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  INTRODUCTION




  In the afternoon of Thursday April 11th 1912, RMS Titanic steamed out of Queenstown Harbour, hung a right, around the Old Head of Kinsale, and headed west. The biggest man-made, movable object in the world was on her way to New York. Or so everyone thought. She left the green hills of Ireland in her wake and chased the setting sun out over the broad Atlantic Ocean. On board were some 2,300 passengers and crew. Over 1,500 of those would never see dry land again.




  Just over three days at sea, at approximately 11.40pm, on the night of Sunday April 14th, the big liner struck an iceberg. Two hours and forty minutes later, in the early hours of Monday April 15th, RMS Titanic’s maiden voyage came to an untimely and abrupt end. She slid beneath the dark and freezing water and, literally, disappeared off the face of the earth.




  So began a world wide fascination with the doomed ship, those unfortunate souls who were lost with her and those who managed to survive. Countless books, reports, interviews, documentaries and films have followed over the years. Now, 100 years after the sinking, the hunger for Titanic related stories and trivia is insatiable. Born and reared in the North of Ireland, about an hour from Belfast, the birthplace of the White Star liner, I grew up listening to the myths and legends that surrounded the building and sinking of the Titanic.




  These pages will introduce you to the Titanic’s very first victim. We’ll take a look at life in the narrow streets of East Belfast, from where the majority of Harland and Wolff’s workers came. The social ‘Class’ structure that governed their lives, the lives of those on board and indeed to some point, it even determined who survived or went down with the ship. A contrasting social etiquette, on the other side of the world, that caused one man to be shamed and ostracised for having survived.




  There is the celebrations and tragedy on the day the ship was launched. A small rural community in County Mayo, who were hit hardest of all by that iceberg. Then, of course, we’ll examine the little known ‘Vampire’ connection?? This is not meant to be a text book for a history class, but simply a reflection of my own fascination with the working lives, and the social environment of some ordinary people who lived in those extraordinary ‘Titanic Times’.
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  Sinking Into


  History




  

    


    When speaking of great achievers, inventions, disasters, events or even villains, it is often claimed that they will ‘go down in history’. From time began, right through the ages to the present day, we human beings have recorded what happens to us, our short lives and to our world. It may be the primitive cave drawings of early man, or hieroglyphics painstakingly painted onto the walls of ancient tombs. It can be words printed in a book or the voice of someone who ‘was there’ , telling a recording machine what they witnessed. In more modern times, photography and film have captured visual images of monumental happenings, to be shown, at another time and place, to those who missed them. Today we enjoy instant, one-to-one worldwide communication, with mobile phones, the internet, facebook and a plethora of lightning fast technologies. Images of natural and other disasters can be viewed, live, as they actually happen. In a way we really can ‘have the whole world in our hands’, in seconds. As a species, we are obsessively driven to ensure that those coming after us, know we were here, even if only for a short while. That they know who our heroes were, that they know the huge progress we made and, with very occasional honesty, we sometimes even try to warn them of our mistakes.




    Had the Titanic missed the iceberg that night and made it to New York without mishap, the celebrations would have been a sight to behold. A photo of her, with her four funnels, passing by the Statue of Liberty would have become the iconic image of the ship. Such a photo would have made it into every major newspaper in the English-speaking world and beyond. A gilded framed copy would have been hung in the board room of White Star Line, on the wall, behind the CEO, J Bruce Ismay’s chair. Any PR man worth his salt, would have also ensured that a copy hung in every booking office that sold tickets for passage on the company’s liners. Then, within a few years, a bigger, more luxurious ship - there was one already under planned construction back in Belfast - would be launched and the majesty of Titanic would be on the wane.


  




  

    World War 1 broke out two years after the sinking and, had she survived until then, she may have been pressed into service as a troopship. Or met a fate similar to her rival transatlantic liner, Cunard’s RMS Lusitania, torpedoed and sunk by German submarine, U-20, on Friday 7th May 1915. A total of 1,201 men, women and children lost their lives in the 20 minutes or so it took that liner to sink. She too, lies on the Atlantic seabed, about 14 miles off the Old Head of Kinsale, County Cork. The same Old Head of Kinsale that was the last sighting of land for many of Titanic’s passengers as they left the ship’s decks and went indoors to escape the evening chill.
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  Old Head of Kinsale




  




  If Titanic had lived a full and fruitful life, plying her trade over and back across the Atlantic, she may, with the aid of a number of re-fits and face lifts, have lived through another World War. However, by that stage of her career, she would have long since lost the title of being the biggest thing afloat. Her size, huge as it was in 1912, would have been dwarfed by the giant aircraft carriers and juggernaut oil tankers coming out of shipyards all over the world. Eventually she would have become too old to continue and unless some rich benefactor took pity and bought her, to turn into a floating hotel, she would have been scrapped and all her best bits recycled. Gradually the name Titanic would have faded from the collective memory, as did most of her contemporaries. However, it was not to be. That name was destined to long outlive the big ship built in Belfast, that carried it.





