It is easy to scorn. The high-flown (overblown) literary conventions of 1912 are as much a world away from the twenty-first century as everything else belonging to the Edwardian era. But that does not make them, as manifestations of mindset, impenetrable to insight.


Kaufman’s microcosm of the Titanic’s passenger manifest betrays the hierarchy of the day, the human pyramid of hubris, from the great and the good to the down-and-out. The irrelevance of social station in the face of extinction is a point that is both old and obvious:




Sceptre and crown must tumble down, and in the earth be equal made


With the poor crooked scythe and spade.





The British dramatist James Shirley (1596–1666) wrote it in the seventeenth century.


But Kaufman goes further, venturing into race. Soldier and sailor and merchant prince are joined by Saxon, Slav, Celt and Jew. Strangers in motherhood, there is no co-sanguinity here. But the equality of death erases the naturally presumed inequality of worth. They are wrought into brotherhood by the glory of their end.


The glory of their end. The idler and the peasant came up to the mark by the mere fact of their yielding mortality, inheriting a crown of martyrdom that could not otherwise be theirs. Their glory was in yelping for life in the bone-cutting cold of Atlantic immersion. And the rich man yelped in the night with the best of them.
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An early glorification in the press was entitled The Deathless Story of the Titanic – in one sense a denial of corpse-ridden reality. Author collection.





O death, where is thy sting? O grave, thy victory? One emigrant ship, among a hundred thousand voyages, has reduced the great ‘melting pot’ of immigration into a common communion. And out of that melting pot, that sinking barrel, is forged a wholly fictitious folly.


There was no eminence in their end. Individual acts of sacrifice, indeed of an undenied heroism, were matched by panicked wickedness, cowardice, callousness. Selflessness and selfishness marked ‘nobleman and peasant’ in equal measure, and not necessarily in that order of ascription.


The sinking keg went down, and all were not subsumed in any ‘saving grace’ of the Unsaved. Humans died as they have always done – in terror, dread and pain, aching anguish that may have eked its way to acceptance, if some were eased this way to eternity. There was no glory here, overarching all, as ten times one hundred died and five times one hundred more. It was wholesale slaughter.


The iceberg glides on. Here is the rock on which they perished, great Nature ever gradual in her grinding indifference. Neither innocent nor enemy, the availing ice easily mastered thin walls of steel and Titanic began to succumb.


Kaufman called them ‘outlaw bergs’, and ten thousand other scribes – it also being the age of execrable odes – reached for their nibs to blame the blameless, many invoking the immovability of Nature’s object, as if she had a scheme toward which she inexorably worked.


The Earth goddess yielded in turn to God himself, especially for those to whom the task of consoling the bereaved had fallen. The fathom-falling Titanic was all part of His unfathomable plan. And God could not be blamed, even if some of the Babel of dying victims were said to have echoed, in their own tongues, the last cry of Christ on the cross: ‘Eloi, Eloi, lama sabachthani?’ – in Aramaic: ‘My God, my God, why hast Thou forsaken me?’


The Los Angeles Evening Herald printed such an idea, and put it in the mouth of Sir Cosmo Duff Gordon, an aristocratic survivor who escaped with his wife Lucile in a lifeboat of just seven passengers and five crew; a chosen twelve.


The newspaper reported that the Duff Gordon boat (which incidentally refused to accept any additional passengers from another, overcrowded, craft) was close enough to the bobbing detritus after the sinking to hear such supplications as, ‘My God, my God’. But Sir Cosmo said at the British Inquiry that there was silence when the ship went down. He heard only a ‘confused wailing’ afterwards, nothing distinct.


His wife, a high society couturier, was asked about a direct quote from her lips in the same publication: ‘I remember the very last cry. It was a man’s voice calling loudly, “My God, my God.” He cried monotonously, in a dull, hopeless way.’ But this Calvary-like final utterance was ‘absolutely untrue’, Lady Duff Gordon snorted. Hardly gospel, in other words.
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The three authors of the disaster, Rotten Judgement, Glaring Incompetence and Gross Carelessness, conspiring to drag down the Titanic in this cartoon by McRitchie for the Calgary Eye Opener. What may be significant is the caption,‘Thy Will Be Done’, which seems subversive of the general run of maudlin hand-wringing over the whims of Providence. The impulse being indulged was human, the artist contends.


Others, men of the cloth, nevertheless perceived very clear messages, and quickly too. Many cried out from their Sunday pulpits that God was not to be mocked. Their somewhat vengeful Creator appeared to have been almightily angered by advertising claims as to the ‘practical unsinkability’ of the new White Star liner.


Yet if not suffering from pearly-gate pique at the excesses of the marketing department, the Deity had still delivered deadly consummation for the crime of daring to presume that He would always indulge the caprice of man. Which is akin to having it both ways.


It may have been vanity that impelled the Titanic at 22½ knots, or 25 statute miles per hour, in the last stages of her service life. There may have been complacency in the sprint trip of a maiden voyage. And there undoubtedly was utter carelessness about the proximity of ice and the chances of collision.


