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Cunard Chief Officer Stephen Gronow of the Aquitania was the author’s great-great uncle. Researching his story, and that of his shipmates, male and female, led to this book.
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Josephine Baker (1906–75)


African-American dancer and singer of consummate ability. Born in St Louis, Missouri, she was talent-spotted in New York and in 1925 she sailed to France to perform with other black artistes in La Revue Nègre. Josephine’s talent and personality shone in Paris, her adopted city.


Tallulah Bankhead (1902–68)


American-born actress of original and startling talent, whose stage career on both sides of the Atlantic gained considerable acclaim, but whose everyday behaviour was outrageous. She benefited from the symbiotic nature of British and American showbusiness and society in the 1920s.


Victoria Drummond, MBE (1894–1978)


Named after her godmother, Queen Victoria, she was a pioneering woman seafarer, who served as a ship’s engineer during the Second World War.


Thelma Furness (1904–70)


A twice-divorced American banking heiress and frequent transatlantic traveller, who often accompanied by her twin sister Gloria Vanderbilt, Thelma was the long-standing mistress of the Prince of Wales.


Martha Gellhorn (1908–98)


American-born writer and war correspondent with a sixty-year career and survivor of a marriage to Ernest Hemingway.


Hilda James (1904–82)


Olympic swimming champion from Liverpool who was employed by Cunard, first as a swimming coach and later as a social hostess.


Violet Jessop (1887–1971)


To support her family, naïve and unworldly Violet went to sea as a transatlantic stewardess aged twenty-one, and rapidly learned a great deal about human nature.


Nin Kilburn


Born into a Liverpool sea-going family, Nin lost a sister who was working on the Lusitania when it was sunk in 1915. Unable to find work as a schoolteacher in the 1930s, Nin went to sea, and achieved rapid promotion.


Hedy Lamarr (1914–2000)


Viennese-born actress who escaped a repressive marriage to a pro-Nazi Austrian arms dealer, and secured herself a future as a Hollywood star during a transatlantic voyage.


Mary Anne MacLeod (1912–2000)


The youngest child of ten born to a Scottish crofter, Mary Anne escaped her impoverished and depressed home island of Lewis by buying a one-way third-class ticket on a ship sailing to New York, seeking work as a domestic servant.


Maida Nixson (b?–1954)


Former journalist, writer, bank clerk and soft toy designer who became a stewardess in 1937 out of desperation and, to her surprise, loved the job. Her highly readable and enjoyable book, Ring Twice for the Stewardess, was published in the same year as her death.


Marie Riffelmacher


Fifteen years old in 1923, Marie was an economic migrant from Altenberg who escaped the turmoil of 1920s post-war Germany by embarking on a ship for America.


Edith Sowerbutts (1896–1992)


A much travelled and feisty character who enjoyed being a conductress caring for unaccompanied women and children on the North Atlantic route between 1925 and 1931. She later became a stewardess for Cunard/White Star Line.




Prologue
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Smart and snug in heather-toned tweeds, a British-born lady passenger of middle years and independent means is settled in a teak steamer-chair on the promenade deck of an ocean liner heading west across the Atlantic. There is a whiff of healthy ozone from the sea, and fellow travellers taking the air variously saunter or speed past, competing for laps, heading to the gym or to the swimming pool. The attentive deck steward proffers a steaming mug of bouillon. So effective against seasickness, but, in order to be sure, she’ll take another Mothersill’s tablet. Just as that kind stewardess had predicted, the heaving swell of the Atlantic Ocean once they passed Ireland had proved to be a little too lively for comfort. Yesterday had crawled by in a disorientating, low-lit blur; she had spent hours wedged into her bunk, lying prone, wishing for death, while keeping an eye on the discreetly positioned vase de nuit, just in case. But this morning she had woken with the appetite of a Bootle-born coal stoker. 


She had rung the bell (twice for the stewardess; a single ring would summon the steward, which would breach etiquette), and requested a fully-laden breakfast tray of kippers, tea and toast. Her equilibrium has now been restored in every sense; standing with her feet at the ‘ten to two’ ballet position for maximum stability, her knees slightly bent, as the stewardess tactfully suggested, also seems to help.


Bathed, dressed and ready to face the world, our heroine has ventured out onto the covered deck and secured a reclining chair. Her thoughts turn to her fellow passengers: she must trawl through the alphabetically arranged list of first-class passengers’ names left prominently in her cabin to see if she knows anyone else on board, or can spot anyone she might like to meet. ‘Society’ is superior to ‘variety’, and she is hoping to make the acquaintance of the elite also travelling in first class. In particular, she is looking out for a pleasant, well-heeled bachelor, as there is rather a dearth of those at home, just a few years after the end of the Great War. Perhaps she’ll do better in America, Land of Opportunity.


Opportunities abound for sociable, single, wealthy, transatlantic female passengers; according to the daily newspaper printed every night on board, there is a tea dance this afternoon, with music provided by the pianist, and, after dinner, a concert, followed by dancing to the ship’s orchestra. Daytime visits to the swimming pool with tutoring from the female coach, the Turkish baths where she is pampered by the masseuse, and restorative sessions with the lady hairdresser promote a sense of wellbeing. In fact, the whole vessel seems to have been deliberately designed to appeal to lady travellers of all stripes. Reassuringly, the grand public rooms recall the better sort of country house. Every room is decked out in a different historical style, as though it had grown gradually, over the centuries, with each generation adding another wing according to the fashion of the day. Odd when you think about it, because this enormous ship was constructed by swarms of men in cloth caps, riveting together great steel plates in somewhere ‘industrial’, like Clydebank. With its Palladian-style lounge and Carolean smoking room, the ship’s interior recalls the smart new hotels now springing up in European and American capitals. No wonder some wag referred to this ship as ‘the Ritzonia’.