  

    Why did such a tragic loss of life capture the imagination of the world? Ships were sinking every week, somewhere on the oceans. Lives were being lost every day, often in much larger numbers than on Titanic. Yet her sinking has become stuff of legend and persists in holding our attention. Was it because of her size? Or because it was her first voyage? Maybe it was because of the number of rich and famous passengers who were on board – some of whom managed to survive, many who did not. Was it the reported claims by some that she was unsinkable? It was probably a chance combination of all of these factors, plus a few myths and legends added into the mix.. However, there was one thing that played a crucial role in the whole Titanic saga and it’s aftermath.




    By 1912 the world had entered the Communication Age. Marconi’s wireless telegraph technology had made our planet much smaller, as word of wars, disasters and other
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      The Marconi Room


    




    





    newsworthy events could be sent around the globe in a matter of hours. It allowed people to talk to each other across vast distances, and, crucially for any vessel in trouble on the open sea, they could call on other ships to come to their aid. Titanic was fitted with the most up to date and powerful system, with a range of 350 miles by day and over 1,000 at night. Today we take for granted real time TV footage of happenings around the world, from live coverage of people dying in wars, to the shock of actually watching, as the planes ploughed into the Twin Towers in New York.




    In the early 20th century, to hear the news of the loss of Titanic within hours, or even a day of it occurring, had a similar shock effect on people. None more so than on the people of East Belfast, the boys who built the big boats. They found it hard to believe, or accept, that one of their finest ships had struck an iceberg and, with a massive loss of life, quite literally, ‘went down in history’.
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  The Titanic's


  First Victim




  

    In the early 20th century, Belfast was a vibrant, thriving industrial city. People streamed in from the surrounding counties in search of jobs in the linen mills, the shipyard and the countless spin-off industries they spawned. Both the mills and the ‘Yard’ were labour intensive, with women workers dominant in the linen industry. The ‘heavier’ work of shipbuilding employed only men. The women in the mills – ‘the Millies’ as they were called – worked long, hard hours, too, at their machines, exposed to levels of noise that would not be tolerated today. Accidents were common and often fatal. The health and safety regulations that most of us enjoy today, were practically non-existent. They would have amounted to not much more than young workers relying heavily on the ‘old hands’ to advise them on the safe way to do things. The new and powerful technologies of electricity and hydraulics were not always fully understood, or respected, by the workers employed to use them. A severe injury to a hand or a limb might result in amputation. That, in turn could lead to loss of your job and your livelihood.





    By 1910, Harland and Wolff were the world leaders in shipbuilding. They had a veritable army of 15,000 men employed in ‘The Yard’, the majority of whom lived in the maze of little, narrow streets of East Belfast. Their working day began at 6am every morning, except Sunday. Quitting time was 5.30pm, Monday to Friday and 1pm on Saturday. Large areas of East Belfast have been redeveloped and changed since then. Houses have been modernised and whole streets have gone. But the majority of the original streets remain, some of them displaying fine examples of that unique Belfast art form, the political wall mural.
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      Loyalist Mural in Ballymacarrett.


    




    





    On Saturday afternoons, many of those workers would have made their way to ‘The Oval’, home of Glentoran FC, to shout and cheer on the ‘Glens’ – the shipyard team - especially when they played their arch rivals from across the city, Linfield FC. That night, in the pubs of East Belfast, they might meet up, to celebrate a win, or drown their sorrows if they lost. The game would be replayed endlessly and praise or blame apportioned, where due. The next day, Sunday was always quiet. A Protestant dominated city, Belfast practised strict observance of the Sabbath Day. All shops, public houses, factories, schools and even the public parks and playgrounds remained closed. The day was given over to honouring God by attending your chosen place of worship.
Samuel Scott was one such worker. He lived in Templemore Street, in the Ballymacarrett area of East Belfast. The 1911 census records tell us his mother, Jane and six of her children , aged between 12 and 20 years old, were lodgers in 104 Templemore Street. Twelve people were crowded into the small, two-up, two-down house, as it was also the home of Samuel Foster (28) and his wife Annie (26) and their three young children. Annie Foster might well have been an older daughter of Jane Scott’s. Two other daughters, whom we shall meet later, worked in the linen mills. As Presbyterians, they had all been reared with that strong work ethos their religion embraces. At 15 years old, her oldest son, Samuel, seemed to have the whole world at his feet, with a good paying job and a level of independence. Maybe he even harboured dreams of one day running out onto the grass at The Oval to play for ‘The Glens’. (Why not? He was a 15 year old boy! From those same little streets of East Belfast, in the 1960s, came, arguably the greatest footballer of the 20th century – Georgie Best.) Samuel Scott had recently moved out of number 104 and taken lodgings, further along the same side of the street, in number 70. This was a common practice among the large families of the time, to ease the overcrowding.