But the idea of a punishing Providence embodied in ice seems faintly ludicrous today … although in 1912 cartoons of an overtly spiritual dimension were commonplace. One showed the Titanic in the crook of a giant submerged palm, fingertips above the surface in imitation of the iceberg. ‘In the hollow of His hand’, ran the legend.


Which would be all very well, were it not for the fact that the offended Omnipotence did not display any Jovian ire when ‘practical unsinkability’ was first associated with the Olympic, Titanic’s earlier sister ship, launched in 1910. Nor, indeed, when worse than overconfidence was uttered when the younger vessel foundered.


Yet all the lifeboats prospered on a sea of Galilean calm thereafter, even those shepherded together by the evidently salty-tongued Fifth Officer Harold Lowe.


‘He had been so blasphemous during the two hours we were in his boat (No. 14) that the women at my end all thought he was under the influence of liquor’, tutted passenger Daisy Minihan, to whom Lowe had allegedly snapped, ‘Jump, God damn you, jump!’ while attempting to transfer her to another lifeboat.


She probably deserved it, but God just then had 1,500 other things on hand to divert his attention. Another mortal said to have used the D-word (innocuous today, but in 1912 a chilling and dangerous claim that presumed to usurp the Final Judgement) was Quartermaster Robert Hichens in Lifeboat 6. Mrs Lucian Smith commented:




Our seaman was Hichens, who refused to row, but sat in the end of the boat wrapped in a blanket that one of the women had given him. I am not of the opinion that he was intoxicated, but a lazy, uncouth man, who had no respect for the ladies, and who was a thorough coward.





Odd, this. The idler and the drudge were supposed to have gone down – not to have been wrought into brotherhood with their betters, equal at last in the glory of their survival. No, it shouldn’t quite work this way.


We look back through rose-tinted glasses, as if the modern myth of the Titanic has elevated all aboard her into a pantheon of universal nobility. Yet she was an emigrant ship, carrying the poor, the huddled masses, and the venal. Swedish passenger Gunnar Tenglin told the Burlington Daily Gazette on 25 April: ‘I lost everything I had.’ But then he added, revealingly: ‘I had about $30 in a suitcase, concealed well, as there had been several robberies among passengers the day before the accident.’


Six days earlier the Waterford News had claimed that among the Titanic’s third class passengers was ‘one of the men connected with the alleged pilfering at Bonmahon mines.’ There was only one man from that locality aboard, sixty-seven-year-old Frank Dwan, and his drowning may have prevented a costly libel case.


But even if steerage was not a nest of thieves, there is no reason to believe its composition differed from any general grouping of today. The passengers aboard the RMS Titanic, whether in first, second, or third class, were not an assembled array of saints, and neither were the crew.


Fireman Joe Mulholland, a stoker on the delivery trip from Belfast to Southampton, knew Thomas Andrews, the managing director of Harland & Wolff, who was lost in the disaster. He recalled half a century later that during that positioning voyage:




He [Andrews] came down to me and pointed to some of the insulting slogans about the Pope which had been chalked up on the smoke-box. Some of them were filthy and I had already heard about similar slogans, which had been painted on the hull before the Titanic was launched.


Mr Andrews said, ‘Do you know anything about these slogans?’


I did not, so he said ‘They are disgusting’ and went off and returned with some sailors and had them removed.





(After the sinking had come rumours, wholly unsubstantiated, that the Titanic’s official registration number had been devilishly arranged to be 3909–04, in order to approximate ‘No Pope’ when held up to a mirror. Her actual number was 131428.)


The reality is that coarseness and cheating were widely evident before the accident, (so much so that the White Star Line routinely warned about card sharps in on-board publications) – just as opposite values prevailed, then and afterwards, as in the case of a gentleman that scullion John Collins testified about.


This was the fellow who came up to a crowded overturned collapsible on which scores of Titanic survivors were clinging for dear life. ‘We were all telling him not to get on. He said, ‘That is all right, boys, keep cool. God bless you.’ And the man swam on alone until seen no more.
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Fireman Joe Mulholland cradling a cat in 1962. A stoker on the delivery trip from Belfast to Southampton, he told of ‘disgusting’ anti-Catholic slogans being chalked up in the Titanic stokehold – which Mr Andrews ordered to be removed. Sunday Independent.


God indeed works in mysterious ways, so that any catastrophe can be interpreted as being ultimately for purposes of goodness, since He allowed it to happen. And it need not be punishment – despite the early and altogether predictable appearance of a book by one Alma White who saw the Titanic tragedy as ‘God speaking to the nations’.


In her terms, He was lecturing in somewhat forbidding tones, as if the sunken White Star vessel had been a kind of ocean-going Gomorrah in which every on-board indulgence – particularly in first class – mocked the Creator. He had therefore, in His own unmockability, promptly consigned this floating false idol to an appropriate abyss.