Meanwhile the stewardess makes final checks of the staterooms of ‘her’ ladies before the captain’s daily inspection at 11 a.m. Scrupulously clean and neat in her grey uniform, white cap and apron, she is a ‘company widow’, whose husband died when the Lusitania was torpedoed in 1915. To provide for her two small children following the Armistice she went to sea as a ‘floating chambermaid’, leaving the boys to be brought up by their maternal grandmother. Every fortnight they have a scant forty-eight hours together, when her ship docks in Southampton, her home port. She brings them American cigarette cards for their collection, and picture postcards of the Statue of Liberty. Her wages are supplemented by the tips she often receives from grateful passengers. She has been on duty since 6.30 a.m., and will fall into her bunk in the tiny windowless cabin she shares with another stewardess around 10 p.m., with throbbing feet


In the second-class smoking room, concentration is fierce as four American buyers play bridge. Three of them are middle-aged women; it is a career that suits entrepreneurial types with a head for commerce. Each has commissions from competing Stateside department stores or specialist boutiques, selecting European garments and accessories for the American market. They are returning from the summer shows at the Paris fashion houses with their precious purchases, samples and order books safely stowed in their cabins. Buying is a competitive business, and economic espionage is rife, so each of them will type up their orders themselves, rather than booking the ship’s stenographer to do the work for them. One of the unspoken reasons for these bridge marathons is so that they all know where their rivals are during waking hours.


The ship’s stenographer is busy anyway, having been engaged by an eminent lady writer to take dictation in her cabin. For any young woman with an outgoing personality, shorthand and a portable typewriter provide a ticket to travel the world in these boom years just after the Great War. Today’s client is a well-known British authority on theosophy, and has been invited on a lecture tour of America; while her writings may be spiritual in tone, she is a canny businesswoman with an eye to the benefits of meeting her public and, as one of her contemporaries, P.G. Wodehouse observed, ‘She was half way across the Atlantic with a complete itinerary booked, before ninety per cent of the poets and philosophers had finished sorting out their clean collars and getting their photographs taken for the passport.’1


In another cabin further along the second-class corridor, an apparently respectable husband and wife are discussing their tactics for compromising a wealthy Frenchman, who is travelling alone. The couple are frequent transatlantic travellers, because they are professional blackmailers. On this voyage the wife has piqued their target’s interest by convincingly playing the role of a bored and neglected beauty. She has hinted that her complaisant and lacklustre husband prefers to spend his nights afloat playing cards in the bar, and that she is lonely and available for a nocturnal dalliance. Tonight will provide an opportunity to reel him in, but first they need to divine his home address and the name of his wife. When, inevitably, the apparently outraged husband catches them in flagrante delicto, he will threaten to inform the Frenchman’s wife unless the would-be philanderer agrees to pay ‘compensation’.


Down near the waterline, in third class, professional chaperones provide support and protection for unaccompanied women and children from far-flung parts of Europe. This morning the chaperone is organising hot seawater baths for some of her reluctant charges, a welcome opportunity for them to bathe in privacy and to wash their clothes. All the women travelling in third class are economic migrants, and the luckier ones are making the voyage with their families, neighbours or friends. Some already have a ‘stepping stone’, relatives who can help them get established on the new continent. The teenage daughter of a crofter from the Scottish island of Lewis, with older sisters already settled in New York, is eminently eligible for a visa to work as a domestic servant. Two brothers and a sister have secured employment on a farm in rural Michigan; their wages will eventually enable their hard-pressed family back home to escape the economic ruin of 1920s Germany.


On this summer morning the oil-fired ocean liner is heading west at an impressive rate, covering 500 miles a day, steaming from the Old World to the New. These 2,500 souls from all over Europe – passengers of many classes, creeds and countries, and the ‘ship’s company’: all the crew and staff, male and female – are under the omnipotent command of the captain while they are under way. Though it is one of the largest man-made moving objects on the planet, the liner is dwarfed by the ocean, and is totally alone on a vast and open sea. Anyone standing high enough on the very top deck, and rotating 360 degrees, would see nothing more than a slightly curving panorama of completely empty horizon, a daunting prospect for the agoraphobic.


But for the women on board the ocean liner, the great ship offers hope, opportunity, romance. Whether they are travelling for leisure or pleasure, by virtue of their celebrity or to preserve their anonymity, as matrons, migrants or millionairesses, as passengers or staff, the journey they undertake will change their lives for ever.




Introduction: Cresting the Waves
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Remarkable as it seems nowadays, until the middle of the twentieth century the only practical way for civilians to cross the Atlantic was by embarking on some sort of ship. Three thousand miles of open ocean could not be traversed except by sailing, until technological and engineering advances made long-haul flights first possible, then comfortable and affordable for paying customers in the 1950s. Consequently, until the middle of the twentieth century, ocean liners were the only viable form of transport for international travellers between the landmasses of America and Europe.


For more than a century before flying replaced sea travel, mid-Victorian entrepreneurs, engineers, designers and shipbuilders collaborated to create technologically advanced great ships, which were built to sail the Atlantic – a daunting stretch of water, prone to sudden storms, thick fogs and occasional icebergs. The ships were primarily designed to carry raw materials, saleable commodities and produce, and important communications such as mail on a regular and reliable basis. They were operated for the maximum profit of the privately owned shipping companies who competed for the most lucrative routes between the major ports of Europe and those of the American eastern seaboard, and as a sideline they also transported people who were prepared to face lengthy, uncomfortable and often dangerous journeys.


Each ship had to be entirely self-sufficient while at sea, carrying its own provisions, including fuel, food and fresh water, labour, tools and expertise, as it would be out of sight of land and far from any form of assistance for weeks on end. In addition, the vessel had to be resilient enough to withstand the rough seas and adverse conditions to be found in the North Atlantic. Engineering innovations such as the steam engine and steel hull enabled the construction of ever-larger and faster ships, ramping up competition between world powers of the time, especially between Great Britain and Germany. Each sea-going nation competed to advance the interests of its own mercantile fleet, meeting the astonishing demand for transatlantic travel.


