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TO MY FATHER

WHO TAUGHT ME IN BOYHOOD TO SWIM, AND
TO KNOW NO FEAR OF THE SEA

AND
TO MY MOTHER

WHO FOUNDED THE FAITH THAT
HAS BROUGHT ME
THROUGH ALL THINGS

I DEDICATE THIS
BOOK


 


FOREWORD

Twenty minutes. Glance at a clock now and then; check it again when you finish this foreword. The time it takes to read these words may be all the time the crew and passengers aboard Cunard’s Lusitania had to make life-or-death decisions on the afternoon of May 7, 1915. Imagine the shock of a torpedo blast on a sunny afternoon and the immediate, sickening list to starboard, while most passengers dozed in their cabins, finished lunch, played cards, or ambled around the deck, anticipating their imminent arrival in Liverpool. How would you have reacted? What would you have done?

Most books on the Lusitania disaster follow a familiar formula. The reader is given background on the First World War, the role of neutral America, the British blockade of Germany, and the German decision to delineate a “War Zone” in the waters around Great Britain and declare unrestricted submarine warfare against any ships—neutral or belligerent, armed or unarmed—entering that War Zone. Readers are then introduced to passengers and crew, and shown the horrors of the German attack on a beautiful spring day, just off the coast of Ireland.

Charles E. Lauriat’s incomparable eyewitness account of the atrocity is like none you’ve ever read before, and surely none you’ll ever read. In the first place, it is short, in which not a word is wasted. Lauriat begins his account on the day of the attack. He has finished lunch and is strolling on the deck. He feels a jolt (the first torpedo), then another (the detonation of the American-made shells and cartridges stored in the ship’s hold), and, in a flash, the lives of the 1,959 passengers and crew aboard are “on the clock.”

Tick-tock. The torpedo strike began the inexorable process by which great ships sink. One might hope that the “Lucy’s” modern construction—its hull space divided into twelve watertight compartments—might save the liner, but one could not count on it. If portholes were negligently left open (they were) or the sliding doors between compartments opened to shovel coal (they were), then it was game over. Lauriat, an American bookseller headed to England on business, showed remarkable cool-headedness. His spare, lively account guides us around the ship as it foundered.

Lauriat had been leaning on the rail talking to a couple when the explosions rocked the ship. He immediately advised them to return to their cabin to get their lifebelts. Like many he encountered, they stood stock still, shocked into inaction. Lauriat descended to his cabin, put on his lifebelt, took his passport, cash and checks, grabbed an armload of lifebelts from a bin and returned to the main deck.

The Lusitania had more than enough lifeboats for the personnel aboard. But prompt decision-making was needed at every level. The captain had to order the lifeboats lowered; the crew had to fill them with “women and children first,” then put the men aboard the last boats and lower them all into the sea.

Tick-tock. Pierced on its starboard side and rent internally by the explosion of the munitions stored in the bow, the Lusitania listed drastically, as water rushed in and filled the underwater compartments, thrusting the ship to the left and leaning it to the right. The ship’s captain would later be cleared of wrongdoing by a court of inquiry, but Lauriat knew better. He was standing on the port side, assisting the crew in lowering lifeboats when Captain William Turner appeared and ordered them to stop. Turner insisted that the Lusitania, a state-of-the-art “greyhound” of the Cunard fleet, wouldn’t sink—“she’s all right,” Turner said. A brave woman passenger already seated in a lifeboat doubted him in a polite voice: “Where do you get your information, Captain.” “From the engine room, Madam,” he barked back in less polite tones.

This was a critical error. There were eleven lifeboats on each side of the ship. Each boat could carry sixty passengers or more. But with the ship rolling hard to the right, it was essential to launch the portside lifeboats immediately. To wait even a minute more would mean that they would ascend high into the sky and swing inboard on their davits like Christmas ornaments.

Tick-tock. Events were happening so fast that Lauriat never had time to argue with the skipper over his decision to empty the portside lifeboats. Lauriat slid over to the starboard side and observed scenes of pitiful mayhem. Cunard’s skilled crews had all been conscripted into naval service, so the crewmen trying to launch the lifeboats were second-stringers and rookies.

Tick-tock. Lauriat describes the terror of the passengers as they looked up now and saw the ship’s four great funnels directly over them, as the ship lay nearly on its side. Nobody could cut the lifeboats loose; there were no axes to cut the ropes. Lauriat saw a man sawing at them with a pocketknife. No one could keep his feet any longer, as the ship was dunking bow first underwater and settling sideways into the deep. Lauriat saw one lifeboat, crammed with wailing women and children, still attached to the davits, plunge underwater with the ship’s bow.

Tick-tock. Now there were just seconds to spare. Passengers who hadn’t made it into a boat climbed like alpinists to the stern, which had begun to lift high in the air. It was a natural survival instinct, but one certain to end in death.

Tick-tock. Lauriat jumped and began to swim away as fast as he could. Big ships like the Lusitania create suction when they sink, dragging down everything in their vortex. Floating in the water, not far from the ship, he watched the “Lucy” slip beneath the waves. The day was clear, the water calm. He saw the passengers gripping the rails and watching the sea rush up to take them. He heard their last cries as they vanished.

The story continues and is not to be missed. Lauriat traveled on to London to complete his business. He presents the German press campaign to justify the sinking as well as the whitewashed Board of Trade investigation that cleared Captain Turner of any errors in his handling of the crisis. No summary such as this can do justice to the intimacy and immediacy of Lauriat’s account. One must read it to know the full horror of those twenty minutes.