Ironically, the 1953 film Titanic, starring Clifford Webb and Barbara Stanwyck, had featured the entire ship’s complement (that is, those remaining on board the great vessel after all the lifeboats had left) joining together at the rails to sing Nearer, My God, to Thee, as if they uniformly recognised the higher purpose to which they were all to be forfeit.


The actual occupants didn’t. It is a striking feature of the Titanic shipwreck that although that hymn has become forever bound up with the disaster, not a single person referred to it, either by name or obliquely, at either the British or American Inquiries. Extolling their nearness to God, whatever the newspapers thought, seems to have been the furthest thing from their minds.


In an article entitled ‘The Titanic – and God’, carried in the June 1912 issue of the humanist and ‘rationalist’ Literary Guide, the early dissenter Joseph McCabe wrote:




It is a noble picture, this of six poor devils nervously fiddling a hymn as they slowly sank into the grave; though it is a pity they did not choose a less ghastly hymn, since the deepest hope and frantic endeavour of every man on board were to keep away from God, to avoid death. Nor does a single man or woman of the millions who are singing Nearer, my God, to Thee throughout England and the United States not shrink from its implication.


Yet from end to end of Britain, religious people are talking with weird or flippant confidence about the loss of the Titanic: the churches ring with a hymn that recalls to crowds of worshippers the last appalling moment when the great ship reared on her bows, and, with a shriek and moan that shook the night, a thousand men slid into the arms of death.


[Elsewhere he writes: ‘No one, apparently, has proposed to set all the churches singing Eternal Father, strong to save …’]


The Press, fancying that it knows the mind of the community, hesitates not to raise above the horrible ruin it describes the dim outline of the Christian God; and bolder spirits even snap up stories of heroism as texts for resonant discourses on the immortal spirit of man and the efficacy of the Christian religion in training it. In one hundred years literary antiquarians will read these things with amazement.





It is useful to challenge convention in this way, a century after McCabe, to see if there are routes to clearer thinking on what happened that night, and not just on the ever-tangled question of the Deity.


It was natural for newspapers, starved of actual news as the silent Carpathia brought survivors to New York and eschewed all wireless contact, to have filled up the news space with what they thought ought to have happened, or what would most thrill the hearts of their readers. The fact that most of the supposition was entirely off-target did not prevent some of the early speculation from taking root as perceived fact.


God would not appear to have authorised the disaster, nor was he recognised as its author by those actually present on the deep that night – although naturally, many will have prayed with a heart and a half as the dreadful situation developed. To latterly ascribe all that happened to an impenetrable mystery of God’s power, let alone revenge, seems facile and rather to miss the point. Something undoubtedly caused the Titanic disaster, but it was not the Divinity – at least, not unless heavily abetted by an array of infinitely lesser beings.


Second class passenger Lawrence Beesley, in a book about his experiences, wrote of his fellow survivors:




I heard no one attribute all this to a Divine Power who ordains and arranges the lives of men, and as part of a definite scheme sends such calamity and misery in order to purify, to teach, to spiritualise. I do not say there were not people who thought and said they saw Divine Wisdom in it all – so inscrutable that we in our ignorance saw it not; but I did not hear it expressed.





He also opined: ‘It should undoubtedly appeal more to our sense of justice to attribute these things to our own lack of consideration for others than to shift the responsibility onto a Power whom we first postulate as being all-wise and all-loving.’


And so the conceptualisation of monumental human extinction shrinks from an awestruck contemplation of eternity and all that lies beyond, to a narrower focus within the species. There is nothing either good or bad, but thinking makes it so, observes Hamlet in Act 2, Scene 2.


Shakespeare offers a further distillation in Julius Caesar: The evil that men do lives after them; the good is oft interred with their bones. If the poetic vision of the disaster would have us believe in bad men achieving goodness through the accident of dying alongside those of greater moral worth than themselves, then there was little immediate recognition of the sanctifying nature of escape.


Instead, perceptions would quickly turn the other way, as if, by some immutable natural law, it having first been ordained noble to die, it thereby became ignoble to endure. Good men may have achieved badness by the reverse yardstick…


The Caesar against whom this principle, or rather instinct of human nature, was first tested was J. Bruce Ismay, the chairman and managing director of the White Star Line, whose vessel had broken its contract with its passengers for the Atlantic crossing by journeying instead to the bottom of that ocean.


Ismay clambered into a collapsible lifeboat, the one designated as C from the four listed as A, B, C and D on the ship’s plans. He appears to have saved himself forty minutes before the ship went down.


It further appears that he was invited to get into the boat by a ship’s officer after a spell when no further women and children were forthcoming. The boat was located at the extreme forward end of the Boat Deck on the starboard side, whereas the mass of Ismay’s paying passengers were by then bunched astern.
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Joseph Bruce Ismay, chairman and managing director of the White Star Line. Author collection.


If Ismay was to be preserved as a ‘vital witness’ for a future Inquiry, it would seem both remarkably prescient yet also obtuse, in that he was not sent away with the ship’s log, a hugely important document, which would instead sink 2 miles deep.