In January 1842 Charles Dickens sailed from Liverpool to Boston on RMS Britannia with his wife Kate and her maid. He was impressed by the ship’s power and speed – revolutionary for the time – but was appalled by his cabin, which was ‘utterly impracticable, thoroughly hopeless and profoundly preposterous too … Nothing smaller for sleeping in was ever made, except coffins,’ he wrote lugubriously.


Dickens kept a vivid account of their appalling eighteen-day journey, describing the ever-present seasickness, the tumultuous roughness of the sea, the perpetual discomfort of being cold and wet, the difficulty of dispensing remedial teaspoons of brandy as the ship heaved and plunged, and the sorry plight of the lone cow, brought along to provide fresh milk during the passage, lowing piteously in her stall up on deck. The Britannia was badly damaged by ferocious storms, one of the lifeboats was smashed to matchwood by a freak wave, and Dickens doggedly and soggily played cards hour after hour with the ship’s doctor for fifteen days.


Once the worst of his nausea had receded, Dickens mentions, almost in passing, that a stewardess provided meals for the passengers in the communal saloon: ‘a steaming dish of baked potatoes, and another of roasted apples; and plates of pig’s faces, cold ham, salt beef; or perhaps a steaming mass of hot collops … not forgetting the roast pig, to be taken medicinally’.1 This appears to be the first mention of a stewardess in the literature of the era. Dickens appreciated her diplomacy and positive attitude in dealing with him and his suffering womenfolk:


God bless the stewardess for her piously fraudulent account of January voyages! … and for her predictions of fair winds and fine weather (all wrong or I shouldn’t be half so fond of her); and for the ten thousand small fragments of genuine womanly tact [in reassuring passengers] that what seemed to the uninitiated a serious journey was, to those who were in the secret, a mere frolic, to be sung about and whistled at!2


Dickens was sanguine about having a female crew member dispensing wisdom and good cheer. While women seafarers were not common, neither were they a complete anomaly in the first years of the Victorian era. Their occasional presence on board ships started informally, but by 1840, Union Line, Royal Mail Steam Packet Company, and Peninsular and Oriental Line (P&O) regularly employed women to sail on their ships to destinations as far away as Australia, India, South America and the West Indies. In previous centuries the only female acceptable on board the more traditional ships had been the carved figurehead on the prow, usually depicting a voluptuous bare-breasted woman, believed to bring good luck. Although mariners of all types have always referred to their ship in the feminine, as ‘she’ rather than ‘it’, paradoxically the superstitious belief persisted that it was unlucky to carry women at sea. However, by the beginning of the nineteenth century wives occasionally accompanied their husbands on naval warships. In time, whaling ships and smaller merchant vessels often carried the captain’s wife, especially for lengthy voyages. Some British women actually worked on ships, particularly those who came from seafaring families. On board they had considerable status as they were the boss’s relative, and would oversee the catering, provide nursing care, and deal with the accounts by bookkeeping, paying wages and provisioning. In the larger ships they mingled only with the senior officers and tended to stay close to the captain’s quarters, to maintain some distance from the rougher crewmen.


By contrast, some intrepid women went to sea in order to become sailors themselves, and disguised themselves as youths so they could join merchants’ ships as cabin boys, where they were less likely to face scrutiny, exposure or censure than in the Royal Navy. In 1859 The Times newspaper reported a curious case of ‘A Female Sailor’, an unnamed woman who was charged at the Newport police office in Monmouthshire with wearing seaman’s clothes. It emerged that for ten years the woman, accompanied by her husband, had ‘scorned her proper clothes’ and had travelled the world working as a sailor, loading and unloading cargoes with the rest of the crew, without her true gender being revealed until her secret was accidentally discovered on arrival at the docks of Newport. The story was related in a tone of some puzzlement; a cross-dressing married woman who succeeded in passing herself off as a hard-working sailor for a decade transgressed every social boundary.3


In Victorian Britain, seaports were a vital part of the industrial economy. They were the gateway through which raw materials from all over the world were imported, and the route by which manufactured goods churned out by the burgeoning factories and mills were taken overseas for sale. The docks of Liverpool, Bristol, Cardiff, the City of London, Southampton, Glasgow and Harwich were teeming with ships of all sorts, from vessels exporting coal and importing cotton and timber to mail boats and passenger ships, whose main cargo was people.


Women’s lives were tied to the shipping trade long before they started to travel and work on the ships. For shipowning families, their livelihood might be invested in a single ship, captained by a family member and manned by local seamen, or they might own a number of vessels and employ crew for specific commissions, carrying cargo and passengers around the world. In smaller, family-run firms, the women often played an active part in the business; acting as clerks, they attended to business matters while the men were away. Ports such as Portsmouth or Plymouth had ample opportunities for women to make a living, from running inns catering for travellers, or lodging houses for the crew on shore, to owning chandlers’ stores and selling provisions to shipowners. They might work as seamstresses, sailmakers, laundresses or cooks, or own a small shop. Those were the more respectable port professions, but there was also the flourishing business of prostitution, as there was always a ready market for transactional sex in any port. In addition, there were the pubs and the gambling dens, where a recently returned sailor could soon be relieved of a large amount of his pay, and rich pickings existed for pickpockets of both genders.


By the 1880s, as emigration to the New World grew, passenger ships increasingly carried women and children as well as men, and in response the shipping companies took on female crew to attend to their specific needs. In addition, ships were designed and marketed to appeal to potential female passengers. By the last decades of the nineteenth century, forward-looking companies such as Cunard stressed their vessels’ comfortable facilities and underlined the emphasis on safety, important considerations when a passage to America from Europe could take weeks and was often memorable for unprecedented levels of physical misery. The vast majority of Europeans travelling west across the Atlantic in the latter half of the nineteenth century were relocating permanently to North America. Between 1860 and 1900, 14 million people emigrated from Europe to the United States, of whom 4.5 million travelled from Liverpool, half of them on Cunard ships. The founder of the line was Samuel Cunard, a Canadian businessman who had won the first British contract to deliver mail by ship across the Atlantic. His new vessel, a no-frills paddle-steamer, RMS Britannia, was primarily intended to transport mail and cargo, but it also had accommodation for 115 passengers. On its inaugural voyage on 4 July 1840, Samuel Cunard was accompanied by his daughter, so confident was he that the ship was safe.