—Geoffrey Wawro
June 2016


THE ZONE

Avert Thy gaze, O God, close tight Thine eyes!

Glance down no longer on the ocean foam,

Lest Thou behold such horrors as can turn

Men’s burning hearts to ice, and chill their souls.

Keep Thine heart warm and full of charity

That Thou mayst yet be able to forgive,

And pity feel for those who know not when

To pause in deeds of ruthless sacrifice.

Restrain Thy wrath, and keep Thine hand in check;

Smite not, nor fiercely thrust without the pale

Those who can dare to strew the ocean waste

With fellow creatures, innocent of wrong.

Forget the studied purpose to destroy;

The launching of the missile through the deep;

The shattered hull; the crushed and bleeding forms;

The seething swirl of wreckage, women, men.

Remember that they know not what they do

Who strike in deadly fear and ghastly hate;

Remember that somehow, and at some time,

Each crime exacts its human penalty.

Remember that man’s conscience and man’s mind

Are agents of Thy purpose and Thy plan,

Which work within a deadlier revenge

Than any shrapnel shot or sabre thrust.

Remember that new generations come

Upon whom fall the burden and the curse,

The anguish of old hatreds and past wrongs,

The crushing debt, the struggle and despair.

Restrain, O God, the sweep of this vast hate;

Recall the nations to their sense of shame:

To those in blinding war, to us at peace,

Reveal anew the message of the Christ.

WILLIAM LLOYD GARRISON, JR.

(Reprinted by permission of the
author and of the Boston Transcript)


 

THE LUSITANIA’S LAST VOYAGE


PART I


THE LUSITANIA’S
LAST VOYAGE

PART I

6, NEW OXFORD STREET, LONDON, W. C.,

May 12, 1915

OUR voyage from New York had been uneventful and in fact it was quite a “Lauriat Crossing”; fine weather, smooth sea, and after the first few hours of Sunday (May 2) there had been no fog up to Friday morning (May 7), when it came in for a short time.

The speed of the boat had not been what I had expected it would be, for after the first full run of 24 hours, in which we covered 501 miles, the run dropped each day to well below the 500 mark, and the last 24 hours up to Friday noon (May 7) we made only 462 miles. This was partly accounted for by the fact that we picked up Greenwich time at Cape Clear and put the clock ahead 1 hour and 40 minutes.

The reason this small run impressed itself upon my mind was that I expected that when we sighted the Irish Coast the “Lucy” would show a burst of “top speed” and that we should go flying up at not less than 25 miles an hour. The run up to Thursday noon (May 6) had been 484 miles, and so confident was I that she would put on steam that I bought the high number in the pool (for Friday), which was 499. It was the only pool I went into and I couldn’t help it, for the number sold at £3.0.0 and at that price it looked like a “bargain.”

During the forenoon of Thursday (May 6) we swung out and uncovered 22 lifeboats, 11 on each side, showing Captain Turner’s preparedness towards emergency. I was keenly interested in all that was done aboard ship as we approached the Irish Coast, and in fact all through the voyage I kept my eyes unusually wide open.

At night the shades in the saloon were closely drawn, and I noticed that my bedroom steward left a note for the night watchman stating just which ports were open when he (the steward) went off duty.

Friday noon when the run was posted I was surprised, for I certainly thought that this was the time to put on speed. The sea was smooth as a pancake, an ideal chance for a dash up the coast. When I heard the fog horn early Friday morning I turned over and took another snooze, for there was no use in getting up if it was foggy and disagreeable weather. The fog did not last long and was nothing more than a morning mist.

I got up at noon and had time for a stroll around the deck before lunch at 1 o’clock. I noticed that we were not going anywhere near top speed and were following, as I remembered, the usual course up the Irish Coast, that being about 5 to 7 miles distant. I wondered at our loafing along at this gentle pace.

When I bought my ticket at the Cunard Office in Boston I asked if we were to be convoyed through the war zone, and the reply made was, “Oh yes! every precaution will be taken.”

When we got into Queenstown I found the people furious through the act itself and disgusted that three torpedo-boat destroyers should have lain at anchor in Queenstown harbor all the time the Lusitania was coming up the Irish Coast. Some of the men along the sea front told me that these boats had been out during the morning, but had come back for “lunch.” They all turned up after the tragedy, but they could have been used to better advantage before it.

After lunch I went to my stateroom and put on my sweater under the coat of the knickerbocker suit that I was wearing and went up on deck for a real walk. I came up the main companion-way and stepped out on the port side of the steamer and saw Mr. and Mrs. Elbert Hubbard standing by the rail, a little for’ard of the entrance. I joined them and was conversing with them when the torpedo struck the ship. In fact, Mr. Hubbard had just jokingly remarked that he didn’t believe he would be a welcome traveller to Germany, owing to the little essay he had written entitled “Who Lifted the Lid Off Hell.” Mr. Hubbard had not more than finished this remark when the shock came. This “essay” appeared in the “Philistine” for October, 1914, and Mr. Hubbard had given me a copy earlier on the voyage. If you want to read a piece of vitriolic English, I suggest that you send for a copy.

Where I stood on deck the shock of the impact was not severe; it was a heavy, rather muffled sound, but the good ship trembled for a moment under the force of the blow; a second explosion quickly followed, but I do not think it was a second torpedo, for the sound was quite different; it was more likely a boiler in the engine room.
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