Perhaps the motivation of the officer in suggesting he get in lay instead with usual notions of deference and the prestige of Ismay’s person. It was surely no accident, after all, that the lifeboats were located on the deck used exclusively by saloon passengers, with none available where the steerage stood. Rank has always had its advantages.


An interesting parallel, to digress for a moment, occurred four years earlier, when the steam yacht Argonaut, of 3,274 tons (Captain C.W. Redman), collided with the steamer Kingswell off Dover. It happened at 8.35 a.m. on 29 September, 1908.


A director of the Co-operative Cruising Company, which owned the vessel, was aboard. He was Edward Lunn, travelling in charge of a cruising party bound for Lisbon. The director wrote in May 1912 of his ‘Experience of Shipwreck’ as it touched on the case on Ismay:




The fortunate facts of our case were as follows – The captain, chief officer, purser, many of the crew and stewards, and myself, had been connected with the ship for years. Many of the passengers had been frequently on board for cruises, and were thoroughly at home with the officers, crew and stewards. The passengers knew and had confidence in the ship’s discipline.


The ship had an excess of lifeboat accommodation, apart from a launch capable of holding forty or fifty, and a raft, neither of which latter were used.


The ship was lost in broad daylight. Practically all the passengers were in the saloon, breakfasting together when they received the first intimation. These facts, taken together, struck from the first a note of calm preparation for our tense ordeal of six hours’ instant fear of death.


We had further no false security based on any theory that our ship was unsinkable. Immediately after the collision, the alarm was given and the crew took boat stations as a preparation for eventualities.


As a result of these favourable conditions – all absent in the case of the Titanic – the entire ship’s company of passengers, captain, officers, crew and stewards were saved – in all 230 souls. Yet we had a much shorter warning than the Titanic, as our captain – the last to leave the ship – left within nineteen minutes of the collision. When I left the ship’s name was already awash – ‘going down by her head’.


My position, as the only director on board of the company owning the Argonaut, was somewhat similar to Mr Bruce Ismay’s, but different from his in that I was in an official capacity, representing the owners, as ‘director in charge’ of the cruise.


After our captain’s precaution of calling the crew to boat stations and his examination of the ship’s side followed by the report of: ‘No serious damage above the water-line’, I accompanied him back to the bridge deck, where he awaited the report of the ship’s carpenter. On receiving it as, ‘Six foot six in No. 2 hold, Sir,’ the captain gave the order: ‘Lower away all the boats immediately.’


I then asked the captain, ‘May I stay with you, Sir?’ to which he replied, ‘No, Mr Lunn. Your duty is with the passengers. Mine is with the ship as long as there is a soul on board.’ The important point to bear in mind is that the captain of any ship – whilst under orders from his owners in everything else – is supreme in regard to navigation and the lives of those on board.


This tradition of the sea may demand heroic sacrifice, as it did with Captain Smith. But the duty of a director is quite different. He has no direct responsibility for the lives of those on board, but his indirect responsibility is the gravest, and it is his duty to be saved!


It may involve odium and ignominious accusations of cowardice as the alternative to heroic sacrifice. That is the bitter cost. But his duty is to live to facilitate in every possible way the most searching official inquiry into the loss and the blame, and later, by the knowledge gained through such painful experience, to assist in establishing every possible safeguard for the future.


If that is the general duty of a ‘director in charge’, how much more does it become the duty of a chairman travelling as a passenger, to whom is laid the stern and sacred charge of drastic initiative, to prevent for all future time not only needless sacrifice, but needless risk of human life on board his company’s ships. In the supreme moments – worth dying for or living through – death holds no fear for men. They act on duty’s call.


I would willingly have gone down with my captain had duty called, as I am sure Mr Ismay would with his, but whilst the captain’s duty was by the ship, his (Mr Ismay’s) was to take the reasonable chance of safety after giving preference and precedence to all others within sight or call in such a dire and frantic emergency.





I am, Sir, your obedient servant,


Etc.





In the more egalitarian United States, such class-ridden concepts as saving the better type of people, whether or not by design in providing boats only on the saloon decks, were promptly and publicly derided. The newspapers owned by William Randolph Hearst, himself no stranger to power and its misuse, rounded on Ismay in the safe knowledge that their stance on his ‘disgrace’ would be both populist and penny-spinning. One man’s misery is another’s delight.


Consider this contemporary diatribe against the White Star Line figurehead, its exceptionally harsh assessment cloaked in gentle ebb and flow of verse:




God and yourself alone can judge your case;


You were the captain of the fleets – the Master, you;


Every tradition of the British race,


Your creed, your caste, your office, well you knew.


The honour of the sea, the code that cries


That women first and children shall be spared,


Commanded that you make the sacrifice


And fare no better than your sailors fared.


Yours was the ship, and on the bridge your place;


You might have won the crown that Fame designed


Immortal honour stared you in the face


Fame waited at your side; but you were blind.


Where is the pride of which you were so proud?