When merchant vessels like RMS Britannia began carrying female passengers, it was considered desirable to have a woman crew member on board, so that ‘proprieties could be observed’, and so women were afforded new opportunities in the maritime trade – opportunities that allowed them to travel. They acted as chaperones, ministering to the passenger if she was unwell, ensuring her privacy and dealing with all the personal hygiene issues likely to arise on an ocean-going trip lasting many weeks. While the crew might have private misgivings about having women on board, they were overruled by the captain or master, especially if he was keen to have his own wife along on the trip.


As the passenger trade grew in the late Victorian era, some shipping companies actively recruited small numbers of British women to work at sea, predominantly as domestic employees on passenger ships. The Merchant Shipping Act of 1875 required all passenger ships carrying migrants of both sexes to carry on board a matron, who would look after the interests of female and child migrants in steerage, ensuring they were kept segregated from male passengers if travelling unaccompanied, and that they were not importuned by the crew. On the upper decks, too, stewardesses fulfilled the combined roles of chambermaids, personal maids and sometimes nurses, tending to female passengers in physically uncomfortable and cramped conditions. At first, stewardesses were the wives of ship’s stewards and travelled merely as their husbands’ assistants. By the 1890s they were increasingly recruited from the ranks of ‘company widows’, married women whose deceased spouses had been sailors or ships’ officers. 


In an era before any form of social welfare, widows were often left facing destitution, and they needed to find respectable, regularly paid employment to maintain their families. Stewardesses often had young children, who would be left in the care of relatives or friends while the mother went to sea to earn an income to support her offspring. Women with very young offspring preferred working the short-haul trips across the English Channel, though it was far more lucrative to sign on for a lengthy ocean trip lasting weeks, sailing from Liverpool or Southampton, to North or South America. Basic salaries were modest: a stewardess working for Royal Mail in 1879 was paid £3 a month, the modern equivalent of less than £50 a week. However, there were tips to be earned from passengers for good service, and at least the stewardess had bed and board provided while afloat, which was a consideration in households where money was tight.


Stewardesses of the Victorian era were distinctively if repressively dressed in dour uniforms which suggested the garb of prison warders, nuns or nurses. Victorian society was rigidly segregated by gender at all levels and throughout all classes, and life on board ship reflected these social mores. It was generally believed that a decent woman’s place was in the home; any respectable female should aspire to be a ‘domestic angel’, maintaining a household, caring for a family. The culture on board ships tended to be ruggedly masculine, and most of the men aboard were completely unused to females in the workplace. The Captain’s Lady had a certain status because her husband was the boss, and it was understood that she travelled under his protection. Nevertheless, ship’s officers and crew members tended to find it hard to know how to deal with women as fellow workers. Were they ‘ladies’, who should be regarded as the fairer sex, or were they ‘shipmates’ in skirts? Where were the boundaries? Many sailors, although usually married and having families (sometimes several simultaneously, in different ports), had only limited contact with working women throughout their adult lives, encountering them primarily as barmaids, landladies, shopkeepers, cooks, brothel-keepers or prostitutes. Those women who wanted to work at sea also risked their reputations ashore, because they might be assumed to be soliciting for sex, as prostitution was the female trade most often associated with the gritty, commercial reality of ports, harbours, docks, pubs and sailors.


As a result, seafaring men’s initial reactions to having female shipmates working alongside them ranged from dubious mutterings and muted disapproval to outright bullying or sexual harassment. If the women were lucky, a certain amount of creaky gallantry might be expended on them, though this also could be disadvantageous. Stewardesses had to be careful in their dealings with the crew and male officers on board, maintaining a fine line between personal reticence and affability, and had to be adroit at sidestepping unwanted male interest. They should be neither too friendly, nor too distant. They were not allowed in male quarters, neither could they work alone in a cabin with a man, nor attend to a solo male passenger. While not on duty, the female crew were expected to keep to their cabins, in case their mere presence on board inflamed male ardour. To circumvent this potential clash of the sexes, the shipping companies preferred to recruit older women, who were determined to maintain their dignity. In addition, male and female crew were discouraged from fraternising socially while off duty, although friendships among shipmates inevitably developed, and, as one former stewardess fondly recalled if she was able to totter off a ship on arrival at port, she could always find a congenial male shipmate with whom she could explore the city.


In the mid-nineteenth century very few women formally worked at sea; according to Dr Jo Stanley, in Southampton, out of 4,500 local inhabitants listed on crew logs between 1866 and 1871, only twenty were women. However, the numbers of female passengers increased greatly towards the end of the century, not least because the means of travelling became less arduous and less dangerous. Women of all nationalities were crossing the Atlantic in both directions out of necessity or choice – to emigrate, to join their families, to find work in the New World or a husband in the old one. It was recognised by the major shipping firms that socially superior female passengers should be specifically catered for; Cunard introduced the first lounge exclusively for women on SS Bothnia as early as 1874. This ship was also the first to have a system of electric bells in the first-class cabins to summon assistance, an innovation much appreciated by any passenger laid low by seasickness.


By the 1890s there was a boom in passenger shipping, and the major ports of Britain became the embarkation points for emigrants from all over Europe as well as the British Isles. In 1893 large transatlantic liners started to leave from Southampton as well as from Liverpool, which had previously been the main embarkation port for North America. The White Star and Cunard shipping lines joined P&O in setting up offices and infrastructure in Southampton, which was just an hour from London by train. With the growth in the number of female passengers, gender-specific roles such as bathing attendants, nursery nurses, laundry attendants and masseuses were also created aboard the big ships. The shipping companies received applications for women’s roles on board the ocean-going ships far beyond the number of positions available. The jobs were physically demanding, and those taking them would be living away from home – often in cramped, communal quarters – but, in an era of limited job opportunities for women, the idea of going to sea and earning an independent living was appealing to many.