  




  

    He was a ‘catch-boy’ with a riveting gang. The rivets were heated in a small furnace - a bucket of burning coals – by the ‘bellow-boy’, until they were white hot. Picked out of the fire with a pair of tongs, they were thrown high in the air, where the ‘catch-boy’ caught them with his tongs. He put them in the hole and the ‘holder-on’ drove them home with a sledge hammer. The ‘holder-on’ then held against them with his sledge, whilst two riveters on the other side of the steel plates, with special hammers , banged alternately to shape the rivet. As the little steel pins cooled, they contracted, pulling the plates tight together.
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      Bellow Boys


    




    





    Being paid by the rivet, a gang who gelled well could make good money. A ‘bellows-boy’ who didn’t heat the rivets enough, or a clumsy ‘catch-boy’ who missed them too often, would be quickly out of a job.




    On the morning of Wednesday, April 20th 1910, young Samuel Scott left his lodgings at number 70 Templemore Street. He might have called into his Ma’s for a minute. Maybe she had made him a ‘piece’ for his lunch, before he joined the throngs of other workers, heading for ‘The Yard’. A light mist hung over the city that day, and it felt very cold in the breaking dawn. As thousands of men streamed out of the narrow streets of East Belfast, to converge on the bridge over to Queen’s Island, the crunching of hob-nail boots on the cobbles, combined with the murmur of countless conversations and endless banter, would have grown ever louder. Samuel lined up with the other workers to collect his ‘bourd’ – a small rectangle of wood with his works number on it – at the timekeepers hatch. He then made his way to SS 401, the ship he was working on that day.
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      Titanic Towers over Belfast


    




    





    Some time that afternoon, Samuel Scott slipped off a ladder on the staging, high up the side of SS401 and fell to his death. At the inquest, two days later, witnesses were called in an effort to establish what happened. Nobody had actually seen Samuel fall, but one riveter gave evidence of seeing him lying, motionless and bleeding on the ground. His mother, Jane was called, but all she could add was that she had seen and spoken to him that morning, before he left for work. Dr Dixon, the coroner, gave evidence that Samuel Scott’s death resulted ‘from shock following fracture of the skull’. A year later, SS 401 was launched into Belfast Lough, amidst great fanfares and celebrations. She was to become the most famous ship ever built and that day she was given a name that befitted her enormous size - RMS Titanic.




    Samuel Scott, the wee lad who was first to die on that ill-fated ship, lies buried in Belfast City Cemetery. In April, 2010, one hundred years after his death, I was, with kind assistance from the Parks and Leisure Department, able


    to locate and visit his grave. There was no marker to remember him by, just a plot of well-kept grass. I am delighted to say, that in August 2011, following efforts by a number of people and organisations in Belfast, this stone was erected to his memory. At last, recognition has been given to young Samuel, who not only built the ships, but also helped build the city of Belfast.
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      Samuel Scott Headstone
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    A Truly Class Ship


  




  

    RMS Titanic was, without doubt, a truly class ship. I am not referring to the skill and workmanship of the men in ‘The Yard’, who built and fitted her out in all her luxurious finery. But rather to the fact that the conception, planning and building of the massive liner was, at all stages of her development, governed by the profound influence of the British ‘Class’ social structure.
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      The Grand Staircase


    




    





    This class system had reached it’s outlandish peak during the Victorian era, when everyone was expected to ‘know their place’ and ‘not try to get above their station’. The social inequalities and injustices of the system were probably best highlighted in the writings of Charles Dickens. That a hungry child should have the audacity to ask for more, from those with plenty, spoke volumes of the ludicrous lengths the Victorians would go to, just to defend their social boundaries.


  




  

    The demarcation lines between these social ‘Upper’, ‘Middle’ and ‘Lower’ classes were drawn in a very bold ink. Within each class there existed more loosely defined sub sections, like lower Middle class and upper Middle class. Although not written in stone, these distinctions were important, to establish a person’s standing in the social hierarchy. They also cemented the snobbery on which the class system thrived. While it was possible to better yourself within your own class, to attempt to climb upwards and across the line into the one above, was a futile exercise. The class you were born into was the class to which you were deemed always to belong to. A lowly labourer could work hard to learn a trade and hence be considered an artisan. He would have then raised himself a few notches higher within the Lower class – numerically, the biggest, yet the least powerful, politically. This ‘bettering of oneself’ was admired and encouraged. But should the ambitious labourer, turned artisan, continue to work diligently, trying to attain Middle class status for himself and family, such behaviour would be frowned upon, discouraged and maybe even actively thwarted. ‘Getting notions above your station’ was not easily tolerated by the Victorians, or their successors, the ‘Edwardians’.
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