Where are the friends who once sat at your board?


To them you’re now a stranger in the crowd,


And to the crowd you are a thing abhorred.


You chose to rescue self, while honour drowned.


Too late, too late! The ocean holds its prey;


‘Twere better far that Honour stood a-ground


And down in the Titanic slept Ismay.





Such was the hostility whipped up against him that the White Star Line had to provide its managing director – a quiet, even meek, individual – with a pair of bodyguards in the shape of armed private detectives on landfall. By that stage, survivors’ accounts of Ismay’s shattered seclusion on the Carpathia were being portrayed in the American public prints as a selfish disregard for the others spared, they being merely passengers or incidental crew.


Ismay bleated once or twice about the unfairness of his treatment by the US press, but it was left to the great thundering organs of his home country to take up the perceived slight. And thus complicating factors of loyalty, nationalism, my-country-right-or-wrong, and sheer Transatlantic rivalry came into play.


One man became a pawn in a power play. Mudslinging references were highlighted and thrown right back by the London press. If it was seen in Britain as crass and shocking for feral newspapers to tear down a public man, still they could not restrain themselves from sneering in their own turn – at the Chairman of the American Inquiry into the loss of the Titanic, the most un-nautical Senator from Michigan, William Alden Smith.


This tit-for-tat sniping is illustrative of how the sinking became a battleground for all kinds of interests. The question of an objective allocation of responsibility, even blame, was trampled underfoot in the rush for point-scoring, much of it political, or arising from an international contest of amour propre.


It is therefore again instructive to learn that William Carter, a Pennsylvania businessman, happened to back up the ‘foreigner’ Ismay’s account of how he left the ship:




Mr Ismay and myself and several of the officers walked up and down the deck crying, ‘Are there any more women here?’ We called for several minutes and got no answer. One of the officers then declared that, if we wanted to, we could get into the boat if we took the place of seamen. He gave us this preference because we were among the first-class passengers.


Mr Ismay called again, and receiving no reply, we got into the lifeboat. We took the oars and rowed with the two seamen.





Carter’s account has a ring of truth, with the failure of more women and children to present themselves backed up in testimony by many occupants of Collapsible C, and even more credibly supported by some crewmen who were left behind as the craft departed and later gave their descriptions of the scene.


If there was no idea of saving Ismay as a person of great worth, corporately or evidentially, there also seems to have been – in the midst of coping with the crisis – no sense on his part of a duty not to be saved, but to drown. As Carter tells it, we can picture a harassed officer needing to get this boat away but also needing to retain crewmen about him to launch others.


The officer asks Ismay and Carter to further do their duty by helping to man the oars … the two men obeyed, and indeed Ismay was by common consent to be seen strenuously rowing thereafter. If he ‘shuttered himself up’ on the Carpathia, he unquestionably did not shirk lending his arms to the oar in the lifeboat. And if self-preservation was involved, at least he was simultaneously saving many others.


Carter’s account appears to be guile-free. It rather defeats his purpose to admit that the officer, identified in testimony as Chief Officer Henry Wilde, ‘gave us this preference because we were among the first-class passengers’. There it is – preferential treatment, and the press are right to scream.


But are they? The officer made an operational decision, and the passengers, like good passengers should, complied with it. It seems rather foolish to imagine that Ismay could have objected to getting in the boat on the principle that Honour must stand a-ground and that, notwithstanding these on-the-spot instructions, he was ‘commanded’ instead by higher consideration of the immortal fame that must attend his self-sacrifice.


One can imagine the officer’s reaction. It might have been similar to that a few years later of the Irish patriot and socialist organiser James Connolly, reacting to a fellow Nationalist’s ridiculously cloying welcome for the First World War as a source of sanguine renewal: ‘No, we do not think that the old heart of the Earth needs to be warmed by the red wine of millions of lives. We think anyone who does is a blithering idiot.’


That observation, in December 1915, must surely hold good when scaled down from Patrick Pearse’s ‘red wine of the battlefield’ to the case of a single individual. Indeed, as the British Inquiry observed with a clear eye in its final report of July 1912: ‘Had he not jumped in he would merely have added one more life, namely his own, to the number of those lost.’


This prosaic evaluation does not appear to appreciate the value of the martyr’s crown that Ismay, in earlier estimations, had foolishly foregone. On the contrary, it may indicate that the fame to be won by the simple act of expiry was not immortal, but might not have lasted even a few months.


Ismay always said he was a passenger. Critics imagine that passenger or not, he cannot be separated from his august position within the shipping line, and that therefore no officer would choose to regard him as simply a useful pair of hands on deck, and later for rowing.


But officers that night were not overly deferential to Ismay. Third Officer Herbert Pitman did not even know who he was while they were working together at No. 5. ‘He remarked to me as we were uncovering the boat, “There is no time to lose”. Of course I did not know who he was then, and therefore did not take any notice.’