As the new century dawned, wealthy women passengers required experienced, discreet, knowledgeable female attendants to assist them with the everyday business of sea travel. Even if a lady was accompanied on a voyage by her husband, members of her family and her maid, she still needed a stewardess, whose role was to minister, to reassure and to provide practical assistance to all of them. No respectable woman, travelling alone or with her spouse, would want a male steward to enter her cabin to bring her food, change her bedding, deal with the slops and chamber pots, or care for her when she was ill or seasick. Neither should a lowly steward catch sight of an upper-class woman in déshabillé, or looking anything other than perfectly groomed, poised and fully-clothed. In an era when getting the mistress into or out of her clothes could take twenty minutes of a competent maid’s time on dry land, it can be imagined how much more difficult the task was in the confines of a pitching, rolling and ill-lit ship’s cabin during a winter storm. In addition, lady’s maids were not immune to seasickness, while experienced stewardesses tended to be more resilient and experienced, adept at solving the everyday problems on board that seemed unfamiliar and even alarming to the passengers. Consequently, there was a growing demand for stewardesses to meet the surge in transatlantic female travellers, although the limited positions available were not easy to secure. As a careers book for women from 1894 discouragingly described it:


One would imagine that there were not many women who would care to occupy the post of stewardess on board an ocean liner, yet when a vacancy occurs there is never a lack of applicants. In fact, every steampacket company has a long list of names from whom a choice is made when necessary … the work is hard and disagreeable; it demands untiring energy, and a temper which nothing can ruffle; it shuts one off from home and from home comforts.


Besides possessing some knowledge of nursing, a stewardess must be proof against sea-sickness, even in the worst weather, and she must at the same time be able to sympathise with those who in this respect are weaker than herself. This is a combination not often met with. No; a stewardess is certainly not overpaid.4


It is easy to dismiss stewardesses as merely ‘floating chambermaids’, ocean-going servants, but in fact their expertise, their ‘sea knowledge’ and practical skills made them far less subservient than their domestic equivalents. They saw themselves as ladies who assisted their passengers, rather than serving them. A stewardess’s interactions with each individual passenger lasted only for the length of that voyage and were transactional in nature. She reported to the chief steward, who in turn reported to the purser, and she was employed by the shipping company to provide care and support to a specified number of passengers while they were in transit.


By the early twentieth century, the liners ploughing between Europe and North America were the largest man-made objects ever created. Wrought from mighty steel components, riveted together in shipyards by tens of thousands of skilled workers, and powered by engines that consumed hundreds of tons of coal per day, these behemoths were at the cutting edge of industrial technology. Engineering expertise was dedicated to carrying hosts of people thousands of miles, year after year.


The ship itself was a complex, technologically advanced, floating city in microcosm, virtually self-sufficient in terms of supplies, victuals, fuel and skilled labour. One seafaring officer around this time referred to his ship, RMS Aquitania, as ‘the steel beehive’, because of the way it constantly hummed with creative activity, purpose and a sense of common enterprise. Each vessel had been designed and engineered specifically to cross one of the world’s widest and least predictable expanses of water every week, in order to deposit its wide and varied human cargo safely on the American side, and to return with people wanting to explore Europe.


The captain was the ultimate authority at sea, and he made the crucial decisions about the vessel, its passengers, crew, cargo and course. It was an extremely responsible job, as the fate of hundreds, if not thousands, of people on board were dependent upon his decisions. To qualify, a man needed decades of experience at sea, working his way through the strict and exacting merchant navy hierarchy. ‘Master before God’ was the impressive term written on his ticket, his ‘licence’ to captain a ship. Many captains were extrovert personalities, and some cultivated their personal foibles or larger-than-life characteristics, which added to their popularity among passengers and ensured repeat custom. To be invited to dine at the captain’s table was a great honour for distinguished passengers.


There were three main departments on board, each of which reported to the captain. The deck officers’ duties encompassed safe navigation, manoeuvring, steering and docking of the ship, and care of the mail, baggage and cargo. The engineering department oversaw the performance and maintenance of the ship as a complex, moving vehicle. The victualling department was headed by the purser; he was the officer who had the most contact with the passengers of all classes, and he managed all the female staff who worked on board the ship, as well as the catering staff. He needed numerous assistants, such as stenographers, to fulfil administrative roles, as well as stewards and stewardesses, swimming pool attendants, barmen, hairdressers, bath stewards, bellboys, barbers and the band. In reality, most of these roles were managed by the purser’s deputy, the chief steward. Passengers who ‘knew the ropes’ would butter up the purser, as he was the ultimate arbiter, in charge of assigning cabins, smoothing out problems, organising entertainment and excursions, changing money and storing valuables. Ambitious travellers hoping to get to know their wealthy celebrity fellow passengers would be grateful to the purser for ensuring proximity to the object of their attentions


Among the ship’s company there was some resentment between the different roles. Deck officers thought of themselves as socially superior to the rest of the crew, and were instructed to mingle with the first-class passengers and to be charming. They often looked down on the engineers, dismissing them as ‘grease monkeys’, but the engineers saw themselves as the real talent on board, the masters of their complex, sophisticated ocean-going machine. But some of the friction between the different departments on board can also be attributed to clashing assumptions about masculine and feminine roles. The more rugged elements of the ship’s company could be disparaging at the thought of a steward ‘fawning’ over his passengers while waiting at tables, or tucking them up in a sheltered deckchair with a warm rug over the knees. Making beds, tidying cabins, and pressing evening clothes were not deemed proper men’s work by the officers or engineers. By contrast, the care-giving and nurturing roles traditionally associated with women were gradually accepted by their male colleagues as having a place on board passenger ships. Nurses and stewardesses were seen by their more enlightened male shipmates as ‘ministering angels’, so long as they confined their activities to looking after their charges.


The structure of the early twentieth-century ship reflected the social hierarchy of the Edwardian era, divided laterally by strata, like geological deposits. Indeed, strenuous efforts were made to keep the more prosperous passengers totally unaware of the conditions in which the less well-off were travelling. A single ship could be carrying millionaires, moguls and monarchs on its upper decks, and thoroughly respectable clerics, merchants and middle-class families in its second-class quarters. The passenger manifest would list the names and titles of those who were able to travel in some luxury. A traveller’s experience of a transatlantic voyage was largely dependent on how much they paid for their tickets. Cunard’s flagship, the Mauretania, boasted luxurious regal suites, each with two bedrooms, a dining room, a butler’s pantry, a reception room and bathroom, with dramatic views of the ocean beyond the porthole. By contrast, cabin accommodation for third-class passengers hundreds of feet below in the same vessel consisted of a windowless cell containing two rows of upper and lower bunks, separated by a toilet seat placed over a bucket.


The uppermost layer of each grand ocean liner comprised the gratin, those passengers who could afford the luxurious staterooms, the self-contained and opulent suites on the highest deck. Many had their own balconies, private bathrooms and adjacent rooms for their maids and valets. First-class travellers dined in exclusive restaurants, barred to socially inferior interlopers. Directly below them were horizontal bands of more modest second-class cabins, well-designed and comfortable, for the respectable international travellers of genteel habits, who knew their way around a decent menu, which was provided in their segregated ‘dining saloon’. Their cabins were more compact, with two bunk beds, but their aspirations for social advancement were high.


And then there were the hundreds of third-class passengers, located near the waterline, occupying the low-ceilinged, rather dimly lit decks above the cargo hold. So closely packed were the humble third-class customers that it was their numerous if modest one-way fares that made the whole voyage financially viable; despite appearances, the numerous poor supported the whole enterprise.


Before the Great War the vast majority of people travelling west from Europe to the North American continent were immigrants in search of a better life. They travelled in challenging and uncomfortable conditions, but they were only going to make this journey once, in one direction, and so were prepared for hardship. In the first two decades of the twentieth century, approximately 14.5 million immigrants arrived in the USA. It has been estimated that between 1830 and 1930 over 9 million emigrants sailed from Liverpool alone, heading for new lives in the US, Canada and Australia. For much of this period Liverpool was the most important port of departure for emigrants from Europe because, as well as its established transatlantic links, it could accommodate the many emigrants from the countries of north-western Europe, such as Scandinavians, Russians and Poles who crossed the North Sea to Hull by steamer, and then travelled west to Liverpool by train.


Edwardian third-class accommodation was basic though adequate, but its Victorian predecessor, known as steerage, had been much worse. The dormitory-style accommodation would start out in a reasonably hygienic state, but the dense occupancy, lack of ventilation and inevitable seasickness could make it hellish during the journey. Each occupant was allowed approximately 100 cubic feet of space. Each berth was six feet long and two feet wide, and comprised iron- or wooden-framed bunks. Thin mattresses were stuffed with straw or dried seaweed, and if a passenger hadn’t brought their own pillow, they improvised with their life jacket. Only a single blanket was allowed per person, so to keep warm and to preserve one’s modesty most people slept in all their clothes for the entire voyage. By the early twentieth century, third-class accommodation on the better lines generally provided a functional but adequate communal dining room, and passengers slept in four- or six-berth cabins.


For these third-class travellers, anxiety levels must have been high. Aside from the considerable physical discomforts, there were all the individual reasons people had left home in the first place: to avoid persecution, conscription, jail sentences, onerous obligations, creditors, betrayed lovers, abandoned spouses or old enemies. Hardened criminals rubbed shoulders with blameless farm labourers. Some passengers had previously travelled no more than ten miles from home, or as far as they could walk in a day. All those emigrating were aware they were taking a great gamble, investing their hopes in an unknown future in a totally alien country.


For European-born women who wished to emigrate to America, there were ample opportunities to find paid work, albeit mostly of a domestic nature. It was widely known in Europe that there was great demand in America at the time for servants, so many women arriving at New York stated their occupations to be ‘domestic service’. However, this was probably a strategy merely to gain admittance, because, as an influential female journalist called Frances A. Kellor observed, ‘opportunities are open to them to enter any trade, profession or home for which they fit themselves. The immigrant, then, is a transient, not a permanent, domestic worker.’5


Hordes of women made it across the ocean to the United States, and were subjected to the forensic scrutiny of the immigration officials at Ellis Island, whose job was to assess each applicant, to scrutinise their potential to be a useful and productive member of society, and to winnow out anyone deemed unworthy of becoming a new American. Immigrants who were unlucky enough to harbour identifiable diseases were refused entry; those who were too feeble in mind or in body would be sent back to their homelands on the ships that brought them.


Millions of women’s lives were transformed by their journeys between the Old and New Worlds in the first half of the twentieth century. From the beginning of the First World War to the end of the Second, women of all cultures and backgrounds went to sea for an infinite variety of reasons. For some passengers a sea journey was a welcome and pleasant interlude in their well-padded lives, a week or so spent in a giant floating resort hotel, with all the genteel amusements and luxurious indulgences that money and deferential servants could provide. A new breed of independent women, those left single and self-supporting as a result of the appalling loss of men during the Great War, were also on the move between one continent and another, seeking careers in showbusiness, the arts and commerce. For them, the great ships were the Atlantic Ferry, linking their homelands with their career opportunities, and they were frequent travellers. Down near the waterline, there were women who staked their futures on a single voyage to the other side of the world – an experience that was daunting, both as an endurance test and as a brave leap of faith towards an unknown future.


And for a select band of adventurous working-class women the ship itself provided their living, often for decades; it was their workplace, their social life, their ‘home from home’. Taking a job as a stewardess, a nurse, conductress, hairdresser or hostess on one of the great ships of the 1920s and 1930s enabled them to gain a degree of financial autonomy and independence unparalleled on land. Though small in number compared to their male counterparts, women seafarers had opportunities for social advancement, for making friends, for travelling the world and being amply rewarded for their labours.