The boat was lowered and brought level with the Boat Deck. ‘Mr Ismay remarked to me to get it filled with women and children, to which I replied, “I will await the Commander’s orders”’. The rebuke put Ismay firmly in his place. Pitman then went to the bridge to see Captain Smith, and someone seems to have told him he had just snarled at the managing director. Returning, Pitman and Ismay both helped to fill the boat, saying, ‘Come along, ladies’.


Incidentally, the flow of women and children ended quickly at this boat too when no more were forthcoming. But while the sudden lack of occupants for the boat that Ismay eventually occupied is looked upon with suspicion, similar problems in channelling people to other boats have not been widely commented on. And yet the Titanic’s boats were on average only two-thirds full, despite the luxurious two-and-a-half hours which there were to fill them. It is statistically apparent, therefore, that there were major shortcomings in organising the exodus.


Back to Ismay, who was rubbing shoulders with the crew in his efforts to help – but nonetheless rubbing some of them up the wrong way. Also here at the starboard side was the caustic officer Lowe, cited earlier for ‘blasphemously’ telling Daisy Minihan to jump.


Lowe was told by a steward on board the Carpathia that he had used very strong language with Ismay on the Boat Deck. ‘Did I?’ asked Lowe, not realising who Ismay had been. Told the identity of the man attacked, Lowe soon retailed the story to the American Inquiry. Mr Ismay was ‘over-anxious and getting a trifle excited,’ he related. ‘He said, “Lower away! Lower away! Lower away! Lower away!”’


At this point Lowe was unsure whether to say what rejoinder he had thrown in Ismay’s face, but remarkably, Ismay, who was then present in the committee room as Lowe was examined, contributed from the floor: ‘Give us what you said.’


It seems Ismay was trying to be helpful, and at his own expense, lest Lowe should feel restrained from plain speaking by the potential embarrassment to his supreme employer. But, incredibly, Lowe regarded it as more insufferable interference. He snapped back at Ismay: ‘The chairman is examining me.’


He had now demeaned his managing director not once, but twice. This latest, more public put-down, is rather at odds with claims that Ismay was saved because forelock-tugging underlings were enslaved to his towering importance.
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Taking cover: White Star manager Philip Franklin provides shelter for Ismay as they leave the Senate inquiry in Washington DC. White Star Line attorney Charles Burlingham follows. At least one of the men in the background, atop steps, is a private detective hired for the managing director’s protection. Ismay’s own umbrella remains furled. Illustrated London News.


Lowe was eventually allowed to proceed, and explained how he had blasted Ismay in the heat of the moment:




… because he was, in a way, interfering with my duties, and also, of course, he only did this because he was anxious to get the people away – and also to help me. I told him: ‘If you will get to hell out of that, I shall be able to do something.’





Ismay shrank back at this, making no reply, and Lowe gave free rein to his fit of temper: ‘I said “Do you want me to lower away quickly? – You will have me drown the whole lot of them!”’ Chastened, Ismay slunk away to the next boat forward. Lowe could see that the managing director was not standing on his dignity or sulking there, much less complaining to the captain, because he was making himself useful at that boat also.


And if Lowe did not think him useful, at least Ismay’s intentions were honourable. Lowe said he could see the managing director at this next boat, ‘getting things ready there’, adding immediately and somewhat sourly: ‘To the best of his ability.’


So here we are. Two officers, Pitman and Lowe, effectively gave coarse orders to Ismay. He complied with both of them. Carter suggests he also obeyed another order, this time from Chief Officer Wilde – an order which clearly seemed to value Ismay, not insult him, and to offer him an opportunity to be both appreciated and of assistance. He was invited to enter Collapsible C as an extra pair of arms, and, as we know, he did so.


Was Ismay a good or a bad man? The officers seem to have regarded him as a typical meddling passenger during the emergency. Yet Ismay’s insistence that he was non-meddling in navigational matters seems always to be looked at askance by modern judges, as if meddling after the accident should equate to officious interference beforehand.


It is as if a presumption of mala fides, stemming from his eventual safe deposit on dry land, should extend back from his entry into a lifeboat, to his conduct on the Boat Deck, and even to the operation of the ship itself prior to her calamitous charge into an iceberg.


It is as if Ismay personally inspired the disaster by encouraging his captain to attempt a record, or at least a top speed, crossing. This analysis presents to us the assumption that the commander of a single ship would naturally do the bidding of the owner of the fleet.


Ismay was plainly aggrieved at claims that he had anything to do with the navigation of the vessel. He declared emphatically that he did not consult with her captain regarding the Titanic’s conduct at sea, nor make any suggestion as to her course or other nautical matters.


He exercised no privilege that did not belong to any other first cabin passengers, he declared, did not sit at the captain’s table, was not dining with him at the time of the accident, and was in fact abed when the collision occurred. ‘When I went on board the Titanic at Southampton on 10 April, it was my intention to return by her. I went merely to observe the new vessel, as I had done in the case of other vessels of our Line,’ Ismay said in a statement issued on his return to Europe:




During the voyage I was a passenger and exercised no greater rights or privileges than any other passenger. I was not consulted by the commander about the ship, her course, speed, navigation, or conduct at sea. All these matters were under the exclusive control of the captain.


I saw Captain Smith only casually, as other passengers did; I was never in his room; I was never on the bridge until after the accident; I did not sit at his table in the saloon; I had not visited the engine-room, or gone through the ship, and did not go, or attempt to go, to any part of the ship to which any other first cabin passenger did not have access.





But there were rumours, ‘absolutely and unqualifiedly false’, that he had said that he wished the Titanic should make a speed record, or increase her daily runs. In fact the vessel was going at her fastest rate of the voyage when the collision occurred, even if, being built for luxury, she could not have seized the Blue Riband from other ocean greyhounds.


Ismay’s ordinariness while at sea was borne out in a letter to The Times, published somewhat belatedly on page eight of its 8 June, 1912, edition:




A DEFENCE OF MR ISMAY


To the Editor of The Times





Sir – In view of the efforts made by the Attorney General to force the conclusion that the loss of the Titanic was more or less due to ‘interference’ on the part of Mr Bruce Ismay, a conversation I had a few days ago while a passenger on the Olympic with one of the stewards may be of interest. This man, who was head steward in the reception room of the Olympic, mentioned that he had been steward to Mr Ismay himself on the maiden trip of the Olympic [June 1911], as well as on another crossing. He informed me that it was a common by-word among the stewards that ‘if they wanted to keep out of Mr Ismay’s bad books’ they must be sure to ‘treat him exactly as they would an ordinary passenger’, as Mr Ismay seriously resented even so much as the placing of anything ‘extra’ on his table. He went on to say that Mr Ismay religiously observed the rules that passengers are expected to adhere to, that he was never known to go on the bridge, the compass platform, or any other parts of the ship to which first class passengers are forbidden access, and he had consistently refused to dine or mingle with the captain or other officers, with the exception of the doctor (who is the ship’s social representative, as it were). I might add that these statements are borne out by similar things I have heard about Mr Ismay – long before the Titanic disaster – and that I myself have crossed with other high officials of the line who personally informed me that they were not allowed to interfere in any manner with the ship’s employees, and that they could only make ‘recommendations’ upon their return home.


As one who has been an Atlantic passenger for nearly twenty years, having at one time and another crossed on nearly all the big liners, I feel that the attempts to discredit Mr Ismay and the White Star Line are wholly unjust. Let me add that I have no interest in the White Star Line and am not even acquainted with Mr Ismay. I am simply a businessman who crosses several times a year on business.


Notwithstanding the loss of the Titanic, I still believe that the White Star and Cunard lines in an equal degree are the safest ships afloat, well managed and cautiously navigated, and that the only charge that can be brought against White Star officials was misplaced confidence (shared hitherto by all steamship men alike) in the unsinkability of modern ships.





Charles H. Fryer


12 Charing Cross Chambers, Duke St, WC.





Yet there was one unusual aspect to the whole Ismay affair. Titanic Captain E.J. Smith, on the afternoon of the day of impact, a Sunday, handed to the company chief a wireless message received from the White Star liner’s fleet mate, the Baltic.


Smith did it ‘without any remark’, as he was passing Ismay on the promenade deck, just before lunch. It was a message about the sighting of ice, sent to the Titanic at 11.52 a.m.:




Have had moderate, variable winds and clear, fine weather since leaving. Greek steamer Athenai reports passing icebergs and large quantity of field ice today in Latitude 41° 51’N, Longitude 49° 52’W.





‘If the information I had received had aroused any apprehension in my mind – which it did not – I should not have ventured to make any suggestion to a commander of Captain Smith’s experience,’ Ismay insisted, adding accurately, if deflectively: ‘The responsibility for the navigation of the ship resided solely with him.’


A Mrs Mahala Douglas, whose husband was drowned, told the American Inquiry of stories she had heard among the rescued on board the Carpathia. One told in company by Emily Borie Ryerson was as follows:




On Sunday afternoon, Mr Ismay, whom I know very slightly, passed me on the deck. He showed me, in his brusque manner, a Marconigram, saying, ‘We have just had news that we are in the icebergs’. ‘Of course, you will slow down,’ I said. ‘Oh, no,’ he replied, ‘we will put on more boilers and get out of it.’





Ismay vehemently rejected this damaging assertion. ‘I deny absolutely having said to any person that we would increase our speed in order to get out of the ice zone, or any words to that effect’, he complained.


Interestingly, Mrs Ryerson, who lived in Chicago, submitted her own detailed affidavit to the American Inquiry and signally failed to tell anything about any alleged Ismay encounter. Nonetheless the story has an interesting plausibility. Smith did give Ismay a useful theatrical prop on deck, and it seems quite likely that the latter may have brandished it. But a bit of bravado with a passenger does not a Svengali make.


If it was a coincidental and harmless episode, Mrs Ryerson’s silence on it suggests she may have embellished its importance – and what was said during it – once aboard the Carpathia. It would be a case of what subsequently transpired lending the incident a sinister character only in retrospect.