Their individual stories, of camaraderie and calamities, provide fascinating and informative narratives about the changing nature and experience of transcontinental sea voyages, in an era of unprecedented, immense social and cultural change. Maiden Voyages is a celebration of the diverse journeys made by a number of intrepid heroines, drawn from many countries and different classes. This is a collection of selected biographical tales, both cautionary and life-affirming, about dynamic women on the move, set primarily between the two World Wars, during the golden age of transatlantic travel.
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Floating Palaces and the ‘Unsinkable’ Violet Jessop
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In 1908, at the age of twenty-one, Violet Jessop embarked upon her maiden voyage as a stewardess on the Orinoco, a steamer sailing to and from the West Indies carrying mail, cargo and passengers. It was her personal circumstances – a combination of family connections and financial desperation – that drove Violet to seek a job on board ships and it set her on a maritime career that spanned forty-two years and incorporated more than 200 ocean voyages.


It required a leap of faith to emigrate to an unknown land in South America in the Victorian era, but William Jessop was an incurable optimist. Born in Ireland, he sailed to Argentina in the mid-1880s, and his fiancée Katherine Kelly, from Dublin, joined him in 1886. They married and set up a sheep farm on the pampas; they were very much in love and prepared to endure their spartan living conditions in the hope of a better life. Their daughter Violet, the first of six children, was born in 1887. With a rapidly growing family and a dwindling future as a rancher, William Jessop gratefully accepted a better-paid post in Buenos Aires. Violet’s childhood years in Argentina were largely happy, though she contracted tuberculosis and after a spell in hospital was sent to recuperate in the clear mountain air of the high Andes. She was an intelligent child, a keen reader with a natural talent for languages, and she helped to nurse two of her younger brothers through diphtheria. Then tragedy struck the Jessop family: Violet’s beloved father William died during an operation, leaving Katherine and the children bereaved, and bereft of funds.


Mrs Jessop was advised that if they remained in Argentina her sons would be called up for military service, so she took all six children to England. The voyage across the South Atlantic was Violet’s first experience of ocean travel. Once in England, Mrs Jessop managed to get work as a stewardess on a Royal Mail packet line, while Violet cared for her brothers and sisters at home. But in 1908 Katherine Jessop was forced to retire from the sea due to ill health, and so Violet abandoned her plans to become a governess and applied to be a stewardess with the same company, to provide a modest income for a large and otherwise unsupported family.


Vivacious and slim, with good clothes sense, dark hair, grey eyes and long eyelashes, Violet had a lilting, slightly Americanised Irish brogue. The victualling superintendent who interviewed Violet was initially inclined to turn her down on the grounds that she was too young and attractive – most shipping companies tended to recruit only respectable widows of mature years, favouring those whose husbands had died while working for the company. But Violet promised to be ‘most circumspect and careful if he gave me a post as a stewardess’,1 and so he relented, and she became a stewardess on board the Orinoco.


Despite her grey, dowdy and old-fashioned uniform, evidently designed to make its wearer as unattractive as possible, Violet attracted a great deal of male attention in her new role. But her transparent naivety and innocence were strangely protective as she did not initially recognise the motive. ‘Though aware of the many efforts being made to help me, I did not realise at the time that youth, feminine youth, is almost a fetish to seafaring men and has a tremendous power over them, exacting willing service from uncouth and often uncivil men. I was not to know till years later that the adulation I had accepted as chivalry was largely a demonstration of sexual attraction.’2 Most of her fellow seawomen were middle-aged or even elderly – less likely to inflame the ardour of the male crew, and more adept at sidestepping any unwanted attentions from on-board Lotharios. Double standards applied too: because Violet had spurned his advances, one captain dismissed her for ‘flirting with the officers’. For women seafarers there was always a fine line between general conviviality and appearing to invite intimacy. It was extremely difficult to keep any romantic spark secret anyway; passengers and crew were trapped in close proximity, and as one day merged into another, any meaningful glance in a galley or shared moment on the crew deck, no matter how innocent, inevitably sparked speculation and gossip among one’s fellow shipmates.


There was a hierarchy among the stewards and stewardesses; everyone wanted to work in the first- or second-class sections of the ship, since ‘perks’ from the better-off clientele were a vital part of the job, but in third class tips would be almost non-existent. Violet observed that the stewards often sniped at each other, unable to express their frustration at the passengers who harried them every hour of the day. Tips were handed over at the end of the voyage, rather than for individual services as and when they were provided – the normal practice in hotels – so the stewards and stewardesses had to maintain high standards of service throughout the voyage. With each day that passed, the pressure on them to keep their charges happy increased.


Violet shared a tiny cabin on the Orinoco with another stewardess, who was a vinegary and forbidding character, and she battled seasickness and exhaustion in equal measure until she acquired her ‘sea legs’. The basic pay and conditions were poor: she earned £2 10 shillings a month, two-thirds of her male colleagues’ pay of £3 15 shillings. Stewardesses worked sixteen hours a day for seven days a week while afloat, as did the stewards, and the workload was immense – a constant round of answering cabin bells, washing floors, making beds, emptying slops and providing meals and drinks to female passengers. Violet was constantly either nauseous or ravenously hungry, sometimes simultaneously, and lived off tepid snacks consumed while standing in her steamy pantry, surrounded by the detritus of other people’s leftovers.


Despite the drawbacks, the long hours, physical discomforts and frequent challenges, Violet endured the sea-going life for the sake of her earnings, which supported her mother and younger siblings back in Britain. While her salary was basic, she gleaned many tips, especially once she began working on the more lucrative transatlantic passenger routes run by White Star Line between Britain and America. It was her eventful career with this company, owned by J. Pierpoint Morgan’s IMM, that earned her the soubriquet of ‘The Unsinkable Stewardess’.


In 1911 Violet joined RMS Olympic, the largest civilian ship afloat at the time, and the flagship of White Star Line. It had been built by Harland and Wolff in Belfast, the first of three colossal ‘sister’ vessels to be completed. Violet was aboard on 20 September 1911, when the Olympic left Southampton and accidentally collided in the Solent with a British warship, HMS Hawke. There was significant damage to both vessels, including two large holes torn in the Olympic’s hull, but no fatalities, though it took eight weeks to repair the damage.