The cheeriness relayed in hearsay by Mrs Douglas would not ordinarily suggest that White Star Line executives were in the habit of telling their customers that they intended to hurl their vessel, and all lives aboard, into harm’s way.


At the end of the day it is an unsupported tale, while one can imagine that it is not uncommon for directors to make grand pronouncements when they actually have absolutely no idea of what their managers, or in this case the captain, might really have in mind.


Ismay said Smith passed on the Baltic message wordlessly – it not being a matter for conversation or consultation, but merely for information. It could conceivably be a case of the captain preparing the owner for a poorer day’s mileage on the morrow, for operational reasons. This is an interpretation that would go to caution, not to carelessness.


Nothing is proven by the Baltic message, which nonetheless becomes a stick with which to beat Ismay. And why? Well, because he is a natural focus for blame. Fifteen hundred died, but the head of the Line was saved. All interpretation of the facts must be directed, harnessed, bent, to the desired confirmation of an outcome – which stems from the simple equation of two facts, and works backwards.


On the other hand, the obvious empirical deduction from the known circumstances are that the Titanic sinking was not ordained by God, nor imposed by Nature. It was a man-made disaster, or more accurately, a men-made disaster. Many human factors influenced the outcome.


It has long been said that success has many fathers, but failure is an orphan. This is but one aspect of a syndrome known throughout the generations, whereby there is a need to leave one person holding the baby – even if that baby should be a tiny corpse, a blue-frozen mite plucked from an icy Atlantic that teems with many more besides.


The orphans of the Titanic, even at this remove, may be owed something of a more educated and more adult response than that.





COMPARISONS ARE ODIOUS
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TWO MANAGING DIRECTORS, MAJORS, MARGARETS


The Ismay business shows how society likes to have a totem of condemnation. The large and complex meets the human desire for reductionism. Is it any wonder that the ‘iceberg of impression’ – elemental, uncomplicated, surface-based – always seems to win out over layer upon layer of illumination?


Simplicities may not tell the whole truth, and may even be its complete negation, but they are at least comfortingly plain, offering instant understanding and the chance to move on. At its most basic, the fact is that an iceberg accounted for the Titanic. Yet this is a simplicity too far – there must always be someone to blame.


If Ismay had not taken the maiden trip it is probable that all vituperation would have centred on the captain for his navigational recklessness, since there was no-one to butter-up but the passengers and the branch managers, and possibly the press, on posting an early arrival in New York.


And if Ismay had died aboard, instead of living, he would most likely have been free from whatever odium was to be dispensed as the blood-price of so many deaths. It is interesting, in this context, to note that another managing director intimately involved with the Titanic, one Thomas Andrews Jr, lost his life and ‘enjoyed’ such an absolution.


Indeed it almost became a canonisation. Ismay was managing director of the owners, whereas Andrews held that post with the builders, Harland & Wolff. And arguably, in a reductionist fashion, the famous Belfast shipyard and the White Star Line shared equal responsibility for the fact that the vessel went to sea with far too few lifeboats for those aboard.


Another portion of guilt for this fact certainly resides in the prolonged failure of the British Board of Trade to update regulations relating to the safety of life at sea, in particular lifeboat provision, which had not been amended since 1894 – fully eighteen years before the disaster.


But the Board of Trade is a hydra-headed beast, and thus hard to embody as an identifiable target. Indeed there was a popular civil service joke about the Board at this time, referred to at the British Inquiry, that it had plenty of eyes and ears – but not enough brains.


Harland & Wolff had anticipated coming changes in the regulations. Their chief designer, Alexander Carlisle, actually envisaged the provision of sixty-four lifeboats on the Titanic, far more than the sixteen standard lifeboats and four collapsibles she eventually sailed with. But the builders did not press their case when met by strong White Star objections that too many boats would clutter the promenade deck and hamper the view of passengers taking the air.


Andrews, Harland & Wolff’s managing director, was aboard the Titanic as the head of a ‘Guarantee Group’ to hunt out snags for future remedy. The ship did have an inner hull, but it did not extend far enough and was hardly worth the name of ‘double skin’, while her bulkheads were not extensive enough to cope with widespread flooding. Andrews had been in personal correspondence with the Board of Trade, which wanted improvements to the latter – only to be ultimately frustrated by Harland & Wolff saying they had already built to the original plan. Yet Andrews escaped any ‘personalised’ censure by dint of his death.
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Thomas Andrews, managing director of Titanic builders Harland & Wolff. He was also principal designer of the largest moving object ever constructed, which failed to withstand being grazed by an iceberg. Maunsell.


Imagine if the roles had been reversed. If Ismay had helped to load lifeboats and gone down with the ship, a mighty vessel left subtly vulnerable by the builders without his knowledge. And now here was Andrews, stepping lively from the Carpathia gangplank, saved from the leviathan he had built, but which had cost the lives of two-thirds of its complement.
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