Violet’s familiarity with the Olympic suited her for the maiden voyage of the liner’s prestigious sister ship the following year. Aged twenty-four, she was engaged as one of the twenty-three stewardesses working with 322 male stewards on board RMS Titanic, which was to set out from Southampton to New York in April 1912. The Titanic boasted the ultimate in new technology, as well as unparalleled levels of luxury; Bruce Ismay, the chairman of White Star Line, described it as ‘the latest thing in the art of shipbuilding; absolutely no money was spared in her construction’.3


But this impression of ease and confidence was to be shattered on the fourth evening of the Titanic’s maiden voyage, when the ship took evasive action too late to avoid hitting a massive iceberg. In the hours that followed, 1,517 people died. The disaster was due to a variety of factors, some of them quite mundane. The key to the locker containing binoculars, essential for those watching for hazards at sea, had been lost, so the lookout didn’t spot the vast iceberg till it was too late. The two wireless operators on board had received at least six messages from other ships in the area, warning of ice ahead. However, they were employed by the Marconi Company, not by White Star, and therefore they were not seen as part of the ship’s crew. Their incoming messages were relayed to the bridge, but appear to have been ignored by Captain Smith, who ordered the ship to proceed westwards at full speed, so great was the pressure from Bruce Ismay, who was on board, to get to America in a record-beating time. As a result, the great ship collided with a huge iceberg, lit only by starlight. Once the collision had gouged a 300-foot-long underwater gash along the side of the hull, a fundamental design flaw allowed seawater to pour from one unsealed compartment into another, causing the ship to list and precipitating its demise.


At first the passengers were reassured by the ship’s company that the ship was unsinkable, and encouraged to return to their cabins. That misconception caused a fatal delay for many, exacerbated by ill-discipline and incompetence in filling and launching the lifeboats. As the ship listed it became increasingly difficult to assist passengers into the boats, and to launch them successfully. So confident had the designers been that this magnificent vessel could not sink that the Titanic’s lifeboats could only carry about 52 per cent of the 2,207 people on board, and most of them were launched only half-full. The people who perished in the greatest numbers were those lower down in the ship, the steerage passengers who were denied access to the upper decks even as the ship’s fate became evident. And, of course, the crew, many of whom stayed behind to keep the ship’s engines, lighting and communications systems going as long as possible. Most men on board insisted ‘women and children first’, from a sense of gallantry, but often wives refused to leave without their husbands. However, not all the men on board were so noble: Bruce Ismay escaped in a lifeboat and survived, though he was subsequently to live the life of a recluse after a nervous breakdown.


Violet Jessop and her friend, another stewardess called Ann Turnbull, had retired to their shared cabin below Titanic’s waterline. They were woken at 11.40 p.m. by a ‘rending, crunching, ripping sound’, which lasted about eight seconds. The stewardesses dressed quickly and went to their respective cabin sections to wake up women and children, and to make sure they had life jackets. They climbed to the boat deck, and Violet went to her assigned lifeboat, number 16, where she was handed an abandoned baby, which she wrapped in a quilt. Her survival was due to a young officer urging her to clamber into Lifeboat 16, to demonstrate to reluctant passengers who didn’t speak English how it was done. Her example was followed, and the boat was quickly lowered towards the water with its thirty occupants: twenty-three women, five crewmen, Violet’s infant charge and a small Lebanese boy. The oarsmen quickly struck out across the cold, still waters to get some distance from the sinking ship, as they were afraid of being dragged underwater if the sea rushed in to fill the huge voids of the ship’s funnels. Over the coming hours they watched in horror as the disaster unfolded and the sea filled with a litter of desperate, drowning people, life jackets, overturned and damaged boats, rafts, deckchairs and all the floating impedimenta associated with a luxury liner. After the Titanic slipped below the surface, its rows of lights extinguished as they were swamped by water, those in the bobbing lifeboats were left floating in the cold and dark, listening to the diminishing cries of others pleading for help as they succumbed to hypothermia.


The following morning, near dawn, Violet and her fellow survivors saw a Cunard steamer, the Carpathia, approaching carefully through the ice. It had been heading for the Mediterranean when it had picked up the distress calls from the Titanic, despatched by the Marconi men, and had raced at full speed to the stricken liner’s last known position. The crew suspended Jacob’s ladders from the Carpathia’s port doors, and those in the lifeboats with sufficient energy climbed up. Small, traumatised children were winched aboard in mail sacks or ash bags – Violet remembered they looked like kittens. Violet, still clutching the baby, was hauled up in a bosun’s chair. The crewmen who rescued her had to unfold her arms gently in order to release the infant from her grip, as she was so cold. By chance, the baby’s mother had also been rescued and was already on board the Carpathia; she quickly reclaimed the infant and bore it away, without a word of thanks to Violet.


Maud Slocombe, the Titanic’s Turkish bath attendant, had also survived the sinking and was brought aboard the Carpathia. Her recollections of the collision were that she had hurriedly thrown on a coat over her nightdress when ordered to ‘get up on deck’ by one of the stewards. For an hour she awaited further instructions, as most of the officers refused to acknowledge that the ship might sink. Finally, she was put into Lifeboat 11, in charge of a baby, with seventy-two people, two of whom were stewards. This was the last boat successfully launched, and as the oarsmen pulled away across the water, the occupants listened in dismay and pity to the eight musicians left on board playing ‘Nearer My God to Thee’, before the Titanic sank.


In later years Maud remembered that the Italian doctor on board the Carpathia organised brandy and warm blankets for those rescued, but there was hardly any room for the hundreds of numb survivors. The passengers were generous, giving up their cabins to those craving rest and privacy, and donating their spare clothes to anyone who had escaped death in whatever they had been wearing when they clambered or were thrust into a lifeboat. Some women were still dressed in their fine silk or velvet evening gowns; others were in nightwear. The grim mood among the survivors ranged from unassuageable grief to outright hostility. Some of them expressed outrage that ‘these common women of the crew’, such as Maud and Violet, had been saved, while their own husbands had been lost.
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